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“Look,” I said, my voice sharp. “We both know what the deal is. You’re the prince of this particular mob, and I’m a girl who’s spent the last four years living on the streets. We don’t exactly have a lot in common, so let’s not pretend we do. In fact, we don’t have to do the whole fake friends thing at all. It looks like you have plenty of those with Felix and Grant already.”
 
Devon blinked, as if he was surprised by my surly tone. He probably was. I doubted anyone else talked to him like that. No one would dare to, since he was Claudia’s son.
 
“I know you don’t really want to be here,” he said. “And I don’t blame you. I don’t need a bodyguard, no matter what my mom thinks, and I know that she basically blackmailed you into this. But I’d like us to be friends, if we could.”
 
I snorted. “You are the son of the head of one of the most powerful Families in town. You don’t have friends, sweet prince. Not really. You have allies, enemies, and people who want you dead. Nothing more, nothing less. Especially not with me.”
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CHAPTER ONE
 
Bad things always come in threes.
 
Three strikes. Those three bears that Goldilocks ran into.
 
The three guards with swords who were chasing me right now.
 
“Come back here, you thief!” one of the guards bellowed, his voice booming across the dark rooftops.
 
I grinned and ran faster.
 
Thirty minutes ago, I had let myself into the lavishly furnished, but poorly protected, brownstone of a rich, Family-affiliated accountant who had bought a ruby necklace for his girlfriend—something his wife didn’t exactly appreciate.
 
So I had been dispatched to swipe said necklace on the angry wife’s orders and dime. It had been child’s play to climb up the drainpipe to the second floor of the brownstone, pick open a balcony door, and slip inside. I hadn’t even had to break into the office safe, because I discovered the necklace nestled in a black velvet box, the top open, sitting on the accountant’s desk. I’d admired the sparkle of the rubies before closing the lid and tucking the box into my long, sapphire-blue trench coat.
 
Then I had rifled through the rest of the desk to see what else I could steal.
 
I’d been mildly surprised and rather pleased to come across a pair of diamond cuff links tucked away in another box in one of the drawers. The diamonds weren’t as large and impressive as the rubies, but into my pockets they’d gone all the same, along with a gold fountain pen, a sterling silver letter opener, and a crystal paperweight.
 
Nothing that I hadn’t swiped dozens of times before in my seventeen years. In fact, this job had been easier than most of the recent ones Mo had sent me on.
 
You might say that I was a sort of modern-day Robin Hood, merrily stealing from the rich. Only I never, ever gave my loot away for free. There were only three people in this world that I cared about—me, myself, and I. Well, maybe four, if you caught me on a good day and I felt like including Mo. Either way, Mo could fend for himself, and mine was quite enough of a mouth to feed, as far as I was concerned.
 
Once I made sure all the loot was securely tucked away in my coat pockets, I scanned the rest of the office. But the vases and other knickknacks were too awkward and oddly shaped for me to carry away, the furniture far too large and heavy.
 
Satisfied with my haul, I decided to leave—the exact moment one of the guards stepped into the room to fetch the necklace for his boss.
 
He had yelled for his two buddies, they’d come crashing into the office, swords drawn, and I had beat a hasty retreat through a side door, up some stairs, and out onto the top of the brownstone before leaping onto the roof of the next house over . . . and the one after that . . . and the one after that . . .
 
Now, here I was, three minutes later, still racing across the rooftops of some of the nicer brownstones in Cloudburst Falls, West Virginia. The guards had been harder to shake than I’d expected, but I had a plan to take care of that.
 
I always had a plan.
 
I neared the edge of the roof and put on an extra burst of speed, preparing myself to leap onto the rooftop of the next house over. Lucky for me, the brownstones in this part of town were grouped closely together, with flat, square roofs, many of which featured gardens or even aviaries. This particular roof boasted both, and the roses fluttered as I raced past them, a few petals swirling up into the humid air, while the doves mournfully coo-coo-cooed about how I’d disturbed their sleep.
 
It was only a short gap between houses, maybe three feet, and I easily cleared it, my feet churning through the air before my sneakers scraped against solid stone again.
 
I staggered forward a few steps, my coat flapping around my legs. While I worked to regain my previous speed, I glanced over my shoulder. Even though it was after ten at night, and rain clouds cloaked the sky, I could see the three guards chasing me as clearly as if it were noon, thanks to my Talent for sight. They looked like normal humans, and I couldn’t tell if they were boring old mortals or more interesting magicks like me.
 
The guards didn’t seem to have any Talents, any obvious magic. Otherwise, lightning bolts, ice shards, or even balls of fire would have been streaking through the air towards me. Part of me sort of wished the guards were throwing magic at me. It would have made my escape easier.
 
Because I had another, rather unusual Talent of my own.
 
But it wasn’t meant to be, and the men jumped onto the roof behind me as I leaped onto the next one over—the last on this block.
 
I raced over to the far side of the roof. This brownstone butted up against a street, which meant that the next building over was more than a hundred feet away, much too far to make the jump. And since this was a private home, there wasn’t even a fire escape to climb down, just a rickety metal drainpipe loosely bolted onto the side of the brownstone.
 
But I already knew that from when I’d cased the neighborhood earlier this evening. In fact, it was the reason I’d run toward this building.
 
So I dipped my hands into my pockets, sorting through the items there—the necklace box, the other loot I’d swiped, my phone, several quarters, half of a dark chocolate candy bar that I’d been eating earlier while I was watching the accountant’s house. Finally, my fingers closed over two pieces of soft, supple metal, and I yanked out a pair of dull silver mesh gloves, which I pulled onto my hands.
 
The guards easily made the leap. Well, really, for them, it was more like a hop, given their long legs. I turned to face them. The guards grinned and slowed down when they realized I’d run out of rooftops.
 
One of the guards stepped forward. His green eyes glittered like a tree troll’s in the semidarkness, and his black hair was cropped so close to his head that it looked like he was wearing a shadow for a skull cap.
 
“Give us the necklace, and we’ll let you live,” he growled. “Otherwise . . .”
 
He swung his sword in a vicious arc, right at my shoulder level.
 
“Off with my head?” I murmured. “How cliché.”
 
He shrugged.
 
My hand dropped to my waist and the sword that was belted there. I considered sliding the weapon free of its black leather scabbard, raising it into an attack position, and charging forward, but I decided not to. No way was I going to the extra trouble of fighting three guards, not for the pittance that Mo was paying me.
 
“Come on,” he rumbled. “I don’t like carving up little girls, but I’ve done it before.”
 
I didn’t think he was being overly insulting with the little girl crack, since he looked to be at least fifty.
 
So I sighed and slumped my shoulders, as though I were beaten. Then I reached into my coat pocket, drew out the black velvet box, and held it up where the leader could see it. His eyes weren’t as good as mine—few people’s eyes were—but he recognized the box.
 
“This necklace?”
 
He nodded, stepped forward, and held out his hand.
 
I grinned and tucked the box back into my pocket. “On second thought, I think I’ll hang on to it. Later, fellas.”
 
I hopped onto the ledge of the roof, took hold of the drainpipe, and stepped off into the night air.
 
The wet metal slid through my fingers like greased lightning. It would have laid the flesh of my palms open to the bone if I hadn’t been wearing my gloves. The wind whipped through my black hair, pulling pieces of it free from my ponytail, and I let out a small, happy laugh at the sheer, thrilling rush of plummeting toward the earth. At the last moment, I gripped the drainpipe much tighter, until the screech-screech-screech of metal rang in my ears. But the motion slowed my descent and even caused a bit of smoke to waft up from my gloves.
 
Five seconds later, my sneakers touched the sidewalk. I let go of the drainpipe, stepped back, and looked up.
 
The guards were hanging over the side of the roof, staring at me with gaping mouths. One of them lurched toward the drainpipe, as if to follow me, but in his rush, he ended up ripping the top part of the metal completely away from the brownstone. The rest of the drainpipe broke free from the wall and clattered to the ground, causing a few rusty sparks to shoot through the air. Looked like he was a magick after all, one with a Talent for strength. Chagrined, that guard turned to face the leader and held out the length of pipe.
 
The leader slapped him upside the head with the hilt of his sword. The second guard dropped out of sight, probably knocked unconscious by the hard blow. Apparently, the leader had also had a strength Talent. The third guard eyed the sidewalk, like he was thinking about leaping over the ledge, but the roof was more than sixty feet above the pavement. There was no way he could survive that high a fall, not unless he had some sort of healing Talent. Even then, it would be a big risk to take and not worth the pain of the broken bones. The guard knew it, too, and backed away from the ledge, which was exactly what I’d been counting on.
 
When he realized they weren’t going to catch me, the leader screamed out his rage and brandished his sword in the air, but that was all he could do.
 
I gave him a mock salute, then slid my hands into my coat pockets and strolled down the sidewalk, whistling a soft, cheery tune.
 
Nothing that I hadn’t done before.
 
 

 
 
Despite the late hour, the cobblestone streets of Cloudburst Falls were not deserted.
 
Far from it.
 
Lights blazed in the shops, hotels, and restaurants, the golden glows banishing the worst of the shadows in the surrounding alleys, if not the things that lived in them. Mortals and magicks of all shapes, sizes, ages, and ethnicities flowed up and down the sidewalks and into the storefronts, all of which were decorated with castles, swords, and other magic-themed art. In one diner, customers ate at a counter, while winged pixies barely six inches tall flitted through the air, steaming plates of meat loaf and mashed potatoes balanced on their tiny heads.
 
The customers all looked like normal humans, but it was still easy to tell the magicks from the mortals. The magicks were focused on their cheeseburgers, shakes, and fries, while the mortals let their food get cold, too busy gaping at the pixies zipping all around them to nosh on their tuna melts, grilled cheeses, and club sandwiches. Rubes, most magicks derisively called the mortals, and with good reason.
 
I stopped at a crosswalk, watching the traffic. Cars with out-of-state license plates and tour buses, mostly, with a few magicks on bicycles pedaling by, using their Talents for strength or speed to easily or quickly churn their legs and pull the cutesy carriages full of canoodling couples along behind them. A sign planted in a flowerbed in the median featured a carving of a white castle. Words in a fancy script on the sign claimed that Cloudburst Falls was “the most magical place in America,” a tourist town where “fairy tales are real.”
 
I snorted. Yeah, fairy tales were real here all right—including the monsters that went along with them. Monsters that were fe-fi-fo-fum hungry for all the blood and bones they could sink their teeth and claws into, mortal, magick, or otherwise.
 
While I waited for the light to change, I raised my gaze to Cloudburst Mountain, the rugged peak that loomed over the city. White clouds cloaked the top of the mountain, the thick fog made out of mist that continually drifted up from the dozens of waterfalls tumbling down the sides. The mist wrapped around the peak like whipped cream on top of a sundae, but the mountain, the falls, and the sweeping views from the top were what the tourists came here to see.
 
Along with the monsters.
 
Several different tour companies hauled folks into the surrounding forests and up the mountain so they could observe monsters in their natural habitats, sort of like the Southern version of an African safari. Those who were a little less outdoorsy and adventurous could stay in town, where they could safely ooh and ahh over monsters in parks, petting zoos, and the like, as well as enjoy Cloudburst Falls’ overall kitschy, renaissance-faire theme.
 
Below the cloud line, mansions made out of white, gray, and black stone sprawled across the mountain ridges, the silver lights inside twinkling like stars. During the day, I would have been able to see the flags decorated with symbols that topped the towers in the lavish compounds, but the distant flags were only indistinct blobs in the night sky. The colors and crests represented the Families, or mobs, that made up the power structure here, at least among many of the magicks.
 
But there were two Families that stood above all the others—the Sinclairs and the Draconis. Their mansions were the biggest, the most impressive, and the highest ones up on the mountain, with the Sinclairs on the west side and the Draconis on the eastern slope. All the other Families were below them, literally.
 
And me too. Although I had as little respect for the Sinclairs and the Draconis, and their constant feuding, as I did for everything else. You couldn’t do the sorts of jobs that I did and follow the rules, much less care about who you pissed off by breaking them.
 
But I preferred to keep a low profile, for all sorts of reasons, and that meant not stealing from the Families. At least, not from any of their more prominent members. Although their hired hands, like the accountant I’d robbed tonight, were fair game.
 
Steering clear of the Families was the only real rule I followed. Besides, there were plenty of rich people here in the city to rob, not to mention all the tourists who didn’t even realize their wallets, cameras, and phones were missing until they got back to their hotels.
 
Mo went up the mountain sometimes, though, peddling his many ill-gotten goods to whatever Family would let him sidle in through their doors. My fingers curled around the box in my pocket. I wondered who he would sell the ruby necklace to. Probably some rich Family schmuck looking for a present for someone—or a bribe.
 
The light changed, and I crossed the street, putting all thoughts of the Sinclairs, Draconis, and other Families out of my mind.
 
The farther west I walked, the lighter the street and foot traffic got, and the less shiny, polished, and magical everything appeared to be. The bustling businesses disappeared, replaced by dilapidated row houses. Calling this the bad part of town would have been a kindness, since matchsticks glued together would have been more substantial than most of the buildings. Almost every home I passed featured broken concrete steps, sagging wooden porches, and roofs with gaping holes, like something had come along and taken bites out of the dull, weathered tin.
 
Maybe something had.
 
In addition to mortals and magicks, monsters made up the third, albeit smallest, part of the population, and they weren’t uncommon in this part of town. All of the rundown homes, deserted businesses, and abandoned warehouses made great places for something to curl up and lie in wait for lost tourists to wander by.
 
I was the only person on the street, and I drew my sword, my blue eyes flicking left and right, peering into the shadows that had crept up to the edge of the sidewalk, thanks to the busted-out streetlights. The pools and patches of blackness didn’t bother me, though, not with my Talent for sight. I could see everything around me as clear as day, no matter how dark it actually was.
 
Like everything else, magic mostly fell into three categories—strength, speed, and senses, which included sight, smell, sound, taste, and touch. The majority of Talents were some variation on those three areas, whether it was the ability to lift a car with one hand, move faster than a snake striking, or hear a coin hit the ground from a hundred feet away. And, as if all that wasn’t enough, some folks could even conjure up their magic and hold balls of fire, lightning bolts, or poisonous clouds in the palms of their hands so that everyone could see and feel their power—and potentially be hurt by it.
 
There were three levels of power—minor, moderate, and major—depending on how strong you were in your magic and how many different things you could do with it. Most folks fell into the minor and moderate categories, but some Talents were automatically considered major because they were so rare, or powerful, or both.
 
Really, though, all us magicks were circus freaks more than anything else, able to do amazing things with our bodies. Strong women, fast men, people who could twist their limbs into impossible positions, create illusions with a wave of their hands, or change their appearance just by thinking about it. But with monsters in the mix, instead of lions and tigers. Oh my.
 
Sight was a common Talent, along with all the other enhanced senses, but it was one of the more useful ones. Certainly better than smell. The foul reek of the garbage bags heaped at the corner made my nose crinkle with disgust. I could only imagine how much worse the stench would be if it were magically amplified.
 
I left the row houses behind and stepped onto a gray cobblestone bridge that arched over the Bloodiron River. Three Xs had been carved into a stone set into the short column that fronted the right side of the bridge. A clear warning. There be a monster here.
 
I paused in the middle of the bridge, just before I would cross over to the far side, looked over the edge, and listened, but I didn’t see or hear anything except the soft ripple and rush of the river below. No metal clanking on the stones, no claws crabbing over the rocks in my direction, no monster licking its chops in anticipation of sinking its teeth into me. Either the lochness who lived under the bridge was cruising down the river like the black, oversize octopus it resembled or it was already chowing down on its dinner for the night.
 
I thought about crossing the rest of the bridge without paying the usual toll, but it was better not to chance it. Besides, it was the polite thing to do. My mom had been big on that. On paying the tolls, following the old traditions, and giving every creature—mortal, magick, and monster—the respect it deserved. Especially the ones that could eat you in one gulp.
 
So I dug through my pockets and retrieved three quarters. I placed the coins on a worn, smooth stone, also marked with three Xs, set in the middle of the right side of the bridge.
 
Pretty cheap, if you asked me, especially given the insanely high prices the tourists and we locals paid for everything in town. I could have given the monster the crumpled, five-dollar bill in my pocket, but this lochness preferred change for some reason. Maybe because the coins were so shiny, glimmering like perfect silver circles. Although I had no idea what the creature could possibly do with quarters. Maybe the lochness took the change to some hidden lair, made a nest out of the coins, and slept in the middle of them, like dragons with gold, gems, and other treasures in those old fairy tales.
 
The lochness wasn’t the only monster in town, and each kind required different forms of tribute to let you pass by safely. Small things mostly, like a lock of hair or a drop of blood or even a candy bar. That last one was for the tree trolls. Apparently, they loved their sugary snacks. But if some quarters or a chocolate bar kept something from attacking, killing, and eating me, then it was worth the effort to be nice and play along with the monsters.
 
My toll paid, I turned and walked down the far side of the bridge—
 
Clink. Clink. Clink.
 
My steps faltered, but I tightened my grip on my sword and resisted the urge to look over my shoulder for a glimpse of whatever had snatched my coins off the center stone.
 
Sometimes, Talent or not, it was better not to see things.

 



CHAPTER TWO
 
Ten minutes later, I turned off the street and sidled up to a brick building that took up an entire block. A faded sign planted in the lawn read CLOUDBURST FALLS LIBRARY—WESTERN BRANCH. No fancy castle adorned this sign, just a simple stack of splintered books. Like everything else in the neighborhood, the sign and the library were both a little worse for wear.
 
I slid my sword back into its scabbard, then reached up and pulled a pair of chopsticks out of my former ponytail. They looked like two thin, black-lacquered sticks, the sort women wear in their hair; however, a quick twist of the wood revealed the lock picks hidden inside.
 
I used the picks to open one of the side doors and slipped into the building. The interior was dark, but that didn’t bother me. Even if I hadn’t had my sight, I still would have been able to navigate through the stacks. My mom used to bring me here every Saturday in the summer when I was a kid, and I’d long ago memorized every inch of the library, from the miniature chairs and tables in the children’s section to the graffiti carved into the wooden shelves that housed the young adult books to the checkout counter with its out-of-date computers.
 
I walked through the aisles until I came to a door that opened onto a storage room. It featured a shelf full of paper towels and cleaning supplies, along with boxes of old discarded books no longer in library circulation. I moved past the boxes to the back of the room, where another door was set into the wall.
 
I picked that one open as well, then shut and locked it behind me. By this point, I was so deep into the library that no light penetrated the interior, but there was nothing down here that could hurt me. So I walked through a short hallway filled with more boxes of unwanted books, down a set of stairs, and into the basement.
 
I pulled off my gloves, went to a table in the corner, and ran my fingers over the touch lamp Mo had given me when I’d first moved in here about four years ago. Soft white light filled the basement, revealing a mini-fridge, a couple of battered suitcases filled with clothes, another suitcase bristling with weapons, and a metal rack full of books, photos, and other mementos. A cot was also shoved into the corner, the blue flannel sheets hanging off the edge where I hadn’t bothered to make up the bed before I left this morning.
 
Home, sweet home.
 
I unbuckled the black leather belt and scabbard from around my waist and propped them and my sword next to the cot, then shrugged out of my coat and tossed it on top of the sheets. I pulled out my phone and texted Mo.
 
 

 
 
Got it. Home now.
 
 

 
 
The phone beeped less than a minute later, as if he’d been waiting up for me. I snorted. Waiting up to make sure I got what he wanted was more like it. He’d probably been using that stupid app of his to track my phone, making sure I was back at the library.
 
 

 
 
Good. See you tomorrow. *After* school!
 
 

 
 
I rolled my eyes. For some reason, Mo thought that the simple act of my going to school would somehow counteract my nightly life of looting and larceny. As if.
 
I plugged in my phone to let it charge. Then I plucked the black velvet box out of my coat pocket, cracked open the top, and fished out the necklace.
 
“Eat your heart out, Robin Hood,” I murmured. “Lila Merriweather strikes again.”
 
I admired the fiery flash of the rubies before holding the necklace up to a framed photo sitting on a table next to my cot. A woman with my same black hair and dark blue eyes stared back at me. My mom, Serena.
 
“It went just like I planned. You should have seen the looks on their faces. Those guards couldn’t believe that I got away from them.”
 
I paused, as if I were waiting for her to chime in, but my mom didn’t say anything. She died when I was thirteen, but I still talked to her photo sometimes. Yeah, I knew that it was stupid, but it made me feel a little better. Like she was watching over me from wherever she was. Like she wasn’t completely gone.
 
Like she hadn’t been brutally murdered.
 
I draped the necklace over the frame, making it look as if Mom was wearing the rubies, then moved around the basement, putting away my gear. I left all of my supplies in my coat, although I fished out the candy bar and finished eating it. I also grabbed some more quarters from a glass jar and slid them into one of the coat pockets, before folding the garment and the gloves and placing them in a suitcase by themselves.
 
Like me, the garments were more than they appeared to be. The gloves were made from ironmesh, a thin, flexible metal. The coat was unique, too, comprised of spidersilk that had been stitched together, making it strong, durable, and lightweight. Best of all, spidersilk turned away all sorts of stains—dirt, grease, blood, grime—so it never needed to be washed.
 
And then there was the sword, the most valuable object I owned. It, too, was made out of a special metal—bloodiron. But instead of being the expected rusty red, the sword was a dull, flat black, bordering on gray, looking more like ashy wood than actual metal. Black blades, most folks called them, because of the color—and the terrible things they could do, especially to magicks and monsters.
 
Bloodiron was rare, and most weapons made out of the metal were carved with family crests and symbols, almost like cattle brands, to make the blades easily identifiable. Naturally, this made it harder to steal and sell the heirlooms on the black market. A five-pointed star had been cut into the center of the hilt of my sword, with other, smaller stars running down the hilt and then etched into the blade itself.
 
The sword, coat, and gloves were my most prized possessions, but not because of their magical properties or monetary value. I loved them because they’d belonged to my mom.
 
They had been the three tools she’d used the most. When I was a kid, we traveled from town to town, and Mom went from one job and one side of the country to the other and back again. Most of the time, she worked as a bodyguard, protecting rich folks from other rich folks who wanted them dead. Along the way, Mom taught me everything she knew about fighting, thieving, lock picking, and all the other skills I needed in order to survive. I’d wanted to be just like her as a kid.
 
Part of me still did.
 
My right hand trailed down the front of the coat, the spidersilk feeling as cool and smooth as a sheet of raindrops. The motion made a ring wink on my hand—a small sapphire shaped like a five-pointed star embedded in a thin silver band.
 
Something else that had belonged to my mom, one of the few things I had left of her. Most everything else was gone, either destroyed, stolen by looters, or pawned to pay for food, clothes, and other necessities.
 
I looked at the ring a moment longer, staring into the dark blue depths of the flashing sapphire, before dropping my hand and getting on with my chores.
 
It took me thirty minutes to haul enough water from the women’s restroom on the first floor down to the basement to fill an old metal washtub for a cold bath. The basement wasn’t exactly the warmest part of the library, and my teeth were chattering by the time I got out, dried off, and put on my pajamas.
 
Most nights, I would have gone back upstairs, grabbed an action movie out of the media center, and popped it into the TV in the children’s section. The Princess Bride, the entire James Bond series, the original Star Wars trilogy. I’d watched them all dozens of times and could quote them by heart. Silly, I know. But the free movies were one of my favorite parts about living in the library. I liked how everything always worked out okay in the movies, especially since I knew that I wasn’t likely to get my own happy ending.
 
But it was late, and I was tired, so I crawled into bed. I started to turn out the light, but I glanced over at the photo of my mom, her smile even brighter than the rubies draped around the silver frame.
 
“Good night, Mom,” I whispered.
 
Once again, I waited, but there was no response. And there never would be.
 
Sighing, I hit the lamp with my fingers, casting the basement into darkness. Then I curled into a tight ball on my cot, drew the sheets up to my chin, and tried to go to sleep, instead of thinking about how much I still missed her.
 
 

 
 
Unfortunately, rubies or not, thief or not, magick or not, I still had to get up and schlep to school the next morning.
 
I attended one of the regular rube public high schools, where no one knew who I was or anything about my illegal late-night errands. I doubted that anyone except the teachers even knew I existed. They, at least, had to grade my papers and put a face with the name. But the students ignored me, and I did the same to them. I didn’t need them. I didn’t need friends.
 
Even if I had bothered to make a couple, it wasn’t like I could bring them to my squatter’s home in the library to hang out, watch a TV that wasn’t even mine, and talk about cute guys. That would be a good way to get shipped back to foster care—or worse, put in juvie for trespassing, breaking and entering, stealing, and all the other bad things I’d done.
 
So I went to my classes, ate lunch by myself in the school library, and waited for the day to pass so I could get on with more important things—like taking the necklace to Mo and getting paid.
 
Finally, the three o’clock bell rang, signaling the end of the school day. At three-oh-one, I was out the front door. Since I didn’t feel like walking, I hopped onto one of the trolleys that crisscrossed town at all hours of the day and night. Not only was Cloudburst Falls “the most magical place in America,” but it was also a total tourist trap. Think a Southern version of Vegas, but with real magic and mobsters who wielded their Talents with brutal efficiency and deadly consequences. Folks came from all across the country, and the world, to buy cheap trinkets and cheaper T-shirts, eat fatty foods—like deep-fried fudge—and throw their money away inside the themed shops, restaurants, and casinos that lined the Midway.
 
Mostly, though, the tourists loved to dawdle on the sidewalks, lick their disgusting ice cream cones, and gawk at everything, even though they could see the exact same stuff back home if only they looked hard enough. Talented magicks were everywhere. Monsters, too.
 
But legend had it that Cloudburst Mountain itself was particularly magical, especially since so much bloodiron had been discovered and mined there. Some folks even claimed that the mountain emanated power, sort of like a giant magnet, which was why so many magicks and monsters made their homes in, near, on, and around it. Either way, the town officials had decided to play up the magic angle. Well, they and the Families. The Families got a cut of everything in this town, including all the cash the tourists left behind.
 
I plopped down in an aisle seat on the trolley. The lady sitting by the window didn’t even glance at me. Instead, she raised her camera and snapped a photo of a food cart shaped like a miniature metal castle, as if she’d never seen a guy wearing a black cloak and matching cavalier hat, holding metal skewers full of hot dogs and roasting them with the flames shooting out of his fingertips.
 
I rolled my eyes. Tourist rubes were the worst. I thought about stealing her wallet, just on principle, but I decided against it. The twenty bucks that was probably inside wasn’t worth the hassle.
 
Thirty minutes later, the trolley stopped in front of one of the many squares that branched off the Midway, the main tourist drag in the center of town. While the tourists were grabbing their purses, cameras, and jumbo sodas, I was already striding down the aisle and stepping off the trolley.
 
The street ran by the front of the square, while shops and restaurants made up the other three sides, with several walkways in between the buildings leading back to the Midway or to the next square over. A park lay in the middle of the area, with leafy trees that provided a bit of shade from the mid-May heat. A gray stone fountain shaped like Cloudburst Mountain, complete with a waterfall on one side, gushed in the center of the park.
 
A bronze plaque stood next to the fountain, telling about the town’s history and how two local families—the Sinclairs and the Draconis—had started guiding folks up the mountain to see the falls and monsters. Some of those early tourists swore that drinking the water and breathing in the clouds of mist from the falls cured everything from baldness to stomachaches, and the views were so spectacular and the monsters so creepy that word got out, and more and more folks began flocking to the area. As a result, Cloudburst Falls was pretty much tourist-central all year-round now, although the summer months were the most crowded.
 
I snorted. The plaque failed to mention the real history of the town. Namely, that the Sinclairs and the Draconis had both been poor mountain families who ran moonshine during Prohibition before they realized they could make more money by luring tourists to town and showing them the scenery and monsters. Rumor had it that a Sinclair had opened up the first business in town, a shack selling fudge and other sweets to tourists at the base of the mountain. A Draconi had retaliated by setting up an ice cream cart. And so on and so forth, until the town had become what it was today, with the Sinclairs and the Draconis still fighting for control of everything. It was more Hatfields and McCoys, or Capulets and Montagues, than a fairy tale come true, but the town officials had prettied up the past, just like they had everything else.
 
I was skirting the fountain when a pack of girls stepped in front of me, laughing and talking. I rolled my eyes and pulled up short, but I still couldn’t help clipping the shoulder of the girl on the edge of the pack, one who looked around my age.
 
“Watch where you’re going,” she growled.
 
“Why don’t you watch where you’re going?” I snapped right back.
 
The girl stopped, then turned to face me. She was beautiful, with long golden hair, perfect porcelain skin, and dark blue eyes that glittered with anger. She was the only girl in the group not wearing a sundress, although her white shorts and cropped red top were still the best that money could buy.
 
So was the black blade belted to her waist.
 
Guns had long ago been banned in Cloudburst Falls for the simple reason that big, beefy, scary-looking guards carrying guns made the tourist rubes nervous. So the Sinclairs, Draconis, and other Families kept law and order with swords, daggers, and, you know, other sharp, pointed weapons. And the tourism officials had totally embraced the idea, claiming that the old-fashioned weapons added to the town’s magical atmosphere. Whatever.
 
Besides, a gun wouldn’t do you much good against someone with a speed Talent, who could dodge bullets like they were as big and slow as beach balls. A little more magic and a whole lot more skill was involved to keep out of the way of a sword’s edge for any length of time, especially if the person wielding the weapon knew what she was doing.
 
This girl looked like she knew exactly what to do with her sword. In fact, she was already rocking back and forth on her feet, ready to attack me at a moment’s notice, studying me as closely as I was her.
 
She took in my battered black backpack, sneakers, gray cargo pants, and faded blue T-shirt that had been washed and worn a dozen times too many before her gaze focused on my wrist. I knew what she was looking for. A cuff that would let her know which Family I belonged to, if any.
 
Like the one she was wearing.
 
A gold cuff wrapped around her right wrist, a snarling dragon stamped into the middle of the gleaming metal. Blond hair, black blade, gold cuff. Terrific. Out of all the girls in the square, out of all the ones in the entire town, I had to run into her.
 
I might not care much for the Families, but I recognized the dragon crest and the girl in front of me—Deah Draconi, daughter of Victor Draconi, head of the Draconi Family, the most powerful man in town.
 
“What did you say?” Deah demanded.
 
Her companions all wore the same gold cuffs stamped with the same Draconi dragon crest. The girls spread out, forming a semicircle behind Deah. Apparently, they didn’t want to get in her way should she decide to slice me in two with her sword, something she was exceptionally good at, if you believed the rumors.
 
I would have liked nothing more than to tell Deah Draconi exactly what I thought about her, and especially about her horrible father, but I forced myself to swallow my anger.
 
“Nothing.”
 
“Yeah.” She smirked. “That’s what I thought.”
 
Deah stared at me, her blue eyes bright with a clear challenge. Thinking that she was the alpha bitch here, she wanted me to lower my gaze and look away, but I lifted my chin and glared right back at her. Surprise flashed in her eyes, then wariness. She recognized an enemy when she saw one. Her hand dropped to her sword, her fingers curling around the hilt and hiding the intricate scrollwork and symbols from sight, as she considered me.
 
Part of me wished she would draw her weapon. Because being a thief wasn’t the only thing I was good at, and I itched to show her that I was exactly the same sort of tough girl she was. Even if picking a fight with a Draconi was pretty close to suicide.
 
She smirked at me again. “Come on,” Deah said to her entourage. “This nobody isn’t worth dirtying up my clothes.”
 
She drove her shoulder into mine, making me stagger to one side, before walking past me. The other girls giggled, but Deah never even looked back as she sashayed away.
 
Of course she wouldn’t. I didn’t belong to a Family, so I was a nobody, just like she’d said.
 
I stood there, my cheeks burning, my body rigid, my hands clenched into fists. Part of me wanted to run after her, grab her shoulder, spin her around, and plant my fist in her face for what she’d done to me, for what her Family had done to mine—
 
A happy shriek of laughter from a little boy tossing pennies into the fountain snapped me out of my anger. I shook my head, banishing the treacherous thoughts. Letting my emotions get the best of me, especially when it came to the Draconis, would be a quick way to die, and I was far too sensible for such things.
 
At least, that’s what I told myself. Even if I did glare at Deah Draconi’s back until she and her friends left the square behind.

 



CHAPTER THREE
 
I pushed aside the rest of my anger and headed for the store that took up the entire back section of the square. A flashing blue neon sign over the entrance screamed THE RAZZLE DAZZLE in ten-foot-high letters surrounded by a cascade of stars. As an added touch, the white stars winked on and off, burning even brighter than the blue letters. Mo wasn’t exactly subtle when it came to his advertising—or greed.
 
I pushed through the double doors, causing a series of lochness bones to rattle together, and stepped inside. Despite its grand name and neon sign, the Razzle Dazzle was what most tourist rubes—what most everyone—would call a pawnshop. And that’s if they were being nice. Junk store was way more appropriate.
 
Glass cases filled the store, stretching from wall to wall and front to back, housing everything from jewelry to digital cameras to musical instruments. And that wasn’t counting the metal racks full of books that crouched in the corners, the rolled-up movie posters crammed into bins, or the fake and not-so-fake art prints and paintings that decorated the walls, along with stuffed tree troll and other monster heads.
 
All that and more could be found inside the Razzle Dazzle, as the tourists and other desperate folks pawned whatever they had for cash. These sad customers hoped for enough to buy just a few more casino chips or to pay their hotel bill for just one more night so they could strike it rich for sure the next day. Mo would pay or trade for anything he thought he could resell for more money later on, hence the odd mix of items. Still, I liked the cozy feel of the clutter. Mo had some real treasures hidden in here, and you never knew what you were going to find from one aisle, one case, one day, to the next.
 
But the good stuff—the genuine, quality jewelry and weapons—was in the back half of the store, housed in cases much sturdier than the simple glass they appeared to be made out of, with locks that you didn’t dare try to pick or bust open, unless you wanted a poison needle to shoot into your hand. Mo might happily send me out to steal stuff, but he didn’t like getting ripped off himself.
 
I walked down the main aisle all the way to the back of the shop, where a tall, muscular man with onyx skin and black hair shot through with silver threads sat on a stool behind a long counter filled with sparkling rings. The man’s elbows were down on the counter, and he was reading through an interior decorating magazine. He was always looking for new ways to make the merchandise more appealing to customers. He’d changed the paint on the walls three times so far this year. I wondered how long the current robin’s egg blue would last.
 
“Finally,” he growled, turning another page in his magazine. “I was wondering if you’d gotten lost, Lila.”
 
“Nice to see you, too, Mo.”
 
My snide tone got him to raise his black eyes to me. Mo Kaminsky might be a shady pawnbroker and fence, but he always dressed like one of the tourist rubes he was so happy to fleece. Today, he wore white linen pants and a blue Hawaiian shirt patterned with white hibiscus flowers. A white straw hat sat off to one side of the counter, and I knew that if I could see his feet, he’d be wearing white flip-flops. Mo took the idea of casual comfort to a whole new level. A small diamond signet ring flashed on his right hand, while a diamond-crusted watch glittered on his left wrist. Sadly, the gems were nicer than the ones in the cuff links I’d stolen last night.
 
Mo huffed, but he put his magazine aside and crooked his finger at me. His buffed, manicured nails gleamed almost as brightly as the diamonds he wore. “Okay, kid, show me the necklace and whatever else you swiped.”
 
“How do you know I took something else?”
 
He grinned. “Because you never miss an opportunity to put more cash into your pocket. Just like me.”
 
I unzipped my backpack, drew out the black velvet box, and set it on the counter, along with the cuff links and other items I’d stolen. Mo caressed the velvet before cracking open the top.
 
“Hello, ladies,” he crooned to the rubies. “Come to Papa.”
 
Mo picked up the necklace and examined each one of the rubies in turn, making sure they were the real deal and not well-done fakes. He had a minor Talent for sight, but he didn’t need it, not when it came to this. He’d been in the business a long time, and nothing got past him.
 
“Well done, Lila,” Mo said. “The necklace is in perfect condition. Did you have any problems snatching it?”
 
I shrugged. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
 
Mo nodded. He knew better than to ask questions about what happened on the jobs he sent me on, just as I knew better than to ask what would happen to the rubies now.
 
Mo put the necklace back into the box and snapped the lid shut. He examined the rest of the items I’d stolen, then moved over to the cash register, opened the drawer, and reached inside.
 
“And now for your payment—”
 
“One thousand,” I interrupted him.
 
He raised his eyebrows. “We agreed on five hundred.”
 
“That was before I ran into the three guys guarding the house, the ones who chased me across several rooftops and threatened to chop off my head. One thousand.”
 
“Five-fifty.”
 
“One thousand.”
 
“Six hundred.”
 
“Eight hundred.”
 
“Seven.”
 
“Seven-fifty.”
 
“Done.”
 
“Done.”
 
We shook on it, but Mo still gave me a sour look.
 
“Serena never upped her prices on me like this,” he grumbled.
 
For some reason I never quite understood, Mo and my mom had been friends. Like, good friends, for as long as I could remember. She was the only person who’d ever been able to make him laugh or smile or talk about something other than money. In a way, Mo had almost been like her manager, since most of the bodyguard gigs she’d taken on had come through him and his connections. Mom had asked Mo to look out for me, and after her death, I’d started doing errands for him, minding the shop, picking a few customer pockets, taking sensitive packages here and there. Eventually, I’d moved up to bigger, tougher, and better-paying jobs. Now, I was Mo’s go-to girl.
 
“Well, my mom was nicer than I am,” I quipped.
 
“No argument here.” Mo gave me another sour look, but then his face softened. “I haven’t seen you in a few days, kid. How are things?”
 
I shrugged. “Same old, same old. School, work, more school, more work.”
 
“And the library?”
 
“Great,” I lied. “Just like having my own apartment.”
 
Mo opened his mouth to ask me another question, but I cut him off. I liked Mo, but I didn’t want or need him butting into my business. I could take care of myself. I’d been doing it for a long time now.
 
“Speaking of work, you got anything else for me?”
 
He hesitated. “Actually, I think we should cool it for a few weeks. I’ve been hearing some rumblings about trouble between the Families. I think it’s best if we lay low and wait to see how things shake out.”
 
Despite the fact that they already got a piece of everything in town, the Families were always fighting for more—more magic, more money, more power. So squabbles between them were common. And so were feuds among their own members. Most of the Family connections were based on blood ties, since that’s how the Sinclairs and Draconis had started out way back when. If you were kin, you were in, no matter how distantly related, rich, or powerful—or not—you might be. But today, all the Families accepted whoever might be useful, provided that you had enough magic, money, and power to buy your way into their good graces.
 
Still, there was one Family that stood above all the others—the Draconis.
 
They were the ones with the most magic, money, and power, and they were always ready, willing, and eager to grab more. Most of the feuds between the Families had started because of the Draconis, and the Draconis were the ones who ended them—usually in blood.
 
The Sinclairs were the only ones powerful enough to stand up to the Draconis, and even they had to pick and choose their battles or risk the other Family wiping them out.
 
“So who’s been stupid enough to piss off the Draconis now?” I asked, more curious than I should have been, than I wanted to be. “Is that what this is about?”
 
Mo shook his head. “Not exactly.”
 
“So what is it about, exactly?”
 
He shook his head again. I thought about pressing him for an answer but decided not to. It didn’t matter. Despite my run-in with Deah, I didn’t have anything to do with the Draconis or the other Families, and I preferred to keep it that way.
 
“Anyway,” Mo chirped, dipping his hand into the cash register and passing me some bills. “Here you go.”
 
I didn’t even have to count the bills to realize there were a few missing. “Nice try, but we agreed on seven-fifty. Not five hundred.”
 
He waved his hand. “Fine, fine. But I’ll have to go into the back to get the rest. It’s been a slow day.”
 
Mo grumbled about my robbing him as he pulled a key ring out of his pants pocket, flipped through the keys, and plugged one into a hole that was embedded in a door in the back wall. He cranked the key, and the door popped outward, swinging open. More glass cases featuring all sorts of goods lined the hallway on the other side before the area opened up into a crowded living room. Since the Razzle Dazzle was at the back of the square, Mo had some extra space that doubled as his home behind the storefront.
 
“Stay here. I’ll be back.”
 
I snorted. “As if I’m going to leave without the rest of my money. I’m sure you’d conveniently forget all about the extra cash you owe me the second I walk out the door.”
 
“Would I do something like that?” he asked in an indignant tone, puffing up his broad shoulders in protest.
 
“Absolutely.”
 
He grinned before disappearing. Sometimes, I thought he enjoyed haggling and trying to pull one over on me more than anything else. We had played this game ever since I was a kid trying to con him into buying me two ice cream cones instead of just one. Still, despite his grumblings, Mo had been good to me. He was the only one who’d really cared when my mom had died, and he was the only one who’d tried to help me after she was gone. I owed him for that.
 
Mo had just closed the door behind him when the lochness bones over the front door rattled, and a girl stepped inside the shop.
 
She was a brunette, prettier, taller, and older than me, with a long, lean body. She entered the shop and stood in the doorway, as if she expected someone to leap out from behind one of the glass cases and attack. Her brown gaze flicked over the store, analyzing everything inside, and she had a sword strapped to her waist. So she was protection then, a bodyguard dragged along for some rich kids’ shopping spree.
 
The girl stepped to one side of the door so that two guys could enter. The first guy was undeniably cute, with wavy black hair, bronze skin, and the kind of dark, soulful eyes that girls write poems about. He started wandering through the aisles, looking at everything and nothing in particular.
 
But it was the second guy who caught my eye. Like the girl, he, too, paused by the door, seeming even more wary than she looked. The sunlight streaming in through the windows highlighted the rich honey in his dark chocolate brown hair, even as it cast his face in shadow. The tan skin of his arms resembled marble—hard, but smooth and supple at the same time.
 
He must have passed through the mist spewed up by the fountain outside, because his black T-shirt was wet in places and the damp patches clung to his skin. The wetness allowed me to see just how muscled his chest was. Oh, yeah, I totally ogled that part of him, right up until I spotted the silver cuff on his right wrist.
 
Given the angle, I couldn’t tell what crest was stamped into the metal, but I glanced at the others, who also wore cuffs. I sighed. So they belonged to some Family then. Wonderful. This day just kept getting better.
 
I stayed at the counter and watched the three of them walk deeper into the store. They passed by all of the junk in the front, only slowing down when they reached the back half and the beginning of the genuine, expensive items. Then they started roaming through the aisles, going from one case to the next, whispering to each other.
 
Well, actually, only the girl was whispering. The first guy looked bored, although he did perk up when they passed by a case that contained some old chemistry sets.
 
The bodyguard noticed me watching them, and she gave me a suspicious look, taking in my cheap clothes and casual stance, as well as my battered backpack sitting on the counter. She kept her hand on her sword, but she relaxed when she realized I didn’t have a weapon. Her mistake. I couldn’t carry a sword with me to the rube high school, but I always wore a thick, wide belt around my waist—one that had several hidden slots and was studded with three stars. They might look like pretty decorations, but they were actually black blade throwing stars, and I had excellent aim.
 
I was so focused on the bodyguard that I lost track of the second guy. I didn’t see him approach me until he was standing next to my elbow.
 
“Excuse me.”
 
I turned my head to him. Once I did, I didn’t want to look away.
 
His face was as hard and chiseled as the rest of him, and his eyes were an intense green that was completely mesmerizing. He drifted a little closer to me, and I caught a whiff of his scent, sharp, fresh, and tangy, like pine needles. It suited him. In a strange way, he reminded me of the forests that covered Cloudburst Mountain—deep, dark, and utterly mysterious.
 
“Do you know where Mo is?” he asked, his voice low, deep, and melodic, like a river rushing by.
 
“You know Mo?”
 
He nodded. “I met him over at the Midway a few days ago. He had a booth next to one of the fountains. I need a birthday present for my mom, and he said he might have something here that she’d like.”
 
Something that I’d stolen or he’d conned from someone was more like it, but I decided not to ruin Mo’s potential sale. Maybe he’d give me a bonus for keeping the guy here until he returned.
 
“Mo’s in the back,” I said. “He should be out soon.”
 
“Thanks.”
 
The guy smiled at me, and I glanced at him again just in time to look directly into his eyes.
 
My mistake.
 
Sight was a common Talent, but my magic went beyond seeing the world with crystal clarity or being able to navigate through the dark like it was daylight.
 
Because I could also see into people.
 
All I had to do was stare into someone’s eyes, and I knew exactly what they were feeling at that moment, whether it was love, hate, anger, or something else. Not only that, but I could actually feel the emotion in my own heart, just like the person who was experiencing it. Soulsight, it was called. A major Talent and one that I could have done without. Most people didn’t have a lot of nice thoughts, feelings, or emotions, not even toward their own so-called friends and family.
 
But this guy . . . he radiated cold sorrow, as though he was carrying around a heavy burden that he could never, ever be free from. Still, there was a rock-hard strength mixed in with his sorrow, along with a flicker of something else buried deep, deep down . . . a hot spark that I couldn’t quite identify.
 
I knew in an instant that he was the sort of guy who was exceedingly loyal to his friends. Who felt responsible for others. Who tried to help people as much as he could even if they didn’t deserve it, and he ended up being the one who got hurt instead. The sort of guy that others saw as a leader and naturally flocked to. The sort of guy who was just so disgustingly fascinating that you couldn’t help wanting to know more about him.
 
The guy kept smiling, although his expression grew thinner and fainter the longer I stared. But I couldn’t help it. For the first time in a long time, I was completely captivated by another person. In that moment, all I wanted to do was peel back the cool exterior of his emotions and see what really lay beneath—and especially see what would happen when that hot spark inside him flared to life and he finally let out his true feelings.
 
But there was also something disturbingly . . . familiar about him. As though I’d met him someplace before, although I couldn’t quite remember where. I kept staring into his green eyes, hoping that my soulsight would kick in a tiny bit more and bring the knowledge, the memory, along with it . . .
 
The older girl, the bodyguard, stepped over to us, her hand dropping to her sword in a clear warning—to me.
 
“What are you doing, Devon?” she asked.
 
Devon. Even his name was disgustingly fascinating. Of course it would be. And it caused him to seem even more familiar, like I should know exactly who he was—
 
Devon sighed and looked at her, breaking my connection to him. “Nothing, Ashley. Just talking to . . .”
 
“Lila,” I replied, shaking my head to get rid of the last of his emotions.
 
Devon nodded. “Lila.”
 
The first guy moved over to the counter where the three of us were standing.
 
“Lila?” he said, his voice a sly, flirty drawl. “A pretty name for a very pretty girl.”
 
He flashed me a wide, mischievous grin that no doubt caused girls to swoon and write a second poem about him, this one focused on his dreamy smile.
 
Devon sighed again. “Felix, this is Lila. Lila, Felix, and this is our friend, Ashley.”
 
Felix winked at me, then wandered on, continuing with his aimless browsing. I wondered what Devon had done to get him to come here. Birthday present shopping for your friend’s mom wasn’t exactly a big male bonding ritual. Or maybe they were going to go flirt with the tourist girls over at the Midway after this. Yeah, I could totally see Felix doing that.
 
Ashley gave me another suspicious look. “Come on. I saw some antique perfume bottles. Maybe your mom would like one of those.”
 
Devon nodded at me again, then moved off with her. I wondered if he realized that Ashley was doing the smart thing and steering him away from me, a total, and perhaps dangerous, stranger. I stayed where I was and watched them, but they continued with their browsing, so I looked out through the windows at the front of the store.
 
People moved back and forth, in and out of my line of sight, as they roamed from shop to shop, through the park, past the food carts, and from one side of the square to the other. In the distance, the fountain kept spewing water. A few of the tourists were taking photos of it. Of course they were. I rolled my eyes.
 
Everything was perfectly normal—until a guy stopped at the windows and peered into the shop.
 
At first, I thought he was examining the wooden pixie houses that Mo had set up in the windows like birdfeeders. Then I realized the guy was looking past the houses and deeper into the store. Nothing unusual about that—except he was staring straight at Devon.
 
I straightened up, dropped my hand to my belt, and rubbed my fingers over one of the stars hooked to the leather. The throwing star was small and thin, but it was made out of bloodiron, and it would cut through anything—or anyone.
 
I didn’t have to use my Talent for sight to know I didn’t like the look of the guy outside. But I didn’t pull out one of my throwing stars. I had no desire to get into a fight with Ashley, the bodyguard, because she mistakenly thought I was a threat to her charges.
 
The guy watched Devon for several seconds before his gaze moved over the rest of the shop. Whatever he saw must have satisfied him, because he stepped out of sight of the windows.
 
In the store, Felix kept right on with his relentless rambling. Ashley was still standing next to Devon, but she was staring down at a perfume bottle on top of the counter instead of keeping an eye out for trouble. I stayed where I was, my hand on my belt, watching the windows and wondering what the guy outside was up to.
 
A second later, he reappeared, pulled open the front door, and strode inside.
 
But he wasn’t alone.
 
Four other guys stormed into the shop behind him—all armed with swords.

 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
The mystery man reached Felix first, since he was the closest to the door. He rammed his fist into Felix’s face, and Felix dropped like a stone to the floor, unconscious. My eyes narrowed. The guy had to have some serious training to swat at Felix like he was a fly and get that kind of immediate result.
 
“Felix!” Ashley screamed, drawing her sword.
 
She charged at the mystery man, who pointed his finger at her, a clear signal that he wanted her out of the way. Two of the other men rushed past him to engage her.
 
Ashley raised her sword and whirled first one way, then the other, lashing out at the men with smooth, precise strikes and holding them at bay.
 
Devon’s eyes widened with surprise for a second before his gaze sharpened, coolly assessing the situation—and the danger. He glanced down at the counter, as if he was thinking about picking up one of the perfume bottles and using it as a weapon. After a few seconds, he glared at the glass, as though the bottles had disappointed him by being too delicate and fragile to hurt someone with. A determined look settled on his face, and Devon stepped forward and opened his mouth—
 
A third man came up on his blind side and wrapped his hand around Devon’s throat, squeezing tight and cutting off whatever he’d been about to say. I thought the man might go ahead and choke Devon to death, or snap his neck, but he stood there and maintained his grip.
 
Devon punched and punched the man, driving his fists into his attacker’s stomach over and over again, but the hard blows didn’t seem to bother the other man, and the guy kept his death grip on Devon’s throat. He must have had some sort of strength Talent that let him ignore punches like that, any one of which would have made another man let go and gasp for air.
 
Me? I stayed where I was. Not because I was shocked, frozen, or scared by what was happening, but because I had absolutely no plans to get involved. None. Zip. Zilch. Zero.
 
This seemed to be a dispute between the Families, an ambush assassination attempt that was probably in retaliation for something that someone else higher up on the food chain had done. Devon and Felix were just unlucky enough to have gotten caught in the middle of some Family feud, with Ashley along as collateral damage. It happened all the time in Cloudburst Falls. Folks like the Draconis were always plotting against the other Families, especially the ones they perceived as threats, or worse, competition for magic, money, and power.
 
Oh no. I didn’t want any part of this. My mom had been the bodyguard—not me. Time and time again, she had risked herself for some rich Family schmuck and had gotten little in return. And when she’d had problems, when she’d been the one in danger, when she’d needed protection, no one had helped her. No one had given a damn about her, despite all the times she had saved their miserable lives.
 
So, no, I wasn’t going to risk myself for these strangers—no way.
 
But then Devon looked at me.
 
His green eyes locked with my blue ones, and my soulsight kicked in, letting me feel his emotions—red-hot anger, soul-crushing guilt, stomach-churning fear. Not the usual feelings I would have expected in this situation. The guilt intrigued me. So did the fear, especially since it was for his friends instead of himself. Devon didn’t care what happened to him. He only wanted to get free so he could help Felix and Ashley.
 
Devon kept staring at me. He tried to croak out some word, but the guy choking him didn’t give him the chance.
 
“Quiet!” he hissed, shaking Devon and tightening his grip on his throat.
 
Devon’s gaze met mine again, even though he had to be seconds away from blacking out. I saw the silent, desperate plea in his eyes—and I felt his anger, guilt, and fear knife me right in the heart.
 
Damn it.
 
I pulled a throwing star from my belt and sent it flying. The weapon zipped across the pawnshop and sank into the guy’s right shoulder, making him howl with pain, let go of Devon, and, most important, drop his sword.
 
I grabbed another star from my belt and raced down the aisle, heading straight at the wounded man. He was so focused on the weapon sticking out of his shoulder that he never even looked up, so I sliced the edges of the second star across his stomach to get his attention. He threw back his head, bellowing even louder with pain and anger, but I was already pulling out the first star from his shoulder and moving forward for another strike.
 
Mortal, magick, or monster, there are certain areas that are particularly sensitive on anyone—eyes, throat, knees, groin. So that’s what I went for. I slammed my sneaker into the guy’s knee, putting all of my weight and strength behind the blow. Then, when he staggered forward, I rammed my knee into his groin. He was really screaming then.
 
The guy toppled to the floor, but I wasn’t done yet. I grabbed his sword from where it had fallen. Then I brought the weapon up, around, and down—straight into his heart.
 
He arched once and then went completely slack—dead.
 
I stopped long enough to hook my throwing stars back onto my belt and glance at Devon, who had managed to pull himself up onto his hands and knees.
 
“Are you okay?”
 
He gasped for air, so I took that as a yes.
 
By this point, Ashley, the bodyguard, had killed one of the guys and was fighting another, along with the mystery man. I tightened my grip on the dead guy’s sword and stepped forward to wade into the fight.
 
At least, I tried to.
 
The fourth and final guy, who’d been hanging back so far, stepped into the aisle in front of me. The overhead lights made his black, stubbly hair stand out like needles poking out of his skull. I recognized him—the leader of the three guards that had chased me across the rooftops last night. What was he doing here?
 
“Well, well, well,” he rumbled, grinning and showing me his crooked teeth. “If it isn’t the one who got away.”
 
“I thought you didn’t like carving up little girls.”
 
He shrugged. “I might not like it, but it doesn’t bother me, either. Especially not when I’m getting paid this much for it. You’re not going to be so lucky today.”
 
I twirled the sword in my hand. “We’ll see.”
 
He let out a loud bellow, raised his sword, and charged at me.
 
We fought through the pawnshop aisles, knocking over books, dashing bottles off counters, overturning bins of movie posters, and making a mess. The guy didn’t have all that much skill with a sword, and I was easily able to defend against his attacks. But he had a moderate Talent for strength, and each one of his blows was so sharp and hard that it threatened to jar my weapon out of my hand. I was going to have to change tactics before my own strength gave out and he managed to slap the sword away from me.
 
Meanwhile, Ashley had killed the second guy and was battling the mystery man, who had drawn his own sword to counter her quick, relentless attacks. Devon managed to stagger back to his feet, although he was still trying to suck down air through his severely bruised throat. Felix remained sprawled on the floor in the front of the shop, still unconscious.
 
Everything was going more or less okay—until the mystery man broke through Ashley’s defenses and stabbed her in the stomach.
 
She screamed, and blood arced out from the wound—dark, red, arterial blood. Ashley collapsed to the floor, although she managed to hold on to her sword. The mystery man approached her and she lashed out with the weapon, trying to catch him across the legs. However, he sidestepped her clumsy blow and headed toward Devon, who raised his fists, even as he wobbled on his feet.
 
I couldn’t peer directly into the mystery man’s eyes, but his cruel, satisfied smile told me all I needed to know about his intentions. But the fourth and final guy was still in front of me, so I wasn’t going to be able to protect Devon. Not unless I did something drastic.
 
Not unless I used my other Talent.
 
I cursed myself for getting involved in the fight, even though there was nothing I could do now but see things through to the end. I wasn’t sure why, but I couldn’t let Devon die. Maybe because I knew that the world needed more people like him, more strong, silent types who felt things far more deeply than they ever let on. Maybe because he was the kind of thoughtful, loyal person that my mom had always been proud to protect. Maybe because he was someone who actually seemed to care about others, especially his friends.
 
So I sighed, lowered my sword, and turned my head to the side, wincing at what was coming next—
 
The guy’s fist plowed into my face.
 
He saw the opening I’d given him, and he took it. The hard blow threw me back five feet, making me crash into a counter, the one with all the perfume bottles that Ashley and Devon had been considering. The counter rocked back and forth, but it didn’t tip over and the glass didn’t shatter. But the violent motion caused several bottles to slip off the top, slam onto the floor, and splinter into shards, sending the soft scents of lilacs and roses spiraling into the air.
 
For a moment, the pain of the punch overwhelmed me, as if a firecracker had exploded in my jaw, and it was all I could do to stay conscious.
 
But then, my other Talent kicked in, and the pain crystallized into something else—a brutal, bitter cold so intense it burned.
 
My entire body felt like it had just been submerged in the chilliest water imaginable and then left outside in a raging blizzard to air-dry. One second, I was sweating from the effort of swinging my sword in the shop’s stuffy air. The next, I had to grind my teeth together to keep them from chattering from the frigid sensation filling my body, as though my blood had been replaced with ice. But it wasn’t ice running through my veins—it was magic.
 
So I focused on that cold burn of magic and let it flow through my entire being, reenergizing me. Because this—this was my true Talent.
 
Some people called it transference, the ability to absorb magic used against you and turn it into something else. A major, major Talent because it was so extremely rare and could make someone so very powerful. But I knew it for what it really was—my most trusted weapon, and my most dangerous secret. One that I kept hidden for all sorts of reasons.
 
Oh, magic hurt me the same way it did everyone else.
 
But magic also made me stronger.
 
I staggered away from the counter and back onto my feet, holding my sword down by my side. That cold burn of magic filled every single part of me, thrumming through my veins like a bittersweet song.
 
The guy who’d hit me frowned, wondering why I wasn’t an addle-brained puddle on the floor. Then he snapped his fist forward again, aiming for my head as though he wanted to punch right through it.
 
This time, I caught his hand in mine, keeping it from slamming into my face again. We seesawed back and forth, with the guy trying to use his larger size and weight to overpower me. He didn’t realize that by punching me, by using his own strength against me, he’d given me the very thing I needed to beat him.
 
Even while he was wondering what was going on, I snapped my sword up and buried it in his heart, driving it almost all the way through his body in a sudden surge of strength. His eyes bulged in surprise, and I quickly averted my gaze from his before my soulsight kicked in and showed me his agony. The guy dropped to the floor, my sword still embedded in his chest.
 
The cold sensation racing through my body lessened, since I’d used up some of the stolen magic in my veins, but I still had enough power left to finish the fight. So I plucked the dead guy’s sword out of his hand and headed toward the mystery man, who was still creeping up on Devon. In the front of the shop, Felix let out a low moan, as if he were finally coming to.
 
With his fists up, Devon watched the mystery man draw closer. Hate blazed in his green eyes, but instead of backing away, he dropped one hand to his neck and started rubbing his throat, as if that would somehow keep the other man from killing him.
 
“Stop right there!” I yelled, trying to buy myself a few precious seconds to get close enough to protect Devon.
 
The mystery man’s gaze flicked to me, and I finally got my first good look at him. Brown hair, brown eyes, skin that was neither dark nor light. Everything about him was exceptionally average—height, weight, build. He was the sort of nondescript person you wouldn’t remember five minutes after you met him. A guy who would fade into the background any place he went. I couldn’t even really tell how old he was. He could have been twenty, he could have been forty, he could have been any age in between.
 
My gaze scanned over him, but his pants and polo shirt were both dull, anonymous khaki, and no Family cuffs or crests of any kind flashed on his wrist. Even his sword was plain and featureless.
 
His gaze locked with mine, and I sucked in a breath. Because as forgettable as his appearance was, his emotions were anything but—boiling rage mixed with bitter jealousy. He wanted to hurt Devon, but he also . . . wanted something from him. Something important. Something that would somehow soothe his jealous rage.
 
Devon finally managed to croak out something, although I couldn’t quite hear the word. The mystery man winced, as though the low, raspy sound hurt his ears, and he turned and ran out of the shop. Coward. Apparently, he didn’t have the guts to finish the fight himself, now that his murderous companions were dead.
 
I rushed over to Devon, who was leaning against one of the counters. “Are you all right?”
 
“Ash . . . ley . . .” he croaked. “Fe . . . lix . . .”
 
I helped Devon over to his friends. Felix was still groaning, but his eyes were fluttering, as if he wanted to open them. He’d be okay in a few minutes.
 
The same couldn’t be said for Ashley.
 
The bodyguard was lying on her back, staring up at a set of crystal wind chimes shaped like stars and dangling from the ceiling. Her sword was lying on the floor, and she had both hands pressed over the wound in her stomach. As soon as I saw it, my own stomach clenched. It was even worse than I’d thought, and the thick, metallic stench of her blood filled the air, overpowering the sweet, floral scents from the shattered perfume bottles.
 
I let go of Devon just as the last of the magic burned out of my system. My extra strength evaporated, the cold sensation in my veins vanished, and my body returned to its normal temperature.
 
Devon fell to his knees beside Ashley. I grabbed several white silk handkerchiefs from a rack, dropped down beside Ashley, and pressed the silk to her wound, although all the fabric immediately turned a bright crimson. She stared at me, her brown eyes two pools of pain in her face, the light in her gaze getting darker and darker as the blood drained from her body.
 
“You’re good,” she said. “Much better than me. Which Family do you belong to?”
 
Instead of answering, I pressed the silk even tighter against her stomach. Hot, sticky blood oozed over my fingers like a waterfall and puddled on the floor.
 
“You should snap her up, Devon,” Ashley said, smiling at him through the pain. “Smart, pretty, and wicked good with a sword. And look at those blue eyes on her. I know how . . . crazy you are for . . . baby blues like that.”
 
Devon shook his head and took her hand in his.
 
I scanned the counters around us. Among the many things in the shop, Mo sold bottles of stitch-sting, a healing liquid made from evergreen bushes of the same name. I didn’t know if he had enough to help her, though—
 
“Don’t bother,” Ashley rasped, picking up on my thoughts. “It’s too late for any healing. Besides, his sword was poisoned with copper crusher venom. I can feel it . . . running . . . through my veins. It . . . burns. It burns . . . so bad.”
 
Devon tightened his grip on her hand. “I’m so sorry, Ash. If I hadn’t wanted to come out today—”
 
She shook her head. “I knew the risks when I signed up for the job, remember?”
 
He didn’t respond, but anguish tightened his face—along with guilt.
 
“Tell Oscar I’m sorry,” Ashley rasped.
 
“Don’t even talk like that. You can tell him yourself.”
 
She gave him a sad smile. “Sure—”
 
Ashley let out a violent, racking cough, blood dribbling out of her lips. She sighed, her head lolled to the side, and her whole body relaxed.
 
I didn’t have to look into her eyes and use my sight to know that she was dead.
 
 

 
 
For a moment, everything was quiet—so quiet.
 
The only sounds were the steady, faint, mechanical tick-tick-ticks of the grandfather clocks that clustered together in one section of the shop.
 
“Ashley? Ashley!” Devon rasped, shattering the silence.
 
He leaned down and started shaking her shoulders as if he could bring her back to life if only he tried hard enough. I got to my feet, stepped back, and let him get it all out. It didn’t take long.
 
“Ashley . . . Ashley . . .”
 
Devon’s voice broke off into a choked sob, and he cradled her to his chest and started rocking back and forth, the way a child might with a favorite stuffed animal. He really had cared about his bodyguard after all, and Ashley had paid the ultimate price for protecting him.
 
Just like my mom had.
 
My stomach started churning, so I looked away from them, trying to distract myself from memories that were best forgotten. This was why I stayed away from the Families. This was why I didn’t get involved. This was why I didn’t let myself care about anyone.
 
Because heartache and suffering and misery were all you got in return.
 
Felix had finally come to and tried to sit up, although one of his shoulders was propped up against a rack of comic books, while the rest of him was still slumped on the floor. The left side of his jaw had already started to swell and bruise from where the mystery man had hit him, and his brown eyes were unfocused. He probably had a concussion, but he’d be okay. He was lucky that the mystery man hadn’t killed him outright. Then again Devon had seemed to be the target of the attack—
 
A hand touched my shoulder. I whipped around and raised my sword, thinking the mystery man had come back into the shop.
 
“Whoa! Whoa, Lila!” Mo held up his hands and backed out of range. “It’s just me.”
 
I hissed out a breath between my clenched teeth and lowered the sword. Once again, the shop was quiet, except for the rustle of Devon’s clothes as he rocked back and forth with Ashley. Every once in a while, Felix would let out a low moan, as though he were chiming in to Devon’s raspy chorus of grief.
 
“I’m in the back, talking on the phone, and I hear all these yells and screams. What happened?” Mo asked, his gaze going from the dead men to Felix to Devon holding Ashley’s body before finally coming back to me.
 
I drew him away from Devon and quietly told him everything.
 
Mo stood there, thinking. “Did you get a good look at the man who was leading the attack?”
 
I shook my head. “He was just a guy. Brown hair, brown eyes, plain features. I didn’t see any crests on his clothes, wrist, or sword, so I don’t know which Family he might work for.”
 
Mo nodded. For a moment, he was perfectly still, then he burst into action, like someone had lit a fire under his feet. He grabbed the sword out of my hand and laid it on one of the counters before hustling over and grabbing my backpack. Then he whirled around and stormed right back toward me, his Hawaiian shirt fluttering around his body and his flip-flops snap-snap-snapping against the floor. He shoved my backpack into my chest and slapped a fat wad of cash into my bloody hand.
 
“You need to get out of here, Lila,” Mo said. “Right now.”
 
“What? Why? Why are you freaking out?”
 
“You don’t know who these kids are? You didn’t recognize him?” He stabbed his finger toward Devon.
 
I shook my head. Now wasn’t the time to tell him that Devon had looked familiar but that I hadn’t been able to place him.
 
Mo snorted like he didn’t believe me. “Well, it doesn’t matter. What does is that you killed a couple of guys.”
 
Sad to say, nothing I hadn’t done before. Although I bit my lip to keep from telling him that. He knew it anyway, and he wouldn’t appreciate my sarcasm.
 
“Not only that, but you put yourself smack-dab in the middle of some Family feud or assassination or whatever you want to call it. You know what that means.”
 
I shivered. It was bad enough when a member of a Family killed someone working for another Family, even if it was in self-defense. But when someone like me, a nobody who didn’t belong to one of the Families, took out a couple of their guys . . . Well, there could be consequences. Some very serious, nasty, and unpleasant consequences—for me.
 
“You need to leave,” Mo snapped. “Now, Lila. Please, please leave.”
 
I frowned. Mo never, ever said please. Even if he was facing down a lochness that was about to rip him limb from limb, he was still more likely to try to wheedle, cajole, and con the creature out of one of its tentacles rather than plead for his life.
 
Mo started muttering under his breath. “Can’t believe this happened . . . just trying to make a few bucks . . . didn’t think he’d actually come here . . . Serena would kill me for this . . .”
 
He paced back and forth, but I seized on to the last thing he’d said.
 
“Why would Mom be upset about this?”
 
Mo stopped pacing, and his head snapped up. “What are you still doing here? Go. Go!”
 
He grabbed my shoulders, spun me around, and marched me toward the front entrance. Mo didn’t have a Talent for strength, but he was no lightweight, either. All I could do was go where he pushed me.
 
We reached the front doors, and Mo yanked one of them open. He would have shoved me right on outside if I hadn’t reached out and latched on to the door frame, smearing blood as I did. Even then, he still gave me a nudge, but I wasn’t budging. Not until I got some answers.
 
“What’s going on?”
 
“I’ll give you the rest of your money later, if that’s what you’re worried about. I promise. I’ll even pay you double. Triple, if you want. Think of it as a bonus. For leaving. Right now.”
 
I blinked. Mo never, ever gave me a bonus, much less tripled anything. That was even more shocking than him asking me nicely to do something. What had him so rattled that he’d be willing to part with so much cash just to get rid of me? Yeah, a couple of Family members getting attacked in his shop wasn’t exactly good for business, but it wasn’t all that uncommon, either. People got mugged, robbed, and beaten on the streets practically every day in Cloudburst Falls, thanks to all of the mob feuds. Not to mention everyone out to fleece the tourists, and how riled up and out of control the tourists themselves could get when they’d had a few too many mimosas with their never-ending stacks of pancakes.
 
“But—”
 
“Just go, okay?” Mo said. “Give me a chance to fix this. I’ll text you later. Just go home and then go to school in the morning like everything’s normal, okay? Can you do that for me, Lila? Please?”
 
There was that baffling please again. Twice in two minutes. Mo must be really shaken up, which only made me that much more suspicious about what was really going on and who those kids were. But before I could ask him again, he reached over, plucked my hand off the door frame, and gave me another nudge, one that sent me staggering outside.
 
“Hey!”
 
I whirled around, but Mo was quicker. He shut the door behind me, then locked it.
 
“Tomorrow!” he called out through the glass that separated us. “I’ll text you tomorrow!”
 
Then he flipped the sign on the door over to CLOSED and drew down the shades, blocking my view of him and Devon and Felix still inside. A few seconds later, the flashing neon sign outside the store went dark as well.
 
I raised my hand to pound on the glass, when faint murmurs caught my ear, and I saw some furtive movements out of the corner of my eye. I glanced to my left and realized that some of the tourists were staring at me, their hands held up over their mouths as they whispered. At first, I wondered why they’d be so interested in me, but then I looked down. I’d forgotten about the blood that had spattered all over my T-shirt and cargo pants.
 
I grimaced and cradled my backpack in my arms in front of me, trying to hide as much of the blood as I could, along with the money in my hand. The whispers grew louder, and I saw one of the tourists—the same woman I’d sat next to on the trolley—pull her camera out of her purse.
 
Maybe Mo was right about my leaving.
 
So I turned away from the tourists, put my head down, and walked away from the Razzle Dazzle as fast as I could.

 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
I made it out of the square and slipped onto one of the side streets. I kept my backpack in front of me and my head down the whole walk home. I didn’t dare take a trolley. Not now.
 
But luckily, a blood-covered girl wasn’t an unusual sight in Cloudburst Falls, at least not in the dilapidated parts of town I was hurrying through, and I made it home without attracting any more attention.
 
From people, at least.
 
But I spotted more than one pair of slitted eyes tracking my movements from the alleys, shadows, and Dumpsters. Quick, cigarette glows of light that grew bigger and brighter as the monsters slithered closer to the sidewalks I was scurrying along. But since it was still daylight, they didn’t venture out of their hiding spots to attack me.
 
By the time I made it back to the library, it was after six, and the building had already closed for the night. I plucked the black chopsticks out of my ponytail, went through my usual lock-picking routine, and slipped inside. But instead of going down to the basement, I headed into the women’s bathroom. I flipped on the lights, put my backpack down on a bench inside the door, and went over to one of the mirrors.
 
Blood covered most of my body.
 
The front of my T-shirt was soaked with it, the fabric more rusty brown than blue now, and more blood had spattered onto my cargo pants, with thick, fat drops congealed on my sneakers. Not to mention the red smears on my right cheek and the stains that had dried on my hands, arms, and even under my fingernails. My gut twisted, and I had to force myself to ignore the hot nausea rising in my throat.
 
Blood didn’t usually bother me. I’d killed people before. Folks who’d attacked me during my jobs for Mo. Others who’d come after me just because they’d wanted to, thinking that a lone girl would be an easy target. Monsters who’d slithered out of dark alleys, determined to make a meal out of me. Oh no, blood didn’t bother me, but I couldn’t help shuddering at my reflection all the same.
 
Because this time, the blood belonged to a dead girl—one who was too much like me for my peace of mind.
 
A strange emotion seized me, and I stripped off my T-shirt, wrapped it in some paper towels from the dispenser by the sink, and shoved it into the bottom of the trash can. Then I cranked up the faucet as high and hot as it would go, grabbed another wad of paper towels, and started scrubbing at all the blood, even though my hands were shaking so badly that all I really did was fling water everywhere.
 
It took me longer than it should have to get my emotions under control, but ten minutes later, my hands were steady, my gut was calm, and the nausea was a fading memory. I wiped all the crimson stains off my skin and got the worst of them out of my pants and off my sneakers. I flipped off the faucet and stood there shivering in my bra and wet pants, but I’d used up all the paper towels, and I didn’t feel like going into the men’s bathroom to get more.
 
I leaned forward and peered at my reflection again. Shoulder-length black hair, pale skin, a puffy blue bruise that had bloomed on my cheek from where the guy had hit me in the pawnshop. I looked much more like myself now. Maybe my blue eyes were a little darker and more haunted than they’d been before, but that was nothing new, either.
 
You didn’t do the things I did—lie, steal, cheat, and kill—without having a few bad things happen to you along the way. You didn’t pick-pocket tourists who were only in town to have a good time without feeling a smidge of guilt. You didn’t kill simple, hungry creatures who were only doing what came naturally to them by trying to eat you without getting a few dings on your conscience. And you especially didn’t witness the aftermath of your mom’s murder and realize there was nothing you could do to save her without getting more than a few rips and tears in your heart.
 
My thoughts turned to Devon, and I wondered what scars he’d have from today, from watching his bodyguard die protecting him. No doubt they’d be far worse than mine. I wondered if Devon’s emotions would harden and if that hot spark that burned so deep inside him would be extinguished after this, smothered by all the guilt he felt. Hard to tell.
 
I grabbed my phone from my backpack. No message from Mo. I wondered what he had done after I left the Razzle Dazzle. He would have had to call someone about the attack. Since Devon, Felix, and Ashley had belonged to one of the Families, the regular mortal cops wouldn’t get involved, but somebody would have to do something, if only to remove the dead men’s bodies from the shop and sweep everything under the proverbial rug.
 
But there was no way for me to get answers to my questions until Mo decided to contact me.
 
So I gathered up my things, turned out the lights, left the bathroom, and headed down to the basement to go to bed, even though I knew it would be hours before I actually fell asleep.
 
 

 
 
After a night of bloody dreams, I quickly dressed and went to school the next morning, but my thoughts lingered on Ashley. I wondered how long she’d been a Family bodyguard. I wondered if Devon and Felix were really her friends or just a job. I wondered if she had a family—a real family—and not just the stupid mob she’d joined for whatever reason.
 
I wondered a lot of things I shouldn’t have.
 
But the school day passed by like any other. And so did the next one . . . and the one after that . . . and the one after that . . .
 
Mo sent me a few cryptic texts, saying that he was taking care of things, but he didn’t call me, and I didn’t dare go by the pawnshop until he gave me the all-clear. So the days went by, and I still didn’t know what, if anything, was going on.
 
The suspense was driving me crazy, but there was nothing I could do but schlep to school every day, find a diner to hang out in until the library closed for the night, and pick a few tourist pockets to pay for my daily dinners of cheeseburgers and fries. I didn’t spend any of the money Mo had given me for stealing the ruby necklace. Not a single dollar.
 
There was too much blood on it for that.
 
So here I was, at school again, wondering which greasy dive I could lurk in this afternoon and checking my phone every five minutes in case Mo texted me. This was the last week of classes, and all that was left were a few lame, end-of-year activities, which I totally could have skipped. But I always came to school every day right up until the bitter end to hit the breakfast and lunch lines, where I swiped extra cookies and apples that I didn’t pay for and stuffed into my backpack to eat later.
 
The last bell of the day rang, and I was heading out the front door when my phone finally chirped with a message from Mo. I stopped in the hallway and looked at the screen.
 
 

 
 
Everything’s going to be okay. Don’t start a fight. *Please*
 
 

 
 
I sighed. Another cryptic message that told me absolutely nothing. I wondered who he thought I was going to start a fight with. Certainly not the rubes at school. I knew better than that. Oh, I could kick the ass of anyone stupid enough to mess with me. My mom had taught me to take care of myself—and then some. But a fight would mean a talk with my parents, and since I didn’t have any, that would lead to all sorts of awkward questions about why I wasn’t in foster care, where I lived, and other things that were best left to the imagination.
 
I waited, but Mo didn’t text me again. So I put the phone back into my pocket, pushed through the doors, and stepped outside into the bright sunshine.
 
I didn’t notice the SUV until I was almost at the sidewalk.
 
It crouched at the curb like an oversize beetle. Everything about it was black—black paint, black windows, black tires. The sort of car you see in action movies where government spooks use the vehicle to help them disappear people—forever.
 
But it was much, much worse than the government because a crest blazed on the front passenger door—a hand holding a sword aloft, all of it outlined in white. I might not have anything to do with them, but I still recognized the Sinclair Family crest.
 
I’d had my suspicions before, but I still bit back a groan. Of course it would be that Family. The only thing worse would have been if the Draconis had come for me.
 
A guy was leaning against the side of the SUV, his arms crossed over his muscled chest. His hair was a rich, golden blond and slicked back into a cool style, while his tan skin brought out his pale blue eyes. He was easily one of the most gorgeous guys I’d ever seen, and I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed him. All of the girls walking by paused to give him a hungry once-over, especially since he didn’t look all that much older than the students, maybe twenty or so.
 
Too bad he wasn’t alone.
 
He was flanked by Felix and an older man with snow-white hair who was wearing a three-piece black tweed suit. Silver cuffs flashed on all their wrists, and golden boy had a sword strapped to his waist. Felix straightened up the second he saw me and nudged golden boy with his elbow. Oh no.
 
It would look more suspicious if I bolted, so I kept going, falling in behind a group of football players. I reached the sidewalk and turned left, away from the SUV. I ducked my head and started walking in the other direction, not really running, but seriously thinking about it—
 
A pair of boots planted themselves on the sidewalk, and I had to pull up to keep from slamming into the guy in front of me.
 
“In a hurry?” golden boy asked, smiling and revealing a dimple in his left cheek.
 
“You might say that.”
 
I started to step around him, but he blocked my path. I moved the other way, and so did he, cutting me off again. We did our dance a third time before he reached out, as though he were going to grab my arm. Handsome or not, I bared my teeth at him.
 
“You touch me, and I will knock you into next week.”
 
His eyebrows shot up, and his gaze flicked past me. Footsteps sounded behind us, and too late, I remembered his friends. I glanced over my shoulder. Sure enough, Felix and the older man had come up behind me. I backed up so that the four of us were standing in a loose circle, even though all of them were on one side with just me on the other.
 
“Yep, that’s her,” Felix said. “That’s the girl from the pawnshop. The one who saved Devon.”
 
I opened my mouth to tell him that he was wrong, when my phone buzzed.
 
“I imagine that’s your friend Mo, asking you to come along quietly,” the older man said, his rich, cultured voice tinged with an English accent. “Why don’t you look and see?”
 
Even more suspicious now, I backed up another step. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and glanced at the message. Sure enough, it was from Mo.
 
 

 
 
Go with Reginald. Will explain more when I see you.
 
 

 
 
I glanced up at the three guys and texted him back.
 
 

 
 
You can’t be serious.
 
Go with Reginald. No fighting. *Please*
 
 

 
 
There was that stupid please again. But really, I didn’t have a choice. I could take out Felix, but golden boy and the older man looked like they would present more of a problem. Besides, I was already getting enough strange looks from the kids streaming by on the sidewalk. They might not have noticed me before, but I was very interesting now.
 
So I sighed and texted Mo back.
 
 

 
 
Fine. But if they murder me, it’s *your* fault.
 
Done!
 
 

 
 
I glared at the phone. Trust Mo to be totally blasé about my getting into a car with three strangers. I waited but he didn’t respond, so I slid my phone into my pocket again.
 
“Which one of you is Reginald?” I muttered.
 
The older man gave me a very deep, very formal bow. “I am, miss. William Reginald, with the Sinclair Family.” He gestured at golden boy. “And this is Grant Sanderson. I believe you know Felix Morales already.”
 
I had to work very hard to keep from showing any sort of surprise. William Reginald looked and sounded like a glorified butler because that’s exactly what he was. As the Sinclair Family butler, he ran the mansion, overseeing the day-to-day operations of everything from the kitchen staff to the gardeners to who got admitted inside to have an audience with the higher-ups. I’d heard Mo complain more than once that getting past Reginald without an appointment was harder than selling life insurance to a dead man. And Grant and Felix were obviously more than just regular guards.
 
This was turning way more serious than I’d thought.
 
“As I said before, we are with the Sinclair Family,” Reginald repeated, taking my silence for worry, which he was spot-on about. “We mean you no harm.”
 
Yeah. Right. Because getting into a black SUV with Family goons always worked out so well for folks like me.
 
Reginald tipped his head, his lined face neutral, while Grant flashed me a brief, but wary smile.
 
But Felix did a most surprising thing—he winked, then gave me a slow, knowing grin, flirting with me just like he had in the pawnshop. I rolled my eyes, but that only seemed to amuse him more. I had a feeling that Felix Morales knew exactly how pretty he was and used it to get whatever girl caught his eye. Cute, cocky, and arrogant. A bad-boy combination if ever there was one.
 
They didn’t ask me my name, I assumed because they knew it already. They wouldn’t have been here otherwise. Obviously, this had something to do with the attack at the Razzle Dazzle, although I couldn’t imagine what they wanted with me. I’d been in the wrong place at the wrong time and had been stupid enough to get involved. That’s all, and that’s all that I wanted it to be.
 
Especially where the Sinclair Family was concerned.
 
“And now, if you will be so kind, miss.” Reginald gestured at the SUV. “We have a schedule to keep.”
 
Grant stepped even closer to me, and his hand drifted down to the hilt of his sword, as though he thought he was going to have to draw his weapon to not-so-gently persuade me to go with them. Yeah, I might have put up a fight, if I thought I had a chance of getting away—but I didn’t.
 
Not from them. Not from this. I’d never had a chance.
 
Not since my mom had been murdered.
 
So I stomped over to the car. Reginald scooted ahead of me and opened the back passenger door, and I had no choice but to step inside.
 
Reginald shut the door, then climbed into the front passenger’s seat. Felix went around the SUV and got in on the other side, next to me, while Grant slid behind the wheel. The three of them shut their doors almost in unison. The sharp crack-crack-crack sounded like the lids on coffins banging shut.
 
My coffin.

 



CHAPTER SIX
 
Grant cranked the engine and away we went.
 
He left the high school behind, steered the car onto one of the main streets, and circled around the Midway. Nobody in the SUV spoke, and the radio was turned off.
 
Felix kept staring at me, his dark brown gaze steady and level as though he thought I was going to start babbling to fill the silence. Please. I knew better than to do that. I thought about returning his stare and using my soulsight to get a clue as to what was going on, but I decided not to bother. He wasn’t in charge here. Grant and Reginald were. Too bad Grant was busy driving, and Reginald was staring out the windshield, so I couldn’t use my magic on either one of them. Whatever was happening, they were going to make me wait to find out what it was.
 
I trusted Mo, well, as much as I trusted anyone, and he wouldn’t do anything to hurt me. But I still clutched my belt, my fingers resting on top of one of the throwing stars, knowing that I could get to the weapon if things went bad. But that was a bridge I’d cross when I got to it.
 
Speaking of bridges, Grant left the highway behind, turned onto a side street, and steered the SUV over the lochness bridge I’d crossed the night I stole the ruby necklace. But instead of slowing down and tossing a few coins out the window and into the river, Grant accelerated over the cobblestones. Thirty seconds later, the SUV was on the other side.
 
“You didn’t pay the toll,” I murmured.
 
“Toll? What toll?” Felix asked.
 
“For the lochness.”
 
I twisted around in my seat and peered out the back window. Perhaps it was my imagination, but the surface of the river seemed to ripple a little more than usual, like something wanted to rise up out of the water and take what it was due. Yeah, I was betting the lochness was pissed. I would have been. Territory was everything in this town.
 
Grant laughed. “You don’t actually believe in that old fairy tale, do you?”
 
“We all should,” Reginald said.
 
Grant frowned at the older man’s stiff tone, but Reginald turned around in his seat and gave me a sharp look, as if he were surprised that I even knew to do such a thing.
 
But my mom had taught me all about the old traditions. I knew which monsters lived where in town, in the forests, and on the mountain, and what small tributes you paid them for safe passage through their territories. In fact, I’d always thought of the monsters as my own sort of standoffish pets. If, you know, you thought pets that could eat you were cool. Which I totally did.
 
But Reginald kept staring at me, as if my monster knowledge was absolutely shocking. Did these guys think I was some tourist rube who’d wandered into the Razzle Dazzle by accident during the attack? That I’d somehow picked up a sword and managed to kill two men with it without any sort of training?
 
Surely, Mo had told them . . . Well, I had no idea what Mo had told them, but whatever it was, it had interested them enough to practically kidnap me. I wondered where they were taking me. Probably to some nice, out-of-the-way spot that featured a cement mixer and a swimming pool so they could question me about the attack. That was the only reason I could think of for the three-man welcoming committee.
 
I continued my silent speculation as the vehicle rolled on. Eventually, I realized that the SUV wasn’t headed east toward the pawnshop or south toward the suburbs. No, we were going north—up the mountain.
 
A sinking feeling filled my stomach.
 
Grant steered the SUV up the curvy roads, passing mansion after mansion. Lots of rich mortals and magicks had gobbled up spots on Cloudburst Mountain over the years, building vacation homes and more. And the higher up on the mountain you were, the better the view, and the more magic, money, and power you had.
 
Like the town officials, the rich folks here turned a blind eye to the Families and their less-than-desirable feuds and influence, regarding them as white trash, mobster upstarts, and had as little to do with the Families as possible. Something that wasn’t an option for the middle-and lower-class folks, who depended on the Families and their tourist businesses for everything from jobs to protection from monsters.
 
My suspicions about where we were going were confirmed several minutes later when the SUV turned into a driveway and rolled through an open iron gate. The vehicle crested a steep ridge, and our destination finally came into sight—a structure made out of black stone.
 
The Sinclair Family mansion.
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A dozen questions bubbled up in my mind, the most important of which being more rampant speculation about cement mixers and swimming pools. Felix was staring at me again, as if he thought that I was finally going to crack and start talking, but I kept my face blank.
 
Grant steered the SUV over a wide, stone bridge and into a circular driveway that arced past a fountain. He slowed, then stopped the vehicle, and I got an up-close look at the structure.
 
The Sinclair mansion was large, even by Family standards, seven stories tall in places, and the black stone gave it a dark, durable feel. The towers I’d seen from down in the city loomed even larger up close, soaring hundreds of feet into the summer sky, each point topped with a black flag bearing the Sinclair Family crest—that hand holding a sword, all of it done in white.
 
Balconies fronted much of the mansion, and patios and walkways swooped and spiraled from one level to the next, clinging to the sides of the structure like the silken strings of a spider’s web. The mansion wasn’t beautiful. Not at all. It was too large, rough, and blocky for that, as if the stone of the mountain had been chipped away to reveal its crude shape. Still, there almost seemed to be a hidden strength to it, as if it were as eternal as the mountain from which it had been carved.
 
I couldn’t keep myself from peering out the window, trying to see everything at once. Felix’s mouth curved with amusement.
 
I looked past the mansion and scanned the grassy lawns that unrolled like thick rugs all the way up to the woods’ edge. Even though I was at least a quarter mile away, I easily spotted the guards moving in and out of the dense evergreen trees. They all wore black pants and cloaks, along with black cavalier hats topped with feathers. Silver cuffs flashed on their wrists, and swords adorned their waists. Farther up the mountain, thick white clouds drifted around the peak, seeming almost close enough to touch, thanks to my sight.
 
“Home, sweet home,” Grant said, turning off the engine. “Let’s go meet the folks. What’s left of them, anyway.”
 
Reginald gave him another sharp look. Felix grimaced.
 
I scooted over, but before I could reach for the handle, Reginald was there, opening the door. I blinked. I hadn’t even seen him move. He must have some sort of speed Talent.
 
I stepped out of the car, and Reginald gestured toward the mansion.
 
“This way, please, miss.”
 
Grant and Felix came up behind me, and I had no choice but to follow Reginald.
 
He moved toward the front door, his steps quick and precise, his back straight, his black tweed suit not even daring to wrinkle much less attract a speck of dirt. Unless I missed my guess, Reggie was the sort of guy who loved lists, order, and rules, and hated the people who broke them, like me.
 
Reginald opened the door and stepped through to the other side. I went in next, with Grant and Felix still behind me.
 
The exterior of the mansion might have been rough, black, and blocky, but the inside was smooth, light, and delicate. Floors made of polished white marble gleamed like sheets of glass underfoot. Real flecks of gold, silver, and bronze shimmered in the paint that covered many of the walls, while crystal chandeliers dangled from the ceilings, sending out warm sprays of light in all directions. And the furnishings were even finer, made out of dark, heavy woods, colorful stained glass, and genuine gemstones.
 
I tried hard not to gawk, really I did, but I soon gave up, even though I was acting like the worst sort of slack-jawed, wide-eyed tourist rube.
 
And it wasn’t just that everything was so fine—it was also the obvious care and work that went into it. Everything gleamed as though it had been shined moments ago, no doubt thanks to the pixies. I spotted several of them, all around six inches tall, miniature humans with translucent wings attached to their backs, zipping through the air and carrying everything from dust rags to mops to small buckets of water.
 
Technically, pixies were monsters, since they weren’t quite human—or at least human-sized—like mortals and magicks were. But really, pixies were the housekeepers of the world, offering their services in exchange for food, shelter, and protection. I’d been hoping that one—a nobody like me without a Family—would take refuge in the library basement, and we could work out a similar deal, especially since I hated making up my bed. And doing laundry. And every other housekeeping chore. But it hadn’t happened. I bet that none of the Sinclair Family members ever had to make their beds. I bet that whoever lived here never had to lift a finger. Not with all these pixies scurrying around.
 
Reginald followed a female pixie balancing a tray of cucumber sandwiches on top of her head. Apparently, she was headed toward our destination.
 
I kept gawking as we moved through one room and one wing of the mansion to the next, going so deep into the structure that I had no idea where we were—or how I could get back out again.
 
Or if I was ever going to get back out again.
 
Finally, Reginald opened a set of double doors and we stepped into an enormous library, one that stretched up three levels, all the way to the top of this particular section of the mansion. Each level featured a wraparound balcony, all filled with bookshelves, and all overlooking the main, square reading area on the first floor. The ceiling rose to a point; it was made out of panes of black-and-white stained glass that cast alternating pools of shadow and light onto everything below.
 
Here on the first floor, ebony shelves filled with books, photos, crystal paperweights, and other expensive knickknacks lined one wall. An antique ebony desk occupied the back of the room, in front of a series of doors that led out to a balcony encompassing the entire length of the library. Another crystal chandelier dangled from the ceiling, like a cluster of icicles frozen in place.
 
I eyed the shelves, wondering if I might discreetly swipe a silver picture frame or two. Just because I’d been brought here more or less against my will didn’t mean I had to leave empty-handed. Like Mo had said, I was always looking to put more cash in my pockets, along with silverware, jewelry, and other small valuables.
 
The female pixie fluttered over to the white marble fireplace that took up most of another wall. She placed her tray on a table next to another tray that held a pot of tea, spoons, and several cups. But I focused my attention on the figure sitting beside the table—a familiar face with sly black eyes.
 
“Lila!” Mo called out, jumping up off a white velvet settee. “Finally! There you are!”
 
He looked the same as ever in his white pants, flip-flops, and Hawaiian shirt, this one a bloody red printed with smiling hula girls.
 
I broke free of my entourage, grabbed his arm, and yanked him all the way to the back of the library, next to the balcony doors. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure we were out of earshot, then turned back to face him.
 
“What is this?” I hissed. “Who are these men, why were they waiting for me outside of school, and why did they bring me to the Sinclair Family mansion?”
 
A smile lit up Mo’s face. “This, kid, is an opportunity. The opportunity of a lifetime.” His smile disappeared. “And, frankly, the best I could do for you, all things considered.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“It means I had a hard time convincing the Sinclairs you were not involved in the attack at the Razzle Dazzle. That you were just an innocent bystander who managed to save the day.”
 
My eyes narrowed. “What happened after you shoved me out of the shop? What have you been doing the past few days? What in the blue blazes is going on?”
 
Mo waved his hand, brushing off my concerns. “Oh, you’ll find all that out soon enough. Just promise me one thing.”
 
“What?”
 
“That you’ll let me do all the negotiating.” He paused.
 
“Unless you see a chance to get a better deal. Then feel free to speak up.”
 
“Deal? What sort of deal—”
 
Before I could ask him again what was going on, the double doors opened and Devon stepped into view.
 
Dark brown hair, green eyes, chiseled features, muscled body. He looked the same as before, with one notable exception—he’d traded in the casual T-shirt and pants he was wearing at the Razzle Dazzle for a black shirt layered under a black suit. My heart sank. Because only high-ranking Family members wore suits like that, and only then on special occasions.
 
Like, say, an execution.
 
Devon nodded at me, then went over to stand with Grant and Felix, who were munching on the cucumber sandwiches the pixie had brought in.
 
Reginald proceeded to the doors and held one open for a woman to enter the library. Like Devon, she was wearing a simple, but expensive, black suit, although she’d added three-inch stilettos to her ensemble. A silver cuff glimmered on her right wrist—one that featured the Sinclair Family crest, that stupid hand holding a sword. Her hair was a beautiful auburn, while her eyes were a cold, clear green. And just like with Deah Draconi, I recognized her.
 
Claudia Sinclair, the head of the Sinclair Family, the most powerful woman in town.

 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
Claudia walked over and stood next to Devon. Side by side, the resemblance between them was obvious, and I could have kicked myself for not realizing exactly who he was sooner. Like, say, back at the Razzle Dazzle.
 
If I had known, I might have let that guy strangle Devon to death after all.
 
I whirled around to Mo. “That guy is Devon Sinclair? Claudia Sinclair’s son?”
 
I hissed out the words through clenched teeth, but my voice wasn’t as quiet as it should have been, and the others heard me. Felix, in particular, seemed amused, and he elbowed Devon in the side as though he found my ignorance entertaining. If this kept up, I was the one who’d be worse than the tourist rubes. But right now, I was too angry to care.
 
Mo nodded.
 
This time, I made sure to lower my voice. “Why was Devon Sinclair in your shop?” A sneaking suspicion occurred to me. “You weren’t going to sell him that ruby necklace, were you?”
 
He gave me an offended look. “Of course not. I already had another buyer lined up for that.”
 
I crossed my arms over my chest, so Mo sighed and finally answered my question.
 
“Devon was out in the Midway a while back, looking for a present for his mom,” he said. “I had rented a booth for the day to showcase some of my finer items, and I . . . might have suggested that I had some even better stuff at the Razzle Dazzle. Something that might really wow the head of the Sinclair Family.”
 
That matched up with what Devon had told me, but it wasn’t a good thing. Not at all. My head started pounding. This was bad, so very, very bad.
 
“And the other guy? Felix?”
 
“Felix Morales. Son of Angelo Morales, the Family chemist, and Devon’s best friend.”
 
“And the bodyguard?”
 
“Her name was Ashley Vargas. Another Family member, albeit it a relatively new one.”
 
I couldn’t keep from letting out a low groan. This just kept getting better and better. Somehow, despite my best intentions not to get involved with any of the Families—ever—here I was standing in one of their mansions, all eyes fixed on me.
 
Grant, Reginald, and Felix had dragged me here before Claudia Sinclair to . . . to . . . do what exactly? Question me about the attack? Determine whether or not I was involved ? Torture me until I told them something they wanted to hear?
 
Either way, this was the absolute last place I ever wanted to be. For a wild, crazy moment, sheer, sweaty panic filled me, and I wondered if they all might know who I really was. Mo would never tell them, but Claudia Sinclair might guess on her own. And if she did, then she’d never let me leave here—
 
Reginald gave Mo a sharp nod, which he returned with one of his own. I pushed my panic aside and eyed Mo. He had never told me much about his contact with the Families, much less this particular Family, but Mo knew everyone. He had to in his line of work. I wondered what he had gotten me into—and how I was going to get out of it.
 
“Keep your cool, answer their questions, and you’ll be fine,” Mo said. “And try not to be too much of a smart-ass, okay, kid? We’ve both got a lot riding on this.”
 
He plucked my backpack out of my arms, scurried over to the white settee, and took his previous seat there, leaving me standing in the back of the library all by myself like a complete idiot.
 
“Mo!” I hissed in that too-loud voice again. “Mo! Get back over here—”
 
Claudia strolled forward and my words died on my lips. Everyone stopped what they were doing to turn in her direction, including me. She had that much of a commanding presence—not to mention the ability to have me executed with a snap of her fingers.
 
“Now that we’re all here, we should get started.” Her voice was smooth and silky, but it definitely was an order, not a request. “Grant, Felix, thank you. That is all for now. I will call you when we have finished our discussion. In the meantime, please go make the necessary arrangements for our . . . guest.”
 
The cold, clipped way she said guest made me think about severed tree troll heads showing up in my bed, instead of mints on my pillows. That was exactly the sort of mob hospitality I would expect.
 
Grant and Felix each gave her a respectful nod, then left the room, shutting the doors behind them. Claudia took a seat in a black armchair in front of the fireplace. The tall, wide, throne-like chair was set back from all the others, in a pool of shadows, with the rest of the seats angled to face it. Oh yes. Claudia Sinclair was definitely the queen here.
 
Devon took the smaller, matching chair closest to hers. Mo grinned and patted the empty space on the settee. Grumbling under my breath, I went over, sat down next to him, and wished that I hadn’t. The settee was in a sunspot, one so bright I had to squint against the glare, and the white velvet was so slick I had to dig the toes of my ratty sneakers into the black Persian rug to keep from sliding off—
 
Reginald bent down beside my elbow. I bit back a surprised shriek. Somehow, he had appeared at my side without my even having seen or heard him move. He was either really fast, really quiet, or really good at lurking. Probably all three.
 
Reginald held out a china cup to me. “Tea, miss?”
 
“Not unless it has a whole lot of ice and at least a pound of sugar in it.”
 
He frowned but set the cup aside, then picked up the platter of treats.
 
“Cucumber sandwich?”
 
My stomach rumbled. “You got something bigger?”
 
His frown deepened. “Bigger?”
 
“Yeah, you know, more substantial? Like a sub or something? With bacon? Because I could down that whole plate of nibbles in, like, five seconds flat.”
 
If I was going to be questioned, or whatever this was, then I at least wanted to get some free food out of the deal. And those little cucumber things were barely thicker than saltine crackers.
 
A soft snicker sounded, and I realized that Devon was laughing at me, his eyes crinkling with the first bit of warmth I’d seen him show. My hands curled into fists in my lap. He had no right to laugh at me. None at all. Not after all the hurt he’d caused me.
 
Reginald didn’t like the snicker, either. He gave Devon an icy look, and Devon’s laugh turned into more of a choking cough.
 
“As you wish, miss,” Reginald said in a stiff voice, setting down the tray. “I will go see if I can round up . . . a sub.”
 
He made it sound like I’d asked him to serve dog food to the Queen of England. But he bowed to Claudia and strode out of the library, closing the door behind him.
 
That left me alone with Devon, Claudia, and Mo. Everything was quiet except for the faint tick-tick-tick of a crystal clock on the fireplace mantel. It sounded eerily similar to the grandfather clocks I’d heard in the pawnshop after the attack. Only this time, the seconds were counting down to whatever decision Claudia Sinclair might make about me.
 
“So,” Claudia said, her voice seeming to float out of the shadowy depths of her chair. “You are the girl who saved my son. Lila Merriweather.”
 
Mo dug his elbow into my side, his not-so-subtle way of telling me to answer her.
 
“Yeah, that’s me. The one and only.”
 
“And tell me, exactly how did you manage to do that?” she asked.
 
“I took out two guys.”
 
“You really expect me to believe that you killed two grown men, all by yourself? A seventeen-year-old girl with only a Talent for sight?”
 
I glanced at Mo. Looked as if he’d told her more than I thought, if he’d mentioned my magic. But he hadn’t told her everything; otherwise, this conversation would be going in a very different direction. Still, the last of my panic vanished. My most important secrets were still safe.
 
Mo dug his elbow into my side again, encouraging me to keep talking.
 
I shrugged. “They’re not the first ones I’ve killed. I doubt they’ll be the last. Cloudburst Falls might be the most magical place in America, but it’s also one of the most dangerous. Especially after dark. Unlike you and your son, I don’t have the luxury of hiding behind Family money and mansion walls, or of having other people do my dirty work for me.”
 
Mo sucked in a breath at my rude, snarky tone, but I didn’t care. I’d been approached by strange men, driven up the mountain, and dragged in front of the head of a Family, and I still had no idea what was going on and what the Sinclairs wanted with me.
 
All I wanted was to get out of here, get away from this place and these people who reminded me so much of what I’d lost—my mom.
 
And what I could still lose—my freedom.
 
But Claudia kept staring at me, expecting an answer, so I decided to play nice . . . for now.
 
“You don’t believe me, ask Mo. He can vouch for me.”
 
Her eyes cut to him, her green gaze even frostier than before. “Oh, I am quite familiar with Mr. Kaminsky. More familiar than I care to be, actually.”
 
“Yes, indeedy. Claud and I are old friends.” Mo’s smile widened at her obvious displeasure, as if he enjoyed needling her.
 
“I watched the security footage from the pawnshop,” she continued. “And Mo has told me all about your . . . skills.”
 
Mo gave me a guilty grin, and I tried to figure out exactly how much he had revealed. Obviously, he’d mentioned my sight magic, but I wondered if he’d told her about my other Talent as well. Mo was the only person who knew about my transference power, that magic made me stronger. My mom had always warned me to keep that particular skill to myself, for fear that someone might try to rip the Talent out of me. There was a booming black market for stolen magic, just like there was for everything else in Cloudburst Falls. Some creatures simply wanted to eat you, but there were worse things, like someone tearing your magic out of your body and taking it for himself—before he killed you.
 
“Lila is a scrapper, that’s for sure,” Mo chimed in. “A real good fighter. You saw the footage.”
 
Mo was so paranoid about being robbed that he had more hidden cameras in the pawnshop than he did digital ones for sale. I bit back a curse. I should have known that Claudia had studied the footage. She would have wanted to see the attack on her son for herself.
 
“And where were you when Devon, Felix, and Ashley were being attacked?” Her tone was as sharp as a sword’s edge.
 
“Unfortunately, I was in the back of the shop, or I would have jumped to their rescue myself,” Mo countered, his voice even smarmier than his smile. “You know that.”
 
Her gaze grew even colder.
 
“But luckily, Lila was there,” he hurried on. “You’d better snap her up before somebody else does.”
 
Snap me up?
 
“Word’s already gotten out about Lila’s skills,” Mo continued, spreading his hands wide. “Why, today alone, I’ve had inquiries about her availability from three other Families.”
 
My availability? That sounded suspiciously like bodyguard talk, the sort of thing I’d heard him say on the phone when he was lining up my mom’s next job and trying to weasel a few more bucks out of her potential employer by pretending he had someone else competing for her services. I was starting to get a bad, bad feeling about what Mo was up to.
 
Claudia ignored him and focused on me again. “Why would you even get involved in such a fight? What were you hoping for? Some sort of reward from my Family?”
 
This time, I was the one who threw my hands out wide. “Yeah, because being dragged up here and interrogated is such a great reward.”
 
“But surely, you knew who Devon was.” She jerked her head at Mo. “Your friend certainly did, luring my son to his cheap shop in the first place.”
 
“Hey, now,” Mo protested. “Ain’t nothing in my shop cheap. Tacky, sure. But never, ever cheap.”
 
This time, we all ignored him.
 
Devon sighed and finally entered the conversation. “He didn’t lure me anywhere, Mom. I told you that I remembered Mo talking about his store, and I decided to check it out. That’s all.”
 
“That’s never all,” Claudia snapped. “Not where you are concerned.”
 
Devon sighed again, and something like weary resignation flickered in his eyes, but his gaze shifted away from mine before I could get a lock on exactly what the emotion was. Yeah, Devon was important, since he was the son of the head of the Sinclair Family, but it sounded like Claudia was talking about something else, something more. Seemed like I wasn’t the only one here with secrets.
 
“So you can see why I find this whole situation . . . suspicious,” she finished in an icy tone.
 
She had every right to be angry because her son had been attacked, but she was getting on my last nerve. I hadn’t asked Devon to come into the shop, and I certainly hadn’t wanted to be in the middle of the fight. But I’d been there, and I’d even done the right thing, for a change. And look where it had gotten me. Being accused by Claudia Sinclair, who thought that I had some sinister ulterior motive when I didn’t. Enough was enough.
 
“Listen, lady,” I snapped. “I had no idea that Devon was your son when he came into the Razzle Dazzle. Even if I had known, I still wouldn’t have cared.”
 
That was an outright lie, but this was the only way I could save my own neck, so I sucked down another breath and started spinning more lies.
 
“As far as I was concerned, he was just a guy from some rich Family, trying to get a little thrill by slumming it in the town shops for the afternoon.”
 
Devon’s jaw clenched, and his gaze met mine. Pinching hurt flashed in his eyes. That shouldn’t have bothered me, but it did. I hated him. I’d hated him for years, and I was determined to hate him now, along with the rest of his stupid Family.
 
Despite the soul-crushing guilt I’d seen choking him from the inside out.
 
“Given your obvious disdain for the Families, at least for this particular Family, why did you help my son?” Claudia asked, her voice even colder and sharper than before. “Why not let the men take him with them?”
 
I frowned. Take him with them? It had been an assassination attempt, not a kidnapping. The mystery man had definitely wanted Devon dead. I’d seen it in his eyes.
 
“Well?” she demanded.
 
“I don’t know,” I snapped again. “Okay? I don’t know. I just did it. I tend to get concerned when people pull out swords and start swinging them in my direction.”
 
I didn’t tell them how I’d seen that mix of cold sorrow, hard strength, and warm goodness inside Devon’s heart. How I’d been so drawn to him, despite myself. And I especially didn’t tell them how I thought it would have been a shame for that little spark of light buried so deep inside him to be snuffed out so brutally. Nobody needed to know that, not even Mo. He’d think I was going soft, and he would be right.
 
“So you put yourself in danger and killed two men out of the goodness of your heart?” Claudia’s voice teetered on a sneer.
 
I shrugged. I was tired of talking, especially when nothing I could say was going to convince her. She was going to kick me out any second now. I’d be lucky if Reginald came back with my sub before Claudia had some guards shove me and Mo out the front door. And that would be just fine with me. Because I wanted to leave here and never set eyes on her again.
 
And I especially never, ever wanted to see Devon Sinclair again.
 
Claudia studied me another moment, then got to her feet. I sighed and did the same, knowing what was coming next. No free food for me, after all.
 
“Well, then, Miss Merriweather,” she said. “If you are as smart with a sword as you are with your mouth, then you won’t mind a demonstration of your skills.”
 
A shocked realization zipped through me. This wasn’t an interrogation at all.
 
It was a test.

 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Ten minutes later, I stood in the center of a large training room, holding a sword. Thick mats stretched across this part of the floor, with several treadmills and weight machines off to one side. Swords, daggers, and knives were also lined up in neat rows on two of the walls. Metal grates hung over some of the weapons—the black blades—locking them away from greedy, grasping hands like mine.
 
The air smelled of sweat with a faint, coppery tinge of blood. Behind the grates, a few dull stains gleamed on some of the weapons, although I doubted anyone could see them but me. A glass partition stood along the curve of the third wall, with rows of padded seats behind it, as though this was a hockey rink.
 
The spectators had already arrived. Claudia, Reginald, Grant, and Mo sat in the seats, while two guards armed with swords acted as sentries next to the doors—I supposed to stop me if I did something crazy, like try to make a run for it.
 
Mo flashed me a thumbs-up. I resisted the urge to reach down, grab one of the throwing stars attached to my belt, and send it hurtling in his direction.
 
My opponent was here as well. Felix stood on the far side of the mats, clutching a sword. He gave me another wink, followed by a slow, sexy smirk.
 
Devon was here, too, leaning against one of the grates, his arms crossed over his chest. I ignored him.
 
Behind the glass partition, Reginald rose to his feet. “This is to be a demonstration only, so no drawing blood, no debilitating blows. The first person to disarm the other wins. Do you understand?”
 
“Crystal clear,” I sniped.
 
“Felix?”
 
He nodded. “We’re good.”
 
“All right then.” Reginald held his arm up, then abruptly dropped it. “Begin!”
 
Felix raised his sword high, let out a fierce yell, and charged. He was trying to scare and surprise me, but it didn’t work. If we’d been fighting for real, I could have easily moved forward and run him through before he even realized what was happening. But I decided to be nice, so I sidestepped him instead. He whipped around and charged at me again. This time, I engaged him.
 
Felix was decent enough with a sword, but he fought in an exaggerated, reckless fashion, like someone who was trying to copy the flashy maneuvers he’d seen in the movies. I could have disarmed him in three moves, but I decided to be nice again and drag it out to seven.
 
He swung at me. I stepped forward and grabbed his arm, bending his wrist back far enough to make him yelp and drop his weapon. He tried to jerk free, but I drove my elbow into his stomach and slammed my sneaker into his knee. A second later, he was down on the mat, my sword pointed at his heart.
 
Felix’s face creased into a smile. “Have I mentioned that I dig bad-ass chicks? Seriously, you are, like, a total hottie right now.”
 
I couldn’t help laughing. I reached down, offered him my hand, and pulled him up onto his feet. Felix winked at me and stepped off the mats.
 
The training room was silent. I looked over at Reginald.
 
“Anything else?” I sniped. “Or can I go now?”
 
“Not just yet,” a low voice sounded.
 
Even before I turned my head, I knew what I would find. Sure enough, Devon shrugged out of his black suit jacket and tossed it over to Felix before rolling up the cuffs of his shirt, revealing his brown, muscled forearms.
 
He grabbed Felix’s sword from where it had landed on the mats and snapped it up into an attack position. I sighed and raised my weapon again. I wondered how many people I’d have to fight before Claudia and the others grew tired of this pointless display.
 
Reginald repeated the whole drill about fighting clean before starting the match. Instead of attacking me, Devon started twirling his sword in his hand in a slow, easy motion. So I mirrored his movements, just to mock him.
 
“I hope you’re better with a sword than your boy Felix. He wasn’t even a challenge.”
 
Devon’s green gaze flicked to Felix, who had taken a seat with the others behind the glass. “I know. It was cruel of you to toy with him like that.”
 
“I wasn’t toying with him so much as I was letting him lose with a little bit of dignity.”
 
“Well, please, don’t do me the same favor,” he drawled.
 
“Oh, don’t you worry about that—”
 
He charged at me, trying to take me by surprise, and the battle was on.
 
Devon was a far superior fighter to Felix. Stronger, smarter, more careful with his blows, and always thinking about his next move.
 
But I was still better.
 
I knew it instinctively, the same way I knew I should always pay the lochness toll. I knew it because my mom had trained me to be the best, and I’d spent the last four years honing my skills on the streets. I knew it because I was just like her deep down inside, no matter how hard I tried to pretend otherwise.
 
We broke apart after a quick exchange and circled each other, going around and around on the mats.
 
I narrowed my eyes. “You’re almost fast enough to have a speed Talent.”
 
Devon grinned, the effect far more charming than I would have thought possible, given how much I hated him. “Almost,” he agreed. “But sadly, I don’t have any speed magic. But if you’re ready to give up, just say so. I’ll let you lose with a little bit of dignity.”
 
“Never—”
 
He raised his sword and came at me again, but I blocked his blows by following the steps, moves, and positions I’d memorized long ago. Then it was his turn to counter every move I made. Then my turn again. In a weird way, it was almost like we were dancing.
 
But this was way more fun.
 
Devon grinned again, enjoying this as much as I was. That hot spark I’d sensed in him before burned much brighter now, warming his eyes and softening the sharp edges of the guilt and grief that weighed down his heart. It was almost as if he found a certain freedom in the fight, or at least a distraction from the worrisome emotions that constantly ate at him.
 
He might be enjoying the fight, but that didn’t mean I was going to let him win. I was never that nice.
 
Determination blazed through me to beat him, and I had no qualms about using my magic to help me do it. So I studied Devon, using my sight to bring everything about him into supersharp focus, from the honey highlights in his dark brown hair to the flecks of black in his green eyes to the small quirk of his lips. But most of all, I focused on his hands and feet, watching how he adjusted his grip on his sword and rocked forward onto his toes.
 
He attacked just the way I thought he would, so I wrapped both hands around the hilt of my sword and put everything I had into parrying his blow and striking back with another, harder one of my own. Devon’s sword spun out of his hand. Before he could recover, I had the point of my blade pressed up against his heart.
 
“What did you say about losing with dignity?” I mocked.
 
He tipped his head, accepting the loss with far more grace than I expected. Certainly more grace than I would have.
 
Devon backed away from my sword. I let him, even though part of me wanted to surge forward and stab him, just so he would feel the same sort of pain I did whenever I looked at him. But he didn’t deserve that—or my hate. Not really.
 
Devon stepped off the mat, leaving me alone.
 
“Anything else?” I mocked, staring over at our audience. “Or can I leave now?”
 
Instead of answering me, Claudia looked at Mo. “I’m satisfied. She’ll do.”
 
“I’ll do for what?”
 
She turned her cold gaze back to me. “Why, to be my son’s new bodyguard, of course.”
 
 

 
 
Me? Be Devon’s bodyguard? Protect one of the most important members of a Family? Of the Sinclair Family?
 
I was so stunned I simply stood there, holding the borrowed sword and wondering how it had ever come to this. Then the reality of the situation slapped me across the face, and I whipped my angry glare over to Mo.
 
He shrugged. So this was the deal he’d made, the once-in-a-lifetime opportunity he’d been crowing about. Of course, it was once in a lifetime. Because I wouldn’t survive for long if I agreed to this nonsense. Someone had already tried to kill Devon once; it wasn’t too much of a stretch to think they’d try again. And if I was the one standing between Devon and more assassins, well, it wouldn’t turn out so great for me.
 
Mo, Claudia, and the others got out of their seats and walked around the glass partition. I stalked over to Mo the second his flip-flops touched the mats.
 
“Are you out of your greedy little mind?” I hissed.
 
“What were you thinking, offering me up as a bodyguard ?”
 
“Well, it was better than them throwing you in the dungeon here, which is what Claudia originally wanted to do,” Mo murmured. “Just trust me on this, okay, Lila? Please?”
 
There was that stupid please again. If Mo kept doling those out, I wouldn’t know what to do when he returned to his usual greedy self and stopped using them. Still, the please made me hold my tongue. For now.
 
Devon started speaking in a low voice to his mom. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but he didn’t look happy. Probably insisting that he didn’t need a new bodyguard, and rightly so. From what I’d seen, Devon Sinclair was more than capable of taking care of himself.
 
But he finally sighed and nodded, giving in to whatever order his mom had given him. The two of them approached me and Mo.
 
“Devon,” Claudia said. “Why don’t you take Mr. Kaminsky and everyone else to the dining hall and see if they’d like some refreshments? I would like to speak to Miss Merriweather alone.”
 
“But—” Devon began.
 
Claudia gave him a pointed look, and he sighed again and walked past her toward the doors. She gestured to Mo. He gave me a sly smile and hurried after Devon. So did Grant, Reginald, and the two men standing guard. Mo pulled the doors shut behind him, leaving me alone with Claudia.
 
I raised my chin, not giving her any inkling of the uncertainty chewing through my gut like a chainsaw. I didn’t know what sort of game she was playing, but I was nobody’s fool—or pawn.
 
“I know all of this has been upsetting,” Claudia said. “Perhaps I should have done things differently.”
 
“No. Really?”
 
She ignored my sarcasm. “But several threats have been made against my son’s life in recent months. Threats that have already resulted in the loss of several of our most trusted guards, including Ashley.”
 
Her lips pinched together, and her green eyes darkened, almost as if she felt genuine sorrow over Ashley’s death, but she turned away before I could get a lock on her emotions.
 
“In the past, it has been a great honor to serve as one of the Sinclair guards, but Ashley is the third person this year to die protecting Devon,” she murmured. “Because of that and some other matters, there have been some . . . defections from the Family recently.”
 
I finally understood what she was getting at—and why I’d been brought here.
 
I snorted. “Let me guess. Nobody else in the Family wants to get killed protecting Devon, so you’ve decided to strong-arm me into doing it, right? Because who will really care if some random girl off the streets dies as long as your precious son lives?”
 
Claudia shrugged, not even trying to deny it. “Something like that.”
 
“Wow. You are arrogant.”
 
Coldhearted bitch was more like it, but even I wasn’t going to be rude and stupid enough to say that to her. She could always summon some guards to throw me in the dungeon, like Mo had said. Or have me killed where I stood.
 
“Not arrogant. Practical,” Claudia countered. “No one likes it when a Sinclair dies, especially protecting someone like my son from the other Families and their plots.”
 
Someone like her son? What did that mean? Was there something wrong with Devon? Some evil lurking inside him I hadn’t seen?
 
“Oh, my heart bleeds for y’all,” I sniped. “Did you ever think that maybe things might be better if you guys, the Draconis, and all the other Families tried to, oh, I don’t know, just get along?”
 
She laughed at the absurdity of my suggestion. Yeah. I would have laughed, too.
 
Claudia put her hands behind her back and started pacing back and forth. “My son went on and on about how you saved his life. But even more than that, he seems to have taken an odd liking to you. He was the one who pushed me to find you.”
 
Devon had wanted to find me? Why?
 
“You have my thanks for saving my son and Felix,” Claudia said. “Never doubt that.”
 
She stopped pacing and peered at me, taking in my well-worn clothes and the sword I was still clutching. Her sharp gaze dropped to the star-shaped sapphire glinting on my finger, and her mouth pinched into a hard, thin line. She probably thought I’d stolen the ring. Let her think what she wanted. It didn’t matter to me in the slightest.
 
“I was rather skeptical when Devon told me that you killed the men. Ashley was an experienced fighter with years of training. If anyone was going to save them, it should have been her. So you can understand why I was suspicious and puzzled that it was you instead.”
 
“So what changed your mind?”
 
“Watching you fight today . . .” Claudia’s eyes grew distant and dreamy with memories before she blinked them away. “Your skills are quite impressive. You’re just the sort of soldier this Family needs, just the sort of bodyguard my son needs.”
 
Me? A Family bodyguard? It boggled the mind. I was a thief, plain and simple. I lied, cheated, and stole to get by, to get what I wanted, and protect and further my own interests—not anyone else’s. Definitely not a Family’s interests and especially not the interests of this particular Family.
 
Still, I couldn’t help thinking of my mom. She would have considered it an honor to be Devon’s guard, just as Claudia had said. But more than that, Mom would have thought of it as her duty to protect Devon, someone who was already so wounded inside. Someone so unlike the rich snobs and dangerous Families that she usually ended up working for, with all their sinister ambitions, blood feuds, and treacherous plots.
 
“I’ve already lost too much to the other Families. I will not lose my son as well,” Claudia said. “Your friend Mo suggested it, and now I am formally offering you a proposition, Miss Merriweather. Agree to become my son’s personal guard, keep him safe, protect him from all who would do him harm, and you will be richly rewarded.”
 
Now she was speaking my language, although I still eyed her warily. “How richly rewarded?”
 
She named a figure that was much higher than I expected. Even Mo would have been pleased with the amount. Actually, he would have been over the moon about it. With that kind of money, I could do whatever I wanted. No more squatting in the library basement. No more doing odd jobs for Mo. No more counting every penny and dime just to make sure I had enough food to eat, clothes to wear, and change to pay the lochness tolls. With that sort of money, life would be . . . easy. The way it had never, ever been easy before. Not even when my mom was alive.
 
For a moment, I let myself daydream about what I could do with that kind of money. The house I could live in, the clothes I could wear, the cars and jewelry and other pretty things I could buy. With that much money, I could have the sort of things I always stole from other people.
 
But then reality hit me, the way it always did. Because first, I had to live long enough to spend the money.
 
But it was tempting—so very, very tempting. Then again, it was supposed to be tempting, so tempting that I wouldn’t realize what I’d agreed to until it was too late—for me.
 
That’s how the Families worked. They lured you in with shiny dreams and pie-in-the-sky promises that all too often burned to ash and crumbled into dust right before your eyes.
 
“And what if I say no?”
 
Claudia shrugged. “Then I’ll find someone else. You will be free to leave . . .”
 
“But?”
 
“But I’m sure there are some folks who will be very interested in a girl killing two men so close to the Midway, especially the Draconis, since they consider that square to be on the edge of their territory,” Claudia said. “I’m sure there would also be some people who would like to speak to you about why you aren’t in the foster care system and where you’ve been living. There’s also the small matter of you enrolling in high school with the help of fake documents. The mortal police will no doubt be curious about that as well.”
 
Mo had forged the documents for me, along with everything else I’d needed. He had even signed school forms when necessary. All those documents and Mo’s occasional help were what had kept me off the grid, which was exactly how I had wanted it.
 
But now Claudia was threatening to shove me into the spotlight in the worst way possible. The cops would be extremely interested in me, given all the tourist rubes who were missing their wallets, cameras, and phones because of yours truly. At the very least, all of this would mean a quick trip to foster care—if not a stint in juvie. And the mortals could always decide to try me as an adult, which could mean more serious jail time.
 
But Claudia alerting the Draconis was the real threat. Just like she said, that square was close to their territory, so they’d be extremely interested in the attack and my part in it. And it wouldn’t surprise me if the mystery man and his goons had been working for Victor Draconi, and now Victor would want payback on whoever had messed up his plan to kill Devon. Either way, I had no desire to get anywhere near any of the Draconis, especially Victor.
 
A cold, thin smile curved Claudia’s lips. She had her hand wrapped around my throat, squeezing tight, and we both knew it. I might be the better fighter, but she was by far the better tactician. I didn’t know whether I admired or hated her for it. Still, I wasn’t giving in without putting up as much of a fight as I could.
 
“How long?” I asked. “How long would I have to be Devon’s guard?”
 
“Five years or until your twenty-first birthday, whichever comes first.”
 
Well, she was being exceptionally optimistic about my life expectancy. I’d be surprised if I made it through the end of the summer. Because the funny thing about assassination plots was that they never stopped until someone was dead.
 
“One month.”
 
She blinked, as if she hadn’t expected me to make a counter offer, but her eyes narrowed. “Five years.”
 
“One month.”
 
We went back and forth like that for a few minutes before we both started to give some ground.
 
“Four years.”
 
“Three months.”
 
“Three years.”
 
“Six months.”
 
“Two years.”
 
“Nine months.”
 
“One year,” Claudia said. “Final offer.”
 
“Done.”
 
“Done.”
 
I held out my hand and we shook on it. I started to pull back, but Claudia gripped my hand even tighter and stepped forward. Her fingers felt ice-cold against mine, almost as if she were using magic, and I remembered the rumors I’d heard about her Talent—the ability to freeze a person’s skin with just a touch of her hand.
 
“Make no mistake, Miss Merriweather,” she said in a voice so chilly I was surprised that icicles didn’t start forming on the walls. “I am not foolish enough to just trust you with my son. If you do not live up to your end of our bargain, if you decide not to fight for him, or harm him in any way, sell him out, or take my money and run, then I will use all of my considerable resources to find you, drag you back here, and execute you in front of your friend Mo—before I do the same to him. Do you understand me?”
 
I only knew Claudia Sinclair by reputation. The other Families had nicknamed her the Ice Queen, and with good reason. My soulsight let me see that she meant every harsh, brutal word. If it had been only me, I would have already been planning to take her money and skip town. But I would never abandon Mo, and she somehow knew that was her trump card, the thing that would get me to do her bidding above all else.
 
“I understand,” I said, having no choice but to give into her demands. “I will protect your son the best I can.”
 
No matter how much I hate you both, I snarled silently in my head.
 
Satisfied, Claudia dropped my hand.
 
“I’m glad we were able to come to an arrangement, Miss Merriweather. Reginald will show you to your room, and Grant, Felix, and Devon will explain your new duties to you in the morning. Until then.”
 
Claudia brushed past me and headed toward the doors. She threw them open, revealing Mo lurking outside in the hallway, along with Grant, Felix, Devon, and Reginald, all of them trying to act as though they hadn’t had their ears pressed to the doors the whole time. Eavesdroppers.
 
All I could do was stand there in the middle of the mats and wonder exactly how I’d wound up here. It didn’t take me long to realize what had happened.
 
The guards chasing me across the rooftops. The attack at the pawnshop. And now this.
 
Yeah, bad things really did come in threes.

 



CHAPTER NINE
 
Claudia and the others disappeared, probably so she could tell them all about the newest conscripted member of the Family, and only Reginald and Mo stepped back into the training room. Mo was grinning ear to ear, while Reginald looked far less excited. And he still hadn’t brought me a sandwich. My stomach grumbled in disappointment. Yeah, it was that kind of day.
 
“If you will follow me, miss,” Reginald said. “I will show you to your room.”
 
I laid the sword on a nearby bench, where I’d also put my backpack when we first entered. I shouldered my bag, then followed him and Mo out of the training room.
 
Reginald marched in front, his back stiff and straight, with me behind him and Mo bringing up the rear. Reginald led us through several hallways and up three flights of stairs before stopping in a long corridor with one door set into the wall.
 
“This will be your room.”
 
Reginald twisted the knob and stepped to one side. Mo gave me a not-so-small shove in the back that sent me stumbling into the room.
 
It was much larger than I expected, at least five times the size of my small corner of the library basement, and the furnishings were as opulent as those in the rest of the mansion. So opulent that I felt very shabby and out of place in my T-shirt, cargo pants, and sneakers. I put my backpack on the floor, not wanting it to dirty up any of the chairs, and walked from one side of the room to the other.
 
The front of the room was a sort of den, with a black leather couch and matching recliners arranged around a flat-screen TV mounted on the wall. Behind that area, a four-poster bed covered with a black-and-white-striped comforter and mounds of matching pillows took up a good chunk of the back wall. A white vanity table sat next to the bed, and there was a walk-in closet in one corner.
 
But best of all, a door to the left opened onto a private bathroom—one with a sunken tub in the middle of the white marble floor. My own private bathtub with hot, running water. Heaven—absolute heaven.
 
I started grinning almost as big and wide as Mo was right now. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all. Except for the whole putting-my-life-on-the-line-for-a-complete-stranger thing. But my mom had done it countless times. I could manage it, too.
 
“I assume that you are pleased with the room?” Reginald asked in a bland tone.
 
“It’s all right,” I said in a nonchalant voice. “I suppose that it will do.”
 
“That’s my girl,” Mo whispered.
 
Reginald rolled his eyes, the most emotion I’d seen him show so far.
 
I strolled over to the far right side of the room, where a series of French doors opened onto a large balcony. Through the glass, I could see the whole of Cloudburst Falls spread out below. I would have gone outside and gaped at the view, but I was all too aware of Reginald and Mo watching me, so I forced myself to turn away.
 
My gaze caught on a long table next to the doors. A structure made of ebony wood that resembled an oversized doll’s house covered much of the table. Actually, it looked more like some ramshackle, rundown trailer in one of the neighborhoods on the poor side of town. Several windows were broken, the wood was splintered in places, and a couple of shingles had been ripped off the roof, even though they were no bigger than curls of sawdust. The trailer also featured a wraparound porch with several missing boards. The porch was sagging onto the stubby lawn that spread out around it. I squinted. Were those tiny honeybeer cans littering the fingernail-high grass?
 
“Is that a pixie house?” I asked.
 
“Yes, you’ll have your own personal pixie,” Reginald said. “Miss Claudia thought that it would be helpful to have someone around to see to your needs, day or night. His name is Oscar.”
 
I huffed. No doubt the pixie had orders to spy on me and report my every move back to Claudia. That’s what I would have done if I’d taken in a strange girl.
 
I bent down, trying to peer inside the windows, but all of the miniature black shades had been drawn. Either Oscar wasn’t home, or he didn’t want to talk to anyone.
 
“You don’t want to do that,” Reginald said, a warning note in his clipped voice. “Oscar doesn’t like people trying to peek in through his windows. He’s been known to stick his sword into anyone who tries.”
 
I drew back. Pixie swords were hardly bigger than needles, but the weapons were often dipped in poison, like copper crusher venom, since that was the only hope pixies had of defeating larger mortals, magicks, and monsters. Either way, I had no desire to get stabbed in the eye.
 
So I examined the rest of the table. Besides the trailer and yard, small wildflowers dotted another patch of grass that was cordoned off by an ebony fence that led over to a barn, as if it was part of a western dude ranch. Inside the corral, a small, green tortoise snoozed in a patch of sunlight streaming in through the windows. Many pixies kept small pets, like tortoises and spiders, the same way that mortals and magicks kept dogs and cats. A hand-painted sign on the front of the corral gate read TINY, which I assumed was the tortoise’s name. I’d have to remember to find some treats for Tiny. Oscar, too.
 
Once I’d seen everything in the bedroom itself, I walked over and opened the closet door, expecting it to be empty.
 
But it wasn’t.
 
Jeans, shirts, sweaters, and shoes crowded into the space, and a faint, floral perfume drifted over to me. A belt curled up on a table in the middle of the closet read ASHLEY in bright, shiny, bedazzled letters.
 
And just like that, I saw the room as the prison it truly was.
 
I blinked, and Reginald was there, expertly shouldering me out of the way and shutting the closet door.
 
“Sorry about that, miss. I had been told that Oscar had already boxed up all of Ashley’s things and put them into storage until they can be sent to one of the local charities. She didn’t have any relatives, you see. I will have to speak to him about this severe dereliction of duty.”
 
He shot a dark, angry glare at the pixie house. Looked like Reggie and Oscar weren’t the best of friends.
 
I considered making a snide comment about Claudia not wasting any time in replacing Ashley, but the tension and sorrow in Reginald’s face made me bite back my snarky words. Well, at least when I died, they wouldn’t have as much stuff to get rid of.
 
The idea was more chilling than I’d thought it would be.
 
Reginald cleared his throat. “If there’s nothing else . . .”
 
I shook my head.
 
“Breakfast is at nine in the dining hall,” Reginald said. “After that, you will accompany Mister Devon as he goes about his Family duties for the day. Grant will most likely go with you, along with Felix.”
 
“What sort of duties?” I asked.
 
His thin chest puffed up with pride. “Mister Devon is the Family bruiser. Mister Lawrence appointed him to the position late last year when Devon turned nineteen. Mister Devon oversees all of the guards and all of the protection services that the Family provides. He is second in command to Miss Claudia.”
 
No wonder someone wanted Devon dead. Taking out a Family bruiser would be a great way to make a name for yourself.
 
“After Mister Devon finishes with his duties for the day, you will return to the mansion,” Reginald said. “After that, you’ll have a few free hours to yourself until bedtime.”
 
“It doesn’t sound like I’ll be doing much actual bodyguarding.”
 
He shrugged. “Devon is safe in the mansion. It’s when he leaves that there are . . . problems.”
 
I wondered if those problems included his trip to the Razzle Dazzle, but I didn’t ask. There was no point. Not with Claudia’s threats hanging over my head. For better or worse, I was stuck here, and I’d be protecting her son until either my year of service was up or one or both of us was dead.
 
Me? I was betting on the dead part.
 
“Until tomorrow.” Reginald bowed his head to me, ignored Mo completely, then walked out of the room, shutting the door behind him.
 
Mo grinned. “See, kid? I told you that this would work out for the best.”
 
“The best? The best? Yeah, if you think the best is me being a walking target as Devon Sinclair’s bodyguard.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I don’t know what you were thinking, Mo. How did you even arrange this? I had no idea that you had these kinds of Family connections, especially ones to this Family.”
 
Over the years, Mo and I had developed our own sort of code, so he knew exactly what I was talking about. He waved his hand, causing the diamond in his signet ring to wink. “I have connections everywhere, kid. You should know that by now.”
 
True. Somebody was always searching for something on the sly in Cloudburst Falls, and Mo was the person who could get you whatever you wanted—in a hurry.
 
“What happened after the fight at the Razzle Dazzle?” I asked, wanting to know how my life had so drastically changed in the space of a few days.
 
“Devon called his mom, and Claudia came to the store, along with Grant, Reginald, and some Sinclair guards,” Mo said. “They showed up about fifteen minutes after you left. Apparently, some of the tourist rubes out in the square had called nine-one-one, talking about a girl with blood all over her. I told them what had happened and how you had saved Devon and Felix.”
 
“But why shove me out the door? Why not just let me stay and explain things?”
 
Mo sighed. “Because I didn’t want them to think that you had anything to do with the attack.”
 
“Why would they think that?”
 
“Because, according to what Grant told me, that day was the first time Devon had been out of the mansion in a week. And he just happens to get attacked then? Can you spell suspicious? So I wanted a chance to smooth things over with Claudia.”
 
“But I still don’t understand why—why put the idea into her head to make me Devon’s bodyguard? I thought we had a good thing going, Mo, with me working for you. Just like my mom did.”
 
Mo sighed, sat down on the black leather couch in front of the TV, and patted the cushion beside him. I grumbled, but I moved over and sat down. He drew in a breath and let it out, as if he wasn’t sure what to say. That would be a first. Finally, he looked at me, his black eyes somber, his face serious.
 
“We did have a good thing going, kid. A great thing, actually. But I promised your mom I’d look out for you, if anything ever happened to her, and we both know that I haven’t exactly done a bang-up job of that.”
 
“But—”
 
Mo held up his hand, cutting me off. “No, let me finish. After she died, I thought that you’d be okay in foster care, but we both know how that worked out.”
 
Not well.
 
“After that was a bust, you struck out on your own, and you seemed happy enough. So I let it slide, even though you were only thirteen. I let a lot of things slide that I shouldn’t have. But what do I know about teenage girls? A big fat lot of nothing. That’s what.”
 
“I was happy enough,” I muttered.
 
He shook his head. “But happy enough isn’t good enough for you, Lila. It’s not what your mom would have wanted for you, and it’s not what I want for you, either. Face it, kid. Your skills are wasted on my penny-ante jobs. You can do every single one of them in your sleep. There’s no lock you can’t pick, no building you can’t sneak into, nothing you can’t figure out some way to steal. But your mom trained you to do better, to be better, to be more than just some thief who skulks in the shadows and barely gets by. She wanted more than that for you—so much more. So when you saved Devon, I knew that this was my chance to finally do right by you.”
 
“By offering me up as Devon’s latest disposable guard?”
 
Mo ignored my snide comment. “This is your chance, kid.” He gestured out at the room. “Look around. You’ve gone from squatting in a basement to scoring a primo room in the mansion of one of the most powerful Families in town. Not only that, but you’re going to be treated the same as Devon, Felix, and all the other Family kids. Go to their classes, go to their parties, mix and mingle with the most powerful folks in Cloudburst Falls. And the best part is that you’re getting paid to do it. I already worked it out with Claudia. You’ll get a generous allowance every week as part of your service.”
 
“Yeah,” I muttered. “And all I have to do is make it through a whole year without getting killed.”
 
“You’ve made it through four years living on the streets,” Mo countered. “So just think of what you can do here, with all the magic, money, power, and resources of the Sinclair Family at your disposal—”
 
A blast of twangy country music drowned him out. It took me a few seconds to realize that the song was coming from Oscar’s trailer. Seemed like the pixie would rather burst his eardrums than listen to our conversation.
 
Mo looked at me and shrugged, unconcerned by the music, although he leaned a little closer so I could hear him. “C’mon, kid. I know you’ve already started casing the place. What did you take from the library?”
 
I batted my eyes. “What makes you think I would steal anything from my new boss?”
 
He arched his eyebrows.
 
I huffed, but I reached around to the small of my back, pulled up my T-shirt, and grabbed the spoon, fork and two knives I’d swiped from the tea service when no one was looking. I put them on the coffee table.
 
Mo grinned, then reached into the pocket of his white pants and pulled out two more knives, along with another fork. He arranged them on the table next to mine. “Look. We almost have a whole set between us already.”
 
I glanced over at the pixie house, but the music was still blasting. There was no way Oscar could hear us over that racket. Good.
 
Mo nudged the stolen silverware into a precise row before raising his gaze to mine again.
 
“Being a member of a Family is more than just being a mark in someone else’s game. You should know that better than anyone. It means money, power, prestige, protection. Even a real family, of sorts, if you want.”
 
“I had a family,” I said in a cold, stiff voice. “I had you and Mom. I don’t need anyone else. I haven’t in four years now.”
 
Mo kept looking at me, sadness flashing in his eyes.
 
“Besides,” I said. “You know that I hate the Sinclairs, especially Devon. You know . . . you know he’s the reason my mom was murdered.”
 
The last few words came out as a choked whisper. Because Devon Sinclair was the reason my mom was dead. One of them, anyway. And now, I was supposed to protect him like he was just another guy. Anger, pain, and bitterness burned in my heart, and a few hot tears leaked out of the corners of my eyes before I could swipe them away.
 
Mo sighed. “I understand why you feel that way, Lila. But it’s time to let go of your pain and anger and move on. Devon was a kid when your mom died. So were you. There was nothing you could have done to save her. I think you know that, deep down inside.”
 
I did know it—but that didn’t mean I liked it.
 
I didn’t tell Mo I’d been so heartbroken by my mom’s death that I never wanted to go through that sort of pain ever again. That that was the real reason I kept to myself and hadn’t bothered to make any friends at school. That I’d been hurt so badly, I thought I would never truly recover from it. Because if someone mattered to you, if you cared about them, if you loved them, then you might as well start winding down a clock to the second when your heart would be shattered when they were taken away from you.
 
It had happened to me with my mom, and it was going to happen with the Sinclairs, too.
 
Claudia thought she’d hired me to protect Devon, but what she was really asking me was to protect her from the pain of losing her son the same way I had my mom—to stupid Family feuds, plots, and politics.
 
“You’ll be kicking ass and taking names in no time, Lila,” Mo chirped, trying to put a bright spin on things the way he would shine up a piece of junk at the Razzle Dazzle. “Trust me on that, and trust me on this—this is what you were born to do. You’re a good thief, but you’re an even better fighter. Just like your mom was. She felt that it was her duty to protect people, to look out for folks who couldn’t take care of themselves, and I know you feel that way, too, even if you won’t admit it to anyone, not even yourself. That’s the real reason why you helped Devon and Felix. Because it was the right thing to do.”
 
“Yeah,” I said in a snide voice. “And look where it’s gotten me. Smack dab in the middle of a gilded cage, one with spikes around the edges, all pointed in at me.”
 
“Face it. You’re a fighter, a soldier, a protector, just like your mom, Lila. And if you’re going to put your life on the line, then you should at least do it for someone who matters.”
 
“And Devon Sinclair matters?”
 
“You know he does,” Mo answered in a quiet voice. “Especially to you. Your mom would want you to be here, Lila. And not just for Devon—but for yourself, too. This is where you belong—in more ways than one.”
 
This time, I knew exactly what he was talking about, and I couldn’t quite meet his bright, searching gaze, because he was right. This room, this mansion, this Family was exactly where my mom would want me to be. It’s where she would have wanted me to be for all the years since her death, if things had been different.
 
If I had been different.
 
“And Claudia?” I asked, my voice raspy with memories that were better left buried. “Should I be worried about her?”
 
Mo shrugged, knowing what I was really asking. “I wouldn’t be. You’re just another guard to her. Nothing more, nothing less. Right?”
 
“Yeah. Right.”
 
“Either way, at the very least, she’ll treat you fair,” Mo added. “That’s more than you can say for most of the Families, especially the Draconis.”
 
I thought of my run-in with Deah. I couldn’t argue with that.
 
“But what about my stuff at the library?” I asked, still trying to find some way to wiggle out of this, even though the trap had already snapped shut around me. “I can’t just leave everything there. Someone’s bound to find it sooner or later.”
 
“Actually, I went over there early this morning, let myself in, and packed up some of your stuff. You can get the rest of it later.”
 
Mo jerked his thumb over his shoulder, and I noticed one of my battered suitcases sitting beside the vanity table. Reginald must have brought it up when I was down in the training room with Claudia. I went over, laid the suitcase down on its side, and unzipped the top.
 
My mom’s blue, spidersilk coat was neatly folded and carefully nestled inside, along with her ironmesh gloves and her black blade sword. I unzipped the side pocket, which held the one framed photo I had of her, along with her favorite book about old monster traditions, the pages crammed full of notes she had taken about the creatures inhabiting Cloudburst Falls.
 
Mo had packed all the important things—the only possessions that really mattered besides my sapphire ring. I trailed my hand over the glass frame and my mom’s smiling face, blinking back the tears that scalded my eyes.
 
More tears. I really was going soft.
 
“Thanks, Mo,” I whispered.
 
He cleared his throat, and the two of us made sure not to look at each other. “You’re welcome.”
 
I grabbed my mom’s coat, pulled it out of the suitcase, and hung it on one of the bedposts. I wanted it where I could see it and be reminded of her. I arranged the gloves on top of the vanity table and propped the sword up next to the nightstand beside the bed. I left my mom’s photo buried in the side pocket of the suitcase, though, and zipped it back up, hiding the frame from sight. No one here needed to see her picture but me.
 
From the pixie house, another song blared out at the same loud volume as before. Seemed like Oscar really loved his country music.
 
Mo stood up. “I should be going. Let you get settled into your new space.”
 
“You . . . you’re going to leave me here? Just like that?”
 
“Well . . . yeah,” he said, shifting on his feet.
 
Of course he was going to leave me here. He had to. Because this was my room, not his, and I was the bodyguard now, not him. I was the one bound to the Sinclair Family. In more ways than one, just like he’d said.
 
Still, I couldn’t help the hot, sweaty, stomach-churning panic that spiked through me at the thought of Mo’s leaving. Sure, I might have been on my own for the last four years, but I’d always known that I could go to him if I ever really needed help and that he would come through, no matter what. I could brave the streets of Cloudburst Falls any time, day or night, with no worry. Break into rich folks’ houses, be chased by guys with swords, and pay lochness tolls with no fear. But to be here, in this place, in this Family . . . it was like I had been transported to another planet, one that had rules, languages, and customs completely alien to me, ones I didn’t want to learn.
 
And people I especially did not want to care about.
 
“But don’t you worry,” Mo said, picking up on my uncertainty. “You won’t be getting rid of old Mo that easily. You come on down to the Razzle Dazzle any time you want. And any time you want to make some extra cash running errands for me, you just let me know. Claudia asked you to be Devon’s bodyguard, but she never said you couldn’t freelance, too.”
 
He gave me a sly wink, and I had to laugh.
 
Mo hesitated, then reached out and hugged me. I hugged him back.
 
“You call me day or night if you need anything,” he whispered. “Anything at all.”
 
I nodded, trying to swallow the emotions that choked me from the inside out.
 
Mo drew back. “Be good, Lila. Or be really good at being bad. I’ll leave it up to you which one it is.”
 
He winked at me a final time, then turned and left the room.
 
Despite the music still blasting from Oscar’s house, I could have sworn I heard the soft snick of the door shutting behind Mo. Somehow, it seemed as loud as a gong, marking the end of my old life—and the beginning of something new.

 



CHAPTER TEN
 
It wasn’t all that late, but I was exhausted by everything that had happened, so I grabbed some pajamas out of my suitcase, stepped into the bathroom, and locked the door behind me.
 
I spent the next two hours soaking in the tub. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had a hot bath, and I relished every single second, washing my hair three times, until I felt cleaner than I had in months.
 
I’d never considered myself a girly-girl, but I let out a little squeal of delight when I opened the bathroom closet and saw row after row of expensive soaps, shampoos, conditioners, and lotions lining the shelves. I opened bottle after bottle, sniffing them all, until the sweet, floral, and fruity scents all melted together and I couldn’t tell one from the other. It was almost like staying in a hotel, something that I occasionally sprang for after getting a good payday from Mo. But this was much nicer than any hotel I’d ever been in.
 
Maybe the spikes in my cage would be worth it after all.
 
But the water in the tub grew cold, and I got tired of opening bottles, so I dried myself off, put on my pajamas, and padded back into the bedroom. I glanced over at the pixie house, but the music had finally stopped and no lights were on inside the trailer. Tiny the tortoise hadn’t stirred from his nap, despite the fact that his sunspot had faded away. I’d have to wait until tomorrow to officially meet him and Oscar.
 
I opened one of the doors and slipped out onto the balcony. The sun had set while I was in the tub, and the long summer day was slowly giving way to night. Stripes of bloody orange sliced across the sky, but even those were beginning to fade to softer pinks.
 
After living down in the city for so long, it was odd viewing things from this angle. This part of the mansion overlooked one of the many forested ridges of Cloudburst Mountain, the trees and rocks resembling a carpet of sharp, pointed, green and gray jewels. Farther down the slope, lights burned a steady silver and gold in the compounds of the other Families. Far, far below, in the center of the valley, lay the Midway.
 
From this distance, the circular area looked like an enormous Ferris wheel that had been laid flat on its side, the shopping squares branching off like the cars people would sit in to go around and around on the wheel. In the growing darkness, neon lights lit up the Midway, pulsing and flashing like a rainbow of falling stars, streaking from one side of the circle to the other and back again, adding to the Ferris wheel illusion.
 
I laid my hands on top of the balcony ledge—the warmth from the stones seeping into my palms—and breathed in, wondering how much my life had changed in a day. This time yesterday, I would have been prowling the Midway, looking for an easy pocket to pick and trying to steer clear of the Family guards before I went back to the library for the night. Now, here I was, staying in a Family mansion, surrounded by the best things money could buy, the things I’d swiped from so many people.
 
I couldn’t help wondering what my mom would think of all this. No doubt, she’d be happy, like Mo had said. Happy that I’d saved Devon, happy that Claudia had strong-armed me into protecting him, happy that I was working for the Sinclairs.
 
Even if she was dead because of the two of them.
 
As I stared down at the Midway, the neon lights flashed like stars, faster and faster, brighter and brighter, bigger and bigger, until they pulsed together into a solid wall of white in front of my eyes. I blinked, and I was suddenly seeing another scene, from another place, another time. One I desperately wanted to forget. But I couldn’t block out the memories. I’d never been able to do that . . .
 
I was in the Midway with my mom, sitting on a bench in the park and eating ice cream. We were laughing and talking, until Mom noticed something out of the corner of her eye. I followed her gaze and realized that she was staring at another woman, one with pretty auburn hair, and a boy a couple of years older than me, who were both strolling through the park.
 
I rolled my eyes. Boys were so gross, although this one was cuter than most, with bright green eyes and a cowlick that made his dark brown hair stick almost straight up in the back.
 
A wistful smile flitted across Mom’s face. “They look happy, don’t they?” she murmured.
 
“Not as happy as we are,” I replied in a proud, stubborn voice.
 
Mom squeezed my hand, her dark blue eyes glinting with laughter. “No. Not as happy as we are.”
 
Mom continued to watch the other woman and the boy, who had stopped to buy gooey caramel apples from one of the food carts. The boy and his mom were flanked by a Family guard who was wearing a black cloak and a sword on his hip, but that didn’t bother me. Half the adults in the Midway were wearing a sword or brace of daggers around their waist today. So I went back to my dessert, sighing as the cool, sweet, strawberry cheesecake ice cream filled my mouth.
 
Everything was fine until Mom started frowning.
 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Your ice cream is melting.”
 
The chocolate scoop was dripping all over her hand, the chocolate chips sprinkled on top sliding down the melting mound before plop-plop-plopping to the ground.
 
But Mom didn’t answer me. Instead, her head swiveled from side to side, slowly at first, then faster and faster. I leaned forward, scanning the crowds of tourists, workers, and guards. And I finally realized what she was staring at—five men with red cloaks and swords, all converging on the mom and the boy, who were eating their caramel apples, oblivious to the danger.
 
“Lila,” Mom whispered, squeezing my hand tight. “Stay out of the way and out of sight as much as you can. And give me your ice cream, please. ”
 
I froze, wondering what she was going to do, but her gaze cut back to the men with the swords, and I understood. Mom held out her hand. I sighed, took one more lick of my ice cream, and handed the cone over to her. We both slid to the edge of the iron bench, ready to move.
 
By this point, the auburn-haired woman had stopped to talk to someone, while the boy had wandered over to a cart that sold sparklers. The five men drew their swords. But they didn’t move toward the mom like I thought they would. Instead, they crept closer to the boy . . . and closer . . . and closer still . . .
 
Mom leaped off the bench, her black ponytail flying out behind her. She surged forward and smushed what was left of our ice cream cones into the face of the nearest man. He let out a surprised snarl, but she was already plucking his sword out of his hand and slicing it across his chest before whirling to face the next attacker. I ducked down behind the bench, watching through the slats.
 
The fight was a blur. Angry shouts. Slashing swords. Blood spattering everywhere.
 
Somehow, Mom got her hands on the boy with the green eyes, who had stepped up and raised his fists, determined to protect his own mother. But Mom grabbed his shoulder, spun him around, and shoved him in my direction.
 
“Take him!” she barked.
 
I darted out from behind the bench long enough to grab the boy’s hand and yank him back around it, out of the way of the fight.
 
“Devon!” his mom screamed, even as her guard tried to shove her behind him. “Devon!”
 
The boy started to run over to her, but I tightened my grip on his hand and made him hunker down beside me.
 
“Stay here,” I whispered. “It’ll be all right. You’ll see.”
 
Fear and mistrust flashed in his eyes, as bright as the neon lights around us, but he stayed with me. His free hand clenched into a tight fist, and his gaze darted left and right, searching for more attackers, ready to fight anyone who charged at us.
 
But no one did.
 
As quickly as it had begun, the fight was over, with the five men lying dead on the ground. Mom stood in the center of them, a bloody sword clutched in her hand, breathing hard. She used the point of the sword to slice through the sleeve of one of the dead guy’s shirts. A gold cuff glinted on his right wrist, and Mom sucked in a breath.
 
“Devon! Devon!”
 
The other woman kept screaming and screaming, and the boy finally wrenched his hand free of mine and ran over to her. That was all that I saw before my mom threw down the sword, darted over to me, and grabbed my hand.
 
“We have to run, Lila,” she whispered in an urgent voice. “We have to run—”
 
A mosquito whined around my head, snapping me out of my memories. The park vanished, and the wall of white in front of my eyes drew in on itself and misted away like fog. In an instant, my vision was clear, and I was staring down at the real Midway again.
 
I shuddered out a breath and slumped over the balcony ledge. That was the other tricky thing about my soulsight. Not only did it let me peer into people, but sometimes it dragged me back into the past and let me see things that had happened.
 
All the memories I wanted to forget.
 
Like how my mom had saved Devon—and all the terrible consequences of her actions.
 
More white stars began to flash in front of my eyes as I thought about the rest of that day. Me getting emotional was a sure way to trigger another unwanted trip down memory lane, so I forced myself to blink and blink, and breathe and breathe, until the white stars had faded away and my heart wasn’t racing like one of the go-carts the tourist rubes loved to drive.
 
I didn’t want to remember anything else. I wasn’t going to let myself remember anything else.
 
Not tonight.
 
I whipped around, stormed back into my room, and slammed the balcony door behind me, as if cutting off my view of the Midway would somehow ease the ache in my heart.
 
 

 
 
I woke up the next morning and got ready like it was just another day—and not the first day of what was left of the rest of my likely short life.
 
I stuck my chopstick lock picks through my ponytail and put on my best pair of gray cargo pants, a light blue T-shirt, and blue sneakers. I also grabbed my backpack and transferred a few supplies from it into my pants pockets, including some quarters. Of course, I could have put on my blue spidersilk coat and my ironmesh gloves, but I didn’t want Claudia to see them and get suspicious about where they had come from. Besides, I had a feeling it was going to be better to blend in with the crowd here as much as I could.
 
As a final touch, I slid my black leather belt with its throwing stars through the loops on my pants, before buckling my mom’s scabbard to the belt. I didn’t know if or when someone here might give me a weapon, but I wanted her sword with me. Besides, I was supposed to be Devon’s bodyguard, so I might as well look the part.
 
I picked up her sword and stared at the star carved into the hilt of the black blade, tracing my finger over the shape, before doing the same to the other stars etched into the weapon.
 
“Here goes nothing,” I muttered, sliding the sword into the scabbard.
 
I went over and peered at the pixie house, hoping to get the introductions out of the way, but it was as dark and silent as before, although it seemed as if several more honeybeer cans now littered the yard. If Oscar had gotten his drink on last night, I hadn’t heard him. Tiny had rolled over onto his back, his chubby, dark green legs sticking up into the air as he enjoyed his morning nap. I thought about turning him right side up, but he seemed content, so I left him alone—
 
Music suddenly blasted out of the trailer, making me jump in surprise. I didn’t recognize the song, but it was loud, twangy, and not at all what I wanted to listen to this early in the morning. I waited, wondering if Oscar might finally deign to step out of his trailer, but the pixie didn’t appear. Tiny’s legs twitched, and he swayed from side to side on his shell, almost as if he were grooving to the music in his sleep. I winced. That made one of us.
 
But the music’s volume kept increasing, a clear, go-away-right-now sign, so I turned toward the closed, locked door. No one had knocked on it during the night, and no one had tried to come inside. If they had, they would have had a hard time of it, since I’d grabbed the chair from the vanity table and wedged it under the doorknob. Something I always did whenever I was sleeping in a strange, new place.
 
But I hadn’t heard any sounds in the hallway last night, at least none that had been loud enough to wake me. I cocked my ear toward the door, but I was greeted with silence, except for Oscar’s insanely loud music. So I guessed it was up to me to go out and greet my new Family.
 
Yippee-skippee.
 
I moved the chair out of the way, opened the door, and stepped outside.
 
I headed down the stairs, craning my neck from side to side, trying to see all the smooth marble floors, gleaming windows, and sparkling chandeliers at once. As I wandered from room to room, and floor to floor, I thought about picking up a few things to add to the stash of silverware that I’d put in one of the vanity table drawers in my bedroom. A crystal candelabra perched on a fireplace mantel. An ivory box sitting on a table. Silver bookends shaped like the hand-and-sword crest. But I resisted the urge to tuck away some items for a rainy day. For now.
 
As I strolled down to the ground floor, I also made careful note of the mansion’s layout. Windows. Doors. Hallways. Balconies with steps leading downward. Trellises full of roses winding up from one level to the next. The drainpipes attached to the exterior walls. I made a mental X in my mind of any spot and anything that could help me make a quick escape.
 
I was a bit surprised that no one appeared to put a stop to my not-so-secretive scouting, but after a few minutes, I realized why—because the mansion was empty.
 
No Family members lounged around in the upstairs living rooms, chatting to each other. No pixies zipped through the air, carrying trays of food from one floor to the next. No kids played pool in the game room or watched a movie on the massive TV.
 
It seemed as if the Sinclair Family was quite a bit smaller than I’d thought.
 
I reached the ground floor and continued with my wanderings. I stopped in a corridor and sniffed. That smelled like . . . bacon. Lots and lots of bacon. My stomach rumbled in anticipation. Reginald never did bring me anything to eat last night, and I’d had to make do with the cookies and apples I snatched from the school lunch line yesterday.
 
Drawn by the siren scent, I walked down a hallway, which opened up into an enormous dining hall. Tall, skinny windows lined the entire back wall, stretching from the floor to the ceiling and providing a view of the deep, dark, evergreen woods that flanked the grounds. Sunlight streamed in through the glass, causing the crystal chandeliers to glisten and gleam like diamonds. In between the chandeliers, gold and silver paint swirled across the vaulted ceiling. A series of long tables that could easily seat thirty people each took up the middle of the room, with black-and-white Persian rugs peeking out from underneath them.
 
There were actually some people here, although not nearly as many as I would have expected. A few folks in business suits laughed and talked with several guards, who were dressed in more practical black boots, pants, shirts, and cloaks, their swords propped up in the seats next to them and topped off with their cavalier hats. Other people sat in groups of ones and twos, glancing around nervously as if they’d never been here before. Several pixies fluttered through the air, their translucent wings shimmering with opalescent fire, as they put out steaming platters of eggs, bacon, and pancakes on the buffet tables along the right wall.
 
Everyone focused on me, the new girl, and the clatter and clank of dishes slowly stopped, as did all the conversations. It was like I was right back in high school. But I ignored the curious stares and whispers, grabbed a plate, and helped myself to as much breakfast as I could pile onto the white china. I took a seat at the end of the table closest to the food, away from everyone else, and dug into the spread.
 
A female pixie zipped by and deposited a glass of orange juice by my elbow. I mumbled my thanks through a mouthful of bacon, which was as salty, crispy, and delicious as it smelled.
 
The food was way better than I expected. The scrambled eggs were light and fluffy, while the blackberry pancakes were tart and sweet. I’d always known that pixies were excellent cooks, but I never expected anything like this. Then again, I lived on granola bars for breakfast, lasagna lunches at the rube high school, and greasy takeout burgers for dinner. Anything homemade was a treat to me, and I quickly polished off one plate of food and went back for seconds.
 
I’d just sat down again when a shadow fell over me. I looked up to see Grant Sanderson standing on the opposite side of the table, dressed in black pants and an expensive white polo shirt that highlighted his muscled chest. He didn’t look like he’d put any real effort into his appearance, although he was still as handsome as ever. He was probably one of those guys who could roll out of bed looking gorgeous.
 
“Oh,” he said. “You’re here already.”
 
I shrugged and kept eating.
 
Grant fixed himself some food and took the seat opposite mine. He picked up his fork, but he tap-tap-tapped it against his plate instead of digging into his food. Fool. It was criminal to let that much bacon get cold.
 
“So I’m sure you have some questions about how things work around here,” he finally said.
 
I shrugged again and focused on my pancakes.
 
“Well, I’m the Sinclair broker,” Grant said. “That means I’m responsible for managing all of the Family’s business interests and any problems. Customer complaints, crimes against the tourists, scuffles with members of other Families.”
 
In every Family, three positions were the most powerful—broker, bruiser, and butler. Since Grant was the broker, that meant he was one of the most important people in the Sinclair mob, equal to Devon as the bruiser and Reginald as the butler. The only person with more power would be Claudia, as the head of the entire Family.
 
Grant waited, as if expecting me to be impressed, so I decided to grease his wheels.
 
“You seem very young to be in such an important position.”
 
His shoulders puffed up with pride. “Twenty, actually. The youngest broker ever in the Family.”
 
I thought about pointing out that at nineteen, Devon was even younger and in an equally important position, but I held my tongue. For a change.
 
Grant stared at all the empty seats around us. “Such as it is.”
 
I finished off the last of my pancakes and pushed away my plate. I’d go back for thirds in a minute. But if Grant was in such a chatty mood, then who was I to stop him from spilling secrets?
 
“I get the suits and the guards,” I said, gesturing at the people at the appropriate tables. “They obviously work for the Family. But who are the other people?”
 
I pointed to some of the ones and twos who were keeping to themselves.
 
“Oh, those are folks who’ve come to see Claudia,” Grant answered. “Problems they’re having, favors they want, petitions to become part of the Family. That sort of thing. They wait in here until she can meet with them in the library.”
 
So the Ice Queen deigned to see her noble subjects after all. I wondered if she made them bow to her as well. Probably.
 
“Okay,” I said. “But why is the rest of the mansion so . . . empty?”
 
Grant glanced over at the buffet, but all the pixies had gone back to the kitchen to get refills and no one was sitting at our end of the table. He leaned forward.
 
“You know that Lawrence, Devon’s dad, was murdered several months ago, right?” he said in a low voice. “It was all over the news.”
 
Total understatement. Lawrence Sinclair had been attacked and stabbed to death after leaving a New Year’s Eve party that the Ito Family had hosted. Something that had strained the already tenuous relations between the two mobs.
 
“Yeah, I heard about that. So what? Being the head of a Family isn’t exactly a safe job.”
 
“So people have been leaving the Family ever since,” Grant said. “Everyone knows that Victor Draconi ordered the hit on Lawrence. He’s got the Ito Family in his pocket, and it was probably easy to get them to do his dirty work. Rumor has it that Victor has his eye on the Sinclair Family and that he’s planning to make a move against Claudia. Take over her businesses on the Midway, muscle her out of contracts, things like that. And that’s before he goes in for the kill.”
 
Grant leaned forward a little more, and his voice dropped even lower. “People are saying that he plans to force Claudia to renounce the Sinclair name, disband the entire Family, and give everything she has over to him, including the mansion. Either that, or—”
 
“He’ll kill her,” I finished in a flat voice. “And everyone else from the Sinclairs who won’t join him.”
 
Grant frowned, as if surprised by my knowledge. “Yeah. And that’s why people have been leaving. Nobody wants to be associated with a Family that’s in as much trouble as the Sinclairs are.”
 
“So why do you stay?”
 
I tried to use my soulsight, but his gaze kept skittering away from mine before I could get a lock on his feelings. Although for some strange reason, his eyes seemed to darken the longer I stared at him, as if his black pupils were bleeding into the blue of his irises.
 
Grant wet his lips. “I stay because I—”
 
“I’m going out today, and that’s final.” Devon’s voice sounded in the hallway outside.
 
“You were attacked, Devon.” Claudia’s much calmer tone drifted into the dining hall. “And at least one of those people is still out there.”
 
Footsteps clattered on the marble, and mother and son appeared in the open doorway. Claudia wore another elegant pantsuit, this one a cool white, while Devon had on a black polo shirt and khakis.
 
“I know that,” Devon said, his voice harsh. “Believe me. I was there. And so was Ashley.”
 
I didn’t need my Talent for sight to see his fisted hands, the muscles standing out in his arms, and how tightly his jaw was clenched.
 
“I’m not going to hide in the mansion,” Devon said. “I did it enough after Dad died. I’m through sitting around. I’m not afraid of the Draconis or the Itos or any of the other Families, and I plan to show them that. I need to show everyone I’m not a coward.”
 
Claudia’s stern expression softened. “You aren’t a coward, but you’ve been through a lot this year. We all have.” She hesitated. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
“It’s a risk I have to take, that we all have to take by being Sinclairs,” Devon said.
 
Claudia reached out and squeezed his shoulder.
 
“Besides, you know why I have to go,” Devon said, his voice taking on a sour note as he pulled away from her. “You’re the one who set it up, after all.”
 
Claudia’s mouth puckered. Devon turned and looked into the dining hall.
 
His jaw clenched a little tighter when he realized that everyone inside was watching and had heard every single part of their conversation. But he squared his shoulders and stepped inside the room anyway. I couldn’t help admiring him a little for that.
 
My stomach rumbled again, and I decided to make the most of the awkward silence that had descended over the dining hall.
 
“Well,” I said in a bright voice, getting up and heading back to the buffet table. “If I’m going to be on bodyguard duty today, then I’m definitely going to need some more breakfast.”
 
 

 
 
Claudia fixed herself a plate of food and stopped by the table where Grant and I were sitting.
 
“Grant, will you please make sure that Devon gets to his appointment?” Claudia said. “And Lila, too.”
 
She might be paying me to be her son’s guard, but she didn’t trust me. Not if she was sending Grant along to babysit me. Smart woman. Claudia gave me a chilly look before she left the dining hall. I resisted the urge to stick my tongue out at her.
 
Devon fixed himself a plate and took the seat next to Grant, focusing on his food and avoiding everyone’s eyes. A minute later, Felix wandered in, grabbed all the remaining bacon off the buffet, and plopped down in the chair next to me. The four of us ate in silence for several minutes.
 
“You know when we went to pick up Lila yesterday, I’d forgotten how cute your new bodyguard was going to be, Devon,” Felix drawled in his typical, flirty voice. “Please tell me that you don’t plan on keeping her all to yourself.”
 
Devon’s hand tightened around his fork, but he didn’t respond to his friend’s teasing. Instead, his lips pressed together and his face looked even grimmer than before. His eyes met mine, his guilt punching me in the chest. I wondered if it was because Ashley was dead—or he knew that I was going to end up that way, too.
 
“Maybe I’ll just have to steal her for myself.” Felix winked at me.
 
Grinning, I leaned closer to him and dropped my hand down behind his back. “Do you not remember how easily I kicked your ass yesterday, pretty boy?” I said in a sweet tone. “I could slice you up like a pizza before you knew what hit you.”
 
I leaned away from him and tossed his wallet onto the table. “Besides, I don’t date guys who can’t hang on to things.”
 
Felix’s mouth gaped open, and he slapped his hand to his back pocket. “How did you do that? I didn’t feel a thing!”
 
“No, you didn’t,” I said in a smug voice. “Even if you did, you would have just thought I was grabbing your ass.”
 
To my surprise, Devon let out a low chuckle, which made his green eyes light up with amusement. It was the happiest I’d seen him. Despite my conflicting feelings, I found myself smiling back. We stared at each other, and his laughter slowly died. So did my smile. We both focused on our food again.
 
Felix kept up a steady stream of chatter all through breakfast, pointing out people and pixies at the surrounding tables, and telling me a bit of gossip about each one. I pretended to concentrate on my food, but I took in everything. I’d already scouted out most of the mansion, and now it was time to learn about the people inside it, too. Just in case things went badly for me here. Finally, though, Felix wound down, and the four of us finished eating.
 
“Well,” Devon muttered. “I suppose we should go and get this over with.” He looked at Felix. “You need to come, too. Especially since she’ll be there.”
 
I wondered who the mysterious she was, but I was polishing off the last of my hash browns, which was much more important than asking a useless question.
 
Felix rolled his eyes. Whatever Devon was plotting, he didn’t want any part of it.
 
“Please,” Devon said, a faint, almost desperate note creeping into his voice. “You know how awkward it will be if you’re not there. Besides, she likes you. Everyone likes you.”
 
“So true.” Felix grinned at his own popularity. “Fine. I’ll go with you. But you totally owe me for this.”
 
“Done.”
 
Devon sounded so much like Mo that it made my heart squeeze. But he wasn’t Mo. Devon Sinclair was the reason my mom was dead, and I needed to remember that. Not think about how his hurt and heartache felt so similar to mine.
 
Grant went to get one of the SUVs out of the garage and bring it around to the front of the mansion. Felix claimed that he needed something from the greenlab, whatever and wherever that was, and both of them hurried off, leaving me alone with Devon. Well, us and the pixies who were picking up the empty food platters and hauling them away.
 
“So, here we are,” Devon said.
 
“Yeah. Here we are.”
 
He looked at me like he expected me to say something else, but I didn’t.
 
“So,” Devon continued. “What was your other school like? You went to a regular mortal high school, right?”
 
“It was fine. Just school. You know. Anyway, that’s all over with now.”
 
Because I’m here. Because your mother forced me into this. Because I’m going to die for you just like Ashley and my mom did.
 
I didn’t say the words, but Devon winced at my flat tone. But he was just as stubborn as I was because he wasn’t ready to give up trying to make conversation yet.
 
“That’s a pretty ring,” he said. “Where did you get it?”
 
My left hand crept over to my right, my fingers closing around the ring. The pointed edges of the star-shaped sapphire made me think of my mom. I wondered how many times she’d been in this same situation, stuck with a new client and trying to make small talk, as though she weren’t expected to put her life on the line for the other person.
 
Especially this particular person.
 
Anger surged through me. I twisted the ring around on my finger so the star was facing in toward my palm, hiding it from sight.
 
“Look,” I said, my voice sharp. “We both know what the deal is. You’re the prince of this particular mob, and I’m a girl who’s spent the last four years living on the streets. We don’t exactly have a lot in common, so let’s not pretend we do. In fact, we don’t have to do the whole fake friends thing at all. It looks like you have plenty of those with Felix and Grant already.”
 
Devon blinked, as if he was surprised by my surly tone. He probably was. I doubted anyone else talked to him like that. No one would dare to, since he was Claudia’s son.
 
“I know you don’t really want to be here,” he said.
 
“And I don’t blame you. I don’t need a bodyguard, no matter what my mom thinks, and I know that she basically blackmailed you into this. But I’d like us to be friends, if we could.”
 
I snorted. “You are the son of the head of one of the most powerful Families in town. You don’t have friends, sweet prince. Not really. You have allies, enemies, and people who want you dead. Nothing more, nothing less. Especially not with me.”
 
Devon’s green eyes locked with mine. My soulsight kicked in with another punch to the gut—the hurt my harsh words had caused him.
 
“We should go.” He shot to his feet. “We don’t want to be late.”
 
He pushed away from the table, turned, and headed toward the doorway. Over at the buffet tables, the pixies hovered in a row in mid-air, glaring at me, their arms crossed over their tiny chests. They’d noticed how I’d upset Devon, and they didn’t like it.
 
“What are you looking at?” I snapped.
 
The pixies huffed at me before going back to their chores. I sighed and started twisting my ring around and around on my finger before finally putting the star right side up again.
 
Devon was right. I didn’t want to be here, but I was stuck just the same—at least for the next year—so I might as well do what Claudia had hired me to.
 
I sighed again, got up, and went after him.

 



CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
Devon was waiting outside the dining hall, instead of storming off and leaving me to find my own way around the mansion. Or maybe he thought I’d wander off somewhere else instead of going with him if he wasn’t around to guide me.
 
He might have been right about that.
 
Either way, he didn’t speak to me as he led me outside.
 
The sun was already beating down on the mountain, and the May heat and humidity were cranking up to be particularly stifling today. But the grounds around the mansion were a lush green before they gave way to the dappled shadows of the woods. Once again, I noted the guards patrolling through the trees. Many of them were the same folks I’d seen in the dining hall. Every once in a while, one of them would move through a patch of sunlight, causing the silver cuff on his or her wrist to gleam. The thin bands reminded me of shackles.
 
I rubbed my own wrist, my fingers digging into the bare skin there. No one had said anything about giving me a Family cuff, and I certainly wasn’t going to ask for one. That would make my indentured servitude all too real. Perhaps Claudia was waiting to see whether or not I ran off—or how long I might live.
 
But the guards weren’t the only things in the woods.
 
Bright green slits of light flashed, and branches whipped back and forth as the tree trolls moved from one limb to another, even more nimble than the squirrels they startled. Deeper in the forest, back where the green faded to black, more neon colors—reds and blues and yellows—winked on and off, as the other monsters woke and then went on the prowl for their own breakfast.
 
I pulled my gaze away from the woods and focused on Grant, who was leaning against a black SUV with the Sinclair crest emblazoned on the front doors. His hair gleamed like spun gold in the sun, his arms were crossed over his chest, showing off his muscles, and he sported a pair of aviator sunglasses that made him look that much cooler.
 
“Where’s Felix?” Grant asked, straightening up.
 
“Right here,” Felix called out, stepping out of the mansion behind us. He carried a red gift bag in his hand, the sort you’d give to someone at a birthday party.
 
“What’s in the bag?” I asked.
 
“Something to help Devon,” Felix said. “You’ll see.”
 
He grinned and Devon rolled his eyes.
 
Felix got into the front passenger seat, while Grant slid into the driver’s side. Devon stepped up and opened the back door, something I supposed I should have done for him, since I was his bodyguard.
 
“Ladies first,” he murmured.
 
I was definitely no lady, but an unwelcome blush stained my cheeks all the same. I slid into the back, with Devon getting in beside me and pulling the door shut. He turned to put his seat belt on, and his scent washed over me—that sharp, crisp, tang of pine. I let myself breathe it in before scooting over to the far side and buckling my own seat belt.
 
I stayed silent as we drove down the mountain. It wasn’t like I could add to the conversation anyway, not with Felix talking as much and as fast as he did. He gave new meaning to the word chatterbox.
 
I glanced at Devon, wondering what he thought of his best friend’s incessant talking. He shrugged back, although a faint smile tugged up his lips. I looked out the window before I was tempted to return his grin.
 
Thirty minutes later, Grant parked the SUV in a special lot off the Midway that was reserved for the Families. A dozen other black SUVs were already here. My gaze roamed over the vehicles, taking in all of the crests on the doors, including the snarling gold Draconi dragon and the delicate cluster of purple wisteria flowers of the Itos.
 
The four of us got out of the car, and Grant looked at Devon. “Where are you supposed to meet her?”
 
He made a face. “At the arcade entrance.”
 
I wondered who she was, but I’d find out soon enough. Besides, my job was to watch out for Devon, not ask questions. I didn’t want to ask questions. I didn’t want to get involved in his world, in the Families’ world, any more than necessary. This was just like any other job Mo had sent me on, and I was only here for the money and whatever else I could steal along the way. Nothing more.
 
That’s what I kept telling myself, even though I knew it wasn’t true.
 
Grant, Devon, Felix, and I headed toward the main part of the Midway. Felix started talking to Grant, not paying the least bit of attention to his surroundings, but Devon scanned the streets and buildings around us, as though he was the bodyguard instead of me. He wasn’t wearing a sword, but from what I’d seen in the training room yesterday, he could handle himself as well as I could. If I hadn’t witnessed the assassination attempt, I wouldn’t have thought Devon needed any protection. His mouth was set into a hard slash, his fingers clenching and unclenching, as if he was hoping that someone would try to jump us, if only so he could let loose his anger and frustration by beating an enemy to a bloody pulp.
 
Yeah, I knew the feeling.
 
But no one approached or threatened us, and we left the parking lot and side streets behind and stepped out into the Midway.
 
The Midway was the crown jewel of Cloudburst Falls, the place where all the tourists flocked to, and the place where they left so much of their money behind. The circular area covered dozens of acres, with shops, restaurants, and casinos forming the outer ring. An enormous park lay in the center of the circle, with booths set up along the cobblestone walkways that crisscrossed from one side of the park and the Midway to the other. Dozens of fountains of all shapes and sizes bubbled, spurted, and spewed like geysers in the park, and kids laughed and shrieked as they ran through the arching sprays of water.
 
Even though it wasn’t quite noon yet, the area was already full of folks in shorts, sandals, and tacky T-shirts, with cameras hanging off their necks and phones dangling from their fingers. The greasy scents of popcorn, funnel cakes, and sticky-sweet cotton candy filled the air, while flashing neon signs mounted on some of the larger, castle-shaped food carts invited folks to check out pralines and salt water taffy, among other treats.
 
But the Midway itself wasn’t the only place that tourists visited. Cobblestone walkways spiraled out from all sides of the enormous circle, leading to smaller squares full of hotels, along with shops, restaurants, game booths, go-cart tracks, movie theaters, ziplines, and more. But whether they were in the Midway or one of the outlying squares, almost all the businesses tied in with the town’s overall fairy-tale theme, with names like Ye Olde Bowling Alley and Her Majesty’s Mini Golfe and all the old-timey decorations and costumes to match. It was like being in the middle of the world’s cheesiest, most over-the-top renaissance faire.
 
But there were some actual magical attractions mixed in as well, like the Monstrous Museum, with its displays of stuffed monsters, educational programs about the creatures’ habitats, and zoos where kids could pet baby tree trolls and the like. Other museums showcased everything from the history of Cloudburst Falls to fun facts about the waterfalls to how bloodiron had been mined out of the mountain.
 
Some of the squares had even been turned into nature sanctuaries, where folks could wander through patches of woods and watch rockmunks use their razor-sharp talons to carve their nests into boulders, while their smaller chipmunk cousins looked on. All put together, the sanctuary squares were sort of like open-air butterfly houses. Only with teeth and claws instead of pretty wings.
 
The tourists weren’t the only ones moving through the Midway, however. In keeping with the overall ren-faire atmosphere, men and women wearing knee-high black boots, black pants, colorful shirts and cloaks, and matching cavalier hats topped with feathers stationed themselves throughout the crowd, keeping an eye on everything, their hands resting on the swords belted to their waists. I always thought they looked like extras from some old Three Musketeers movie, but more than one tourist stopped to snap photos of the costumed guards. Bits of gold, silver, and bronze glimmered on the guards’ wrists, denoting which Family each one belonged to, but it was easy to tell who was who, since the guards’ cloaks bore their Family’s color. Black for the Sinclairs, red for the Draconis, purple for the Itos, and so on and so forth.
 
Each Family had a different piece of the action. The Draconis ran the casinos, the Itos owned the hotels, the Salazars had the restaurants. From what I knew, the Sinclairs ran the banks, along with some other interests, like the nature sanctuaries and bloodiron mines on the mountain. And all of the Families made a sizable chunk of change in protection money by dealing with the wayward monsters who slithered around town in search of an easy tourist meal.
 
The Families had divvied up the Midway like wedges of a pie, and each Family had guards stationed in its section to deal with any problems. Customers who complained about high prices and sloppy service. Employees who skimmed cash out of the registers. Monsters who wandered a little too close to the crowds. Thieves like me.
 
I wondered how the Sinclairs were keeping up with everyone else, since Grant said that so many folks had left the Family, but several guards wearing silver hand and sword cuffs patrolled the Sinclair territory as usual. Perhaps things weren’t as bad as Grant had made them out to be.
 
“Come on,” Devon said. “Let’s head over to the arcade. I want to get this over with.”
 
He headed toward the north section of the Midway. Felix followed him, with Grant and me flanking them. The guards eyed me suspiciously as I passed, their gazes taking in the sword belted to my waist, since no one except Family guards were supposed to have weapons on the Midway. Please. As if I couldn’t swipe their cuffs right off their wrists if I wanted to. But their faces relaxed when they realized I was walking next to Grant. He smiled, waved, and called out greetings to the guards. He seemed to know almost all of them, including the Draconis.
 
We reached the arcade entrance, and Devon looked left and right.
 
“I don’t see her. Do you, Felix?”
 
Felix shook his head, and the two of them went over to the ticket booth to ask the clerk about whoever Devon was supposed to meet. Grant moved over to talk to some guards from the Volkov Family who were stationed by the arcade entrance, since this was their turf, although he made sure to keep Devon within sight. I leaned against a cardboard sign of a tree troll eating pancakes. Maybe this would be easier money than I’d thought—
 
A girl my own age stopped next to me, scanning the crowd. She was extremely pretty, with shoulder-length black hair, dark brown eyes, and skin that had a faint tan tint to it, like the inside of an almond. Despite her wedge sandals, she was several inches shorter than I was and wore a purple sundress with white polka-dots. A thin silver cuff glinted on her wrist, one that featured a cluster of wisteria flowers. So she was an Ito then.
 
She glanced at me, and we both did that quick smile strangers do. She started to move past me but stopped and let out a low whistle.
 
“Nice sword,” she said in an appreciative voice, leaning down to get a closer look. “Is that a black blade? I really like the star scrollwork.”
 
I wrapped my hand around the hilt, hiding the stars from sight. “Nah. Just a cheap imitation.”
 
She straightened up and looked me up and down, as if comparing me to my sword. Apparently, I passed her inspection because she smiled at me again.
 
“Well, maybe you can help me. I’m looking for someone—”
 
“Poppy ! There you are!” Felix’s voice rang through the air.
 
She made a face. “And it looks like I’ve found him. One of them, anyway.”
 
Felix hurried over to where we were standing, threw his arm around Poppy’s waist, and lifted her off the ground, making her laugh.
 
He put her down and gave her a critical once-over. “Look at you, all dressed up. I like it.”
 
She rolled her eyes. “Well, don’t get used to it because it’s not for you, loser. Where’s Devon?”
 
“Right here.”
 
Devon joined the three of us. For some reason, he now clutched a white rose in his hand.
 
“Hi, Poppy,” he said in a somewhat grudging voice, holding the flower out to her. “Are you ready for our date?”
 
 

 
 
I stared at the rose, which was small, delicate, and pretty, just like Poppy was.
 
“Date?” I asked, my stomach twisting.
 
Poppy and Devon stared at each other, their faces carefully neutral.
 
“Yeah,” Poppy said, taking the rose from him and twirling it around in her hand. “Our parents thought it would be a good idea for us to . . . go out. Before the big dinner next week for all the Families.”
 
“Because of everything that’s happened recently,” Devon added, his voice even quieter than hers.
 
My eyes narrowed. He was talking about his dad’s murder and the Ito Family’s supposed part in it. Suddenly, I realized who the girl was—Poppy Ito, daughter of Hiroshi Ito, the head of the Ito Family. So this was some sort of peace tactic then, some way for the Sinclairs and the Itos to show the other Families that they weren’t feuding.
 
“Some date,” I murmured.
 
The two of them grimaced.
 
“Well,” Devon said, holding out his arm. “We might as well go inside.”
 
“Yeah,” Poppy agreed, resting her hand on his arm. “Might as well get it over with.”
 
The two of them stepped up to the booth and bought tickets for themselves, as well as for me, Felix, and Grant, who had finally finished his conversation with the Volkov guards. Together, the five of us entered the arcade.
 
Like everything else on the Midway, the arcade was loud, bright, and colorful, with fluttering streamers, bobbing balloons, and flashing lights everywhere you looked. Games, rides, prizes, food. The arcade featured all that and more, although none of us was really interested in any of its offerings today. Our little group stayed together, aimlessly wandering around.
 
We weren’t the only kids here, and we passed more than a few who belonged to the other Families, ready to have a good time now that school was out for the summer. And they were all extremely interested in Devon and Poppy. More than a few of the kids whispered to each other, pulled out their phones, and snapped photos, before texting the juicy gossip about Devon and Poppy being seen together to their friends and everyone else in their Families.
 
I snorted. Sometimes, I thought the Families played more games with each other than there were in all of the Midway.
 
Poppy started talking to Felix, since his mouth was once again going a hundred miles an hour. Grant stuck his hands in his pockets and ambled along with them.
 
That left me to walk beside Devon. Every time he moved, I caught a whiff of his scent, that sharp, crisp tang of pine. Despite myself, I kept breathing it in, even though it was stupid of me.
 
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I imagine this isn’t what you were expecting.”
 
“Watching you go out on some fake date with a girl from another Family?” I shrugged. “It’s okay.”
 
Devon fell silent, and we wandered through the arcade for ten more minutes before Felix insisted that Poppy had to have ice cream. She giggled as he bowed and handed her the tall, sprinkle-covered, vanilla-swirled concoction. She took a bite out of it, turned around, and accidentally rammed straight into a guy behind her, smearing ice cream all over his red shirt—one emblazoned with the gold Draconi dragon crest.
 
The guy was built like a brick wall—tall and wide, with a body that was all solid muscle. He looked down at the ice cream and sprinkles dripping off his shirt, then slowly raised his head. The sun warmed his blond hair, but his brown eyes were as cold as chips of stone in his face.
 
I sucked in a breath, recognizing the guy the same way I had his sister.
 
Blake Draconi, Deah’s older brother, the bruiser and second-in-command of the Draconi Family.

 



CHAPTER TWELVE
 
Poppy’s mouth opened and closed as she realized what she’d done—and to whom.
 
“Oh no,” she whispered.
 
But I had to hand it to her. She pulled herself together and held out a hand in apology.
 
“Blake! I’m so sorry! I didn’t see you.”
 
At six feet, Blake towered over the petite, slender Poppy, and the twist of his lips told everyone how angry he was. And he wasn’t alone. Five guys, all wearing red Draconi T-shirts and gold cuffs, and all with swords strapped to their waists, formed a semicircle behind him. And Deah was here, too, standing off to Blake’s right, looking back and forth between her brother and Poppy.
 
Blake sneered at Poppy. “I didn’t know that Itos were blind. I thought they were just deaf and dumb.”
 
Poppy gasped at the insult, but she still tried to smile in the face of his anger, although her expression quickly wilted.
 
“Leave her alone, Blake.” Devon stepped up beside her. “It was an accident.”
 
Blake sneered at him, too. “Oh, look. A Sinclair errand boy. Why don’t you run home and cry like the rest of your pathetic loser Family does?”
 
Devon’s hands clenched into fists, but Poppy put herself in between the two guys.
 
“I’m sorry, Blake,” she repeated. “I’ll buy you another shirt.”
 
He smiled, although the expression was as predatory as any monster’s. “Actually, sweet thing, why don’t you give me the shirt off your back? Oops. I meant your whole dress, since you’re not wearing a shirt. Now, that’s something I’d really like to see. What about you, boys?”
 
He snickered, and his friends laughed with him. The only one who didn’t join in his cruel fun was Deah, who gave her brother a guarded look.
 
Poppy’s hands fisted in the folds of her sundress, but she lifted her chin. “Forget it,” she said in a disgusted voice.
 
She started to turn away, but Blake grabbed her arm and yanked her up against his body. Devon, Felix, and Grant all surged forward, but Blake’s friends stepped up and drew their swords. Devon managed to dodge them, but the Draconis cornered Felix and Grant against the side of the ice cream shack, forcing Devon to pull up short of tackling Blake.
 
“What do you think you three losers are going to do?” Blake sneered. “Well? What are you going to do, Morales? Heal me to death?”
 
Blake and his friends snickered; Deah winced. So healing must be Felix’s Talent. It was nothing to be embarrassed about, but Felix’s lips pinched together in anger.
 
“Leave him alone, Blake,” Devon growled, his hands still clenched into fists.
 
“At least Morales has a Talent,” Blake said, still sneering. “Unlike you, you useless freak.”
 
Devon didn’t have a Talent? No magic at all? Maybe that’s why Claudia thought he needed a bodyguard.
 
Blake turned his venomous glare to Grant. “And you, I don’t even know who you are.”
 
Grant’s lips twisted much the same way Blake’s had.
 
“Blake,” Deah said, a clear warning in her voice. “That’s enough.”
 
He gave his sister the same wicked sneer. “It’s enough when I say it’s enough.”
 
Blake tightened his grip on Poppy’s arm and dragged her even closer, so that she was plastered up against him. “Come on, now, sweet thing,” he drawled. “Why don’t you show me what you’ve got on underneath that pretty little dress?”
 
I looked at Grant, since Claudia had sort of put him in charge of me this morning, but he shrugged back at me. Apparently, he thought there was nothing he could do against five guys with swords, especially when one of those swords was pointed at his throat. Anger burned through me. Well, if he wouldn’t stop this, then I would.
 
“Let go of her,” I snapped, stepping forward so that I was standing directly in front of Blake, even closer to him than Devon stood.
 
Blake’s cold brown gaze flicked up and down my body. “Don’t worry. I’ll give you a look, too.”
 
He started to turn back to Poppy, but I moved even closer to him, so close that I could smell the spicy cologne slathered over his skin.
 
“You want to pick on a girl?” I sneered. “Well, pick on me. C’mon. What are you afraid of, tough guy?”
 
I stepped back and held my hands out to my sides. Blake’s eyes narrowed, and his gaze dropped to my sword. But when he realized I wasn’t going to grab it, he gave me the same cruel grin he had Poppy.
 
Blake shoved her away and reached for me, but I was faster, and I grabbed his hand and bent it back as far as it would go. It was a simple wrist lock, one my mom had taught me years ago, but it was brutally effective. In this position, I could easily snap his wrist. Part of me wanted to go ahead and do it. Just because he was such a dick.
 
“How does that feel, sweet thing?” I drawled.
 
Blake let out a whimper between his gritted teeth. He tried to jerk his hand out of my grip, but I dug my nails into his skin and held on. He yanked back again, and a cold shot of magic spiked through my body. So Blake had a strength Talent, one that he was trying to use to break free. I let him struggle because the more he flailed around, the stronger he made me, and the more I tightened my grip on his wrist, until his eyes watered and he went down on one knee to try to alleviate some of the pressure.
 
Everyone around me sucked in a breath. Apparently, bringing Blake Draconi to the verge of tears was somewhat shocking.
 
If only they knew what I really wanted to do to him—and especially his dad.
 
My gaze flicked from one Draconi face to the next, daring anyone to make a move. Finally, I looked at Deah, who stared back at me with a mixture of horror and fascination—and the faintest bit of grudging respect.
 
“Lila,” Grant snapped. “That’s enough. Let him go.”
 
I stared at Blake and bent his wrist back another tiny fraction, just to let him know how much more I could hurt him if I wanted to. Then I let go and stepped back.
 
Blake cradled his wrist in his hand. Then he snarled, staggered up to his feet, and started toward me, but Deah stepped in front of him and held her hands out wide.
 
“C’mon, Blake. They’re not worth it.”
 
He tried to surge past her again.
 
“C’mon,” she repeated in a louder, colder voice. “Dad will be pissed if there’s another . . . incident right now. Be smart. Look around. This isn’t the time or the place.”
 
Our confrontation had attracted almost everyone’s attention in the arcade. Most of the workers had stopped what they were doing to gape at us, and more than a few of the tourist rubes had their phones and cameras out, snapping photos, along with the kids from the other Families. Even Blake realized he couldn’t get away with attacking me in front of so many witnesses. But that didn’t stop him from threatening me.
 
“This isn’t over,” Blake hissed.
 
“You bet it isn’t,” I hissed right back at him.
 
He gave me one more hate-filled glare before turning, shoving through his own friends, and stomping away. The other five guys scurried after him, but Deah stayed behind.
 
“You just made a big mistake,” she said. “You have no idea what Blake is capable of.”
 
I probably knew a lot more about her big brother’s cruelty than she did, but I shrugged. “It’s not the first one I’ve ever made.”
 
Deah gave me a look that was almost pitying before shaking her head, turning, and following her brother and his friends.
 
 

 
 
Blake, Deah, and the rest of the Draconis rounded the corner and disappeared from view. The second they were gone, Grant whirled around and threw his hands up into the air.
 
“What was that?!” he demanded.
 
I shrugged again. “Just doing my job.”
 
Grant shook his head. “You have no idea how many problems you’ve just caused.”
 
Oh, I knew. I just didn’t care. Not when it came to Blake Draconi.
 
Devon moved over to Poppy. “Are you okay?”
 
She stared at the ground and rubbed her arm. The spot where Blake had grabbed her was already starting to bruise. “Yeah, I’m fine. But I think I should leave now.”
 
“Okay,” Devon said in a gentle tone. “Why don’t I walk you over to one of the Ito hotels?”
 
She nodded.
 
“I’ll go with you,” Grant volunteered.
 
“What about Felix?” Poppy asked.
 
We all glanced around, but he wasn’t anywhere in sight.
 
“I’m sure he’s fine.” Devon turned to me. “Can you find Felix while I walk Poppy across the Midway? Grant and I will meet you guys back at the SUV.”
 
I looked at Grant, who nodded his approval.
 
“Sure,” I said. “I’ll find him.”
 
Devon held his hand out, and Poppy stepped forward and took it. She looked at me.
 
“Thank you,” she said in a soft voice.
 
I nodded. “Anytime.”
 
The three of them headed toward the arcade exit. Devon glanced over his shoulder at me. At first, he looked utterly serious, but then, his face split into a wide, happy grin. He’d enjoyed seeing Blake get taken down a notch just as much as I had.
 
I grinned back at him, then headed off to search for Felix.
 
 

 
 
I moved from one section of the arcade to the next, my hand on my sword, looking at everything and everyone around me. Just because Blake, Deah, and their friends had left didn’t mean they couldn’t double-back and try to sneak up on me. If they did that and caught me by surprise, Blake would kill me.
 
Just like he’d killed before.
 
The memories rose up in my mind. A hot summer day. A small apartment. And blood—so much blood.
 
On the floor, on the walls, even spattered onto the ceiling. A few white stars flashed on and off in front of my eyes in warning, but I managed to blink them away, even if I couldn’t quite block out the hoarse screams they left ringing in my head—my screams.
 
I kept moving through the arcade, and I finally spotted Felix standing behind a cotton-candy cart—with Deah.
 
Her arms were crossed over her chest, and a small red bag dangled from her wrist. She kept shaking her head, while Felix held his hands out to his sides, as if he was arguing with her.
 
My fingers curled around the hilt of my sword, and my eyes cut left and right, but I didn’t see any of the other Draconis. Just Deah and Felix.
 
Deah spotted me and clamped her lips shut. She gave Felix a withering glare, spun around, and stormed away. Felix’s head whipped around, but when he realized it was me, his body relaxed. I walked over to him, still keeping a watch out for Blake and the other Draconis.
 
“What are you doing here?” he snapped. “Were you following me?”
 
“Yeah,” I said. “Devon and Grant took Poppy back to one of the Ito hotels. They’re going to meet us at the car. They sent me to find you.”
 
Felix deflated a little more. “Oh. Sorry.”
 
“What was that about? With Deah?”
 
He raked a hand through his black hair. “I was apologizing to her, trying to smooth things over.”
 
His explanation made sense, but something about seeing them together bothered me.
 
“You shouldn’t have done that. Blake was being a total jackass. If anyone should be apologizing, it’s him. Even though there’s no excuse for how he treated Poppy.”
 
“You really don’t know anything about how Family politics work, do you?” Felix said. “It’s the Draconis on top, and then everyone else below them.”
 
“I know that’s how it works. Believe me. But that doesn’t make it right.”
 
Felix shrugged. “Anyway, Grant’s right. We should leave before things get any worse. Come on.”
 
He stuck his hands in his pockets and walked past me. And I realized what I’d missed before.
 
Felix wasn’t clutching his red gift bag anymore. When she’d left, Deah had been carrying it—and she’d had a red rose tucked into her long blond hair.

 



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
I didn’t say anything to Felix about my suspicions concerning him and Deah, and we walked back to the car.
 
Grant and Devon were waiting in the SUV with the engine running. Grant gave me another angry look when I climbed into the backseat, still pissed about what I’d done and all the problems it would cause, but I didn’t care.
 
It had been worth it to see the pain in Blake’s eyes.
 
For once, even Felix was quiet, and we rode back to the mansion in silence. Felix mumbled an excuse about needing to check on something in the greenlab, then hurried away. Devon disappeared as well, and Grant said that he needed to talk to Claudia about what had happened.
 
I went back to my room and plopped down on the bed. I pulled out my phone and texted Mo, asking him to call me so I could tell him about my run-in with Blake, but he didn’t respond. He was probably busy in the shop, trying to sell tourists tacky yard art they didn’t need and couldn’t afford. A pang of longing shot through me. A week ago, I would have been in the Razzle Dazzle with him, discussing the latest job he had lined up for me. But things were different now, for better or worse.
 
I was surprised how sad that made me.
 
Since I didn’t have anything better to do, I took a long, hot shower, using up some more of the fancy soaps and lotions in the bathroom. I put on a fresh pair of cargo pants and a T-shirt and came back into the bedroom. I headed over to the vanity table so I could pull my hair back into a ponytail—
 
“So you’re the new girl,” a soft, twangy voice called out. “Woo.”
 
Startled, I grabbed my sword from where I’d propped it against the vanity table and whipped around, wondering who had gotten in here and what they wanted.
 
But no one was there.
 
My eyes scanned the entire room, from front to back and wall to wall, but it was empty. So was the balcony outside.
 
“Over here, cupcake,” that twangy voice drawled again.
 
A movement off to the left caught my eye, and that’s when I remembered the pixie. Looked like he’d finally decided to come out and be sociable.
 
I put the sword down on the bed, walked over to the table to his house, and bent down so we were eye level. Tiny the tortoise was snoozing in a sunspot, so I focused on the pixie.
 
He was wearing black cowboy boots with pointed, silver tips, a threadbare white tank top, and blue-striped boxers, both of which seemed to be spattered with mustard, ketchup, and other stains. For a guy who was only six inches tall, he was handsome, with sandy blond hair and eyes that were a vivid violet. A bit of stubble clung like golden fuzz to his cheeks, as though he hadn’t shaved in several days.
 
He slouched down in a tiny, rickety lawn chair on the front porch of his wooden trailer, his legs stretched out in front of him, a can of honeybeer in his hand. At least, I thought it was honeybeer, since it looked the same as all the other cans littering the yard. My nose twitched at the sour stench wafting up from him. It certainly smelled like honeybeer, and he looked like he was in the middle of a bender.
 
“You must be Oscar.”
 
The pixie drained the rest of his honeybeer, crushed the can in his hand, and tossed it away. The can clattered against the others in the yard, sending them all flying apart like bowling pins and making them tink-tink-tink across the grass. “Yep. Lucky me.”
 
“My name is Lila—”
 
He held up his hand, cutting me off. “Let me stop you right there, cupcake. We need to get a few things straight.”
 
“Like what?”
 
He glared at me, his violet eyes practically glowing in his face. “First of all, you will wipe that indulgent smirk off your face. I am not your pet, and I am certainly not a toy to be trifled with.”
 
“I never said you were—”
 
“I wasn’t finished yet,” he snapped. “I am a pixie and proud of it. But just because I happen to have been assigned as your pixie doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
 
“Okay . . .”
 
His hot glare intensified. “Ashley Vargas was a friend of mine. A nice, sweet, polite girl who didn’t deserve to die in some crummy pawnshop.”
 
“No, she didn’t,” I said in a quiet voice.
 
His gaze sharpened, as if he wasn’t sure whether or not I was mocking him. But I wasn’t. I wouldn’t. Not about something like this. Even I had limits.
 
“I heard you and your buddy Mo talking last night,” Oscar said. “About what a great opportunity this was for you. You didn’t actually believe any of his pretty speech, did you?”
 
I didn’t answer. Part of me had believed Mo—or at least wanted to—when he said this was my chance to make something of myself. To finally do what my mom would have wanted me to all along.
 
Oscar heard the confirmation in my silence. “Oh, you did. You really did. Well, don’t that beat all.”
 
The pixie slapped his hand against his knee and started chuckling, although his laugh was a bit slurred. I eyed the honeybeer cans and wondered how much he’d had to drink. Given their small size, pixies weren’t known for being able to hold their liquor, which is why they drank honeybeer, which was mostly sugar and barely had any alcohol in it at all. I wondered how long and how often Oscar drowned his sorrows—and why he was taking his anger out on me. I had never even laid eyes on him until two minutes ago, but he already hated me.
 
His mirthless chuckles finally died down.
 
“Don’t worry. I will do my duty.” He ground out the last word. “I will wash and clean and make sure you have everything you need. But that’s it. That’s as far as it goes.”
 
“What else is there?”
 
His mouth gaped open in surprise, and he gave me another suspicious look. More anger burned in his violet eyes.
 
“Let’s get something straight, cupcake,” he snapped. “We are not friends. We will never be friends, so let’s not go through the whole getting-to-know-you rigmarole, all right? It’ll save us both a lot of trouble.”
 
“Really? Why is that?”
 
The look he gave me was far more haunted than I was expecting. “Because you’ll be dead soon enough, and there will be somebody new in here to take your place just as soon as it happens. And when it does, I’ll be packing up your things, just like I did Ashley’s.”
 
His eyes locked with mine. Pain and anguish shimmered in his bloodshot gaze, the twin emotions like red-hot needles twisting deeper and deeper into my own heart.
 
“I’m sorry about Ashley. You’re right. She didn’t deserve to die like that. I wish I could have saved her, too.”
 
Oscar snorted. “Yeah, but you didn’t, did you? You saved Devon instead. How very practical of you, saving such an important member of the Family, instead of just his bodyguard.”
 
“It wasn’t like that,” I protested. “Devon was closer to me than Ashley was—”
 
“Open up that disgrace you call a suitcase and leave it on the bed, and I’ll unpack your things,” he interrupted me again. “After I have another honeybeer. Or two. Or six. Or however many are left in the fridge.”
 
Oscar got up, wrenched open the screen door that fronted his trailer, and stomped inside. The door banged shut behind him, with the interior wooden door slamming shut as well. Five seconds later, country music started blasting. The pixie had cranked up his twangy playlist again. Oh, goody.
 
The music roused Tiny from his nap. The tortoise cracked a black eye open at me for about half a second before going back to sleep. Seemed he was used to Oscar’s temper tantrums—and ignoring them. I wondered how many years that had taken. Because that was one very angry pixie.
 
I started to lean down so that I could peer in through one of the trailer windows, but I remembered what Reginald had said about Oscar not liking people spying on him—and trying to poke their eyes out with his sword.
 
So I stood up, walked over and grabbed my suitcase, and put it on the bed, just like he’d ordered. I left everything in the suitcase, except for my mom’s photo, which I slid in between the folds of her sapphire coat in one of the vanity table drawers so the pixie wouldn’t see it. As I glanced over at the trailer again, it occurred to me that Oscar had given me the same speech, more or less, that I’d given to Devon at breakfast.
 
But the surprising thing was that Oscar’s words had wounded me as much as mine had hurt Devon.
 
 

 
 
Oscar stayed inside his trailer, probably drinking and brooding, so I left my room, mostly to get away from his too-loud music. I asked a pixie flitting through the air where I could find Felix, and she told me to check the greenlab on the third floor. I followed her directions to the west wing of the mansion and walked through a pair of glass double doors.
 
The area before me was part greenhouse, part chemistry lab. To my right, roses, orchids, lilies, hydrangeas, and other, more exotic flowers perched in neat rows, while brown clay pots held herbs like dill, sage, rosemary, and thyme. The savory smells of the herbs, mixed with the soft scents of the flowers, created a heady perfume.
 
Directly in front of me were several rows of dense hedges, each one featuring sharp, dark green needles that were longer than my fingers. Stitch-sting bushes.
 
To my left, burners, beakers, and other scientific equipment squatted on long metal tables. Shelves built into the stone wall behind the tables were filled with bottles of dark green, liquid stitch-sting. A heavy metal grate covered each shelf, locking the bottles away in the same way as the black blades in the training room.
 
Dealing with monsters was hard, dirty, dangerous work. Yeah, most of the monsters stayed where they were supposed to, either in their sanctuaries or in the shadows. But sometimes, they would wander through the squares or even the Midway, making the tourists shriek and scream, before the Family guards managed to capture and return the creatures to their intended habitat. And while some of the monsters, like the lochness, would let you pass through their territories by paying them tribute, others might attack you just for the fun of it, whether they were hungry or not.
 
Given all that, every Family kept a stockpile of stitch-sting on hand to deal with all the injuries sustained from monster wrangling. The Families also made nice piles of cash selling stitch-sting creams, ointments, and more to pharmacies and other shops, like the Razzle Dazzle. Pour enough stitch-sting on and in a wound, and your injury would heal—although not before the potion caused almost unbearable pain. Like needles stitching your skin, muscles, and bones together, hence the name.
 
A tall, thin man walked out from behind the stitch-sting bushes, wearing a white beekeeper suit, his arms full of fresh cuttings. The bushes weren’t exactly monsters, but they required tribute before allowing anyone to harvest their limbs. And you had to drizzle the ground around their roots with honey before they let harvesters close enough to prune them. Even then, the bushes were still likely to stab you at least a few times, just for fun, which was the reason for the man’s protective suit.
 
The man laid down his cuttings on one of the tables and removed his beekeeper hat, revealing his wavy black hair and brown eyes. He stopped when he noticed me lurking near the doors.
 
“Oh,” he said, smiling. “Hello. You must be Lila. I’m Angelo Morales, Felix’s dad. He’s told me all about you.”
 
I thought of Felix’s nonstop chatter. “I bet he has.”
 
“I would shake your hand, but . . .” Angelo held up his glove-covered hands.
 
“It’s okay.”
 
He tipped his head. “Felix is in the back if you’re looking for him.”
 
I nodded and stepped onto one of the black flagstone paths that curved deeper into the greenlab. A glass roof covered the entire space, the sunlight streaming inside adding even more warmth to the already humid air. I wandered through the rows of flowers, herbs, and bushes, enjoying the quiet.
 
I’d almost reached the back of the greenlab when a series of soft scrape-scrape-scrapes interrupted the silence. I headed toward the sound.
 
I rounded another row of stitch-sting bushes and found Felix perched on a stool. Several clay pots crouched on the table in front of him, along with bunches of herbs laid out on damp paper towels, as though he’d just picked them. But his attention was fixed on the blood-red rose in his hand, and he didn’t hear me walk up behind him.
 
“Picking another rose for Deah Draconi?” I asked in a snide tone.
 
Felix yelped in surprise, crushed the rose in his hand, and then yelped again as its thorns stabbed his skin. He winced and dropped the mangled flower onto the table.
 
“Geez! Give a guy a heart attack, why don’t you?” he muttered. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
“Sure you do. Because you gave Deah a rose just like that one at the arcade.”
 
“No, I didn’t.”
 
“Yes, you did,” I said. “You brought that white rose for Devon to give to Poppy, as part of their fake date, but that red one was for Deah all along, wasn’t it? That’s why you were carrying that gift bag around. Because you had two flowers in there and you didn’t want anyone to see the second rose or know who it was for.”
 
Felix opened his mouth, but for once, no words came out. He bit his lip, and a guilty flush stained his cheeks.
 
“You can’t tell anyone, okay? Please?” he asked, desperation creeping into his voice. “The Sinclairs and Draconis don’t exactly get along.”
 
“Don’t worry. I’m good at keeping my mouth shut . . .”
 
He relaxed a little.
 
“For the right price.”
 
He sighed. “What do you want?”
 
“I don’t know . . . yet. But when I do, so will you.”
 
I grinned in the face of his sour, petulant expression and leaned against the table. “Although, I have to ask. Deah Draconi? Really?”
 
Felix straightened up. “Deah’s not so bad.”
 
“Not so bad? She stood by and let her brother assault Poppy.”
 
He shook his head. “Nobody can stop Blake, not even Deah. And he’s second-in-command to their father, who listens to everything Blake says.”
 
I couldn’t argue with him. Everyone knew about Blake and Victor Draconi and their combined cruelty. But I just couldn’t picture motormouth Felix with stuck-up Deah.
 
“Is that why you flirt with every girl you see? Because you don’t want anyone to know that you’re totally hung up on Deah?”
 
“What’s it to you?” he muttered. “You’re just like everyone else. You hate her just because she’s a Draconi, and you don’t even know her.”
 
I shrugged. “So make me not hate her. Tell me about her. How did the two of you hook up, anyway?”
 
For the first time since I’d surprised him, a smile flitted across Felix’s face.
 
“It was dumb, really. All the Family kids go to the same school. It’s supposed to foster better relations between us or something like that. Anyway, Deah and I were in the same chemistry class this year, and everyone was doing an experiment. Of course, I was talking with my lab partner through the whole thing.”
 
“You? Talking? Really?”
 
“Yes, really,” he said, laughing. “Anyway, Deah was at the next table, and my talking was bugging her, because she finally told me to shut up. Then I told her to shut up, and before you know it, the teacher is telling us both to shut up and giving us two weeks of detention after school.”
 
Felix sucked down a breath and kept right on talking. “So we get detention, and we’re all alone in the school library, and there is absolutely nothing to do, since they take your phones away. Since there’s no one else to talk to, I start talking to Deah.”
 
“And she didn’t knock your teeth out of your mouth?”
 
“Oh, she was pissed at first, but she was as bored as I was. So she starts talking back to me. One thing leads to another . . .” His voice trailed off, and he waggled his eyebrows.
 
“And now the two of you are sneaking around behind both your Families’ backs,” I finished. “How very Romeo and Juliet. You know how that went down, right? Because these kinds of things never end well.”
 
It certainly hadn’t for my parents.
 
He winced. “You can’t tell anyone. Seriously. My dad and Claudia would freak, and the Draconis . . . well, I don’t know what they would do. And I don’t want to find out. Neither does Deah. So don’t say anything. Okay, Lila? Please?”
 
“Don’t worry. Who am I to stand in the way of true love?”
 
I put my hand over my heart and sighed dramatically. Felix laughed and chucked what was left of the rose at me. I dodged it, and I found myself laughing with him. It felt . . . strange. Mo was the only person I had laughed with since my mom died. In fact, Mo was the only person I’d had a real conversation with since she’d been gone.
 
The thought made my laughter dry up, but Felix didn’t seem to notice. Instead, he glanced down at his hand, which was still bleeding from the rose thorns. “Well, I guess I should take care of this.”
 
“Is it true? What Blake said? That you have a Talent for healing?”
 
Felix winked. “Watch and find out.”
 
He held his hand out, showing me the three deep gouges in his palm. He stared at the wounds, and his skin began to wiggle, move, and slowly draw together, like a door sliding shut. Even though Felix was using his magic on himself, I could still feel it shimmering in the air around him, like a cloud of frost.
 
Felix wiped the blood off his hand and held his palm up again, showing me his smooth skin. “See? All better now.”
 
“Pretty cool.”
 
He shrugged. “What would be really cool was if I could do more with it. But cuts and bruises are about all I can fix. My dad, too. We have to use stitch-sting to heal everything else. It works great, but it’s so painful. One of the guards came in with a broken arm the other day. We had to use almost a whole bottle of stitch-sting on his arm, and he was screaming by the time we were done.”
 
I frowned, thinking about the attack at the pawnshop. I’d thought that the mystery man had hit Felix first because he’d been the one standing closest to the door. But what if there had been another reason? What if the mystery man had taken out Felix so he couldn’t try to heal Devon and Ashley?
 
That would mean that the mystery man knew Felix—or at least knew about his Talent.
 
Knowing someone’s Talent was no big deal, most of the time. Most magicks didn’t try to hide their powers. Still, something about the whole situation nagged at me. But before I could figure out what it was, a pixie zipped around the bushes and over to us.
 
“Hey, Felix,” she called out. “Reginald needs those herbs for dinner. He sent me to check on you.”
 
“Tell him I’ll be there in a few minutes.”
 
The pixie nodded and darted away.
 
Felix slid off his stool and started gathering up the paper towels filled with herbs. “Duty calls.”
 
I nodded, and we walked toward the front of the greenlab. Angelo was now standing in front of the stitch-sting bushes, his beekeeper hat back on, whacking at the limbs with a set of pruning shears. Felix and I waved at him. Angelo returned the gesture before going back to his trimming.
 
Before we reached the doors, Felix stopped and looked at me. “You know, it was really awesome what you did to Blake. Do you think you could teach me how to do that wrist thing?”
 
“Sure, but don’t the guards teach you guys stuff like that?”
 
He shrugged. “The guards are always, well, guarding things. Grant is too busy working on Family deals to spar with me, and Devon just likes to punch things. He doesn’t exactly go in for subtle stuff. Besides, I’d like to learn.”
 
I didn’t ask why. It was obvious it had everything to do with Deah.
 
“Maybe we can work on some stuff tomorrow?”
 
He winked. “It’s a date.”
 
I groaned.

 



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
Felix and I went down to the dining hall. He handed the herbs off to a pixie, then we sat down at a table and kept talking. I liked him. He really was a chatterbox who wasn’t happy unless his mouth was going at least a hundred words a minute. The only time he was quiet was when he was eating. Even then, he still tried to talk with his mouth full.
 
Speaking of food, the eats tonight were as good as they had been at breakfast. Thick, hearty, roast beef sandwiches with ooey, gooey wads of melted Swiss cheese and piled high with fresh tomatoes, crispy lettuce, and tangy slices of red onion. A horseradish dressing gave the sandwiches a spicy kick, and homemade potato chips provided some salty crunch to the meal. The pixies had sprinkled the fresh dill from the greenlab onto the chips, giving them even more savory flavor. Trays of fresh fruit and brownies with a molten chocolate center were served for dessert. I set a few strawberries aside on a napkin to take back to my room for Tiny. Oscar might not like me, but that was no reason for the tortoise to suffer.
 
After dinner, Felix asked if I wanted to hang out in the game room and play some pool, but I turned him down. It had been a long day and I wanted some time to myself. After being alone for so long, being constantly surrounded by people was a little exhausting.
 
I went back to my room, opened the door, and stepped inside. Oscar must have worked hard while I’d been out because my suitcase wasn’t on the bed anymore. I opened the closet door. Sure enough, the suitcase had been moved to the back corner. All of Ashley’s things were gone, replaced by my clothes, although my few pairs of jeans, shorts, cargo pants, and T-shirts took up a pitifully small amount of space. I closed the door on the depressing sight.
 
And that wasn’t the only thing Oscar had done. He’d made up the bed and pulled the sheets back. A basket of apples and oranges sat on the table in front of the TV, and a fresh assortment of soaps and lotions were lined up on the counter inside the bathroom. I grinned. I could totally get used to this.
 
I went over to the pixie house to thank Oscar, but all the curtains and shades were drawn. There was no sign of him, although more honeybeer cans littered the yard. I wrinkled my nose at the sour stench.
 
Oscar might not be around, but Tiny was in his corral, slowly wandering from one side to the other. It was the first time I’d seen him actually move.
 
“Here you go, little fella.”
 
I dropped the strawberries I’d saved for him into the corral. Tiny waddled over and sniffed them before sticking his beak into one of the berries. I stroked my finger over his soft, velvety head. Tiny blinked back with black eyes. I took that as a thank-you. I left him to munch on his treats and went into the bathroom to get ready for bed.
 
Twenty minutes later, I stepped out of the bathroom and clicked off the light. I turned around to head for the bed—
 
Something zipped in front of my face.
 
I batted my hand in the air, thinking it was a bee, before I realized it was Oscar—and he wasn’t happy.
 
The pixie crossed his arms over his chest, gave me an angry glare, then zoomed over to his house, dropping down and landing on a fence post at Tiny’s corral. Oscar was wearing jeans with holes in the knees, along with a black, faded T-shirt. Black cowboy boots with sharp silver tips once again covered his tiny feet.
 
Oscar stabbed his finger at the tortoise, who was munching on the last of the berries. “What. Is. That?” he demanded.
 
I went over and scratched Tiny’s head again. “Those are some strawberries I had left over from dinner. I thought Tiny might like them.”
 
The tortoise opened his mouth and let out a small, satisfied sound. Okay, that burp was definitely a thank-you.
 
“I would have brought you some, too. But I didn’t want you to throw them at me.”
 
Oscar snorted. “I wouldn’t have thrown them at you. I would have smashed them in your face.”
 
I had to admire his fighting spirit, since I was almost ten times his size.
 
“You do not bring Tiny anything,” Oscar snapped. “No berries, no fruit, no treats of any kind. He’s my pet, not yours, and you’d do well to remember that.”
 
I bent down so that I was eye-to-eye with the pixie. “Listen, pal, you may not like me, and that’s fine. I don’t much like being saddled with you, the world’s smallest, honeybeer-swilling redneck cowboy, either. But Tiny and I don’t have any problems, and if I want to bring him treats every single day of the week and twice on Sundays, then I will do exactly as I please. You got that?”
 
Oscar put his hands on his hips. “You better watch your tone with me, cupcake. I can make your life miserable.”
 
“Really? How so?”
 
His eyes narrowed to slits so thin I could just barely make out his violet glare. “Itching powder in your bed. Fleas on your clothes. Garbage tucked into the toes of your ratty sneakers. All the usual pixie tricks.”
 
“Do your worst, pal. Do your worst.”
 
“Oh,” he snarled. “I will.”
 
“Promises, promises,” I mocked him.
 
“Why, you . . . you . . . you!”
 
That was all Oscar sputtered before he fluttered over to his front porch, wrenched open the door, stalked inside, and slammed it shut behind him so hard that the entire trailer rattled on the table.
 
In the corral, Tiny kept right on munching on his last strawberry, as calm as ever, totally used to Oscar’s snits. I had a feeling I was going to have to get used to them, too.
 
 

 
 
I was too riled up to go to bed, so I opened one of the doors leading to the balcony and stepped outside.
 
The sun had set while I was arguing with Oscar, and day was slowly giving way to night. Down in the valley, the lights on the Midway were already flashing, pulsing like a neon heart—
 
Thud.
 
Thud. Thud.
 
Thud.
 
The sounds came again and again, drifting out of the mansion from somewhere above. I cocked my head to the side, listening.
 
Thud.
 
Thud. Thud.
 
Thud.
 
Unless I was mistaken, someone was hitting something—repeatedly. Well, why should they get to have all the fun?
 
I glanced around the balcony and discovered a staircase built into this side of the mansion, zigzagging from one level to the next. It would have been easy enough to climb the stairs, but I walked over and took hold of the drainpipe instead.
 
The pipe was made of stone that had been hollowed out; it ran from the top of the mansion all the way down here before snaking around the balcony and continuing its downward journey. I gave the stone a vicious shake, but it didn’t so much as rattle. The only way this drainpipe would come away from the wall was if you took a sledgehammer to it.
 
I wrapped my hands around the stone, which was still warm from the day’s heat. Then I drew in a breath and started climbing.
 
The drainpipe was narrow and worn smooth with age, wind, and weather, but I gripped the stone with my fingers and toes and scurried up it like a chipmunk climbing a tree. Nothing I hadn’t done before. In fact, this drainpipe was much sturdier than many I’d snuck up on my jobs for Mo. Besides, it was better to see how fast I could climb it now, when nobody was chasing me. It was always good to think ahead.
 
It didn’t take me long to climb from one level to the next and reach this part of the mansion roof. I hooked one leg over the iron railing that separated the roof from the steep drop below, then the other one before letting go of the drainpipe. Grinning, I swung there for a moment, like a kid hanging upside down on a monkey bar, before pulling myself upright and perching on the railing.
 
This section of the roof formed a terrace that was open on three sides and overlooked the mountain below. At the top of the terrace, a couple of lawn chairs sat close to the iron railing, along with an open cooler filled with bottles of water and juice embedded in ice. Old-fashioned iron streetlights towered at each one of the four corners of the terrace, and a hammock had been strung up between one of them and the wall.
 
But the most interesting thing was the elaborate series of metal pipes that jutted out from the wall, almost like construction scaffolding. The iron pipes zigzagged this way and that, reminding me of some elaborate jungle gym, especially since punching bags of different shapes and sizes dangled from some of the posts.
 
Thud.
 
Thud. Thud.
 
Thud.
 
Someone was working the heavy bag in the middle of the pipes, which accounted for the sounds. The bag swung toward me, and a fist plowed into it from the side, sending it spiraling away once again.
 
And that’s when I saw him.
 
Devon.

 



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
He was wearing black gym shorts and a T-shirt that stretched tight across his muscled chest. His green eyes blazed, and his mouth was an unforgiving slash. He must have been hitting the bag for a while, because sweat had beaded at his temples, turning his hair more black than brown in places. It looked good on him, though. I was beginning to think everything looked good on Devon Sinclair.
 
The bag arced back toward Devon, and he hit it with a brutal one-two combo, then another one . . . then another . . .
 
He kept hitting the bag over and over again, working himself to the point of exhaustion. But he kept slamming his fists into it, even as his punches started to lose a little bit of their brutal pop. And I realized something about Devon, something that his quiet exterior had hidden so far.
 
He was fierce.
 
And I liked it.
 
I liked him.
 
Much more than I should have.
 
I should have climbed back down the drainpipe, but I stayed where I was and watched him, admiring the bunch and flex of his muscles, his quick, precise footwork, and the way he kept his gaze focused on the bag, as though it were a real enemy. Devon could definitely hold his own in a fight.
 
He showed no signs of stopping his assault on the bag, so I decided to end it for him.
 
“I think you’ve killed it already,” I called out.
 
Startled, Devon let the bag swing back toward him instead of hitting it again. He grabbed it and peered around the side. His mouth turned down at the sight of me.
 
“Oh. Lila.”
 
I arched an eyebrow. “Don’t sound so glum about it.”
 
He shrugged, headed over to the cooler, and grabbed a bottle of water, again making the muscles flex in his arm. Yeah, I totally ogled that part of him once more—along with his chest, shoulders, and legs. All of him, really. Devon was definitely easy on the eyes, and I was all too happy to take advantage of that.
 
He straightened back up. “You want something?”
 
“If there’s one thing you should know about me, it’s that I never pass up free food or drink. A water would be great.”
 
He tossed me a bottled water, then plopped down in one of the lawn chairs. He stared out into the darkness before putting his foot up against the second chair and sliding it toward me.
 
“You can sit.” He hesitated. “If you want.”
 
This time, I was the one who hesitated, but I didn’t have anything better to do. At least, that’s what I told myself as I went over to him. It wasn’t because some strange part of me wanted to know more about him. No way. Not at all.
 
The chair squeaked when I sat down, but it held my weight. Devon propped one foot up on the railing. I did the same, and we sat there in silence, drinking our water and staring down at the flashing lights of the Midway.
 
“So,” I finally said. “This is your hideout? Your super-secret clubhouse?”
 
“Something like that.”
 
“I like it.”
 
He grunted.
 
We kept drinking our water. The view from the roof was even more impressive than the one from my balcony, especially since the fireflies had come out for the night, their quick yellow flares adding to the rainbow glow from the Midway.
 
I was happy to sit and enjoy the view, but Devon kept glancing my way.
 
“What?” I asked. “Do I have a bug in my teeth?”
 
“No. It’s just that Felix is the only other person who ever comes up here. You’re much quieter than he is.”
 
“You mean I’m not running my mouth like I’m driving a racecar. That boy never shuts up.” I rolled my eyes. “I bet he even talks in his sleep.”
 
Devon’s lips curved into a smile, and he let out a low laugh—the first deep genuine laugh I’d heard from him. Such a simple sound, but it completely transformed him. In an instant, he went from scowling at the stars to that hot spark flaring in his eyes. The one I found much too interesting for my own good. And I realized that I liked making him laugh, I liked seeing that spark. Devon took life way too seriously. He needed to lighten up. If nothing else, that would make the next year I was stuck here far more pleasant.
 
But his laughter faded away, and he eyed me again. “Why did you come up here?”
 
“I was out on my balcony, and I heard you murdering the bag. So I decided to investigate.”
 
He glanced at the wall. “But how did you get up here? I locked the door behind me.”
 
“Drainpipe.”
 
His eyebrows furrowed together. “Drainpipe? You climbed up the drainpipe? From your balcony? But that’s, like, four stories.”
 
I not-so-modestly shrugged. “It’s a thing I do.”
 
“And why are you staying?” His voice dropped to a low whisper.
 
“Because of the quiet.”
 
He frowned. “The quiet?”
 
“I’m not . . . used to being around a lot of people. The mansion, everyone here, the noise in the dining hall, it’s taking some getting used to.”
 
The faint bit of claustrophobia I’d been feeling was as much of a weakness as I was going to admit. Even then, I didn’t like showing that part of myself to him. I was here to do a job, nothing else. But for some reason, I had a hard time remembering that.
 
“Grant says he can’t find any record of where you’ve been living,” Devon said. “No apartments, no hotels, nothing.”
 
So Claudia hadn’t just taken Mo at his word; she’d had Grant investigate me. Well, that was smart of her. I wondered what Grant had managed to uncover, and what he and Claudia had thought about it, but I had no way of knowing. Apparently, it hadn’t been bad enough to make her reconsider her plan to strong-arm me into protecting Devon.
 
“Grant says that you’re not in the foster care system, either. What happened to your parents?” Devon asked, seeming genuinely curious.
 
I shrugged again. “My dad was never in the picture. He died before I was born.”
 
Which was one of the reasons my mom had left town, not that I was going to tell Devon that or any more about myself than absolutely necessary.
 
“And your mom?”
 
“She died, too.”
 
He must have heard the cold chill in my voice that told him to drop it because he changed the subject. “You should leave. Get out of here. While you still can.”
 
“What do you mean by that?”
 
He sighed. “You should take off, Lila. Forget about staying here. Forget about the Family. Forget about me.”
 
And I realized what he was really saying. “You don’t like me being your bodyguard.”
 
“I don’t need a bodyguard. I can take care of myself,” he said in a stiff voice.
 
“But you don’t have a Talent,” I pointed out, not trying to be cruel, but just stating the obvious. “You don’t have any magic. And most everyone else in all the other Families does. Surely, you can understand why your mom would want you to be protected.”
 
“I can take care of myself,” he snapped. “I don’t need magic to knock the sneer off Blake Draconi’s face.”
 
No, he didn’t. Not with the way he’d been waling on the punching bag earlier.
 
My eyes narrowed. “Is it because I’m a girl? Is being protected by a chick some threat to your precious manhood ? Because if that’s the case, then you need to get over yourself, dude.”
 
“It’s not because you’re a girl,” he snapped again. “I’m not some sexist pig. Not like Blake.”
 
I wouldn’t call Blake a pig so much as a monster, but I got his point.
 
“So what is it then? Are you pissed because I got Blake to back off and you didn’t? Because there was nothing you could have done. If you had tried, one of the Draconis would have skewered Felix with his sword. Grant, too. The only reason they didn’t come after me was because they didn’t know me. Because Blake is a sexist pig, and they didn’t realize that I was a threat.”
 
“You’re not the threat.” He sighed again. “I am.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
Instead of answering me, Devon surged to his feet before crushing the water bottle in his hand, turning, and hurling it over at the scaffolding. The bottle hit the heavy bag and bounced off. Devon gave the crumpled plastic a disgusted look.
 
I got to my feet. “What’s got you so upset?”
 
He snorted. “You never give up, do you? You’re as bad as Felix, always trying to get me to talk about things.”
 
“In this case, I’ll take that as a compliment.”
 
Devon whirled around, his eyes glinting with anger. “Do you think I want you here?” he growled. “Do you think I want you to die for me like Ashley did? And all the others before her?”
 
I couldn’t have been more surprised than if he had slapped me across the face. The words hung in the air like the fireflies around us, winking on and off and bringing a fresh flare of pain with every bright burst of light. Devon let out a bitter laugh, and I thought of all the guilt, grief, and sorrow I’d seen in his heart. And I realized that it was for them—Ashley, his other bodyguards, all the people who’d died protecting him over the years.
 
Including my mom.
 
“And do you know what the sad part is?” he growled again. “I really can do it. I really can take care of myself. I’m as good with my fists and a sword as any of the guards. That’s why my dad made me the bruiser and put me in charge of the guards before he died. I can beat anyone in the Family in a fight. Well, except maybe you.”
 
I started to make some snide comment about his faint praise of my skills, but I decided to let it slide. This one time.
 
“So what’s the problem?”
 
“My mom. If she would just let me—” He clamped his lips together, as if he was about to tell me something he shouldn’t.
 
“If she would just let you what?”
 
“Nothing,” he muttered. “Forget it.”
 
Devon paced around the roof before turning back to me. He sighed, and all of the anger leaked out of his body, like a balloon slowly losing air.
 
“I don’t care what my mom told you or promised you or threatened you with,” he said. “I’ll take care of it. I swear. But you need to leave now before it’s too late. Please, Lila? Please just leave. Before I get you killed.”
 
Devon gave me a final haunted, wounded look before unlocking the door, stepping through to the other side, and disappearing into the dark of the mansion.
 
 

 
 
I stayed on the roof, thinking about Devon’s words and all the emotions flashing in his eyes. Anger. Guilt. Grief. Fear.
 
But once again, that fear wasn’t for himself—it was for me. He truly meant what he’d said. He wanted me to leave because he really thought I would get killed being his bodyguard.
 
He was probably right about that.
 
But for the first time, I actually wanted to stay, and not because Claudia was paying me or threatening me or using Mo as leverage. I wanted to stay to prove Devon wrong. I wanted to show him it wasn’t his fault that he was a target. That this was the life he’d been born into and that there was nothing he could do to escape it.
 
Just like I couldn’t escape it now, either.
 
I wanted him to stay safe. I wanted to show him that I could survive anything the Draconis or any other Family threw at me.
 
More than that, I needed to do it, in the same way that my mom had. Mo was right. I was just like her—a fighter, a soldier, a protector. For the first time, I realized why she’d gotten off that park bench when Devon and Claudia had been attacked. Because she had wanted to save an innocent boy. And now, I did, too.
 
Damn it.
 
But the first step to protecting Devon—and myself—was finding out who wanted him dead. I thought back to the attack at the Razzle Dazzle. No doubt Grant had been investigating that as well. I’d have to ask him what he’d found out, if anything. And I’d ask Mo, too. He might come up with some leads that Grant had missed.
 
It was just like casing a house to rob or sizing up a tourist to pick-pocket. You analyzed risk versus reward, you looked for weak spots, and you figured how to get in and out with no one being the wiser. Easy peasy. I’d never failed on one of my jobs for Mo, and I wasn’t about to start now.
 
Satisfied with my plan of attack, I left the roof, climbed down the drainpipe, and went back to my room for the night.

 



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
The next few days passed by quietly, and I quickly fell into a routine.
 
Down in the dining hall by nine to eat as much breakfast as I could stuff myself with, then following Devon whenever he left the mansion, usually with Grant and Felix along for the ride. Once Devon was finished with his daily rounds, it was back to the mansion to spend some time training Felix in the gym or exploring the grounds. I finished up by grabbing dinner in the dining hall with Felix and annoying Oscar by slipping Tiny some berries, lettuce, and other treats when I went back to my room for the night.
 
Devon didn’t say much to me, but every morning, he seemed disappointed when I showed up for breakfast, as if he’d wanted me to sneak off in the middle of the night. But I wasn’t going anywhere. Not until I knew he was safe. It’s what my mom would have wanted, and I’d be damned if she’d saved him all those years ago just for him to die now.
 
So I nosed around the Sinclair mansion, casually chatting up the guards, pixies, and visitors to see if anyone had a beef with Devon. The mystery man had to have some way of tracking Devon’s movements; otherwise, the attack at the Razzle Dazzle never would have happened. And what better way to get that info than to have an inside man spying on Devon?
 
But everyone I spoke to admired and respected Devon, and nobody had anything bad to say about him. I even used my soulsight to make sure folks were telling me the truth, but they really meant all the good things they said. If the mystery man did have a spy in the Sinclair Family, I couldn’t find the informer.
 
I didn’t do much actual bodyguarding, though. Mostly what I did was stand out of the way in a corner, my hand on my sword, as Devon met with other guards, business owners in the Midway, or whoever else he needed to see. He also had some more fake dates with Poppy, trying to smooth things over between the Sinclairs and the Itos, before the night of that big dinner when all the Families would get together. Felix and I tagged along on those, too. I didn’t mind, though. I liked Poppy. She was smart, funny, and loved action movies, just like me.
 
I also used those opportunities to ask people outside the Sinclair Family about Devon, but I got the same answers and admiration as before. So far, the mystery man had covered his tracks well, and I was no closer to figuring out his identity than when I’d started.
 
Devon and Felix wanted to have some cheesy monster movie marathon at the mansion, which meant I got an afternoon off. So I decided to visit Mo. He’d texted me, and we’d chatted on the phone several times, but it wasn’t the same as seeing him in person. Besides, I wanted to know if he’d found out anything about the attack on Devon, since I’d hit nothing but dead ends so far.
 
Grant had some business at one of the Sinclair banks, and he volunteered to drive me to the Razzle Dazzle. The sun and heat weren’t as intense today, so Grant buzzed down the windows. I leaned my head back against the seat and enjoyed the steady breeze on my face. The wind whipped at my ponytail, but I didn’t mind. At least, not until I realized that Grant didn’t have a hair out of place. Seriously. His golden mane looked as sleek and smooth as when he’d first gotten into the car. I wondered how he did that. Or perhaps that’s what his Talent was—always looking perfect. Heh. A faint chill of magic emanated from him, indicating he was using his magic in some small way, although it wasn’t enough to trigger my own transference power.
 
Grant drove over the lochness bridge, showing no signs of slowing down to pay the toll. But I was ready for that. I palmed some coins from one of my pockets, then dangled my hand out the window and flicked open my fingers.
 
Clink. Clink. Clink.
 
The three quarters skipped across the top of the bridge before tumbling down into the river below. That should satisfy the lochness.
 
“What are you doing?” Grant asked.
 
I pulled my hand back into the car. “Nothing.”
 
I didn’t care to be made fun of again, just because he didn’t believe in things like lochness tolls.
 
“So,” he said, “how are you liking the Family so far?”
 
“It’s okay.”
 
“Well, the guards have been quite impressed with you. I’ve heard reports that you’ve beaten all of them in one-on-one combat. What’s your secret?”
 
“Bacon,” I deadpanned. “And lots of it.”
 
He laughed, but his chuckles sounded a little forced. He opened his mouth to ask me another question, but I cut in before he could get started. I had zero desire to talk about myself. Besides, this was the first chance I’d had to pump Grant for information about the attack at the pawnshop.
 
“Have you learned anything else about the attack at the Razzle Dazzle? Who the mystery man was, and why he wanted Devon dead?”
 
Grant shrugged. “I’m investigating, but nothing concrete has come up yet. If the Itos or another Family were behind the attack, they’ve kept it quiet so far.”
 
“What about the dead guys? Who were they?”
 
He shrugged again. “Just some guys who hired themselves out as muscle. Low-level thugs. Nobody important.”
 
I frowned. The guys were important enough to have provided protection to the accountant I’d robbed, the one that had some Family connections. I’d have to ask Mo which Family the accountant worked for. That might provide some sort of clue about the attack, or at least narrow it down to which Family was really behind it.
 
“Why are you suddenly so interested in the attempt on Devon’s life?” Grant asked.
 
“I just want to know what I’m up against.”
 
“Are you sure it doesn’t have something to do with Devon?”
 
I couldn’t keep myself from stiffening a tiny bit. “Why would you say that?”
 
“Don’t take this the wrong way, Lila,” Grant said. “But I’ve seen this before. It happened with Ashley and another girl before her who was assigned to guard Devon. He treated them as friends, the way he does everyone, but they both got a little too . . . close to him.”
 
His meaning was clear. The girls had fallen for Devon, and their devotion had cost them—their lives.
 
“There’s just something about Devon,” Grant mused. “Everyone loves him . . . for some reason.”
 
He stared through the windshield instead of at me, but the longer I looked at him, the more his blue eyes seemed to darken, like they had at breakfast the other morning. He shook his head, and the illusion vanished.
 
“Just be careful, okay?” Grant said. “I wouldn’t want to see a nice girl like you get hurt.”
 
Nice girl? That was the last thing I was.
 
Or maybe I didn’t want to admit that he was right. That I had way more than just a casual interest in Devon Sinclair.
 
One that was probably going to get me killed.
 
 

 
 
Grant dropped me off in front of the square near the Razzle Dazzle. He offered to come back for me after he finished at the bank, but I told him I could take one of the tourist trolleys back up the mountain, so he drove off.
 
I stepped inside the store, rattling the lochness bones. The pawnshop was empty except for Mo, who was sitting at the back counter, his white straw hat tipped back on his head, flipping through another decorating magazine. He wore his usual Hawaiian shirt, this one a bright green patterned with pink flamingos. My heart squeezed, and I realized how much I missed him.
 
Mo raised his head, and his face split into a wide smile. I thought about running around the counter and hugging him, but I resisted the urge. Mo wasn’t a hugger any more than I was.
 
“Why, hello, stranger,” he rumbled. “Welcome to my humble little corner of the world.”
 
“Nice digs,” I said, playing along. “A girl leaves you alone for a few days, and you go and repaint the whole store again.”
 
Instead of robin’s egg blue, the walls were now a light green.
 
Mo held up his magazine. “It’s called seafoam. I read this article about it. The color is supposed to put people in a good mood. And people in a good mood . . .”
 
“Spend more money,” I said, laughing and finishing the saying he’d quoted to me many, many times.
 
He shrugged and gave me a good-natured grin. “Something like that. How are you, kid? How’s life with the Sinclairs?”
 
I propped my elbows on the counter and told Mo everything that had happened. He nodded, absorbing my words, but he was also on the lookout for anyone passing by outside who stopped long enough to peer in the windows. Every time he made eye contact with someone, he grinned a little wider, trying to get them to come into the shop. But everyone ignored Mo’s attempts at charm.
 
Eventually, he gave up and focused on me again. “You know what, kid? I’m starting to think you’re bad for business.”
 
“Nah. You just need to up your game. So you can compete with the big boys out on the Midway.”
 
Mo grumbled at my teasing. “Speaking of the big boys, how are you getting along with the folks in the Family?”
 
“Fine. There’s one guy, Felix Morales, that I hang out with. He’s okay, for someone who never shuts up.”
 
“And what about Devon?” Mo asked in a sly voice.
 
I tensed up the same way I had with Grant in the car. “What about Devon?”
 
“You’ve been texting me about him a lot.”
 
“No more so than anyone else.”
 
“True. But you never really say anything about him,” Mo countered. “Just that he’s there.”
 
“What am I supposed to say? I follow the guy around all day long. Trust me. He’s not that interesting.”
 
Yeah, I was totally lying, but I didn’t know how I felt about Devon. I didn’t childishly hate or automatically blame him for causing my mom’s murder. Not anymore. Not since that night on the rooftop when I’d seen how much her death and the murders of Ashley and all his other bodyguards weighed on him.
 
“Have you heard anything else about the attack here?” I asked, changing the subject. “Who was behind it and why?”
 
Mo shook his head. “Nope. Not a peep from anyone. And you would think by now that someone would have spilled their guts about something. It’s hard to keep a secret in this town, especially where the Families are concerned.”
 
“But what about the dead guys? I recognized them. They worked for the accountant I swiped that ruby necklace from, the one you said was mobbed up.”
 
“Nothing on them, either,” Mo replied. “Besides, they’re dead, so what does it matter?”
 
I told him my theory that maybe the dead guys had been working for the same Family the accountant did. Mo didn’t know who the accountant worked for, but he promised to find out.
 
I started to ask him some more questions, but Mo distracted me by talking about some of the items that people had brought into the pawnshop over the past few days, everything from an oversize rubber bath duck to a fountain pen that only wrote with invisible ink to a superhero action figure that was in mint condition.
 
His quick, excited words washed over me, and I found myself relaxing. Mo was like Felix—once he got wound up, it was hard to get a word in edgewise. It made me smile because it was a typical day at the Razzle Dazzle. But it made me a little melancholy, too. Because it wasn’t a typical day, not really, not with me having to report back to the Sinclair mansion tonight or risk Claudia sending the guards out to hunt me down. No, things weren’t the same, and they never would be again.
 
I was surprised by how sad that made me.
 
Mo ran out of steam about the new items in the shop, although he gave me a thoughtful look. “Now that you’re all moved in at the mansion, what are you going to do with the rest of your stuff?”
 
“You mean what’s left in the library?”
 
He nodded.
 
I shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ll go get it at some point, I guess.”
 
“Well, you better do that soon. Isn’t it about time for the summer sale?”
 
I groaned. With everything that had been going on, I’d forgotten all about the sale the library sponsored at the beginning of every summer to clean out the old, used books and earn a little money to buy shiny new titles. But the date was circled in red on the cheap calendar by my cot because it was one of the few weeks of the year when I had to crash at Mo’s. During the sale, the librarians actually came down into the basement to sort through and clean out everything. I had to hide my stuff as far back in the basement as it would go, stack boxes of books in front of it, and hope my things would be left alone until after the sale. Then, when it was over, I could put everything back the way it was. At least until the next sale.
 
Mo had already brought my most treasured items to the mansion, but there were some things in the library I still wanted. Extra clothes, extra weapons, a few more knickknacks.
 
“What’s the date of the sale?”
 
Mo pulled out his phone and surfed the library’s website. “Let’s see. According to the calendar, it looks like they start going through stuff tomorrow. The sale starts three days after that.”
 
I groaned again. That meant I needed to get my things tonight or risk losing them. No doubt the librarians would wonder exactly why they hadn’t noticed the cot, the mini-fridge, and the rest of my stuff before. I’d be lucky if they only added it to the sale, instead of calling the cops to complain about someone squatting in the library. I didn’t think anything there could be traced back to me, but it was better not to take the chance.
 
“I need to go then,” I said. “And salvage what I can.”
 
“You want me to come with you, kid? Give you a hand?”
 
The lochness bones over the front door rattled, cutting me off. Three women wearing shorts, pink baseball hats, and matching T-shirts entered the shop. Mo perked up. Only the rubes from the tour groups wore matching T-shirts.
 
Still, Mo looked at the customers, then back at me, clearly torn between helping me out and making some money, but I didn’t blame him for it. He’d taught me to be the exact same way, and I would have already called out a greeting to the shoppers, if our positions had been reversed.
 
“I can close the shop early and come help you,” he said, his black eyes locked onto the three women, who’d started browsing. “Just say the word.”
 
“Nah. You’ve got sales to make. I’ll be fine.”
 
“Well, if you’re sure,” he murmured, finally dragging his gaze back to me.
 
“I’m sure.”
 
“Just be careful, okay, kid?” Mo said. “The Families aren’t the only bad things roaming the streets.”
 
His concern touched me, enough that I leaned across the counter and gave him that hug after all. His arms came around me, and his scent filled my nose, a faint, citrusy smell almost like lemon cleaner. It made me remember all the time I’d spent in the shop. All the summer mornings watching him wipe down the glass cases, ruthlessly eradicating the streaks and specks of dust so customers could have a clear, sparkling view of the goods inside. All the afternoons haggling with him about how much he was going to pay me for a watch I’d swiped. All the late nights eating takeout burgers and plotting my next job. My heart squeezed tight again, and I had to clear my throat before I could speak.
 
“Later, Mo.”
 
“Later, kid.”
 
I drew back, turned, and hurried away so he wouldn’t see the tears stinging my eyes.

 



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
I walked out of the shop, past the fountain in the middle of the square, and over to the street. A trolley was getting ready to leave to make its loop around the city, so I was able to hop on board.
 
I found myself in an aisle seat, next to a woman who had her nose and camera pressed up against the window, staring at the food cart at the corner, as though she’d never seen a guy make snow cones with shaved ice that he created with his bare hands. She looked like the same woman I’d sat next to on my ride over to the Razzle Dazzle the day Devon had been attacked, but I couldn’t be sure. The tourist rubes all tended to look alike after a while.
 
The trolley rumbled through town on its slow circuit, stopping at various squares, as well as the main entrance to the Midway. Thirty minutes later, I got off at the stop closest to the library and walked the rest of the way through the rundown neighborhood.
 
It wasn’t six yet, and I thought that I might have to hide in one of the bathroom stalls until the library closed for the night. But the building was already locked up tight, and a sign on the door said that it would also be closed tomorrow so the staff could do inventory. Looked like I’d gotten lucky after all.
 
I had my chopstick lock picks stuck in my ponytail, so I jimmied open the side door and slipped inside. I walked through the stacks, the storage room, and down into the basement, where I hit the touch lamp, making it flare to life. Maybe it was my imagination, but the basement looked different, even though everything was the same as when I’d last been here. The cot with its tangle of sheets, the faint hum of the fridge, the metal shelf full of what I considered treasures.
 
But the more I stared at the basement, the more I realized that it was small—small and dingy and just plain sad. Or maybe that was my impression of the items scattered around it. After being surrounded by all of the slick, polished glamour of the Sinclair mansion, my things looked no better than the cheap trinkets at the ticky-tack tourist shops.
 
Still, they were my things, the ones I’d saved up money to buy from doing all those odd, illegal, dangerous jobs for Mo. I’d earned them, and I was going to take them with me.
 
Mo had already brought my best suitcase to the mansion, but I still had two left. I could probably get most of my stuff into them. I hated to leave anything behind, but I couldn’t exactly walk around town carrying a cot topped with a mini-fridge. Well, I could, but it wouldn’t be practical—or comfortable. I had no desire to try to haul the cot and the fridge back to the trolley stop, and with two full suitcases, the driver would already charge me triple before letting me on.
 
I started with the metal shelf, packing up my knickknacks. All the books of fairy and monster tales I’d collected. Some photos of me as a kid, grinning and trying to hold my mom’s sword upright. A cool piece of rock I’d found when Mom and I had been staying in Ashland for one of her jobs. A pretty crystal necklace she’d bought me in a shop in Cypress Mountain.
 
I’d been so focused on school, my missions for Mo, and just making it day-to-day that I hadn’t looked at some of the items in a long time. All of them brought back fond memories, and I found myself smiling as I packed them away. Even though I hadn’t thought it would, the pain of my mom’s death had slowly eased, and I could look back without as much sadness as before.
 
I still had plenty of anger, though—especially for the people who’d killed her.
 
When all of my knickknacks were stowed away, I moved on to the remaining clothes. There weren’t many, and I folded up the few extra pairs of jeans and moved on to my winter sweaters—
 
Something skittered on the floor above me.
 
I darted over and touched the lamp, casting the basement into darkness, then dropped my hand to my sword, which I’d belted around my waist before I’d left the mansion with Grant. All the while, I strained to listen to who—or what—was in the library. A sword being drawn out of a scabbard, the scrabble of claws on the floor, the snap-snap-snap of teeth clacking together.
 
But I didn’t hear any of that—not one thing.
 
That skittering sound came again, and I finally realized what it was—someone had banged into the shelf of cleaning supplies in the storage room above me. A low, muttered curse confirmed my suspicions.
 
Someone was in the library.
 
If it was one of the librarians who’d come back to start on the inventory, then I was screwed. But if it was someone else, well, I was still screwed. Because there was no reason for anyone to be in here besides me.
 
Unless they were after me.
 
My heart pounding, I crossed the basement and ducked into the space under the stairs. Still being as quiet as possible, I drew my sword.
 
“Here,” that low voice muttered again. “There’s another door. Let’s see where it goes.”
 
The door at the top of the steps creaked open, and a square of light appeared on the basement floor. Someone stepped into the square. I couldn’t tell who it was, but he was wearing a sword, judging from the long shadow poking out from his hip.
 
Footsteps sounded on the stairs as the shadow eased down. I tightened my grip on my own weapon and waited.
 
Thanks to my sight, I didn’t need any light, but the shadow grumbled, then pulled out a phone, using it as a makeshift flashlight. He held the phone out, shining it over the basement. Finally, the shadow spotted my lamp and headed over to it. I left my position under the stairs and snuck up behind him.
 
The shadow reached for the lamp, fumbling for a switch, but the touch of his fingers was enough to turn it on. I raised my sword, ready to cut him down.
 
“Finally,” he muttered again. “I was starting to think this was some sort of dungeon—”
 
A terrible suspicion filled my mind, causing me to pull my blow at the last second. Instead of ramming my sword into his back, I slammed the hilt into his shoulder, making him stagger forward. His knees hit the edge of my cot, and he landed face-first on the tangle of sheets. He flipped over just in time for me to press my sword up against his neck.
 
Felix blinked up at me.
 
 

 
 
I let out a breath, lowered my sword from his throat, and stepped back.
 
“Felix!” I hissed. “What are you doing here?”
 
He gave me a guilty look. “Um, well, you see, it’s actually a funny story—”
 
“It was my idea,” another voice said.
 
I whirled around. Devon stood at the top of the stairs, a sword strapped to his waist. He came down to the basement, his green gaze scanning over everything from Felix still sprawled on the cot to my piles of worn clothes to the small, pitiful knickknacks I’d packed into my suitcases. His face was neutral, so I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but anger spurted through me all the same. He didn’t get to see this. He didn’t get to see this part of me—the real me.
 
But I couldn’t exactly attack the guy I was supposed to protect, so I slid my sword back into its scabbard and leaned against the wall, as though I didn’t care what Devon thought about me and my things.
 
Still, I couldn’t help wondering why they were here. “What happened to the monster movie marathon?”
 
Felix winced. “Yeah, marathon might have been a bit of an exaggeration. It was more like ten minutes of slime action before we took one of the SUVs and followed you to the pawnshop. And then here.”
 
My eyes narrowed. “You followed me? Why?”
 
Felix looked at Devon, and I realized he was the ringleader of this little party.
 
For a moment, Devon looked as guilty as Felix did before the emotion melted into stubborn determination. “Because I wanted to. You know everything there is to know about me and Felix. Well, we wanted to know more about you. I wanted to know more about you.”
 
“Why?” I sniped. “Grant’s reports weren’t enough?”
 
His mouth tightened.
 
More anger sizzled through me. I was the one who broke into people’s homes. I was the one who rifled through their most prized possessions. I was the one who saw the dirty little secrets they wanted to keep hidden in the bottom of their hearts.
 
I didn’t like it now that it had happened to me.
 
I threw my hands out wide. “Well, then, take a good long look around,” I sniped. “Because this is the life of Lila Merriweather. And ain’t it grand?”
 
Neither one of them said anything. We could all hear the bitterness in my voice.
 
But Felix, being Felix, couldn’t be quiet for long. “So what were you doing down here?”
 
“Packing up the rest of my stuff,” I said, my tone tight and clipped.
 
“How long have you been living down here?” Devon asked. “Since your mom died?”
 
I didn’t answer him. I didn’t even look at him.
 
He sighed. “I didn’t mean to upset you, Lila. I just wanted to see where you lived. What it was like. What you were really like.”
 
Once again, his green gaze swept over the small cot, the empty metal rack, the worn-out suitcases that I was still hoping to stuff a few more ragged things into. He saw everything—he saw too damn much.
 
“It’s . . . smaller than I thought it would be,” he said in a kind voice.
 
“Well, I think that it’s, uh, cozy,” Felix chimed in, snapping his fingers. “Yes! Cozy is definitely the word for it.”
 
He smiled at me, but I stared at Devon, watching the play of emotions across his face.
 
“Cozy? I think you mean craptastic. We don’t all get to live in mansions,” I snapped.
 
“I know that,” Devon snapped back, realizing I was really talking to him. “I just . . .”
 
“You just what?”
 
“I’m just . . . sorry for you,” he said. “That you had to live like this. That you didn’t have anyone to look out for you. That you didn’t have anyone to take care of you.”
 
White-hot rage roared through me. If there was one thing I didn’t want, it was his pity. Sometimes, I thought pity was the most heartless thing in the world. All it did was make people feel superior to you, happy, safe, and smug in the knowledge that someone had it worse than they did.
 
Yeah, my life hadn’t exactly been great since my mom had died. Okay, okay, so it had sucked out loud, but I’d managed. I’d survived in my own way on my own terms. I’d certainly done better than Devon, Felix, or anyone else in the whole stupid Sinclair Family would have.
 
But here Devon was all the same, giving me a pitying look, like I was an unwanted puppy someone had kicked to the curb. Like I was the saddest thing ever.
 
“Don’t you dare feel sorry for me,” I snarled. “It’s not much, but at least I earned it. What have you ever done but live the perfect little life?”
 
“I’m sorry,” Devon repeated. “I didn’t mean to upset you—”
 
“Of course not,” I cut him off. “Because you’re a good guy, a good soldier, a good son, and you never upset anyone, right? Grant was right about you. Everyone loves you, and you have everything so damn easy, don’t you? What have you ever had to work for in your entire life? I’m guessing the answer is nothing.”
 
By this point, his face had gone as hard as the brick walls around us. “Oh, I get it,” Devon said, his voice even colder than mine. “I’m just some spoiled Family brat, so I couldn’t possibly have any problems, could I? Well, it’s not easy living my life, either. Especially not now.”
 
“You mean when someone’s trying to kill you?”
 
Devon opened his mouth like he was going to say something else, but he clamped his lips shut, glaring at me. I gave him an evil look in return.
 
Felix stepped in between us, his hands held out wide. “Ding, ding, ding. Separate corners, please. This round is finished. Why don’t we start over? Devon and I are sorry we followed you, Lila. We shouldn’t have done that.”
 
“Why do I hear a but in there?”
 
Felix grinned. “But now that we’re here, we might as well help you pack. It’s the least we can do, right, Devon?”
 
He didn’t respond, so Felix rolled his eyes and elbowed him in the side.
 
“Right?”
 
“Yeah. Sure,” Devon finally muttered.
 
“Lila?” Felix asked.
 
“Fine. Whatever.”
 
His grin widened. “See? It’s not so hard to play nice now, is it? So where do you want us to start?”
 
I didn’t really want their help, but I still had stuff to pack, and since they were here, I might as well use them, like Felix had said. So I told them what I wanted to keep and what I wanted to hide, and the three of us got to work.
 
Felix picked up and folded the clothes he’d knocked to the floor when he’d fallen onto the cot, while Devon moved my mini-fridge, lamp, and metal rack into the back corner of the basement. He also stood the cot up along the wall and stacked cardboard boxes full of books in front of everything, while I tried to creatively fit the rest of my belongings into the two suitcases.
 
We worked in silence for several minutes, but Felix kept shooting me little glances, obviously dying to ask me more questions.
 
“What was foster care like?” he finally asked, giving in to his undeniable urge to chat. “You did that for a while, right?”
 
I shrugged. “Some of the homes were good, some of them were bad, but most of them were pretty indifferent.”
 
“Indifferent how?” Devon asked, the first time he’d spoken since our fight.
 
I shrugged again. “Too many kids and not enough hours in the day for the adults to see to them all. Most of them focused on the younger kids who needed them more. After a while, I stopped trying to get anybody’s attention. It was easier to keep my head down and blend in.”
 
“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Felix said in a tentative voice.
 
“It wasn’t that bad.”
 
“Then why didn’t you stay?” he asked, gesturing out at the basement. “Surely, it would have been easier than doing all of . . . this.”
 
“I got into a fight with one of the older boys. He’d been taking food from some of the younger kids, and I told him to stop. He thought because he was bigger and stronger than me that I’d be an easy target. I showed him how wrong he was.”
 
“What did you do?” Devon asked.
 
“I busted his nose and told him that if he ever took anyone’s food again, he’d be drinking through a straw for six months. He got the message.”
 
Devon grinned. “I would have liked to have seen that.”
 
Despite our fight, I grinned back at him. “His nose swelled up like a grapefruit. It was awesome.”
 
“I’m sensing a but in there,” Felix said.
 
“But the couple who ran things didn’t like fights, so I got shipped to another foster home,” I said. “This one was actually a lot better. The Hendersons had a four-year-old girl of their own, and she was the sweetest thing ever.”
 
The Henderson family. I still thought about them sometimes. I’d been with them for two months, and it had been a good two months—until the end.
 
“What happened?” Devon asked in a soft voice, picking up on my sudden sadness.
 
“They were a nice couple, but they didn’t have a lot of money, and they lived in a bad part of town, near the lochness bridge. You know where that is?”
 
Devon and Felix both nodded.
 
“Anyway, they had this teeny-tiny backyard. One day, their daughter was out there playing, laughing and running around. Then, suddenly, she wasn’t. I couldn’t hear her anymore, so I went out to check on her, only she was down on the ground, flat on her back, with a copper crusher wrapped around her chest.”
 
Devon and Felix both winced. They knew that copper crushers were nasty creatures, oversize boa constrictors really, with shimmering, copper-colored scales who could coil themselves up tight enough to crush rocks—and human rib cages. And if they didn’t kill you with their coils, then they could do it with their bite, since their venom was highly poisonous.
 
“So I snatched up this plastic baseball bat she’d been playing with, and I started hitting the crusher with it. The mom came out into the backyard just in time to see me hit the crusher a final time before it let go of the girl and slithered away. She thought it was just a very large garden snake. Of course, the little girl told her mom that it was really a monster, but the mom didn’t listen to her. The next morning, I got shipped out to another home.”
 
“I’m so sorry,” Felix said.
 
I shrugged. The fear in the Hendersons’ eyes had been one of the worst things I’d ever seen and felt with my soulsight—because they’d been afraid of me. But I couldn’t blame them for it. Nobody wanted a violent kid in their home, sleeping down the hall from their little girl.
 
“Why didn’t you tell the parents what it really was?” Devon asked.
 
“I tried, but they were mortals. These folks knew about monsters, but they didn’t want to think about them being in their backyard. They thought they were doing the right thing sending me away. The Hendersons were just looking out for their kid. Their real kid.”
 
Devon and Felix shared a guilty glance. They didn’t ask me any more questions, but I decided to fill in the rest of the blanks. Might as well get it all out in the open. Hopefully, after tonight, I’d never have to talk about it again.
 
“After that, I went to one more foster home—a bad one.”
 
“What happened?” Felix asked.
 
“One night, the husband tried to sneak into the room I was sharing with two other girls,” I said. “I broke his nose, too. He called the cops, but I told them what he’d been about to do to me and those other girls. So they took him to jail instead of me. After that, I decided that I’d had enough. I packed up my stuff and left that same night. I’ve been on my own ever since.”
 
“But what about Mo?” Devon asked. “Why didn’t you go live with him?”
 
I made a face. “Mo offered, he always offered, but I didn’t want to be around anyone then. Not even him. Besides, he’s a total slob.”
 
I made the bad joke so they wouldn’t realize how hard it was for me to talk about all this. I’d wanted to stay with Mo, but I also hadn’t wanted to be a burden and have him reject me like the Hendersons had done. Yeah, I knew that he wouldn’t have, but I couldn’t keep myself from worrying about it all the same. Because if Mo had turned his back on me, then I would have had nowhere to go and absolutely no one to help me. So I’d decided to lean on him as little as possible.
 
I realized that the guys were staring at me, so I quickly finished up my story. “After that, I found this spot in the library, and I decided that I’d just stay here where no one would bother me. And it worked.”
 
“Until I came along,” Devon said.
 
“Yeah. Until you came along.”
 
I made sure not to look at him. I didn’t want to know what he was thinking or feeling right now. Because I didn’t know what I was feeling myself.
 
“Well,” Felix said in a cheery voice. “I, for one, am glad that Lila came along. Although I bet Reginald and the pixies aren’t, given how much more food they have to fix now.”
 
“It probably takes them half the morning just to make enough bacon for her,” Devon chimed in, his voice taking on a lighter, teasing note.
 
“Half the morning?” Felix said. “They probably start cooking at midnight just to get ready for breakfast.”
 
“Hey!” I said, throwing a pillow at Felix. “I do not eat that much bacon.”
 
“Oh no,” he said, ducking it. “Just your own body weight in it. Every single morning.”
 
I grumbled and threw another pillow at him, but Felix laughed and batted it away, and I found myself chiming in with his and Devon’s chuckles.
 
We all went back to work, but a funny thing happened. I realized that I was glad they had come along, too.
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It didn’t take us long to finish packing my things. I managed to stuff everything into the suitcases except for the furniture. Devon had stacked boxes three deep around the cot, the mini-fridge, the old washtub, and the other items. I didn’t know if they would disappear in the sale or not, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t need them. Not anymore. In fact, part of me wondered if I’d ever come back here again.
 
I looked at every single part of the basement, from the water spots on the ceiling to the cracks zigzagging through the walls to the curling linoleum tiles on the floor, trying to imprint it all on my mind, in case this was the last time I ever saw it. Maybe it was weird, but I was going to miss this place. It had been the closest thing I’d had to a home since my mom died.
 
“Lila?” Felix said. “You ready?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
Felix took one suitcase, while Devon grabbed the other. Together, the three of us trooped up the stairs, through the storage room, and out into the main part of the library. I stopped again, staring at everything, from the shelves of worn paperbacks to the battered toys scattered on the tables in the children’s section to the old computers that lined the checkout counter. A hard lump filled my throat. I’d spent so many afternoons here with Mom, reading stories and browsing through the books together. I supposed that’s why I had decided to live here in the first place, so I could be close to the ghost of those good times.
 
“Come on,” Devon said. “We parked down the street.”
 
I closed my eyes a second to hold back my tears, then nodded and walked past him, heading toward the front of the library. It wasn’t the entrance I usually used, but it was on the side of the building closest to the street, and I didn’t want Devon and Felix dragging my heavy suitcases any farther than necessary.
 
The glass double doors loomed in front of me. We were fifty feet away from them. Forty . . . thirty . . . twenty . . .
 
Something flitted in the shadows outside, racing across the entrance and then vanishing on the other side.
 
I froze. “Stop.”
 
Felix pulled up short, almost ramming into me from behind. “What? What’s wrong?”
 
I peered out the glass, my hand dropping to my sword. Using my sight, I looked out through the doors again. All I saw were shadows. But someone or something had been there a second ago. A finger of unease crept up my spine, and I realized how isolated Devon, Felix, and I were in the library. It would be the perfect place for an ambush—or another assassination attempt.
 
“Get your phone. Call Claudia. Tell her to get down here with some guards. Right now.”
 
“Why?” Felix asked. “The car is right outside—”
 
Another shadow flitted across the entrance outside. Then another. Then another. All headed this way.
 
I opened my mouth to shout out a warning, but it was too late.
 
Guys with swords crashed through the library doors.

 



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
One after another, seven guys stormed the library, swords out, ready to attack.
 
Ready to kill.
 
“Get back!” I screamed.
 
I whipped my sword out of my scabbard and stepped up to meet our attackers, even though my heart sank at the sheer number. Whoever wanted Devon dead had upped his game.
 
Behind me, Devon and Felix dropped my suitcases and drew their own swords, and I knew they needed another precious few seconds before they were ready.
 
So I charged into the men, whirling this way and that, cutting into every person I could reach. I hacked and slashed mostly at their hands and arms, trying to at least get them to drop their weapons. If any of them had a strength Talent, they could always strangle me to death with their bare hands, but with the swords, they didn’t even have to get close to kill me. If nothing else, I wasn’t going down easy, and they were going to have to work to murder me—and Devon and Felix, too.
 
One man howled with pain as my blade bit into his wrist. His sword slipped from his nerveless fingers, and I pressed my advantage. I twirled my sword in my hand, then wrapped both hands around the black blade, brought it up, and slashed it across his chest hard and deep. The stink of blood flooded the air, and crimson drops sprayed off the end of my sword, spattering onto the books. The man screamed again and pressed his hands to his chest, even as more blood dripped out of the deep wound. I whirled around and drew my sword back the other way, opening up another vicious gash across his chest. He fell to the floor, convulsing, and he didn’t get back up.
 
One down, many more to go.
 
Most of the men darted past me and headed toward Devon and Felix, who moved so that they were standing back to back. Devon and Felix lashed out with their swords, keeping their attackers at bay—for now.
 
I started to run over to help them, when I saw one more person step into the library—the mystery man from the Razzle Dazzle.
 
Brown hair, brown eyes, not tall or short or fat or thin. He was as average and forgettable as before, right down to his beige polo shirt and khakis. He stood behind the men, his hands tucked into his pockets, as though he were watching some sort of boxing match instead of Devon and Felix fighting for their lives.
 
I tightened my grip on my sword and started toward him, betting that if I took him down, some of the fight would go out of the rest of the intruders. But the mystery man saw me coming, and his face pinched into a frown. Our eyes locked, and my soulsight kicked in. Needle-sharp annoyance poked me in the chest, along with something that felt like . . . recognition. I frowned. Did I know the mystery man? I didn’t remember meeting him before, but he seemed familiar—or at least I was familiar to him.
 
The mystery man saw me coming and let out a low, sharp whistle. Two of the men broke off from the group surrounding Devon and Felix and headed in my direction, cutting me off before I could reach the mystery man. He gave me a cold, thin smile and turned his attention back to the others.
 
The two men advanced on my position. I didn’t want them to flank me, so I turned and ran back into the children’s section.
 
The men’s footsteps thump-thump-thumped on the carpet behind me, and I glanced over my shoulder long enough to judge the distance between me and the nearest guy. I raced forward, my eyes locked onto a wooden chair that had been pushed off to one side of the play area. I put on an extra burst of speed, leaped into the chair, and immediately whipped back around, driving my sword through the air. I managed to get high and far enough to launch myself at the man who had been closest to me. My sword sliced into his neck, ripping into his throat. He dropped without a sound, and I pulled my sword back the other way and stepped up to face the next man.
 
Two down, still many more to go.
 
I just managed to raise my sword when the next man attacked me. His sword zip-zip-zipped through the air, and too late, I realized he had a speed Talent.
 
We broke apart after a particularly fast exchange in which I only managed to parry his blows by instinct rather than by actually seeing them coming. Sweat slicked down my face, and my hands were hot and clammy around the hilt of my sword. If my attacker hit it just the right way, he’d knock the black blade from my hand, and then I’d be done for.
 
My eyes flicked right and left, looking for something that would help me, and my gaze latched on to another chair and the wooden table behind it. I swung my weapon out in a wide, reckless arc, but it had the desired effect of making my attacker leap back. I turned and ran, but I didn’t go far. I started to hop onto the seat of the chair, but the man used his speed magic to zoom past me and leap into the chair instead, making me pull up short.
 
“Oh, so sorry, chickie,” the man crowed, waggling his sword at me. “Did I take your spot? What are you going to do now?”
 
I grinned. “This.”
 
I kicked the chair out from under him.
 
The man yelped in surprise, his legs flying out from under him as he toppled back onto the table, just as I wanted him to. His speed, his magic, only gave him an advantage if he was on his feet—and now he wasn’t.
 
I darted forward and slashed my sword across his chest, making him scream with pain, but he still managed to lash out with his own blade.
 
This time, I was the one who screamed.
 
“Lila!” I thought I heard Devon shout my name above the clashes, clangs, and snarls of the fight, but I couldn’t be sure.
 
Lucky for me, my attacker’s aim was low, and the edge of his sword only caught me in my left thigh, and not across my gut. Still, the wound hurt, like a line of fire running across my leg, and I could feel blood sliding down my skin. Since the blow hadn’t been caused by any magic, my own Talent didn’t kick in, and the wound didn’t make me stronger.
 
My attacker rolled off the table, regained his balance, and lunged at me again. Given my injury, he managed to knock my legs out from under me, and I went down on one knee next to a bookcase, all the air driven out of my lungs. The man loomed over me, grinning. He drew his sword back, ready to drive it into my skull.
 
I sucked down a breath and managed to roll to my right. The man’s sword stabbed into the spot where my head had been a second before, spearing a book on the shelf there. He let out an angry roar and shook his sword, trying to get the book to fly off the end of the blade.
 
I landed on my injured leg, and more pain shot through my body, making me hiss, but I managed to stagger back up and onto my feet. The man finally hurled the book off the point of his sword and charged at me again, moving even faster than before. There was no way I could kill him, not now.
 
Not without using my transference Talent to make me strong enough to keep fighting.
 
This time, instead of raising his sword, the man drew back his fist. I closed my eyes, stood my ground, and let him punch me in the face. One, two, three. That’s how many blows he landed in quick succession, using his speed Talent, before I managed to stagger back out of his reach.
 
But it was worth it when the sharp, stinging pain from his punches froze into that bitter, bitter cold that filled my body, giving me the strength to surge forward again.
 
The man lashed out with his fist, but I anticipated the motion and caught his hand in mine. We stood there, seesawing back and forth. Confusion filled his face as he wondered why I was suddenly so much stronger than he was, but I didn’t plan on giving him a chance to puzzle it out. I brought my sword up between us, but he was still faster, and he finally did what I’d feared he would all along—he knocked my weapon out of my sweaty grasp.
 
I started to lunge for the sword, but the man slammed his hand into my chest, shoving me against a bookshelf. My head snapped back against the metal rack, and this time, not even the cold burn of magic in my veins was enough for me to shake off the white stars winking on and off in my field of vision. My legs went out from under me, and my ass hit the floor. The man stepped in front of me and raised his sword high, ready to bring it down across my chest. And all I could do was sit there in a daze and watch my own death happen—
 
“Stop!” a sharp voice rang out.
 
At the sound, a chill blasted through the entire library, one that tickled my skin in a familiar way. Was that . . . magic?
 
The man attacking me immediately froze, his sword held overhead, the muscles in his neck and arms tensing, straining, and swelling, as though he were fighting against whatever strange, invisible force was holding him in place.
 
Suddenly, Devon was there, crouching down on the floor next to me. His hand wrapped around mine, and he shielded me with his body, although he never took his eyes off the other man.
 
“Turn around,” Devon said in that same sharp tone.
 
More magic surged through the library in chilly waves, and Devon’s hand went as cold as ice against mine. The man did as Devon commanded, although he still struggled against whatever strange power was compelling him. No, not a strange power.
 
Devon—Devon was doing this.
 
Somehow, with just his voice, he was forcing my attacker to obey him. The man who had been about to kill me was now doing whatever Devon said, like a puppet dancing to someone else’s tune.
 
Eyes wide, I looked at Devon. The corner of his mouth turned up into a grim smile, but he kept his green gaze on the other man.
 
“Protect us,” he commanded, a strange, hard, terrible crack of magic in his voice.
 
Devon’s hand went colder still against mine, as though I were squeezing an ice cube between my fingers instead of flesh and blood.
 
The puppet man let out an angry roar, but he did as Devon had said. He whipped around, raised his sword high again, and charged into the two men that were left—his own men.
 
The first guy blocked the puppet man’s blow, and he stared at his friend in shock, as if the puppet man had suddenly gone mad. Maybe he had, because the puppet man kept attacking his friend, swinging his sword at him over and over again.
 
And then, the unthinkable happened. The puppet man, the one Devon was controlling, buried his sword in his friend’s heart, killing him. Then he turned and did the same thing to the second man.
 
Still, as shocking as all of that was, I scanned the library for the last man standing, so to speak, the mystery man who’d been leading our attackers. Where was he—
 
Devon let out a surprised hiss. One moment, he was crouched next to me, holding my hand in his magic-chilled one. The next, he’d been hauled upright by the mystery man, who had one hand clamped over Devon’s mouth and a dagger pressed up against his throat. Devon started to struggle, but the mystery man dug the blade into Devon’s neck, cutting him.
 
“You move, you speak, you die!” the mystery man snarled.
 
Devon’s eyes met mine, and his fear socked me in the stomach. But once again, it wasn’t fear for himself, so much as it was for me and Felix. Somehow, I knew that Devon couldn’t use his Talent, his magic—not unless he could talk.
 
The mystery man seemed to know it as well, since he kept his hand over Devon’s mouth even as he started dragging him toward the library doors.
 
“Kill her, you idiot!” he hissed at the puppet man.
 
My attacker blinked and blinked, then shook his head, as though he were flinging off the last of Devon’s magic. Then he turned toward me again.
 
I gritted my teeth, grabbed my sword, and scrambled up and onto my feet. I raised my weapon, ready to fight as best I could, hoping that I could kill my attacker and chase after Devon and the mystery man—
 
Suddenly, Felix was there, stabbing his sword into my attacker’s side and yanking it back out. The man toppled to the ground—dead.
 
Felix and I both turned toward the mystery man, who still had his dagger up against Devon’s throat.
 
The mystery man let out a disgusted snarl, but he tightened his grip on Devon and kept backing him toward the library doors. Felix and I followed them, our own weapons raised and ready.
 
“Let him go,” I said. “And we’ll let you live.”
 
The mystery man let out a brittle laugh, but that was his only response—
 
Devon drove his left elbow into the mystery man’s stomach, making him gasp with pain. At the same time, Devon shoved his right arm up between his neck and the dagger, so that the weapon only sliced into his wrist, instead of his throat. Devon hissed with pain, blood gushing down his arm, but he broke free of the other man, whirled around, and opened his mouth—
 
The mystery man stepped up and shoved him as hard as he could, sending Devon flying backward into a bookcase. The mystery man let out another angry snarl, then turned and sprinted out the front doors.
 
Felix hurried over to Devon, while I limped along as best as I could. Felix helped Devon to his feet, then both guys looked at me.
 
“Are you okay?” Devon asked.
 
“Just peachy.”
 
His gaze dropped to my left leg and the blood that had soaked my cargo pants. Then his eyes went to my sword, which I was leaning on as if it were a crutch. “Are you sure?”
 
I waved my hand. “It’s just a scratch. I’m fine—”
 
The last bit of magic that had been keeping me going fizzled out of my veins like bubbles escaping from a can of soda. I sagged and would have pitched forward if Devon hadn’t stepped up to catch me. He was stronger than I thought, and he easily put me back on my feet and held me steady.
 
“Maybe you should sit down,” he said, his green eyes twinkling just a bit.
 
“Maybe just for a second.”
 
He helped me over to a chair in the children’s section and eased me down into it. His hand burned on my arm, hot instead of cold, but feeling like magic all the same. A different kind of magic—one that I had no idea what to do about.
 
“Thanks,” I said in a soft voice.
 
“You’re welcome,” Devon replied, his voice as low as mine.
 
His warm hand lingered on my arm a moment longer before he straightened up and stepped back.
 
Felix looked back and forth between us, before his gaze moved over the rest of the library, taking in all the dead bodies, overturned shelves, haphazard piles of books, and busted tables and chairs. Finally, he stared at Devon.
 
“You know, I think Lila’s right,” Felix said. “You should call your mom now.”
 
Devon groaned.

 



CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
Claudia showed up about twenty minutes later, along with Grant, Reginald, Angelo, and a dozen Sinclair guards, all wearing black cloaks and carrying swords. They swarmed into the library and started searching the building.
 
“Clear!”
 
“Clear!”
 
“Clear!”
 
The guards’ shouts rang out from one section of the library to the other.
 
Devon, Felix, and I had taken refuge in the children’s area, sitting at a kid-size table and matching chairs. Once the guards had cleared the library, Claudia stalked over to us, with Reginald and Grant trailing along behind her.
 
“Devon?” Claudia asked, her worried gaze locking on to the gash on his wrist.
 
“I’m fine, Mom,” he said. “It’s just a cut.”
 
She looked at Felix, who’d escaped the fight with some cuts and bruises and an eye that was starting to blacken, before finally turning to me. She stared at the blood trickling down my leg, despite the paper towels I was pressing to the wound.
 
“What happened?” Claudia asked. “What are you doing here?”
 
I opened my mouth to tell her it was my fault, but Devon beat me to it.
 
“Felix and I came to help Lila pack up the rest of her things,” Devon said.
 
“Is that so?” Claudia murmured, staring at all three of us in turn.
 
Devon kept his gaze steady on hers. Felix grinned, but it was a nervous expression. I shrugged.
 
Finally, she faced Devon again. “Why would you do that? Without bringing any of the guards with you?”
 
Devon got to his feet. “Because I don’t need the guards. I can take care of myself.”
 
Claudia started to open her mouth, but she thought better of it when she realized we were all staring at her. Instead, she jerked her head. Devon sighed and followed her over to the checkout counter, out of earshot of the rest of us. But I could imagine the lecture Claudia was giving him.
 
Reginald and Grant moved off to check on the guards, and I got to my feet as well.
 
“What are you doing?” Felix asked. “You should be taking it easy until we get back to the mansion, and we can get you healed up.”
 
“I want to check on something. Are you going to help me or not?”
 
“All right, all right,” Felix said, putting his arm around my waist.
 
He helped me over to the man who had attacked me, the one who’d had a speed Talent, the one Devon had commanded. I sat down on the floor beside the dead man. Felix rolled him over, and I pulled the guy’s wallet out of his back pocket. But he didn’t have any ID on him, no driver’s license or credit cards, so I threw the wallet aside in disgust and patted down the rest of his pockets. Along with some crumpled bills, which I kept for myself, I found a pack of gum, a small comb, and one very interesting thing—a silver cuff with a wolf ’s head stamped on it.
 
The Volkov Family crest.
 
I showed the cuff to Felix. He went over to a couple of the other dead guys, and sure enough, they all had a similar cuff tucked into their pockets.
 
Felix shook his head. “I can’t believe that they’re all Volkov guards.”
 
“Why not?”
 
“Because it doesn’t make any sense. We don’t have any major problems with the Volkovs. Besides, the Itos were the ones who probably attacked and killed Lawrence. So why would Volkov guards attack us tonight? Why not some of the Itos instead?”
 
I turned the Volkov cuff around and around in my hand, watching the silver gleam underneath the lights. Felix was right. It didn’t make sense, that one Family would be responsible for the first attack on Devon and Lawrence and a different Family for the one here in the library. There had to be something that tied them all together—or someone.
 
Maybe this wasn’t about the Families so much as it was about the mystery man. But surely, he had to be working for someone in order to have hired that much muscle. Either that, or he was independently wealthy. But even then, someone should know something about him.
 
“But let’s say that the Volkovs were behind the attack tonight,” Felix said. “How did they even know Devon was here? Nobody saw us leave the mansion. Even if they did, they couldn’t have possibly known we would wind up here.”
 
“Someone knew,” I pointed out. “Because the mystery man was here, just like he was in the pawnshop. He was the one who attacked Devon.”
 
“But how?”
 
I shrugged. I didn’t know the answer. If I did, I’d probably know who the mystery man was and what he really wanted from Devon. Actually, I had that last part figured out already.
 
A few more guards entered the library. Reginald and Grant turned to them, and Claudia stopped her conversation with Devon to listen as well.
 
“Anything?” Grant asked.
 
One of the guards shook his head. “There’s no trace of anyone around the building. Sorry.”
 
Claudia pressed her lips together, then her eyes cut to me. Her worry squeezed my heart.
 
“We’ll talk more about this at the mansion,” she snapped. “We’re leaving. Now.”
 
 

 
 
Felix started to help me up, but Devon hurried over and stepped in front of him.
 
“I’ve got Lila,” he said.
 
Devon’s voice didn’t crackle with magic, not like it had before, but it was a clear command all the same. Felix nodded and moved off to grab my suitcases, which had somehow made it through the fight unscathed.
 
Devon helped me to my feet and wrapped his arm around my waist. Despite the blood that covered both of us, he still smelled fresh and clean. I breathed in his scent, letting that sharp tang of pine wash away the coppery stench of blood—my blood.
 
I did that over and over again, desperately trying not to notice how gentle and considerate he was being with me, or how warm and hard the muscles of his chest were pressed up against my side.
 
Devon guided me to one of the black SUVs sitting at the curb outside the library. Claudia walked along behind us. She didn’t say anything, but I could feel her icy gaze boring into the back of my skull, and the sharp snap-snap-snap of her stilettos on the sidewalk seemed to echo her displeasure. She didn’t like her son helping me, and I liked it more than I should have. Neither one of us was happy.
 
Devon slid in the back beside me, while Felix put my suitcases in the rear, then got in on my other side. Reginald drove, while Claudia took the front passenger’s seat. Grant was in another car, the one he’d driven me to the Razzle Dazzle in, with the guards following him in two more vehicles.
 
Nobody said anything on the ride back to the mansion, but Claudia kept glancing over her shoulder and frowning, clearly pissed at me. She thought that I’d put her son in danger.
 
She was right about that.
 
Because the more I thought about it, the more convinced I became that Devon and Felix weren’t the only ones who’d been following me. Someone had to have seen me leave the Razzle Dazzle and take the trolley over to the library. That was the only way someone could have possibly been at the library to see Devon and Felix go inside. But who would want to follow me? And why would he or she think that I’d lead them to Devon?
 
I leaned my head back against the seat and closed my eyes, trying to puzzle it out. Trying to get all the tumblers to fall into the right spots so the lock would pop open, then I would know how the attack at the Razzle Dazzle fit in with what had happened tonight. My thoughts kept going back to the mystery man. He was at the center of this whole thing, like a blinking red alarm that I needed to disable before it went off and gave me away—or got me killed.
 
If I found the mystery man, I’d learn the answers to everything else.
 
Thirty minutes later, Reginald steered the SUV onto the grounds of the Sinclair mansion. Ten minutes after that I was in a room down the hall from the greenlab, lying on a hospital bed with the leg of my cargo pants cut open, trying not to wince as Felix and Angelo poked and prodded at my wound.
 
“Well, there doesn’t seem to be any sign of poison, so that’s good,” Felix murmured. “Just a clean slice. What do you think, Dad?”
 
“I agree.” Angelo leaned over so I could see his face. “You were very lucky, Lila. Three inches the other way, and he would have sliced your femoral artery wide open.”
 
“Yeah. Lucky me.”
 
Angelo got a bottle of stitch-sting and slowly poured the dark green liquid all over the wound, causing a faint, woodsy scent to waft up.
 
That was the only pleasant thing about it.
 
I hissed as the stitch-sting seeped into the gash in my leg, and I had to dig my nails into my palms to keep from snarling. The liquid burned every inch of skin it touched, even worse than if I’d upended an entire bottle of iodine over my leg.
 
That familiar, icy surge of magic flooded my veins as the potion did its work. I lay still despite the power coursing through my body, begging to be used, wanting to be unleashed in some way.
 
Angelo and Felix talked in soft voices as they moved around the room, washing their hands and throwing away the supplies they’d used to clean out the gash in my leg. But after a minute, they stopped talking, both of them coming back over to hover by the bed.
 
“What?” I asked through gritted teeth, staring up at the ceiling. “What’s wrong?”
 
“Nothing,” Angelo said. “It’s just . . . your wound is completely healed. Already. Normally, an injury like this would require much more stitch-sting than what I’ve used so far.”
 
“Maybe it’s more of that luck you were talking about earlier,” I muttered. “Because believe me, it still hurts.”
 
Even as I said the words, the last of the magic evaporated from my body, taking the burn of the stitch-sting along with it. I propped myself up on my elbows, but the skin of my leg was smooth and unbroken, and I could move it without any pain.
 
“Perhaps,” Angelo murmured, still peering at where the wound had been, then glancing at the bottle he’d put on the nightstand next to the bed. “Or perhaps this batch is a little stronger than most. I do remember putting some extra cuttings in when I was brewing it . . .”
 
Felix and his dad started talking about the merits of stitch-sting versus other magical plants while they cleaned the rest of my other, minor wounds. Oscar must have brought them some of my clothes because Felix gave me a familiar blue T-shirt and a pair of black shorts to put on, since the clothes I’d been wearing had been ruined by all the blood.
 
I’d just finished getting dressed when a knock sounded on the door. “Yeah?”
 
The door opened and Felix stuck his head inside the room, his face serious. “Claudia would like to see you.”
 
I just bet she would.
 
I followed Felix to the library. Reginald was standing by the doors. He gestured for me to go inside, but he held out a hand, stopping Felix when he tried to follow me.
 
“Sorry,” Reginald said. “Miss Claudia only wants to see her.”
 
Felix rolled his eyes, but there was no way he could get past the older man.
 
“I’ll see you later,” Felix said.
 
“Sure.”
 
If I was still here later. For all I knew, Claudia already had one of the guards firing up a cement mixer to make a special pair of shoes just for me. But I had been summoned, so I stepped into the library.
 
Claudia was sitting in her chair in front of the fireplace, as regal as any queen. Devon was in the chair next to her, with Grant perched on the white velvet settee across from them. Grant was leaning forward, talking in a low voice and gesturing with his hands, as if he was trying to convince Claudia about something. She didn’t seem to be paying any attention to him. Her green gaze focused on me, already frosty with anger. Terrific.
 
“There you are,” Claudia murmured. “Finally.”
 
“I did have a gash in my leg, in case you hadn’t heard.”
 
Her mouth tightened. “Grant, please leave us. I would like to speak to Lila and my son alone.”
 
Grant wet his lips, looking from me to Claudia and back again. “Are you sure that’s . . . wise?”
 
“We’ll be fine,” she insisted in a hard voice that left no room for argument.
 
Grant got to his feet. “Good luck,” he whispered as he passed me.
 
We both knew I was going to need it.
 
Claudia made a motion with her hand, ordering me to sit in the spot that Grant had vacated. I plopped down on the velvet, digging my bare toes into the rug to keep from sliding off.
 
Everyone was quiet, although the mantel clock kept tick-tick-ticking to fill the silence.
 
“My son tells me that you saved his life—again,” Claudia said. “That he and Felix would have walked into an ambush if you hadn’t realized that someone was outside.”
 
I shrugged. “Just doing my job and being a good little Family soldier.”
 
Her eyes glittered with even more anger. “I gave you a chance to keep your head down and make some money. Not put my son in more danger. Once again, he was almost assassinated while in your company.”
 
Devon sighed. “It wasn’t Lila’s fault. She didn’t even realize that Felix and I were following her until she saw us at the library.”
 
Claudia fixed her icy stare on him. “Well, she should have, if she is half the arrogant thief she claims to be.”
 
Sadly, I couldn’t argue with her about that.
 
“And I can’t believe that you were so reckless as to traipse all over Cloudburst Falls after a girl,” Claudia continued, still staring at her son. “You know the dangers out there. You know we’ve been having problems with the other Families. You were lucky those men didn’t kill you.”
 
Devon stiffened, sitting up to his full height. “And I’m your second-in-command, the Family bruiser. I can’t hide here in the mansion all day, every day. It makes me look weak in front of our own people, and it makes the Sinclairs look weak to all the other Families. That’s more dangerous than anything else, even—”
 
He cut off his words, but I knew what he’d been about to say, and why Claudia was so worried about his safety.
 
“Actually, the men would have killed me and Felix, but they would have let Devon live,” I said. “At least for a little while.”
 
Claudia frowned. “And how do you know that?”
 
“Because the mystery man wasn’t trying to kill Devon,” I said. “He was trying to kidnap him.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY
 
Claudia’s face remained blank, but her gaze flicked to her son, just for a second. But that was long enough to confirm my suspicion that something else was going on here than someone simply trying to kill Devon.
 
“What do you mean?” she asked.
 
“The guys who attacked us all had swords, and they were very eager to use them on me, and Felix, too. But when the mystery man finally got close enough to Devon to kill him, he didn’t run Devon through with his sword. Instead, he clamped his hand over Devon’s mouth, put a dagger to his neck, and tried to drag him off. If he wanted your son dead, the mystery man could have stuck that dagger in his back easily enough. But he didn’t. He wanted to take Devon—alive.”
 
Claudia and Devon didn’t respond, so I decided to fill in the blanks for them. I knew most of the answers to my questions. All I needed now was some confirmation.
 
“Forget about the mystery man,” I said. “The really interesting thing is what happened during the attack.”
 
Devon tensed before he could stop himself, although Claudia remained calm.
 
“Oh?” She arched an eyebrow. “And what would that be?”
 
“I killed two of the men, but I was injured and the fight wasn’t going my way. In fact, one of those guys was about to take my head off—until Devon opened his mouth and asked him to stop,” I said. “And surprise, surprise, the guy froze. Just like that.”
 
I snapped my fingers, and they both flinched at the sound.
 
“The guy stopped cold, even though I could tell exactly how much he wanted to kill me.”
 
I paused, but neither one of them said anything, so I continued.
 
“And not only did the guy not kill me, but Devon barked out a few more commands and the guy actually turned on his friends and started killing them instead. All on Devon’s orders. He said exactly five words to the other man—stop, turn around, protect us—and that’s exactly what the guy did, even though I could tell just how much he didn’t want to.”
 
They still didn’t respond.
 
“On the ride back to the mansion, I started thinking about the first fight in the Razzle Dazzle. And it occurred to me that the guy who attacked Devon didn’t actually swing his sword at him. Instead, he grabbed Devon’s neck. At the time, I thought the guy was going to choke him to death. But really, all he was doing was keeping pressure on Devon’s throat so he couldn’t speak. To keep him from giving any of his special orders.”
 
Silence. Absolute silence.
 
A minute ticked by, then two, then three.
 
Finally, Claudia sat up straight, raised her chin, and fixed me with a ruthless glare.
 
“You will never, ever tell anyone what Devon did in the library,” she snapped. “Or I will kill you myself.”
 
My mouth fell open. It was bad enough Claudia was forcing me to work for her Family, but I’d saved Devon from being kidnapped again. And now she was threatening me? With death?
 
Anger bubbled up inside me, as hot and bitter as acid. My hands clenched into fists, and I opened my mouth to tell Claudia Sinclair exactly what I thought of her—
 
“Enough, Mom,” Devon said. “That’s enough. Lila saw what I did. I can’t hide it from her. Not anymore.”
 
Claudia sucked in a breath. “Devon, think about this. You don’t know what you’re saying. The more people who know, the more—”
 
“Danger I’m in,” Devon finished. “Yeah. I got the memo on that a long time ago.”
 
He stared into the fireplace, even though it was cold and empty. I wondered if he was thinking back to that day on the Midway, when my mom had saved him and Claudia. I’d always wondered why he’d been targeted by so many men. I’d assumed it was because of some Family feud, but I was beginning to think his special power might be the real reason.
 
Devon shook off his memories and turned to me. Despite his bravado, the worry in his green eyes pinched my heart.
 
“It’s my Talent,” he said. “What I did to that guy in the library . . . it’s called compulsion. I tell someone what to do, and they automatically do it—whether they want to or not.”
 
Compulsion was a rare Talent. I’d heard of it, but I’d never actually met someone with the power to make other people act against their own free will. No wonder the mystery man wanted to kidnap Devon. As long as he held Devon prisoner, he could get Devon—and whoever he forced Devon to compel—to do exactly what he wanted.
 
Or worse, the mystery man could take Devon’s Talent for himself, rip the magic right out of Devon’s body, and kill him in the process. It was the same thing my mom had always feared would happen to me if someone learned about my transference power.
 
“Some Talent, huh?” Devon barked out a harsh laugh. “Tell her the rest of it.”
 
Claudia shook her head. “There’s nothing else to tell.”
 
A muscle ticked in his jaw. “You know that’s not true.” He drew in a breath and looked at me again. “It’s the reason my dad died. He was murdered because of my damn Talent.”
 
He said it as though it were a curse. Maybe it was, to him.
 
Claudia sighed. “Devon, you don’t know that—”
 
“Yeah,” he said in a soft voice, his green eyes dark with guilt. “I do.”
 
Devon surged to his feet, stalked over to the doors, and wrenched one of them open. He stepped through the opening and yanked on the door from the other side, slamming it behind him. Claudia and I didn’t say anything for several seconds.
 
“Who else knows?” I asked after the sharp echoes had faded away.
 
Claudia stared at the closed doors. “Only a few Family members. Angelo, Felix, and Reginald. Some of the pixies, including Oscar. People who would never betray the Family or Devon. People I trust.”
 
Meaning that she didn’t trust me. Not exactly a news flash.
 
“I hope you will keep this newfound knowledge to yourself,” Claudia said in a stiff voice. “If not for Devon’s sake, then for your own. The more people who know, the more danger my son is in. And by extension, everyone else in the Family. Especially you, since he seems to have taken a . . . liking to you.”
 
“Yeah,” I sniped. “Thanks for being so concerned about my well-being.”
 
Claudia’s eyes narrowed. “You have a smart mouth on you.”
 
“I take after my mom that way.”
 
Something flashed in her eyes. It almost looked like . . . aching regret, but it vanished in an instant. I looked at her, wondering if I wasn’t the only one keeping secrets, but her face was as cool as ever.
 
“Regardless, you should show more respect, especially to the head of your Family.”
 
My hands balled into fists. “You are not my family, mob or otherwise.”
 
She raised her chin even higher. “I am the head of the Sinclair Family, and you will treat me as such.”
 
“Yeah,” I sniped again. “Because you’re so kind and generous to everyone in your Family. Like me, the girl you just threatened with death for the second time in less than a week. That really makes me want to be loyal to you.”
 
I didn’t think it was possible, but her face became even frostier than before, as though her beautiful features had been carved out of stone. Marble left outside in a raging blizzard would have been warmer than her expression. Claudia opened her mouth, probably to threaten me again, but I waved my hand and cut her off.
 
“Yeah, yeah. I know. I breathe a word to anyone about Devon, and you’ll kill me. And let’s throw in Mo, too, just for good measure, because that seems to be how you roll. Well, don’t worry. I’m not going to say anything about Devon, and not because of your threats. Your son . . . he’s a genuinely good guy. He doesn’t deserve to be kidnapped or killed or to have his Talent ripped out of him.”
 
“Are you asking me to trust you?” Claudia asked. “A self-confessed liar and thief?”
 
I shrugged. “It doesn’t seem to me like you have much choice. Kind of sucks, doesn’t it? When someone has you by the throat like that? When they can take away someone you love just by saying a few words to the wrong person?”
 
Claudia blinked, as if she’d never considered it that way.
 
Not bothering to wait for her to respond, I stood and stormed out of the library.
 
 

 
 
I should have headed up to my bedroom to take a shower and wash away the rest of the blood from the fight. Instead, I slipped out onto one of the balconies, took hold of the nearest drainpipe, and started climbing.
 
Thud.
 
Thud. Thud.
 
Thud.
 
I’d only gone about halfway up when I heard the sounds of something getting thoroughly whacked. Devon was up there, just like I’d thought he would be.
 
I climbed all the way to the top and swung myself from the drainpipe onto the roof. Devon stood in the middle of the scaffolding, beating the heavy bag. Déjà vu. He pointedly ignored me, continuing to wale away on the bag. Please. As if that would make me go away.
 
This time, I didn’t wait for him to ask me to sit. I headed over to the far side of the roof, plopped down in one of the lawn chairs, and snagged an apple juice from the drink cooler. I cracked the bottle open and started sipping the juice while I propped my legs up on the iron railing that ringed the roof.
 
Then I waited.
 
It took him ten more minutes of intense, relentless pounding, but Devon finally worked off enough of his anger, guilt, and grief to leave the heavy bag behind. He slouched down in the chair next to me and grabbed a bottle of water.
 
We sat there for several minutes, with only his harsh, raspy breaths breaking the silence.
 
“I’m sorry about your dad,” I finally said. “I know what it’s like to lose someone you love.”
 
Devon nodded, accepting my sympathy, but if anything, his face was even sadder than before. He gestured at the heavy bag, which was still swinging from his blows.
 
“My dad built all of this,” he said. “The scaffolding. The lights. He hung up the bags, the hammock, everything. He loved to box, and this was his own private hideout from everyone else in the Family, even my mom. I spent hours up here as a kid, watching him work on the bags and listening to him talk about how to throw the perfect punch.”
 
“Is that why you hardly ever carry a sword?”
 
Devon nodded, a brief smile flickering on his face. “My dad liked solving certain problems with his fists. I guess I do, too. Sometimes, it just feels good to punch something, you know?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
He blew out a tense breath. “If it was just my dad who was gone, that would be one thing. But it’s not.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
He pressed the water bottle to his forehead, as if the condensation on the plastic would cool his own turbulent thoughts.
 
“I mean it’s everyone in the Family. My mom, Felix, Angelo, Grant, Reginald, the guards, the pixies. Everyone around me whenever I go down to the Midway or anywhere else outside the mansion. It’s everyone I’m close to. Everyone I . . . care about.”
 
He didn’t look at me as he said the last few words, but my heart fluttered all the same.
 
“They’re all at risk because of me,” he continued. “Because I have this compulsion Talent, and some people out there would kill whoever got in their way just so they could take my magic for themselves.”
 
“Is that what happened with your dad?”
 
He nodded and started picking at the label on the bottle. “It was just like the attacks at the pawnshop and the library. The two of us had gone to a party that the Itos were throwing for the other Families. When it was over, we decided to walk through the Midway. But once we got to the car in the Family parking lot, these guys surrounded us.”
 
“Was it the mystery man? Did you see him?”
 
Devon shook his head. “Nah. It happened so fast, and it was too dark for me to see anyone’s face. My dad and I fought them off the best we could, but my dad stepped up, protecting me.” He paused. “A guy ran him through with a sword right in front of me.”
 
I hesitated, then reached over and squeezed his hand. His fingers felt warm, swollen, bruised, and sweaty from where he’d been pounding on the bag, but Devon squeezed back, gently curling his fingers around mine, almost as if they were something precious that he was handling with great care. His thumb idly stroked over my skin, as soft as a raindrop sliding across it over and over again. My stomach clenched, and heat surged through my body.
 
“Sometimes, I wish I could get rid of my stupid magic,” Devon muttered. “I don’t want it. I never wanted it.”
 
“Oh, I don’t know,” I drawled, trying to focus on his words instead of the feel of his skin against mine. “I think it would be a pretty cool Talent to have. Getting folks to do anything you want with just a few words. I’d love to be able to use it on Oscar, if only to get him to like me, just a little.”
 
“You’d think so, until you realize that it’s not real,” he said. “What I can make people do . . . it’s not what they want to do. It may sound corny, but I want people to like me for me, not because I can force them to or because of who my mom is or who I am in the Family. You know?”
 
He raised his green gaze to my blue one. “That’s one of the things I like about you, Lila. You don’t care about any of that.”
 
“Just one of the things?” I teased, trying to make him laugh a little, just so he’d forget his guilt and grief, if only for a few moments.
 
“Just one.” His voice took on a low, husky note. “I could list all the others, if you want.”
 
My gaze locked with his and my soulsight kicked in, showing me all of his emotions. And I felt them, too—more intensely than I ever had before. His heart still ached with that soul-crushing guilt, and it always would. But that hot spark I’d seen inside him that first day at the Razzle Dazzle had finally ignited into a roaring fire, burning as hot and bright as my own emotions were right now.
 
Devon hesitated, then leaned in, just a little. My breath caught in my throat.
 
He inched forward a little more. I wet my lips.
 
He came even closer, so close that his warm breath brushed my cheek and his scent flooded my nose, that sharp, fresh tang of pine. Clean and crisp, just like he was, inside and out. I sighed. Suddenly, my hands itched to touch him, to trace my fingers over the sharp planes of his face, and then slide them lower, over all of his warm, delicious muscles . . .
 
“Lila,” he whispered.
 
I shivered, loving the sound of my name on his lips—lips that were heartbreakingly close to mine—
 
“There you are!” a voice called out.
 
I jerked back, the spell shattered, reality slapping me in the face again. I’d almost kissed Devon Sinclair. The guy I had blamed for my mom’s murder for so many years. The guy who had turned my life upside-down by walking into the Razzle Dazzle. The guy who was the reason I’d almost been killed tonight.
 
But Devon had looked at me with those forest-green eyes, and I’d forgotten about everything except wrapping my arms around his neck, touching my lips to his, and pressing my body against his until we blazed, burned, and melted together into the heat, darkness, and dangerous swirl of emotions. Part of me still wanted that—part of me ached for it.
 
Footsteps slapped across the roof, and Felix appeared.
 
“You know that you’re in my chair, right, Lila?” he asked in a teasing voice.
 
“I wasn’t aware it had your name stitched on it,” I sniped back, trying to play it cool and pretend everything was fine and that my heart wasn’t alternately pounding and breaking for too many reasons to count.
 
“I’m sure I can ask one of the pixies to help me with that,” he said.
 
I got to my feet. “Well, I wouldn’t want to make any extra work for them. Seeing as how they’re probably busy with my breakfast bacon right now.”
 
Felix waved at me. “Sit back down. I was kidding. I can bring an extra chair up here some other time—”
 
“That’s okay. I was leaving.”
 
I didn’t look at Devon, although I could feel him staring at me, his gaze scorching across my face.
 
“Are you tired of Mr. Dark and Brooding already?” Felix teased again.
 
“Yeah.” I let out a weak laugh. “That’s it.”
 
Felix looked at me and Devon, then frowned. “If I’m interrupting something . . .”
 
“Nope,” I said, cutting him off. “I’m going. I need a snack, anyway. Fighting for my life against bad guys always makes me hungry. I’ll see you guys at breakfast.”
 
“Well, okay,” Felix said. “If you’re sure . . .”
 
I started backing across the roof. “I’m sure. Later.”
 
I turned away, hurried through the open door, and ran down the stairs into the mansion before Felix, or especially Devon, could call out and ask me to stay.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
Felix and Devon didn’t follow me, and I made it back to my room without running into anyone else. Good thing, too, since I was about to drop from exhaustion. Seeing Mo, packing up my stuff, the attack, talking with Devon, almost doing . . . whatever we’d been about to do.
 
My emotions were the things I guarded most closely, covering them up with sticky fingers and smart-ass comments, but tonight, I felt like my feelings were out in the open for everyone to see, shining as big and bright as one of the pawned diamonds on display at the Razzle Dazzle.
 
Bracing myself, I opened the door to my bedroom. I expected to find a scowl-faced Oscar slouched on his porch, drinking his umpteenth honeybeer of the day and ready to tear into me again for daring to be nice to him and Tiny.
 
Oscar was actually outside his trailer, but he was pacing back and forth on the lawn, something that he had to be sober to do, given the straight line he was walking. And he was muttering to himself.
 
“Idiot,” he grumbled. “That’s what you are, Oscar. A complete and total idiot. She called you a redneck cowboy, as if there’s something wrong with that. I am a redneck cowboy and proud of it. And yet here I am, all worried about her like the soft, stupid, bleeding-heart fool that I am—”
 
The pixie stopped at the sounds of me opening, then closing the door. He twitched his wings, took flight, and zipped over to me. He hovered in the air in front of me, his violet eyes scanning me from head to toe.
 
“What?” I asked. “Do I still have blood all over my face or something?”
 
I’d meant it as a joke, but his eyes bulged at my words. He zoomed back over to his trailer, flew inside, and slammed the door shut behind him.
 
I stared at the trailer but the shades were drawn, and Oscar didn’t make so much as a peep inside. No music blared, either.
 
“What was that all about?” I asked Tiny.
 
The tortoise kept on chewing on a lettuce leaf. No answers there. Not that I had expected any.
 
“Well, good night to you, too, Oscar,” I muttered.
 
Still shaking my head at the pixie’s weirdness, I headed toward the bathroom.
 
 

 
 
By the time I finished in the shower and threw on some pajamas, I wanted nothing more than to crawl into bed and sleep for a week. I’d stayed under the spray of warm water for close to half an hour, but I’d still be stiff and sore in the morning. Angelo and Felix had only used the stitch-sting to heal the gash in my leg. It wouldn’t take care of my more mundane bumps and bruises. But Devon, Felix, and I had all lived through the fight, and that was more than enough for me.
 
I staggered into the bedroom and was about to fall face-first onto the mattress, when a distinctive aroma tickled my nose. I stopped and sniffed. Was that . . . bacon?
 
My stomach rumbled. Definitely bacon.
 
I looked around and realized that a large tray of food was sitting on the coffee table in front of the TV, so I headed in that direction. Two large, scrumptious-looking BLTs were arranged on a platter, along with heaping scoops of pasta and potato salads. Another platter held fresh fruit, cheeses, breads, and cold cuts. And still a third platter boasted an assortment of cookies, brownies, and truffles, along with bite-size pieces of fudge. A glass filled with ice stood off to one side of the table, along with a stack of napkins, silverware, and several cold sodas.
 
“I thought you might want something to eat,” a low voice called out.
 
I turned to find Oscar sitting on his front porch, swilling down a root beer, for a change.
 
“Since you weren’t here for dinner,” he added.
 
My stomach rumbled again. I was never one to turn down food. “Yeah. Thanks.”
 
He shrugged and went back to his root beer.
 
The sight of all that food energized me, and I sat down on the sofa, grabbed the napkins and silverware, and dug in. Oscar had been nice enough to bring the food here, so I figured I could be nice enough to eat it. Okay, okay, so it wasn’t much of a sacrifice on my part. But I really didn’t want to find itching powder in my bed or garbage stuffed into my sneakers like he’d threatened. Pixies might not be the largest or strongest creatures around, but they were some of the most devious. In their own way, the little monsters could be even more dangerous than the big ones. Like he’d said, Oscar could make my life miserable if he wanted to.
 
I sank my teeth into the BLT and sighed at how good it was. A perfect combination of smoky bacon, crispy lettuce, ripe tomatoes, and creamy mayonnaise, all on warm, toasted, sourdough bread. I polished off the first sandwich and started on the second.
 
Oscar watched me stuff my face for ten minutes before he broke the silence. “So is it true? Did you save Devon and Felix from an ambush? And take out a couple of Volkov guards?”
 
I stopped chewing long enough to answer him. “Yep.”
 
He almost seemed impressed, before his face scrunched back into its usual scowl. “Well, I wouldn’t make a habit of taking on guards from other Families,” he snapped. “Next time, you may not be so lucky.”
 
“No,” I agreed. “I may not be so lucky next time. Maybe next time, there won’t be anyone there to help me. Maybe next time, I’ll get in the middle of a fight I can’t win.”
 
His eyes narrowed. “Are you mocking me?”
 
“No,” I replied. “That’s what happened to my mom. Sort of. She got involved in something that wasn’t her problem, and she got killed as a result.”
 
“Oh. I’m sorry.”
 
“Yeah. Me too.”
 
Suddenly, I didn’t feel like eating anything else, so I put the rest of the BLT down and pushed away my plate. Oscar drained his root beer. Then he twitched his wings, flew across the room, and landed on the table next to the food platters.
 
“Why did you agree to stay and work for the Sinclairs ?” he asked. “If you’re as good a thief as you claim, you could have left any time you wanted to. Claudia wouldn’t have come after you, no matter what she said. Not after you saved Devon’s life in the pawnshop.”
 
I shrugged. “It seemed like it would be better than living day-to-day and job-to-job like I had been. Cloudburst Falls is a dangerous place. I might as well get paid for facing down those dangers every day.”
 
Oscar raised an eyebrow. “Like the silverware you stole from downstairs? I found it in the vanity table when I was putting away some of your clothes.”
 
I picked up one of the forks off my plate. “I thought this looked familiar.”
 
Oscar snorted, as though he were trying to hold back a laugh.
 
The pixie cocked his head to the side and stared at me. Uncomfortable with his scrutiny, I grabbed a couple of strawberries, then stood, walked over, and dropped them into Tiny’s corral. The tortoise cracked an eye open. Once he saw the berries, he heaved himself to his feet and slowly plodded in that direction.
 
Oscar fluttered over and landed on one of the fence posts that ringed the corral. We watched Tiny start munching on his berries.
 
“Why do you stay?” I asked. “Being part of a Family is dangerous, even for a pixie. So why not find another job down in the city with some rich mortal businessman and his wife and kids? With some folks that you know will most likely live to ripe old ages? Because people around here are still in danger. At least until someone figures out who’s behind the attacks.”
 
I didn’t say anything about Devon, with his compulsion magic, being the target of the attacks, even though Oscar already knew about his Talent. I bet most of the other pixies did, too. They’d watched Devon grow up. Some of them would have seen him use his Talent at some point, especially when he was first figuring out how his magic worked. And other people in the Family had to know as well, even beyond the ones Claudia mentioned. I hadn’t said any more words than necessary to the kids at the rube public high school, but they’d still known not to mess with me. A Talent, something that was so much a part of you, would be even more difficult to hide, especially from the folks who lived under the same roof as you.
 
“I’ve thought about that,” Oscar said, answering my question. “I’ve worked for the Sinclair Family for more than a hundred years. You wouldn’t believe how many people have come and gone during that time.”
 
What he really meant was died, but I didn’t interrupt him. Now was not the time for a snarky comment.
 
“It’s always hard when a Family member dies,” he continued. “Even if it’s from old age. But things have been tense ever since Lawrence was murdered on New Year’s Eve. Everyone thinks that the Itos were behind the attack, but I’d put my money on the Draconis. We’ve always had more problems with them than any other Family.”
 
He spat out the name as if it were some sort of vile thing. I thought about telling him that I felt the exact same way about the Draconis, but I kept quiet. If I interrupted Oscar, he might storm back into his trailer. I had enough problems already. I wanted to solve at least one of them. Or, at the very least, make peace between myself and the pixie.
 
“So why do I stay?” Oscar sighed. “I don’t really know. I guess I’m just a dang fool.”
 
He scuffed the heels of his cowboy boots against the fence post, then stared off into space. Tiny continued to munch on his strawberries.
 
“It must be hard. Getting to know people, and then seeing them die, one after another.”
 
He let out a hoarse, bitter laugh. “You have no idea. It would be bad enough to go through it once or twice, but over and over again, for decades on end? It’s torture. And every time—every single time—I tell myself that I’m not going to get involved. That I’m not going to care about the next person who walks through that door. But I end up doing it anyway, and then they always get killed.”
 
He scowled, but tears shimmered in his violet eyes. It had been bad enough seeing the aftermath of my mom’s murder, but Oscar had lost dozens of friends, if not more.
 
“Well, you don’t have to care about me. Not one little bit. And you don’t have to worry about me getting killed, either. If there is one thing I’m good at, it’s surviving.”
 
Oscar snorted, as though he didn’t believe me, but the briefest, faintest of smiles flickered across his tiny face. Suddenly, I wanted to make him smile—really smile—the same way I had Devon.
 
“Just do me one favor.”
 
He eyed me with suspicion. “What?”
 
“Don’t put itching powder in my bed,” I drawled. “At least not tonight. I’m too tired to sleep on the couch.”
 
He barked out a laugh before he could stop himself. Oscar’s lips pinched together, and he gave me another suspicious look. I winked at him, scratched Tiny’s head, and got into bed.
 
My body was already starting to tighten up from the fight, and I let out a low groan as I reached for the sheets, trying to pull them up.
 
“Let me,” Oscar said, grabbing the sheets.
 
He lifted them up and over my body before tucking them in under my chin, just the way I liked them. He stood there on the bed, shifting back and forth on his feet, his wings twitching, not quite looking at me.
 
“Good night,” Oscar said.
 
“Good night.”
 
The pixie twitched his wings a final time, fluttered over to his house on the table, and went inside for the night. But for once, he didn’t slam the door shut behind him. He gently closed it instead.
 
I smiled and snuggled down a little farther under the sheets.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
The next few days were quiet, if tense.
 
I stuck to my routine of getting up, stuffing myself with breakfast, and going wherever the day took me. Mostly, I hung out with Felix in the greenlab, helping him and Angelo prune the stitch-sting bushes so they could make more healing liquid. I also went down to the Razzle Dazzle every chance I got, but Mo hadn’t found out anything about either one of the attacks, although he said that one of his contacts might have something for him soon.
 
I also did everything I could think of to find the mystery man. I kept chatting up folks about Devon, trying to figure out who might know about his compulsion magic and want it for himself. I also wandered through the Midway, eavesdropping on the guards from the other Families and picking up what gossip I could.
 
I even broke back into the brownstone of the accountant where I’d swiped the ruby necklace, since his guards had attacked Devon the first time in the pawnshop. But there were no incriminating papers or other clues in the accountant’s office that told me anything I didn’t already know.
 
All that effort, and I didn’t learn anything new. The mystery man was still, well, a mystery.
 
The one person I didn’t see much of was Devon. I didn’t have to guard him at the mansion, and he stayed put on the grounds. Supposedly, he was busy with Family obligations, including some new training for the guards, but he was avoiding me, and I did the same to him. Every time I saw him walking through the mansion, I made sure I was going in the opposite direction, and I absolutely did not look into his eyes. I didn’t want my soulsight to show me how much he regretted almost kissing me. Especially since part of me wanted to pick right back up where we’d left off.
 
But the night of the dinner for all the Families finally arrived, and Devon came over to me long enough in the dining hall at breakfast to tell me that Claudia wanted me to go.
 
“Why?” I asked. “There will be plenty of guards. She doesn’t need me there, too. Besides, your mom has made it pretty clear that she hates me.”
 
“She doesn’t hate you,” he said. “No one here does.”
 
“Well, at the very least, she doesn’t trust me.”
 
Devon shrugged. “Well, she still wants you to go. She didn’t tell me why.”
 
He walked away before I could ask him anything else. Maybe that was for the best.
 
Oscar had come into my bedroom an hour earlier, carrying a garment bag. I’d unzipped it to find a black pantsuit and a matching shirt, similar to the ones Claudia always wore, along with a pair of low-heeled black pumps and a small black purse. I’d grumbled at the clothes, but I supposed I couldn’t show up to a Family dinner wearing my usual T-shirt, cargo pants, and sneakers.
 
So I’d taken a shower, slicked my hair back into a high ponytail, and even went through the drudgery of putting on a little makeup. But I also made sure that I had all of my usual tools with me. My belt with its hidden slots and three throwing stars, my chopstick lock picks stuck in my hair, my phone and several quarters that I dropped into the bottom of the purse. As a final touch, I slipped my mom’s star-shaped sapphire ring onto my finger.
 
The only thing missing was the black blade belted around my waist, but no one was allowed to have weapons at a Family dinner. At least, not any obvious ones.
 
Now I was standing in front of my vanity table, peering at my reflection in the mirror. And I realized something. Black suit, black shirt, black heels. I looked like a mobster—and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
 
“Nice,” Oscar called out from the front porch of his trailer. “You clean up real good, Lila.”
 
“Thanks,” I muttered, pulling down the suit jacket a little more.
 
He cleared his throat. “Just . . . be careful tonight, okay? These dang Family dinners can be brutal, especially on the nerves.”
 
I winked at him. “Always.”
 
Oscar nodded, but his smile was more sad than happy as he got up and headed into his trailer, as if he already knew that I wasn’t coming back after the dinner.
 
For some reason, I felt that way, too.
 
 

 
 
I joined the other Family members who were already gathered in the library. Claudia, Devon, Felix, Grant, Reginald, Angelo. Everyone wore the same sort of black suit and shirt that I had on, along with serious expressions that matched their dark clothes.
 
“Now that we are all finally here,” Claudia said, arching an eyebrow at me. “We should leave. We don’t want to be late.”
 
She swept out of the library, followed by Reginald and Angelo. Grant nodded his head as he passed me, and I did the same. That left me standing with Felix and Devon, who still wasn’t looking at me. Not that I noticed, since I was extremely busy not staring back at him.
 
“Not bad, Merriweather.” Felix let out a low whistle. “Not bad at all. Don’t you think so, Devon?”
 
He cleared his throat. “Yeah, Lila looks nice.”
 
Felix rolled his eyes. “There goes Mr. Understatement again.”
 
“Anyway, we should go,” Devon continued. “We don’t want to keep the others waiting.”
 
We headed outside. Claudia, Reginald, and Angelo were already in one car. Felix said that he was going to ride with his dad and headed in that direction. That left me, Devon, and Grant to follow in the second SUV. We rode in silence down the mountain and over to the Midway. Grant parked in the lot reserved for the Families, and the three of us got out and walked over to the restaurant where the dinner was being held. I stopped on the sidewalk and stared up at the neon sign burning a bloody red. Then I started laughing.
 
“What’s so funny?” Grant asked.
 
I pointed up at the sign. “The Red Cannoli? Really?”
 
“What about it?” Devon asked.
 
“Don’t you find that just a little ironic?”
 
Devon and Grant both shrugged. Apparently, I was the only one around here who watched mob movies where bad things happened in Italian restaurants. With its oh-so-appropriate name, the Red Cannoli could have come right out of a gangster flick.
 
The inside of the restaurant was exactly what I expected. The walls were made of a dark cherry wood and flanked by red leather booths, while thick white cloths covered all the tables. A bar lined the back wall, the bottles of liquor shining like polished gems underneath the muted white lights. An enormous painting of an old Spanish hacienda that was a mix of reds, oranges, yellows, and greens took up most of the wall behind the bar. The hacienda could also be seen stamped into the bronze cuffs the bartender and the wait staff were wearing, since it was the crest of the Salazar Family.
 
“This is one of the Salazars’ joints, right?” I asked.
 
“Yeah,” Devon answered. “The Families rotate who hosts the dinner as well as the location. It was the Salazars’ turn this time. So here we are.”
 
We moved deeper into the restaurant. Devon, Grant, and I joined Claudia, Angelo, Felix, and Reginald, who were standing in front of the booths on the right side of the restaurant. The smells of garlic, seared onions, and crushed red pepper tickled my nose, and my stomach rumbled in anticipation.
 
Felix eyed me. “You cannot possibly be hungry again. We just had dinner, like, two hours ago. And you ate twice as much as I did.”
 
I grinned. “I could always eat. Besides, it smells fantastic.”
 
Everyone from the other Families kept more or less to themselves, all of them standing in tightly clustered groups like we were. Everyone had on a black suit, and the only real differences between folks were the color of their shirts and the cuffs on their right wrists. I spotted Poppy standing close to her father. She waved at me, and I waved back.
 
A large circular table stood in the center of the room, with several other, smaller circular tables spiraling out from it. The table in the middle was for the heads of the Families, some of whom had already taken their seats. Hiroshi Ito, Roberto Salazar, Nikolai Volkov, and a few others from the less powerful Families. Only two empty seats remained at the table. One of those had to be for Claudia, who was moving around the restaurant, shaking hands with members of all the other Families. The other had to be for Victor Draconi, but he wasn’t here yet—
 
The restaurant doors banged open, and several people strode inside. A hush fell over the room, and everyone turned to face the new arrivals.
 
The Draconi Family.
 
They wore black suits with red shirts and gold cuffs, all of which were stamped with that snarling dragon crest. Every single one of them looked either tall, angry, and vaguely threatening, or short, mean, and openly hostile. The guards came in first, followed by Blake, who swaggered in as if he owned the joint. Deah followed her brother, looking cold, beautiful, and only slightly less menacing than the rest of her Family.
 
Beside me, Felix sucked in a breath. Deah scanned the room, and her eyes met his for a second before skittering away.
 
Blake and Deah moved about halfway into the room, then stopped, turned, and faced each other. The rest of the guards formed two lines, one behind Blake, and the other behind Deah.
 
Blake, Deah, and the guards each snapped to attention and took three steps back, and a man strode into the restaurant, walking through the center of the aisle they’d created for him.
 
He was handsome, with a lean, trim figure, thick, wavy blond hair, and eyes that were more gold than brown. He wasn’t as large and beefy as the other men, but it was easy to tell that he was the most powerful. He just had that sort of commanding presence about him, and practically everyone in the restaurant bowed their heads to him. I could feel the chill of magic rolling off him from all the way across the room. I wondered what his Talent was—and if he had more than one, given the cold crush of power he wore like a crown perched on top of a king’s head.
 
Victor Draconi, the big cannoli himself.
 
The man who’d murdered my mom.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
Since my mom’s death, I had seen Victor Draconi several times over the years, moving through the crowds in the Midway, cruising around town in some dark, expensive car, even once through the window of a fancy steakhouse where he was eating. And I’d known that he was going to be here tonight.
 
But knowing that and seeing him were two different things. He stopped in between Blake and Deah, and that solid wall of white swept through my mind, blotting out everything else, except the horrible memories of that day . . .
 
“What are you doing?” I asked my mom, watching her frantically throw my clothes into a suitcase.
 
“Packing. We’re leaving town. Today.” Her voice was clipped, as though she thought she could pack faster if she talked less.
 
Two hours had passed since the fight at the park. After the attack, my mom had hustled me out of the Midway and back to our apartment near the lochness bridge. She’d told me to play in my room while she took a shower to wash the blood off her. After that, she had called Mo and whispered to him for almost an hour, pacing back and forth from one room of our tiny apartment to the next and back again the whole time. Ten minutes ago, she had hung up with Mo, stormed into my room, and opened my closet door. She hadn’t stopped grabbing things since.
 
“But why do we have to leave?” I asked. “You didn’t do anything wrong. You were just trying to save that boy. Nobody even knows it was you.”
 
She shook her head. “Someone will know. Someone will figure it out. Trust me, Lila. We need to leave.”
 
“But the summer isn’t even half over yet,” I whined.
 
I didn’t want to leave Cloudburst Falls. Not now. We hadn’t even been to the lake, the waterfalls, or the bloodiron mines yet, my favorite places to visit. We couldn’t leave without seeing them. We just couldn’t.
 
Mom heard my petulant tone and stopped packing long enough to look at me. She let out a breath, sat down on the bed next to me, and threaded her fingers through mine.
 
“I know it’s hard, but we have to leave today. Maybe we can come back next year and stay a little longer, okay? To make up for it.”
 
I sighed and finally nodded. “Okay.”
 
“That’s my girl. ”
 
She smiled, kissed the top of my head, and went into her room. She came back a minute later carrying her blue spidersilk coat, her ironmesh gloves, and her black blade, snug in its scabbard. She paused, rubbing her finger over the star carved into the hilt of the sword, the one that matched her sapphire ring. Then she put the sword and everything else into the top of the suitcase full of my clothes, zipped the whole thing up, and placed it on the floor.
 
“Here,” she said. “Be a good girl and take that down to the car while I start packing up the next one.”
 
“Do I have to?” I whined again.
 
“Yes. ” She slipped the ring off her finger and handed it to me, before digging into her pocket and coming up with a ten-dollar bill and several quarters. “But you can wear that, and you can get us some ice cream from that shack near the river, since we didn’t get to finish ours earlier. Okay? And don’t forget to pay the lochness toll. ”
 
I grinned, swiped the ring and the money, then hurried over, grabbed the suitcase, and started rolling it toward the front door. Mom’s laughter followed me out of the apartment, although it seemed more sad than happy.
 
The building didn’t have an elevator, and since we were on the fifth floor, it took me forever to get the heavy suitcase down the back stairs and out to the car. But I managed it, bought a strawberry cheesecake ice cream cone for myself and a double fudge one for Mom, and stopped in the middle of the lochness bridge. I slapped the three quarters on the stone, just like she had told me to, then stood in the center of the bridge and admired the view.
 
I’d only taken two bites of my ice cream when I heard her scream.
 
At first, I thought that I had imagined the sound or that maybe the lochness had snagged a bird that was getting a drink of the river. So I took a third bite of my ice cream—
 
Another scream ripped through the air. Then another one, then another, coming faster and faster, each one higher, sharper, and louder than the last. And I knew that it was Mom screaming, and that she was in trouble.
 
I dropped the cones in the middle of the bridge and ran the three blocks back to our apartment, my heart pounding in my ears, my breath coming in ragged gasps, my stomach churning even faster than my legs.
 
Especially since I didn’t hear Mom’s screaming anymore.
 
I rounded the corner and stopped short. A black SUV sat at the curb in front of our building, about fifty feet away. The fancy car definitely didn’t belong in this rundown neighborhood, and neither did the tough guy with the sword and red cloak who was standing beside it.
 
I bit my lip, wondering how I was going to get past the guard, when the front door of the building opened and two people stepped outside. One was a boy a couple of years older than me, while the other was a handsome man, with wavy blond hair and golden eyes. He wore a black suit and was wiping something off his hands with a white silk handkerchief.
 
Mom had pointed the man out to me on the Midway before—Victor Draconi.
 
And the boy was his son, Blake.
 
They stopped at the curb, while the guy with the sword hurried to open the back door of the SUV for them.
 
“Who was she?” Blake asked.
 
Was? My stomach clenched even tighter.
 
Victor finished wiping off his hands and balled up the handkerchief.
 
I didn’t have to use my sight to see the blood staining the silk.
 
Victor shrugged. “Somebody who got in my way one too many times. Nobody now.”
 
He dropped the bloody handkerchief into the gutter, then slid inside the vehicle, with Blake climbing in behind him. The SUV rolled away from the curb a few seconds later.
 
I bolted into action, grabbing the rickety drainpipe attached to the side of the building and climbing up it as quickly as I could, something that I’d been practicing all summer since it was faster than plodding up the stairs.
 
I made it to the fifth floor and swung myself through the open window and into my bedroom. I stood next to the window, breathing hard, and tried to hear over the roar of my heart beating in my ears. But the apartment was quiet—too quiet.
 
“Mom?” I whispered.
 
No answer.
 
My bedroom door was closed. I drew in a breath, tiptoed over to it, and turned the knob. I cracked the door open, but I didn’t see anything out of place. I didn’t see my mom, either, so I opened the door a little wider . . . and a little wider . . . and a little wider still . . .
 
When I saw the first pool of blood on the floor, I shoved the door the rest of the way open. “Mom!”
 
There was blood, so much blood—everywhere. On the floor, on the walls, even spattered onto the ceiling.
 
And my mom was lying in the middle of it all, her arms and legs bent at awkward angles, as though they’d been brutally broken. She had been stabbed repeatedly, and cuts and gashes crisscrossed her body, each wound deeper and uglier than the last. But the worst part was her face—her sightless blue eyes fixed on the ceiling, her mouth open in a silent scream—
 
“Lila ?” Devon whispered in my ear. “Is everything okay?”
 
I blinked, and the blood and the memories vanished, and I was back in the Red Cannoli again, watching Victor slap Blake on the shoulder as though nothing was wrong. As if he hadn’t been the architect of my own personal nightmare. As if he wasn’t more of a monster than anything that lived in the alleys of Cloudburst Falls.
 
“Lila?” Devon whispered.
 
“Yeah,” I said through gritted teeth. “Everything’s fine.”
 
 

 
 
Victor Draconi didn’t deign to look at anyone else in the room as he headed for the table in the center. Everyone sitting there got to their feet as he approached. Victor smiled, which made his face seem more cruel than handsome, as he went around the table, shaking hands with the heads of the other Families. He laughed and joked with many of them, but his meeting with Claudia was decidedly cold. They shook hands, barely managing to hide their dislike for each other long enough to give the perfunctory handshakes.
 
“Victor.”
 
“Claudia.”
 
And that was as far as their pleasantries went.
 
Now that the Draconis had arrived, the dinner finally began. Roberto Salazar snapped his fingers, and the bartender went into the back of the restaurant. A few seconds later, an army of waiters appeared, carrying trays of white and red wine, along with sparkling water.
 
“And now, we mingle,” Devon muttered.
 
The waiters circulated through the restaurant, offering drinks to everyone. And slowly, folks began to leave their Family members behind and mix with people from the other Families. Grant was the first one to leave the Sinclairs, moving from one group to the next, laughing, smiling, and talking with everyone. I shook my head. Maybe he really did know everyone in all the Families.
 
Devon moved off as well, standing next to Claudia as she walked from group to group. Felix wandered off to talk to Poppy, but I stayed where I was. I didn’t trust myself not to do something stupid, like grab one of the throwing stars on my belt and try to kill Victor.
 
I’d thought about trying to avenge my mom’s murder hundreds of times over the years—dreamed about it, longed for it, ached to do it. But in the end, I’d had to let the fantasy go. Victor Draconi had too much money, too much magic, and too many guards for someone like me to ever touch him. I doubted that I could even get close enough to key one of his cars, much less run him through with my sword. Besides, I liked living a little too much to throw my life away on some suicide revenge mission. Still, every time I heard his name, every time I saw him, every time I thought about him, I wondered what I could do to make him pay for murdering my mom.
 
Now, I was in the same room with him, closer than I’d ever been before, and I still couldn’t touch him. Because the second I tried, his guards would be all over me. They’d take me in the alley out back, execute me, and leave my body for the monsters to fight over. And they’d probably do the same thing to Devon, Felix, Claudia, and the rest of the Sinclairs.
 
So I stood there, rage smoldering in my heart, and watched the man I hated more than anything else hold court.
 
Victor was the only one who didn’t make any effort to move around. He stayed in his seat and made everyone come to him instead. It was an obvious show of his power, but more than one person came forward. It was a wonder that some fawning Family members didn’t bend down and kiss the gold cuff on his wrist.
 
I grabbed a bottle of water from one of the waiters, just so it would look like I had something to do, and noticed Deah heading in my direction. Wonderful.
 
Her blue eyes scanned the crowd, as if she was looking for someone. Felix, probably. She looked at me and did a double-take. Instead of walking on, she actually came over to me.
 
“You again,” she said.
 
“Yeah. Me again.”
 
Instead of making some snide comment and moving on, Deah glanced around, as if she was afraid someone would overhear her. “Look, I’m sorry about what happened at the arcade with Poppy. Blake was way out of line.”
 
“No. Really?”
 
Her lips pressed into a thin line.
 
“I’m not the one you should be apologizing to. That would be Poppy.”
 
Deah stared across the room, where Poppy was standing with Hiroshi, Felix, Devon, and Claudia.
 
“I tried,” she admitted. “I’ve been trying ever since that day. But she won’t speak to me or even answer my texts.”
 
I blinked, surprised she would make the effort. No one else in her miserable Family would—
 
“Well, well, well, if it isn’t the little girl from the arcade,” a snide voice cut in.
 
Blake loomed up in front of me, looking particularly sinister in his black suit and red shirt. His blond hair gleamed like dirty gold underneath the lights, making his face seem that much darker. Blake looked me up and down, giving me the same lecherous gaze he had Poppy at the arcade.
 
“You’re lucky that all of the Families are here tonight,” he sneered. “Or I’d take you out back and make you show me what you’re wearing underneath that cute little suit.”
 
I smiled sweetly at him. “And I’d shove my knee into your balls. That’s what you’ll get if you touch me, Poppy, or any other girl ever again.”
 
His hands curled into fists, and his brown eyes locked with mine. His anger was like a red-hot knife slamming into my stomach. Blake wouldn’t just make me strip—he’d do a whole lot worse. My eyes narrowed. Let him try. I’d enjoy showing him that he wasn’t the only one here who could be cruel and ruthless.
 
Blake grinned, but his expression was as cold as a monster’s about to strike its prey. “You want to go out back and see what’s what? I might have to follow the rules in here, but out there? My Family runs this town. And it won’t be too much longer before we own Cloudburst Falls and everyone and everything in it.”
 
I would have brushed off his words as just a wiseguy mouthing off, but the cold certainty blazing in his eyes made my own stomach twist with worry. Were the Draconis planning a move against the other Families? If so, what? And when?
 
Or maybe . . . maybe they’d already made their move by killing Lawrence Sinclair. Maybe they were behind the attacks on Devon, too. Maybe the mystery man worked for them.
 
“Deah! There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you—”
 
Felix rushed over to us, but he pulled up short and choked back his words at the sight of Blake glaring at me.
 
Blake turned to face him, his hands still clenched into fists. “And why, exactly, would you be looking for my sister? Huh, punk?”
 
For once, words failed Felix. “Um . . . I . . . uh . . .”
 
Every stammer only made Blake’s eyes narrow that much more. He started flexing his fingers, as though he were warming up for a fight.
 
“Felix was probably coming over here to save me from having to listen to your sister brag about how rich and powerful your daddy is.” I rolled my eyes. “You’d think he was a king or something the way she kept going on and on about him.”
 
Deah’s lips fell open the faintest bit in surprise, but she quickly recovered. “I wanted to put her in her place. For what she did to you at the arcade.”
 
Blake nodded his head in approval. “C’mon. You were right before. These losers aren’t worth our time. Let’s go see what Dad’s up to.”
 
He jerked his head, and Deah followed him. Felix reached out to her as she passed, but she ignored him. A minute later, she and Blake were standing next to their father, laughing at some stupid joke he’d made.
 
Felix stared longingly at Deah. “Thanks for the save.”
 
“No problem.”
 
He barked out a harsh laugh. “But it is a problem. It was stupid of me, coming over to her like that. Sometimes . . . I wish I could just forget all about her. Pretend I never met her. Pretend I don’t feel anything for her.”
 
My gaze zoomed across the room to Devon. “Yeah. I know exactly what you mean.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
A bell chimed, signaling that the cocktail hour was over and dinner was about to start. The heads of the Families took their seats at the center table, with everyone else stationed more or less behind the leader of their Family. I sat in between Felix and Reginald.
 
Pixies fluttered into the room, carrying trays of steaming food. Mounds of pasta smothered with spicy marinara sauce and meatballs that were as big as my fist, crunchy breadsticks slathered with garlic butter, Caesar salads dusted with snowy mountains of Parmesan cheese.
 
Everything looked and smelled amazing, but I couldn’t eat a single bite. Not tonight. Not while I was in the same room with Victor and Blake.
 
So I moved my meatballs from one side of my plate to the other and tuned out most of the conversations around me, which had to do with all sorts of boring things. Trade agreements, a tree troll infestation in one of the squares, and gossip—lots and lots of gossip. Everything from who was getting married to who was getting divorced and how the makeups and breakups would affect the balance of magic, money, and power among the Families. Then again, Family members considered such things important. I did not. All that really mattered was having a roof over your head, a warm, dry place to sleep, and enough food to fill your stomach on a daily basis. Life really was that simple. Everything else was just static.
 
“. . . ruby necklace that he was giving to his mistress . . .”
 
My ears perked up at that snippet of conversation, although I kept pushing my food around my plate.
 
“Yeah, I heard that he bought the necklace for his mistress. When the wife found out, she naturally arranged to have it stolen right out from under his nose.”
 
“Naturally,” Reginald agreed in a dry voice, as though he found the conversation inappropriate.
 
I grinned.
 
Once dinner was finished, waiters brought out the dessert course. Cannolis, of course, delicate, crispy shells stuffed with fluffy, vanilla whipped cream, mini chocolate chips, and fresh, sliced strawberries, served with a scoop of strawberry ice cream.
 
A waiter set a plate in front of me. The ice cream had already started to melt, the thin pink rivulets reminding me of blood.
 
Ice cream was the one thing I wouldn’t—couldn’t—eat. I hadn’t had a single scoop since my mom died. Just looking at it made me sick sometimes.
 
This was definitely one of those times.
 
I pushed my plate over to Felix. “You want this?”
 
“Sure,” he said, snagging it. “But aren’t you going to eat it?”
 
“I’m full.”
 
He gasped and clutched a hand to his chest. “Will wonders never cease.”
 
I scrunched my face up into what I hoped was a smile.
 
“. . . find the last agreement to be far more lenient with the rubes than I would ever be,” Victor Draconi’s deep, rumbling voice caught my attention.
 
I leaned to the side so I could have a better view.
 
He frowned at everyone around him. “It’s disgraceful, really, the way they market the town as some sort of fairy-tale tourist trap. And then the shop and restaurant owners have the gall to demand that they keep more and more of the money they earn, lowering what they give to the Families. We’re the ones with the magic. We’re the ones with the power. Without us, they would quickly find out exactly how monstrous certain sections of this town really are. It’s shameful, how they take us and our protection for granted.”
 
His stance wasn’t an uncommon one. Lots of magicks thought that they were better than the mortals. Hence the term rube. Truth be told, so did I. Oh, I didn’t think that I was more special or important than mortals, per se, just that I knew the dangers of what they were promoting a lot better than they did.
 
Several of the other Family leaders nodded in agreement. Then again, most of them would have sided with him no matter what. Victor turned his golden gaze to Claudia, who had remained quiet through what had seemed to be a long-winded rant on his part.
 
“Have you given any more thought to my proposal to impose a new tax on the rubes for profiting from our protection efforts?” he asked.
 
Claudia dabbed at her lips with her napkin, her fingers curling tightly into the cloth before she set it aside. “My answer is the same as it’s always been. No. The mortals are doing their best to drum up business and attract more tourists, something that we all profit from. I say we let them do their jobs, and we do ours.”
 
“You’re making a mistake,” Victor said, his voice dropping to a lower, more sinister tone. “Someone should remind the rubes what their place is. In fact, I say that it should have been done a long time ago.”
 
Claudia grabbed a biscotti out of a basket on the table. “And I say that the mortals are already paying quite enough in protection money. If we ask them to pay more . . .”
 
She snapped the biscotti in half. “They are liable to quit paying altogether. And none of us want that.”
 
This time, everyone at the table nodded in agreement with her—except for Victor.
 
Claudia knew she’d won this round, and she gave Victor a smile that was about as sweet and pointed as a dagger to the throat. I liked her more in that moment than I ever had before.
 
Victor’s eyes narrowed, but he tipped his head and returned her smile with one of his own. Claudia started murmuring to Hiroshi Ito, while Victor took another bite of his strawberry ice cream. Even though the two of them were pointedly ignoring each other, you could almost see the tension between them hanging over the table like a storm cloud.
 
Everyone knew that the Sinclairs were second only to the Draconis in power. Once again, I couldn’t help wondering if Victor was behind the attempts to kidnap Devon. Because if her son was taken, Claudia would do anything to get him back—anything.
 
Victor must have sensed me watching him because he glanced in my direction. Our eyes locked for just a moment, but that was long enough for my soulsight to kick in. His expression was calm, but his heart was cold.
 
So completely, utterly, chillingly cold.
 
Most anger and rage felt hot, like fiery knives stabbing into my heart or water boiling in the pit of my stomach. But not Victor Draconi’s. Instead, his was pure ice—hard, cold, utterly unbreakable, and completely unrelenting.
 
In that moment, I realized that he hated the rest of the Families, especially Claudia and the Sinclairs, and that he would do whatever it took to eliminate them all—down to the smallest pixie. Blake had said his father was planning something, and I knew that it would have deadly consequences for everyone in this room, maybe even everyone in Cloudburst Falls.
 
Victor looked away, breaking my connection to him, and I slumped over the table, shivering.
 
“Lila?” Devon asked, leaning forward in his seat on the other side of Felix. “Are you okay?”
 
I let out a breath, certain that it would frost in the air, given the cold rage still racing through my body, but nothing happened. I forced myself to straighten back up, and I dropped my hands together and hid them under the napkin in my lap, so that no one would see how badly my fingers were trembling.
 
“Yeah,” I said, trying to make my voice sound normal. “I’m fine. I probably just ate too much.”
 
Felix snorted. “You think?”
 
I forced myself to smile at him. Felix turned to Devon, and the two of them started talking again. The cold rage slowly faded from my body, but it was quickly replaced by a stomach-churning combination of worry, dread, and fear about what Victor, Blake, and the rest of the Draconis were up to.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
The dinner wrapped up soon after that.
 
Devon went back over to Claudia, standing by her side in silent support, as she shook hands a final time with the heads of the other Families, including Victor.
 
I positioned myself off to the side of the crowd, away from everyone else, just trying to get through the rest of the night.
 
The Draconis left the restaurant first. Victor didn’t even glance at me as he swept outside. Of course he wouldn’t. I wasn’t a senior member of one of the Families, so I wasn’t important. A nobody, just like my mom had been to him.
 
However, Blake stopped long enough to sneer at me, a clear promise on his face that our little feud wasn’t over. I gave him the same sort of cold smile that Claudia had Victor.
 
Deah followed her dad and brother out of the restaurant, but her gaze darted away from mine before I could get a lock on her emotions.
 
Once the Draconis were gone, the tension level went down about ten notches, and everyone else left in a more leisurely fashion, talking and laughing with one another.
 
Felix split off to ride back to the mansion with Angelo, Reginald, and Claudia, while Grant, Devon, and I headed for our SUV. It was close to midnight now, although you wouldn’t know it by the lights and tourists still going strong in the Midway.
 
“I’m glad that’s over,” Devon muttered, shoving his hands into his pockets as we ambled down the sidewalk. “I hate those dinners. And Victor Draconi is a gigantic ass. Can you believe he wants to tax the mortals even more? Sometimes, I think he’s out of his mind.”
 
“Why do you say that?” I asked.
 
He shook his head. “Because he’s always pushing my mom about the mortals. Do this to them, do that to them, like they’re his own personal property or something. A lot of the Families don’t like the mortals, but Victor takes it to new levels, new extremes.”
 
“He’s just trying to do what’s best for the Families,” Grant said. “He’s right. We keep the monsters at bay for the rubes, we do all the hard, dirty, dangerous work, and they don’t pay us nearly enough for it.”
 
Devon gave him a sharp look, but Grant shrugged his shoulders.
 
“I’m not the only one in the Sinclair Family who thinks so,” Grant continued. “Everyone respects your mom, but they look around at what the other Families are getting, and they want the same things, too.”
 
Devon snorted. “You mean what the Draconis let them have.”
 
Grant shrugged again.
 
We started to leave the Midway and step onto the side street that would take us back to the car, when I saw a sharp movement out of the corner of my eye. Deah was standing by an ice cream shack. She gestured with her hand, waving me over.
 
“I’ll catch up with you guys in a few minutes, okay? I want to get some ice cream.”
 
Devon gave me an amused look. “You’re hungry again? Felix was right. You really are a bottomless pit.”
 
I managed another grin. Devon shook his head, but he and Grant walked on. I got in line at the ice cream shack, as though I really was going to buy a cone. When I was sure that Devon and Grant had disappeared into the crowd, I went over to where Deah was standing in the shadows.
 
“What do you want?”
 
She glanced left and right. I wondered if she was looking for Devon and Grant—or Blake. Finally, she stared at me again.
 
“Look, tell Felix that I’m sorry, okay?” Deah said.
 
“Sorry? Sorry that you treated him like dirt? You can tell him yourself.”
 
I started to walk away, but she reached out to me.
 
“If you so much as touch me, I will make you eat my fist,” I growled.
 
Her eyes narrowed. “I’d like to see you try.”
 
We glared at each other. After a moment, Deah sighed.
 
“Just tell Felix that I’m sorry, please?” she asked again. “He’ll understand. He knows what my brother is like.”
 
“Your brother is a complete monster, and so is your dad. You might not like what Blake does to other people, but you always go along with it. I don’t know what Felix sees in you.”
 
She gasped, and her face whitened with shock. “You know? About me and Felix?”
 
“Kind of hard not to, when he gave you a rose at the arcade. You two should be a little more discreet.”
 
Her hands curled into fists, and she took a menacing step forward. “If you tell anyone, anyone at all—”
 
I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. You’ll pull my guts out through my nose. I get it. Don’t worry. Your precious little secret is safe with me.”
 
This time, I was the one who took a menacing step toward her. “But Felix is a nice guy, and if you and your brother do anything to hurt him, anything at all, then you’ll be the ones who are sorry. Capisce?”
 
Deah jerked her head in what I assumed was a yes. She glared at me a final time, then stormed off in the crowd.
 
 

 
 
I stayed where I was, scanning the sights and sounds of the Midway, just in case Blake had decided to follow his sister and was waiting in some shadow for me to walk by. But I didn’t see anything suspicious, so I headed toward the parking lot. Grant and Devon were probably getting impatient—
 
My phone rang. I thought about not answering it, but there was only one person who would be calling me. He’d want to know all the dirty details about tonight. So I pulled my phone out of my purse and answered it.
 
“Hey, kid.” Mo’s voice filled my ear. “So how was your first Family dinner?”
 
“Tense.”
 
He laughed. “Yeah, I can imagine. So fill me in.”
 
I told him a few things, including how Victor was pushing Claudia and the other Families for new protection taxes on the mortals.
 
“You saw Victor?” Mo asked in a sharp voice. “You were in the same room with him?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
He didn’t say anything, although I could hear him tap-tap-tapping his fingers on the counter through the phone, something he only did when he was worried. We never talked about it, but Mo knew exactly what Victor and Blake had done to my mom.
 
“You can tell me more about that later,” he said. “There’s another reason I’m calling. I finally found out who that accountant works for, the one whose guards were here at the pawnshop when Devon was attacked.”
 
He paused, rather dramatically. Even though he couldn’t see me, I still rolled my eyes.
 
“And that would be . . .”
 
“The Sinclairs. The accountant works for the Sinclair Family.”
 
I frowned. “The Sinclairs? But why would guards who worked for a Sinclair accountant attack Devon? It doesn’t make any sense . . .”
 
A sign on top of the ice cream shack lit up, the deep red light reminding me of the ruby necklace I’d stolen—a necklace someone had joked about at dinner tonight.
 
But how would any of the Sinclairs have even known about the necklace? It wasn’t like I had mentioned it to anyone, and Mo would never gossip about something like that. With the three guards dead, the only way . . . the only way anyone could know was if the accountant had told about it. I doubted that, since the accountant would want to save face and keep his affair as quiet as possible. But what if the three guards had blabbed between the night of the theft and the attack at the Razzle Dazzle? What if they’d shared that juicy bit of gossip with the person who’d hired them to attack Devon?
 
My steps faltered, my mind reeling at the implications. But once I made that first connection, another one quickly fell into place, like a tumbler on a lock. The identity of the person joking about the accountant with Reginald.
 
Click.
 
My eyes zoomed over to the arcade entrance. And I remembered that I’d seen that same someone who knew about the ruby necklace talking to Volkov guards a few days later, right before Devon’s first fake date with Poppy.
 
Click.
 
Someone who probably knew all about Devon’s Talent, since he lived under the same roof with Devon.
 
Click.
 
“Grant,” I whispered.
 
“What? What did you say, Lila?” Mo asked.
 
“It’s Grant,” I repeated. “He’s the one behind the attacks on Devon. He arranged them all.”
 
“Are you sure? Why would he do that? He’s the Family broker. He’s about as high up on the food chain as you can get.”
 
“Exactly,” I murmured. “So Grant would know the accountant and his guards. Well enough to hire the guards for a side job, anyway. And since he is the broker, he has access to all the Sinclair money. Including enough to hire some Volkov guards for the second attempt.”
 
The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. Then another, more chilling thought filled my mind.
 
“Oh no,” I whispered, more to myself than to Mo. “Grant is with Devon right now.”
 
Alone. In a dark parking lot. The same place where Devon had already been ambushed once before, the night his father was killed after that New Year’s Eve party.
 
“Grant’s going to try again,” I said, starting to run. “Call Claudia! Tell her what’s going on! And track my phone!”
 
“Lila, wait—”
 
I hung up on Mo, yanked up my jacket, and slid my phone into one of the hidden slots in my belt. Then I sucked down a breath and raced toward the parking lot. My heels clack-clack-clacked on the cobblestones, making far too much noise for me to sneak up on anyone, so I stopped long enough to yank them off. My purse fell from my hand and tumbled away, so did my shoes, but I ran on. The cobblestones were still warm from the heat of the day, although small bits of dirt, gravel, and glass scraped into the soles of my bare feet. I gritted my teeth against the uncomfortable sensations and kept going.
 
I reached the edge of the parking lot and forced myself to stop and hunker down in the shadows. Only a few cars remained, since most of the Family members had already left, but I was able to creep from one pool of darkness to the next, easing closer and closer to the Sinclair section. Finally, I stopped, crouched down, and peered around the corner of a black sports car with the Salazar hacienda emblazoned on the door.
 
Thirty feet away, Grant and Devon were leaning against the side of the SUV. I let out a breath. Maybe I wasn’t too late after all. Still, I stayed where I was in the shadows, staring into the darkness around me. Because if Grant was going to ambush Devon, then he wouldn’t do it alone. He was too much of a coward for that.
 
“Where’s Lila?” Devon said. “Do you think something’s happened to her?”
 
“Nah,” Grant replied, a bit of a sneer creeping into his voice. “She probably decided to stop and pick a few pockets in the Midway.”
 
“Why would you say that?”
 
“She’s a thief, Devon,” Grant replied, the sneer a little louder this time. “You and Felix might have forgotten that, but I haven’t.”
 
“Lila is more than just a thief.”
 
“Why?” Grant asked. “Because you want to get into her pants? Don’t be stupid. That girl is nothing but trouble. The only reason she’s probably still at the mansion is that she’s casing the place and trying to figure out what she can take with her when she goes.”
 
Devon shook his head. “Lila’s not like that. Yeah, she’s a thief. But she wouldn’t steal from the Family. Not now.”
 
“Whatever,” Grant muttered. “If she’s not here in five minutes, we’re leaving without her.”
 
I didn’t see anyone lurking in the shadows, so I pulled out my phone and sent a quick text to Felix.
 
 

 
 
Grant behind attacks. With Devon right now @ the car.
 
Call Mo. He’ll know what to do.
 
 

 
 
Then I put my phone on silent, slid it into that slot on my belt again, and started creeping forward. I could have called out to Devon, but I was betting that Grant had at least one weapon, maybe more, and I didn’t want to risk his hurting Devon—
 
“You know,” Grant said. “I’ve been waiting for this night for a long, long time.”
 
“Oh yeah? Why is that?”
 
He grinned. “So I could finally do this.”
 
I rushed forward, even though I knew I was going to be too late.
 
Grant pulled a dagger out from the small of his back. Before I could scream out a warning, Grant whipped around, raised the weapon high, and brought it down, aiming at Devon’s chest.
 
But Devon must have seen the glint of the metal because he raised his hands, blocking the attack.
 
“Grant? What the hell, man?” Devon asked, his voice full of shock.
 
Grant let out an angry snarl, snapped up his fist, and punched Devon in the face. Dazed, Devon staggered back against the SUV, and Grant raised his dagger again.
 
But this time, I was there to help Devon.
 
I put my shoulder down and slammed into Grant from the side, knocking him away from Devon, making him land on his ass on the pavement. The dagger clattered to the ground, and I stepped forward and kicked it away. Then I went over to Devon.
 
“Are you okay?”
 
Devon shook off his daze and straightened back up. “Yeah, I’m fine. What’s going on?”
 
“I think we should let Grant explain that.”
 
We both looked at Grant, who had gotten back onto his feet. His face darkened at the sight of me.
 
“You,” he muttered. “I should have known that you would show up and ruin everything. Again. You just can’t leave well enough alone, can you?”
 
I bared my teeth at him. “What can I say? It’s a bad habit of mine.”
 
“Grant, what are you doing?” Devon asked.
 
Grant let out a harsh, bitter laugh.
 
I scanned the parking lot again, searching for guards that Grant might have hired to help him. I didn’t spot anyone, but I still felt like I was missing something. Hopefully, Felix, Claudia, and Mo were on their way here right now.
 
Grant finally quit laughing. “What am I doing? I’m finally taking what should have been mine all along.”
 
“And what would that be?” Devon asked.
 
Grant’s eyes narrowed. “My place as second-in-command of the Sinclair Family.”
 
“But you’re the broker,” Devon said, still confused. “You have more money and just as much power as I do. So why would you want to be me?”
 
“Because then, after I kill your mom, everyone will naturally turn to me to be the new head of the Family.”
 
Devon sucked in a breath at Grant’s matter-of-fact tone.
 
Grant gave him another evil smile. “Something that your compulsion Talent will help make that much easier.”
 
“So you’re the one who’s been behind the attacks on Devon?” I asked, trying to keep him talking, trying to give the others time to find us.
 
I also put my hand on Devon’s shoulder and slowly inched to the left, taking him with me. I wanted to put as much distance between us and Grant as possible, in case he had another weapon.
 
“Of course, it was me,” Grant sneered. “No one else in the Family has the brains to pull off something like this.”
 
Devon sucked in another breath. “You—you were the one who arranged the attack at the pawnshop? You’re the one who gave those men orders to kill Ashley?”
 
“Oh, I didn’t just give the order. I killed her myself.” Grant’s face twisted. “The same way I killed your father.”
 
I frowned, wondering if Grant was lying. Because the mystery man had killed Ashley, not him. Unless . . . he was the mystery man. But how was that possible?
 
Devon surged forward, but I dug my fingers into his shoulder, warning him to stay back.
 
“Why?” He choked out the word, his hands clenching into tight fists. “Why did you kill my dad? What did he ever do to you?”
 
“Because he chose you to be the Family bruiser instead of me,” Grant hissed. “I was his right-hand man. I was older. I had more experience. But he told me that I wasn’t a good enough fighter, that I wasn’t as good a leader as his precious son. He made me broker as a consolation prize. Well, it wasn’t enough.”
 
“And you think this will be?” I asked.
 
Grant blinked, as if he was just now noticing that Devon and I were still easing away from him. But instead of coming after us, he gave me another smirk, as though I was doing exactly what he wanted me to. I frowned again. Why would he be looking at me like that? Where were the men he should have with him? What was he up to?
 
“Actually, now that I think about it, I might as well take your Talent, too, Lila,” Grant said. “It’s not as powerful as Devon’s, but sight can be handy on occasion.”
 
“You’re not getting my Talent,” I ground out. “I’ll die before I let you rip my magic out of me.”
 
“You’re gonna die anyway,” he said. “Might as well make it useful.”
 
Grant let out a sharp whistle. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, one by one, the doors on the cars in the parking lot opened, and men with swords started pouring out. I cursed my own stupidity. I’d been so concerned about people hiding in the shadows that I’d never considered the fact they could be waiting in the cars with their tinted windows. And now, Devon and I were both going to pay for my mistake.
 
Devon moved in front of me and raised his fists, but he couldn’t take them all on, not even with his compulsion magic. There were just too many of them.
 
I spotted a movement out of the corner of my eye, and I realized that one of the men was racing toward me. He had to have a speed Talent to move so fast. I started turning in that direction, even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to block the attack—
 
A fist slammed into the side of my face. I staggered back, feeling a cold burst of magic racing through my veins—but it wasn’t enough.
 
The fist hit me again, and the last thing I heard was Devon yelling before the world went black.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
The ache in my arms woke me.
 
For some reason, they seemed to be anchored over my head, as though I were trying to do some difficult yoga move. In fact, they seemed to be stretched up so high that I couldn’t feel my fingers anymore. Everything just . . . hurt.
 
I tried to move my arms to take the pressure off them, but something heavy was wrapped around my wrists, holding them in place over my head. Still, I struggled, wondering what was wrong and why I was having such a strange dream—
 
The night came rushing back. Family dinner. Mo’s call. Realizing Grant was behind the attacks. Grant confessing to killing Lawrence Sinclair and threatening to take Devon’s Talent—
 
My eyes snapped open at the thought of Devon.
 
All I saw was darkness, but I blinked again and the world came into focus. A lone bulb burned in the ceiling, casting out long shadows that twisted every which way like monsters about to strike. I scanned the shadows, but all I saw was a warehouse with a dirty concrete floor and gray cinderblock walls. The air was cool enough to make me shiver, despite my black suit. But perhaps the most curious things were the drains that had been set into the floor at regular intervals. One was directly underneath my bare, bloody feet, which were sprawled across the concrete, since I’d been unconscious.
 
Since I couldn’t really tell where I was, I moved on to how I was. My jaw pulsed with pain, but other than that, I seemed to be okay. I didn’t feel any stinging cuts or throbbing bruises, although a dull ache filled every other part of me.
 
I looked up at the source of the pain—my arms. My hands were tied together with a heavy rope, which had been looped over a metal hook hanging down from the ceiling. Someone had strung me up on the hook and then left me to dangle for however long it took for me to wake up. More hooks hung from the ceiling, each one right over a drain.
 
The hooks, the cool air, the drains in the concrete floor. My heart dropped like a stone. This wasn’t a warehouse—it was a slaughterhouse.
 
The sort of place where they hung slabs of beef and pork in cold storage before shipping them out to butcher shops. A perfect metaphor for what Grant wanted to do to Devon—
 
“Mm ! Mm-mmm!”
 
A muffled sound caught my attention. I looked to my right to find Devon tied to a chair. My eyes scanned over him, but he seemed to be okay. Red welts and bruises marred his face, and his knuckles were scraped and bloody, probably from his fight with Grant and his goons. The ropes binding him to the chair were as thick and heavy as mine, and a strip of silver tape covered his mouth, to keep him from speaking and using his compulsion magic.
 
Questions crowded into my mind, mainly about whether Felix and the others realized what had happened yet, if they were tracking us, and how close they might be to finding us. But I forced myself to push those thoughts away and focus on Devon. All that mattered right now was getting both of us out of here—alive.
 
“Are you okay?” I asked.
 
Devon nodded, then abruptly stopped. He looked past me, his eyes narrowing in anger, rage, and hate.
 
“He’s fine,” a snide voice answered me. “For now.”
 
Footsteps sounded, and Grant walked in front of me. He wasn’t alone. Two men also appeared and moved behind him, flanking him like soldiers. I looked around, but I didn’t see anyone else. Once they’d captured Devon, Grant must have paid off all the other men he’d hired and sent them away.
 
“Oh good,” he sneered. “Sleeping Beauty is finally awake.”
 
It took me a couple of tries, but I managed to get my bare feet under me and stand up straight. That eased the ache in my arms, although pins and needles started stabbing into my shoulders from the uncomfortable position I’d been in for . . . well, I didn’t know how long. But I started flexing my fingers, opening them as wide as I could, given the ropes, and then clenching them together, trying to get the blood flowing again. I needed as much of me to be in the best shape possible if Devon and I had any chance of escaping. Even if I had no idea how I was going to get out of my ropes to start with, much less the ones that bound Devon to his chair.
 
To distract myself from the pins and needles, I scanned the slaughterhouse again, this time looking for exits. No windows were set into the walls, although I did notice a door at the far end of this section. Where that door led, I didn’t know, but it had to be better than being trapped in here with Grant.
 
“I’m glad you’re awake,” Grant said. “I wanted you to be the first to witness my newfound power—after I take it from Devon.”
 
He held up the same dagger he’d attacked Devon with earlier, and I realized it was a black blade—bloodiron—with a hand holding a sword carved into the hilt. The Sinclair crest. He must have gotten it from the training room at the mansion.
 
Grant twirled the dagger around and around in his hand, like a cowboy spinning a six-shooter on his finger. Devon kept glaring at him, the anger in his eyes flaring hotter and brighter. Grant gave him an evil grin and stepped in that direction, ready to hurt Devon if I didn’t figure out a way to stop him.
 
“How did you find out about Devon’s Talent?” I called out.
 
Yeah, it was a weak ploy at best, but ego was the one thing that Grant had more of than anything else, and I was counting on it to buy me a few more minutes to do . . . something.
 
Grant stopped and looked over his shoulder at me. “You mean his compulsion magic?”
 
I nodded.
 
“I overheard Claudia and Reginald talking about it with Oscar. Apparently, they were reminiscing about how they once saw Devon use his power to make a kitten climb down out of a tree in one of the squares. It’s not a big secret, no matter what Claudia likes to think.”
 
“And you decided that you wanted Devon’s magic for yourself.”
 
Grant shrugged. “You don’t know what it’s like, always taking orders from somebody else. Just because Claudia Sinclair and the heads of the other Families have a little bit of magic and a whole lot of money, they think they’re better than the rest of us. Even though we’re the ones who do all their dirty work. Who keep the monsters under control. Who keep the rubes in line. Who save their sorry asses from the other Families’ plots and assassination attempts time and time again. Well, I’m sick of it. I worked so hard and so long to move up in the Family, but Lawrence still chose Devon over me in the end. When I heard about Devon’s power, I finally figured out a way I could get my revenge—a way that I could get everything, including my own Family. People who follow my orders.”
 
He swung his dagger in a vicious arc. Behind him, the two guys with swords crossed their arms over their chests, nodding their heads, agreeing with him. Bronze cuffs with a hacienda stamped into them flashed on their right wrists. So Grant had hired Salazar guards this time. I’d always thought that he knew everyone, and now I realized why—so he could have more people to use for his schemes when the time was right.
 
“You didn’t have to stay. You didn’t have to take orders. You could have quit. Left the Family. Gone somewhere else. Done something else.”
 
Grant let out a bitter laugh. “Like what? My father was stupid enough to gamble away my trust fund, which is why I ended up working for the Sinclairs in the first place. At least I got to live in a mansion again, even if it wasn’t my own. Besides, being part of a Family let me learn all sorts of secrets.”
 
“And Lawrence, Devon’s dad?” I asked. “Why did you kill him?”
 
Grant shrugged again. “Because he passed me over. Actually, I was trying to kidnap Devon that night. Killing Lawrence was just a bonus.”
 
Devon made a snarling sound deep in his throat, and Grant glanced at him.
 
“Oh, don’t worry, Devon. Your daddy didn’t suffer— much. Not like you’re going to suffer when I cut you open.”
 
He slashed out with the dagger. Devon snarled again, but Grant just laughed at his anger.
 
“You know, maybe I won’t even bother getting your mom to promote me to bruiser. Maybe I’ll just go ahead and take over the Family myself. Once I have your compulsion magic, I’ll be able to make anyone do anything I want them to, even Claudia Sinclair herself.” He paused. “What do you think, Devon? Wouldn’t you like to see your mom bowing her head to me for a change? I certainly would.”
 
Devon couldn’t say anything, but the look he gave Grant radiated hate. Yeah. I knew the feeling.
 
“But how did you do it?” I asked, still trying to keep him talking.
 
Grant turned back to me. “Do what?”
 
“You said that you were in the pawnshop and the library. You said that you killed Ashley. But you don’t look anything like that guy, the mystery man. So how did you do it?”
 
Grant stared at me. I thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then, his face began to . . . ripple.
 
And I watched while Grant’s features slowly changed.
 
His perfect nose, his chiseled cheekbones, his square chin, blue eyes, and golden hair. In an instant, they all softened, dulled, and disappeared, replaced by brown hair, brown eyes, and the other plain, average features of the guy I’d seen twice before. The mystery man who’d taken such delight in killing Ashley, trying to kidnap Devon, and attacking me.
 
But as quickly as the change came over him, he reversed it, and a second later, I was staring at the perfect, polished, handsome Grant that I knew. A faint chill of magic radiated off his body, and I finally knew what he was using his power for—what he’d been using it for all along.
 
“You have a Talent for illusions—for changing your appearance.”
 
Grant sneered. “Way to state the obvious, Lila.”
 
“The brown hair and eyes . . . that’s the real you, isn’t it? The pretty boy face you have on now is just what you let everyone else see. What you want them to see.”
 
“Of course it is.” His voice escaped in an evil hiss. “You think that anyone would look at me twice with a nobody face like that? You think anyone would notice me, pay attention to me, take orders from me? Of course not. Especially not with him around.”
 
He stalked over and bent down so that he was face to face with Devon. “It wasn’t enough that you were born with compulsion magic, was it, Devon? Oh no. You had to get good looks, too. Muscles, fighting skills, a rich Family, an adoring entourage of friends. I guess some people really do have all the luck.” Grant’s mouth twisted more. “Well, I don’t need luck.”
 
He straightened up and looked down his nose at Devon. “And I think it’s high time your luck ran out—permanently.”
 
He twirled the dagger in his hand, moving it into a better position so he could stab Devon with it—
 
“Wait !” I yelled, desperate to save Devon. “Wait!”
 
Grant looked over his shoulder at me. “And why should I do that?”
 
“Because what if you get it wrong?”
 
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
 
“Have you ever taken anyone’s Talent before? Ripped their magic out of them?”
 
His silence told me that he hadn’t. Behind him, the two guards exchanged a surprised, worried look. Apparently, Grant hadn’t told them he’d never swiped someone’s Talent before.
 
“What if you do something wrong?” I asked. “What if you mess up? Then you won’t get Devon’s magic, and you’ll just have a dead body on your hands.”
 
“So what are you suggesting?”
 
I opened my mouth, then clamped my lips shut, like I’d just realized the huge mistake I’d made.
 
Grant gave me an evil grin. “You know, you’re absolutely right. It would be better if I practiced on someone else first—you, Lila. After all, your sight Talent will let me see all of Devon’s suffering in supersharp detail. And won’t that be so much more fun?”
 
I made my eyes bulge as wide as they would go and started thrashing against my bonds, as though I were completely terrified. Not too hard to do. At the very least, I was moderately terrified.
 
I didn’t want my Talent to be ripped out of me, and not just because it would kill me. My soulsight and transference power were as much a part of me as my mind, body, and heart were. I didn’t want to lose them because I didn’t know who I was without them.
 
But it had to be this way. Because I had to break free of my bonds if I had any chance of saving myself, much less Devon, and there was only one way to do that.
 
“Oh yes,” Grant purred. “This will be so much better. And Devon will get to see exactly what I have in store for him.”
 
“Mm!” Devon tried to yell through the tape over his mouth. “Mm-mmm!”
 
He tried to get loose, but the heavy ropes bound him too tightly to the chair, and all he could do was strain and strain against them and go nowhere. Our eyes locked, and his cold despair punched me straight in the heart.
 
But I forced myself to look away from Devon and focus on Grant, who was swaggering toward me. He slashed the dagger through the air again, and I couldn’t stop myself from shivering. So maybe I was a little more than just moderately terrified, but I’d planted the idea in his head and now I had to use it to my advantage—or die trying.
 
Grant stopped in front of me. I started struggling, even going so far as to kick out at him with my legs. Of course, he easily sidestepped my clumsy blow. He jerked his head at the two men still standing behind him.
 
“Hold her still,” he said. “I don’t want any mistakes.”
 
The men came to stand on either side of me. They clenched their hands around my upper arms, using their strength Talents to hold me in place. I waited a second, then strained my hands against my bonds. Nothing happened. The men weren’t using enough of their magic on me to get my own transference power to kick in. Not nearly enough.
 
So I started struggling again, bucking and heaving and thrashing with all my might. The men easily subdued me, but I kept fighting. And finally—finally—I felt that first faint chill of magic deep in the pit of my stomach.
 
I just hoped it would be enough to save me.
 
The men tightened their grips so much that their fingers pressed against my bones. I couldn’t move a muscle—not a single one—but that chill slowly began to grow colder and colder, morphing into something more, something greater. I had to draw this out for as long as possible.
 
Grant stopped in front of me, and my gaze locked onto the dagger in his hand. It was an ashy black, just like my mom’s sword, although the edges glinted, thanks to the lone light burning above. Black blades were unbelievably sharp, with the sort of keen edges that would filet you like a fish. And you wouldn’t even feel the wound until it was too late—and your guts were spilling everywhere.
 
Grant grinned when he realized that I was staring at the dagger. “Do you know why they call them black blades?”
 
I didn’t answer because I already knew. My mom had told me all about black blades and how dangerous they could be.
 
His grin widened. “Because the more blood you get on them, the blacker the blade turns. I’ve always wanted to find out if that was really true. Now, I finally have my chance, thanks to you, Lila.”
 
I struggled again, forcing the men to use their strength to hold me still. One of them cuffed me upside the head, putting a bit of his magic in the blow. It took me a moment to blink the white stars out of my vision and focus on Grant again.
 
He raised the dagger, resting the pointed tip against my heart. “You know, I’m actually sorry about this, Lila. I really did like you.”
 
“Just not enough to keep you from trying to kill me multiple times, right?”
 
“It’s nothing personal.” He shrugged. “I never liked anybody all that much.”
 
I thought he would pull back and plunge the dagger through my heart. He hesitated, as if he was considering the idea. But in the end, he wanted my Talent too badly to kill me outright. He dropped the dagger from my heart and twirled it around in his hand a final time.
 
I looked past him at Devon. Once again, our eyes locked, and I felt all of his rage, worry, despair, and guilt—guilt that he had dragged me into this.
 
“Don’t worry,” I called out, trying to reassure him. “Everything’s going to be okay. You’ll see.”
 
“Mm! Mm-mmm!” Devon tried to scream through his gag, probably yelling at Grant to stop.
 
But it was too late.
 
Grant gave me an evil grin, then stabbed me in the side with the dagger.

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
For a moment, I didn’t feel anything.
 
Not a nick, not a cut, not a brutal stab, nothing.
 
I looked down, staring at the dagger embedded in my side.
 
Then the pain rushed to my brain in one blinding, white-hot blast.
 
I screamed when Grant thrust the dagger into my side, and I screamed again when he yanked it back out. He held up the weapon so that everyone could see my blood staining it a bright, glossy, sickening red.
 
But my blood didn’t stay on the blade for long.
 
Almost immediately, the stains began to vanish, bit by bit, drop by drop, as the bloodiron soaked up all the liquid that coated it. I could have sworn I could actually hear the metal sucking up my blood, like a kid chugging down a glass of cherry soda through a straw.
 
Slurp-slurp-slurp.
 
And Grant was right. The more of my blood the metal absorbed, the darker the blade became, going from a dull gray to a deep midnight, until it was almost glowing with blackness, if that was even possible.
 
Grant’s eyes lit up with delight at the macabre sight. Devon kept screaming through the tape over his mouth. The two guards looked mildly bored. No doubt they would have killed me by now and been done with it.
 
“You were right, Lila. Practicing on you will be loads of fun,” Grant said in a cruel, satisfied voice.
 
I kept screaming and screaming, wondering if the pain would ever end. Hoping that it would. Praying that I hadn’t miscalculated, and that my own magic would kick in and save me the way it had so many times before.
 
But there was just pain . . . and more pain . . . and more pain still . . .
 
Finally, I couldn’t even scream anymore, and I slumped forward, sweat streaming down my face. The only thing keeping me on my feet were the men propping me up, and the ropes tying me to the meat hook above my head. Still, more and more pain thrummed through my side, spreading to every single nerve ending in my body. The pain warred with the magic inside me, trying to snuff it out. So I concentrated on that faint, cold chill of power, trying to focus on it, instead of the red-hot pain of the stab wound in my side.
 
“Don’t worry,” Grant cooed. “I didn’t hit anything vital. Not yet, anyway. We need to get more of that blood pumping out of you first so I can take your power.”
 
In a way, black blades—bloodiron—were eerily similar to my own transference power. I soaked up magic from people, and so did they. The more you cut someone with a black blade, the hungrier the metal became, until it actually pulled the blood out of a person’s body—along with their magic—sucking them dry like a leech.
 
It could be a slow, torturous process, with dozens of wounds inflicted, or you could stab someone through the heart and take all their blood and magic at once. Either way, when the black blade was brimming with blood and magic, the person wielding it could turn it on himself, stab the point into his own heart like a needle full of adrenaline, and inject all of that stolen blood and power into his veins and fully make it his own.
 
Apparently, Grant was in favor of the slow, torturous method because he stabbed me again, this time driving the dagger deep into my left thigh. More blood spilled out, and he laughed again. I was getting real sick of hearing that sound. But before I could brace myself against this new wave of pain, he brought the dagger up again.
 
I hissed and arched my neck back, but blood dripped down my face from the shallow cut he’d opened up on my right cheek.
 
“Don’t worry, Lila,” Grant said. “I’ll leave your pretty face intact. More or less.”
 
“Lucky me.”
 
“We’ll see if you still have that smart mouth on you after I cut you some more.”
 
He looked over his shoulder at Devon, who was still trying to shout through the tape and get free of his ropes. But his struggles were useless.
 
“What do you say, Devon?” he cooed again. “Looking forward to round two on Lila? Because I sure am.”
 
Grant turned back toward me and studied me with a critical eye, trying to decide where to stab me next. All the while, blood oozed out of the wounds he’d already inflicted, spattering onto the floor, rolling toward the concrete drain beneath my feet, and disappearing into the darkness below.
 
And still, I was waiting for my transference Talent to kick in, for the pain to melt into something else, something that I could use to break free of the bonds that held me tight. But all I felt was that faint chill and not the one, big, sweeping, cold surge of power I desperately needed in order to have a fighting chance. No, there was just wave after wave of pain, pulsing through my body.
 
“Okay,” Grant said. “I think that’s enough blood. Don’t you guys?”
 
The men shrugged. They weren’t getting my Talent so they didn’t care.
 
“Yeah,” Grant said, answering his own question. “I think one more cut will do to finish her off. Grab her arms again.”
 
This was my last chance.
 
So I sucked down a breath, and I bucked and heaved and thrashed like I never had before, forcing the men to use more and more of their strength to hold me still. I even snapped out with my teeth, trying to bite them, even though there was no way I could do that, given the awkward position I was in. But one of the men slammed his fist into my face, momentarily stunning me.
 
“What am I paying you idiots for? Hold her still!” Grant snapped.
 
The men finally wrenched me back into place. Grant raised the dagger high into the air, ready to drive it into my heart and deliver the final, fatal wound that would let him rip my magic out of me before I died.
 
And I realized that the red-hot pain of my injuries had faded away, and that all I could feel was that cold burn of magic roaring through my veins, stronger now than ever before.
 
Grant raised the dagger even higher, then brought it down, the weapon whistling like a scythe of death through the air—
 
I snapped my wrists apart, breaking the heavy ropes that held them together like they were no thicker than strings of thread. I ducked, and Grant missed me, the dagger slicing into the shoulder of one of the guards instead. The man howled with pain and staggered away, blood spraying out in an arc from his deep wound.
 
Grant whirled around to face me. I shoved the ropes off my hands and got ready.
 
“How did you do that?” he hissed.
 
“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I mocked him.
 
He let out an angry roar and charged at me.
 
I stepped up to meet him, sliding past his defenses and the weapon whistling toward my head. Instead, I drove my fist into Grant’s face and took hold of the dagger at the same time. Even though the edge sliced open my palm, I yanked it out of his grasp. In one smooth motion, I flipped the dagger up into the air, grabbed the hilt, and stabbed him in the shoulder.
 
Grant screamed, but I paid little attention. I was too busy pulling the dagger out of his shoulder and ramming my fist into his face again. He dropped to the ground. I would have finished him off then, but the second guard charged me, his hands arcing out into claws, as if he wanted to rip me limb from limb.
 
I lashed out with the dagger again. The guy might be strong, but he wasn’t very quick, and I opened up a wound all the way across his stomach, making him fall to his knees. Not deep enough to kill him, but enough to put him out of the fight for the time being. The other man was still staggering around and clutching at his shoulder.
 
“Mm! Mm-mmm!” Devon tried to shout through the tape again.
 
I didn’t think I had enough magic left to finish off the men. Besides, saving Devon was my priority, so I hurried over to him.
 
“Hold your arms out behind you, your hands as far apart as you can get them.”
 
He did as I asked, and I went to work, slicing through the ropes with the dagger. I helped Devon shove off the heavy ropes, ripped the tape off his mouth, and pulled him up onto his feet.
 
And just like that, the last of the magic burned out of my system, and I was my regular self again. I took a step forward, my injured left leg almost buckling beneath me.
 
“Run,” I told Devon. “Get out of here while you still can.”
 
He shook his head. “No,” he rasped. “Not without you.”
 
Despite my protests, Devon put his arm around my waist and took most of my weight. Together, we hurried away from the injured Grant and the two guards as fast as we could.
 
 

 
 
Devon helped me over to the door at the far end of the slaughterhouse. He tried the knob.
 
“Locked,” he rasped again. “It’s locked!”
 
“Let me go.”
 
He did as I asked, and I passed him the dagger. He watched our backs while I reached up. The two chopstick lock picks I had put into my hair earlier were still there, so I plucked them out of my ponytail. I shoved the loose strands of hair out of my eyes and went to work on the door, sliding the picks inside and searching for the tumblers.
 
“Come on, baby,” I cooed at the lock. “You know you want to open for me.”
 
Behind me, low moans sounded, but I shut the noises out of my mind and concentrated on the lock, the feel of the picks in my hand, and the way the slender bits of metal needed to slide.
 
“Hurry, Lila,” Devon croaked. “They’re getting back on their feet.”
 
I shot him a quick glance. “Can you use your magic on them? Your compulsion?”
 
He shook his head and arched his neck to one side. Ugly purple bruises ringed his throat. “They took turns . . . strangling me. I can try . . .”
 
But he didn’t think it would work. Not given how low and raspy his voice was. He was barely more than whispering as it was, and I had to strain to hear him.
 
“Don’t worry. We’ll find another way.”
 
I redoubled my efforts on the lock, ignoring the sweat and blood on my hands and the faint tremors in my fingers. And finally—finally—the tumblers slid into place.
 
I turned the knob and yanked the door open. Devon put his arm around my waist again, taking my weight, and we staggered outside and away from the slaughterhouse.
 
 

 
 
The night was cool, even for late May, but I breathed in deeply, wondering if it would be the last bit of fresh air I ever tasted.
 
“Come back here, you bitch!” Grant’s scream chased us outside.
 
It wouldn’t be long before he grabbed a weapon and his men regrouped and came after us.
 
Too bad we had nowhere to go.
 
The slaughterhouse was in one of the many bad parts of Cloudburst Falls, and the door opened onto a dark alley. Devon helped me down to the end and then over to the corner. I looked up at the street signs, and my heart sank. I knew exactly where we were—and that there was nothing and nobody around for miles to help us. Sure, there were houses and people, but nobody in this neighborhood would open their doors to us, assuming we didn’t get attacked by a monster in the meantime. Still, we had to try.
 
“That way.” I pointed to the right. “Hurry.”
 
I shoved my chopstick lock picks back into my ponytail. Then, with Devon’s help, I hobbled down the street. With every movement, every step, blood dripped down my face, side, and leg from where Grant had stabbed me.
 
One by one, eyes winked open in the alleys we passed, burning like all the jewels I’d stolen—ruby red, emerald green, sapphire blue, citrine yellow. Drawn by the scent of my blood, shadows slithered away from the walls and crept out from behind the Dumpsters. Faint spits, hisses, and scratches sounded, as claws, talons, and tails scraped over the walls and cobblestones around us.
 
“Lila,” Devon croaked out a warning, hearing the same things I did.
 
“We have to keep going.”
 
But we both knew the truth—that if Grant and his goons didn’t get us, the monsters would.
 
Either way, we were moving slow—way too slow. I couldn’t exactly run right now, not with the stab wounds in my face, side, and thigh throbbing with pain. Devon was helping me as much as he could, but he’d been badly beaten, and he was limping along almost as slowly as I was. The only thing that was keeping us going was sheer stubbornness, and I didn’t know how much longer that would last.
 
We’d only gone half a mile from the slaughterhouse. Any second now, Grant and his men would come running down the street and kill us—and that’s if Grant didn’t decide to drag us back to the slaughterhouse and finish what he’d started by stealing our Talents—
 
Talents. Magic. Monsters.
 
The words rattled around in my mind, and I glanced at Devon. His face was set in grim, determined lines as he hobbled forward, dragging me along with him. My eyes locked on to the bruises around his throat. He couldn’t shout loud enough to use his compulsion magic on Grant and his men, not before they cut us down.
 
But maybe he didn’t have to. Maybe all he had to do was use it on me.
 
I checked the next street sign we passed, making sure of our location. In the distance, about half a mile away, the lochness bridge curved over the river. And a crazy idea popped into my head, a way that I could save Devon and myself—and kill Grant and his men.
 
“How strong are you?” I asked Devon as we kept hurrying along. “Your magic? How strong is it? How long does it last?”
 
“Depends.”
 
He wheezed out a few more garbled words, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. He gave me a frustrated look, then cleared his throat and gestured out with his hand.
 
“We need to run.”
 
I nodded. “You’re exactly right.”
 
Devon gave me a strange look, but I pointed to the lochness bridge up ahead.
 
“Do you see that? Do you think you can run that far? All the way over to the opposite side of the bridge?”
 
He nodded, but questions clouded his eyes, wondering what difference getting across the bridge would make.
 
“It’s our only shot,” I said. “Do you have change on you? Any quarters? Any kind of money at all?”
 
Devon gave me a strange look, no doubt wondering why I wanted loose change at a time like this. He shook his head.
 
I cursed. I’d dropped my purse with its quarters when I’d been racing toward the parking lot to save Devon from Grant. Sure, I had the chopsticks in my hair and the throwing stars and my phone in my belt, but there was only one thing on me of real value, only one thing that would work as tribute—my mom’s ring.
 
I raised my hand. The star-shaped sapphire glinted in the moonlight, burning with a dark inner fire. I didn’t want to give it up, but my mom would understand why I had to lose it. Because it was the only way Devon and I could survive this.
 
“Stop for a second.”
 
Devon did as I asked. I took one more long look at my mom’s ring, then slipped it off my finger with a pang of regret. I fisted my hand around the cool bit of silver and stepped away from Devon. He reached for me, wondering what I was doing, but I held up my hand, stopping him.
 
“Tell me to run,” I said through gritted teeth.
 
He frowned, wondering what I meant, but the realization hit him a second later. He started shaking his head no-no-no.
 
“We need to run,” I said. “You said it yourself. I know we’re both hurt, and I’m bleeding, but all we have to do is get to the other side of the bridge, and we’ll be fine. You’ll see—”
 
“There they are!” Grant shouted behind us.
 
Devon and I whipped around. Grant and the guards were four blocks away and closing fast. All of them were carrying swords, including Grant. Given the murderous glare on his face, it looked like he was just going to kill us now, instead of trying to tear our Talents out of us. Either way, if they caught us, we were dead.
 
“Do it,” I said. “Tell me to run. Now. Before it’s too late.”
 
Devon sighed, but he cleared his throat and lifted his eyes to mine. “Run!” he yelled in the loudest voice he could muster.
 
For a moment, nothing happened, and I wondered if his voice had been strong enough for his magic to work. Then, it was as if a pair of hands reached inside my body and wrapped around my arms and legs. I felt like a puppet whose strings were being pulled this way and that. Despite my many aches and pains, I had this sudden urge to do exactly what Devon said. To run and run and run until I either dropped dead of exhaustion or blood loss. The shape I was in, it was going to be the blood loss.
 
So I grabbed Devon’s hand, and we started running.
 
He kept up with me the best he could, but he still couldn’t go very fast, given his own injuries. He hissed with pain, but he didn’t ask me to slow down. He knew I couldn’t, not with his magic compelling me to run, run, run. So I tightened my grip on his hand and dragged him along with me. It was run, or die.
 
So we ran . . . and ran . . . and ran . . .
 
And slowly, much too slowly, the bridge loomed in front of us.
 
“You’re dead, Lila! Do you hear me? You’re both dead!”
 
Grant continued to shout behind us, but I didn’t dare turn around to see how close he was. All we had to do was make it across the bridge, and it wouldn’t matter. That was my plan, anyway—and the only hope Devon and I had left.
 
But a funny thing happened. We’d just started up the bridge when I realized that I didn’t feel the need to run anymore. That I wasn’t being compelled by his Talent. Instead, my own transference power had kicked in, and the cold rush of magic flowing through my veins was what was giving me the strength to run.
 
Devon and I hurried up the gentle curve of the bridge, but I tightened my grip on his hand and veered toward the stone set into the right side.
 
“What are you doing?” Devon croaked. “Are you crazy? They’re right behind us!”
 
I risked a quick glance over my shoulder. Grant and the other two men had closed the gap to a block. In a few more seconds, they’d start up the bridge and catch us.
 
I was counting on it.
 
I opened my fist and slapped my mom’s ring down on the stone in the center of the bridge, the stone marked with the three Xs. Somehow, the sapphire gleamed, despite my blood smeared all over the ring.
 
I tightened my grip on Devon’s hand, pulled him away from the edge, and hurried down the far side of the bridge.
 
I couldn’t be sure, but I thought that I heard a familiar, distinctive clink, as what I had offered up was accepted.
 
We stepped off the far side of the bridge when the last of the magic burned out of my body. I took a step forward and ended up falling to one knee before Devon could catch me. He hauled me back upright and put his arm around my waist again, but I couldn’t go any farther.
 
“Stop,” I whispered.
 
Devon tried to drag me forward, but my bare, bruised, bloody feet barely shuffled along the cobblestones. “We have to get out of here!”
 
“We’re safe,” I whispered again. “I know we are. So trust me. Please?”
 
Doubt flared in his eyes, but he nodded and stopped trying to drag me away. Instead, he turned so that we were both facing our enemies.
 
By this point, Grant and his men were on the bridge.
 
Grant realized we weren’t going to keep running, and he started laughing. “Making one final stand, eh? Don’t you know that you only do that when all hope is lost?”
 
I shrugged, as though I didn’t care about how close he was, although I really, really did. Grant was about a third of the way across the bridge, with the two guards a few steps behind him. None of them so much as glanced at the stone where I’d placed the ring. Good.
 
“You should have let me kill you in the slaughterhouse, Lila,” Grant continued his triumphant crowing. “Not made me chase you all the way out here. Because now—now I’m going to make it hurt.”
 
I gestured at the blood dripping out of my wounds. “And you think this doesn’t?”
 
He grinned. “Trust me. By the time I’m done with you, those will feel like paper cuts.”
 
I locked eyes with him and my soulsight kicked in, letting me see and feel exactly how much he meant his twisted words—and how very cruel he was. I shuddered. I’d rather get eaten by a monster than let Grant get his hands on me again. The monster would be a kinder, quicker death. Besides, monsters had to eat, too. I’d probably taste like bacon to them.
 
“If this doesn’t work,” I whispered, “you need to drop me and run. Get as far away from here as you can.”
 
Devon shook his head, and his mouth set into a hard line. “I’m not leaving you.”
 
I sighed at his stubbornness. “All right then. I hope this works.”
 
“What?”
 
“You’ll see.”
 
Grant kept coming, with the two guards marching along behind him, all of them eager to cut us into tiny, bloody pieces. Devon tightened his arms around me, and we both lifted our chins and waited.
 
Grant moved closer to the middle of the bridge. So did the guards. All he had to do was take a few more steps forward, and then hopefully, my plan would be put into action—
 
Grant stopped just short of the halfway mark of the bridge.
 
His head snapped left and right, as he peered into the shadows that cloaked everything. “What are you up to, Lila? What’s going on?”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
He gave me an appraising look. “I’ve been watching you ever since you joined the Sinclairs. You’re smart. Clever. You always have something up your sleeve. So why did you stop? Why are you giving up?”
 
I arched an eyebrow. “I wouldn’t say that stabbing you, freeing Devon, and running away was giving up. More like totally embarrassing for you, that you couldn’t keep two people prisoner for more than, like, an hour. Not quite the criminal mastermind, huh, Grant?”
 
One of the guards snickered. Grant shot him an evil glare, and the other man started coughing, trying to hide his laughter. But it was enough to push Grant over the edge.
 
“You know what, Lila?” he growled. “I’m going to cut your tongue out—before I kill you.”
 
Grant tightened his grip on his sword, and then he did the one thing I’d been hoping he would all along—he stepped past the center stone where I’d put the ring.
 
So did the other two men. Together, the three of them crested the top of the bridge and started down the far side, heading toward us.
 
Devon moved to let me go and put himself between me and our enemies, but I tightened my grip on his hand.
 
“Stop,” I said. “And stand very, very still.”
 
Devon frowned, but he did as I asked.
 
Grant slashed his sword through the air. Behind him, the other two men did the same thing, all of them trying to be as menacing as possible. I rolled my eyes. Wasn’t that cute.
 
Still, despite the fact that they were seconds away from killing us, I couldn’t help laughing. Despite the pain pulsing through my body, the blood oozing out of my wounds, my fear, despite everything—I laughed.
 
“What’s so funny?” Grant growled.
 
“Nothing much,” I said. “I was just thinking about when you came to get me from school and took me up to the Sinclair mansion that first day. That, and all the other times we’ve ridden around town. Every time you come down here, you always go across this bridge.”
 
“What does that matter?” Grant snapped. “It’s the quickest way through town.”
 
I grinned at him. “It matters because you forgot to pay the lochness toll—again.”
 
He frowned, wondering what I was talking about. But the guards knew. One of them cursed and turned around, staring at the smooth stone in the middle of the bridge. Even as he ran back toward the stone, he dug in his pockets, trying to find a few coins or bills, something, anything, that would save him.
 
But it was too late.
 
A long, black tentacle shot up out of the dark surface of the river, spraying water everywhere. Devon gasped. Yeah, I did, too.
 
The tentacle hovered in the air over the bridge, undulating back and forth like a cobra about to strike.
 
And then it did.
 
The tentacle snapped down and coiled around the first guard, the one who’d been rushing to pay the toll. The man was so startled that he lost his grip on his sword, the only thing that might have helped him. He screamed and screamed, beating at the wet tentacle with his fists, but even his strength Talent was no match for the lochness. The tentacle raised the guard high into the air over the bridge, then dragged him down into the river below.
 
Silence.
 
As quickly as the tentacle sank down beneath the water, another jetted right back up again. The second man clutched his sword. I thought he might stand and try to fight the lochness, but he turned and started running toward the far side of the bridge, where Devon and I were standing.
 
But Grant didn’t give him the chance to get here.
 
He waited until the man was in range, then slashed his sword across his henchman’s chest. The guard fell to the cobblestones screaming, and the tentacle swooped down and scooped him up as well. Easy peasy. That man also disappeared into the river.
 
Grant whipped around and started running, trying to get away from the lochness. Beside me, Devon tightened his grip on the dagger I’d given him in the slaughterhouse, even though I doubted he had the strength left to wield the weapon.
 
“If he makes it, you’ll have to try to use your power on him. And if that doesn’t work, then you start running. Please—please do that for me.”
 
Devon gave me another stubborn look and shook his head. “Not without you.”
 
Grant kept racing toward us, moving as fast as he could, his wing tips smack-smack-smacking against the cobblestones.
 
“You bitch!” he screamed again. “You’re going to pay for this!”
 
I didn’t respond, wondering if he was actually going to escape the lochness’s wrath after all. I kept looking for the creature, or at least its tentacle, but saw nothing. No tentacle, no sprays of water, nothing to indicate that the lochness was still lurking in the river below.
 
Grant risked a glance over his shoulder, but the bridge was empty now. He turned back around and gave me a smug look. “Looks like my men paid the toll for me. So what are you going to do now, Lila?”
 
My heart sank because I didn’t have an answer. This—this had been my plan. The old traditions. The customs that my mom had drilled into my head. The ones that I’d always respected and enjoyed following. But right now, it didn’t look like they were going to be enough to save us.
 
Devon tensed, waiting for Grant to get in range. No matter what happened, Devon was going to stand by my side and defend me to his dying breath. That meant more to me than just about anything.
 
But he didn’t have to.
 
Grant stepped off the bridge, putting one foot onto the street. Just as his second foot was about to touch down, a tentacle shot out of the shadows, slithered across the cobblestones, and wrapped itself around his ankle.
 
Grant fell to the ground, his sword skittering out of his hand. Slowly, the tentacle pulled him back onto the bridge. But Grant wasn’t going without a fight. He hooked his hands over a cobblestone that jutted up from the bridge’s surface. The tentacle pulled at him again, giving him an impatient yank, but Grant held on tight—so tight that his nails started to crack and bleed. But that was better than the alternative.
 
Grant raised his head and focused his gaze on me. My soulsight kicked in, and I felt all of his pain, fury, and disbelief at what was about to happen.
 
“Help me!” he screamed.
 
“No.”
 
Seeing that I wasn’t going to take pity on him, Grant turned his frantic gaze to Devon.
 
“Devon! Please!” he screamed. “Help me!”
 
Devon sighed and started forward, just as I knew he would, but I held my hand out and stopped him. I shook my head.
 
“No,” I repeated. “Not him. I know he’s a member of your Family, I know you thought that he was your friend, but he doesn’t deserve it. Not after what he tried to do to you. Not after what he did to Ashley and your father. Believe me. If you help him now, he’ll just try to kill us again.”
 
Devon stared at Grant, an unreadable expression on his face. After a moment, he gave me a sharp nod.
 
Grant saw his last hope fade away, and he swung his ugly, hate-filled glare to me again. “You bitch!” he snarled. “You did this to me! My blood is on your hands!”
 
“Yeah,” I said. “I did do it to you. But you did it to yourself, too. Good-bye, Grant.”
 
Grant kept clutching at the cobblestone. The tentacle wrapped tighter and tighter around his ankle, until I heard the snap-snap-snap of the bones breaking in his foot. It gave him a harder yank, then a harder one . . . then a harder one still . . .
 
Grant screamed and wrapped his hands around the cobblestone that much tighter.
 
But it wasn’t enough.
 
The bridge was wet, and the stones were slippery from the water the lochness had sprayed everywhere. Grant finally lost his grip. One moment, his fingers were scrabbling over the cobblestone, trying to latch on to it again. The next, the tentacle had snapped him high into the air. Grant barely had time to suck down a breath to scream before the creature slammed him down into the water.
 
Devon and I looked at each other; then we both hobbled to the bridge and peered over the side. The water rushed by much faster than normal, bubbling, foaming, and frothing like rapids. I thought I heard Grant let out one final waterlogged scream, and then . . .
 
Silence.
 
The river slowed back down to its normal flow, although an oily stain slicked the surface of the water—Grant’s blood.
 
Devon let out a low whistle and slowly backed away from the edge, but I stayed where I was, clutching the stone for support. I might have backed away, too, if I hadn’t thought that my legs would buckle, and I’d fall to the ground.
 
I don’t know how long we might have stood there if the black tentacle hadn’t risen up over the bridge again.
 
I tensed and tightened my grip on the stone, thinking that maybe the lochness was still hungry, and that Devon and I were going to be scooped up and pulled into the water like Grant and the two guards. The tentacle drew back, then snapped forward, almost like it was a baseball player hurling something in our direction. A bit of silver glittered in the air.
 
Clink-clink-clink.
 
The piece of metal hit the stone ledge, bounced off, and skittered to a stop at my feet. I looked down.
 
My mom’s sapphire ring gleamed in the moonlight.
 
I sucked in a breath. Beside me, Devon did the same.
 
“Why did it do that?” he rasped. “Why did it give your ring back to you?”
 
“I don’t know. And I’m not sure I want to.”
 
I leaned down and scooped up the ring. Despite the blood in the water, the sapphire star and the silver band gleamed, as though they had just been cleaned. I slid the ring onto my finger, where it belonged, then looked up. That tentacle was still undulating in the air, almost like it was waving at me.
 
I hesitated, then waved back, even though I had no idea if the lochness could actually see me. “Um . . . thanks.”
 
The tentacle slid down and disappeared below the water’s surface. A moment later, a loud sound blasted out from beneath the bridge, almost like a foghorn.
 
Urp.
 
“Was that . . . a burp?” Devon whispered.
 
“Do you really want to know?”
 
He shook his head.
 
“Yeah. Me neither.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
I couldn’t walk, but Devon wouldn’t leave me, so we sat on the lochness bridge. It was safer than hobbling through the streets. Despite the blood that covered us, no monsters appeared to make us their midnight snack. We seemed to be under the lochness’s protection, at least for this night.
 
So I pulled out my phone and called Mo, telling him where we were. Ten minutes later, several black SUVs pulled up to the end of the bridge and stopped. Claudia, Felix, Reginald, Angelo, and several guards poured out of the cars and hurried over to us, along with another familiar face.
 
Mo dropped to a knee in front of me. “You don’t look so good, kid.”
 
“Tell me something I don’t know.”
 
He grinned and laid a gentle hand on my shoulder.
 
Felix crouched down in front of me and Devon. He shook his head, then smiled. “I can’t leave you guys alone for a second, can I?”
 
“Next time, I will be happy to let you battle the crazy guy and his goons,” I said.
 
“What happened?” Claudia demanded in a sharp voice. “Where’s Grant?”
 
I jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “Sleeping with the fishes—permanently.”
 
Claudia stared at the bridge, obviously confused. But then her lips puckered into a silent oh. Everyone else stopped talking, and more than a few peered over the side of the bridge, their hands on their swords, looking for the lochness. I knew they wouldn’t see the monster.
 
Finally, Angelo cleared his throat. “I hate to point out the obvious, but Lila and Devon need medical attention. We need to get them into the vehicles now.”
 
Mo looked at me. “Is that okay with you, kid? Because I would say that you have more than fulfilled your contract with the Sinclair Family.”
 
Claudia stiffened at his words, but she couldn’t deny them.
 
I looked around at everyone gathered on the bridge. Claudia, Reginald, Angelo, Felix, Mo, and finally Devon, who was staring at me with a mixture of hope and wariness in his eyes. And something else that I didn’t want to think too much about right now.
 
“Yeah, take me back to the mansion,” I said. “Take me home.”
 
 

 
 
The rest of the night was a blur. Mo scooped me up into his arms and loaded me into one of the SUVs. Devon and Felix insisted on riding with me, with Mo in the front and Reginald driving. Mo kept up a steady stream of chatter the entire ride back to the mansion. Even Felix couldn’t get a word in, for a change.
 
Back at the mansion, Mo carried me up to the infirmary, where Angelo and Felix poured stitch-sting over my wounds. Devon was in another room, getting his throat and other injuries looked at, and Angelo and Felix went back and forth between us. I asked about Devon, but Felix said that he was fine and not to worry.
 
Once I was healed, I took a shower and put on the pajamas that Felix brought me. Mo helped me back to my room, and I collapsed into bed.
 
The sun streaming in through the windows woke me the next morning. Thinking of Tiny and his beloved sunspots, I dozed for a while longer, but eventually, it got too bright and warm to sleep. So I threw back the covers, sat up, swung my legs over the side of the bed, and groaned, as a hundred small aches and pains flared to life in my body. All of my stab wounds were healed, but cuts and scrapes still dotted my hands and arms, not to mention my sore feet and the pulled muscles in my legs from running around barefoot for so long and so hard—
 
A faint zip-zip-zipping sounded, and something blurred across the room before stopping right in front of my face.
 
“Finally!” Oscar snapped, his arms crossed over his chest, his wings twitching in indignation. “I was wondering whether or not you were ever going to wake up.”
 
I winced. “Do you have to shout? I was in a fight last night, in case you haven’t heard.”
 
“Oh, I heard all right. The whole mansion has heard. It’s all anyone can talk about. Grant and what he did, and you and what you did.”
 
“So everyone’s gossiping about me,” I muttered. “Terrific.”
 
He shrugged. “It goes with the territory, cupcake. Now, come on. We need to get you dressed. Claudia wants to see you.”
 
“Why?”
 
“I have no idea, but you are not going to keep her waiting. So, come on. Rise and shine.”
 
I groaned again, but Oscar darted around me like an annoying bee, poking and prodding me until I finally got up. I stumbled into the bathroom and took a hot shower, trying to work some of the kinks out of my body.
 
When I finished, I shrugged into a thick white robe and stepped into the bedroom. Oscar had already made the bed, and another black pantsuit lay on top of the comforter.
 
“What’s that for?” I asked, fingering the fabric, which was even nicer than the one I’d worn to the dinner last night.
 
“Claudia sent it up for you, so you’re putting it on.”
 
“Can’t I just wear shorts and a T-shirt?” I whined.
 
“No,” he snapped back. “Not if you want any of that before you go.”
 
Oscar fluttered to one side and held out his hand. Trays of food had been arranged on the table in front of the TV. Steaming plates of scrambled eggs, hash browns, chocolate chip pancakes, cherry Danishes, and, of course, a mound of bacon. My stomach rumbled, and my mouth watered in anticipation.
 
I took a step forward, but Oscar darted in front of me, blocking my path and crossing his arms over his chest again.
 
“No,” he said. “Not one bite until you put your suit on.”
 
“You drive a hard bargain, pixie.”
 
He grinned. “So I’ve been told. Now, put your clothes on, and eat some bacon like a good girl.”
 
“Yes, master,” I grumbled, but I was smiling.
 
And so was he.
 
 

 
 
Oscar kept nagging at me to hurry, but I took my sweet time with breakfast, savoring every single bite. Despite what had happened last night, I had a sneaking suspicion that Claudia was going to boot me out today. After all, with Grant dead, she didn’t need me to protect Devon anymore, and I wanted at least one more good meal before I left. I thought about stuffing what was left of the food, especially the bacon, into one of my suitcases, but I decided against it. For now.
 
When I was finally ready, I buckled my mom’s sword and scabbard to my black belt and followed Oscar to the library.
 
“Claudia will be with you in a minute,” he said.
 
“Thanks,” I muttered. “I think.”
 
He grinned, then zipped down the hall and around the corner.
 
I entered the library, but Claudia wasn’t sitting at her desk, so I went over to the doors that overlooked the balcony, admiring the view. That was something else I would never get tired of here.
 
Soft footsteps sounded behind me, and Claudia came to stand beside me. “Impressive, isn’t it?”
 
I shrugged.
 
“Let’s take a walk.”
 
She opened one of the balcony doors and stepped outside. I followed her as she strolled down a set of steps, across the lawn, and into the woods. I looked around, but I didn’t see anyone else.
 
“Where are the guards?”
 
“I sent them to the opposite side of the estate,” she replied. “I didn’t want them to see us.”
 
“Of course not,” I muttered.
 
Claudia gave a sideways glance, but said nothing else.
 
We followed a path through the woods for about a quarter of a mile before it opened up into a large clearing ringed by a wrought iron fence. Behind the fence, square blocks of black marble had been set into the grass.
 
No, not blocks, I realized—tombstones.
 
“A cemetery? Why did you bring me to a cemetery? Are you planning to bury me here?” I tried to make my voice light, as though it were a joke, even though I was afraid it wasn’t.
 
Claudia didn’t answer. Instead, she opened the gate and walked down the main row. I muttered under my breath, but I followed her.
 
I scanned the tombstones, many of which were shaped like crosses. Those on the left side of the graveyard bore the last name Sinclair, including one for Lawrence, Devon’s dad. So this was the Family cemetery. But then, I glanced over at the right side and noticed that the last names were all different. So the guards were buried here, too. One grave near the front was fresh enough to still be covered with sprays of wilting flowers—Ashley’s grave.
 
Claudia stopped by that grave a moment, bowing her head and silently paying her respects. So did I.
 
We walked on. As we moved deeper into the cemetery, another name appeared on the tombstones over and over again—Sterling.
 
Dread filled the pit of my stomach, and my legs felt as numb and heavy as they had last night after Grant had stabbed me. Suddenly, I knew exactly why Claudia had brought me here.
 
She walked almost to the back of the cemetery and stopped in front of one of the black marble markers. A star had been carved into the top of the tombstone, along with a few simple words underneath—Serena Sterling, beloved mother and friend, trusted member of the Sinclair Family.
 
My hand curled around my mom’s sword, my fingers clenched so tightly that I could feel my skin filling in the star carved into the hilt. My breath came in ragged gasps, and my heart twisted in my chest, so painfully that I felt like I was in the grip of one of the lochness’s tentacles, about to be pulled under and drowned by my own grief.
 
Claudia’s eyes met mine, a mixture of sorrow, pity, and understanding swirling through her green gaze.
 
“I brought you here, Lila,” she said, “because I thought you might like to finally see your mother’s grave.”
 
 

 
 
I drew in a breath, then another one . . . then another still . . . trying to get my emotions under control. Finally, when I felt calm enough, I dragged my gaze from the tombstone back to Claudia.
 
“So,” I said. “I guess the jig is up, huh?”
 
She arched an eyebrow, and I sighed.
 
She gestured to a black marble bench that had been set at the very back of the cemetery. “Let’s sit and talk.”
 
We both walked over and sat down on the bench. Despite the heat of the day, the stone was cool, thanks to the shadows that cloaked this part of the cemetery. Neither one of us spoke for several minutes, and the only sounds were the faint cries of the birds and the trolls in the trees and the rustle of the summer breeze through the thick branches.
 
“How long have you known?” I finally asked.
 
“That you were really Lila Sterling? Daughter of Serena Sterling, the woman who used to be one of my best friends?” Claudia asked.
 
I winced and nodded.
 
“I realized it when I watched you fight Felix and Devon. You moved and attacked just like she used to do. I had my suspicions then, and they were confirmed the second I realized you were wearing that.” Claudia reached over and tapped my sapphire ring. “Although I’ll admit that I should have known the moment Mo told me your name. Merriweather was—”
 
“My grandma’s maiden name. We stayed with her a lot when I was a kid.”
 
I thought I’d been so clever, hiding who I really was from Claudia, but she’d known all along. I wondered if that was the reason she’d forced me to become Devon’s bodyguard, so she could keep an eye on me. Probably.
 
Claudia was silent for a moment. “What did your mother tell you? About the Family? About . . . me?”
 
“Everything,” I said. “She never hid it from me. I knew that she used to be a member of the Sinclair Family, that the two of you were close, and that she left the Family because of some fight you two had right before I was born. She said the two of you didn’t speak much after that.”
 
“That sounds about right.”
 
I could have told her more, about everything my mom had done for the Family and all the bodies she’d helped Claudia bury—literally and otherwise—but I wanted to keep at least some of my secrets to myself.
 
“Where did you go?” she asked. “After your mother left the Family? What did the two of you do?”
 
I shrugged. “We moved around a lot during the fall and winter. Ashland, Bigtime, Cypress Mountain. We stayed lots of places. Mom hired herself out as a guard to rich families, helped folks deal with their monster problems, things like that. The same things she used to do for you. Sometimes, she was just a thief, stealing art, cars, jewelry, or whatever, through the connections and jobs that Mo sent her way.”
 
“But?” Claudia asked.
 
I drew in a breath. “But we always came back to Cloudburst Falls in the summer. Mom said this was home, and that it always would be. As soon as I finished school for the year, Mom would pack us up and bring us here. She’d rent out some dinky little apartment in a neighborhood where no one would notice us, and we’d go out exploring, every single day. On the Midway, up the mountain, out to the lake and the beach. We’d eat ice cream and play games and go to the library and visit all the arcades, parks, and museums. It was always the best summer vacation.” My voice dropped to a whisper. “It was the thing I looked forward to the most, every single year. Even more than Christmas and my birthday.”
 
Claudia sighed. “Until the day Devon and I were attacked in the Midway.”
 
“Yeah. When Mom saved you.”
 
“I saw her that day. Just for a second. I thought she was a ghost or some figment of my imagination. Until I heard that her body had been found.”
 
Stars flashed on and off at the edge of my vision, threatening to surge into that wall of white and throw me back into the past, but I blinked and blinked until the stars disappeared, and I was firmly in the present once more.
 
“I know Victor Draconi murdered her,” Claudia said, her voice as cold and flat as my heart felt. “He’d heard a rumor about Devon’s compulsion magic, and he wanted to see if it was true. His men were the ones who attacked us that day. They would have killed me and kidnapped Devon, if not for your mother.”
 
I frowned. “But that was four years ago. Hasn’t Victor tried again? Hasn’t he sent more men after Devon?”
 
“No. Not since that day.”
 
A thought occurred to me. “That’s why everyone thinks that Devon doesn’t have any magic. That’s why he doesn’t use his compulsion Talent in front of anyone. To keep Victor from trying again.”
 
She nodded. “I managed to find the source of the rumor and . . . persuade him to tell Victor that he’d been mistaken.”
 
I wondered how painful that sort of persuasion had been, but I didn’t ask.
 
“Victor circled around for a while, but he eventually came to believe that Devon didn’t have any magic, so he moved on. Devon has been safe ever since. Until Grant, at least.”
 
I nodded and dropped my hand to my mom’s sword, tracing over the star in the hilt with my index finger. Her sapphire ring sparkled and flashed at the motion.
 
“Did Victor kill Serena himself or have it done?”
 
I’d expected the question, but I still tensed, and my hand curled around the hilt of the sword again.
 
“Himself,” I whispered, thinking of that bloody silk handkerchief fluttering into the gutter. “Blake was there, too.”
 
“Tell me about it.”
 
“No,” I snapped in a harsh voice. “You don’t get to hear about that. Not today. Maybe not ever.”
 
Claudia eyed my tight face, stiff shoulders, and hand clenched around the sword. “Very well. Do you blame me and Devon for her death?”
 
“Yes.”
 
She pinched her lips together, and hurt flickered in her eyes before she could hide it—hurt and the same deep, aching, bone-weary guilt that Devon always felt.
 
I sighed. “No, I don’t blame you. Not anymore. Saving you and Devon . . . it’s just what my mom did. What she was hardwired to do. She was a good thief, but Mo said she was better at protecting people. He was right. If it hadn’t been you, it would have been somebody else.”
 
“But it was us,” Claudia said. “And I am sorrier about that than you will ever know.”
 
I shrugged. Sorry never changed anything.
 
“I knew that Serena had a daughter, although I didn’t know your name. But after your mom died, I looked everywhere for you,” she said in a quiet voice. “I had the guards scouring the Midway for lost or hurt girls. I searched for weeks, but there was never a sign of you.”
 
“I didn’t want to be found. Mo helped me with that. He forged some documents with the Merriweather name and put me into foster care. That didn’t work out so well, so I decided to look after myself.”
 
Claudia gazed at me. “Why didn’t you come here? Why didn’t you come to me? Surely, Serena told you I would help you, that I would protect you, no matter what.”
 
“She did. After the attack in the Midway, on our way back to our apartment, she told me if something happened and we got separated, I should come here to you, that you would take me in.”
 
“So why didn’t you?”
 
“Because I didn’t want to have anything to do with you,” I snapped. “Not when you and Devon were the reason she was dead.”
 
Once again, that guilt flared in her eyes, and once again, I felt like a total bitch.
 
“Look,” I said. “I’m sorry. I don’t blame you for her death. Really, I don’t. Not anymore. But I don’t want to get caught up in your world, either. In your fights and feuds with the other Families. I’ve been here a little more than a week, and I’ve had more than enough of that already. I’ll be lucky if Blake doesn’t corner me in a dark alley someday and beat me to death.”
 
Claudia clasped her hands together. “Yes, the Draconis were something else I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
“Victor is planning something. Some move against you and the other Families.”
 
She shrugged. “He’s been doing that for as long as I remember. But you’re right. This is something . . . different. Something . . . darker. Which is where you come in.”
 
“Really? Why is that?”
 
Claudia looked at me. “Because I want you to stay with the Family, Lila. I want you to truly become a Sinclair. And most of all, I want you to help me destroy Victor Draconi.”

 



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
I laughed. “Me? Join a Family for real? Your Family? And take out Victor Draconi? I can’t decide which idea is more ridiculous.”
 
Her lips pinched together again, and she crossed her arms over her chest. “I assure you I am perfectly serious.”
 
“Why?” I sniped. “So I can die for you like my mom did?”
 
It was a low, nasty blow, and Claudia winced before she could stop herself. But she recovered quickly.
 
“You claim to be a thief,” she said. “Yet you’ve managed to get out of one sticky situation after another over the past several days, with no thought for yourself or your own safety. Not to mention the fact that you’ve saved my son’s life time and time again. That is the kind of bravery and selflessness that I want in a member of the Sinclair Family.”
 
“I am a thief,” I snapped. “A very smart one. So why would I want to put my life on the line every single day for a bunch of people I don’t even know? Who don’t matter to me?”
 
“But you do know us, and we do matter to you,” Claudia said, her eyes glittering. “You know Felix and Oscar and Angelo and Reginald and the guards. And you know Devon.”
 
I snorted. “Something you obviously don’t approve of.”
 
She shrugged. “Maybe not initially. I supposed that I wanted to see how much like your mother you were.”
 
My eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
 
She shrugged again. “I wanted to see if you were loyal. If you would hold up your end of our deal. If you would put other people first, like she did.”
 
“I am a thief,” I repeated. “Not some bodyguard, not your soldier, and especially not some assassin. Find someone else, anyone else but me.”
 
Claudia got to her feet and started pacing. “There is no one else. No one else who can help me do what needs to be done, and especially no one else I can fully trust.”
 
I laughed again, the sound teetering on a sneer. “Me? You’re going to trust me? I swiped silverware from your tea set the very first day I met you. And you think I’m trustworthy? Lady, you are off your rocker.”
 
“The Draconis have spies everywhere, including in our own Family. And after what happened with Grant . . .” Her voice trailed off.
 
“Ah. So I’m the lesser of two evils then.”
 
“More like many evils.”
 
My eyes narrowed. “And what makes you think I wouldn’t sell you out to some other Family?”
 
“Because if Serena told you anything at all, then she told you how dangerous the Draconis are, especially Victor.”
 
I thought of the absolute cold, utter emptiness I had seen in Victor’s heart during the Families’ dinner. The cruelty that radiated off Blake like heat off the sun. And Deah . . . well, I didn’t know much about Deah, but she was one of them. When push came to shove, she’d most likely fall in line with the rest of her Family.
 
“Okay, I agree that the Draconis are dangerous.” I shook my head. “But there’s nothing I can do about that.”
 
“But don’t you want to avenge Serena?” Claudia asked in a soft voice. “Don’t you want to make Victor and Blake pay for what they did to your mother?”
 
My gaze locked onto my mom’s tombstone, and the pain of losing her hit me as hard as the moment I first opened my bedroom door and realized she was dead, tortured, murdered.
 
“Yes,” I said, my voice a hoarse rasp. “I want to make them pay for what they did to her. But I’m also smart enough to know I can’t do it by myself.”
 
“You don’t have to do it by yourself,” Claudia countered. “Not anymore. Not with me behind you. Not with the entire Family behind you.”
 
So just think of what you can do here, with all the magic, money, power, and resources of the Sinclair Family at your disposal, Mo’s voice whispered in my mind.
 
It was a tempting idea—so very, very tempting. Just like Claudia’s first offer to be Devon’s bodyguard had been. That offer had almost gotten me killed. Going up against the Draconis would surely be the death of me.
 
I shook my head again and surged to my feet. “Mo was right. I saved Devon, so we’re going to forget all about me working for you. I’m going back inside to pack my things, then I’m leaving. Don’t follow me, don’t try to find me, and don’t even think about asking Mo where I am. Just leave me alone, and I’ll do the same for you. Okay?”
 
I started down the aisle, heading out of the cemetery. I’d just put my hand on the wrought-iron gate to push it open, when Claudia spoke again.
 
“I know about your magic, Lila,” she said, her voice more steel than soft now. “About your soulsight . . . and your transference power.”
 
That was enough to stop me cold. I whirled around to face her.
 
Claudia slowly approached me, her green gaze level with mine. “Serena once told me that both Talents run in your family. Transference is one of the rarest Talents. A once-in-a-generation kind of power, if you believe some folks. People have tried to kidnap Devon to get his compulsion Talent. But your magic, Lila? People would do anything to get your transference Talent—anything. Especially someone like Victor Draconi.”
 
The truth of her words made my blood run colder than any magic ever had. It was the very thing my mom had drilled into my head over and over again—to hide my transference Talent no matter what.
 
“Victor collects Talents, you know,” Claudia continued in that same quiet, steely voice. “When one of his guards or a member of his Family displeases him, he doesn’t just kill them. Oh no. That would be too merciful. Instead, he rips their magic out of them and takes it for himself. He has quite a few Talents by now. That’s why he’s so powerful, and that’s why all the heads of the other Families are afraid of him. Because they know that he could kill them all, if he really wanted to. And the worst part is that Victor knows it, too—and it won’t be long before he finally does something about it.”
 
She tilted her head to the side, making her auburn hair spill over her shoulder. “And just think how much easier it would make things if he had your magic. No one would be able to stop him then.”
 
“Are you threatening me?” I asked. “Threatening to expose my Talent, my magic, just to get me to work for you? Because I don’t respond well to that sort of thing.”
 
She didn’t say anything.
 
“You know that you’d just be cutting your own throat, right? If you told Victor about my magic?”
 
Claudia shrugged again. I stared into her eyes and saw rock-hard determination. She wouldn’t like ratting me out, but she’d do it, if for no other reason than because I’d have to work for her just to have some sort of protection from the Draconis, just to save my own miserable skin.
 
I barked out a laugh. “Mom said you were the most ruthless, selfish, and coldhearted person she’d ever met.”
 
“And Serena wasn’t coldhearted enough,” Claudia snapped back. “That’s why she got into some of the . . . trouble that she did. Especially with your father. Did she tell you about him?”
 
“She told me how Romeo and Juliet they were,” I said, thinking of Felix and Deah. “How he was from a different Family and they weren’t supposed to be together and all the problems it caused.”
 
“That’s putting it mildly.” Claudia paused, as if debating whether to say more, but she must have changed her mind because she looked at me again. “But you are coldhearted enough, Lila. Ruthless enough. That’s why I need you. To help me protect Devon—to help me protect my Family.”
 
I was exactly what she said I was. Coldhearted, ruthless, selfish, and focused on my own survival, comfort, and well-being more than anything else. My feeding Grant and his men to the lochness last night had proved all of that.
 
My gaze moved past Claudia and focused on my mom’s tombstone. I thought back to what Mo had told me the first day I’d come to the Sinclair mansion—this was where my mom had wanted me to be, this was where I belonged. I didn’t know if Mo was right, but this was certainly where I was trapped, thanks to Claudia.
 
“Fine,” I growled. “Once again, you aren’t giving me much of a choice. So I’ll do it. I’ll stay and protect Devon and be a good little soldier. Just don’t expect me to be happy about it.”
 
For the first time since I’d known her, a flicker of a smile pulled up Claudia’s lips. “Oh, I would never expect that.”
 
“And don’t expect me to stay here forever, either. Just until we figure out what Victor is up to and how to stop it. After that, I’m gone. A ghost. And you will never see, hear from, or think about me again. Understand?”
 
She nodded. “Very well.”
 
“And if I’m going to stay here, then I want some say in Family matters.”
 
“Like what?”
 
“You need a new broker, now that Grant’s dead,” I said. “And that broker is going to be Mo.”
 
I’d never seen someone’s lips actually curl with disgust before, but that was the only way to describe Claudia’s expression.
 
“Mo Kaminsky? The Sinclair Family broker? My broker ? I don’t think so,” she spat out.
 
“It’s going to be Mo,” I snapped right back at her. “You need someone you can trust, and so do I. Like it or not, that person is Mo. Besides, he knows everyone, and he’ll be able to make deals that you never dreamed of. Not to mention ferret out information about what Victor is plotting.”
 
Claudia grumbled, but she nodded.
 
We hammered out a few more details, each of us demanding things from the other, and neither of us giving up an inch more than we had to. Finally, though, we’d covered all the major points, including my new and much improved salary. Claudia particularly winced when I told her how much I wanted, but I had her by the throat just as much as she had me.
 
“So do we have a deal?” Claudia finally asked.
 
I stared at her outstretched hand, once again wondering what I was getting myself into. But like it or not, I was stuck, and so was she.
 
So we shook on it, sealing our devil’s bargain.
 
 

 
 
Claudia and I walked back to the mansion, then split up. She went to go call Mo and tell him what we’d agreed to. I wandered through the halls, going from one room to the next, and brooding. But I kept running into people who wanted to hear all the gory details about the fight with Grant and the lochness, so I eventually retreated back to my bedroom. I propped my mom’s sword up by the nightstand, took off my suit, and threw on a T-shirt and a pair of shorts. Oscar fluttered around, making snarky comments and trying to cheer me up, but I wasn’t in the mood for that, either.
 
Just after sunset, I found myself out on the balcony, staring down at the flashing lights of Cloudburst Falls. It was the same view my mom would have seen every night, living here at the mansion. I wondered what she had thought about them—Claudia, the Sinclair Family, Victor Draconi. I wondered if she would be happy that I was here now, following in her footsteps, whether I wanted to or not.
 
Several soft scrape-scrape-scrapes caught my attention, along with a few muffled curses, and I glanced over. That sounded like someone trying very hard not to fall and not really succeeding at it.
 
Sure enough, a second later, Devon came sliding down the drainpipe. Well, sliding was a bit generous. He hit the balcony so fast his knees buckled, and he landed on his ass. But he let out a soft laugh and pushed himself onto his feet, so I knew he wasn’t hurt.
 
“How do you climb up and down that thing?” he asked, brushing his hands off and walking over to me. “It’s so much harder than it looks.”
 
“Practice,” I quipped.
 
He must have been up on the roof, working on the heavy bag, because sweat had beaded at his temples again. He wore black gym shorts and a T-shirt that stretched across his chest in a delicious fashion. I remembered the feel of his body next to mine last night, his fingers curled around mine, his breath kissing my hair. And I wanted to feel those things again right now and more—so much more.
 
“What are you doing?” I asked to distract myself from those treacherous thoughts.
 
He grinned. “I thought I’d come down and see you for a change.”
 
My heart warmed at his words. That was probably the oddest but most romantic thing anyone had ever done for me. But I forced myself to look away from him and turn back to the railing.
 
Devon hesitated at my less-than-warm welcome, but he came over and stood beside me, putting his elbows on the stone ledge. We both stared down at the flashing lights, which seemed to burn brighter tonight than ever before.
 
“We haven’t had a chance to talk about what happened,” he said. “But I wanted to say thanks. For saving my life.”
 
“Just doing my job,” I muttered. “I’m your bodyguard, remember?”
 
He winced. Neither one of us said anything for a few minutes.
 
“Are you okay?” he asked. “About what happened?”
 
“You mean me tricking Grant and those other two men into getting eaten by the lochness?”
 
He nodded.
 
I shrugged. “I’m fine with it. You?”
 
He shrugged back. “I guess I’m all right. I mean, it was him or us. I know that. Although I keep thinking about Grant and everything he did, about how jealous and unhappy he was. I keep wondering if I should have noticed, and if I had, whether I could have done something about it.”
 
I shook my head. “Wow. You are way too noble for your own good.”
 
“What do you mean?”
 
“It’s not your fault,” I said. “People are responsible for their own actions. Grant decided to hurt people to get what he wanted, so that’s what he did. There’s no excuse for it. Don’t you dare make excuses for him and everything he did.”
 
Devon nodded, and he was quiet again, although I could almost see the gears spinning in his brain. “There’s one more thing I want to know.”
 
I tensed, knowing what was coming next, that he was going to ask me how I’d escaped at the slaughterhouse; I was already planning what lies to tell him.
 
“It’s about your transference power.”
 
I blinked. Apparently, I didn’t know what was coming next because I’d never dreamed it would be that.
 
Devon stared at me. “That’s how you got out of your ropes, right? Grant used the same ones on me, so I know how thick they were. But you snapped out of them like they were nothing—after those guys used their strength to hold you still.”
 
I didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Didn’t say anything. Suddenly, I could barely breathe. One of my deepest, darkest secrets, and Devon was talking about it like it was an action movie we’d both watched. First, Claudia. Now, her son. The Sinclairs were a lot smarter than I’d given them credit for.
 
“And when we were running toward the bridge? I could barely keep up with you,” he continued. “You were the one pulling me along, Lila, even though you were hurt a lot worse than I was. That happened after I used my compulsion on you. And I started thinking about all the other times I’ve seen you fight, and how you always seem to get stronger after someone uses their strength or speed against you. That’s transference, right?”
 
I wet my lips. “How—how do you know about my magic?”
 
He shrugged. “When I was a kid and found out about my own power, I started reading about all the different kinds of Talents. Whenever I meet someone new, I try to figure out what their magic is. It took me a lot longer with you than with anyone else, though.”
 
I kept staring and staring at him.
 
“Don’t worry,” he said, noticing the sick, stricken look on my face. “I’m not going to tell anyone. I think it’s cool. That we’re sort of the same when it comes to our magic.”
 
He smiled, and some of the knots in my stomach loosened. He would keep my secret.
 
Devon hesitated, then reached over and put his hand on top of mine. His skin was warm, as though the sun had soaked into his body. I breathed in, and the crisp, clean scent of him filled my nose, the one that made me want to bury my face in his neck and inhale the essence of him over and over again. But I forced myself to exhale and step back, putting some distance between us, even though our hands were still touching.
 
“Look,” I said, my voice carefully neutral. “You’re a nice guy, a great guy. But I’m going to . . . be here for a while. You’re an important member of the Family, and I’m your bodyguard, so it’s my job to protect you, and we’re going to have to work together. But I don’t think there should be anything . . . else.”
 
“Because of your mom, right?” he asked in a low voice. “Because you blame me for her death?”
 
I sucked in a breath, so rattled that I couldn’t even pretend I didn’t know what he was talking about. First, my magic, and now this. Somehow, Devon knew all my secrets.
 
“How do you know about my mom?” I croaked out.
 
“I remember everything about that day in the park,” he said. “Including the girl with the blue eyes who helped save me.”
 
I didn’t say anything. I could barely even hear him over the roar of my own heartbeat in my ears.
 
“It took me a while to figure out why you seemed so familiar. When I realized you reminded me of the girl in the park, I knew it had to be you. Mom would never have brought you here otherwise. Plus, there are several photos of your mother in the library. You look just like her. I know what happened to her. I’m sorry that she died because of me—so sorry.”
 
His green gaze locked with mine, that old, familiar guilt flaring to life in his eyes and punching me in the gut. And once again, I found myself wanting to comfort him.
 
“I don’t blame you for her death,” I said. “It wasn’t your fault. None of it was your fault. It was all the Draconis.”
 
“Do you really mean that?” he whispered.
 
“I do.”
 
Devon closed the distance between us and stared down at me. I let myself look into his eyes for another heartbeat.
 
Then I pulled my hand out from under his and stepped away.
 
Hurt flashed in his gaze before he could hide it. I wanted to stop. I wanted to tell him that I felt this thing, this attraction, this heat between us just as much as he did. I wanted to wrap my arms around his neck, pull his lips down to mine, and lose myself in him.
 
But I couldn’t.
 
Not when I was planning on leaving the mansion, the Family, and him, the second I thought it was safe. I already cared about Devon way too much. And Felix and Oscar and even Claudia. I didn’t need to fall any farther down that rabbit hole, especially where Devon was concerned, because I knew exactly where I would end up—with my heart broken.
 
“You said I saved your life last night. Well, you saved mine, too,” I said. “So I would say that we’re even. There’s no need for thanks or anything . . . else. Does that work for you?”
 
By this point, Devon’s face was as hard as the black marble of the mansion. “Yeah. That works. Sorry I bothered you. It won’t happen again.”
 
He turned and walked across the balcony. This time, instead of climbing up the drainpipe, he ran up the stairs, disappearing from sight, and he didn’t look back. Not even once. Good. I didn’t want him to, even though every one of his soft steps was like a knife in my heart.
 
This was for the best. I knew that. Really, I did.
 
But why did it have to hurt so much?

 



CHAPTER THIRTY
 
The next morning, Claudia called me down to the library before breakfast. She was sitting at her desk poring over some papers, but my gaze locked on to the black velvet box perched on the corner. It was the same size and shape as the one that had held the ruby necklace I’d stolen.
 
Claudia looked up at me, then stabbed her pen at the box. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to steal it. Take it. It’s yours.”
 
I pressed my hands to my heart and batted my eyes. “Diamonds? For me? You shouldn’t have.”
 
She snorted. “I don’t even buy myself diamonds.”
 
“Well, that’s a shame.”
 
She made a choking noise that sounded suspiciously like a laugh. Claudia leaned back in her chair, watching me, so I slid the box off the desk and cracked it open.
 
A silver cuff lay inside.
 
“Every member of the Family wears one,” she said. “Go on. Put it on.”
 
I sighed and plucked the cuff out of the box. It was just like all the other Family cuffs I’d seen—a thin band of silver with the Sinclair crest stamped into the middle. With one difference. A tiny, star-shaped sapphire was embedded in the silver, as though whoever was holding the sword was wearing a small ring on her hand.
 
“It was Serena’s,” Claudia said in a soft voice. “I thought you would want it.”
 
My throat closed up. I nodded and slipped the cuff on my right wrist. It was lighter than I thought it would be. Instead of a shackle, it felt almost . . . nice. Like I was connected to my mom again. Like I was part of something.
 
Like I finally belonged somewhere.
 
“It’s not like the other cuffs,” I said.
 
“No,” Claudia replied. “It’s not.”
 
I traced my fingers over the crest, feeling the small points of the star catch against my skin. “Thank you for this,” I whispered.
 
Claudia nodded and went back to her papers. With the cuff on my wrist, I closed the black velvet box, tucked it into one of the pockets on my cargo pants, and left the library.
 
 

 
 
I thought that was the end of my not-so-formal initiation into the Sinclair Family, so I headed to the dining hall for breakfast. To my surprise, the others were already gathered around one of the tables—Felix, Devon, Oscar, and Mo.
 
“Lila! There you are!” Mo called out.
 
He was wearing his usual Hawaiian shirt, this one a cool white with bright pink margaritas patterned all over the fabric. He got to his feet, came around the table, and gave me a hug.
 
“I’m so proud of you, kid,” Mo whispered in my ear. “And your mom would be, too.”
 
He stepped back and swept his arms out to the side, and I realized that the table was covered with food. Platters of eggs, hash browns, pancakes, and, most important of all, bacon. Mounds of it. Piles of it. More bacon than I had ever seen in one place before. All arranged around my usual seat, as if it had been put there especially for me.
 
“What’s all this?” I asked.
 
“Breakfast,” Oscar said, twitching his wings.
 
“Extra heavy on the bacon, just for you.” Felix winked at me.
 
Devon cleared his throat. “It’s our official way of saying welcome to the Family.”
 
His voice was quiet and his eyes were dark, telling me just how much I’d hurt him last night. My own heart squeezed tight, but once again, I told myself it was for the best.
 
“Thanks.”
 
He nodded, and we all sat down and started eating. Mo dominated the conversation, talking about all the plans he had and all the great deals he was going to make for the Sinclairs. I knew he would do a good job as the Family broker.
 
At one point, Felix leaned over to me. “Geez,” he whispered, “does that guy ever shut up?”
 
I laughed.
 
“Plus,” Mo said, finally stopping long enough to take a breath, “just think of how many more customers I’ll get at the Razzle Dazzle, now that it’s an official Sinclair Family joint. Why, I can already picture all the advertising.”
 
Mo beamed still brighter, to the dismay of Devon, Felix, and Oscar. Their eyes had long ago glazed over. I hid a smile. They’d get used to Mo . . . eventually.
 
Felix finally managed to enter the conversation, and he, Mo, and Oscar started debating what color Mo should paint the Razzle Dazzle next. This time, my eyes were the ones that glazed over, at least until Devon nudged me with his elbow.
 
He nodded at my arm. “The cuff looks good on you.”
 
My hand crept over to the thin band of silver, my fingers once again tracing the small star embedded in the metal. “Yeah.”
 
“I’m glad you’re here, Lila,” he said. “I hope you feel that way, too.”
 
Devon stared at me, a mix of emotions swirling through his eyes. I saw everything I had that first day at the Razzle Dazzle—the guilt, grief, sorrow, and all the other burdens he carried in his heart.
 
And then there was that hot spark, a little darker and dimmer than before, but still burning all the same.
 
“Me too,” I said.
 
Devon smiled, and that spark brightened just for a moment, and I felt an answering bit of warmth stir in my own heart. I nodded at him, and we both went back to our food, things a little less tense between us. A few seconds later, we were laughing, along with Oscar, as Mo and Felix talked over each other nonstop.
 
Somewhere between those laughs and all the others that morning, I realized something.
 
My home. My friends. My Family.
 
Sometimes, good things come in threes.

 



 
Don’t miss Jennifer Estep’s next Black Blade novel, Dark Heart of Magic, coming this November.
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
Working for the mob isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.
 
Oh, sure. It looks all glitzy and glamorous on TV and in the movies. Folks wearing slick suits, eating in fancy restaurants, and talking about how to best deal with their enemies over coffee and cannolis. And maybe I’d actually done some of those things during these past few weeks I’d been working for the Sinclair Family. But most of the time, taking care of Family business was a boring, tedious job, just like any other—
 
“Watch out, Lila!” Devon Sinclair shouted.
 
I ducked just in time to keep from getting pelted in the face by a blood persimmon. The ripe, apple-size fruit sailed over my head and splattered against the ground. The skin exploded on impact, painting red pulp all over the gray cobblestones and filling the summer air with a sweet, sticky scent.
 
Sadly, the cobblestones weren’t the only things covered in fruit—so was I. Red pulp had soaked into my blue T-shirt and gray cargo pants from where I’d already been hit, while seeds and bits of skin clung to the laces of my gray sneakers.
 
An angry, high-pitched cheep-cheep-cheep sounded, the noise somewhere between a crow’s cawing and a chipmunk’s chirping. I glared up at the tree where the persimmon had come from. A creature with charcoal-gray fur and emerald-green eyes jumped up and down on its hind legs on a branch about ten feet above my head. The creature’s jumps were so hard and powerful that more ripe blood persimmons dropped from their branches and hit the ground, bursting open and adding to the oozing mess that already coated the cobblestones. Oh, yeah. The tree troll was definitely upset it had missed me with its latest fruit bomb.
 
Tree trolls were among the many monsters that made their home in and around Cloudburst Falls, West Virginia, along with mortals and magicks, like me. I’d always thought of the trolls as sort of a cross between an oversize squirrel and the flying monkeys from The Wizard of Oz. Oh, tree trolls couldn’t actually fly, but the black webbing under their arms helped them catch wind currents as they hopped from one branch and tree to the next, while their long, bushy tails let them dangle upside down. The trolls were about a foot tall, so they weren’t nearly as dangerous as copper crushers and many of the other monsters in town. Most of the time, trolls were pretty harmless unless you got them riled up. And this one was certainly riled, since it kept jumping up and down and cheep-cheep-cheeping at us all the while.
 
Careful of the falling persimmons, Devon Sinclair stepped up beside me and craned his neck back. His black T-shirt and khaki cargo pants were splattered with even more persimmon pulp than mine, making it look as though he’d been caught in a red rainstorm. The only part of him not covered in fruit was the silver cuff that glimmered on his right wrist, one stamped with a distinctive design—a hand holding a sword aloft. The symbol of the Sinclair Family.
 
“He’s not a very happy fellow, is he?” Devon murmured in his deep, rumbling voice. “No wonder the tourists are complaining about him.”
 
Cloudburst Falls was known far and wide as “the most magical place in America,” a place where “fairy tales are real,” so tourism was the name of the game around here. People from all over the country and the world came to see the magnificent views from Cloudburst Mountain, the rugged, fog-covered peak that loomed over the city. They also enjoyed the shops, casinos, restaurants, hotels, and other attractions that ringed the Midway, the main drag in the center of town.
 
But monsters were also drawn to the area because of all the bloodiron, a magical metal that had been mined out of Cloudburst Mountain over the years. At least, that’s what the local legends and tall tales claimed. Tourist rubes might like to ooh and aah at the monsters in the various zoos in the Midway and photograph the creatures in their natural habitats during tours and expeditions up the mountain, but the out-of-towners didn’t appreciate tree trolls lobbing persimmon grenades their way as they walked down the sidewalk. And the tourists didn’t care to be attacked or eaten by dangerous monsters lurking in dark alleys and shadowy spots around town. So it was the job of the Families, or mobs, to make sure the monsters stayed in their designated areas. Or at least didn’t snack on too many tourists.
 
This particular troll had taken up residence in a tall blood persimmon tree that sat at the edge of one of the shopping squares off the Midway. Since this particular square was part of the Sinclair territory, we had been called in to deal with the creature. For the last three days, the troll had been fruit-bombing everyone who dared walk by its tree, causing several tourists to drop and break their expensive phones and cameras. Nothing pissed off a tourist more than losing their fancy new phone. I knew, since I’d spent the last few years swiping phones out of the pockets, purses, and fanny packs of every out-of-towner who looked like an easy mark.
 
Beside me, Devon shifted on his feet, moving out of the bright, direct sun into a pool of dappled shadows closer to the tree. The warm rays filtered down through the branches and danced across his muscled body, showing off his intense green eyes, rugged features, and the honey highlights in his dark chocolate brown hair. I breathed in, catching a whiff of his crisp pine scent, mixed in with the sticky sweetness of the splattered persimmons. Just standing near Devon made my heart do a funny little pitter-patter in my chest, but I ignored the sensation, just as I’d been doing for weeks now.
 
“What do you want to do about the troll?” I asked. “Because I don’t think he’s coming down from there without a fight.”
 
Devon was the bruiser, or second-in-command, of the Sinclair Family, responsible for overseeing all the Family guards and dealing with the monster problems that arose in Sinclair territory. Most of the bruisers for the various Families were arrogant jerks who enjoyed bossing people around and taking advantage of the other perks of their powerful position. But Devon was a genuinely good guy who treated everyone in his Family equally, from the smallest pixie to the toughest guard. Plus, he would do anything to help his friends and the folks he cared about, something he’d proven by putting himself in danger time and time again.
 
Devon’s inherent goodness and devotion to others were two of the many things that made me like him way more than I should. His soulful green eyes, teasing grin, and rocking body didn’t hurt matters, either.
 
Me? Good and I weren’t exactly close friends, and the only devotion I had was to myself, and making sure I had plenty of cash in my pockets, food in my stomach, and a warm, dry place to sleep. I was a loner thief who’d spent the last four years living in the shadows, until a few weeks ago when I’d been recruited to be Devon’s bodyguard. Not that he really needed a guard. Devon was a tough fighter who could take care of himself—and then some.
 
“Well, I say we pick up all the fruit that’s still in one piece and chuck it right back at the troll,” another voice suggested in a snide tone. “Let him see how it feels to get splattered for a change.”
 
I looked over at Felix Morales, Devon’s best friend and another Sinclair Family member. With his wavy black hair, bronze skin, and dark brown eyes, Felix was even more handsome than Devon, despite the fact he was also covered in pulp. Not that I would ever tell him that. Felix was already a terrible flirt. We’d been in the square for ten minutes, and he’d spent more time grinning at the tourist girls who wandered by than trying to figure out what to do about the troll.
 
Felix winked at two girls in tank tops and short-shorts who were sitting on a nearby bench sipping lemonade, then waggled his fingers at them. The girls giggled and waved back.
 
I elbowed him in the side. “Try to pay attention.”
 
Felix shot me a sour look and rubbed his side.
 
“What do you normally do about tree trolls who throw things at tourists?” I asked.
 
Devon shrugged. “Usually, we don’t have to do all that much. Most of the trolls stay in the trees in their designated habitat areas in and around the Midway. Whenever they start making pests of themselves, we send some guards over to tell them to either cut it out or move back up the mountain where they can do whatever they want.”
 
I nodded. Like most monsters, tree trolls could understand human speech, even if mortals and magicks couldn’t really understand them all that well.
 
“Usually, that’s the end of it, but this guy doesn’t seem to want to leave,” Devon said. “He’s still here, despite the guards that I sent over yesterday. And he’s not the only one. I’ve heard rumors that all the other Families are having similar problems with trolls. Seems like something has them spooked, causing them to come down the mountain in record numbers.”
 
As soon as Devon said the word leave, the tree troll started jumping up and down even faster than before, its cheep-cheep-cheeps growing louder and louder. The high-pitched shrieks stabbed into my brain, making me grateful that enhanced hearing wasn’t one of my Talents. The creature was plenty loud enough already without the sound being magically amplified.
 
All around us, the tourists stopped slurping down their jumbo sodas, noshing on their giant wads of cotton candy, and snapping photos of the bubbling fountain in the middle of the square. They all turned to stare in our direction, curious about the commotion. I dropped my head and slid behind Felix, trying to blend into the background as much as possible. As a thief, I’d never liked being the center of attention. Kind of hard to pick someone’s pocket or snag a watch off her wrist when she was looking straight at you. I might not be here to steal anything, but old habits die hard.
 
Devon looked at me. “Do you think you can use your soulsight to see what he’s so upset about?”
 
“Yeah,” Felix chimed in. “Let the great Lila Merriweather do her magic mojo. She is the monster whisperer, after all.”
 
I reached over and punched him in the shoulder.
 
“Hey!” Felix said, rubbing his arm. “What was that for?”
 
“I am not a monster whisperer.”
 
He rolled his eyes. “Did you or did you not feed three guys to a lochness a few weeks ago?”
 
I winced. That was exactly what I’d done. I didn’t even feel bad about it, since the guys had been trying to kill Devon and me at the time. But I’d always been secretive about my magic, my Talents, and all the things my mom had taught me about dealing with monsters. I’d had to be, since I wanted to keep my magic firmly inside my own body and not have someone rip it out of me to use himself. So I wasn’t used to Felix or anyone else joking about it so openly. Every time he or Devon made a comment about my magic, I looked around, wondering who might have overheard and what they might do to me in order to get my power.
 
Devon noticed my worried expression, and he put his hand on my shoulder. The warmth of his fingers soaked through my T-shirt and burned into my skin. That was something else I liked a lot more than I should. I shrugged out from under his touch, trying not to notice the flash of hurt in his eyes.
 
“Please, Lila,” Devon said. “Try to talk to the troll.”
 
I sighed. “Sure. Why not?”
 
The majority of magic fell into three categories—strength, speed, and senses. So lots of magicks had a Talent for sight, whether it was the ability to see great distances, in microscopic detail, or even in the dark. But I had the more unusual Talent of also being able to see into people and feel their emotions as though they were my own, whether it was love, hate, anger, or something else. Soulsight, it was called. I’d never used it on a monster before, but I supposed there was a first time for everything.
 
I stepped forward, tipped my head back, and peered up at the creature. Maybe it sensed what I was trying to do because it actually stopped jumping up and down and focused on me as intently as I was staring at it. My eyes locked with the monster’s, and my soulsight kicked in.
 
The tree troll’s red-hot anger slammed into my chest like a flaming fist, but that emotion was quickly smothered by another, stronger one—stomach-churning fear.
 
I frowned. What could the troll have to be so worried about? Sure, Devon, Felix, and I were all wearing swords belted to our waists, but so did most everyone in the Families. It wasn’t like we were actually going to hurt the creature. Or maybe that’s what the other mobs did. I wouldn’t put it past the Draconi Family to slaughter the monsters that dared to wander into their territory, either down here in the city or up on Cloudburst Mountain, where the Draconi mansion was located.
 
Whatever the troll was so worried about, it wasn’t going to leave or even calm down until it had been taken care of. As if it could sense my thoughts, the troll cheeped again, then skittered up a branch, moving higher into the tree and disappearing into the green cluster of leaves.
 
“What did you do to it?” Felix asked.
 
“I didn’t do anything,” I said. “Here. Hold this.”
 
I unbuckled the black leather belt from around my waist and passed it over to Felix. He clutched the belt and the attached sword and scabbard in his hands.
 
“What are you doing, Lila?” Devon asked.
 
“It’s worried about something. I’m going to try to find out what that is.”
 
I went over and circled around the persimmon tree, my dark blue gaze going from one branch to the next as I mentally calculated how I could best scramble up to where the troll was now perched.
 
Felix looked at me, then at the tree. “You’re going to climb up there? With the troll?” He shook his head. “Sometimes, I forget how totally cray-cray you are.”
 
I scoffed. “The only one here who is cray-cray is you, Romeo.”
 
Felix’s face scrunched up with worry at my not-so-veiled reference to his love life. On the surface, Felix might seem like a terrible flirt, but it was all an act to hide how crazy he was about Deah Draconi, daughter of Victor Draconi, the most powerful man in town. Naturally, Victor hated all the other Families with a passion, especially the Sinclairs, because that’s how these kinds of doomed love stories always went. My mom and dad were proof of that.
 
Devon glanced back and forth between Felix and me but said nothing. If he knew what I was talking about, he didn’t let on.
 
I shut Devon and Felix out of my mind, stepped forward, and took hold of the tree. The blood persimmon was old and sturdy, with lots of thick branches that would hold my weight. I’d always enjoyed climbing, no matter the surface or what I was scaling. It was practically a job requirement for a thief because it was often the most convenient way to get into and out of locked, guarded places—places I wasn’t supposed to be.
 
So I shimmied up the trunk, then reached for the first branch. I quickly went up ten, fifteen, twenty feet, smiling all the while and enjoying the earthy smell of the tree and the rough scrape of the bark against my hands. I might be an official member of the Sinclair Family now, with a thin veneer of legitimacy, but I still liked practicing old tricks. You never knew when they might come in handy, especially with Victor Draconi plotting something against the other Families.
 
Finally, when I had reached thirty feet, that distinctive cheep-cheep-cheeping sounded again. I found the troll perched on a branch off to my left. The creature regarded me with open suspicion, its emerald-green eyes narrowed to slits. It clutched another blood persimmon in its long, curved black claws, ready to chuck the fruit at me. Three fresh, jagged scars raked down the right side of the troll’s face, as if it had tangled with a much bigger monster recently—and won. This one was a fighter. Good thing I was, too.
 
I wrapped my legs around the branch, making sure I wouldn’t fall, then held my hands out to my sides, trying to assure the troll that I wasn’t here to hurt it. The creature kept staring at me, but it didn’t make a move to bean me in the face with the fruit. Finally, some progress.
 
I dropped my right hand down to my side and unzipped one of the pockets on my cargo pants. The troll cocked its head to the side, its small, gray, triangle-shaped ears twitching at the sound of several quarters jingle-jangling together in my pocket.
 
I drew out a dark chocolate bar, held it up above my head, and waved it back and forth. The troll’s black nose twitched, and its green eyes brightened in appreciation and anticipation.
 
Monsters might have more teeth and talons than mortals or magicks, but it was easy enough to deal with the creatures—most of the time. You just had to know how to bribe them. Oftentimes, a drop of blood or a lock of hair was enough to get you safe passage through a monster’s territory. Some monsters, like the lochness that Felix had mentioned, required quarters and other shiny coins, but tree trolls required immediate gratification.
 
Dark chocolate, and lots of it.
 
“C’mon,” I crooned. “You know you want it. I’m just paying the toll for climbing your tree and invading your personal space—”
 
The troll scrambled down, snatched the chocolate bar, and returned to its previous branch, its lightning-quick movements almost too fast for me to follow.
 
Zip-zip-zip.
 
Its black claws made quick work of the wrapper, and the troll sank its needle-sharp teeth into the chocolate. More little cheep-cheeps sounded, but this time, they were squeaks of pleasure.
 
I waited until the troll had downed another bite before starting my spiel, such as it was. “Listen, little furry dude. I’m not here to make trouble. But you know how it is. You start acting out and throwing stuff at tourists, then the Sinclair Family is going to make you move on. You know that. So what’s got you so upset?”
 
The troll chomped down on another piece of chocolate, staring at me all the while, green eyes locking with mine. Once again, its anger and worry punched me in the heart, mixed in with a bit of warm happiness brought on by eating the chocolate. Nothing strange there. Chocolate made me happy, too.
 
But the longer I stared at the troll, the brighter and greener its eyes became, until they were practically glowing like stars in its furry face. It almost seemed as if the creature had the same soulsight that I did and was peering into me the same way I was into it. Judging whether or not I was trustworthy. So I focused on remaining calm and trying to look as nonthreatening as possible.
 
Maybe it was a trick of the sunlight streaming down through the leaves, but I swear that I felt something . . . shift inside me. As if I were somehow calming down the troll just by staring at it and thinking good thoughts. Despite the hot summer day, a chill swept over me, cold enough to raise goose bumps on my arms.
 
I shivered and blinked, breaking the strange spell. The troll was just a troll again, and everything was normal. No glowing eyes, no odd emotions in my chest, no more cold chills. Weird. Even for me.
 
The troll cheeped again, then reached up and pushed back a branch beside its head, revealing a large nest.
 
Twigs, leaves, and grasses had been braided together in a crook of the tree, along with several candy bar wrappers. Looked like this particular troll really loved its chocolate. I scooted up higher on my branch so that my head was level with the nest. A moment later, another tree troll—a female given her dark gray fur—popped her head up out of the nest, along with a much smaller, fuzzier head. A pair of small, innocent green eyes stared back at me. The male tree troll handed the rest of the candy bar to the female, and she and the baby vanished back down into the bottom of the nest, out of my line of sight.
 
So the monster was watching out for his family, which was the reason for all the fruit bombs. No doubt the creature saw everyone who approached the tree as a potential threat. Well, I couldn’t blame him for that. Not in this town. I might be a thief, but I knew what it was like to try to protect your Family—mob or otherwise.
 
And to fail miserably.
 
The old, familiar, soul-crushing grief twisted my chest, but I shoved the emotion down into the bottom of my heart where it belonged.
 
“All right,” I said. “You can stay here until your baby is big enough to travel. If you’re looking for someplace a little quieter, there are some nice, tall trees over by the lochness bridge. You should scout them out.”
 
The tree troll cheeped at me again. I hoped that meant he understood me.
 
I pointed at him. “But no more throwing fruit at the tourists, okay? You leave them alone, and they’ll leave you alone. Capisce?”
 
The troll cheeped at me a final time, which I was going to take for a yes.
 
I unhooked my legs from around the branch and started climbing down. The troll watched me all the while, jumping from one branch to the next, following me down the tree, but he didn’t throw any blood persimmons. More progress. Maybe I really was a monster whisperer after all. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
 
When I was about ten feet off the ground, I sat down on a branch, flipped over, and let go. I plummeted through the air, letting out a happy laugh at the rush of the wind through my hair, before landing in a low crouch. I made a gallant flourish with my hand to add to my dramatic descent, then got to my feet.
 
Felix grinned. “Show-off.”
 
I grinned back. “I do try.”
 
Devon craned his neck back, trying to see the troll. “So what did he do?”
 
“He’s got a family up there, so he’s not going anywhere,” I said. “I told him to stop throwing fruit at the tourists, and he seemed to agree. I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”
 
Devon nodded. “Thanks, Lila. Good job.”
 
His face crinkled into a smile. I looked away from his green gaze before my soulsight kicked in, but the warm rush in my heart had nothing to do with my magic. It was just Devon being Devon, and how hopelessly into him I was, despite my need to keep my distance.
 
Devon sensed the change in my mood, and his grin dropped from his face. I felt like I’d reached up and snuffed out the sun with my bare fingers, and more than a little guilt curled up in my stomach. He really was a good guy, and I kept pushing him away, hurting him without even meaning to.
 
But I’d been hurt, too—horribly so—and I didn’t want my heart to be broken again. Not even for someone as all-around cute, charming, and wonderful as Devon Sinclair.
 
Devon waited until Felix had handed over my black leather belt, and I’d buckled my sword around my waist again, before jerking his thumb over his shoulder.
 
“Come on,” Devon said. “Let’s go home and get cleaned up.”
 
He and Felix turned and headed out of the square. I followed them, but something made me stop and look back over my shoulder. Thanks to my sight, I easily spotted the tree troll staring at me through the leafy branches, his green eyes brighter and more wary than ever before, as if he knew about some lurking danger that I didn’t. Our eyes locked, and once again, the creature’s worry, fear, and dread made my heart sink, my stomach churn, and a cold chill slither down my spine.
 
I shivered, dropped my gaze from the monster, and hurried after my friends.
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