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1
CHAPTER

VERNAL EQUINOX NEW M OON

Rynereceived the assgnment just past full dark. She muttered a curse as she yanked on her ankle
boots, but it lacked heat. The timing sucked, but what €l se was new?

She shrugged into ajean jacket. The denim wasn't warm enough for March, but she couldn't risk
being impeded by aheavy coat. Not when she never knew what sheld be facing till she was up close and
persond with it. After drawing afew deep breaths to center hersdlf, she chanted the spell to open a
trangt.

The gateway shimmered, but it was more mirror than window; she couldn't see what waited on the
other sde. She stepped through the portal, and with awave of her fingers, closed it behind her.

Icy wind dapped at her and shejammed her hands in the pockets of her jacket as she studied her
surroundings. Crap, acemetery. That just figured. Why did the uninitiated aways fed the need to
conduct black magic ritualsinsde graveyards?

She sensed a presence immediately, but he was one of theirs and not who she hunted. Her focus
shifted. The cemetery gates were closed, the wrought iron seeming vaguely threatening in the muted glow
of the dreetlights. Fog hung thickly in the air, blocking her view insde the fenced grounds, but she
couldn't tell if it was natura or magical. She hoped for natural.

Satisfied that there was nothing out here to concern her, she stepped from the darkness and toward
the gate. Another figure separated itsalf from the shadows and met her.

Zane Conners was enough to get any woman's heart pumping faster. As she watched the wind tease
his shoulder-length tawny hair, shetried to recal why sheld never accepted an invitation to go out with
him. "Hey, Zane."

"Ryne. About time you got your ass here. Y ou know, just because you're some damn troubleshooter
doesn't mean your timeismore important than mine."



Now she remembered. The bitterness. Most of the time he was anice guy, but every now and then
hostility seeped out. No man, no matter how attractive, was worth this bullshit. "I got the call lessthan
five minutes ago. Don't bitch at me about tardiness, talk to the council.”

"Sorry," Zane said gruffly. "It's been more than two hours since | sent the request.” Theroar of a
jumbo jet taking off drowned out the final word, but sheread hislips. She snuggled deeper into her
jacket as she waited for the plane to pass.

"Tdl mewhat you know," she said when it became quieter.

For amoment, it looked asif he were going to continue with the I'm-sorry speech, but he nodded and
said, "Kid went in there ten minutes before the gates closed. He had abook with him, looked like one of
the old ones, but it was hard to tell. It's been eerily still Snce then. Hewasn't strong, but if he's calling up
thingsthat are, you might bein for arough night.”

"One of the perks of being a damn troubleshooter . Anything ese?' she asked quickly, cutting off
another apology.

"That'sdl | have"

She nodded, and with a silent incantation, walked through the barred gate as easily asif it were open.
Within afew steps, she was engulfed by fog, making the night darker. Ryne paused and cast aquick spell
to aid her vison. Another gust of sharp wind clawed at her as she spoke the fina words. Why the hell
couldn't he have picked the summer solstice for this?

Row after row of neet, white headstones lined the ground in military order and the precision allowed
her to wak without worrying about faling over agrave marker. She skidded across a patch of ice and bit
back acurse after she caught her balance. The spring thaw made traversing the grounds dangerous

enough.

A few more steps and she cleared the fog. That meant it was magical. Not agood sign. She couldn't
hear the sound of planes from the airport any longer either, another indication it was conjured. It acted
likeawal, cutting off the cemetery from the outside world. She kept moving, being more cautious now.

Only moments later, the first wisps of power reached her and she stopped to identify them. A shiver
went through her that had nothing to do with the temperature. Y eah, the kid was messing with the dark
forces. Some damned powerful ones, too.

She zeroed in on hislocation and reinforced her protection spells. Thiswas going to be ugly—she
knew it. With aquick entreaty for luck, she crept forward, carefully avoiding the places covered with
crunchy ice. There wasn't much cover, but then if thisthing was as strong as she suspected, there was no
incantation, no physica object, that would hide her presence for long. Dread rose, but she pushed it
asde. Thiswas her job, what she'd trained for yearsto do. Sheld handleit.

The kid stood beneath one of the few lightsin the cemetery. He looked to be about seventeen, and he
used the marble wall that encircled the flagpole like an dtar. She noticed the black pillar candlesfirdt.
They weren't lit, but it was evidence of dark magic. A book was open between the candles and the
pagesfluttered in the breeze. A glint caught her eye and she focused on the athame. Seeing aritua blade
in this situation was bad news. Ryne edged closer to hear what the boy was chanting.

It waan't English.
It wasn't any language she'd heard spoken before.

Which meant only one thing—something wasinsde the kid. Whether or not the teenager was dive



was anyone's guess, she wouldn't know until she forced whatever inhabited his body out into the open.
Staying deep in the shadows of anearby tree, shelet her senses probe, trying to discover what sheld be
fadng.

She couldn't read athing.
That made it tough to come up with aplan of action.

Ryne ran through what she knew and made a guess. The boy was a dormant and had probably
aways had an interest in the arcane. When held found the book, held started fooling around with it—and
held called forth something that wasn't playing. Something strong enough to compel thekid to this
cemetery.

Whatever it was, it must be confined to the grounds. For now. No doubt the teen had been
summoned to change the Situation and it was up to her to prevent it from getting loose.

The conjecture, however, didn't give her any idea of how to handle the task. L ots of things that
operated on the dark side would behave thisway. The chanting stopped abruptly.

"l seeour guest ishere.”

It was the boy's mouth moving, but it was evil speaking. The voice made her fed asif shed fdleninto
apit with rotting corpses, but she shook off the revulsion and concentrated on the situation. Thekid, or
rather whatever was in the kid, stared directly at her. So much for the eement of surprise.

She didn't have timeto brace herself before he attempted to force her to the dtar. The push was
strong, the energy fetid, and it gave her afed for what sheld be facing. Whatever thiswas, it was old,
experienced, and corrupt, but she didn't think it realized what she was. Not yet.

Ryne shifted, balancing her weight evenly, and prepared hersdlf for another prod. It came immediately
and was much more potent, but it didn't affect her. She smirked, trying to pissthe thing off. Theideawas
to goad him to attack and hope he gave something away, since she till didn't know what wasinsde the
boy.

Although she'd expected a probe, she thought it would come head-on. He surprised her by using a
more roundabout path. She blocked it at once, but it wastoo late. Stupid, stupid mistake.

"Gined." Theword came out more breath than substance, but she heard it and would bet hed had a
run-in with another enforcer.

A rock flew at her, hurled with such velocity that she barely managed to leap clear. It showed her,
though, that he had tele-kinetic ability and that he was drawing on outside power. She couldn't pinpoint
the source, but she needed to cut it off.

Shewas a adigtinct disadvantage. Because the thing was using the teen asavessd, shewaslimited in
how much force she could use. She didn't want to hurt the kid if he were dtill dive, but it meant there
wasn't much she could do until the boy was freed. Sometimesit sucked to be the good guy.

Ryne blocked another missile—alarge tree branch—and started searching for what he used to bolster
his strength. To give hersdf time, she called on fire, encircling the boy's body in a prison of flame. She
added a containment spell, but doubted it would stay in place. It would take afull-fledged binding ritua
to hold him and there wasn't time for that.

Thetext. It emitted energy. That could be the outside source. Too bad she couldn't destroy it, but it
had its own protective shield. Ryne checked, saw that thewall of fire continued to keep him captive, and
started toward the dtar.



She gasped when she was picked up and pitched backward. The landing knocked the wind from her,
but Ryneimmediately scrambled up. Hed bypassed her spells. She had to get the book.

Her second approach was more cautious, but every bit as quick. There was no time to waste. The
fidld sheld thrown was weakening and held be free in moments.

It ended up being more like an ingtant.

Ryne hit the asphdt, narrowly avoiding an arc of flame. She scraped her pams, but the burning was a
minor irritation. What pissed her off wasthat hed used her fire. Rolling to her feet, she sent out her own
burst. Not enough to harm the kid's body, but enough to demonstrate she wasn't defensaless.

"You areweak, Gined," the creature said.

She wasn't going to exchange insults. It was nothing but an attempt to distract her. A creak of metal
captured her attention and she saw one of the flagpoles sway. She diverted it, but it crashed down damn
close. Crap. What the hdll was she up againg?

It took alot of energy to maintain a possession. If she could reach that book, held have to leave the
kid's body, then she could fight instead of dancing around, dodging the assaullt.

He started walking toward her, hisgait unsteady. Not used to having a body, are you? Tha
narrowed her list of sugpects, but demons were fought differently than ghosts.

Shefdt him mentally pick her up. Despite the quick spell she muittered, she was unable to bresk his
grip. Hethrew her again and her back dammed into atree.

The buffer sheld thrust between her body and the trunk kept her from being incapacitated, but shed
hit hard enough to hurt. It had been ahdl of along time since she'd faced anything this strong. She
struggled to stand, wincing at the painin her back.

And to think Zane was bitter because his powers hadn't reached the necessary level tobea
troubleshooter.

Some people had dl the luck.

Sheld just regained her balance when helifted her. Instead of fighting it, she used his energy to steer
toward the makeshift atar. For amoment, she wasn't sure she'd be able to harnessit, but then she
changed course and landed lightly on her feet.

The entity roared and threw another rock. She held up ahand, directing it back a him. Then the
barrage started. Ryne took afew hits, but she kept trying to reach the book. Once he had to use hisown
abilities, the fight would be eesier.

When he noticed that hisammunition wasn't dowing her down, he growled and charged. That washis
error. He ssumbled over his own shoes and fell. While he thrashed around, trying to stand, she made a
dash for the tome.

Her fingers closed around the leather-bound volume and she glanced over her shoulder. Hed regained
hisfeet. It was natural to cal on fire, but she found her access blocked. She didn't bother puzzling out
why. Instead, she melted a patch of ice and ran the water under the teen'sfeet before freezing it again. As
the creature dipped, flailing hisarmsto maintain balance, she brought up the wind and knocked him to
the pavement.

Ryne didn't waste a second. Her heart pounding wildly, she quickly chanted the spell that would take
the old text and put it into an dternate dimension. When the grimoire disappeared, she did another sveep



and found out his power hadn't decreased. Not one iota. Damn, it hadn't been the book.

Thistime he tossed her with so much vehemence that she was unable to counter it. Her head missed
the grave marker, but her shoulder hit it dead on. The impact knocked the stone askew and deadened
her arm. Tearsfilled her eyes, but she blinked rapidly and took stock of her condition. She didn't think
anything was broken, but it hurt like hell. Cradling her injured limb close to her body, she stood as
quickly asthe pain alowed.

Hewasn't interested in her—not right now. The thing searched the areaaround the flagpole, unaware
sheld sent the book to another realm, but it wouldn't take him long to redlize it wasn't there. Before he
came after her again, she had to find his outside power source. If shedidn't locate it, and neutrdizeit, she
was going to diein this cemetery.

She might have to sacrifice the boy.

It went againgt everything she believed, but she couldn't et the entity kill her without fighting back. She
preferred to end the possession by blocking access to the well, but her other option wasto attack. If the
boy's body was too damaged, the thing would abandon it, but this was her last resort.

She needed to find that damn pool he was drawing on. The tome had been the only visible thing that
could be boosting the creature, so she let her senses scan for an unseen reservoir.

Something tried to make itsdlf felt, but before she pinned it down, ayel echoed through the night.
He'd accepted that the book was gone. With agulp, she turned to deal with hiswrath.

Shetried to draw on fire again, but it remained obstructed. Delving deeper, she followed her
connection to find out why. It only took a second to discover it was her opponent doing it. He was so
strong, he was able to throw a dam between her and flame. Her ssomach tightened and she had to run
her pdms over the front of her jeansto get rid of the clamminess. A quick check showed sheld lost water
and air, too.

She used earth to upend the being as he raged toward her. He floundered on the ground again, giving
her another opportunity to scan for his power source. Nothing. Not adamn thing.

If shewere smart, sheld try atactica retreat. But if sheleft, or if shefailed, the monster would have
timeto finish theritua to free himsdf. Surrounded by humans he could draw on for energy, held wreak
untold havoc before anyone could stop him.

Wait a second. Maybe that wasiit.

Ryne grit her teeth as he raised her up. Earth was blocked now, too, so she focused on casting the
gpell to cushion her landing. The damn buffer didn't help awhole hdl of alot, though, when she dammed
into astone building. The back of her head connected sharply and her vision went white. A whimper
escaped as she landed in a heap. Had to get up. Had to.

"Give methe book!"

The entity's demand barely penetrated the buzzing in her ears. She staggered to her feet, blinking to
clear her mind. She had to remember something, ASAP.

Souls. That wasit.

She should have guessed. Every soul, in body or not, had its own energy. Although she could barely
see straight, she reached out and discovered she was right. Hundreds, maybe thousands, of souls were
trapped in the cemetery. He'd prevented them from passing to the other side and sucked their power.



Her mind went blank as shetried to recall the proclamation to open asoul gate. Swest born of pain
trickled down her temple. Or maybe it was blood. Her vision swam and she shook her head to clear it.
She curled her hands into fists as she watched him close the distance. Think, she exhorted, think!

Then the words came and she whispered them quickly, fiercely. It took agood dedl of power to call
forth the gate and the cemetery waslarge, so sheld need more than one. She placed thefirst on the far
sde of the graveyard, and though shefelt energy drain out of her, she began the chant for a second. "And
itis" she closed with asqueak when he grabbed her.

She shoved at his shoulder with her uninjured arm, but although she was astall asthe teenager, he had
the strength of an unworldly being and she took another flight. Frantically, she chanted. Thistime, she
could only manage to throw aweak bulwark around hersdf. When she hit the wall around the flagpole
stomeach first, her defense gave and she fdt ribs crack.

Her breath left her. Oh God, oh God, oh God, it hurts. She gasped, trying to bring in oxygen.
Troubleshooters don't cry, shetold hersdlf, blinking hard.

It was tempting to remain where she landed, but Ryne forced the pain aside, tried to anyway, and
pushed herself upright. Troubleshooters didn't give up or givein.

None of the spirits had used the gates, she realized when she ran aquick scan. None of them. Aslong
asthey remained in the graveyard, she didn't have a chance. And if they didn't leave soon, it would be
too late. She'd used most of her persona energy and he'd blocked her access to the elements. Even her
thought about forfeiting the boy had become amoot point—she didn't have enough left in her to launch
any kind of attack.

She dmost sagged with relief when shefdt the first soul dip through the portdl.
"Give methe book!"
"No." Shedidn't know what it contained, but shed ensure he never touched it again.

"It matters not,” he said dmost conversationdly. "I've the words memorized. Y ou can do nothing to
prevent my freedom.”

She didn't doubt that, but she didn't believe him when he said the text didn't matter; he wanted it too
badly. Instead of commenting, she pressed, hoping held make another mistake. "If that'strue,” she
countered, wishing her voice sounded stronger, "then why haven't you completed the ritua ?*

He moved closer and she fought the urge to back away. Troubleshooters didn't cower.
"Need asacrifice. Femde sacrifice. The smile chilled her. ™Y ou're chosen, Gineal."

Now Ryne knew that the tome held the vilest of rites, the darkest of the dark. The Gineal had tried to
secure al texts of this nature, whether written by their people or by others, but there had been so many,
some were bound to have escaped the hunt.

His smile gave way to a puzzled expression and he cocked his heed much like adog would when it
thought it heard something. She stretched her senses to discover what had his attention.

More soulstrickled through the gates. She had to keep him diverted, had to alow time for the spirits
to depart. Swest ran down the column of her spine. Sheignored it. Her most solid connection was
closed, but she called energy from the universe and mentaly pushed him back astep.

It worked. His focus centered on her once more.



She had nothing left inside her and the protection spells were long gone. Her body hit the treefull
force. Only sheer determination fueled her now. Somehow her brain had become distanced from the pain
and the numbness enabled her to continue to confront the creature. She just had to hang on long enough
for the imprisoned soulsto clear ouit.

Hetossed her again and again, but she kept getting up. It wouldn't be much longer. The soulswere
streaming through the gates now, leaving quickly. Her hair was damp with sweat and the dark tendrils
hung in her face, but Ryne couldn't lift her hand to push them aside. All she wanted wasto lay down and

deep.
Soon, shetold hersdlf. The spirits needed afew more minutes, then she could rest.

Unfortunately, he figured out what was happening. Although she couldn't see much through her
swollen eyes, she heard hisroar of outrage, but it wastoo late for him to stop it.

She wasleaning againg the side of the stone building when he picked her up again. Thistime
something felt different and her brain duggishly kicked in to work out what.

Hewasn't insdethe kid any longer.
Too damn bad she couldn't take advantage of it.

Therewas still power, alot of it, but if shewere at full strength she could have taken him down. Now,
of course, shewas virtualy helpless. She didn't know what she hit when he threw her thistime, maybe
another tree; it didn't matter.

Cold ground pressed against her cheek. Shetried to focus on that to remain dert, but it didn't help.
Ryne panted and thought about opening her eyes. It seemed like too much work. Then she heard
chanting and knew she had to make the effort.

Thekid lay prone on the asphalt, but she couldn't tell if he was dive. She fought to turn her head far
enough to see the entity. He stood at the improvised dtar and there was a transparency to him that made
her decide he was awraith.

Her eyes did shut again. The blades of frozen grass poked at her lips, a her face, but that wasthe
only thing she could fed. The rest of her was numb. She fought the need to drift off; she had to check a
few morethings.

The trapped spirits had crossed, none remained. Taking a shallow breath, she closed the soul gates. It
was a housekeeping detail, but she didn't want to leave any loose ends.

A black void encroached, and she fought againgt it. She had things she needed to do tonight. There
was no one else. Maybe she'd played this hand too close to the vest. Not even the council knew what
sheld been working on for the last four years.

Another mistake.

Rynefdt herself vacate her body. It was odd. Though she hadn't been blessed with precognition,
sheld dwaysimagined that if she wereto diein battle it would be when she faced Anise.

Anise. She couldn't leave yet.

Ryne noticed that she was floating above her procumbent form and fought harder against the pull.
Even from her vantage point, she could see the blood, fedl the extent of the injuries, but she wasn't ready
to die. She dipped farther away from hersdlf.



Not now. Please, not now.

Despite the plea, her view tunneled. Crap.

Ryne was shivering uncontrollably when she regained awareness; the shaking stabbed pain through every
cdl of her being. Her clotheswere damp, probably from her body melting theice and frost, and the
clamminess added to her suffering.

It had felt better while she'd been dead.
No pain. No cold. No need to fight.

The entity continued to chant. He was louder now and more enthusiastic. She took that asasign he
was nearing the end of theritual. Then held offer her asa sacrifice.

Like hell. She wastaking him down.

Asshelay there, splayed acrossthe grass, it findly penetrated her lethargic mind that he hadn't
completely blocked her connection to Earth. There was an opening. It was dight, but enough for small
amounts of energy to seep into her. She wouldn't need much to open atiny soul gate.

A one-phantom soul gate.

Shewasridding this plane of his presence. No way would she leave him for another troubleshooter to
take out. He was hers. If he hadn't been inside the kid, she'd have sent him through long before things
had reached this point. She let the regret drift away. Nothing she could do about that now.

The processwas dow, but shedidn't try to hurry. Instead, she let the power pool inside her.
Somehow, she'd be ready when the time came. She had to be. When she had enough stored, when she
heard the creature'srite sart to crescendo, she recited the words for the gate. She held them in her mind,
but didn't close the spell. Wouldn't until he wasright in front of her.

He came for her before she was ready, but the choice wasn't hers. Though he narrowed the space,
Ryne hdld thefind phrase. A little nearer, she thought, come on, just alittle nearer.

His gait was more glide than walk, but he was incorpored. He appeared indistinct, blurry, but she
wasn't sureif that was him or her eyesight. She didn't bother to blink, just tightened her jaw. The shaking
was 0 violent now that it was more like spasms than shivering, but she couldn't stop. Instead, she shut
out the pain and gathered herself. Sheld only have one shot.

When he was about twenty feet from her, she finished the proclamation and the gate appeared
between them. The entity came to ahalt, and though she couldn't see him, she sensed his scorn.

"You areafool, Gined."
That was probably true, but she preferred to think of it as determined.
"Y ou believe you're capable of forcing your will upon me?!

Right now, she didn't feel capable of much, but if he were so confident he'd best her, why was he
staying back? Why was he bothering to taunt her? She was no match for him even without his extra
power source. Or was she?

Carefully she probed, and discovered he wasn't any stronger than her. 1t took her afew secondsto
figureit out. He was performing aritual involving the darkest of the dark and those forces exacted a
price. Part of the cost was alot of persond energy. He wanted her to fight him on histerms, to use up the



rest of her reserve, so that she was no threst.

But she wastoo injured to get angry over afew insults, and the longer he delayed, the more power
she was able to soak up.

Maybe he guessed that. Or maybe he decided her lack of response meant she wasn't adanger. In any
case, he moved closer. She couldn't wait any longer.

The incantation wasin the ancient language of the Ginedl and had never been trandated. It didn't need
to be. All troubleshooters were fluent in the old tongue. If she could complete the spell, the thing would
have his powers caged. Too damn bad she hadn't been able to use this before, but with his strength then,
hed have overcomeit eesily.

She whispered the words through clenched teeth. Some weren't even a breath of sound, but she didn't
need to speak aoud—all that was required was focusing the energy. Her body shook harder aswhat
little power she had began to amass.

The entity realized what she was doing and his howl pierced theringing in her ears. Ryne didn't stop.
Not even when he levitated her again. Sheld aready died tonight and been gifted with reentry to her
body—it didn't matter if she died a second time. Not aslong as she did what she'd come back for.

He didn't throw her. She was prepared for that. Instead, when he had her about five feet off the
ground, he dropped her.

Numbness disappeared.

Agony ripped through her, turning her world a hazy red and purple. Her eyesrolled back and
blackness began to fill the corners of her mind, but she fought it off.

It was the touch of hisvile, dark energy that forced her out of the misery. She resumed spesking. He
tossed more debris at her, trying to stop her from finishing the proclamation, but she uttered the closing
phrase anyway. She ensnared him. His fury raged, but she sensed the panic.

Ryne drew on everything she had remaining ingde her and gave him amenta push. Then ancther.

The attemptsto bresk free failed. His powers weretightly contained within aninvisible force fidld. She
shoved until he stood before the soul gate. As she took a minute to collect herself, he struggled harder
agang her magic.

Shegavethefind thrust and sent him through the gate.
His shout rang as she shut the portal behind him.

Thekid. Had to check on him, seeif hewas il alive. It would be ahdl of anirony to find out that he
was dead, that she'd taken this abuse for no reason. Shetried to stand, but didn't reach her knees before
fdling back to theicy ground.

She needed a healer. Desperatdly.

Ryne sent out the cdll, but knew it didn't travel far. She was weak, much too weak, to reach anyone
who wasn't nearby. Zane.

He probably wasn't here any longer. His responsibilities had ended as soon as held briefed her, and as
cold asit was, why would he hang around? But she had to try. He was her only shot.

Zane. Need help.



No response, so Ryne focused on holding energy. Though her connection to the e ementswas
restored, her injuries were 0 severe, she was legking power like rain through awindow screen. All she
needed, however, was enough to call someone. Soon.

A trangt opened mere yards from her. She didn't fed like moving, but she made hersdf check who
came through. It could be any of her people, including one of the Gineal who had embraced the dark
forces. Her eyeswere swollen almost shut now, but she peered through the smdll dit that remained.
Zane. Thank God.

He crouched down next to her, checking her out. She felt him push her hair off her face. "You need a
heder,” hesad.

Since that was obvious, she didn't respond. She knew when he sent the request for help, but she
spaced out. The next thing she was aware of was the warmth of energy. Three healers surrounded her,
their hands suspended just above her body.

There were things that had to be taken care of . Important things. She turned her head, scanning
carefully until she saw him. Her voice had deserted her, so she used telepathy.

Zane. The kid. Was possessed. Check him, 'kay?
"I'll take care of it," he assured her.

The hedlers began a chant, one in the old language, but she didn't listen to the words. She had to
remain aert until she knew the Stuation wasin hand. That was part of her job.

It seemed to take forever before he returned. " The boy's dlive. HE's out cold, but there's no sign of
any physcd harm.”

Good. But the word didn't transmit. Sheld weakened too far to even send thoughts. With asmall
frown, she managed a quiet murmur to let Zane know she'd heard. He knew about the book and would
tell the council. They'd check out the dimension where sheld sent it, recover the text and secureiit.

Everything she needed to worry about was taken care of.
Ryne closed her eyes, and with asoft exhae, shelet go.

2
CHAPTER

She should have bought alonger couch.

Ryne stared at her toes. Thick socks kept her feet warm, but her heels were resting on the arm of the
sofaand her head was on the other arm, three pillows propping her up. It would have been smarter to
stay in bed where sheld been more comfortable, but she couldn't chance falling adeep.

The couch wasn't the only shortcoming. She grimaced. Aside from the sofaand a coffeetable, the
only furniture she had here was the huge television. The whole house, with the exception of her bedroom,
auffered from the same lack of furniture and style.

With asigh, sheran her hand dong the couch beneath her right thigh. The nubby fabric doraded her



skin, but the sensation was comforting, familiar. She stretched out farther, wincing as the movement
intengfied her aches. After what sheld been through tonight, the residual soreness was awelcome sign.

The hedlers had done atremendous job mending everything, and her condition was nothing short of
miraculous. By the time she woke tomorrow morning, sheld be a full strength again.

Only she needed to be able to use her powers before then.

The weakness, the lethargy were problems she couldn't afford right now. She turned her head to see
the clock and her fingersflexed against the couch. Four and ahalf hours, give or take, before equinox. If
she couldn't recoup enough energy to perform the rite by then, shedd have to wait for the autumnal
equinox and she had afeding that would be too late.

She wished she could shrug off the sense of dread, but she knew better than to discount her ingtincts
when it cameto Anise. After living with the woman for so long, Ryne knew what she was likely to do. It
wasthat familiarity that had earned her the assgnment, one sheld been working for Six years without
success. Her lipsturned down. Anise had trained her, and though Ryne had learned alot since, her
quarry had given her the foundation.

Damn, she hated being predictable, but no matter how hard she tried to do the unexpected, Anise
aways anticipated her. Ryne wanted to blame it on precognition, but her mentor'stalent in thisareawas
very limited; it had to be familiarity. Anise had avoided many of the confrontations by clearing out
moments before Ryne arrived. When they did meet faceto face, it ended in adraw, often with both of
them injured and in retreat.

Her ingtincts aso told her that Anise was going to go for broke in an attempt to get rid of her hunter.
Soon. Ryne's plan was to push the time frame forward, force her former mentor to act before she was
ready. But she had to be able to perform theritua tonight or sheld be facing Anise without the big gun.

Every year the woman delved deeper into the dark forces, and sooner or later, sheld be ableto
overpower Ryne. It wasn't that dark was stronger than light, but there were ethicsinvolved with using the
light forces. It was a disadvantage, but if she abandoned those tenets, she'd start her own dideinto
darkness.

From the time she'd been a child, she'd been scared by tales of what happened to Gined who
practiced black magic. Human kids had the boogeyman; her horror had been much worse. Anyone
among her people could be amonster. When she'd been much younger, sheld been sure sheld never
need concern hersdlf with this. As an adult, she knew better. Temptation. She fought it often.

All troubleshooters did.

Using the dark forceswas like taking an opiate, hell, apoison. It seeped in dowly, so gradudly that
the user wasn't aware of how deep shewastill it wastoo late.

Shewished the line between dark and light was clearer. Instead it was murky, filled with shades of
gray. While most Ginedl could avoid using shadowy magic, troubleshooters couldn't. They had to walk
into no-man's land regularly to defeat the dark.

It was one of the reasons why they were at greater risk at turning to the black arts. Go alittle too gray
... She decided she didn't want to think about this anymore.

Another look at the clock. Ryne reached for the remote resting atop her somach and clicked on the
televison, flipping through the gtationstill she found the one she wanted. She pushed thoughts of Anise
out of her head. The only thing she needed to concern herself with right now was regaining enough energy
50 that she could conduct therite.



The theme song for the show stopped her worrying. She normally wasn't much for cartoons, but this
one was the exception. In the opening credits, an animated red pickup truck screeched around a corner,
pulled in front of a convenience store, and the driver jumped out to arrest awould-be robber.

"Man, who are you?"' the perp asked, sounding bewildered.

A squad car arrived in time to hear the question and the cops said, in unison, "He's Deke Summers,
M." Then they dgpped the cuffs on the man and hauled him away.

The opening was the same, but Ryne stared closdly, looking for one small difference. The cartoon
Deke removed his sunglasses and looked out of the television. On her big screen, hisslver eyeswere
easy to see and she blew out along breath. No change.

Tonight's show, where Deke was hired to find amissing cat, wasn't one of her favorites, but she
quickly found hersdf riveted. She studied him intently. If only—

"Oh, for God's sake!"
Ryne jerked. She hadn't heard her sister comein. Damn.

Normally sheloved spending time with Maia, but tonight wasn't good. She didn't have the energy to
sparefor afight, and from the look on her sister'sface, it was unavoidable. If only she'd heard the door
open, she could have switched to another station in time to prevent this.

"Thisis pathetic!" Maiadeclared, coming deeper into the room. Sheld dready taken off her jacket and
put down her purse. "When | invited you to dinner and amovie, you said you were busy. Watching some
damn cartoon is not busy, but | should have guessed.”

There was apause, but Ryne didn't comment. As she watched her Sister pace the room, she found
herself considering how different they were from each other. They were both dark and about the same
height, but that's where the s milarities ended.

Sheld dways wished shelooked more like her big sster. It wasn't only that men found Maiamore
atractive, dthough that was part of it. For Ryne the big reason was how people reacted to them. The
same guyswho rushed to help Maia carry a pillow would stand and watch her struggle with a heavy box.
She looked capable, her sister appeared delicate.

Maiareturned, cutting Ryne's contemplation short, and leaned on the couch so she could glare down
at her. "1t would be bad enough if you were this obsessed with an actor. At least you'd have achance
with aflesh-and-blood man, but you're infatuated with a cartoon character "

"1'm not infatuated with Deke," Ryne disagreed calmly.
"Deke." Malarolled her eyes. "Listen to yoursdf. Y ou even refer to him asif he were a person.”

Shehit theinside of her lip to keep from saying anything. Maia had revoked her powers and was no
longer one of them. The Ginedl, particularly the troubleshooters, never shared their businesswith
outsiders. It was Ssmply too dangerous.

Her sster pushed off the couch and resumed pacing. Every now and then sheld glance over and shake
her head sadly. Ryne knew the concern was genuine. Even though Maia had forsaken her and their
people for some damn human male, Ryne had never questioned her sster'slove. It might not be as much
as she needed, as much as she wanted, but it wasirrefutable.

Ryne looked back at the TV. How come no one else saw it? Maybe humans would missit, but Maia
had been Ginedl. Hdll, she'd been atroubleshooter. Surely, giving up her powers hadn't made her blind to



thetruth?

With a screech, Maia swooped down, snatched the remote from Ryne's ssomach, and turned off the
televison. "Y ou're not obsessed, huh, Ryne? That's why you can't keep your eyes off the screen for five
minutes?' She came around the sofaand put the remote on the coffee table before Stting besideit and
leaning forward. "Look," shesaid, "I know you can't chance going to a human psychologist, but maybe a
healer can work with you.”

"There's nothing to work on," Ryne said. She usualy lost her temper by now, but she was too weary
to get upset.

"Nothing? Come on! Y ou lied so you could stay home for a TV show and you have every episode on
disk. Y ou watch them over and over. That's an obsession, sweetie, and you need help.”

Ryne closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and blew it out dowly. She wastoo damn tired for this.
"Maia," she said and looked at her sister, "go home. Please,”" she added.

The anger drained out of her sster'sface. "Y ou didn't stay in to watch televison, did you?'
Ryne shook her head dowly.
"Y ou had to work tonight, that'swhy you were busy."

Thistime she didn't respond. She hadn't recelved the assignment yet when her sister had called, but
she'd needed to prepare for theritual. Of course, she couldn't tell either thing to an outsider.

"Y ou wereinjured, weren't you? That'swhy you're lying on the couch and not arguing with me. How
bad?'

She didn't say anything. It pained her to remain quiet when she saw her siter's distress, but while the
Gineal had few rules, the onesthey did have were gtrictly enforced. As atroubleshooter, she'd taken an
oath to uphold the laws of her people.

"Okay, you can't talk about it. | know that. How about this?' There was ashort pause. "Hi, how are
you feding?'

"Likecrap," Rynesad, her lipsturning up dightly.
Maid's gaze became more intent, but she said easily, "I'm sorry to hear that. What's wrong?”'

While she consdered how to answer, Ryne tugged at her swesatpants, trying to get rid of the wad of
fabric under her thigh. When it was smoothed out, she said, "I'm sore. Everywhere.”

Neither of them spoke. Maiawould know Ryne was on thin ice and was unable say more. She sure
couldn't explain how she'd been hurt, though her sister appeared even more anxious.

"1 wish you could tell me what happened.”

Ryne tried to tamp down the resentment, but the words escaped anyway. "Y eah? Well, sodo I!" She
closed her eyes, fighting to keep the rest of it contained. It wouldn't do any good to bring it up now.
When someone revoked her powers, it was forever. There was no going back.

She heard Maiawak away. Damn it, she usudly had more restraint than this. Undoubtedly, what
sheld said had caused hurt and she regretted that. It didn't matter that her own pain, her own anger, had
been festering for years. Her sister was the one who'd suffered. Not only had she ceded her powers, but
the man had dumped her amonth later. "I'm sorry,” she said quietly.



No response.

Ryne opened her eyes and turned her head. The only thing she could see was her sster's rigid back.
Héll. She struggled to Sit up, blocking a gasp or two as the movement made the aches sharpen. Shed
had to crawl from her bed to the couch, dragging the pillows with her, but she'd be damned if shed
embarrass hersdf like that in front of Maia Rynejust wasn't sureif she could stand yet. Did sheredly
believe sheld be able to perform a ceremony in amatter of hours when she fet like this?

Taking a deep breath, she fought her way to her feet and took a couple of steps away from the
support of the sofa. She didn't stay upright long. Her legs were about as solid as gdatin, and though she
did her best to avoid it, she hit thefloor. A whimper escaped as agony shot through her body.

She planted both hands firmly behind her, determined not to end up flat on her back. That would be
thefinal humiliation. Nauseawelled, her thoughts swam, and red stars spun wildly in the blackness of her
vison. Before shefainted, Maia dipped an am around her. Sheleaned on her sister and battled the urge
to pass out. "Mom and Dad weren't there," she muitered.

"What?'
"1 thought I'd see Mom and Dad when | died tonight, but there wasn't anyone waiting for me."

"God, Ryne. . ." therest of her Sster'swords faded into unintelligible murmurs as she lost the battle
for awareness.

When she came to, she was back on the couch and sweat covered her body. Someone was crying
quietly, but she couldn't open her eyes. Sheld remembered. At least alittle.

"Ryne Althea Frasier, you look at me right now. Do you hear me?' Maia demanded.

She wanted to ignore the voice, but Maiawasn't going to leave her done. "Yeah," she said, surprised
by how raspy she sounded. A cool cloth dabbed the perspiration from her face and she turned toward it.
She wasn't sure how long it took before she was ableto pry her eyelids open, but it wasn't enough time
for her sister to stop crying. Instead of wiping the tears away, Maia continued to tend her.

It was awhile |ater, when she wasfedling rel axed, that her Sster snuck the questionin. "Did you really
dietonight?"

Tension snaked into her body. "How much did | tell you?!
"Y ou said no one was waiting for you when you died.”

"| said that out loud?'

"Itstruethen."

Ryne said nothing. It wasn't a question anyway. She decided the dip, given the circumstances, wasn't
bad enough to earn her adressing down from the council. Maybe she could skip reporting it. She dashed
her own hopes. Of dl the troubleshooters, she was the one most closely watched. Best she come clean
rather than chance them discovering thison their own.

She became aware that her Sister was sending her hedling energy. Her eyes widened. Humans could
dothisif they believed, so it wasn't the exchange that surprised her. No, what stunned her wasthiswas
thefirst time Maiahad done anything remotely reminiscent of the days before sheld given up her powers.

The energy stopped flowing from her Sster's hands an instant before she withdrew. "How are you
feding?'



"Better, thank you," Ryne said. It had been more than ahealing, sherealized belatedly. Maia had
transferred persond energy aswell. Again, ahuman could do it Sncethiswaslifeforce, not magic
energy. The Gined, however, rarely did it either intentiondly or unintentiondly. ™Y ou shouldn't have—"

"Here," Maainterrupted, picking up the remote. "Y ou can see the end of your show." When the
televison came on, Ryne knew her sister didn't want to talk about what she'd done.

Maiamoved to Sit on the couch at her hip and her attention was glued on the screen. For an instant,
Ryne stared at her, then turned to watch the cartoon.

Already, she felt stronger and knew it was the life force sheld received. It was arenewable resource,
just like any other kind of energy, so it wasn't asif her Sster had sacrificed years off her existence, but it
gtill touched her. Maybe, just maybe, she would be ready at the time of equinox.

Asthe show reached its conclusion, Ryne turned her head so she could unobtrusively view both her
sdter'sfaceand the TV screen. The program always ended on the same image before the closing credits
rolled and she wanted to see Maiad's response.

Deke strolled from the pet owner's house and there was a close-up of hisface for the beat of three,
then he dipped his sunglasses on and walked off screen. The theme song played.

Maadidn't react and Ryne knew she hadn't seenit.
How could anyone missit? It was aways there, but it was obvious when they zoomed in on his eyes.

A man's soul was trapped inside Deke the cartoon character.

The Gined were atuned to the rhythms of Earth in avery visceral way. Ryne knew in every cell of her
being how close the planet was to the moment of equinox and she trusted her sensesfar more than the
clock onthewall. Since she couldn't afford any mistakes, sheld spent weeks carefully rehearsing theritua
until she had every word, every action, committed to memory.

Even so, butterflies tap danced in her ssomach. Although sheld spent the time since Maiads departure
pulling energy and meditating, she wasn't sure she was centered. Her thoughts had been in awhirl. Hell,
they Hill were. It was up to her to rescue Deke. The man was the key to defeating Anise, she was certain
of it. Too bad she didn't know how or why. Even if he wasn't, though, she/d go through with theritud to
free him anyway. It was her duty as atroubleshooter.

Sheleaned ahip on the stoal to her Ieft and tried to clear her mind. It was imperative that she focus. If
she could settle down, she put the odds on a successful outcome at about fifty-fifty. She'd recovered a
great dedl, but it was borderline on whether or not she had enough power yet for therite.

Her workroom filled much of the basement. Most of the space was taken up with rows of bookcases
crammed with texts. Her collection had hundreds of titles and the Ginedl library had millions. It was
cumbersome to find anything, especialy snce alot of the books didn't stick to one subject. While shed
searched for the spell she needed, sheld learned tons of trivia—like some Gined had believed that
Twilight Time didn't necessarily mean Armageddon, that Gineal females could perform afew incantations
that their males couldn't and vice versa, and that dormants couldn't come into their powerswhile under a
spell. Nothing that could help with her task or that she could usein her daily life.

She should never have had to wade through al the crap. Y ears had been wasted! Y earswhileaman
was trapped. Over and over she'd suggested creating a database, but the council had ignored her. Ryne
was unsureif it was because the idea had been hers or if they smply had an aversion to more technology.



With ashrug, she straightened from the seat and turned to take the tome off the counter behind her.
The book was nearly two feet tall and handwritten in atime before printing presses. Ryne found her
marker, opened it to the correct page, and did it into the holder on her work table. Though she had the
ritua memorized, she couldn't risk not having the reference at hand.

It was occasions like this when she missed Maiamost. Her sister had taught her to spdllcast, and had
walked her through her first rite. If Maiahadn't revoked her powers, Ryne would have asked for her
help. It concerned her how deeply sheld be delving into the gray and she would have liked the support.

Taking another deep breath, she retrieved one of her crystal bowls from the shdlf. It was shallow,
maybe three inches high, but wide. She placed it on the table next to a short dagger.

The second bowl was smdller and filled with soil. Neither one was designed for this purpose, but she
couldn't see buying another set for one night. She placed the vessel beside the first and went to the
counter behind her for the ewer of water.

Inthefirst ritual she'd conducted, she'd used this same pitcher. The leaded crystal had been too heavy
for her to lift, but Maiahad put her hands over hers and helped. Normally, it was parents who introduced
their children to magic, but both Mom and Dad had been troubleshooters and too busy to take thetime.

After setting the ewer down with the other items, she ran her fingers over the shiny oak expanse. All
the furniture was made from natural products. Real wood. Meta nails. Nothing synthetic. Her tools came
from the earth aswell. Artificid had its place, but it was introduced when she wished to do so.

The counter and the table were both built to make it comfortable for her to stand while she worked,
and she had the stool when shewanted to sit. This, too, waswood. It had been Maiawho'd explained
the importance of surrounding hersalf with only organic things. Putting both her hands flat on the surface
infront of her, sheforced hersdlf to take another deep breath. She wasn't sure why she couldn't put
thoughts of her sister out of her mind tonight, but she had to. Maiawasn't here and would never take part
inthisfacet of Ryneslifeagan.

Cold swept over her and she shivered. She should have turned up the heat as soon as she'd entered
the basement, but it wasn't worth the effort now. By the time the furnace kicked in, sheld be done. She
crossed the floor to one of the cabinets, opened it, and scanned her choices. An off-white,
vanilla-scented pillar candle seemed to call to her so shetook it and the box of wooden matchesto the
table and arranged them with the bowls.

Nearly time. She could fed the pogition of the Earth. Reluctantly, she reached for the hem of her
swesatshirt and tugged it over her head. Since she was braless, the chilly air hit her bare breasts and made
her nipples go taut. Ryne grimaced, tossed the shirt on abench, and reached for the drawstring at her
wad.

When she had only her socks | eft to shed, she hesitated, then scowled and tugged those off, too. It
was frigid down here. It had been centuries since the Gineal had performed magic while unclothed. She
doubted there was aneed to strip now ether, but she wasn't taking any chances. The ingtructionsfor the
ceremony said naked, so she'd be naked. Of course, the book also said she should be outdoors, but no
way in hell was she prancing around her backyard in the buff. She'd freeze her ass off.

With adeep, caming breath, she released the tension and recited a proclamation to connect to Earth
and the universe. She added arequest for protection from the dark forces.

When the timing was right, she spoke the words that began the ceremony. Thelilt and flow of the
ancient language of the Ginedl felt naturd, asif it were bred into the very fabric of her being from lives
without number.



Ryne shook off the stray thought and reached for the ewer. As she chanted, she dowly poured until
water reached two-thirds of the way to the top of the bowl. She exchanged the pitcher for the dirt-filled
container, intoned the next section, then lowered the second bowl insde thefirst. Water roseto the rim
asit was displaced, but she'd gauged correctly and it didn't overflow.

The candle came next. She sttled it in the center of the soil and lit the wick. Deep inside, shefdt the
kick that came with fire. Her affinity with this element ran deep.

There was nearly an entire page that needed to be recited next, and while she went quickly, she was
a0 careful not to skip or mispronounce anything. Energy surged, not only inside her, but around her,
filling theroom.

So far everything she'd done had been well within thelight, but now she entered murkier territory. She
turned the page of the tome and reached for the knife. Its haft held semiprecious ssones—sapphire for
intuition, citrine to clear the aura, garnet to maintain and adjust the flow of energy, and topaz for success.
The blade was etched with symbol s that predated what was known to be the first written language of the
Gined.

Ryne raised the dagger, held a clear, perfectly pitched tone, and shallowly dashed her pam. Blood
ran and she moved her hand until it dripped on the dirt, in the water, and into the pool of melted wax. It
hurt, but she focused only on the ensuing words.

When she plunged the knife into the bowl of soil, energy flared again, spiking far higher than usud. Her
hair stood on end, dmost asif she were receiving acontinua static charge, then it flowed through her,
warmed her bare skin. Thistime when she felt her nipples pesk, it waswith arousdl.

The power rose within her. She was stronger than she'd ever been. The dark forces whispered to her.
Enticed her. Promised her if she went degper sheld be unstoppable. Immorta. Damn near invincible. It
could betrue.

Shefdt asif shed finally been freed of her fetters, findly had been dlowed to fed thefull extent of
what she could do. Always she'd been held back by the light.

The giddiness was unexpected and she grinned, barely stopping herself from dancing in joy. Her blood
flowed like champagne through her veins and she soared with the next part of the chant, expressing her
rapture with her voice. The call grew stronger, promised her more if she embraced the dark.

Sheld be able to defeat Anise without difficulty.

She stuttered a bit, surprised by how appealing the ideawas, and had to restart the sentence. Ryne
dipped her diced hand into the space between the two bowls, then let the rosy water cascade from her
fingersover theknife. It wasalie. It had to be. There wasn't freedom in the dark forces. But they felt less
restrictive, and far more potent, than the light.

With each part of therite, the lure became stronger. It was a seduction, not only of her body, but of
her senses. Why shouldn't she have full use of her powers?

She reached for it. Stopped herself. But it was close. So damned close. So damned enthralling.

Her voice sounded choked and she knew she walked afine edge. The physical arousal deepened,
had her shifting to find relief. There was none, but that was promised to her aswell in an indistinct, dmost
teasng, manner.

Asinterested as she was in sexual release, however, it was alure easy to resst. No, what tempted her
was the power hovering just beyond her grasp. Incredible amounts, more than she'd ever wielded, would



be hersif only she were brave enough to take it. She wanted to, wanted to keep fedling thishigh. The
dark forcesknew thisand used the desire against her.

If she surrendered, sheld prove right al those who had doubted her. She wouldn't give them that
stisfaction.

But if she had the power, she could show them that she was aforce to be reckoned with. Ryne shook
her head, denying the suggestion. Sheld never turn againgt her people, even the ones who thought she
waswell versed in black magic. Her oath bound her to protect them.

Swet trickled down her temple as she struggled against the pull. Her hands gripped the edge of the
table, the pain dmost unnoticed as shetried to hold out. She strained to close her mind to everything but
the ceremony. No way was she giving in.

Find page. She braced hersdlf. She couldn't relax, not when she fought herself as much asthe dark
forces. She thought sheld been prepared, but she was wrong. Though sheld heard the cdll often through
the years, it was nothing compared to this.

The Earth reached equinox.

Ryne pushed aside the craving, chanted the fina words, and blew out the candle. Shefelt the power
shoot from her as she closed theritua and only her hold on the table kept her from sagging to the floor.
The whispering of the dark forces ceased.

She started to grab for the energy before she realized what she was doing. Was thiswhat an addict
went through? This gnawing need to recapture the exhilaration their drug of choice gave them? She
wanted to fly again, wanted that sense of nearly limitless power, and to hell with the cost. The urge
ebbed.

Her whole body shook. Much of it was residual energy and wouldn't last. Some of it was arousdl,
somefatigue, and some of it wasrelief. She wiped swest off her cheek, and taking a shuddering breath,
hoisted hersdlf onto the stool. Ryne hissed as her ass met cold wood and leaped back to her feet.

She didn't waste any time crossing the room and yanking on her clothes. A shiver went through her as
the cool fabric touched her body, but there was a comfort in having her sweats on again. Shecast a
quick glance around the room, but saw no sign the spell had worked. With something asinvolved asthis
ritud, though, it sometimesit took afew minutes.

Ryne didn't want to think she'd failed, not when sheld won an incredible victory. She'd doneit, shed
resisted the dark forces. Astempting asit wasto celebrate, she knew better. Her capitulation had been
too closefor her peace of mind. Instead, she'd have to be more vigilant in the future so she didn't dide
deeper than sheld gone tonight.

After fifteen minutes, goose bumps covered her body and there was no indication of success. Crap.
She thought sheld pulled it off. Her hands curled into fists and she redlized then that she il bled. Witha
sigh, she tested how much energy she had left and decided there was enough to heal her pam. Sherana
finger over the wound and watched the dash disappear until nothing but afaint, pink line marked the

Spot.

She wastired, but she was able to move under her own steam, and that put her ahead of where sheld
been afew hours ago. Fegling weary and cold, she went upstairs and changed into along-deeve T-shirt
and apair of flannel boxers. Shefdl into bed, turned out the light, and burrowed deeply under the
blankets. Even that didn't ease the chill shefélt.

Sheld haveto wait till the autumnal equinox to try therite again. If sheweredive. Indl honesty, she



didn't think she could put off another confrontation with Anise, not for six months, and she didn't know if
she could win or fight to adraw. Her sigh became ayawn. Sheld have to contact Creed and ask him to
free Deke if something happened to her before September.

Death. Sheéd never been afraid of it, but she didn't court it either—not like some enforcersdid. Ryne
turned on her side and tried to wrap herself moretightly in the covers. Her thoughts lingered on what had
happened while she'd been out of her body. Everything shed read had said family and friendswho'd
passed on before were there to greet those having a near-death experience. But even in this sheld been
utterly done.

She closed her eyes and pretended it was fatigue, not tears, clouding her vision.

Ryne knew she was dreaming.

It came as asurprise. After the day she'd had, she figured she'd deep too hard to be aware of any
dreams. She was toasty warm, content, and the weight over her waist left her feding sheltered,
protected.

Still more adeep than awake, she raised her hand and touched the arm dung across her middle. There
was no question that the hard muscles and sturdy bone structure were masculine. The tactile pleasure
drew her, and shetrailed her fingers from hiswrigt to his elbow, then back down again.

She didn't want to wake up, not from this. For thefirst timein her memory, loneliness wasn't crushing
her. With an amogt slent hum of delight, she snuggled back againgt his chest and felt the press of rigid
maeflesh againg her hip.

Another soft purr escaped. Thiswas the kind of morning she wished was anorma part of her life.
Waking up with someone who cherished her, feding a serenity that started deep insde and filled every
part of her. Hishold tightened.

He made a short snuffling sound.

Did dream men snore? Ryne frowned. She didn't think so. That roused her enough to redize thiswas
more than acharming little fantasy. Despite the wards guarding her home, there was a strange man in bed
with her and he was bare-ass naked.

3
CHAPTER

Shefroze, stifling agasp beforeit escaped. Ingtinct had her immediately scanning. In ananosecond she
knew no one esewasin her home and that the guy was human. Ryne probed again more carefully, but
got the same results. The tenseness seeped away and she relaxed back against his chest.

It was foolhardy to be so unconcerned. Humans had been responsible for more Gineal deaths through
the ages than any other cause. Hell, most of their laws about secrecy were the direct result of somelong
ago persecution. Y et she didn't fed threatened in any way. Besides, she could handle one man if the need
arose. Her powers were back at full strength.

Maybe it was the gentleness of hisembrace. Or maybe it was because hiswarm bregth lightly tickled



the side of her neck. Whatever the cause, the sense of well-being remained. She wanted to indulge
hersdf in the feding awhile longer, but her practical sdewouldn't leave her aone.

Sowly, not wanting to rouse him, she turned and started to shift away. His hold tightened and she
went sill. Her twisting had caused the T-shirt to bunch up beneath her breasts and part of his hand rested
on her bare ssomach. He stiroked her lightly afew times, and though she tried not to react, something
inside her went hot at the caress. For amoment, she feared he was awake, then with adeep exhale, his
body went dack.

Relief vied with disgppointment. She yanked the shirt down, but his calloused fingers stayed under the
fabric, heating her skin. In afew minutes, once she was certain he was deeply adeep, shed attempt to
ease free once more.

Shetilted her head, trying to see him, but though sunlight seeped through the blinds and brightened the
room, her position didn't give her aview of hisface. It did, however, dlow her to check out his broad
shoulders and heavily muscled upper torso. Despite hersdlf, she took a moment to appreciate the sight.
When sheredized her pulse rate had increased, she began diding away again.

Even moving carefully, she wasn't any more successful at leaving the bed. Not only did hisarm firmits
grip around her waist, but he tugged her toward him until she ended up half sprawled over hisbody. As
shetried to figure out how to circumvent this problem, hisfingersflexed, drawing her attention to the fact
he cupped the cheek of her butt. His hand fisted in the flanndl of her boxers, drawing onelooseleg up
until her entire thigh was exposed. She sucked in aquick breath when he rolled onto his back, bringing
her dong for theride.

With afrown, she looked down at her mystery man, but his eyes were closed. Her heart skipped a
few beats. He seemed vaguely familiar, but she couldn't place where or when they'd met. She wouldn't
have forgotten him, not with the way she reacted to him.

She studied him feature by feature, trying to jog her brain. Long lashes brushed high cheekbones, the
softness astark contrast against the masculine planes of hisface. His sable brown hair was cut short on
the sides, but was longer on top, faling onto hisforehead in a sexy, rakish way. Shaking off her need to
push the hair off hisface and fed the strands dlide between her fingers, she moved on to the straight nose,
full lips, and stubborn chin. Okay, he was attractive. At least her body sure as hell thought so.

Without warning, he looked at her. As she met his gray-blue eyes, Rynefdt ajolt ricochet through
her. Even with her own surprise, she saw his shock and momentary confusion, but in amicrosecond, his
eyeswent flat and his expression smoothed out. Never show weakness—she understood that.

His hand tightened on her bottom, minutely adjusting the alignment between them. The new position
pressed his erection against her bared flank, and for a fleeting moment, she wished she were as naked as
hewas.

An arrogant smirk tilted hislips. "Morning, babe."

The attitude irked her and she Stiffened, but the thickness of hisvoice, the heat in his gaze, kept her
from ebowing him in the belly and hopping off the bed. She redly wasn't norma. Most women, Ginedl or
human, would have been out the door long before now. Something about him, though, challenged her and
she never walked away from adare. Her inner imp dipped itstether. She propped hersalf up on his chest
to get more comfortable, and with adow, sultry smile, drawled, "Morning, hotshot.”

Helazily ran hisfree hand up the back of her thigh and under her boxerstill his palm rested on her
bare bottom. It took &l her willpower not to flinch at the intimacy. Okay, there was holding her own and
there was idiocy. She reached behind her and grabbed hiswrigt. "Watch it," she warned.



"A little late to be modest now, ian't it, babe?"!

She hated being called babe, but if she got bent out of shape about it, he'd no doubt use it more—a
way to needle her without expending much effort. Cometo think of it, he might be doing that aready
snce heldd no doubt felt her stiffen the first time held said it.

His eyes glinted with amusement, but he drew away without staling and without groping her. When his
hand rested low on her waist, he raised an eyebrow asif to say now what.

That |eft her in aquandary. She wasn't willing to concede, but the options that came to mind would
start agame of sexua one-upmanship. That was adirection Ryne didn't want to go. Not when she
couldn't trust hersdlf.

Silencefell. She decided to let him break it, but as the quiet lengthened, she upped her estimation of
him. Most humans couldn't help but fill any gap in conversation. That sparked her curiosity and she
looked beyond the irreverent expression he wore. Ryne picked up the infinite patience deep in hiseyes
and grimaced. Hed wait dl day if he had to. She kept searching, seeking more information, and identified
keen intelligence aswell as slf-control. It was aformidable combination.

His stare discomfited her. It was velled, but he was assessing her as closdaly as sheld studied him. She
wondered what weaknesses held found and if he'd exploit them. Maybe she should be worried about his
presence.

But that wasn't what had her edgy. She was a troubleshooter. From childhood, she'd been trained to
master her emotions, and yet the best she could do now was mask them, try to appear unaffected.

She barely kept from fidgeting as the stare-down dragged on. Not from impatience, but because
maintaining eye contact with him aroused her more than the fed of his hard body benesth her or the press
of hiserection a her hip. Clearly, she couldn't wait for him to pick up the conversational ball. She needed
to end this soon. Somehow.

Running through her choices again, she came up with an dternative she hadn't thought of earlier. The
best defense was agood offense, right?""Would you like to explain how you got in my house?' Her voice
cameout thickly.

Again, uneasinessflickered in his eyes, but it was gone so quickly that she never would have seeniit if
she hadn't been watching so closely. Heraised his eyebrows. ™Y ou don't know?"

She shook her head.

"We must haveredly tied oneon last night," he said, and while his voice was neutra, Ryne identified a
thread of displeasure. Before she could examine that further, he shifted her until she straddled him. He
was perfectly centered and the urge to rock against him was so strong she nearly moaned. She had to get
off him before she did something incredibly stupid, but she didn't want to appear to surrender.

"Don't worry," he added, his tone deeper than earlier, "I'll make sure neither one of usforgetsthistime
around." Heraised his hips, rubbing against her and she gasped. An even more self-satisfied grin spread
across hisface a her unthinking response.

"Lord, you're cocky.” It wasn't until he laughed that she redlized how shed worded that. Talk about a
Freudian dip. "Y ou know what | meant,” she said quickly when she saw his mouth open. She'd bet
anything he'd been about to make some smart-ass comment and she wasn't going to let him zing her.

"Nah, confident. When awoman looks like you, aman knows he can rise to the occasion.” He thrust
up again and she had to swallow another gasp.



Shewasin trouble here. It didn't matter that he was a stranger. An arrogant stranger, she corrected. It
didn't matter that she'd sworn never to get involved with ahuman. She wanted to take him up on his offer
and to hell with the consequences. Not smart. Not smart at al.

Asmuch as shed love to blame her current state on residud stimulation from last night's spell, she
couldn't lieto hersdf. It was him. In near desperation, she asked, "Do you frequently drink enough to
wake up in astranger's bed with no idea of how you got there?!

A different kind of heat cameinto his eyes. "Don't be throwing stones, babe. Y our memory of last
night isn't any better than mine."

"Y ou're wrong. When | went to bed last night, | was aone. | know thisunequivocdly. And | don't
drink or use any other kind of substance to ater my perception of redlity."

No Gined did. It wastoo dangerous, since control over their powers became sporadic with just asip
of dcohol.

"Right, then why are you laying on top of anaked man? This position is damn intimate for two people
who haven't had sex." He squeezed her butt with both hands.

Though she fought it, shefelt ablush heat her cheeks. The embarrassment didn't stop her from
identifying the opportunity hed given her. 'Y ou have apoint,” she said siffly as she climbed off of him.
For an instant, his hold tightened, asif he wanted to keep her where she was, then he released her.

Ryne only went to the edge of the bed before she turned to face him and propped herself up on an
elbow. "Do you fed hung over?' she asked. It was away to divert attention away from her actions, but
shewas interested, too. He didn't act, or smell, like someone who'd been tanked mere hours ago.

"No." Heturned on hisside, mirroring her. The blankets rode low on his hips and she struggled to
keep her attention on hisface. "Not only do | not feel hung over, but | rarely drink, et one get
shit-faced enough to losetime. | can't think of how else| got here without remembering it, though.”

Unfortunately, she could come up with several ways and they involved magic. Her wards weren't easy
for anyoneto circumvent, let alone ahuman. They'd been created by al nine councilors combining their
powers and only thefull council acting in concert could enter without her approval. It protected the
troubleshooters and gave them sanctuary within their homes. Without thisin place, they'd haveto deep
with one eye open.

The only person she dlowed to enter a will was Maia, and even if she wanted to, her sister couldn't
lead anyone e se insde without Ryne's permission. She considered the next possibility and decided it was
unlikely the council had been involved. She couldn't think of a single reason why the leedership would
want to put a human in her house.

Anise? Some other Gineal working with dark energy? Again, the question waswhy? To prove
someone could be sent through her protection? It wasn't logicd. If they'd been able to gain entrance,
she'd be dead.

"Babe?"
She scowled at him and said, "My nameis Ryne. Remember that and useit.”

"Ryan? That'saguy's name.”

Ryne grit her teeth. She should be used to this by now, but it till grated. "It'sRyne. R-Y-N-E."
"Y our parents named you after Ryne Sandberg? Hesaman."



It figured he'd be abaseball fan. Ryne might not pay much attention to the Nationa League, but she
knew alot about this one former Cubs player. Voicetight, she said, "It'safamily name—for Frasier
women."

"No need to get defensive.” Hislips twitched, but before she could take issue with that, he said, "I'm
Danid." He held out ahand for her to shake. "Pleased to meet you."

Her frown degpened and sheignored his outstretched hand. She'd been right, he was asmart ass.
With asigh, she shook off her irritation. "Y ou don't look like aDanid."

"And you don't look likeaRyne." He pulled hisarm back and shrugged one shoulder. "Just cal me
Deke. Everyone else does.”

"Deke Summers?' Shegared & him, hdf in disbelief, haf in hope. " You're Deke Summers?’
"Y eah. Why are you looking a melike that?"

Ryne shook her head, but didn't say anything. No wonder she'd thought he seemed familiar. He didn't
resembl e the cartoon Deke that much, but now that he'd introduced himsdlf, she could see the smilarities.
Stll, it was better to be safe. She closed her eyes and tuned into his auric field trying to verify what heldd
said. Sure enough, she picked up the teltale sgns of someone who'd been subjugated to ablack magic
gpell. It took more work to identify Anise's energy signature, but then he had been snared in the show for
four and ahaf years.

This explained how he'd gotten through her wards; she'd brought him in. She didn't know why there
had been such along delay before the spell worked, but each incantation was different and she'd never
performed aritud that dark before either.

"Babe?"
Her eyes popped open and she scowled at him again.
The man grinned. " thought that would get your attention.”
"Ryne would have worked just aswdll."

With a shrug, he sobered. "Y ou wannatell me how come you said my nametheway you did, like you
know me, and how do you know my last name? Weve never met, I'm sure of that."

He might have said he was sure, but she heard the tendril of doubt in hisvoice. Before shed
performed the ritual, Ryne had considered how much to tell him about the Ginedl, her job asa
troubleshooter, and Anise. The council would be angered, but shed concluded that if she planned to use
him in the battle with her former mentor, she would haveto tell him alot. Of course, he dready knew a
lot. Anise had seen to that.

"No, we haven't met. | said your name like that because | was surprised. | thought the likenessto your
TV character would be stronger.”

"TV character?' Deke sat up and shifted the pillows behind him to cushion his back againgt the
headboard of her bed.



Ryne moved, too, sitting cross-legged on top of the covers. She paused, trying to figure out what he
was asking. For amoment she was distracted by al that bare skin and hard muscle. No cartoon, no
matter how well drawn, could have prepared her for the effect he had on her. She didn't likeit. That
smug look was back on his face and she glowered. Damn it, he knew what he did to her and was
enjoyingit.

"Why did Anise bespell you?' she asked, getting down to business.

"Bespd|? What the hell are you talking about?*

Okay, so that wasn't aword in the English language. At least not one humans used. He il should
have understood her meaning; it was self-explanatory.

"Why did Anise cast the spell to imprison you inside a cartoon character? Y ou must have done
something to tip her off that you knew too much and held the key to defesting her.” She added the last
part to be as clear as possible.

"Lady, you're cracked." His expression changed, but Ryne couldn't nameit. " Shit, you abducted me.
That'swhy I'm naked in your house and can't remember how | got here. Y ou dipped me amickey and
had an accomplice or two drag me here.”

She didn't know whether to be outraged or amused. "I did not abduct you! | performed the ceremony
that freed you."

"Freed me. From a cartoon. Right."

Clearly, he thought she was deranged. If thisturn of events weren't so disastrous, she'd be serioudy
pissed off. "You don't believe me. Fine. Hand methat.” She pointed to the remote on the nightstand
beside him. Maybe it was asmplistic solution, but seeing was believing. And if thisdidn't work, sheld
think of something dse.

For aminute, he stared at her, then he grabbed the control and did it across the bed to her.

Turning S0 she was on an angle, sheflipped onthe TV and hit the buttonsto start the disk. It seemed
to take forever to get through the obligatory warnings and into the show, but once the opening for Deke
Summers, Pl began, his reaction wasimmediate. The real Deke went pale, and asthe view zoomed in
on the character, he cursed, one vehement word.

Ryne gazed at the cartoon. No longer was there asoul visblein the animated figure's eyes. It wasthe
final proof she needed that the ritual had worked.

They watched half of the episode in complete silence. "Turnit off." Although held issued an order, his
voice had been so rough she couldn't take offense.

"Areyou okay?" she asked gently after she'd powered everything down and put the remote aside.

"Sure, who the hell wouldn't be?' Hislaugh sounded hard, cynical, and not one bit amused. "God.”
Deke rubbed both hands over hisface, and when he lowered hisarms, he said, "'l remember now. | liked
it better when | thought you were nuts."

"I'm sorry."

"Do you have any ideawhat it was like? To have moments where | knew everything that was going on
and yet was forced to do and say whatever the animators and scriptwriters wanted?”

Helooked furious, but undernesth it was something e se—fear. In his position, shed be frightened



too, but she didn't say anything about that. Instead she moved nearer and put her hand over hisknee. "I
redly am sorry. If | could have rescued you sooner, | would have, but it took me along timeto figure out
what spell Anise used and even longer to find the one that countered it."

"Who are you? Glinda, the good witch?'
"l am not awitch," shesaid, trying not to let histone aggravate her. "I'm Gined "

She pulled her hand away, but didn't get far. Deke caught her and held on. After giving one
halfhearted tug, shelet him have hisway. So what if the heat of hisfingers disturbed her? Sheld
functioned through greeter didractionsthan this.

"You said Aniseimprisoned me." He looked less cavaier at this moment than he had at any other time
thismorning. "1've never met anyone by that name, and if | don't know her, why the hell would she put a
curseon me?'

Ryne opened her mouth to tell him it wasn't acurse, but shut it again without speaking. In this case, the
differences between a curse and an incantation that drew on the dark forces were negligible. Besides, it
wasn't like he needed to know the fine points of magic. With asigh, sheran her free hand through her
hair, pushing her tresses behind her shoulder.

" She might have used another name. I'll show you what shelookslike" Slently, she cast ashort pdll
and an image of her mentor gppeared in the room. The figure waslife Sze and three dimensiond,
athough not quite as solid as a photo. His gaze snapped to hers, but his emotions were masked and he
didn't ask how sheld doneit. "Does shelook familiar to you?'

Deke examined the likeness for along time, then shook his head. "Nope, I've never met her."
"Areyou sure?'
He gave a sharp nod. "Can you people shapeshift or change your appearance in another way?'

"Some can, but it'sarare talent and Anise doesn't haveit. She may have dtered her hair length or
color or even her eye color, but anything else would have required atrip to the plastic surgeon just like it
would for ahuman.”

"What about making someone think they look different?’

"Y ou mean like fairies and their glamour thing? No, we can't do that." She pursed her lips. At least she
didn't think they could. It wasn't alight-force power, but the dark? She hadn't heard of it, but that didn't
mean it was nonexistent.

Helooked back to the representation she'd created and gave it more study. "Sorry. I'm sure | never

With awave of her fingers, she dissolved the image. His answer surprised her. Asfar as her teacher
had been concerned, humans were beneath contempt and their males good for nothing but sex. To be
honest, she'd expected Deke to have been abed partner, one who'd discovered something he wasn't
meant to know.

Using her powers, she opened the blinds, letting more light into the room. She wanted to see hisface
clearly. "If you don't recognize her," she said dowly, "then you don't have aclue what you know that
makes you dangerous to her, do you?'

Hislipstilted. "Ba—I mean, Ryne, | wouldn't believe any of thisshit if | didn't remember being
trapped ingde adamn cartoon. How could | know anything that scared the Wicked Witch enough to put



meinhdl?'

"Crap," she muttered and pulled free of him. Dropping her head so it rested on both hands, she
consdered the situation. He was athreat to Anise, he had to be—the woman wouldn't have wasted her
time and magic on him otherwise—but this added alayer of complexity that she hadn't expected. She
looked up again. "Well just have to figure out what it is about you that frightens Anise.”

"Why bother?' He crossed hisarms over his chest. Y ou got me out and everything's fine now."

"Y ou think she's going to shrug and say, 'Oh, well, Ryne freed him, guess I'll go take anap? Uh-uh.
She's coming after you with everything she has and you'll either be dead or back in ‘toon town. I'm your
best hope of staying human and staying dive."

"] can take care of mysdf.”

Rynetried to suppress her own smirk, realy she did. Okay, maybe she didn't put as much effort into it
as she could have, but held certainly dished out the attitude, let him take some. "Right, because you did
such agood job thefirst time.”

Thefiercelook that came into his eyes was there and gone quickly, but she saw it. Mister Easygoing
wasn't quite aslaid back as he wanted her to believe. There was more to Deke Summers than what was
on the surface and she was rdl uctantly intrigued.

"l didn't have any warning then," he said. It took her a second to recal what they were discussing.
"Now I'm aware of her and I'll be prepared.”

"Y ou have no magic, yet you think you're going to hold your own against awoman who was among
the most powerful of the Gineal? A woman who's turned to the black arts, and since she no longer hasa
conscience, follows no one'srules? A woman | haven't been ableto defeat in Six yearsusing al my
abilities? Don't you think that'sunredistic?'

"Y ou don't know wh—"

A loud bang interrupted him and they both jerked in surprise. Ryne was scanning before the sound
faded. "It'smy sister.” She scrambled off the bed. No way did she want Maiato meet Deke. Her sister
had called her obsessed last night, shed really think Ryne had gone off the degp end if she introduced her
to Deke Summers. "Stay here. Whatever you do, don't come out.”

His demeanor didn't inspire confidence that he'd obey her order, but she couldn't stand around and
arguewith him. If Maiawasn't dready on her way to the bedroom, she would be soon. Ryne had to
head her off before she got here. After casting onelast glare over her shoulder asawarning for him to
stay put, she closed the door softly behind her and went to intercept.

It was agood thing sheld moved fast. She met her sster halfway acrossthe great room. "Maia, hi!"

"Oh, swestie, I'm sorry, | didn't mean to get you out of bed. The wind grabbed the door and dammed
it

Shewithstood her sister's gppraisa with outward calm, but Ryne was aware of her degp-touded hair,
wrinkled pagjamas, and the fact that she had anaked man in her bed. Her fingerstwisted in the hem of her
boxers, but she couldn't stop the nervous motion.

"How areyou feding?"

"Better. Back to norma. Thanksfor checking on me." Shetook Maias arm and started to turn her
toward the entryway, but her sister extricated herself.



Maia headed toward the couch, unzipping her jacket as she walked. Ryne clasped the flannel harder
when her sister shrugged her coat off and tossed it and her purse on the sofa. Shelooked asif shewere
preparing to visit for awhile. How long could she expect her houseguest to stay put? And even if Deke
remained in the bedroom, Maiawould hear him if he moved around and sheld investigate. When her
sster headed back her way, Ryne shifted subtly, putting herself more squarely in front of the hallway.

"l don't know; you look flushed," Maia said after she reached her. "Go to bed. I'll make breakfast and
bring it to you. What do you want? A waffle? An omelette?’

Rynetried to keep from looking as appalled as shefdlt. If Maiastarted cooking, she'd be here for
hours, and Deke was a big man, he had to be hungry by now. The smell of food would flush him out
faster than a pheasant routed by abird dog. "Thanks, but you don't have to do that. Redlly. I'm fine."

"1 know, but | loveyou and | dmost lost you last night.” Maialooked away for amoment. When she
raised her gaze again, Ryne got an overly bright smile. "So I'm going to stay here and take care of you
andthat'sdl thereistoit.”

Now what? Her family had never been physically or verbally demonstrative, so Maidswords were
staggering. Ryne floundered, trying to think of what to do. After that amazing, heartfelt satement, Ryne
couldn't ask her to leave. The problem was keeping Maiafrom meeting Deke. Even if her Sster didn't
think she'd lost her mind, his presence would start an inquisition.

She could lie and claim romantic interest, but she'd never been able to deceive her Sster and sheld
spouted off too many times about never getting involved with ahuman. Maiamight have revoked her
powers, but she had her ingtincts—sheld know instantly that he wasn't Gined.

The truth was out of the question. When the council found out shed conducted such adeep gray ritua
without their permission, she'd be censured. There was no doubt about that. If she added passing
sengitive information to an outsider, or so much as hinted to Maia that this was troubleshooter business,
sheld receive worse than averba reprimand.

A gust of wind hit the housg, rattling the windows, and she shivered, but it had more to do with facing
the council's disapprova than with fegling cold. " Sounds nasty out there," she said when her shudder
garnered aquestioning glance.

"Itis" Maaagreed. "Freezing cold and windy. At least the sun's out. Now what did you want to est?"

Ryne smiled weskly. Her fingers clenched around the leg of her shortsand shetried to relax. She
couldn't think of away to get rid of her Sster without hurting her and she wouldn't do that. "Um, awaffle
sounds good. Let me throw on some socks and I'll keep you company in the kitchen."

That would prevent her Sster from entering the bedroom and give her an opportunity to persuade
Deketo remain quiet. God, she was going to have to do some fast talking there. The man wouldn't
understand why she wanted him hidden and she wasn't going to have thetimeto explainit to him.

"Areyou sure you don't want breakfast in bed?' Maiagrinned at her. "Y ou know | don't makethis
offer often.”

"I'm surel” When her sster gave her apuzzled look, Ryne redlized she'd said that too fast and too
emphaticaly. "We don't talk enough,” she added, hoping to cover up her mistake. "After what happened,
well, | want to spend moretimewith my big sster.” She hoped her smile looked innocent.

"Okay, get somesocksonand. . ." Maasvoicetrailed off.
Ryne saw her sster's gaze lock on something beyond her shoulder and she closed her eyes briefly,



praying it wasn't him. Reluctantly, she turned. Oh, crap.

Deke stood behind her, wearing nothing except one of her bath towels. It left far too much of him
exposed, including most of hisleft thigh, since there wasn't enough terry cloth to cover dl that muscle.

"Babe," he sad, voice husky, intimate. "What did you do with my clothes?

4
CHAPTER

She was going tokill him.

Deke grinned. The promise of murder shining from her eyes was even better than he'd hoped for. He
enjoyedriling her. Hell, hed never caled anyone babe as many times as held used it today, but he
couldn't help himsdlf, not when she reacted every time.

"Who isthis, Ryne? What's going on?' the woman demanded.

Ryne shot him one last glare before her expression smoothed out and she turned to answer the
questions. Deke nearly laughed doud. So she didn't want her sister to know she was pissed at him. That
opened dl kinds of possihilities. Deciding to see how far he could push her, he closed the distance
between them.

"Maia—"

Ryne'svoice cut off when he did hisarms around her waist and tugged her againgt him. She wriggled,
and because her ass was pressed againgt hisgroin, hefelt every shimmy. He wondered what sheld do if
she didodged histowel, but Deke didn't get achanceto find out. When she redlized held started to get
hard, Rynefroze. "My sster's here," she hissed asif that were why sheld tried to free herself.

"Babe," he said, and he didn't have to work to sound disappointed, "you haven't told her about us?"

Shewas practicaly vibrating in fury, but she didn't tell him to fuck off. Definitely wanted to keep her
sister in the dark, Deke decided. Leaning down, he pressed alazy kiss where Ryne's shoulder and neck
met. Her muscles becamerigid, but he heard her nearly silent intake of bresth. He wasn't the only one

getting hot.

The sigter was staring at them and he had no doubt she was sizing up the Situation. He did some
assessing of hisown. First, he'd bet big that Maiawas the older of the two, since she looked ready to do
battle to protect Ryne.

Second, though there was a strong physical resemblance between them, they were more undike than
dike. Maas chin-length hair was lighter, her eyes amilk chocolate brown, and something about her
seemed . . . Softer, lessinteresting. The woman he held was more vivid—her shoulder-length hair nearly
black, her eyesthe color of dark chocolate, and Ryne had an edge—her personality was asintense as
her coloring.

Ryne's hands covered his, but Deke only had amoment to enjoy her touch before her nails dug into
his skin. She couldn't gouge him—not without tipping off her s ster—but Ryne was covertly putting dl the
strength she could into her fingers. Deke bent forward again, only thistime he didn't kiss her shoulder. He
nipped her. It was more than agentle love bite; he was warning her. When she retracted her claws, he



knew his message had been received and understood.

Disapproval radiated from Maia, but he met her glare evenly. When she didn't back down, he cocked
an eyebrow. Her scowl deepened before she dismissed him.

"Where did he come from?' Deke'slipstwitched at the distaste in the woman's voice.
"LosAngdes." Ryne's hestation was almost imperceptible.

"That's not what | meant. Why is he here? He's not—" Maa stopped short.

"1 know he'snot Gined."

Deke saw shock cross Maias face, but before he could question it, she took a step forward. "Y ou
told him? The council isgoing to be livid when they discover this"

"I'm aware of that," Ryne said stiffly. Her fingers spasmed around his hand, but she stilled them amost
at once.

Hisinterest in the conversation spiked. What was this council and why was Ryne worried about their
reaction? He started paying closer attention.

"l don't buy any of this" Maiaannounced. "He wasn't here last night, and when | |€ft, you werein no
shapeto go out and find some guy, let done one from Cdifornia” She switched her gaze from Ryne
back to him. "Who the hell are you anyway?'

"Danid Summers. You cancal me—"

"Dan! You can cdl him Dan." Ryné'sinterjection wasn't smooth and it didn't surprise him that her
sster looked even more suspicious.

"Wherewas helagt night while | was here?”

Hefet Ryne square her shoulders. "He came in on the redeye. Thetaxi dropped De—Dan off around
seven." Sheturned her head to look back at him. "Or wasit seven-thirty?"

"Closer to seven,” hereplied.

"Wherésyour luggage?' Maiademanded, taking a step closer and glowering at him.
"Thearlinelog it," Ryne answered for him.

"Thet's convenient.”

"Only someone who's never had her bagslost before would say that,” Deke said. He may not know
what was going on, but until he had a good reason not to, he was backing Ryne.

"How long have you two known each other? How did you meet? Why didn't you tell me about him?”
With every sentence Maia closed the distance. " And why are you involved with ahuman? Y ou've dways
been adamant that you'd never date one, and yet here the two of you are, fresh out of bed.”

Rynetensed further. ™Y ou answered your own question,” she said. "'I've been so ingstent, so voca for
such along time about not taking a human as alover that it was too embarrassing to say 1'd changed my
mind."

She might not be asmooth liar, but shed just pulled a pretty dick maneuver. Ryne had ignored the
things she didn't want to discuss and used Maias own argument to explain the one shewaswilling to
address.



"How long have you two known each other?' Maiarepested.

She was more tenacious than Deke had given her credit for. He reassessed her and decided that
Ryne's sster might have acore of steel beneath the softness.

"Wemet when | wasin LasVegasat Haloween." Ryne shrugged, her shoulders diding againgt his
chest.

" S0 you thought you'd have avacation fling?' The skepticism in Maids voice suggested that this wasnt
something she'd expect from Ryne.

"Not exactly.”
"Then what, exactly—"

Though she sounded confident, Deke had a sense that Ryne was far from comfortable. Without giving
himself time to second-guess his decison, he interrupted. "Ladies, do you mind if we save the twenty
questionstill after I'm dressed?" He barely paused. "Ryne, hep mefind my clothes.”

That was the opening she needed to extricate them. It wasn't until the bedroom door closed and Ryne
sagged againg it that he redlized how difficult lying had been for her.

"What the hell was going on out there?' he demanded, keeping hisvoice low.
"Itsalong story."

Deke closed the distance between them and crowded her against the wooden panel. "Then you better
gart talking before your sster comesin here to find out what we're doing.”

She attempted to Sdle awvay from him. Deke leaned in, pinning her againgt the door with his hips.
Rynewiggled, trying to free hersdf, but again, she went still when shefelt his reaction to her movement.
Shit, even if she hadn't shifted, he might have started to get hard. Her body felt so fucking good against
his and those brown eyes blazing up at him made Deke want to see them glow with adifferent kind of
fire

He shook off hisfog and braced his forearm on the door near her head. "Well?' he prodded. "Why
did you cdl me Dan? And why the hell areyou lying to your sister?"

Ryné's scowl deepened. " She doesn't know you were a cartoon. | spent alot of time watching Deke
Summers, Pl whilel wastrying to learn how to undo the spell and she'sbeen dl over me about being
obsessed. If | cal you Deke, Maiawill redly get weird."

Which left the big question unanswered. "Why don't you tell her. Shesawitch, too."

Rynesface flushed. "1 am not awitch,” she gritted out. When he smirked, sparkslit up her eyes. "If
you were smart, you'd stop antagonizing me. Y ou've aready been bespelled once, do you want to try for
two?'

"Babe," he sad, threading his free hand through the hair at the back of her head, "you'd never turn me
into atoad or whatever, not after going to so much trouble to free me."

The impotent fury on her face, thelow growl that rumbled in her throat, made his smile broaden. Hed
hit the bull's-eye.

"Right now, I'm beginning to wonder why | bothered."

"No, you're not. Why did you lieto your sgter?



"Why areyou such apainin the ass?' Ryne shot back.
"Has anyone ever told you you're beautiful when you're mad?'

She shoved his shoulders then, putting ahdl of alot of power behind it, but Ryne didn't have enough
strength to move him. Hed dways liked pushing peopl€'s buttons, finding out how to get under their skin,
but hed never been this bad before. There was something about her and the way she responded, though,
that brought out thisside of him. "'l won't stop asking.”

Taking adeep breath, then another, Ryne regained control. "Y ou'd have to understand our cultureto
truly get it, but the bottom lineisthat Maiais an outsider and we don't share information with anyone who
int Gined."

Hewasn't Ginedl either, but Deke decided to leave that for later, when they were done. "How can
shenot be Ginedl if she'srelated to you? Or isit ataent that only some are born with?

"It'salong tory." Ryne sounded tired, and something else that he couldn't put anameto.
"Tel meanyway."

"WEe're not going to have time for meto explain it so that it makes sense to you, not before my
overprotective sster is knocking on the door to make sure I'm okay." She gave him another shove, then
subsided. "Maiawas Gined until she ceded her powers. Now move, hotshot.”

Reductantly, Deke stiraightened. Although he wanted more answers, that wasn't why he was hesitant to
stand back. For one thing, he liked pressing against Ryne, and for another, while she had to know he had
ahard-on, feding it and seeing it tenting the towe were two different things. Although, he decided as he
ran hisfingersthrough her hair, it might be interesting to observe her reaction. Deke stepped away.

Ryneimmediately moved out of reach. He found that amusing and her glower intensified when she
saw hissmirk. It didn't take long, however, for her gaze to dip. She seemed to stare for along time, but
that was likdly wishful thinking on his part. Her apparent fascination, though, was causing more blood to
flow away from hisbrain, and when his cock jerked, she gasped. Her flush didn't come from
embarrassment; he was experienced enough to read the signs. She wanted him, maybe as much ashe
wanted her, but they couldn't do this. "Like what you see, babe?' Deke asked, hisvoice so thick he
sounded choked.

Instead of spiking her temper the way held intended, she ran her eyes over every inch of his body
before she reached hisface. "Yeah, | like" Rynelicked her lips and he amost groaned doud. She
sashayed closer, and in asultry voice, asked, "But you know what?' Her hand caressed his shoulder, his
biceps, and cameto rest at the crook of his elbow.

"What?' he managed.

"There are plenty of good-looking men out there." The sexy tone vanished and the scowl returned.
"Menwho are Gined and who aren't aggraveting painsinthe ass.”

Deke chuckled quietly as she stormed across the room and bent over to dig through a drawer. Even
asfrugrated as hefdt at that moment, he liked that Ryne could hold her own with him. He might have her
riled up, but she wasn't going to back down or cede the upper hand. Thiswas going to be fun.

"1 never found flannel boxers sexy till now, but babe, the way they pull taut across that gorgeous ass of
yoursisraisng them to awhole new level in my eyes. Of course—"

"If you say you'rerising to anew leve, too," she scowled at him over her shoulder, "you'll wish you
were wearing an athletic cup.”



He laughed and watched her eyes go molten. One more good push should do it, Deke decided. He
waited until she straightened and started toward him. ™Y ou're not going to knee me. Y ou want me too
bad to risk damaging the merchandise.”

"Y ou arrogant, insufferable’—Ryne closed the gap until she was toe-to-toe with him—"conceited
jerk. With your attitude, I'm surprised you get any women. Y ou're not irresstible.”

Quirking hislipsto add fuel to thefire, he drawled, "No? Then why are your nipples hard? It's not
coldin here" Deke hesitated, then decided to crossthe line. Reaching out, he grazed her breast with his
knuckles. That did it.

Ryne dropped what she held and lunged at him. Despite being braced, she hit him hard enough to
knock him off balance. He wrapped his arms around her to stay on hisfeet, but instead of keeping him
upright, they both landed on the bed.

Helost histowd as shewildly punched at him. To defend himsdlf from her blows, Deke put up his
arms, but Ryne showed fighting skills he wouldn't have guessed she possessed. Before he could figure
out what she was up to, she straddled him. Her abrupt motion caused the headboard to dam into the
wall, but she didn't stop, not until shed pinned hiswrists beside his head.

"Babe, you should have told me you wanted—" He didn't get achance to finish. The door flew open
with abang.

"Ryne, are you—Oh."

Given their position, Deke had afair ideawhat Maiawas thinking. Ryne started to move off of him,
but he freed his hands, and taking hold of her hips, kept her in place. "Do you want your Sister to see
what you do to me?"'

"Crap," she muttered, but soft enough that he bet he was the only one who heard it.
"l guess!'ll hold breskfast for awhile" Maiasaid wryly. "Think half an hour will be enough?'

Rynée's blush had him struggling to contain hislaughter. "Ten or fifteen minuteswill be plenty,” Deke
offered, but he didn't take his eyes off the woman above him. "Thisis the second time you've interrupted
lﬁ"

Fury blazed in Ryne's eyes and she shifted, but he didn't let her go. When the door shut quickly, he
suspected that the movement had looked sexua. And it was sexud. Whatever her intent had been, the
result was that she was rubbing againgt him and both of them werefedingiit. "1tl be good between us,"
hetold her. "Tug your shorts aside and let me show you.”

She was tempted. He could see the battle she waged with herself—what her body wanted versus
what common sense said to do. Deke watched her head win out over her desire and released her asplit
second before Ryne sivung off him.

He didn't bother to reach for the towd. Instead, he tucked his hands behind his head and let her look.
She gtared for along time before she redized what she was doing. With acurse, Ryne tore her gaze
away and bent down to pick up the bundle of clothes she dropped. Her eyes closed and she ran ahand
in aclockwise motion over thetop of thepile.

"Get dressed.” She tossed the garments at him and he caught them before they hit him in the face.
"1'm not wearing girl clothes.”
"They're sweats."



"I'm not wearing your stuff.” Deke stood, let the clothesfall to the floor, and squared off with her.

The confrontation lasted until Ryne said, "Oh, for God's sake! Y ou're half afoot taller than me and
much broader; do you think you could fit into my things? Those," she gestured to the heap at hisfeet, "are
your size. Hold them up if you don't believe me and you'll see”

Giving her one, last hard look, Deke bent down and snagged the sweatshirt and sweatpants. She was
telling the truth. While some women liked to wear |oose-fitting sweats around the house, these were
much too baggy and too long for Ryne. "Okay," he said grudgingly.

It was Ryne's turn to smirk. "Why don't you take a shower, get dressed, and join usfor breakfast?"
"I don't need ashower," Deke grumbled.

"Y es, you do. Y ou need to take care of that," sheindicated his erection, "so you don't embarrass my
gder.”

Deke grinned. "Doesit turn you on to think of me jerking off because of you?"
Her face went red. "Just shut up,” she snarled, and whirling, she stormed out of the room.

Maybe he would hang around, |et her think she was protecting him. After dl, what did he haveto go
home to? His apartment would have been rented out long ago, his credit cards inactivated, and his bank
accounts frozen. Besides, it was going to be hot between them, and it was only amatter of time before he
got his hands on her. Whistling, Deke sauntered toward the master bathroom.

Ryne wanted to scream and she probably would haveif it wouldn't et Deke know how much he got to
her. Pausing in the hallway, she drew deep breaths until her need to strangle him receded. The cartoon
Deke was an occasiona smart ass, but that was televison. She'd never dreamed that the real man would
be so much worse. Ryne took another deep breath.

She never lost her control. Never. Until sheld woken up in bed with him. In less than an hour, hedd
caused her to forget years of training. For God's sake, sheld tackled him! No magic, no cool martid arts
moves—shed run at him. Asif that was going to do her any good.

The worst part wasthat he knew what he did to her—Deke enjoyed winding her up. Hell, hed been
playing her expertly, and even though she knew it, she couldn't stop hersdlf from responding. Ryne leaned
againg thewall and shoved her hair back with a shaky hand.

Her temper wasn't the only thing he'd aroused, and Deke knew that, too. It left her frustrated. And
confused. She'd grown up watching what Anise did to human males and Ryne had vowed not to be like
her mentor, not in any way.

When she heard the shower come on, she swallowed amoan. The thought of Deke masturbating did
get her hot and Ryne hated that. She could dmost see him, hisbig body dick with water, his hand diding
up and down his shaft while he thought of her.

Her respiration increased again, and she forced hersalf to dow it down. She had to locate her peaceful
center, the place that allowed her the serenity to deal with whatever came her way. But for thefirst time
in her life, she couldn't find it, not with her entire body hot and aching in places she didn't want to fed



throb.

With one, |ast deep breath, Ryne straightened away from the wall. She wasn't anywhere close to
ready to face her sgter, but she couldn't linger here. All sheldd need was Maiaturning down the hall to
check on her—or worse yet, Deke finishing his shower and discovering that she was il struggling for

composure,

Theingtant Ryne waked into the kitchen, Maia pounced. "What the hell is going on? Maybe now that
he's not around, you'll give me astraight answer.”

Ryne suspected her smile looked aswegk asit felt. Asnonchalantly as possible, she headed for the
fridge and pulled out the orangejuice. "I can't believe you even need to ask. Did you get alook at him?"
She grabbed atumbler out of the cabinet and set it on the counter. "A woman would have to be
three-quarters dead not to react.”

"Sdl it to someone ese, | know you too well to fall for that. 1t's more than you deeping with
him—that's improbable enough—but you told him you're Gined. When it comesto the laws of our
people, no oneisabigger stickler than you."

Pouring her orange juice, Ryne tried to decide the best way to counter Maias assertions. Sowly, she
raised her eyesfrom the cup and met her sster's gaze. She needed her lie to be convincing. "Our
relationship—" she stopped short.

"What about it?"

"It'sserious." Ryne fought to look innocent, and maybe a touch reluctant. "When I'm around Dan, |
can't stay centered. He does something to me, affects me like no one else ever has, and it Sarted the
instant we met. | don't want it, but | can't seem to resist the pull either.” It wastrue, more or less, but it
mortified her to admit shelost her salf-command with him.

"Y ou saicd—"

"I know what | said, but he's human and there's nothing | can do about that." Ryne closed the OJ and
brushed past her sister to put it away. She shut the door harder than she needed to, but damn it, she
hated lying to Maia. It was his fault. If hed only stayed put, if he hadn't come out wearing nothing except
atowe, if he hadn't wrapped his arms around her and kissed the spot where her T-shirt had gaped away
from her throat. But the if-onlys didn't matter. He had done those things and they |eft her little choice.

"Sorry," Ryne apologized, her voice quiet. "1, well, it's embarrassing to have you find out about Dan
after the hard time| gave you about your human.”

"Thereisthat," Maiasaid as she crossed her arms at her waist. "Y ou were holier than thou."

Rynetried another smile. "Y eah, sorry." She knew she should leave it there, but she couldn't stop
hersdf from adding, "But I'd never give up my powers. Not for any reason.”

"Don't be so quick on the never."

To keep hersdf from saying more, Ryne shrugged, picked up her orangejuice, and took asip. Maia
seemed to be surviving fine without her magic, but Ryne doubted sheld function even half aswell. Her
abilitieswere so much apart of her that alarge piece of her soul would die without them.

IIWI,V?I
"Why what?" Ryne put her glass down on the counter and linked her fingers.



"l don't know. Why him? Why now? Just why?'

"What can | say that you haven't heard aready?" And damn she wished Maia hadn't come over this
morning. Ryne willed Deke to hurry up. Once he was here, the questions wouldn't be as pointed, she
was certain of that.

"Y ou're unusudly fastidious when it comesto men and sex. | know why you're o reserved'—Maia
held up ahand to cut off her protest—"Anise messed up your head when you lived with her and you've
never worked through it, but the bottom line is you're much too cautiousto pick up someguy in Vegas."

Ryne didn't know what to take issue with first. " Just because I'm not promiscuous doesn't mean my
head is screwed up." She fought the need to dash back—Maias words had cut at her—but shed
dready hurt her sgter last night and didn't want to do it again. "Asfor Dan," Ryne said, her voice calmer,
"l said | met himinVegas, | didn't say | dept with him there. Thismorning isthefirst he'sbeenin bed
withme"

"That | find easier to believe. How much time have you spent with him in the four months since you
met?'

Crossing her aams at her waist, Rynereplied, "I've seen him alot more than you redize." Likeoncea
week, and if she counted watching the DV Ds, more than that.

"How many waffles do you want?' Maiaasked.

Ryne blinked at the abrupt change in conversation, but before she could comment, shefelt him behind
her. Damn it, she hadn't heard him come in. Reluctantly, she turned. The sweets he wore were a perfect
fit. When sheld cast the spell to change her clothesto hissize, sheld had to guess, and it satisfied her that
sheld been right.

"Problem solved, babe." And hewinked at her.

Her face scalded, but that didn't stop her eyes from dropping to his crotch. His groan was amost
inaudible over the sounds of Maia pulling out the waffle iron, but it was enough for Ryneto jerk her gaze
back to hisface.

"Don't," shewarned him quietly.

"Don't what? Y ou're the one who started it." He leaned nearer. "Y ou get me hard again and it'll be up
to you to take care of it."

For an ingtant, she was speechless. The temptation to reach out and stroke him was so strong, she
nearly did that. It was the sound of the top of the waffleiron faling againgt the bottom half that shook her
out of her daze.

"What are you two, apair of rabbits?' Maiaglared a her. "If you want waffles, make them yourself.
I'm going home."

Ryne opened her mouth to stop her, then shut it again. Thiswasfor the best. There was too much she
and Deke needed to talk about that couldn't be said in front of her Sister.

A few moments|ater, the front door closed hard enough that she heard it in the kitchen. Ryne scowled
at her houseguest.

"We might go at it as often asapair of rabbits, but don't worry, babe, | won't finish rabbit fast.”

Deke chucked her under the chin lightly and sauntered from the room, completely obliviousto how



close shewasto tossing atiny burst of fireat him.

5
CHAPTER

Ryne pulled a long-deeve polo shirt off the rack and held it at arm’'s length.
"I'm not wearing pink," Deke growled over her shoulder.
"ltssdmon.”
"It'spink.”

With aslent sigh, Ryne put the shirt back. If shed learned one thing during thistrip to the mall, it was
that there was no point wasting energy arguing with Deke when that hard note entered hisvoice. Not
about something astrivid asthis.

"Any objection to turquoise?' When he didn't say anything, she reached for the hanger.

"I don't need more clothes." Ashe moved to her Side, hishand curled lightly around hers, stopping her
from taking the shirt off the rack.

He stood close—too close for her peace of mind—but Ryne refused to show weakness by stepping
back. "Yes, you do." She worked hard to stay on topic and sound unaffected. "Three pairs of jeansand
ahandful of shirtsaren't enough to last aweek."

Deke moved her hand till it rested on his chest and covered it with his. "I don't have any money,” he
sad quietly. "You've paid for everything and | know you can't afford this."

Ryne stared at him in amazement. What held said wasn't some smart-ass comment, but athoughtful
statement of concern about her finances. It wasthe firgt time sheld seen this sde of him. "Why do you
bdievetha?'

"Y ou aways head straight for the clearance area. | don't want you going into debt for me, babe,
okay? Clothes wash."

The heat of hisbody made her palm burn, but she didn't pull away. Instead of correcting his erroneous
assumption, Ryne went off on atangent. "I might not have time to wash clothesif | haveto ded with
Anise on top of my regular duties.”

"l cantekecareof it."
"Do you know how?"

Edging ahaf-step nearer, Deke said, "I've been doing my own laundry since | wastwelve. I'll handle
it

"Redly?Y ou don't strike me as having domestic skills™

He smiled. Not asmirk, but an honest-to-God smile. For a split second, she forgot how to breathe.
"I'm thirty-four—" Deke stopped short. "I aged while | was stuck in DSPI, right?'



"Yes, you did. Sorry, you won't get those years back."

With ashrug, he retarted, "I'm thirty-four and I've never earned enough money to hire servants. | do
laundry, | cook, | dust, I vacuum—everything an adult who's lived on their own hasto do. Y ou'rethe
onewho's probably hel pless around the house." Deke's grin widened. "A little twitch of your nose and
the chores are done.”

If hed said that with his smart-asstone or if held given her that smug expression, she would have
gotten irate over hisremark—especialy the nose-twitching part—but he hadn't been jabbing at her, so
sheanswered serioudy. "1 dmogt never use my abilitiesfor something likethat." Ryne lowered her voice.
"The Gineal condder it awaste of magic.”

Sheld inherited the attitude, sherealized, but hadn't really understood the whys behind it. Now,
however, she knew. Last night she'd been cut off from the source, left with only her own pool of power.
If sheld used it frivoloudy, say to put on her jacket before she left the house, she would have died—Ryne
had no doubts about that. 1t had taken everything she had to survive long enough to send the wraith
through the soul gate.

Deke's thumb brushed across her cheekbone, jerking Ryne's attention back to him. "Areyou al
right?'

"Yeah, sorry, | was thinking about something." Before he could ask any questions, she quickly said,
"Y ou'rewrong, though. | can afford to ouitfit you. It's March, which means you need warm clothes, and
those are on clearance at thistime of year." He looked doubtful. "Have you heard of The Ginedl

Company?"
Recognition sparked in his eyes. "That's your people?"

She nodded. "We own conglomerates that sell everything from food to eectronicsto household
cleaning products. Y ou name it, we probably own abusiness that produces that good or service.
Officidly, I'm an employee of the corporation and I'm well compensated for what | do.”

For amoment, he stared &t her. "I'm still going to pay you back for everything when | can access my
bank accounts.”

"Okay."

Deke stepped away then, opening up some distance between them. " Just so you know 1'm no
fredoader.”

"l know," she assured him. Hewas a pain in the ass, but Ryne had no desire to step on the man's
pride. Besides, held never bein thisgtuation if it weren't for Anise. "Now how do you fed about
turquoise?"

He grunted. She took that as a go-ahead to pull the shirt off therack and hold it against his chest. It
was agood color for him, making his eyes seem more blue than gray, but she didn't mention that. "Do
you want to try it on?"

"l don't need to." He gently removed it from her grip. "It'smy sze, the color isn't horrible—let'sbuy it
and get out of here"

Ryne blew out along breath. Deke didn't want to try on anything, and damn it, he wasright; he didn't
need to. He was wearing jeans and along-deeve, waffle-knit Henley shirt in red—something they'd
picked out at the first sore—and both fit him perfectly. No wonder men didn't appreciate the difficulty
women had in finding apair of jeans. Hed smply grabbed his size, changed clothesin the dressing room,



and handed the tags to the salesclerk to ring up. His cooperation had gone steadily downhill since then.

"Y ou need more pants, more shirts, another pair of shoes, and a couple of jackets—one for winter
and one for spring. The only things we're done shopping for are briefs, tees, and socks.”

Deke grumbled. "How many more damn stores are you going to drag me into?"

"Asmany asit takes." Ryne went toe-to-toe with him. "I hate shopping dmost as much asyou do. I'd
rather buy stuff online and have it delivered, but you need clothes now, not aweek from now. If you'd
stop being so difficult, we could finish and get the hdll out of here.”

"l have anideg," Deke said, and from the sweet smile he gave her, Ryne guessed she wasn't going to
likeit. "Why don't | write down my sizesfor you, and you pick out the clothes. I'll wait for you by the
tdevisons”

"Not achance, hotshat. If | have to suffer, so do you.” Something went through his eyes and she
suspected he was about to head off anyway and make her try to stop him. "Y ou do what | think you're
going to do," shewarned, "and | swear to God, you'll have more pink clothes than any man who's ever
lived.

"l won't wear them."

"If I return everything e se, you won't have much choice.”
"Youwouldnt."

"Try me." Ryneglared up a him.

He measured her, and she knew when he decided she meant every word shed said. "You'reahard
ass," Deke complained.

"If I wasn't, youd wak al over me."

"Probably," he admitted easily. "The blueisfine. Why don't we pick afew more of the same shirt and
cdl it good?'

Therewas awide sdlection of colors available, even some stripes, and Ryne was tempted to go with
his suggestion. "If we do that," she said, "most of your wardrobe will be the same.”

"Sowhat?'

Ryne shrugged. If he didn't care, why should she? And the polos had been marked down low enough
that they were practicadly asted. With acommon goad—_getting out of the mall ASAP—thingswent
much faster. They picked out afew more jeans, abelt, shoes, adenim jacket, and awarm winter coat
for the thirty-degree weather—also ahell of adeal sinceit was so late in the season. He nixed the knit
hat in favor of abasebal cap with Minnesota Wild emblazoned on it, and they were ready to go.

Or s0 she thought.
Deke was dragging his hedl's so she stopped and asked, "Did we forget something?*
"Babe—Ryne," heimmediately corrected, "1 hateto ask, but . . ." Hisvoicetrailed off as he hestated.

She knew he wasn't feigning his discomfort. Ryne had seen how embarrassed he'd been when shed
whipped out her credit card to pay for his clothes, yet he'd gone up to the register with her each time
anyway. Maybe it was asmall thing, something most people wouldn't even notice, but it told her alot
about what kind of man Deke was and she liked his determination to do what he thought wasright even if



he was mortified.
"What?' she prompted softly when he didn't say anything.
Deke grimaced. "Would you mind if | got awatch? Nothing fancy,” he added quickly.

"It'snot aproblem,” shetold him. But it was. Not because of the price of awatch. Hell, with what she
was paid to be atroubleshooter, she could buy him the most expensive Rolex available without flinching.
No, the problem was the way held asked, asif he didn't want to be an imposition.

Anise had imprisoned him inside a cartoon character for four and a haf years—that was an
unforgivable imposition on hislife—and he was worried about the cost of awristwatch.

And when she saw the piece of crap he picked out, Ryne nearly smacked him. Damn it, she didn't
want to like him, but Deke wasn't giving her much choice about that. "'I'm not wasting money on that
thing. Here," she grabbed awatch that was about triple the cogt, but still cheagp enough that she didn't
think he'd argue with her too much. "This one's better."

"It'stoo expensve.”
"No, it'snot.”
"Thisonesfine." Deke held up the one hed chosen.

"If you think I'm going to be seen in public with some guy wearing awatch with aplastic strap, you
better think again. | have my standards." Ryne caught the glance he gave the watch she held, and it was
obvious he preferred her choice. "The brown strap will go better with the clothes we bought,” she
suggested.

"Yeah, like I'm somekind of fashion geek."

"Y ou're going to pay me back anyway," Ryne said, trying another tack, "'so why not get the nicer
watch?'

He hegitated for amoment. "Are you sure?' Deke lowered hisvoice. "Y ou've put ahell of atotal on
your credit card aready today."

Instead of answering him, Ryne flagged down the sdles associate and had her ring up the one with the
leather band. "Hell wear it," she said, handing the watch to Deke, "but you can put the box in abag for
lﬁ"

The teenager did that as Ryne signed the receipt. When she finished, she glanced up and noticed the
girl gawking at Deke. Her smart-ass companion appeared completely oblivious as he set the watch to the
correct time and fastened it around hiswrist. Probably used to his effect on females.

When shefindly recaptured the teenager's attention and finished the transaction, Ryne handed the
small bag to Deke, who stowed it insde one of the larger packages.

"We need a pack muleto makeit to your Explorer with al these damn bags," he groused asthey
walked through the mall.

"] thought that was your job."
Hislaugh surprised Ryne. " So that's the real secret behind why women drag men shopping, huh?!

Deke's grin was infectious and Ryne returned his smile before she was aware of what she was doing.
Damn, shedid like him—when he wasn't infuriating her. "' Since everything we bought isyours, why



shouldn't you carry most of the bags?’
"Point taken, babe."

Ryne frowned, but otherwise ignored the babe thing. He wasn't going to stop using it aslong as she
continued to react, so she needed to learn to tuneit out. Either that or she might have to pound her name
into histhick head.

Asthey stepped out of the mall, theicy wind dashed a him, tearing a his unzipped jacket. Deke
shivered. How did people live here? It was March, for God's sake.

When he saw Ryne looking at him, hetried to act asif the cold didn't bother him. There was no way
he'd admit that he was glad she'd forced him to shop for warm clothes. Deke grimaced. Shit, he owed
her. Not just money, but his gratitude aswell.

She claimed that any Gined would do the same, but he doubted it. He might have met her mere hours
ago, but he already knew Ryne Frasier didn't do anything hafway and that included taking care of him.
Despite his pushing her, aggravating her, teasing her, and generally driving her insane, she hadn't repaid
himin kind. Her generosity made Deke fed guilty about how much he'd poked at her.

Asmuch as he might hate it, he needed her charity. Reclaiming hislife wouldn't be quick or easy, and
until he managed to get the red tape unraveled, he had nothing. No money, no home, no car. Deketried
to imagine the conversation if he contacted one of hisbuddiesfor help. Thefirst question would be
Wher e the hell have you been for the last four and a half years? No one would buy the truth and any
lieshe told would have to be damn good to fool abunch of cops, ex-cops, and private investigators.

The wind whipped up again, and he shrugged deeper into the jacket. It was adamn long walk to
wherethey'd parked. When they'd arrived, the mall had been jammed and they were about asfar out as
they could get and till bein thelot, but it was after five now and most people had cleared out.

He owed her for more than materid things. Her promise to help him had gone along way toward
keeping him cam. Once he'd recalled being imprisoned in the cartoon, Deke felt more afraid than held
been since he was akid. He'd done his best to conceal the gut-deep fear, but he didn't know how much
sheld discerned anyway. Maybe he'd decided to trust Ryne, but she was still a stranger and he wouldn't
alow her to see hisvulnerability, not if he could prevent it.

It had been arelief when her sister had shown up. Deke had taken the time aone to overcome his
anxiety. The curse was no big dedl, right? He was out now and she was going to make sure he didn't go
back. After being acop and aPl for so many years, he was used to finding himsdf in strange Situations
and used to thinking on hisfeet. Thiswasn't that much different. Not redly. He just had to take it one
gep at atime.

Ryne dug in thetiny purse she carried dung across her body and pulled out her keys. Deke hid a
smile. Thewoman could do magic, but she still used keys entry to unlock her SUV doors.

She opened the rear hatch and he tossed the bags inside. Ryne, however, wasn't satisfied with that
and she started rear-ranging things. Deke bit back agroan. Who cared if stuff tipped over or moved
around?

As shewas fussing, the hair on his ngpe prickled. Careful to keep his movements casud, he glanced
over, then did adouble take. Something was lumbering toward them. 1t moved slently despite having
about the same amount of grace as Frankenstein's monster, and asit neared, Deke decided it bore a
resemblance to Jabba the Hutt—at least asfar asfacia features went.



"Wheat the hell isthat?" he asked.
Ryne's head jerked up. "Crap!"

That wasthe last word he understood. She started muttering in some indecipherable language as she
stuffed her keysin the front pocket of her jeans. The monster came closer and Deke moved, putting
himsdf infront of Ryne.

She grabbed his arm, tugged, and when he looked over, she gestured for him to get out of the way.
He shook his head. Jabbawas least seven feet tall and muscular. What was she going to do? Wave her
megic wand a him?

Therewas apause in her cadence, then Ryne began murmuring again, faster yet.

The creature's attention was locked on them. The way it moved, how it behaved, and the urgency in
Ryne's voice confirmed what he knew—the bastard's attack was imminent.

He moved to mest it.

It reached out and lifted him from the ground asif he were achild. Deketried to bresk the hold, but
Jabba's arms were like tree trunks and his blows had no affect.

Then, as eadly as Deke would toss afootbdl, the mongter threw him. He flew through the air and
dammed into something headfird.

Deke dowly regained awareness. Hetried to figure how much time had passed while he'd been out
cold, but couldn't guess. With agroan, he struggled to open his eyes, but his head hurt too damn much.
Easer to stay where he was for awhile. But as he was drifting, he heard Ryne shout. He had to check on
her, had to make sure she was okay. The world spun violently before righting itsalf and he blinked hard
to stop seeing double.

She held along-bladed dagger, widlding it through a series of spinsand kicks that made him dizzy.
Deke closed his eyes again to beat back the surge of nausea.

Sheknew martid arts.

Not the pretty stuff, but the down-and-dirty deadly kind that got a person banned from tournaments.
That should have relieved him, but she was facing something that wasn't human. He had to help her.
Dekedidn't makeit to hisfeet.

Swest covered hisbody, hisvison blurred, and he aimost puked on himsdlf. Great. Ryne was battling
amongter and he, the ex-cop, was leaning against a Hummer, trying not to do the Technicolor yawn.
Some protector he was.

Heinched himsalf up the side of the SUV. It was dow progress, but hed made it about halfway to his
feet when Rynelet loose with arope of fire.

Holy shit!

Deke wound up sitting on the asphalt once more. Sheld engulfed the mongter in afireball so intense, it
melted the snow piled up between the rows in the parking lot.

Jabbawas unfazed. It kept coming for her, and asit walked, it pulled back its hand, asif pitching
something.



Asfar as Deke could tdll, the bastard wasn't holding adamn thing, but Ryne leaped. And remained
arborne.

Héll, no one could jump that high or stay up that long—she had to be levitating. When she landed
gently back on her feet, he was sure he was right.

Quickly, shemoved in, raking her dagger across the bastard's chest. The knife made a scraping
sound, but it caused no damage. When it dawned on Deke that he was sitting there, watching the show,
he made another attempt to stand.

The monster raised its arm and swatted at Ryne. She ducked, and the first swipe missed, but the
second one caught her and she went down. "Ryne!™

Had to help. Deke fought hisway to his hands and knees, but she was up before he managed to clear
hisvison. He struggled to get to hisfeet, nearly heaved, and his pams hit the parking lot ashefel again.

Damnit to hdl, he hated being hepless. And he definitely hated that awoman haf afoot shorter than
he had to defend his sorry ass.

Grabbing hold of the Hummer's sde mirror, Deke used it to pull himself upright. Hislegswere
wobbly, but he hung on tighter. Ryne's roar made him jerk and he nearly lost his grip. Helooked over his
shoulder. She was delivering athigh kick to the monster and wasn't hurt.

He turned, keeping one hand on the mirror. As he leaned againgt the side of the SUV, working up the
energy to move, Ryne went at the creature again. Thistime the blade found its mark. She turned her head
to avoid taking aspurt of yellowish liquid in the face, but what spewed from the monster's neck hit her on
the side of her head and ran onto her clothes.

Sweat dripped into his eyes from the exertion of standing and by the time he wiped it away, Ryne had
taken the thing to the ground. She pulled the blade free, chanted just loud enough for her voiceto reach
him, and the creature disappeared.

Magic. Hed seen Ryne do smdll thingsthat were easy for him to dismiss, but hurling fire and making a
mongter vanish weren't indggnificant. How did he wrap hismind around this?

His stomach rolled darmingly and he swallowed hard. Now that Ryne was safe, Deke alowed himsdlf
to dide down the Sde of the vehicle until he was Stting again. Hed think about magic later. Right now, his
chief question was did he have a severe concussion or was it worse? And he wondered how much
money held owe her after atrip to the hospitd.

"Hey, hotshot," Ryne said softly. "How're you doing?”

Deke didn't bother to open hiseyes. "My head isfucked up. I'm seeing double or blurred mostly, and
the nauseaiisbad."

"That's not asurprise. Y ou made ahell of asplat when you hit the side of the Hummer. Do you hurt
anywheredse?'

"Does numbness count?"

Ryne moved her hand through his hair until she found a spot that made him grunt. Deke tried to reach
for her arm to tug her away, but it was too much effort and he surrendered. She didn't do anything except
lightly touch him, but as her pam rested againgt his scalp, it grew hot, and afunny thing happened—the
pain started to lessen.

"What are you doing?"'



"Just refax.”

Since he didn't have the energy to argue with her, Deke waswilling to oblige. As he continued to
improve, he became aware of how close Ryne was to him. He heard the gentle sound of her respiration.
And he smdled something that dmost made him gag. What the hell wasthat odor?

He hadn't realized he said that dloud until Rynereplied, "It's the crogaid's blood. I've got alot on me.
Now hush up, would you? I'm not ahedler and | need to concentrate.”

Deke had questions—I ots of them—but he stayed quiet and let Ryne continue. By thetime she
removed her hand, he felt better than he had in years. Not only were his head, eyes, and ssomach
completely normal, but old aches that hed earned during histime on the LAPD were gone aswell.

"We better |eave before someone wonders why were sitting here," Deke suggested reluctantly.
Maybe he felt 100 percent, but he wasn't ready to move yet.

"Before | fought the creature, | put a spell around the areato keep humans away. Nobody's coming
until 1 liftit.”

"That'swhat you were chanting?'

Ryne moved from her kneesinto a crouch. "Spells." She paused, shrugged, then explained, "Thefirst
spell wasto protect myself, second wasto protect you, and the third was to put abarrier around here.”

"] came second?" he teased.

She scowled. "When you board an airplane, the flight attendantstell you to put on your own oxygen
mask before assisting others. Y ou know why? Because if you're out cold, you can't help the guy beside
you anyway. It'sthe sametheory at work. We're trained to protect ourselves first and then take care of
others. A dead troubleshooter is no good to anyone. I'm sorry, though, that | wasn't able to finish your
incantation before you went sailing.” Ryne stood and held out ahand to him.

Deke wanted to touch her, so he took her up on the offer. When he was on hisfeet, he dusted the
sand off his ass and looked around. That's when he saw the damage to the Hummer. Therewasadent in
one of the door panels where his head must have connected and abroken sde-view mirror. " Shit."

"Fixable." She closed her eyes, was silent for amoment, then flicked her fingers toward the SUV. As
he watched, the ding popped out and the metal smoothed itsalf back into its normal shape. Next, the side
mirror mounted itsdf into position. "The ownerswill never know. Come on, let's get out of hereso | can
lift the barrier. The mall closes soon and people will need to get to their cars.”

She shivered, and for thefirst time, he redlized she was only wearing her swegtshirt and jeans. ™Y ou
should have told me you were cold.” Deke shrugged out of his jacket and started to put it around her
shoulders, but Ryne backed away.

"The crogaid blood will permesate the fabric and it doesn't wash out,” she explained.
"Why don't you do some more chanting and clean up? Or isthat considered wasting magic, too?"
Ryne looked thoughtful. "It's unnecessary and | used alot of energy aready. | probably shouldn't.”

"Because the threat might not be over?' He should have thought of that himsdlf. It wasaclassic
tactic—send in adiversion, then launch the rea assault when the opponent was confident he was through
with thefighting.

"Odds are there won't be another attack, but better safe than sorry.” The wind gusted and Ryne



shivered again.

"Comeon, let's get you out of the cold." Taking her arm, he escorted her to the Explorer. "Whereis
your jacket anyway?"

"I can't fight bundled up so | transported it inside my car dong with my purse.”
"SUV," he corrected.
"Whatever."

He thought he detected laughter in her voice and he shot aglance her way. Y eah, she was definitely
amused. "There's adifference between acar and aSUV."

Without commenting, Ryne dug the keys from her pocket and pressed the button to unlock the
vehicle. He opened the driver's door for her, but she didn't get in until he was settled on the passenger
Sde

Deke studied her in the fading light. The bastard's blood was only on her front side so her uphol stery
was safe enough, but shelooked pensive. "Y ou're okay?' he asked. Ryne hadn't acted asif anything hurt,
but he'd seen her take at least one hit.

"I'mfine. I only had some minor bruising and | healed that before | reached you."

"Good." Deke was glad she was unharmed, but damn he was worthless. When had he become some
fucking damsdl in distress? Ryne had fought Jabba on her own and sheld defeated it while he wastrying
not to puke. Okay, so she could do magic, big deal. He was a man and men protected women. It was
embarrassing enough to have her buy clothesfor him like he was some kind of gigolo, but the scenein the
parking lot left him totaly humiliated.

She rotated her hand in a counterclockwise motion, and Deke felt something. Held bet shed lifted the
gpell to keep people out of the area. Interesting that he could sense that. He put aside his thoughts,
though, when she reached for theignition. "That monster was after you."

Ryne'sfingers were around the key, but she didn't start the Explorer. "No, it wasn't. Y ou'rethe oneit
wanted to kill."

"Bullshit. If it wanted me dead, I'd be dead.”

Turning to meet hisgaze, she said, "Y ou believe because it threw you instead of ripping out your heart,
that you weren't itsintended victim. Y ou're wrong. Crogaids are lower dimensiona beingswith more
brawn than brain power. When you confronted it, that probably left it confused.”

Deke shook hishead. "Therésno reason in hell for one of those thingsto target me.”

"Crogaids are easlly manipulated and that one had Anise'senergy sig dl over it. She knowsyou're free
and sentit tokill you."

6
CHAPTER

It was past twilight and edging into night when Ryne turned the Explorer onto her street. Instead of going



straight home after leaving the mall, sheld driven to Target, forced some cash on Deke—too much
according to him—and sent him into the store to get arazor, soap, and whatever other suppliesaguy
needed. She was certain he'd be completely safe and she couldn't go with him, not the way she looked.

He'd been gone along time. Long enough that Ryne thought she might have to waste energy to clean
hersalf up and go find him. It would have been magic she couldn't have afforded to use.

Deke had been badly hurt. If sheld followed procedure, Ryne would have called in ahedler. She
hadn't. Instead she'd poured hedling energy into him and drained her own magic. It had been astupid
move, she knew that, but she hadn't been thinking of anything except taking care of him.

When held returned to the car, held not only had abag full of stuff, he'd brought food from the snack
bar. They'd sat in the darkening parking lot having dinner while customers came and went around them.
That had been idiotic, too, since her hair was matted with crogaid blood and all they would have needed
was someone alittle too curious to send security over.

Ryne made the turn into her driveway and her headlights caught afigure sitting on the bench on her
front porch. It took afew secondsfor her brain to process theimage. "Oh, crap.”

"Whoisthat?' Deke asked, straightening in his seat.
She pressed the garage door opener and kept her eyesfacing forward. "Gined councilman.”

"S0?" Ignoring the question, she pulled insde, turned off the engine, and pressed the button to close
the door. He caught her as she rounded the hood of the SUV. "Ryne?"

"l might bein trouble.
"Might be?"

"The spell | used to free you? It's one | needed council permission to use and | didn't bother to check
with them.”

It was obvious he had questions—knowing him, amillion of them—but she didn't have time to answer
them. She hurried to the front door. Ryne paused with her hand on the knob, took a deep breath, and
then opened it. " Ceannard Taber, you are welcome in my home."

Taber didn't hesitate once she gave him permission to enter and she closed the door behind him.
When Ryne turned, she saw Deke standing in the great room, hands at his Sides and body tensed.
Covertly, she scowled at him, then immediately smoothed out her face when Taber looked over &t her.

"Please, have asedt,” Ryneinvited.

Heignored her. Instead, Taber addressed Deke. "I need to speak with Ryne privately. If you'd be
kind enough to withdraw?"

"NO_"

Ryne rushed from the foyer to Deke's side. "He's amember of the Ginedl council,” shewarned under
her breath.

"l don't careif he'sthe fucking king of England; I'm not leaving you to face him done.”

His stubborn expression told her that she'd belooking at ahell of an argument to get rid of him. If they
were aone, shed waderight in, but Ryne was aware of Taber's interested gaze. Troubleshooters were
supposed to remain in control, and when she and Deke had one of their discussions, she didn't stay cool
and serene. Showing aweakness like that in front of a councilor was agood way to get assigned to



Outer Mongolia

"Excuse us one minute," she told Taber, and grabbing Deke by the forearm, Ryne tugged. She didn't
let go until she had him on the other side of the room. "I report to the council, that makes Taber one of
my bosses and I'm in enough trouble. Don't dig the hole I'm in any deeper.”

Deke leaned closer. "'If you think I'm leaving, you better think again. Gineal can turn, you told methat.
Maybe after what happened today you don't believeiit, but | can protect you."

Ryne was momentarily speechless. He wanted to protect her? His conviction that he could defend her
wasddusiond, butitwasdso . . . sweset. "I'm not in any danger, | promise.” Deke didn't look convinced,
S0 she continued, "Y ou can—"

"That's enough discussion.” The councilman's unexpected interjection made her freeze. "Both of you,
over here”

Shelooked at Taber and he gestured for them to rgjoin him. Ryne took Deke's hand and pulled,
afraid that he'd resst just to be argumentative, but he moved with her readily.

The ceannard stared at them for along moment, but Deke didn't flinch under the perusal. Findly,
Taber nodded, and histhick fingersworked at the buttons of his coat. Ryne gpol ogized—she should
have invited him to remove the garment and taken it from him—but Taber waved aside her lgpsein
manners. Once he had it off, he sent both it and hisdriving cap to rest over the bannister near her foyer.

"In light of the other things you forgot to do, laoch solas" the councilor said, "thisisasmal matter.”

Ryne swallowed hard. While other Gined regularly caled troubleshooters by their title, councilors
reserved the use of laoch solas for formal occasions—Ilike when an enforcer had transgressed far
enough to earn worse than adap on the wrigt.

Taber looked around, shook his head, and with awave of his hand, produced awooden,
graight-back chair. Slowly, he sat. "Thisman isthe reason you used the spell last night.”

"Yes, ceannard.”

"Hemay stay." Some of the tenseness|eft her at the pronouncement. If he hadn't given his permission,
shedidn't know how she would have gotten Deketo leave. While the Ginedl had no hard and fast rule
about using magic to override another's free will, it was something they tried to avoid.

Taber remained silent as he consdered her, and Ryne used the time to sudy him aso, hoping to gauge
how severe her punishment would be. As dways, the ceannard's expression reveal ed nothing. He looked
older, she noticed, and after some quick math, she guessed he must be in hislate eighties now. For the
firsgt timein her memory, however, helooked every minute of hisage. His hair was dmost pure white, his
wrinkles deeper, particularly those on hisforehead, and though he carried little extraweight, Taber's
jowls seemed to hang, giving him a droopy-dog appearance.

Ryne didn't want him to be old. Of the nine councilors, he was the most benevolent toward her. HEd
a so been Maia's mentor, and on the few occasions she'd been alowed to see her sister, held been
nothing except kind.

But it was more than that. Maybe most important were the lessons Taber had given her. Sheld been
too young at the time for formal troubleshooter training, but he'd taught her things about her powers that
helped while sheld lived with Anise, things that she felt certain had kept her from succumbing to the dark
forcesat ayoung age.

"The council," Taber said at last, "has granted me the authority to speak for the body asawhole.”



Wanting to appear as respectful as possible, Ryne released Deke and linked her fingersin front of her.
If they'd sent Taber, it meant the council was prepared to be lenient—provided she had a strong enough
reason for her actions—and she didn't want to take a chance on messing that up by seeming impertinent.
No doubt Deke and the aura of challenge surrounding him would cause enough problemsfor her.

"Give me areport on the spdll and the eventsleading up to your use of it." And with that, Taber sat
back and waited.

Ryne took asecond to center hersdlf, then launched into her explanation. Giving oral reportsto the
council was aroutine part of her job, and because she'd expected to have to justify her use of the
incantation, she had her arguments prepared.

Taber didn't interrupt, but when she concluded, hisfirst question hit right to the weak spot of her case.
"When did you find the spell and make the decison to useit?'

"Recently,” Ryne said, athough she knew that wouldn't work.
"Define recently.”
"Two weeks ago.”

The councilor nodded, and while his expression never changed, she was aware that he hadn't liked her
answer. Worse than his displeasure, though, was the disappointment. Maybe he hadn't been her mentor,
but in some ways, she thought of him that way. It hurt Ryneto redize shed let him down.

"A monitor discerned the use of very gray magic and reported it to the council,” he said asif he were
the one giving the report. "We assigned atracker to locate the source. Y ou can imagine the reaction
when he reported your nameto us.”

Ryne quirked her lips. Oh, yeah, she could definitely imagineit. Mot of the council was certain sheldd
either turned aready or was on the verge of doing so at any moment.

"The only reason we didn't have you immediately brought before usto explain yourself isthat you
made no effort to hide your transgression. After much discussion, it was decided that | would find out the
whysof it." Taber looked down at his gnarled hands and the silence was deafening. When he met her
eyes again, she knew he'd reached adecision. "Anise grows more dangerous every passing day; she
must be stopped. Y ou're our best hope and you say that this man isthe key. What can hedo to aid
you?"

Ryne shifted dightly. "I'm not certain. All | know isthat Anisewent to alot of effort and used agreeat
deal of magic to take him out of the picture. He must be athreat to her. Well work on discovering why."

"She did go to considerable lengths." Taber paused, clearly considering what held been told. "Very
well," hesaid dowly, "I'll grant you until the full moon to resolve this Stuation with the provison that
you're careful to restrict how much information you share with him about the Ginedl .

"But that only gives us two weeks, ceannard.”

"That'sdl thetime you have. Theincantation grants him temporary freedom. Anises spell returnshim
to his cartoon at the full moon."

Deke expected to find the door at the bottom of the basement stairs|ocked, but the knob turned easily
benesth his hand. He opened it dowly, not wanting to dert Ryneif he could help it. He might aswell have
saved himsdlf the effort. She was so involved in whatever the hell she was reading that he could have
comein leading a marching band and she wouldn't have noticed.



Standing quietly in the doorway, he watched her for awhile. She even read with intensity. Scowling,
she pushed forward one of the books she had open on the table, and with awave of ahand, made a
second disappear.

"Y ou find anything yet?' Deke asked.

Ryne's head jerked up. "No, not adamn thing. I've read the references Taber gave me, followed what
| found thereto anew list of books, but everything supports what he said about my incantation only
freeing youtill the full moon.”

He pushed himsdf away from the jamb and ambled toward her. "Maybe he only mentioned the ones
that corroborate his statement.”

Deke leaned his hips againgt the edge of the table next to her, and Ryne stiffened before trying to
unobtrusively put afew moreinches between them. "1 don't bite, babe. Unlessthat turnsyou on.”

Sherolled her eyes, but otherwiseignored histeasing. "A ceannard wouldn't lie" Before he could
protest, she added, "But | did some checking on my own anyway. The book you're dmost sitting on?
That'swhere | found the spdll. | reread it and there's nothing in there about atime limit. When | skimmed
through it, though, | found referencesto additiond texts.”

Ryne's elbow connected solidly with histhigh and Deke shifted. She pulled another book over to her.
"Mogt of them had nothing about the incantation, but thisone did.”

Deke stared down at the spot she was pointing to, but he didn't recognize the language. "What's it
sy?'

"Bagcdly it'swarning the sorcerer to be cautious, that there are hidden pitfalls. Not too helpful, but |
found more books named in here and severa of them refer to my spdll.”

The grimnessin her voice had hisgut twisting. "L et me guess—they mention it'stemporary.”

"Yeah." Ryne leaned back in her chair and sighed loudly. "Two of them anyway. The other oneis
vague enough to be useless. I've exhausted everything | found independently of Taber and they
agree—thefull moonisthedeadline.”

Nausea swamped him and dread welled. He couldn't go back to that fucking cartoon. Shut it down,
man, shut it down. "Great," Deke said when he had command. "' guess | better enjoy myself before |
end up back in hell. Wannago to bed?"

"Don't bean ass," she reprimanded mildly. "There's dways away to reverse someone elsg's
proclamation; | just need to find out how to undo this one, that's al."

Deke squashed the surge of hopethat arose. "Y ou reversed it and it didn't work. Not for good.”

Rynefindly looked at him. "Y ou've known of our existence for less than twenty-four hours, yet you're
an expert on the Ginedl and magic? Trust me, the spell can be undone forever.”

"Y ou wouldn't jerk me around, would you?' But even as Deke asked, he knew the answer. Ryne was
an in-your-face person. No matter how much he aggravated her, she wouldn't lie about this.

"| stopped looking when | found the equinox incantation that | used. I'll resume my search until | locate
theright one"

"Ba—um, Ryne, you said it took yearsto find this spell. | don't have that long."

"1 know, but we were lucky—the equinox fell on anew moon.”



Funny, Deke didn't fed lucky, but he supposed he was—in away. He was out of the cartoon for now
and Ryne was on hisside. Everything about her showed her tenaciousness, and while that was part of
what made her so easy to tease, it was aso something he respected. She'd work her ass off for him.

He reached over and took her hand. "What can | do to help?’

She smiled and Deke stopped breathing for an ingtant. Damn, she was beautiful—even with her hair
matted into clumps thanks to the yellowish crogaid blood—and he bet if he told her that, she wouldn't
bdievehim. "What?'

"l sad,” Ryne enunciated carefully, "that the most important thing you can do isfigure out why Aniseis
after you. Theinformation would hedp mealot.”

"I've been thinking about that." Deke looked around for a place to sit, but the bench wastoo far away
from Ryne and it didn't look comfortable. "Are you done here? Why don't we go upstairsand talk. I'll tell
you my theory and you tell me more about Anise and casting pells, okay?!

Ryne seemed reluctant.
"It'slate," he coaxed, "and you've been poring over these books for hours.”

She had been. As soon as the old man had |eft, Ryne had headed straight for the basement. Held let
her go, taking the opportunity to check out her house without her watching his every move. She had a
top-of-the-line computer in her dining room on adesk that she'd probably assembled hersalf, and her
chair looked like something sheld found at athrift store for five bucks.

The two spare bedrooms were mostly empty. One had some exercise equipment, the other had an
unlocked filing cabinet. HEd felt vagudly guilty, but that hadn't stopped Deke from checking out her
financia paperwork.

Ryne was very well paid—his eyes had about bugged out when held seen how much sheearned asa
troubl eshooter—and she wasn't abig spender. That television in her great room, however, hadn't been
cheap. Her enormous flat screen was aman's dream and perfect for football, but he'd bet she rarely took
the time to watch anything. The vaulted ceilings and the sheer size of the space made her couch appear
even shorter than it was, and the coffee table had seemed more like an afterthought than a choice.

Her bedroom was the only place that wasn't painted the basic white color the builder had probably
dapped on thewalls. That room was Ryne—the woman she kept hidden from the rest of the world—the
woman he wanted to get to know.

Thewall behind the bed was a deep purple and the rest of the room was some shade of orange. Bold
colors, but there was something about how they were put together that was soothing. From the wood of
the furniture to the comforter on her king-sze bed, everything insde wasrich, lush, sensud, and warm.
Ryne's prickly exterior—that was protection.

"It wasn't atough question, babe," he said as the silence lengthened.

"l wish youd stop cdling methat.”

"I know." Gently, Deke tugged her hand, encouraging her to stand. "But | can't help mysdlf.”
"Why? Because it annoys me and it's easer than remembering awoman's name?"

Heled her tothe stairs. ™Y ou might not believe this, but | rarely call anyone babe. It fitsyou, that's all.
Besides, you look sexy as hell when you'reirritated.”



"Y eah, right. Hang on," she said as he reached for the light switch. With awave of her free hand, Ryne
made the books disappear off the table. Deke had to glance away to hide his amusement. Hislittle witch
was obsessive. It would be agreat way to yank her chain except for one thing—he shared her quirk.

"Why did you bother with the books," he asked asthey started up the stairs, "when you won't ‘waste
magic to clean yoursdf up?'

"Those texts aren't mine, they belong to the Ginedl people. Since | was done with them, it was my
respong bility to return them to the repository so someone €l se could use them if they needed to.”

That was an interesting library system, but he didn't say aword. Things she took for granted were
foreign to him. Deke knew himsdlf well enough to understand that part of why he teased her was because
he didn't want to be the only one off-balance. He felt like he'd fallen down arabbit hole and found himsalf
in Wonderland or maybe an aternate universe.

"Do you want coffee or something?" Ryne asked when they reached the great room.

"Nope." Deke steered her toward the sofa. "Just answers." She sat asfar away from him as she could
get. "l guessyou don't trust yourself if you get too close, huh? Don't worry, babe, | can handleit if you
get hot for me." He leered at her, making sure to exaggerateit.

"|ssex the only thing you think about?"
"With you?Yeah, itson my mind alot.”

Ryne stared at him for amoment, eyes narrowed, then said, ™Y ou claimed you had an idea about why
Aniseisafter you."

"Not quite" Dekeignored her exasperated sigh. "Before we get to that, explain afew thingsto me.
What was that whole 'didn't rel ease the spdll’ thing that the old man talked about?

She shrugged, then studied him, and Deke knew shewasweighing if she should say anything, and if
s0, how much. Taber hadn't bothered to speak in that other language when held warned Ryne that Deke
was an outsder and to be careful about how much information she doled out. That had pissed him off.
Sheld been prepared to tell him alot, she'd said as much, but the councilman had taken care of that.

"Usudly when we spellcast, we close the incantation and | et go of the energy.” Ryne began to push a
hand through her hair, grimaced, and lowered it. "When Taber said Anise didn't release the pdll, he
meant she kept aline of energy between her and it. Not you," she added. "The spell she put on you."

Dekedidnt get it, not entirely, but he couldn't even think of how to ask for clarification. "Huh?"

Ryne smiled. "Sorry. It'shard to explain alot of this. It would be asif you were dropped in aremote
civilization, someplace where they'd never seen acar, and you tried to describe how to operate one
without any kind of visua prop. I've been Gined my entire life—I can't remember atimel wasn't using
magic—how do | explain something that's so ingrained in me?"

"Carefully and thoroughly,” he suggested. But he understood what she was saying. Rynedidn't redize
what she needed to fill him in on because so much of it was second nature to her. Her example made
sense. How would he tell someone who'd never seen acar before how to start one if he couldn't show
them? Held done it amillion times and there were steps held forget to mention because they were
indinctud at this point.

"Spells are based on directing energy.” Ryne smiled and Deke figured hisincomprehension must be
written on hisface. She leaned forward, and using the hedl of her hand, did the remote across the coffee
table. "That's usng physical energy to move aphysica object, get it?'



"Yesh"

"Okay, it'skind of like that with magic, too." She gestured with two fingers and the remote sailed back
toward them. "That was usng menta energy to physically move an object.”

"Telekiness"

Ryne nodded. "Very smple stuff. Waich the remote.” Sheturned it into an unlit candle. "I closed the
spell, but didn't releaseit. Now I'm going to illuminate the cord connecting me to what | just did. Do you
Seeit?'

"Got it." Therewasaglowing linedmost asthin asastrand of spider web going from the candleto
Ryne. Deke thought he could see pulses of light starting on her end and traveling down the strand to the
other end. "What'sthat flow?"

"My energy. I'mreleasing it now." Thelink disappeared. "That'swhat Anisedid. And unlike my
demondtration, the pell she used to imprison you was complicated, something that probably most Gined
aren't srong enough to invoke."

Deke mulled over what Ryne had told and shown him. "That's how she knew | was free so quickly,
it it?"

"Y es. Shefdt the cord being severed. The thing you need to understand,” Ryne said and leaned
toward him, "isthat it requires alot of power to hold a spell, and the more complex the incantation, the
more strength it takes. Inthe last four years, I've fought Aniseto adraw about half adozen times, which
means our magic was about equa.”

It took asecond for theimplicationsto sink in. " Shit, you mean that you were equals when she was
diverting some of her power to hold the spell, but now that her connection's gone and she has that magic
back, she's more powerful than you. Y ou're saying shell win the next time you fight.”

"Probably."

Something in theway Ryne said that derted Deke. " Shell kill you, that's what awin means, doesn't
it?'

"We're not playing basebal," Ryne snapped. " She's completely corrupted from using dark magic, so
yeeh, shelll kill meif shecan.”

Deke studied her. Hed watched her fight—more or less, since hisvision hadn't been perfect—and
had known she was tough, but this piece of information readjusted his perception.

When held first come out of the police academy, held been assigned to the Newton Division, one of
the most dangerous areas of Los Angeles. It wasn't easy being a cop in that place, and thered dways
been risk, but that was his job. Ryne would tell him the same thing—facing Anise was her job.

"Troubleshooters are the Ginedl police.”
Her lipsquirked. "Kind of ."
"What if you win, do you kill her?'

Ryne shook her head. "When | come out on top, | bind the person's powers and send them to face
the council. And before you ask, they generdly strip the transgressor of their magic.”

"Which endsthethreat?'



"It does because the dark forces can only work through someone with ability. Maybe the personisa
dormant who doesn't redlize they possess magic, but it's never someone powerless.”

"How—" he gtarted to ask, but Ryne interrupted him.

"I'm not up for more questions tonight, and I'm sure Taber would say I've aready told you too much.
Let'sget to your end of things—why do you think Anise wantsyou out of the way?"

Deke considered pressing her, but Ryne did look tired, and if she wasworried about how much sheld
shared, she'd be more reticent than if he caught her at another time. He decided to drop thisline of
questioning for now. "Would you answer one more thing?' Before she could say no, he asked, "How did
| end up naked in bed with you?Y ou weren't doing magic while you were deeping. Right?"

She grinned, and even though he knew it was because she found his question funny, he smiled, too.
Ryne was too serious most of thetime, and he liked seeing her like this.

"No, we don't do magic in our deep. Some spellstake awhile to work. Usudly, it'sno morethan a
few minutesand | have no ideawhy it took hoursfor you to show up. Asfor ending up in bed with me,
well, the spell was written to call the endaved person to the spdllcaster.”

"And the naked part?' he asked because he was certain it would make her abit uncomfortable.

"Maybe because everything cartoon was | eft behind and that included your character's clothes. Or
maybe Anise bespelled you while you were naked." She shrugged one shoulder.

"l deep naked," Deketold her.

"So | figured out from the pgjama discussion we had at the mall." She sounded beleaguered. "Now
can wetak about Anise?"

Deke hid asmile. He hadn't told her that to needle her. It made sense that he'd been yanked out of his
lifewhile held been adeep, vulnerable. Making her uncomfortable—and getting her to think about him
naked—was pure bonus.

"Okay," he said, trying to sound serious, "heréswhat I'm thinking. I've never met Anise, but | am a
private investigator. What if | inadvertently saw or heard something while | wasworking on one of my
cases? Maybe | have pictures or video of something she didn't want anyone to know about.”

"It'spossble” Rynesad.
Her lack of enthusasm was obvious. "It givesusaplaceto start.”

She nodded. "True, and maybeit'll help usfigure out what's going on. What assgnments were you
working on?'

He opened his mouth, and then shut it again when it dawned on him that he couldn't remember any of
them.

It scared him to discover ablank spot in his memory and Deke closed his eyes, trying to pin down
something, anything. Normaly, he had agood haf dozen cases going at onetime, and heldd probably
need to check things hed worked on for maybe six months before he'd been sent into the cartoon
world—after dl, there was no reason why Anise had to cast the spell immediately. That gave him more

possibilities
But he il couldn't think of anything hed worked on.
"Deke?'



He shook his head. Calm down, hetold himself, there was no reason to panic. Just because his
memory was nearly photographic didn't mean thislgpse was anything to worry abouit.

Something tickled the back of hismind and he opened himself toiit, let it flow in.

"My last case," Deke said, opening his eyes, "waslooking for acat. Not just any cat," he added
quickly. He didn't want Ryne thinking he was a second-rate detective. "Thiswas some rare breed worth
like agazillion dollars and there was aransom note, too. It turned out that it was ariva on the cat show
circuit that had taken the . . ." Dekelet hisvoicetrail off. Ryne was shaking her head, her expression sad,
and he fdt fear risesup again. "What?' he demanded.

She rested a hand on his knee and that's when he knew it was bad. "That was last night's episode of
DS
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CHAPTER

The phonejolted Ryne awake. She groaned softly and started to roll toward the receiver, but sheran
into warm skin and awholelot of hard muscle. Deke.

n Ilo_"

"Givethat to me," she demanded softly and tried to reach over hisback to take the phone from him.
He maneuvered out of her range and she muttered acurse.

"Why do you want to talk to her? It's3 A.Mm."
"Oh, for God's sake!l" Ryne climbed halfway over him to get her hand on the receiver. "Hello?!

Sheld known it was a call-out. Bracing ahand on his shoulder to stay balanced, she listened to the
council aide, and opened hersdlf to receive information. Deke picked that moment to run hishand up the
back of her thigh. She shivered as the caress traveled through every cell in her body.

"What?' Ryne asked when she redlized the woman was talking to her. "No, can you send it again?'
She reached back and put her hand over his, stopping Deke before he reached an even more sensitive
area. Thistime when the woman ended the tranamittal, Ryne said, "Yeeh, | haveit."

The phone went dead, and dowly, she leaned farther over to drop it back in the cradle. Deke'sfingers
teased her inner thigh and she sucked in asharp breath. Part of her didn't want to move. Her brain,
though, overruled her body.

Hasdtily scooting over to her side, Ryne scrambled out of bed and went in search of clothes. Damn
Deke. The aide would gossip about ama e answering her phone in the middle of the night and word
would spread in certain quarters. At least it hadn't been a high-level assgnment—those were given by a
ceannard—and if it were critical enough, the entire council would participate. That would have been too
mortifying for words.

Ryneglared a Deke. Thiswas hisfault. Why was he picking up her phonein the middle of the night?
Hell, that wasn't the main question. "What are you doing in bed with me anyway?' she demanded.



"I'm six-four and your couch isamost afoot shorter than that. The only other choice wasthe floor."
Shewasamusing him, Ryne could hear it in hisvoice, and that irritated her.

He climbed out of bed and she ignored the stab of disappointment. She was glad he was wearing
shorts—really—but the fact that she had to tell herself that brought her back to her senses. Okay, so this
wasn't the most dangerous assgnment sheld ever had; that didn't mean she could takeiit lightly.
Overconfident troubleshooters tended to die young.

The reminder had her trading the tight jeans sheld chosen for alooser fitting pair. Rule number one:
never assume.

Deke ambled in her direction, and from the look on hisface, she knew he was planning to wind her
up. Before he could reach her, she popped into the bathroom. He was bad for her. And damn it, he still
hed her tingling from trailing hishand up her inner thigh.

Ryne | &ft the lights off and worked on centering hersalf as she dressed. If she was wrong and the
Situation was dangerous, she had to be ready both mentally and physicaly. She couldn't afford to be
thinking of him. Not while she wasworking. She wasfully clad long before she'd found the peace she
needed.

Deke waswaiting for her when she exited, and that easily, her serenity poofed out of existence.
"Where are you going?'

"Out." Shetried to evade him, but he caught her arm.

"Y ou get aphone cal in the middle of the night and you're just going to take off?*

"That'smy job." Shetugged free and headed for the front hall to retrieve her ankle boots from the
clost.

"1'm going with you." Hetrailed behind her.
Ryne stopped and turned to glare. "'l work aone.”
"I'm going with you," Deke repesated.

His stubbornness aggravated the hell out of her. "1 have protection around the house. Stay inside and
you're safe.”

"| can take care of mysdf. I'mex-LAPD."

She opened her mouth, shut it, and resumed course for the closet. Her first inclination was to mention
they couldn't be sure he was aformer cop. After their conversation last night and the questions he'd
asked her, it had become clear that he didn't know which memories were his and which belonged to the
cartoon Deke. But she couldn't say that. Deke had been shaken by the redlization and she had no desire
touseit againg him.

Her second thought was to remind him how well he/d done against the crogaid, but his male ego
would probably insist he prove himself cgpable and that could only lead to trouble.

"You cant fight againg magic,” Rynetold him, hoping this reason would discourage him without
putting hisback up. "And if | haveto protect you, my attention will be splintered.”

"I'm going to follow you if you leave without me," he threatened.

It was Ryne'sturn to smirk. Even if sheweretraveling by conventiond means, he didn't haveacar.



With atrangit, well, no human could cross one of those. She didn't say anything, though, until after she
pulled on her boots and tugged her jean jacket off the hanger. "L et me know how that works for you."

"You'll have to hurt me to keep me here and you won't do that," he said. "Harm none, that'sthe rule.”

"That'saWiccan law, not Gined." But that was a bluff. Her entirejob revolved around protecting
humans

"Y ou didn't save me from the cartoon world to hurt me. I'll take my chances." His smart-ass
expression returned. "Of course, if you want to tie me to the bed and use your hands and mouth to
torture me, | won't object, babe.”

Ryne took a step toward him, ready to rip into him, when she caught hersalf. She was agitated and
had to fight for command. How could he do thisto her so easily? She knew better. Closing her eyes, she
struggled to find camness again. The only thing more dangerous than a cocky troubleshooter wasa
distracted one.

"What are you doing?" he asked. His mouth was next to her ear and the warmth of his breath tickled
her. "Imagining what you're going to do to my body once you have metied up?*

Sheglared a him. "Will you be quiet? | need to be centered in case | haveto fight. Don't rile me right

Deke sobered immediately. "How risky isthis?"
"Low leve, | think, but I won't know till I'm able to assessthe Stuation firsthand.”
"This centering yoursdlf thing isn't some story to get meto shut up, isit?”

Ryne pushed both hands through her hair and huffed out an impatient breath. "No. Every timel get a
cal-out, there's the potentia for danger.”

"Likeacop."

With ashrug, Ryne donned her jacket. She wasn't going to discuss thiswith him any longer. The man
would ask questions until dawn if shelet him and she didn't havetimefor that. Closing her eyesagain, she
sought her place of inner cam. It took longer to find than she liked.

When shefinaly had it, Ryne began the spell to open the transit. Before she completed it, she warned
him, "Y ou're staying here, remember that."

"Sure, babe." Deke held up her car keys and smirked.

He thought he had her—his smug expression said it all—but he wasin for asurprise. Ryne walked
away from the front door, and saw Deke relax dightly. That was when she finished the incantation and
brought the glimmering gate into being.

"Seeyou later, hotshot," Ryne said with awave. The sound of her name echoing asthe transit closed
mede her amile.

Thefirgt thing she saw when she reached her destination was aboulder lit up with an illumination spell.
Its glow wasfaint and she didn't move, waiting for her eyesto adjust to the low light. A quick mentd
sweep located Zane amoment before he stepped away from the tree trunk he leaned againgt. She
huddled in her jacket and watched him cut a path through ankle-deep snow. As she grew more
accustomed to the dimness, Ryne noticed the area was lightly wooded and far off the beaten path—not a
surprise given the assgnment.



"Why are you in such agood mood?' Zane asked as he noticed her smile, then he shook his head.
"Never mind. | don't know why they sent you. It'sonly Benny; | could have handled it."

Ryne barely kept from rolling her eyes. What was it about testosterone? 1 know you could,” she
agreed to gppease another maleego. "And | figured it was him. Hesthe only trold | know who visits
regularly, though God knowswhy."

Some of Zane's aggravation vanished. "I think Benny likesyou, Ryne. He only appearsin your
territory.”

She snorted. "Y eah, right. Trolds like gold and gems, but not much else. I'm not sure they even like
other trolds."

"They reproduce somehow." Zane smiled and Ryne amost sighed. Damn, the man was gorgeous, but
while she gppreciated hislooks, it was adistant admiration, like going to the movies and watching Johnny
Depp or Joaquin Phoenix. Not like when she looked at—She cut that thought off before she could finish
it.

"Anything out of the ordinary about Benny'svisit?' Rynetook acloser scan of her surroundings.

"No, sofar it'sbusinessasusud.” Zane went quiet, but therewas atension to it that pulled her gaze
back to his. Only when she waslooking at him, did he gruffly say, "I'm sorry about the other night. I'm
the one who tracked the gray spell to you."

It made sense that he'd been the one assigned by the council. Once the monitor had pinpointed the
guestionable magic to her territory and the council learned how strong the user was, they would have
assigned the best tracker in the vicinity—Zane. "Y ou don't need to gpologize. It'syour job." Ryne
shrugged and dipped her handsin her jacket pockets. "Just like if you ever turned, it would most likely
fal to meto hunt you. We do what we have to in order to protect our people and others.”

Zane nodded. "That doesn't makeit easier.”

"I know." The council ways assigned the enforcer closest to the one corrupted and it was tough
going after afriend. " So are you going to hang around while| talk to Benny or take off?"

"Il hang." The memory of the last time they'd worked together and how badly she'd been hurt
shimmered between them. "L et me know when you leave so | don't St out here dl night.”

"Will do." Ryne started toward Benny, then stopped. "'Zane? Thanks. | know it'slate and cold as hell
out here"

"No problem," he said, and with anod, she headed off.

Tromping the distance to the trold wasn't easy. Not only was the snow up to her kneesin places,
there were fallen tree limbs and scrub to contend with. At least she didn't have to bother concedling her
presence; Benny had known she'd arrived the minute sheld set foot in the area.

She paused when she spotted him. Thetrold sat at the edge of asmall clearing atop the trunk of a
falen tree. One hand held part of abranch and the other aknife that he ran along the length of the stick.
He appeared aged with hislong white beard, but Ryne had no real idea how old he was. With his black
clothes and jaunty red cap, he stood out in the snow-covered forest, but she'd never seen him dressed
any other way.

Benny didn't look up from hiswhittling, but he was aware of her, shewas certain of it. Ryne moved
again, clambering over another downed treeto reach him.,



"Youreearly thisyear," she greeted him when she stopped hafway across the open space.
"Normdly, you wait for warmer weether to make your first appearance, Benny."

He put aside hiswood and knife. "Not named Benny. Y ou know this, little warrior.”

Thetrold always referred to her as little warrior and sheld never been sureif he was deriding her or
if it wasasmply atitle. His accent was thick—Scandinavian she knew, athough Ryne hadn't been ableto
pinpoint which country—and between that and his cadence, she couldn't accurately read the nuances of
his speech. "1 do know that, but you've never told me your real name and | haveto call you something,
don't 17"

With agrunt, he reached for hisknife, closed the blade, and dipped it into the pouch of hisleather
gpron. "Not using bad magic here. Don't know why Gineal always send you."

"We don't only challenge those who embrace the dark forces. The Gineal consider it our duty to
protect humans, and your people have abad habit of abducting them.”

"Not I, littlewarrior, never |."

Ryne shrugged. Maybe it was true, maybe it wasn't—it didn't matter. Her job was to encourage him
to return to hishome. "So why the early vist?

"Wanted to speak with you."

Now that was afirgt, but Ryne didn't let her amazement show. "Y ou just said the council had no need
to send me, yet you wanted to talk to me? Y ou contradict yourself."

Helooked at her for along moment before shaking hishead. "Not contradictory. Am not playing with
bad magic, so no need to send you, but | know you come anyway. Logica."

Now that held explained his reasoning, it made a certain sense. "What did you want to tell me?”
"Impatient,” Benny scolded before he patted the spot beside him. "Come. Sit and wetalk.”

She eyed him dubioudy. Sure, hed never been violent in the past, but Ryne knew better than to trust a
trold. While they could be benign, even benevolent at times, they had the potentia to be dangerous. If
she were Sitting next to him and he attacked, sheld have dmost no timeto react.

"So suspicious,” he chided. "Binding pledge of no harm reassure you?'

At Ryne's nod, he gave his oath. She paid attention, but there were no verba games or any other
indication he'd played her false. Thistime when he gestured toward the place beside him, she accepted.

Thetrold didn't say anything. Instead, he picked up the stick held been whittling and ran histhumb
down the exposed wood. Ryne bit back her sigh. She'd learned—not easily—that sometimes she had to
wait until the other person was ready to speak. She curled her toesinside her boots and pulled her jacket
more closely around her. 1t was wickedly cold, but Benny seemed imperviousto the temperature and
uninterested in her discomfort.

"Degpite connection to earth, Gineal more like humansthan thetrold,” he commented as she shivered.
Ryneimmediately took exception to that. "We're not like humans, we honor the earth.”

Benny chuckled softly. "Mean only that you are not of the earth." He put his hand over his heart. "Fed
earth mother here; we are part of her. For Gineal, more here." He touched his head.

True. Troldslived underground, taking shelter within the earth itself, while the Gined lived among



humans. She supposed the argument could be made that his people had closer ties.
"Earth mother weep."

For amoment, she stared a him blankly, then she remembered the time held reprimanded her over
environmenta issues. "Hey, | giveto Greenpeace," Rynetold him. Benny appeared confused. " That
means | support the groups working to protect our planet. | don't have timeto chain myself to trees.”

"Not what | spesk of, little warrior." He shook his head sadly, asif she were adow student and he
despaired of her ever grasping the lessons he was trying to teach. "Gineal connected to the earth, but not
fed her, not liketrold. Hold this." He passed her the stick. "Fed you the pain?’

"What? Why are we wasting time on this?'
"Making apoint. Fed thepain?'

She huffed out an impatient breath, but the trold appeared adamant. Going dong had to be faster than
arguing, and taking adeep breeth, Ryne opened hersdlf to the piece of wood she held. Shefelt nothing
and shook her head.

"“Torn from tree when high winds blow. Pain of treefills branch. Gineal do not know this. Trold do.”

Ryne was uncertain what this conversation had to do with anything. "If the branch fed s pain, why
wereyou cutting it?"

Benny shook his head again. "Branch isdead. It fedls nothing. Pain belongsto tree.”
"Why are we talking about trees and branches?'

Hedidn't answer her, and asthe silence lengthened, Ryne couldn't help but fidget. She'd been out here
longer than she'd expected, and because she wasn't moving, she was freezing her ass off. "Come on,
Benny. It'slate, it'scold, and | want to go home. Get to the point, okay?'

"Told you about tree for areason, little warrior," he said and she heard disappointment in hisvoice.
"Demondtrating how closely connected trold are to earth mother.”

"l understand.” But Ryne knew he didn't believe her.

"Earth mother weeping because much bad magic being used. Shefedsit here” Benny touched his
hand over his heart again. "Causes pain to trold. Must end.”

Rynée's attention sharpened. "Who's using the dark forces?"

"Know not the answer to that question. Know that they harm the earth mother. Know that she
W@Sll

Oh, crap, they were back to thisagain. Shewasn't ableto reinin her frustration as she asked, "How
can | help the earth mother if you don't have any details?
"Did not say that."

Ten minuteslater, Ryne was ready to scream. Benny would say something vague, but seeming to
provide information; sheld try to pin him down and get specifics, only to have him become even more
ambiguous. "Thisisridiculoud" sheinterrupted as he was off on another rambling tangent. "I | didn't
know better, I'd think you were trying to keep me here.”

Redlization dawned. Deke. She couldn't trust him to stay inside her house where held be protected.



Ryneleapt her feet. "Y ou son of abitch. | hope Anise paid you richly for this because | won't forget your
actionsand | get even.”

Sheignored the trold's denids; she'd seen the flash of fear sweep across his face before he'd been
ableto hideit.

Zane, Benny's appearance was a setup. Can you make sure he leaves? | have to rescue
Someone else.

As soon as Ryne recelved Zane's assurance, she opened the transit. She had to be intimeto save
Deke.
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Deke cursed as he watched the glowing gate shut behind Ryne. What the hell was that thing?

He'd known sheld try to leave without him and he thought he'd circumvented that by confiscating the
keysto her Explorer while shed been in the bathroom. Most people didn't know where their spares
were and he didn't think Ryne would be any different. HE'd never consdered sheéld leave viamagic.

The howling wind broke him from his paralysis and Deke went to check out the area where sheld
disappeared. There was nothing thereto tell him where sheld gone. So much for hopping into her SUV
and catching up with her.

Not that hed be much help anyway, as much asit pained him to admit it, she was right about that. She
hadn't called him aliability or adanger, but that's what he was. It chafed. HE'd been raised to protect,
and with histraining and experience, Deke had adways been confident he'd be successful. Until meeting

Ryne.

She inhabited aworld he didn't understand. Before they'd been confronted by one in the parking lot,
he hadn't known that there were such things as crogaids. According to Ryne, the creature didn't possess
magic. It hadn't mattered—he'd still been tossed like afootball.

Another gust of wind hit the house, and standing this close to the large windows, Deke felt the cold.
The shorts had been enough while he'd been under the covers with Ryne, but he needed something more
substantial now. Since he wasn't going to get any deep till she returned anyway, he decided to get
dressed.

Thejeans he picked up off the bedroom floor were stiff and the sweatshirt had that new-clothes smell
that he hated, but he did fed warmer. He dug through the pile of shopping bags until he found some thick
socks.

To give himsdlf something to do, Deke decided to hang up his clothes. There was plenty of roomin
her walk-in closet and enough empty hangers to accommodate his meager wardrobe. Meager. He
scowled. The amount of clothes might be small and dmost everything might have been on sale, but he
owed her alot of money. It didn't matter that she could afford it; he'd never fred oaded in hislife and he
sure as hell wasn't going to start now, not with Ryne. Deke Summers paid hisway.

He checked out the drawer situation. She had those only partidly filled, too. Deke started to combine



her things when an idea struck him. With agrin, he put his briefs next to her panties, then did the same
with their socks.

Rynewould lose her mind.

God, heloved it when she got riled up. Not only did she look sexy as hdll with flames shooting from
her eyes, but she lost some of her formidable saf-command when she was steaming mad. There was
nothing he liked better than seeing the hedt, even if it wasfury.

Next, he put his persond articlesin the bathroom, mingling histhingswith hers. Except for oneitem.
He tucked the box of condomsin the nightstand next to the bed. Maybe it was wishful thinking, but as
explosive as things were between them, Deke didn't want to be caught unprepared.

He picked up hiswatch. Ten minutes had passed. With asigh, he strapped it on and headed for the
main room. He dropped onto the couch, reached for the remote, and flipped through the channdls, but
not even ESPN had anything worth watching at thistime of the night. Deke stabbed the power button
and leaned back, propping hisfeet up on the coffeetable.

God was acosmic practica joker. Look at hislife. Hed been minding his own business, and one day
he was plopped into—how had Ryne put it?>—'toon town.

But it didn't stop there.

After more than four years, held been freed by the sexiest little fireball hed ever met, and instead of
impressing her, held gotten an ass whooping from alower dimensiona being. His entireworld wasin flux.
Everything he thought he knew about himsalf wasin question. Had hebeen aPI? Did helivein L.A.?
Shit, hedidn't even know if hisnamerealy was Deke.

Every single fact he remembered about himsdf and hislife was something Ryne told him was part of
the TV show.

It added to his embarrassment that she'd known how scared held been by that turn of events. What if
hedidnt exig at al?What if hetruly was acartoon and hismemories of being human werefalse? If he
couldn't trust hisown mind, what could hetrust? The fear sarted rising again and he fought it down. Ryne
had insisted hewas area person. He had to believe that and not allow himsdlf to think beyond being
permanently restored to hislife. Once that was accomplished, then he could worry about his memory,
about where held live, about unfreezing his finances, and amillion other details that would rear up. If he
didn't stay human, it was al moot anyway.

Instead of Sitting here worrying and freaking himsalf out, he needed to do something. Deke might not
know what was redl, but he had access to acomputer and he could investigate.

Getting to hisfeet, he headed for the dining room. Her chair groaned when he swiveled. Hed haveto
oil that for her, Deke thought as he pulled up a search engine and typed in his name. Hundreds of
thousands of hits popped up and a cursory glance showed most related to the cartoon. With acurse, he
tried to narrow the results.

Hewas gtill attempting to get below the hundred thousand mark when he thought he heard someone
caling him. Dekelifted his head and looked around, but Ryne wasn't there. He could have sworn that
was her voice. With a shrug, he returned to the computer and decided to try hisred name.

"Deke." The voice sounded muffled, asif it were coming from outside the house.
"Ryne? That you, babe?'
No answer. Deke fdlt the hair stand on the back of hisneck. What if she werein trouble? Or hurt,



unable to get inside? He pushed back from the desk and went looking for his shoes. Maybe held gotten
his ass kicked once aready, but he'd get it kicked again if that'swhat it took to defend her.

His heart was thundering so loudly that he dmaost missed hearing his name and the pleafor help that
followed it. He turned off the lights and let his eyes adjust to the dark.

Moving stedthily, Deke dipped into the kitchen and took one of her knives. He wished like hell he
had his Glock, but he didn't bother looking through her house for apistol. Ryne wouldn't own one, he
knew it as sure as he knew how to anger her.

"Help! Deke!"

His hand tightened around the knife handle, but he took a deep bresth and fought off the adrendine
surge. No way in hell was heletting Ryne down by carelesdy rushing outside.

Front door or back? Deke decided to use the back. Slowly, carefully, he turned the deadbolt and
eased the door open. He crept into the yard, barely registering the cold air. As he paused to get his
bearings, he noticed a gtillnessto the night that seemed unnatural. More reason to find her ASAP.

"Deke." Ryne'svoice came from behind him and he whirled.
[t wasn't her.

Thething was closeto his own height and build and it looked humanoid—except for thelong tail.
Deke absorbed that in the millisecond he had before it attacked.

The son of abitch wasfast. Heraised hisforearm just in time to block the strike. Deke brought the
knife up, but his opponent deivered ablow that sent it flying.

He ducked to avoid a second strike and came up swinging. All Deke got was air. He kept moving,
spinning to ddiver akick to the back of his opponent'sthigh. It was asolid hit, but it didn't seem to have
any effect.

They circled each other, looking for an opening. Deke kept his eyes on the other's shoulders and legs,
watching for an indication that it was going to srike.

But it wasthetail that lashed out. It connected with his ssomach and the air whooshed from hislungs
from the force. How the hell did he anticipate something like that? Even as he worked to suck in oxygen,
Deke didn't stop moving.

He thought about taunting the creature—maybe if it made a mistake, his odds would be better—but
he didn't know what he was facing. With hisluck, enraging thisthing would turn it into the Incredible
Hulk. Better to keep his mouth shut.

Deke danced out of the way of another blow. The glancing hit hurt, but he pushed the pain aside.

His enemy kicked and he brought up hiskneeto block it. With both hands, he grabbed the creature's
ankle and yanked. It went to the ground, but didn't stay down long enough for Deke to take him outt.
Shit.

A fist connected with histemple before he could stop it. Deke shook his head, trying to clear his
vison, but he wasn't quick enough. The second punch made his knees sag.

Hefirmed hislegs. Deke was damned if he was going to get beat by something with atail.

So far, held been primarily on the defensive. Now he went on offense, lashing out with a series of
kicks and punches. Half of them actudly hit flesh. The bastard staggered, and while his head was



lowered, Deke laced hisfingerstogether and brought down both fists to the back of its neck.

With his adversary down on one knee, he let loose with aroundhouse kick that caught it in theribs.
The grunt brought satisfaction, but it was only momentary.

That damn tail curled around his ankle and jerked Deke to the grass. He rolled and the thing's foot
missed his head by afraction of aninch. While it was open, Deke kicked upward with both legs, catching
itinthebdls.

That gave him enough time to get to hisfeet. He drove the hed of his hand into his opponent's throat
and smacked it in the right temple with his elbow. The second elbow strike missed.

The thing attacked with avengeance then, not dlowing him an opportunity to get in ahit. He took the
next blow on his chin and the force of it spun him around before Deke landed on his knees. His head was
swimming and his back was toward his enemy, but he sensed something. He dropped to the ground,
avoiding the strike. Deke pushed himsalf back to his knees.

But before he could get to hisfeet, the tail wrapped around his neck and began to squeeze. He
brought his hand up, putting it between histhroat and thetail, and tried to pull it loose.

He couldnt.
Deke wasn't going to die, not tonight. Not when Ryne would find his body. Thetail tightened further.

Something caught hiseye. The knife. He reached out, but hisfingertips only brushed the blade. Shit.
Straining forward, he tried again. So close. So damn close. He only needed another inch. Just another
fucking inch.

Hewas running out of air, running out of time. With al his strength, Deke pulled and stretched asfar

forward as possible. Hisvison started to go dark as his hand curled around the handle. It was instinct
that hel ped him swing around and dash the blade acrossthe tall.

It screamed, the sound nothing a human could produce, and withdrew its injured appendage. Deke
sucked inar, staggering to hisfeet.

Hisvision cleared enough for him to see the creature baring blackened fangs. Shit, hewasin big
trouble.

It legped a him.

"Deke?' Ryne called the instant she stepped through the transit. Nothing, not a sound. She scanned. The
idiot was outside. A split second later, she picked up the energy of an amadan and started running for the
back door.

Even though she knew it would blind Deke, she flipped on the floodlights as she yanked open the
door. She caught the amadan midpounce, its fangs extended. Crap!

Ryne drew energy, but before she could fire, it was on Deke and she couldn't risk it. She jumped to
the yard and raced toward the fight, her heart in her throat. He couldn't die, he couldn't. Sheran harder.

It was over before she got there.

But it wasn't Deke who lay lifeless on the ground. She looked at him in surprise before she dropped
her gaze to the amadan. It wasn't dead yet, but it would bein seconds. It took her another moment to
identify the handle from one of her kitchen knives buried the being's right abdomina quadrant—the place



whereits heart was located.

If Deke had struck it anywhere else, the amadan would have had enough timeto kill him. Hewas so
lucky. Ryne started shaking. ™Y ou could have died!"

He straightened and turned. Deke's pupils were dilated, his eyes so intense she nearly gasped. Inless
than a heartbest, the emotion shifted, changing from ferocity to fierce passion.

Deke reached for her, pulling her againgt hisbody. "1 know." His mouth covered hers and Ryne buried
both handsin his hair, keeping him close as he kissed her. She opened for him, tasted his blood and there
was something so eemental about that, so primal that desire exploded inside her.

Ryne ran her hands down his back, grasped his hips, and drew hersdlf closer against his lower body.
Hisbig arms wrapped around her, one hand on her butt, the other on the back of her neck, holding her
dill as histongue explored her mouth.

She bardly noticed when he pushed her jacket off, too lost in the taste of him, the fed of his hard body
againg hers. But when he drew her swegtshirt up and theicy wind bit into her skin, Ryne pulled away.

They couldn't do this. Not with adrendine surging through their bodies and blurring their thoughts. He
was panting, too, though, and it satisfied something inside of her that he was every hit as affected as she
was.

Her pleasure, though, didn't last long. He was a human. Memories about Anise's parade of men and
the things the power difference had allowed her to do to them flashed through Ryne's head. She wanted
to drive the images away, but knew sheld never get rid of them no matter how much she wished for it.

Bending down, sheretrieved her jacket and put it back on. "1t's about fifteen degrees out here,
hotshot. Go insde while | take care of the amadan.”

IINOlII
Rynerolled her eyes. " Stubborn.”
"Just like you. Now do what you need to do so we can both get out of the cold.”

Deciding it wasn't worth the fight, Ryne began the spdll to transform the being's body into energy and
return it to the universe. She began shivering as she spoke the words and his arms came around her from
behind, startling her so badly that she nearly lost her train of thought. She wanted to tell him to stop it, but
shewaswarmer with him at her back, so Ryne sttled for standing straight and not snuggling into him the
way she wanted.

A soft glow began to encompass the amadan's body, and asthe spell progressed, it grew brighter.
Findly, Ryne closed the incantation and when the light disappeared, the body was gone. So was her
knife and any evidence that the creature had ever been in her backyard. "Done. Let'sget insgde.”

Deke stepped away and gestured for her to precede him. Again, she opted not to argue and crossed
the ground to her house. Only when they were inside and she had the floodlights off and the door locked
did she take adeep breath. He was safe now. Ryne turned on the kitchen lights and sucked in asharp
breath. "How badly are you hurt?' she demanded.

"I'mfine”
"Bullshit. | can seethe bruising at your neck. How bad are you hurt?"

"Il live"



She bit back asnarl. "Not if you keep pissing me off, you won't." He grinned. Not the smart-ass smile
that aggravated her so much, but hisred one, and Ryne felt her anger lessen. With her head clearer, she
noticed the color of hisskin. ™Y ou went outside without ajacket or gloves.”

"Y eah, S0 what?'Y ou went outside in ajean jacket and without any gloves. | think that makes us
about even.”

Taking his hand, she tugged him into the grest room. Hisfingers were likeice. "Y our comeback would
be alot more effectiveif your teeth weren't chattering so hard. Sit." She pointed to the couch.

When he did, she settled in front of him on the coffee table and rested her hand on his chest. Hewas
nowhere near as badly hurt as he'd been after the crogaid attack, and Ryne breathed a sigh of rdlief. It
only required asmall amount of healing energy to take care of his exposure to the cold. When the most
dangerous problem was solved, she worked on the damage the amadan had caused.

"I hope you have enough magic left to warm yoursdlf, too," Deke said when she opened her eyes. "l
can fed how icy your fingers are through my sweetshirt.”

Ryne sighed, but he was right. She'd been outside alot longer than sheld planned to be. Folding her
handsin her lap, she closed her eyes and quickly warmed herself aswell. "There."

Hedidn't believe her. Deke ran hisfingers over thetip of her nose and Ryne jerked away. "Watchiit,"
shewarned him.

"Too intimate?' he mocked and she grit her teeth.

That damn smirk was back and she knew Deke was thinking about their kiss, how she'd opened her
mouth under hisand let him take it as deep as he'd wanted. The memory sent tingles through her, but she
fought them off. "Want to explain to me what the hell you were doing outsde when | told you to stay in
the house?'

Heimmediately sobered. "I thought you needed help."
"Wha?'
"l heard, 'Deke, help, and it sounded like you."

Ryne leaned forward and rested her hand on hisknee. ™Y ou couldn't know this, but amadans are
expert mimics. The question iswhen did it hear my voice?'

"And how did it know my name?'

She redlized she was stroking inside of his knee and jerked her hand back. And immediately regretted
it. Why hadn't she removed it casualy? Now he had that smug expression back in place and Ryne
wanted to groan. "Anise, of course," she answered quickly, hoping to get his mind off her actions.

For amoment, she thought he was going to press her; instead he went aong. "Are you making an
assumption here or do you have areason for thinking it's her?!

"Crap." Ryne dropped her head into her hands. She was an idiot, so damn caught up in Deke that
sheld never thought to scan the amadan's body for an energy signature before transforming it. "I'm
assuming,” she admitted. And she shouldn't be. Thefirst thing she should have done was discover who
was behind the attack. That was basi ¢, something atroubleshooter learned at the very beginning of his
training and repeated over and over.

"It's okay, babe." He rubbed her nape lightly. "1 doubt there's anyone else with magica ability who



wants me out of the way, S0 it's probably a safe assumption.”
With asigh, Ryne sat up. "Maybe, but | know better. | can't make cardess errorslikethis.”
"It'sdone; dl you candoislearn fromit."

He reached for her hands, but Ryne shifted so he couldn't touch her. Deke was bad for her. He made
her forget the reasons she couldn't givein to the heat between them. "It's areminder, not alesson—onel
shouldn't have needed.”

"Giveyoursdf abreak. Everyone makes mistakes, why do you think you get to be perfect?' Deke
leaned forward, getting in her face, and Ryne had to fight not to shift away.

"Because | haveto be. Thisisn't like | forgot to pick up the dry cleaning. My error could be important.
What if it wasn't Anise and there's athresat that we don't know about? Wheat if she'sworking with another
who's embraced the dark forces and they tag-team us? Did that occur to you?"

Deke shook hishead. "Y ou think | don't understand? | was acop for five years, most of thet timein
an areawe called the Shootin' Newton because of how explosive it was." He put his hands on either side
of her hips. "l lost count of how many times | wasin a Stuation where a mistake could mean someone
died. Y ou know what? Sometimes you can't help it, you screw up. Maybe you get lucky that day and no
one gets hurt because of it. Maybe you're not o lucky. But you file it away and you don't make the same
misteke again.”

His gray-blue eyeswereintense. Thiswas the man behind theirreverent exterior, the sde of himsdlf he
kept mostly hidden. Ryne didn't know if this memory was any more real than his memory about his cat
case, but she didn't point that out. "How bad did you mess up?' she asked instead.

"] got my partner shot." One side of Deke's mouth quirked, but it wasn't in amusement. "I don't know
which of uslady luck was smiling on, but it was only agraze.”

"Did he share your view of it being alearning experience?’

"Noguchi was aveteran and he didn't pass up the chance to impart alittle of hiswisdom." Deke
amiled faintly. "Asthe EMTswere patching him up, he said, 'Kid, you ever fuck up likethisagain and I'm
going to kick your ass." "

Ryne considered what Deke had told her. His job was something like hers, the stakes about as high.
Sure, he used agun instead of magic, but the point wasthe same. "'l get it," she said reluctantly.

"Good." Deke sat back and Ryne breathed asigh of relief. He'd been too close for comfort. "Now
you want to fill mein onwhat the hell happened tonight?*

"Technicdly itsmorning.”

He reached for her, took hold of her, and tugged her forward until she was nearly on top of him.
"Ryne" hewarned.

Need to know, Taber had said, and alot of what had happened didn't fall into that category. But. But
it was hisass on the line, too, and Deke deserved to know how serious the threat against him was.
Without giving hersdf timeto dwell on how furious the council would be, Rynetold him, "The call-out
was a setup.”

Hisfingerstightened. Y ou mean there was nothing to dedl with when you arrived wherever the hell
you went?'



"No, there was something there. His part of the plot was to get me away from the house so that you
were vulnerable. When he kept blathering on about dead branches and tree pain without ever reaching a
point, | finaly figured out that he wasn't trying to give me critical information about the users of dark

megic.”
"And that's when you twitched your nose and came home.”

Ryne growled low in her throat before she realized he was baiting her again. "When are you going to
stop doing this?*

" After we've spent about amonth in bed together, burning off the sexual desire.” Deke grinned.
IIM wm"

She pulled away from his hold and gave him her most forbidding scowl. "Did you want to talk about
what happened while | was gone or would you rather provoke me?"

"It's not an either-or stuation. | can do both.”

The laugh escaped before she could prevent it. He was absolutely incorrigible and damned if that
didn't make him even harder to resst. Ryne sobered. Why couldn't he have been Gineal? There would
gtill be pitfals because of how powerful she was, but the playing field would be much more level—then
shemight risk giving into the fire between them.

With asigh, she put the thought out of her head. She had to dedl with redlity. "So," Ryne said, getting
back on topic, "when | realized hewastrying to stall me, | hurried home and arrived in time to seeyou
kill the amadan.”

"Amadan. Isthat another lower dimensiond being?'

"No, they live here with us. There aren't many of them and they prefer to remain unnoticed. Over the
ages, humans have seen afew, though, and labeled them as demons.”

"If they're not demons, what are they?"

Ryne shrugged. "I don't know. Maybeif | did some research, | could find out, but | never considered
it apriority. All that mattered to me wasthat they rarely ventured into places where they'd run into
humans and that they're powerless.”

Powerless. Amadans could be nasty, but they didn't have the tdent for magic. None. Just like the
crogaid.

"Babe, why that look on your face?"

"Anise," she said dowly, thinking as she spoke, "sent two creatures after you, and neither one of them
can do magic. There are things out there that could kill ahuman by lifting ahand. Anise could kill you by
lifting ahand, so why the hell is she sending in the B-Team?”
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Something smelled good, and Ryne's ssomach growled. She shifted in her seat and tried to refocus her



attention on the book open before her, but the only thing she could think about was whatever was
cooking. With asigh, she stood and stretched her stiff muscles. Her worktable was cluttered with texts
shedidn't need any longer and she started returning them to shelves.

She could have worked upstairs—that's what she'd dways done in the past when she'd had a project
that required alot of research—but Deke was up there. After that kiss, she needed some distance
between them to get her equilibrium back.

Ryne put the last book in place and tried to dredge up some interest in resuming her studies. Timewas
short—she couldn't waste it—but she wastired.

Despite going back to bed somewhere after five, she hadn't gotten much rest. It wasn't adrenaline, the
problem was Deke. That damn kiss kept replaying in her mind, building the arousal that sheld been
fighting since meeting him. Then there was his warm body beside her in those cold predawn hours, the
time where she dwaysfet most done.

"Babe, dinner'sready," Deke called down the Sairs.
"Beright there."

Ryne put down the book she held and took a few deep breaths. Sheld been doing that alot since she
met the man, and she guessed sheld be doing it more before this Situation was wrapped up. It hadn't even
been forty-eight hours yet. Shaking her head, she went upstairs. Less than two days. It seemed much
longer than that, and in someways, Rynefdt asif shed known him forever.

She forgot about how fast things were going when she reached the main level and took a deep breath.
Her ssomach rumbled again and she headed for the kitchen. "It smdlsgood,” Ryne said. "What did you
meke?'

"Chicken fgjitas." Deke retrieved afoil-wrapped package from the oven, pulled it open, and put
tortillas on the plates he had next to the stove. "It's my surefire, never-fail med.”

"Y our company dish. How many women have you dazzled with it so far?'
"Therésonly onel'm trying to impress." Deke winked.

"Nice dodge." Ryne shook her head, but she smiled anyway. " So are you going to feed me or are we
just going to stand here?"

"Don't worry. I'll take care of you in every way." Before she could comment, he lifted the cover off the
pan and said, "Hang onto the plateswhile fill thetortillas."

When he finished, Ryne led the way to her great room. It was embarrassing, but her coffee table was
the only placeto St and have dinner. She serioudy had to shop for furniture. Carefully positioning the
plates, shelowered hersdlf to the floor and scooted close to the table.

"I should have put the sour cream and the shredded cheesein bowls," he commented as he set down
the containers. "It must be poor etiquette to servefood in the package it camein.”

"From our elegant seating to our fine presentation, it's only the best at Chez Frasier,” shejoked and
picked up her fork.

Shelogt her smilein ahurry, though, when Deke sat beside her. The coffee table was so narrow, her
thigh was pressed firmly into his and she swallowed hard. Crap. How could he get her tingly merely by
gtting there?



To give hersdf something to do, Ryne cut into her fgjitaand took abite. Her eyes did half-closed as
her taste buds found nirvana.

"Well?' he prompted.
"You're not just another pretty face, you can cook, too.”

Deke grinned and Ryne wanted to kick hersdlf. The words had come out before sheld had the chance
to censor hersdf. Sheld given him a perfect opening, but instead of taking it, he said, "Thanks. | told you
thisrecipe cant miss."

"Do you cook other things?'

He shrugged. "Enough to get by. Y ou?"

"Thesame"

They atein slencefor awhile. "Did you find anything in your books?" he asked.

"Not yet, but | discovered alead | need to follow." She could hear the underlying concernin hisvoice,
and she turned to reassure him. "Don't worry, okay? | won't let you down.”

"1 know you'l giveit everything you have, but two weeksisnt much time." Deke stabbed the tines of
hisfork through apiece of chicken. "I don't want to go back to the damn cartoon.” Although he
continued to keep his voice carefully neutra, she picked up the edge of desperation.

Rynewas quiet for amoment. "I won't lieto you, timeis short, but | promise, | won't give up until
your humannessis restored permanently. And if something happensto me, I'll arrange it so Creed takes
over. Oneway or another, you're not going to spend the rest of your life animated and on Friday nights at
aght.”

"You meanif Anisekillsyou."

She met hisgaze squarely. "Y eah.”

Deke hesitated, then demanded, "Who the hell is Creed?"

"Creed Blackwood isthe biggest badass troubleshooter the Gineal have. Hewon't fail evenif | do.”
"That wasn't what | wanted to know. Who is heto you?"

"We'rejust good friends,” Ryne said with asmirk.

The noise that escaped him sounded suspicioudy like agrowl, but his face was blank when she
looked a him. Ryne was paying him back for the times he'd baited her, but she didn't understand why he
cared. Maybe he smply didn't want any competition while hetried to get in her pants.

Without aword, he maneuvered himsalf out from benegth the coffee table and picked up his plate.
"Areyou going for seconds?’ she asked.

"Y eah, did you want more?' She handed him her dish and his grin returned. "1 wish you werethis
eager when it cameto other things." She received another wink before he sauntered away with that
relaxed stride he had. He wasn't gone long.

Deke waited until she'd sprinkled cheddar cheese over the top and added adollop of sour cream to
her fgitabefore he said, "Tell me about Anise.”

Rynefroze, then forced hersdlf to relax. ™Y ou saw that image | conjured and I've told you about her.”



"Not enough. What's her full name? From what | saw, | think she's about average height—five foot
five? Blond hair. | have no clue what her eye color isand can't guess at her age.”

Shefinished chewing, swalowed, and said, "Her nameis Anise MacAliger. | think you're right on the
height because she came up to here on me." Ryne put her hand to her forehead. "Her eyes are amuddy
shade of hazdl and her age . . ." She pursed her lips. "Forty-four, | think. Around there anyway."

"Where's she from? Who are her friends? Are there people likely to help her? What's her routine?"

Ryne pushed her plate away. Taking about Anise made her lose her appetite. " She was born in the
Chicago areaand did her gpprenticeship with a troubleshooter who worked in France. When she
finished training, she was assigned thisterritory, the one | have now. Her powers are strong, but not
much different from any other enforcer, athough she does have extremely limited precognitive abilities.
She getsflashes of events," she explained without him having to ask, "but not the whole picture, and she
doesn't know if what she's seeing has afive percent chance of happening or aninety-five percent
chance."

"Could she be after me because of something she saw instead of something | did?' Deke asked.

"Maybe, but she knew how unpredictable her visons were and never put much credencein them. As
for friends, | don't know who they are or if she even has any Ieft. Ginedl distance themselves from one
who turns." Ryne grimaced. "Or even one suspected of turning to the dark forces.”

Deke was actudly quiet for afew moments, but she didn't think he was done with the questions yet.
"So she knowsthis areaand likely has human friends here.”

"Yesand no. Yes, sheknowsthe areg, but if she has help, | would refer to them astemporary dlies
rather than friends. Aniseistoo far goneto fool anyone for long. Even the most unobservant human
would pick up that she's dangerous and keep their distance. However, that doesn't mean she hasn't made
deals with other beings that operate on the dark side.”

"Likethe crogaid and the amadan?"

Sliding out from her position at the coffee table, Ryne got to her feet and made a couple of circuits of
the room before she realized Deke was watching her pace.

"The crogaid was probably duped rather than aligned with her." Ryne settled on the couch and fought
to appear cam. "But yeah, odds are the amadan was working for or with her. The trold that kept me
occupied so that you were unprotected was likely bribed to complete his partt—wealth meansalot to
them—and no doubt, therell be more dark beings coming at us.”

Deke finished hisfgitas, used his napkin, and joined her on the sofa. "Why didn't someone pick up on
the Signs she was going to the dark side and stop her before she escaated?!

"No one knew."

"Oh, come on," he scoffed. " She must have done something. Maybe as akid she started fires or
tortured animals. There's dways some indication that a person's bad.”

Ryne shook her head. "Maybe with humans, but any Gined can turn. Any single one of us." She
wanted to pace so badly. "Some, like the troubleshooters, have worse odds than others.”

"Why? Because you're the strongest?'

"That's part of it. It seems the more power we have, the more we want.”



"What's the other part?’

"The biggest reason isthe use of gray magic. Enforcersfight Gineal and beings from the dark end of
the spectrum. Our job requires continua use of shadowy magic and the darker we go, the easier it isto
didefarther."

So easy. Ryne closed her eyes asthe echo of what she'd felt the night she'd freed Deke rippled
through her. It till enticed her, called to her. That limitless power, that—

"1f someone could detect you using the spdll to free me," Deke said, bresking the thrall shewasfdling
under, "why didn't anyone notice Anise using black magic?'

"We can conced our incantations.” Ryne had to clear her throat. "Most of usdo it automatically no
matter what type of spell we're casting. She hid her actions, but | didn't.”

"Because you had nothing to hide," Deke said, and Ryne didn't bother to correct him. He looked
thoughtful for amoment. "I find it hard to believe that there aren't any warning sgns. She had to do
something that would have tipped others off."

It was his patronizing, 1-know-better-than-you-do tone that pissed Ryne off. "No one suspected,” she
bit out.

"Bullshit. Maybe no one wanted to know, but you can bet she did something that should have set off
warning bells. The people closest to her were probably covering for her.”

The scorn in Deke's voice sent her temper into the red zone. "I was the one closest to her and | didn't
know! | lived with Anisefor seven years—seven—and | had no clue for most of that time, so don't you
dare sound so damn judgmenta.”

Ryne surged to her feet, and thistime, she didn't care what he assumed from her pacing the room.
There were Gineal who fdlt the same way, that she should have known Anise had turned. They'd taken
that asasign that Ryne was every hit as guilty of using dark magic as Anise. It waswhy such aclose eye
was kept on her and she hated the unfairness of it.

The council had been the oneswho'd sent her to apprentice with Anise. It hadn't been her choice.
Sheld suffered and sheld survived despite them.

Deke's arms closed around her from behind. Ryne struggled to get free, but he tightened hishold. "I'm
sorry, babe," he said quietly next to her ear. "I'm sorry."

She sagged againgt him, some of the fight going out of her. "I never covered up for her."

"Of course you didn't. Y ou're too straightforward for that. If you'd known, you would have done
something." Deke turned her to face him, keeping her close againgt his body. She looked up, saw his
contriteness, and the rest of the tension |&ft her.

"Maybe | should havefigured it out,” she admitted, "but I'd been sheltered my entirelifeand | was
incredibly naive at twelve."

"Whoa, wait a second. Y ou went to live with her when you were twelve? What happened to your
parents?

Therewasn't any accusation in hisvoice, only curiogty, but Ryne stiffened anyway. "Nothing
happened to them. Children whose powers test strong enough are sent to apprentice with a
troubleshooter when they turn twelve. My sister had | €ft to live with Taber and both my parents had done
that, too."



"And your mom and dad let you go?’

Rynetried to yank away, but he held fast and she subsided. "It's ways been done that way," shetold
him. And it was doubtful her parents had missed her anyway. Between their duties as troubleshooters
and theway they werelogt in love with each other, Ryne had usudly fdt like an intrusion.

"Okay," hesaid easily. "Y ou said you lived with her for seven years and that you've been hunting her
for 9x, so that makes you what? Twenty-five?"

"Twenty-seven. It wastwo years after | |eft that someone discovered Anise was using black magic.”
He shifted and it was then that Ryne redlized that her arms were around Dekes waist. She didn't
remember doing that, but she didn't pull away.

"If sheld hidden her use of that stuff, how did anyonefind out she was dirty?"

"Do you aways ask so many questions?" It never ended with him. As soon as she answered one, he
had ten others.

"Look at my career choice. What do cops and Plsdo?" At her groan, he laughed. " Serioudy, how do
you ever know anyone has gone over to the dark sde?!

Ryne shook her head at the way he'd phrased that. "They quit conceding their use of black magic. |
know, | know, you're going to ask why stop if it'sworking. Arrogance, | think. The dark forces make
you fed invincible, and after awhile, the person must start to believe they redly are unbestable.”

"Theway you said that, it makes me think you've had afew brushes with the dark side yoursdlf.”

Her lips quirked at the corners before she could prevent it. " There isn't atroubleshooter aive who
doesn't have some familiarity with the dark. Weve dways walked into dangerous territory; it's part of the
job description.” Deke's hand rubbed her back, but the motion was soothing, not sexud, and Ryne let
hersdf snk into it. "Returning to Anise. The one thing you need to understand isthat she's not necessarily
rational. The dark forces warp aperson over time; they lose their persondity and become an instrument.”

"That sounds me odramatic.”

"1 know, but the real Anise, the Gineal woman who fought the dark forces, died along time ago.
What'sleftisashdl.”

Ryne did break his hold then and put distance between them. That was her consolation—that she
wasn't hunting the person who'd baked brownies for her or helped her with her homework. Ryne wasn't
lying to hersef—in hindsight, she was certain Anise had turned before she went to live with her, but her
mentor hadn't been too far gone. Not in the beginning.

The change in her had happened so gradually that Ryne hadn't noticed it. Even theway Anise had
used men hadn't necessarily meant anything. Before she could dwell on that, Ryne turned to Deke. "How
did you do today? Find out anything about your casesthat will help usfigure out why Anise wantsyou
dead?'

He stared at her hard before going adong with her subject change. "No—my memory isfull of holes"
Thistime Ryne was the one who closed the distance. He looked tormented, and before she could think
better of it, she put her arms around him. "Of the cases | remember, | don't know which ones areredl.
What if everything | recdl isfiction?"

"You're not going to start that 'What if | really am only acartoon? crap again, areyou?'
Dekelaughed. "Nope. | found proof that | existed asahuman. | know," he said quickly, "you told me



the spell you used wouldn't have worked if | wasn't, but | needed to verify it for mysdlf.”
"] understand that.” In his place, shed haveto proveit to hersdf aswell. "What did you find?'

"A picture from my days asacop. I'min the background doing traffic control at agang shooting. It
was my rookie year. | remembered as soon as| saw the photo.”

"Good." Shetried to turn out of hisarms, but again, he held on.

"| recalled something ese. | have abuddy who's employed at the same detective agency asme. Hed
know which cases | wasworking on or at least be able to get into the company recordsto find out. His
number isunlisted, but | should be able to turn something up with afew more hours of Internet time."

Ryne's heart sank. Deke sounded excited about contacting his friend and she was going to haveto
pop hisbubble. "Y ou can't risk caling him." She brought her hand up and gently rested two fingers over
hislipsto keep him from interrupting her. "If Anise discovers you've asked him for help, shed probably
decideto kill your buddy, too. | can't protect both of you, and the L.A. troubleshooter is constantly on
cdl-outs”

Deke's tongue teased the spot bel ow the pads of her fingers. Heat shot through her before she
managed to yank her hand away. " Stop that!"

"Youlikedit."
She had, but that was beside the point. Not with ahuman. It was too dangerous—for both of them.

Deke snagged a bottle of water from the fridge, but instead of heading straight back to the computer, he
paused in the kitchen doorway to watch Ryne. Sheld staked out the center of the couch and surrounded
hersaf with at least adozen open books. Her hair was amess from dragging her hands through it—the
dining room was open to the great room and he'd watched her do it—»but that just-got-out-of-bed look
was sexy as hell. Shit, Ryne was sexy as hdl. Smply looking at her made his body hum.

Asif sendang his stare, shelifted her head and their eyes met. There were anumber of things he could
do to lessen the intensity between them, but he didn't use any of them. Deke wanted Ryneto fed the
desirewithout channeling it into anger. Not immediately.

Hedidn't move until shetore her gaze away. "Instead of water, | should have grabbed something with
caffeineto keep me dert. | didn't get much deep last night." He transferred afew of her referencesto the
coffeetable, making room to Sit beside her. Ryne didn't look up, but therigidity of her musclestold him
she heard every word. One last poke. "Babe, you gotta stop crawling al over me when we go to bed.”

"I did not crawl al over you!"

Deke grinned. She wastoo easy to wind up. "Sure you did. Y ou were sprawled half on top of me
when | woke up this morning, and since| stayed on my side, you were the one who moved.”

"Y ou must have pulled me over there.”
"If it makes you fed better to believe that, you go right ahead. We both know the truth, though.”
"Don't you have something more important to do?'

He put hishand on her knee and squeezed. "Y ou're lways my number-one priority. In and out of

"Oh, for God's sake, go away and let mework." Ryne shifted, moving until his hand came off her knee



and she was twisted away from him. Her shirt rode up.

"I'm disappointed.” She looked confused. "Y ou're wearing the red panties.” He traced the exposed
waistband with hisindex finger. "I asked you to wear the black thong for me. I've been fantasi zing about
it for hours™

Hewas amost to her navel before she dapped hishand away. "What kind of pervert goesthrough a
woman'slingerie drawer?'

"It'sour drawer. Can | helpit if that tiny thong was right on top when | went to get apair of briefs?'

"It was underneath my other panties because | never wear that damn thing. Y ou had to dig to the
bottom to find it."

Deke fought back the smile. He'd learned more about Ryne by checking out her persond items. She
favored high-cut pantiesin jewe tones, nothing too sexy except for the thong, and nothing with a pattern
onit. Shedidn't own asngle matching bra. Those were flesh-colored and plain. Thelingeriefit her
persondity—straightforward, no frills, no nonsense.

"Can | tak you into wearing the thong for me? Y our assis gorgeous.”

Sherolled her eyes. "Knock it off, hotshot. We've both got too much work to do for you to play
games”"

"Who'splaying?'
Ryne shifted again so she could st back. "Why do you dways have to push?’

He moved, too, until he was shoulder to shoulder with her. "My dad used to ask me that question
frequently and I'll tell you the samething | told him—I don't know."

"So it'snot only meyou provoke.”

"No, not only you." Deke turned his head to see her better. "I've known how to push peopl€'s buttons
sncel wasakid."

Shewas quiet for amoment, then she said, "That must have made you alousy cop.”

Deke laughed softly. "Y ou're wrong, it made me agrest cop. | push your buttons to get you mad, but
that's not the only emotion | can dlicit. If | wanted, | could make you fed sorry for me, maybe even
enough to get apity fuck." He watched fireworks go off in her eyes and kept talking before she could rip
him to shreds. "With the crimina element, I'd play them whichever way worked. Y ou'd be amazed how
many crimes got solved because | got aguy bragging about what hed been involved in."

"Believe me, thereisno way 1'd have sex with you even if you laid the biggest sob story in the world
onme"

With asmirk, Deke asked, "Are you chdlenging me?"

"Y ou know," Ryne said conversationadly, "it isn't asurprise that Aniseturned you into a cartoon. The
amazing thing isthat no one ese murdered you before she had the chance to put the spell on you. Has
anyonetold you how aggravating you are?'

"A few times," he admitted. Deke uncapped hiswater and took aswallow before changing the
subject. "While | was working on the computer, hitting dead end after dead end, | had anidea.”

"Uh-oh."



Deke put the bottle down on the coffee table and ignored the comment. "Instead of doing thisthe hard
way, why don't you cast some spell to take us back in time and prevent Anise from cursing meto begin
with?'

"Why on earth do you think | can do that?"
"Witcheson TV timetrave."

With agroan, she dropped her head to the back of the couch and closed her eyes. "That's
entertainment, not redl life. Can you imagine what amess thingswould beif such aspd| existed? All
Anisewould need to do isgo back and kill you as an infant or kill your mother when shewas achild and
thered be no you."

That was a sobering thought and it underlined how much he didn't know about her or the Ginedl.
Since he didn't want to think about that, he studied her instead. Ryne was beautiful, but Deke doubted
she knew how beautiful. She was intense—beyond intense—and it had probably scared off more than a
few guys. Men who preferred someone softer, easier—Ilike her sster—but he'd take Ryne's edginess any

day.

She had the dightest indentation in her chin and he leaned over her to trace it with histhumb. Her eyes
opened, but she didn't pull away and she didn't tell him to stop. He brushed hislips over hers, testing the
waters, but Ryne remained relaxed. Deke went back for a second, longer kiss.

Thistime, hedidn' try to takeit further no matter how much he wanted to, and when hefelt his
control dip, he eased away. "I want you, Ryne, and what I'm fegling goes both ways. Don't try to deny it,
| know better.”

Sparksignited in her eyes, and for amoment, he thought sheld argue with him anyway. Deke was
amost looking forward to proving how two-way things were between them, but she took a couple of
deep breaths and banked her temper.

"Can wefocus on the Stuation and leave sex out of it?"

"That would be the smart thing to do," he agreed, but Deke didn't think either one of them would be
ableto turn off the attraction. Instead of telling her that, though, he asked, "How are you doing on
tracking down the spell to free me forever?'

She grimaced and he sat back. "That good, huh?’
"I'll get you out no matter what it takes, | promise you."

"1 know you'll do your best." She would, but it might not be enough. If he went back to the cartoon,
he could spend more yearsimprisoned while she searched for the correct spell. Deke grit histeeth. He
wasn't going back. "Why isit so damn hard?"

"Because most of the books are handwritten and none of them have an index. Do you know how
many times | asked the council or the librarians to database everything? Everyone ignoresme." She sat
up, reeched for hiswater, took asip, and returned it to the table. "'I'm asfrustrated as you are, believe
r.rell

Hewondered if she realized how intimate it was to share the bottle, but decided not to ask. "Y ou can
use the books anywhere, right?'

"Y eah, why?' she asked, her voicefilled with suspicion.

"Because | want to goto L.A. and I'm pretty sure you're going to ingst on coming with me."



"What?' she growled and the fireworks she'd controlled afew minutes ago were exploding in her eyes
now. "Damn it, we talked about thislast night! Any friend or acquaintance you contact isat risk from
Anise" Deketried to interrupt, but Ryne kept going. "Are you willing to bet the lives of othersthat I'm
wrong about her? Because I'm sure as hdll not.”

"I don't want to talk to anyone | know," he snapped, his own temper igniting. "I need my case notes
and those are sedled in aplastic bag, hidden undernegath the floorboardsin my gpartment.”

"Someone dseisprobably living there now."

He amost told her no shit, but amusement overcame his anger and he swallowed the words. She was
such alaw-abiding citizen. "Babe, haven't you ever heard of bresking and entering?'

10
CHAPTER

Ryne hated air ports and she hated flying. Both plane and termind were inevitably too full of people,
and crowds wore on her, put her on edge. Walking through LAX would be hard enough if she were
alone, but she had Deke at her side. He was in the open, unprotected, and since he had no ideawhat
form athreat could take, she needed to remain particularly dert.

If there had been any way she could have used magic to bring his notes to them, she would have done
itin aheartbesat, but Anisg's spdll wouldn't dlow that. Sheld cut histiesto al his possessions, and without
an energy signature to homein on, Ryne couldn't locate anything to cal forward.

Two men cameto an abrupt halt in front of them and Deke swerved right to avoid them. Since shed
goneleft, he was farther away from her than she liked and Ryne hurried to close the distance between
them.

"You need to relax, babe," Deketold her. "I can take care of mysdlf.”

"Againgt ahuman threat," she countered. Hisjaw went hard and Ryne sighed. She didn't want to
antagonize him, but he had to remember that he couldn't fight magic.

Thelogisticsinvolved in thistrip had been anightmare. Normally when she traveled, she remained on
cal. Shewas reachable by cdl phone, and with the transit, Ryne wouldn't be any dower arriving on
scene than if sheld been home. Thistrip to California, however, fell under business and Deke couldn't be
|eft alone while she answered a call-out. The council had enlisted a Canadian enforcer to cover her
territory for her.

Lagt-minute plane tickets had also been apain in the ass. Deke, ever cognizant of how much money
she was spending on him, wanted to take the cheapest itinerary, aten-hour odyssey encompassing much
of the United States. Ryne preferred to spend more and fly nonstop. She'd won by bringing in thetime
factor, but hedd ingsted on flying coach.

Coach! The sardine section and they hadn't even been able to Sit together. Ryne had been stuck ina
middle seat three rows behind him. Then thered been the fake ID sheld had to conjure for Deke so he
could make it through security, hotel reservations, rental car, packing. Ryne sghed again. Y egh, she
hated to fly.



Of course, there was aline amile long to pick up their car and she muttered a curse. "Relax,” Deke
sad, "well be out of hereinnotime.”

Two hours later, Ryne was hanging onto her sanity with both hands. "How can acity thissize not have
any freeking rentd carsavailable?’

"Thenext return is ours; be patient.”
"I've been patient. We have areservation, damniit."

Hislipstwitched, but Deke was smart enough not to laugh. Ryne took a deep breath, tried to find her
peaceful center, but they were surrounded by other people—tourists who a so had an advanced
booking—and their anger, impatience, and frusiration buffeted her. She gave up and settled for not
screaming when another dite club member showed up and was given their car despite the fact that he
hadn't made any prior arrangements.

Deke grabbed her hand. "Harm none, babe."

"l was only going to put adow lesk in afew tires." But she subsided. "If you weren't human, we could
have used the trangit and avoided this crap.”

||m,ry.n

"No, I'm sorry." Ryne dumped back against thewadll. "I don't do well in crowds. They givemea
throbbing headache and that |eaves me crabby. | can handleit for short periods, but it's been seven hours
sncewe arrived at the airport in Minnegpolis. I'll do better once we get out of hereand | can lay down
forawhile

"Why don't you zap the pain away like you did when | was hurt in the parking lot?

"There's no point in doing that now, not with a psychic headache." Ryne read the blank look on his
face and brought ahand up to rub her forehead. "I'm picking up other peopl€'s emotiona energy and
their auric vibrations. For me, it'slike I'm listening to thousands of radiosthat are turned on, but not tuned
in. | could do ahedling on mysdlf, but aslong as I'm surrounded by acrowd, it would just comeright
back again."

It was more complicated than that, and healing from this type of pain wouldn't be fast, but there was
no point in telling him that—too much information and Deke had to be on overload asit was—but damn
she wanted adark room and aflat surface.

Hewrapped hisarm around her shoulders and pulled her closer. For amoment, she stiffened, then
sheleaned into hisside. And afunny thing happened—the shield around her strengthened enough to
actualy keep the roiling emotions of othersat bay. Ryne settled against him and let the peacefill her. A
half an hour later, when they findly had the keysto their renta, she was cdm enough to thank the harried
clerk.

Her head till ached, though, and asthey stepped outside, she immediately donned her sunglassesto
block the glare. Deke put the carry-on and her |aptop in the trunk and Ryne handed him the car keys.
"Here. Thisisyour town, you drive."

"Wheréesthe hotel ?* he asked after they were buckled in.

"That's not our first sop. Before we go anywhere or do anything else, | have to pay acourtesy cal on
the troubleshooter operating in L.A." Ryne managed to hide the grimace. "Protocol."

She gave Deke the address and sat back to let him negotiate the traffic. "Tell me about this



troubleshooter,” he said as soon asthey cleared the worst congestion around LAX.

"Hisnameis Sinclair Rexley Duncan. He's my age and should fit right in with the L.A. crowd because
he's drop-dead gorgeous.” A muscle started to tic in Deke's cheek and her lips turned up at the corners.
She decided to seeif she could push some buttons. "When we were teenagers, the girls called him Sexy
Rexy," sheteased and dmost laughed at his expression. "Y eah, | know, that was pretty lame, but we're
talking thirteen, fourteen here.”

Deke grunted and switched lanes.

Her good humor didn't last long. After amoment's consideration, Ryne decided sheld better prepare
him for one aspect of the meeting. "He's going to invite usto stay with him while were in town—that's
part of the troubleshooters code—but we're turning him down, got it?'

“Yegh, | got it."

Ryne breathed aslent sigh of rdlief. As much as Deke wanted to conserve money, shewas afraid hedd
argue with her about accepting freelodging.

When they entered an upscale residentia area, her ssomach began to twist. Even if she was upset, she
refused to let it show—no way was she giving Sin that kind of satisfaction. She wished, though, that she
wasfacing him a full strength and not with her head pounding.

They pulledin front of his house before she was ready, but Ryne only hesitated long enough for Deke
to catch up with her before going to the entry and ringing the bell.

It didn't take long before the door opened. Sin was as handsome as ever with hisdark hair, broad
shoulders, and Caribbean-blue eyes. Unfortunately, his attitude was the sametoo. "Frasier,” he greeted
her coally.

"Duncan.”

"The council warned me you were headed thisway.” Sinlooked a Deke. "This must be the human
they mentioned.”

"Hisname" Rynesadfirmly, "is Deke Summers.”

Sin shrugged and stepped outside, closing the door to his house behind him. It was an insult, ahuge
one, but sheld expected it. "How long do you plan to bein my city?"

"No more than a couple of days."
"Good. Do you require any assstance?"

That question was a so part of the custom for enforcers when another needed to work on hisor her
turf. "I don't think so, but if things change, I'll let you know. Thank you for theinquiry,” she tacked on
politely. It dmost hurt to say that.

"Aren't you going to invite usin?' Deke asked, chalengein hisvoice. Ryne gave him ahard jabin the
ribswith her ebow. "What? Thisisn't afront steps type of conversation.”

The moment of slencefdt like an eternity, then Sin said, "We could go around to the patio.”

Rynefdt that knot in her ssomach pull taut. The implication was clear—she would not be invited into
his home. Deke picked up on the snub, too. "What's your problem, man?

"Deke," she warned softly.
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She cut him off quickly. "Excuse usfor one minute." She pushed Deke over to the car. "Will you shut
up? Y ou're making this Stuation even more awkward than it isaready.”

"I'm supposed to let that asshole show you disrespect? Or is he being a bastard because I'm human?’
"It has nothing to do with you."

Deke nodded. "That'swhat | figured. What the hell is his problem anyway?'

"Sinisone of the Gined who believesthat |'ve been usng the dark forcesfor years.

"Then he's not just an asshole, he'sastupid asshole. Let's get out of here." Deke started to round the
hood of the car, but Ryne grabbed hisarm. He looked at her increduloudy. ™Y ou can't want to stay and
take more of hisattitude.”

"Not particularly, but like | told you, thisvisit is part of the protocol. Now let's go back over there and
be civil until we canwrap thisthing up and leave."

He stared at her in dishdief for amoment, then said, " The faster the better.”

Ryne reached for hisarm again before Deke could walk away. "1'm stopping you," she explained at
his questioning look, "because | wanted to say thank you. Y our support of me—" she swallowed hard.
"It meansalot, okay?"

Deke's face softened. "Y ou're wel come.”

She wanted to say more, but she couldn't. If Sin hadn't been standing nearby, armsfolded across his
chest ashe waited for them, she might have doneit. But they did have an audience and he wasn't her
friend, so Ryne settled for a smile before heading back over to the front door.

"Anything | should be watching out for?' Sin asked when they reached him. He acted asif nothing out
of the ordinary had occurred and Ryne was happy to go along with that.

"Anise has dready sent a crogaid and an amadan after Deke and she'sinvolved one of thetrold,” she
reported. "If she knows we're here, you can expect more along those lines.”

Sin nodded, uncrossed hisarms, and told her, "We've been heavy on dark beingsin Southern
Cdiforniafor the past few years, and if she enligtsther aid, you'll be facing alot worse than you've seen
ofar.”

"l knew sheld escdate thethreat." Although it galled her to ask him any questions, Ryne couldn't let
the opportunity pass by. Both of Sin's parents were troubleshooters as hers had been and maybe held
learned something that she hadn't. "Do you know any reason why Anise would use creatures that don't
possess magic rather than sending those that do or going after Deke hersdf?

Leaning againg thefront of his house, Sin gave the question some congderation. " She might be trying
to avoid a confrontation with you, but you've probably thought of that."

"Yeah, | did, but that doesn't explain the B-Team." Deke bristled beside her and Ryne reached over
and took hishand.

"Perhaps she didn't want to pay the price that amagica being would demand,” Sin suggested. "Few
work cheaply and none for free. Other than that, | can't think of any particular reason to avoid using
powers againgt ahuman.”



"Maybe no one wanted to waste their magic on amere mortal,” Deke said sarcadtically.

Ryne shook her head. "Y ou're a danger to her—we've dready established that—and Anisewas a
troubleshooter. We're trained from day one to answer any threat with the power necessary to end it.
She's not hedging her betsto conserve magic.”

"Rynésright about that. If Aniseisn't coming at you full throttle, there's agood reason for it."

She had to bite back her own sarcastic comment. Sin hadn't called her by her first name since the truth
about Anise had come out Six years ago. That was newsworthy enough, but to have him agree with her?
Rynefigured she better circle this day on the caendar because it was unlikely to happen again.

"If you think of something later,” she said keeping her voice palite, "will you let me know?"

"Sure" Sin agreed. There was along hesitation, but she knew they weren't finished yet. "Do you and
your companion have aneed to stay here while you'rein my territory?"

Despite her admonition to Deke, for asplit second Ryne was tempted to say yes because the stilted
formaity made it so obviousthat the other troubleshooter didn't want her around and because he'd be
forced to allow her inside hishome. Common sense prevailed, though, and she answered every bit as
formally. "No, but we thank you for your offer of hospitality.”

"If you need help, cdl me" Sinsaid.
"Thanks. We haveto get going.”

They made nice for aminute or two more, then she and Deke escaped. As soon asthey were out of
view, Ryne dumped back in the passenger seat and closed her eyes. Her head hurt worse now than it
had earlier.

"| can't believe you used to date that ass," Deke growled.

Sowly, Ryneturned and looked at him. Y ep, he was serious. "I never dated Sin."
He snorted. "Sin. That's adamn pretentious nickname.”

"Sinclar Rexley offerslimited options.”

That earned her agrunt rather than asnort. "I can't believe you're defending that bastard after he
dumped you."

"We never dated." Ryne bit out each word.
"Don't play word games. Y ou don't want to call it dating, fine, but the two of you wereinvolved.”

"Not romantically—there was never anything like that between us—but | used to believe that Snwas
my best friend, the one | could go to with anything and held aways be there." She turned her head
forward again and stared blindly out the front window. "I found out different when | needed him most. |
wish he had been nothing more than some guy 1'd been dating because then it wouldn't have hurt haf as
much asit did when he turned hisback on me."



Deke came out of the hotel bathroom and found Ryne lying on her sidein bed, her back to him. Shed
pulled the drapes to darken the room, but that likely had to do with her headache. What worried him was
how abnormally quiet—almost docile—she'd been since they'd I eft that asshole's house. She hadn't even
reacted when Deke told the desk clerk they wanted aroom with one king-size bed. That'swhen held
really become concerned.

He never should have let hisjealousy get the upper hand, but he'd sensed undercurrents between her
and that son of abitch. With awoman asincredible as Ryne, it had never occurred to Deke that the
relationship had been platonic, so he'd blundered ahead and ended up making her sad.

Stepping out of histennis shoes, he crawled in beside her. Moving carefully, he spooned his body
againgt hers and wrapped hisarm around her waist. "Y ou okay, babe?"

"Y eah. The headache's easing. Give me afew more minutes and we can go."
That didn't reassure him awholelot. "I'm sorry.”
"It'snot your fault.”

"Y ou know that he was never atruefriend if he could abandon you when you needed him." She
stiffened, but that was the only response he received and Deke let the silence stand for awhile. Heran
his hand up and down her arm until Ryne reached for him and laced their fingers. He tried another tack to
get someinformation. "'If the Stuation had been reversed, would you have stood by him?"

"Yesh"

Dekefrowned at the lack of firein her voice. Ryne should be sngpping at him, not sounding passive. If
he couldn't get her angry enough to spill someinfo, hed have to push other buttons.

Hewanted her to tell him what had happened. Not because he was curious. Hell, even if shedidn't
say one more word, he could fill in the blanks. Ryne was someone who never did anything halfway—that
included befriending others—and it would never dawn on her that her kind of loyalty wasrare. Then the
shit had hit the fan, sheld turned to her friends, and they hadn't been there for her. It made sense now
why she didn't want to et anyone else close.

But she needed to vent about this and Deke would give odds that sheld never talked about it to
anyone, not even her sster. Ryne was the kind of person who preferred to lick her woundsin private.

"How long did you know him?" Deke asked. The question was genera enough that it shouldn't be
sengdtive

"Since we werein digpers. Our parents were friends.”

"Y ou were stuck with each other then."

Ryne's hold on him tightened, then sherelaxed again. "l wouldn't put it that way."

"How would you put it?'Y our folks visited with each other and the two of you had no one eseto play
with. Doesn't sound like the makings of a solid relationship.”

"It wasn't like that," shetold him. "We shared secrets, built forts, created codes. Even when our
parents weren't socializing, we hung out together. We were inseparable when other kids were screaming
about boy or girl germs.”

Since Ryne couldn't see him, Deke didn't attempt to hide his smile. Hed expected to have to work



harder than this. "We didn't scream,” he said. "We wrote dis on one hand and that took care of the girl
gems.”

"What did dis mean?'
"Disnfectant, babe. Kills germs on contact,” Deke said.

He couldn't hear Ryne laugh, but he felt her shoulders shaking. It didn't last long enough. "That'sworse
than lame.”

"I'd beinsulted if 1'd been the one to come up with it.”
"Who wasthe genius?'

"I have no clue." But she was at ease now and that's what he wanted. Instead of jumping in with
another question, Deke let her enjoy it—and he took time to savor the fedl of her ass nestled againg his
groin.

After afew minutes he said, " So the truth about Anise came out and your so-called friends scattered.”

There was along pause, but he waited as patiently as he could. Ryne wasn't used to talking about
persond stuff and he'd give her time to decide if shewas going to say anything before he nudged her
morefirmly.

"I knew I'd lose mogt, but | didn't expect Sin to be one of them,” she said about the time hed
wondered if he was going to have to prod her. "How'd you know that was when it happened?”

"It's not hard to figure out. People are redl good at assigning guilt by association, and since you were
her apprentice. . ."

"Yegh"
"Did anyone stand with you?'

Ryne was silent long enough that Deke thought he was going to haveto try again, but at last she
spoke. "Maia, of course, but she'd dready ceded her powers by then and her defense didn't hold much
weght."”

"And shesfamily. Anyone ese?'

"The council gave me avote of confidence and there was Creed. That was a surprise because | hardly
knew him then."

Deke aimost growled, but he was glad theré/d been someonein Ryne's corner. She wastense again,
and he leaned forward, resting his chin on her shoulder. ™Y ou were a better friend than any of those
cowards deserved.”

He wanted to say more, but he wasn't sure what. As crazy as Ryne could make him, Deke far
preferred her telling him what to do than lying quietly. She shifted and he swallowed agroan. Here he
was trying to be nice and she had to torture him. "Do that again.”

" Stop thinking about sex so much.”

Therewas morelifein her voice and that heartened him. Nothing to chase away the blueslike being
roydly pissed off, and when it came to angering Ryne, he was the best—he'd bet the bank oniit. "It's
tough to think about anything el se when you keep wiggling that gorgeous ass of yours.”



Rynewent rigid. "Whét the hdll are you talking about?'

There was adefinite growl in her voice. One more good push should do the trick. "I've known you
what? Four days? And in that time, whenever I've had your body against mine, you wiggle."

Shejerked loose and went up on her knees. "Y ou're the one who keeps wrapping himself around
r],E.ll

Deke sat up. "And you're the one who crawls on top of me when werein bed." He smirked because
he knew how much she hated that. "L et'sfaceit, you're aprick tease.”

Shedove at him, catching him off guard. Instead of using her fists, Ryne wastrying to wrestle him into
submission. "l am not aprick tease," she snarled when she straddled him and pinned hiswrists beside his
head.

"Look at our position.”

The dawning horror on her face said it al. With ascowl, she scrambled to her feet and wordlessy
escaped into the bathroom. The door closed sharply behind her.

Deke tucked his hands behind his head and grinned. Hisfireball was back, and damn, hewas glad to
see her.

11
CHAPTER

Asthey walked through the neighborhood where Deke used to live, Ryne kept her attention focused
outward, scanning for any threat. It was chilly enough in Los Angdesfor alight jacket, but the sun was
shining and the day was pleasant. She'd rather bein the car because that made an attack more difficullt,
but he'd muttered something about wanting a closer look and parked. She hadn't argued after she'd seen
hisgrim expresson.

Their hands brushed from time to time, and earlier Deke had tried to hold on to her, but Ryne had
pulled free. He probably believed that she was still mad about the prick tease remark, but that wasn't it.
If she needed to react, every second counted.

After her temper had cooled, she'd figured out why held said it—Deke had wanted her mad enough
to stop thinking about the past. It was atactic she might have employed had the situation been reversed.
Anything sappy or emotiona made her uncomfortable and maybe he fdt the same way. Hell, hewas
male, odds were good that her mood had made him uneasy, so held gotten the info he'd wanted, then
torqued her off enough to burn the mopiness out of her. Ryne grimaced dightly, embarrassed that held
seen her walowing like thet.

She made another thorough study of the area. Everywhere shelooked there were expensive
imports—L exus, BMW, Mercedes, Range Rover—she didn't see one domestic or affordable vehicle. It
wasn't merdly the cars, Sgns of affluence wererife. The high-end boutiques donetold the story.

"Y ou used to live here, huh? The pay for private detectives must be better than | thought.”
"It'snot.”



His sharp tone surprised her, then she figured it out. " Skyrocketing property values changed the
makeup of the area?"

Deke didn't respond, he just kept walking. Damn, the man could be apainin the ass. She picked up
her pace to stay even with him, but they didn't go too much farther before he stopped and did hisarm
around her shoulders.

"That was my gpartment building." Deke pointed briefly to awhite, three-story structure acrossthe
dreet. "The security was minimal when | lived there and it would have been easy enough to circumvent.
It'll bealot tougher now."

Ryne didn't know how he'd determined that so she decided to take hisword for it. But had the area
redlly changed? Her next question was guaranteed to upset him, but it had to be asked. "Areyou certain
thisiswhereyou lived?'

"Yes," he snapped and took off, leaving her where she stood.

She knew why he was angry—he was scared that this was another memory from the cartoon Deke
rather than hisred life. Shaking her head, she chased after him. "Don't walk off like that again, hotshot.
I'm—" she stopped abruptly before she said protecting you. That would only pisshim off. "I'm shorter
than you are," Ryne substituted quickly.

The skeptica glance Deke gave her told her it was afairly weak explanation, but he didn't call her on
it. "Thereés a security guard in thelobby," he pointed out as they waked past the front of the building.

"What about side entrances?' Ryne asked. "Residents tend to be careless about making sure they
latch behind them."

Deke gave her that infernal smirk. "The adternate entrances are what | planned to check out next."

Ryne scowled. Okay, he'd aready thought of that; she was only trying to help. She took a deep
breath and attempted to put hersdlf in his place. HEd come back to his home and noth-ing was the same.
Intellectually, Deke had to have accepted that his possessions were long gone, but seeing the changes
must have hit him emotionally. He was homeless, had no access to his bank accounts, and owned nothing
more than what she'd bought him.

Y eah, he was entitled to be shaken.

They turned the corner. Thefirst door was an emergency exit and had no outsde handle. "Thiswasa
great placetolive,” Deke said quietly. "It'safew milesfrom the beach and | had friendly neighbors. We
used to have partiesthat involved the entire building. | wonder where everyone went?"

Ryne did take his hand then, wanting to offer him the same kind of comfort held given her earlier.
"After we get thisthing with Aniseresolved, I'll hep you look for your friends."

Deke shook hishead. "It's not worth it. The only thing we had in common was where we lived. With
that gone. . ." He shrugged.

The side of the structure was much longer than the front. There was a second emergency exit, but it
was identicd to thefirst. They kept walking. ™Y ou don't think there's anyone left from when you were
here?' she asked as they neared the back.

"] doubt it. Not unless someone won the lottery or found themsalves amuch better job than what they
hed then."

Therear had asmdl parking lot with expensive vehicles scattered throughout and four green



Dumpsters aong the apartment building's wall. She took a careful look around. It was agood place for
someone to set an ambush. Unlikely? Maybe. But as the line went, they paid her to be paranoid.

Ryne was occupied studying the areaand didn't see the small stone on the asphalt in front of her. Her
foot sent it sailing under the first Dumpster, disturbing arat. The rodent scurried out, looking for anew
placeto hide. It froze her. Her heart thundered and her pulse zoomed. The urgeto incinerate it had her
raising her hand, but she couldn't waste magic like this or risk being caught shooting fire for no good
reason. She struggled to breathe, then the rat ran the opposite direction from where she stood. Only then
did she shakily exhde.

"Areyou okay?' Deke asked, looking at her with concern.

She was saved from having to admit to her phobiawhen the door ahead of them opened. The sound
jerked her to her senses. Ryne tugged her hand free from Deke's and drew on the element of fire, ready
to shoot it in an ingtant if the Situation warranted.

Itdidn'.

The Higpanic man was startled by them and dropped the garbage bags he was holding. He looked to
be around sixty and had on the type of uniform someone who was part of building maintenance would
wedr.

"Jay, isthat you?' Deke asked. He closed the distance fast, not waiting for an answer.

Ryne had to rush after him—again. Damn it, he'd promised her not to contact anyone he knew and
what did he do thefirgt time he spotted someone familiar? Deke caled his name and headed straight over
tohim.

eke Summers,” the older man said with afaint accent. ™Y ou disgppeared. They said you were
dead."

"Not yet." Deke offered his hand and the two of them shook. ™Y ou often spoke of living on atropical
idand. Perhaps with the money you were paid for the cartoon show, that's where you were.”

With anoncommitta grunt, Deke changed the subject. "Things have sure changed around here.”
"They have, though not for the better." Jay turned to her and said, ™Y ou must be Deke'sfriend.”

Deke performed introductions, but it was ahurried thing, hisinterest clearly e sewhere. "When did the
turnover happen?'

"It wasn't long after you vanished that the owners decided to renovate the units and raise the rent.”
"And no one could afford to live here anymore.”

"Not at the new rate." The older man stooped to pick up what he'd dropped and Deke bent to help
him. Each of them tossed abag in the trash bin. "The new residents aren't like the good, hardworking
people that were here when you were. Few now take care of anything. Soon, though, it will not be my
worry."

"The ownersdidn't fireyou, did they?' Deke asked.
Jay shook hishead. "No, in five months, | retire.” A smile spread across the man'sface.

Ryne didn't interrupt as Deke asked question after question about people she didn't know. She paid
more attention when heinquired after who lived in his old apartment, but the men quickly moved onto
other topics.



The late afternoon sun dipped lower in the sky and she buttoned her jacket against the cool breeze. It
took awhile before Deke got around to asking what happened to histhings, but Jay didn't know the
answer. Findly, the conversation drew to aclose and they shook hands again before the older man went
back ingde the building.

"Come on, babe," Deke said and took her ebow.

She was quiet asthey crossed the parking lot, but when they turned back onto the sdewalk, she said,
"For awhile, | thought you were going to ask Jay to help us get insgde your old unit.”

"That'swhat | was planning, but how could I? If we got caught and anyone figured out held been
involved, hed lose hisjob at the very least. Five monthstill retirement.” Deke shook hishead. "I couldn't
put him in that pogtion.”

"1t might have been for nothing anyway. He said the gpartment units were renovated and your notes
might not even be there anymore.”

"l know."

Ryneremained quiet although she wanted to ask him what he was thinking. He'd told her that he
understood how dangerousit wasif hetalked to hisold friends. The Gined didn't have the resources or
enough troubleshootersto protect alarge number of humans at one time. Sheld told Deke that aswell.

They reached the car and he opened the passenger door for her. He rounded the hood, and once he
was seated, Ryne got in hersdlf. "No more contact with people you know," shewarned him.

They pulled out into traffic. "l aready promised | wouldn't. Running into Jay wasafluke.

He sounded angry, but Ryne figured that was because he didn't like being reminded that smply talking
to them could put targets on hisfriends backs. She changed the subject. "What's our next step on the
notes?"

Instead of answering, Deke asked, "Y ou hungry?'

Ryne blinked at the non sequitur. She glanced down &t the dashboard clock, but it wasn't even Six yet.
Of course, with the time difference, it was past dinnertime at home and she was ready to edt. "Y eah. Do
you know any good restaurants?”

"| used to. Let's see how many are il around.”

They hit pay dirt on their fourth attempt. It was deep dusk by then and Ryne was edgy. It wasn't that
the night made attack more likely, but it was easier to conced it until it wastoo late. She kept her senses
extended, scanning the area until she and Deke were sitting Side by side in abooth.

"Sorry about the prices. If you want," he said, "we can go somewheredse.”

Opening her menu, Ryne took alook for herself and discovered why he sounded uncomfortable.
"Don't worry about it. Thisisbusinesstravel.” She grinned. "Everything gets expensed to the Gined

Company."
"l pay my ownway."

"| don't understand why you're so stubborn about this. Thetrip isn't coming out of my pocket. If |
wanted to, | could turn in everything I've spent on you and get it reimbursed.” The hard set to hisjaw told
her she was wasting her breath. "Fine. Well add it to your tab."

She flipped open the menu again, but Deke took it from her. "1 don't want you to think I'm



unappreciative of what you've done—| am—>buit it'simportant to me not to take handouts.”

Onelook at hisface was al it took to decide how serious Deke was about this. There had to bea
story there, but before she could ask, the waitress come over and introduced hersdlf. By the time she l€ft,
the opportunity waslost.

Ryne reached for amenu and scanned the choices—mostly surf and turf with afew pastaand
vegetarian dishesthrown in. It didn't take long to decide what they wanted, and once they'd given their
orders and relinquished the menus, she returned to the question sheld asked earlier. "What's the plan on
your notes? Misson scrubbed?”

"Y ou don't have to sound so hopeful,” he complained.
"Sorry, but | wasn't crazy about thisideafrom the start.”

Deke reached for hiswater and drank before he said, Y eah, | know." He turned toward her, smiled,
and voicelow, sad, "I was thinking, though."

"Uh-oh."
Heignored that. "Why don't you zap the notesinto my hands? Easy."

She shook her head. "If | could make them appear just likethat, | never would haveflownto L.A.
Therésnothing | like about thistrip, especiadly the fact that you'rein danger here.”

"OnTV—"

"Do | havetotdl you again that Hollywood doesn't have someinsde track on how Ginea magic
works?| can't cal forth anything of yours no matter how much I'd liketo."

Their dinner arrived, delaying the conversation. When they were alone again, Deke asked, "Y ou can
zip booksin and out of your library, so why the hell can't you get my notes?!

Ryne swallowed before she spoke. "Mainly because of the spell that Anise used to makeyou a
cartoon. There's aphrase in there about disassociating you from al worldly ties—that includes everything
you own. If | can't use your energy sSgnature to homein on them, | can't trangport them to us."

Deke sdted hisfrench friesand said, "Why didn't you tell me thiswhen | first brought up the idea?"

Stiffening with indignation, Ryne whispered heetedly, "Not once while we discussed thisdid you
mention using my powersto get your notes, so | thought you knew | couldn't.”

"Y ou've pointed out more than once how ignorant | am of your people. Why would you think |
knew?'

She opened her mouth, couldn't come up with anything to say, and took abite of her filet instead. He
was right—she should have realized he was clueless. Not only was he human, but he would have had to
read the spell to know what it entailed. "Sorry. You'reright. My only excuse isthat I've pored over that
incantation for years and know it backward and forward."

They atein slencefor awhile. "Explain this energy thing to me. Why would | havetiesto the notes?’

Basc. Something any Ginedl child knew by the time she was old enough to start school. Ryne didn't
tell him that, though. Instead she explained how people put their persond energy into things they handled
often. Deke, of course, had amillion and one questions and that took them through dinner.

"We gtill haven't addressed the issue of the notes,” Ryne pointed out as she dug her spoon into her



sherbet.
"What's there to discuss?' He reached over to help himsdlf to abite and Ryne dapped his hand away.
"Y ou've got your own dessert.”

"It'sddicious, too. Here, try." Deke fed her a spoonful of creme briilée. Her eyes closed and she
hummed softly. "Good?"

"Oh, yeah. It's better than sex.”
"Y ou can only say that because | haven't made you come yet."
"That's arrogant.”

He shook his head. "Nope, it's confidence that the heat we share isn't going to fizzle when I'm deep
insgdeyou." Dekeleaned closer and ran hisindex finger over her lower lip. "Babe, it'sgoing to be so
fucking good with us—just thinking about it gets me hard.”

Asshe stared into his eyes, Ryne found it easy to imagine the weight of hisbody over hers, the way
his hands would fed touching her intimately, and she shifted. The awareness arced between them. Then
someone laughed loudly, reminding her they were in arestaurant, and she pulled away, tamping down the
desre.

"Eat your sherbet," hetold her when held reined in hisdesire. "It's melting.”
Ryne eyed his dessert envioudy, but didn't ask for a second taste. Sheld gotten hersdlf in enough

trouble with the first. "Don't think | haven't noticed how you've diverted me each time | ask about your
plansfor those notes.”

"| should have guessed you'd catch on."
"Wdl?'

He grimaced. "I honestly don't know what I'm going to do. | want to put my hands on them—I'm sure
they hold the key to why Anise cursed me—but it'srisky."

With security tighter, it had to be. "Why don't you introduce yoursdlf to the people who live there and
explainthat it used to be your apartment and that you left something.”

"Right. 'Hi, you don't know me, but | used to live here. Isit okay if | rip up your floorboards looking
for something that might or might not still be there? They'd cdl the cops.”

"Or rip up thefloor themsavesthinking that you left avauable item.” Rynetipped her bowl to scoop
up thelast of her sherbet. "But you're dick enough to talk your way insgde and convince them to loan you
acrowbar."

"Maybe," Deke said with ashrug. "Except | don't want to chanceit and get arrested. | bent therules
somewhen | wasaPl, but | was an honest cop. | don't want anyone | used to work with to answer the
cdl, see me, and think | wasn't.”

Ryne nodded. She could understand that, but she had an unanswered question. “"Why did you quit the
force?'

Deke looked down for amoment, and she suspected he was considering how much to say. "I got sick
of the bullshit." Hisvoice was quiet. Tired. "l spent most of my five-year career in ahigh-crime area, and
| expected to have people swear and spit at me there. | didn't expect it when | was transferred to one of



the more affluent divisons"
"Drunks?’

"No. Routine traffic stops were opportunitiesto tell mel wasabrutd racist. Y ou know why? Because
| was wearing the uniform. Y eah, there were and still are bad cops on the LAPD, but most of us weren't
beating the shit out of people. Most of uswere doing our jobs because we wanted to protect citizens, to
make things better so that kids could go outside and play without worrying about a drive-by shooting.
And some asshole in a Beemer whose most meaningful contribution to society was writing acheck to a
charity for the tax deduction was accusng me of horriblethings."

Ryne reached out and stroked his thigh. She wanted to soothe him, comfort him, and she didn't dwell
onthewhys.

"It happened too often.” He shrugged. "Finaly, | thought fuck it, | don't have to do this. I had a buddy
who'd |eft the force and gone to work for abig-name detective agency. He was dways trying to recruit
me, 0 | caled him up and lessthan amonth later, | had anew job."

"One that probably paid more and had better hours."
The cornersof hislipstipped up. "Definitey better pay. It was dill iffy on the hours.”
"I'm sorry you had to listen to the abuse.”

"All things considered, that was better than ‘toon town." She began another apology, but he cut her
off. "Do you redlize where your hand is?"

Rynefroze, glanced down, and saw what her fingers were brushing. "Crap," she muttered, and jerked
her arm back.

Instead of teasing her, he said, "I have a spoonful of créme brlléeleft, it'syoursif you do that little
hum again."

" Stroking you wasn't enough?' Ryne knew better than to say that, but something about him tempted
her to play hisgame.

"Only the very generouswould cal that astroke.”

She opened her mouth, but before Ryne could get aword out, Deke fed her the last bite of his
dessert. Thistime she expressed her pleasure with asigh.

Asthey left the restaurant, she said, "I enjoyed dinner. Thanksfor bringing me here.”
"l enjoyed it, too. Right up until you paid for it."

Rynewas trying to decide how to respond when the air in front of them shimmered. Even asshe
pushed Deke againgt the wall and put hersdlf in front of him, she wasreinforcing her protection spell. He
tried to get out from behind her and Ryne brought her ebow back hard into his somach. Shed barely
gtarted an incantation to protect Deke when Anise materiaized.

"Co-aigneach, you disappoint me," the woman said.

Ryne didn't stop, not until she closed the spell and had cast the barrier to keep humans away. It was
only then that sheredlized it wasn't Anise but a perfect image of her. She looked around, trying to
discover if her mentor was projecting from nearby. Ryne sensed nothing.

"I'm not like you," she disagreed.



"Deny it dl you wish, but we are kindred. Twenty years ago, | was the same asyou aretoday. | know
the power cdlsto you, mo cridhe, whispers through your blood like asiren's song. | shaped you,
molded you. No one knowsyou as| do, and you know me every bit aswell.”

Ryne nodded. It was why she'd been assigned to hunt the older woman and it was why they'd fought
to so many draws. The student and the teacher, each had learned from the other until their set of kills
was nearly identical.

"I'm the only one who's ever loved you."
"That'snot true,” Rynesaid camly.

"Butitis. Your parents had no time or interest in you. Y our own sister has forsaken you. Who do you
have? That human cowering behind you?"

Deke growled and Ryne brought her elbow back again to keep himin line. All she needed was him
fdlingfor this.

"I'm heartbroken that you think I'm so unlovable.

"Sarcasm,” her mentor said, making atsking sound, "and when | cameto offer you agift.” The Anise
image snapped her fingers and alifeless body appeared at her feet.

It was Deke'sfriend, Jay.

12
CHAPTER

Deketried to get around Ryneto check on the old man, but she hit him hard enough with her elbow to
drivetheair from hislungs. It brought him back to his senses. Even if minutes could make the difference
between life and deeth, he couldn't do anything until the woman who wanted him dead was taken care of.

"Why are you so frightened?' Ryne asked.

"Y ou don't scare me, mo cridhe." Thewoman shook her head as she laughed, tossing her blond hair
behind her shoulders.

"Perhaps not, but the human does. Don't bother to deny it. If he didn't, you'd be herein the flesh
instead of projecting animage of yoursdlf from adistance and you wouldn't have sent in powerless
creaturesto do your dirty work."

Projecting? Deke studied Anise more closdly, but she looked as solid as Ryne did.
"Y ou assume much," the woman said with asmile that made Deke's skin crawl. "That's to my benefit.”

Ryne was assuming. Maybe she had the whole thing wrong. If that were true, they were wasting their
time, doing things that brought them no closer to resolving his situation. Thetime they had was short, he
should—Deke felt hisanxiety lessen suddenly and redlized it had come from outsde himsdlf. Damn it,
had Anise caused him to doubt Ryne?

"Don't try to manipulate his mind and emotions again,” Ryne said with agrowl. "It won't work."



"No, but you'll have to use magic to keep that protection in place and it leaves you at a disadvantage.”
The woman held out her arms. "But perhaps | won't need to kill you. Y ou've felt the power of the dark
forces more strongly than ever before and you're tempted. It's merely amatter of time until you join me."

Hefdt Ryne diffen. "I'd rather diethan turn.”

"Such bravado, but we both know how close you were mere days ago. Think of what we could do as
ateam, mo cridhe."

"Stop caling methat." Ryne's voice sounded placid, but something told him that she wasn't cam.

The other woman laughed and Deke figured Ryne hadn't fooled her either. "1 wish | could stay and
talk with you longer, but | have plans. I've missed you, mo cridhe.” That last was tacked on ddliberately
toirk Ryne, heknew it, but before she could say anything, Anise disappeared.

Dekeimmediately moved to check on Jay, but Ryne brought her elbow back yet again. "Just because
she'snot visible, doesn't mean the threat is over,” she warned.

"l haveto get hdp for Jay," heinssted.

"He's beyond help, but you're not. Stay ill."

"What the hell do you mean he's beyond hel p? He might be alive but badly hurt, you don't know."
"Thelifeforceisno longer in hisbody, | can senseit from here”

"That's pretty damn iffy,” Deke growled.

Ryne stepped aside. "Go ahead, verify it for yoursdf. Aniseisfar enough away that | can't pick her up
and it should be safe.”

Hedidn't wait for asecond invitation. Knedling in front of Jay, hetried to find apulse, but as Ryne had
said, there wasn't one. The old man was dead. Deke wanted to swear, but didn't have the heart for it.

It was hisfault. All his. Ryne had told him that anyone he contacted from hisold lifewould bein
danger from Anise. He should have listened.

Five monthstill retirement. Shit.

Facts about Jay flew through Deke's head. Hiswife's name was Inez. They'd had six children and hed
been proud of them, elated that they'd gone to college. Grandchildren. How many times had Deke seen
pictures of the grandkids? Jay had been proud of them, too, eager to show the latest snapshots to anyone
who'd look.

"Deke," Ryne said, resting her hand on his shoulder. "We have to get out of here.”
"We haveto cal the police. Give me your cedll phone."
”NO.”

Deke got to hisfeet and went toe-to-toe with her. "Give me the fucking phone." Hetried to use the
tone of hisvoice and hissizeto intimidate her, but of course, he didn't faze Rynein the dightest.

Shelifted her chinto glareinto hiseyes. ™Y ou're not thinking clearly. We can't afford to get involved
with the police. For one thing, too many of them are going to know you. How many questions do you
want to field about where you've been for the past four years? How much scrutiny do you think you can
afford? 1 conjured your ID from acredit card. One run through acomputer and they'll discover it'sfase.”



He scowled. "We can't leave him here”

"They'll think you did it. Or me. They'll watch us, maybe bring usin for questioning. Wed havetolie
and our stories would have to match closely enough to be convincing. We don't have timefor this."

"Jay deserves better than to beleft on the sdewak like apile of trash.”

"Jay deservesto have hiskiller apprehended, to have her dedlt with so that she can't murder anyone
es2" Rynereached out, took hold of his shoulders. "The police can't handle Anise. | can. Don't tiemy
hands and make things even more difficult than they are dready.”

Ryne was making sense, and damn it, he didn't want her to. The copswould look at the two of them
thoroughly if they reported the body and his connection to Jay would bring them more focus. Histime on
theforce, his disappearance, hisfake 1D would guarantee he'd bear the brunt of the investigation. What
was he going to tell the detectives? That ablond-haired witch had made the body materidizein front of
them? They'd have him in the psych ward ASAP.

"People are going to know we were here, that we found him, and they'll tell the police that,” Deke
sad.

"No they wont. I've got the barrier up to keep humans away and | added spell that blursthisarea. No
one has seen uswith the body. I'll obscure our car, too. Well drive away camly and when we're far
enough away, I'll undo my magic. Thisisabusy area, someone ese will find Jay quickly and helll be
taken care of. He won't be on the sdewalk long."

Reluctantly, Deke nodded.
"Good." Ryneflicked her fingers. "Comeon.”
As he waked with her, he asked, "What did you do?"

" erased any indication of our presence from the body and the area surrounding it. We can't afford for
anything to point to our presence heretonight.” They reached the car. "Are you okay to drive?' she
asked.

"Yeah. Thisisn't my first corpse.” But it wasthefirgt time held been responsible for someone's death.
He unlocked the car doors, but instead of helping Rynein, Deke said, "Maybe no one will see us out
here, but the detectives will discover we were at the restaurant and that we | eft close to the time the body
wasfound."

Ryne was shaking her head before he finished spesking. "I've dready thought of that. | used cash
instead of my credit card to pay for dinner, and | know aspell that will make everyone who saw us here
forget it. We're covered.”

Deke nodded and opened the passenger door. She didn't get in, though, till he was behind the whed .
Damn it, he hated that she did that. And he hated feding useless.

Shit, he hated being usdless.

Pulling out of the parking lot, he headed back toward their hotel. He had to accept it, Ryne was
protecting him. Like tonight. Hed stood behind her asif he were a child while sheld shielded him. Deke
knew he'd had no other option, that if hetried to involve himsdlf, he could have put her a greater risk
than what she dready faced. It didn't make it any easer.

No wonder Ryne didn't want to have anything to do with humans. With her job, caring about one was
aliability, leveragefor acorrupted Gined to use agang her.



"Stop brooding,” she said. "It wasn't your fault.”
"It was. You warned me."
"Anisekilled him, you didnt."

" Shewouldn't have known who hewasif | hadn't talked to him." Deke pulled to astop at ared light
and turned to her. "Anise has to be monitoring us."

"Yeeh, | know."

She didn't sound surprised and that irritated Deke. Why the hell hadn't she told him?"Which one of us
isshewatching?'

"Probably both of us. You're athreat to her for some reason we need to figure out and I'm her hunter.
Theonly placel know she can't pick usup isingde my house."

The light changed and he accel erated through the intersection before he asked, "What does mo cridhe
mean? She called you that alot in Gined."

From the corner of hiseye, he saw Ryne smile. "We don't cdl it Ginedl. It'sreferred to Canan or more
frequently asthe old language. Mo cridhe, though, is bastardized Gadlic. We borrowed pretty heavily
from the Scots.”

Deke almost went off on atangent. The names he'd heard so far—Frasier, Duncan,
MacAlister—were Scottish. How close were the Gined'sties to that people? But then he redlized Ryne
hadn't answered his question. "What does mo cridhe mean," he asked a second time.

Shewasn't smiling when she said, "It means my heart."
"Why did she call you that? Were you close?’

There was a pause and Deke felt her lift her spells. He shook his head. She hadn't moved amuscle,
but he was certain of exactly what she/d done. It didn't make sense.

"For atime," Ryne answered, then explained. " Apprentice troubleshooters are referred to asthe
cridhe—the heart—aof the Ginedl. Don't ask mewhy; | don't know. My guessisthat it has something to
do with our society only remaining strong as long as those who turn to the dark forces are kept in check.
There are storiesin our history of horrendous persecutions by humans. A lot of our people were killed,
more ceded their powers thinking to protect themselves." She shook her head. "God only knows how
many dormants are running around because of this." Before Deke could ask another question, Ryne
sraightened in her sest. "A couplefound Jay. | told you it wouldn't belong.”

"Gresat. Now two people who were out for anice dinner will be traumatized by finding abody. |
should havecdleditin.

Ryne stared at him for along moment—he sensed her eyes on him—before she said, "I appreciate
how you fed, but you can't protect everyone from everything. There are times you have to make choices.
It's not easy to live with some of them, but you, me—we can only do so much. Y ou know this."

Y eah, hedid, but he'd never liked it. "Y ou're oneto talk. Y ou're as bad as | am—maybe worse."

She didn't comment on that. "We're not going to Jay's funera and we're not paying avidt to hisfamily,
got it?'

"l got it," Deke growled. Ryne hadn't needed to tell him that. He knew better now. Anisewas
watching; he wouldn't give her anymore innocentsto use againgt them.



Deke took the turn into the hotel's drive and pulled into the valet parking area. Ryne had insisted on
paying for the service while they were here, and as much as he hated racking up more debt, it made
sense now that the wicked witch had made an appearance. He had the suspicion that a busy entry-way
full of humanswouldn't be any deterrent, but he had to trust Ryne.

The va et opened the passenger door and waited while she reached in to get her purse. As Deke
rounded the hood, he redized the boy was staring at her assand it pissed him off. "Shesmine," he
warned softly as he held out the keys.

With an audible gulp, thekid said, "Yes, gr.”

Ryne remained quiet until they were on the evator. "Y ou didn't have to scare him, you know. That
valet couldn't have been more than twenty."

"Babe," he sad, putting hisarm around her waist and tugging her againgt hisside. "If you'd seen the
way hewas leering, you would have put the fear of God into him yoursdlf.”

She looked skeptical and he didn't blame her, but what could he say? The last thing Deke wanted to
admit was that he felt possessive of her. It would make Ryne edgy, especialy coming on the hedls of this
morning'sjealousy. Shit, it made him nervous. It had to be someweird psychologica thing. Didn't
hostages devel op an attachment to their emancipators? That had to beit.

Since he didn't want to think about it, et alone discussit, Deke changed the subject asthey |eft the
elevator. "How'd you know Anise wasn't redly there anyway? She looked solid.”

They reached their room, but Deke waited for Ryne's nod before diding the card in the dot and
unlocking the door. Everything was secured behind them before she said, "Her image didn't have an aura.
Every living cresture emits one, but while Anise is strong enough to make the likeness look redl, even she
can't project her auric field that far out." She shrugged out of her jacket and draped it over the back of a
chair. "What | want to know iswhy Anise didn't show up in person and attempt to blast you to pieces.”

"Maybe I'm not the danger to her you think | am." Deke took off his own jacket and hungitin the
clost. "Or maybe," he said as he closed the door, "she didn't want to tangle with you."

"Trust me, Aniseiswasting alot of time and energy on you. She wouldn't bother if shedidn't fed she
had to. Y ou're athreat,” Ryne said, "abig one. Now we need to know why."

Ryne put down the book she was reading and stretched. There were so many things she needed to do
and she didn't know how she was going to manage to do them in the time she had. The number-one
priority wasto protect Deke, but it wasn't as clear what item had second place.

She looked over a him. He was sitting on the bed watching a basketbal game with the sound muted
s0 he wouldn't disturb her as she combed through the books, but his consideration wasn't helping. There
were too many textsto go through and too littletime to do it in. Deke had volunteered to help, but not
one of thetomeswas written in English and it was up to her.

Finding the spdll to undo Anise's magic wasn't going to be easy. Damn it, there wasn't enough time
until the full moon. Thet |eft apair of options—either she got lucky or she delegated.

Sinceit had taken Ryne yearsto find thefirst spell she'd used to free Deke, she guessed she couldn't
count on luck to turn up the one that would do it permanently.

Deegation. She hated owing anyone, and Creed, the only Gined she felt comfortable asking for help,
was on the other side of the world, hip-deep in some big problem. Or so the council had told her when



she suggested he cover her territory.
"Isyour headache coming back?' Deke asked.
Only then did Ryneredlize she was rubbing her forehead. "No, I'm just tired.”

"Y eah, it's after eleven back home and we started out damn early today. Cometo bed. The Lakers
arekicking assand | don't need to watch the last five minutes.”

Theideaof curling up beside him was tempting. She was exhausted, but Ryne shook her head.
"Maybeinawhile"

She looked at the stack of books on the table. There was no way she could do this aone and Deke
didn't deserveto go back to DSPI because she had too much pride.

Ryne stood and he immediately looked over. She pointed to the bathroom and he nodded before
going back to the game.

Closing the door behind her, she cast aquick spell to block any noise from escaping. Sheld hear
anything in the outer room, but odds were good it was an unnecessary precaution. Thefirst thing sheld
done after they'd checked in was surround the room with a protective spell. It wouldn't prevent Anise
from entering, but her mentor had shown an aversion to confronting Deke head-on and it would keep out
any member of the B-Team.

After taking a deep breath, she made the mental call. A trangt appeared dmost immediately and Fia
McNair stepped through. Ryne relaxed. They weren't friends, but Fiawas the one librarian who didn't
look at her with asour expression when she was forced to ded with her. More important than that,
however, she was adamn good researcher.

"Y ou requested assi stance, laoch solas?!

"Yes," Ryne said and the word was harder to get out than she'd expected. "I have aresearch project
that I'd like you to undertake for me."

"And when do you need meto sart?'
"ASAP. | nead the information before the full moon.”

Fiashook her head. "I'm sorry, but that's not possible unless were talking about avery smple search
and | doubt that's the case. For a complex and lengthy project, the earliest date I—or any of the
librarians—can gart isMay 10."

Crap. She dmost never asked for help, and the one time she needed it, they wanted to put her at the
back of the queue. "That's unacceptable. | need full resources on this now."

"I'm sorry," Farepeated with more sternness than someone with her youth should be able to manage.
"We can't do that unlessthe council givesyou priority over our other tasks.”

"Thisisimportant.”

"Y ou troubleshooters are all the same,” Fiasaid, and she sounded exasperated. "Every one of you
fedsthat your assgnment is more important than anybody elsg's, but that's rarely the case. Unlessthe
council concursthat your project isvita, you'll be treated the same as every other Gined."

Ryne sighed. Another person with an attitude about troubleshooters. "Fine. Let'stak to the council.”
Maybe it was petty, but Ryne took pleasure in the trepidation that crossed the younger woman'sface



before she could conced it. The council dedlt with the head librarian and the others wouldn't have much
contact with them. An enforcer, however, wasin constant communication with their leadership. Ryne
might not be certain the ceannards would back her, but she wasn't worried about talking to them. She put
out another call.

Taber'simage appeared in the mirror. Ryne explained the situation, giving both sides, before turning to
Faand asking if shewanted to add anything. Thelibrarian didntt.

He disappeared and Ryne figured he was consulting with Fias boss and maybe more of the council.
Bureaucracy sucked.

It seemed to take an age before the hotd mirror shimmered again and the entire council made an
gppearance. Taber, however, was the one who spoke for them. "Dionachd,” he said, using Fids officia
title, "you are to make any request from thislaoch solas your top priority. Everything e'se on your list can
walit or will be reassgned to others. Arethe ingructions clear?'

"Y es, ceannard.”

Ryne released the breath she'd been holding. She hadn't been sure they'd agree with her even though
Taber had mentioned they were concerned about Anise.

With the situation resolved, the council wished them good night, and she and Fiabowed dightly to
show deference. The ceannards winked out one by one and the mirror returned to normal.

"What did you need meto research for you, laoch solas?'

Great. Now Fiawas miffed that she'd been overruled. "I'm sorry | had to bring the council into this,
but it redly isvery important. The fate of ahuman liesin your hands.”

Her words had the desired effect. Most Gineal were unused to the war against the dark forces. They
were support—hedlers, librarians, monitors, trackers—but everyone believed that protecting humans
was important to the surviva of their own people. Whether it wastrue or only what they were taught,
Ryne didn't know, but she did understand that those who weren't enforcers wanted to fed part of it.
Shed given that to the younger woman, and hopefully, that meant Fiawould work harder to find the spell
for Deke.

"What do you need meto do?' Fiaasked.

Ryne gave an overview of what she was|ooking for and why before adding, " This man holds the key
to defesting a Gined who'sturned. If you can find the spell to free him, you'l not only be helping a
human, you'll be helping meto end the thresat thiswoman holdsto our people.”

Fanodded. "Where have you aready searched? What kind of information did you find? Do you have
any leads on where you planned to check next?"

There was one smple method to answer those questions—they both knew it—and it was the most
thorough way to do it, but Ryne didn't want to. It meant opening hersalf up to another Ginedl. It meant
risking the other woman discovering how close shedd cometo turning—if Fiaknew how and where to
look. 1t meant taking the chance that she might accidentaly transmit more than she intended and Ryne
never wanted anyoneto learn of some of the things shed done while sheld lived with Anise.

And she had no other choice. If she didn't, the librarian could waste time retracing steps Ryne had
aready taken, hitting dead-ends that Ryne had already found. She had to do it for Deke. Had to do it
because he despised being a'toon.

Reluctantly, she closed the smal distance between them and bent forward dightly so thet the shorter



Fiacould comfortably put her hands on Ryne's head. Then, with a deep bregath, she opened
hersdf—partidly. Maybe that would be enough.

It wasn't.
"You're closed, laoch solas," Fiacomplained.
"Sorry." And Ryne stopped trying to do it halfway.

It took only minutes, and since the other woman didn't scream in horror or look at her oddly when
Ryne stepped back, she assumed her secrets had remained undiscovered. "I have some books | was
going through on the table in the other room. I'll send them to you."

"Thank you," Fiasaid. "Y ou're athorough researcher and | appreciate you passing aong what you've
found."

The formality made Ryne nervous. Had Fiaread something after al? She didn't ask. "Can you send
me brief updates so | know how you're doing?"

"Of cour—"
There was alight tap on the door. "Babe, are you okay?'

"Fine," she caled, then redized she needed to undo the pell so he could hear her. "Fine, I'll beout in
aminute

"I'll bein touch,” Fiapromised in awhisper as she crested the transit.
"Thanks"

When she was gone, Ryne opened the door and found Deke leaning there, waiting. Y ou werein
thereahell of along time. The game's over and SportsCenter ison.”

"Sorry." Shetried to ease past him, but he wrapped an arm around her waist, stopping her.
"1 don't need gpologies. Y ou weren't feding well earlier today and | was worried about you."

Ryne could see his concern plainly and she wasn't used to being around anyone who cared. Sure,
there'd been Maia, but her sster had left home when Ryne had been saven. God knew her parents had
been too busy, and while Anise had been a surrogate mother, she'd had her own agenda—then and now.

"| asked someone to take over the search for the spell. | can't look for it and handle the other things|
need to do," she admitted regretfully. "1 wasfilling her in."

"In the bathroom?"'
She nodded.
"Damnit, Ryne, you scared me half to death. Why couldn't you have done thisin the room?”

Part of it wasthat she didn't know which librarian would be on call and one of the more senior
members would be disapproving of ahuman's presence. But that wasn't the biggest reason. "'Because,"
Ryne said quietly, "I didn't want you to know | cantdoit al.”

Hetugged her closer. "1 know you're not Wonder Woman."

"] thought | could manageit." Her armswent around him. "But that was when we were insde my
house where we were safe and 1'd smply need to answer an occasiona call-out. Now, though, 1'd only



havetimeto look for the spell at odd moments or for alittlewhile at night. It'stoo important for that."
"Y ou won't get an argument from me, but can we trust this person? What if she turned?’
"It'sunlikely. She'salibrarian.”
"And librarians are too wesk to turn?' Deke |ooked confused.
"Not weak, athough they're certainly not among the strongest Ginedl. Their powersare. . . weird."
"How are they—"

Ryne put two fingers over Deke'slips, quieting him. "How did | know you were going ask a
question?' She grinned, then added, "1'm not sure how to explain their differences since | don't
understand them mysdif. | canfed it, that'sdl.”

Histongue came out, teasing her fingers and Ryne shuddered. When she saw the spark in his
gray-blue eyes, she lowered her hand. Great, now he knew what he did to her, but she didn't move away
from him even though she should.

"Okay," Deke said, "her powers are different and that makes her lesslikely to become evil. Got it.”

That wasn't exactly what she'd said, but as Ryne started to clarify, the index finger on hisfree hand
traced a path from her collarbone, up her throat to her chin. Shelet her voicetrail off. Deke pressed
lightly, tipping her face to hisand hislips brushed against hers—once, twice, athird time.

Shetightened her hold on him, leaned into his chest, but before she gave into the desire, Ryne
remembered Anise. We are kindred. She wasn't like her mentor, she wouldn't be.

Ryne broke away, moved asfar away from Deke as she could get, and gazed sightlessly out the
window. It was too tempting to go to bed with him and that was dangerous. Ryne knew how easy it was
to control humans, to subjugate them. How simple would it be to become like her teacher if she had sex
with Deke?

| shaped you, molded you.

Anise had and in ways Ryne hadn't realized until much later. There were il times she was surprised
by how deep her mentor'sinfluence ran.

Co-aigneach.

She wasterrified it wastoo late, that she was headed down the same path. Ryne couldn't belike
Anise. She couldn't!

Deke'sarmswent around her from behind. "It's okay, babe,” he murmured againgt her ear. "Y ou're
nothing like Anise and you never will be"

Ryne went rigid. Either Deke had made alucky guess about what was bothering her or he'd just read
her mind.
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Rynewatched the city of Los Angeles go past her car window as Deke maneuvered them through
traffic. Thismorning, while shedd been in the shower, hed plugged in her l1aptop, gone online, and
discovered that there was aunit for rent in hisold building. By the time shed emerged, hed made an
appointment for them to take alook &t it.

From the start, she'd been uncertain whether breaking and entering was the right answer, but now that
they were on their way to case the place, her ssomach had knotted up.

They'd pass ingpection, Ryne was sure of that. Since there was no way in hell sheld get Deke to shop
again, shed trandformed their casud thingsinto designer clothes—undergtated, eegant, and incredibly
expensve. They'd rented a second car for the day, a Mercedes sedan that quietly spoke of money. If
anyone redized it wasn't theirs, they would smply say they were planning to relocateto L.A. and had
flowninto find somewhereto live. Easy. Or so Deke had claimed.

Despite her lack of excitement, sheld agreed to go along with this scheme to get his notes. They had to
know why Anise wasfixated on a single human. The more Ryne thought about it, the more certain she
became that she was missing something important. She knew her mentor the way nobody el se did and
projecting her image was not an Anise-type move.

They pulled to astop at alight, and he reached over and rested hishand on her knee. "Don't worry,
we're smply looking at an gpartment. No reason to be nervous.”

Because she was wearing a skirt, the only thing she had between her skin and his calloused pam was
apair of nylons. Her legsmight aswell be bare. "I'm fing," Ryne said.

Dekedidn't look convinced. Instead of calling her onit, though, he stroked the inside of her knee. If
he was trying to remind her of the heat between them, he succeeded. Rynefdlt the caressin every cdl of

her bodly.

Though they'd both been trying to ignore the attraction between them for the past couple of days, she
wasfinding it harder to resist now—maybe because held stopped being a constant pain in the ass and
had become a partner.

Or maybe it was harder because she liked him. She liked the way he cared about others, how he tried
to protect her even though he was the one who needed defending. And she particularly liked the way
held reached for her in bed last night—not for sex, but to offer comfort. Ryne had been busy worrying
about Anise, about finding the spell, about amillion other things, and she hadn't expected to get much
deep, but Deke had wrapped his arms around her and somehow her troubles had seemed to lessen.

That was scarier than thinking he might have read her mind.
Almos.

The light went green and he took hishand off her leg, returning it to the steering whed. When she
redlized she was staring at hisfingers, imagining them touching her in placesfar more intimate than her
knee, Ryne shifted to look out her window again. She couldn't trust hersalf with him. Not after—

"Y ou know, babe, | like you in that suit. Y ou ook so buttoned up and professiond—navy skirt, red
power blazer, your hair pulled back. The only thing you need isapair of glasses. | could be your male
secretary.” He grinned, but kept his eyes on the road. ™Y ou could coerce me to have sex with you in
order to keep my job. And | could push that skirt up, bend you over a desk, and take you from behind.
Damn, that would be hot."

"Bequiet." Her body was warm from hiswords, even while her blood was running cold at the word
coerce.



"Dont tell metheideaturnsyou off. | saw theway your legswidened." She snapped her knees
together and caught Deke's grin. "Y ou keep fighting yoursdlf. It's going to make it that much sweeter
when I'mfindly insde you."

Ryne wanted to tdl him emphatically that there was no way in hdll anything was going to happen
between them, but she wasn't agood enough liar to pull it off. Despite her best efforts to remain strong,
she might lose the battle. God help her if that happened. What was she thinking? God help him.

"Stop pushing me, okay?Y ou don't understand how dangerous | am,” Ryne warned him.

"What?'Y ou think you're going to hurt me?* Deke shook his head. "Maybe I'm only human, but I'm
tough enough to handle you in bed, tiger." He lowered his sunglasses and winked at her before pushing
them up and looking back at the traffic.

"I'm serious.”

"l can seethat. How about this?I'll tie you to the bed. It would mean I'd have to give up my fantasy
about having your hands al over me, but if it'll make you fed better, | can get into bondage.” He turned
into the parking lot of the apartment and pulled the car into aspot. "What do you say?"

"Quit being an ass." Deke didn't understand, he couldn't unless shetold him everything, and there were
some secrets Ryne planned to take to her grave. She pushed open her door, but before she could get
out, he wasthereto help.

Even though she didn't want to touch him—not right now—she let Deke assst her. Ryne had no
choice when someone could be watching them either on camera or through one of the windows. She
tucked her left hand in the crook of his ebow and alowed him to escort her to the front of the building.

When they stepped into the lobby, the guard at the desk cameto attention. "'I'm Duncan Frasier
Sinclair and thisismy wife, Kitty," Deke boomed in a Texas accent. "We have an appointment with Mr.
Forsythe"

Ryne nearly burst out laughing, but turned it into adiscreet cough in the nick of time. Duncan Frasier
Sinclair? Kitty? Wife? He hadn't warned her about the wife part. With her fingerstucked againgt Deke,
Ryne doubted anyone had noticed she wasn't wearing aring yet, and she conjured an impressive, though
not overly ostentatious one.

The guard offered them a seet while he contacted the building manager for their gppointment, and
when they were out of earshot, Ryne murmured, "Kitty?"

She got aquick smirk. "It sounded preppier than Tiger."
"Youtry my patience."
"There are other parts of you I'd liketo try, too."

Rynerolled her eyes and gave up. Thiswas who Deke Summers was—she might aswell get used to
it.
Heleaned forward to kiss her and Ryne stepped back. "Uh-uh-uh,” she warned. "Preppies don't

approve of PDA." She knew from the confused look on hisface that he was thinking PDA asin PaAm
Rilot. "Public displays of affection,” she explained.

From the spark that came into Deke's eyes, Ryne was certain he had something irritating to say.
Luckily, however, aman gpproached them and introduced himsdlf as Mr. Forsythe. She didn't missthe
way he measured them, judging their clothes, shoes, and the size of the diamond on her finger. Thefact



that it was pink upped its value. The manager's smile became warmer.
"Mr. Sndair—"
"Please," Deke interrupted with that thick drawl, "call me Sin. Everyone else does."
Ryne dmost choked.
"Sin," Forsythe said uneasily. "It's a pleasure to meet you. Mrs., um, Sin."

"And please," Ryne said, extending her hand, "call meKitty." She was tempted to try to sound Texan
hersdlf, but wasn't confident enough in her kill torisk it.

"Isthe guard on duty twenty-four hours?' Deke asked. "'l travel alot on busnessand | want to be
certain Kitty will be safe when I'm not here to protect her."

"We have ate-of-the-art security,” Forsythe said. "'If you'll comethisway?"

Ryne hooked her arm through Deke's again, and when he looked &t her, she fluttered her eyelashes.
"My hero," she mouthed.

Deke winked and nudged her to follow the manager.

"Oneguard," Forsythe said when they reached him, "is on duty in the lobby during business hours. In
the evening, we have two." He gestured behind the desk. "Behind that door, we have more guards
monitoring the building at dl times. | assure you, Mrs—I mean, Kitty, will be quite safe.”

"Hmm. What about the parking lot? It's at the back of the building and the doors we saw appear to be
emergency exitsonly. | don't want my wife walking alone from her car to the lobby. Not at night.”

"Perfectly understandable,”" Forsythe soothed. "Many of the women fedl that way. All Kitty need dois
cal the desk on her cdll phone and aguard will be happy to walk with her.”

The manager went into his spiel aout the lobby decor, the imported marble, the stained-glass
windows, and other sdlling points. Deke kept asking questions. Where had the marble come from? Was
the stained glass antique? How often were the floral arrangements replaced? And on and on he went.
Ryne knew why he was doing it, but in her opinion he'd gone overboard. If the manager hadn't judged
their net worth by what they wore, she might have had more sympathy for the poor soul. Hewas an
older man, clearly very reserved and no doubt used to adifferent type of client than Deke was

portraying.

They finally madeit to the eevators. Deke started in with more queries. Some were about security in
the elevators and in the stairways, but most of it was about the building itsdf or the amenities. He asked
about maintenance, and though Deke didn't give anything away with hisvoice or demeanor, Ryne knew
he was saddened by the thought of Jay. She did her hand down his arm and linked her fingerswith his.
He squeezed her briefly, then continued with his endless questions.

By the time they reached the available apartment, Forsythe'sjovid expression seemed forced. He
unlocked the unit, but before he could open the door, Deke was off about security again.

The older man must think they were complete paranoids—or at least that Deke was. Did anyone else
See attack at every turn? The questions weren't subtle, but Deke had asked amillion others about every
aspect of the place so she didn't think held raised suspicion. Once hefindly finished his current
inquisition, Forsythe opened the door and gestured for them to enter.

"Oh, my," Rynesad, pausng inthefoyer, "thisisbeautiful.”



The manager beamed at her.

Ryne smiled in return, and freeing herself from Deke, she went deeper into the empty unit. Tipping her
head back, she made adow circle, taking in the lofted ceilings and the crown molding. "I never expected
anythingthismgedticin LosAngdes.”

"Only the third-floor residences have the high ceilings,” Forsythe said.
"Arethesereal hardwood floors?
"Of course," the man puffed up with abit of indignation.

"No insult intended,” Ryne apologized. "It's merely that one rarely seeswood floors of such high
quality any longer.”

"They're origind to the building," Forsythe said with pride. "Refinished, of course.”

"Of course"

Deketook over again, asking about the height of the cellings, the method used to refinish thefloors,
the name of the paint color on thewalls. Ryne tuned him out and made aleisurely circuit of the room. If
shelived here, it would have broken her heart to leave. The only thing that would have made it more
perfect was aview of the ocean, but they weretoo far inland for that. She ran her fingers over the cool
marble of the fireplace, examined the wood of the built-in bookcases, and impatiently waited for Deketo
finish so she could see more.

"Oops, looks like my Kitty-cat is ready to move on. I'll have to save my other questionsfor later.”

Ryne grit her teeth and nodded when Forsythe asked if she'd like to see the kitchen. She was an
indifferent cook at best, but even she wasimpressed. It waslarge, with granite countertops, a center
idand, and asix-burner stove.

"Plenty of cabinets, arethey birch?' Deke asked and then he was off and running again.

It had to be the longest apartment tour in the history of the world, but Ryne was dmost disappointed
when they finished. Every room in the unit had been gorgeous, and she could see hersdlf living here—not
that she was thinking of moving. Her job wasin the Midwest and this part of L.A. wastoo crowded for
her to resdein anyway. Still, it was nice to dream sometimes.

After they bid farewell to Mr. Forsythein the lobby, Deke escorted her to the Mercedes and opened
her door. Ryne wanted to sink into her seat—she done the tour in heels and her feet hurt from standing
for such along time—but she waited until hewasin and safe. "So Duncan Frasier ‘cal me Sin'
Sinclair"—Ryne kicked off her shoes as he pulled out of the parking lot—"did you find out what you
needed to know?"'

"Y eah, that placeisafucking fortress. | spotted al kinds of shit that Forsythe didn't bother to
mention.”

"Soundslikeit'll beimpossbleto getinsde.”
"Difficult, babe, but not impossible," Deke disagreed. "Heréshow I'm goingto do it.”

They were il arguing asthey ate Chinese food from take-out boxesin their room. "It's too dangerous,”
Ryneinssted for what had to be the millionth time. Sheld returned their clothesto their origina state and
was happy to be back in jeans and out of the skirt.



"It's not that bad, and with you wiggling your nose, the chances of getting caught are even lower.”

"Your Bewitched references are getting old. Find something new, or better yet, giveit arest.” Ryne
chased awater chestnut with her chopsticks.

"Everyonesacritic.”

She ettled for apiece of bok choy and popped it in her mouth. Once she swallowed, she reminded
him, "Y ou can't be sure your notes are ill there, you told me that yourself.”

"I'm aware of that, but you heard Forsythe, they refinished the origind floors."

"Inthat unit. That doesn't mean they did the samein yours, and even if they did, those floorboards you
raised and lowered are probably nailed down tight. At the very least, the shellac or whatever they useto
sedl the wood must have those boards glued in position.”

Deke gave her that too-charming smile he sometimes used and Ryne braced hersdlf. "That'swhere
your no—your magic comesin. Y ou can lift those boards easily, right?*

Ryne sighed. "I can, but why don't we try hacking into your detective agency's computer again?”'

He shook hishead. "The officid verson and my persond notes aren't identical. Therewerethings|
couldn't turninthat | would have kept in my own set.”

"Wed betaking astupid chance." It wasidiotic, but she wasn't arguing as strenuoudly as she could,
nor was shetelling him no way in hell were they doing this. Part of it was Deke. He was atake-charge
kind of guy, but he'd been forced to stand back and let her lead. It had to be esting at him to have her
fight what he probably thought were his battles. Breaking in, though, was an area she knew nothing about
S0 it put him in charge—more or less—and had to make him fed asif he were contributing.

The other part was more self-serving. Ryne needed to know how she could use Deketo fight Anise.
"Therisk islow." Deke reached over with his chopsticks and deftly stole her water chestnuit.

"Hey! Y ou have your own food.”

"Y ou'd begrudge me ataste of yourswhen | haven't been able to est in over four years?'

Ryne scowled a him. "That's pure manipulation.” But even though she knew he was playing her, she
quit protesting. He hadn't been able to enjoy much while he'd been trapped.

"Here." Deketipped hisbox toward her. "Try my Szechwan chicken. I'm willing to share.”

"Jerk," she muttered and he grinned. Ryne shook her head. "'If you're done yanking my chain, would
you care to explain how you want meto use my magic in our little caper?”

"Caper, | likethat. Makes methink of those old Pink Panther movies.”

Hewasin alighthearted mood, the happiest she'd seen Deke since he'd discovered his freedom was
temporary. It had to be because there was finadly something he could do to help hisown cause. It was
foolish, she knew that, but Ryne didn't want to deflate him. Looked like she was going to try her hand at
second-story work. "What's your plan and what do you want me to do?"

Deke gazed at her for along moment, redlized sheld agreed to go through with it, and a satisfied
expression crossed hisface. "Getting insde the building is going to be the toughest. An darm will sound if
any of the emergency exits are opened and the lobby is guarded. | thought about a diversionary tactic,
but there are too many uniformsin there. I'm aso betting that the guards do regular patrols around the



perimeter asa precaution.”

"Soitisimpossble”

Shaking his head, Deke took another bite of chicken before he said, "I was thinking—why couldn't
you transport meinsde?’

"Humans can't crossthe trangit.”

"1 know, you told me that before; that wasn't what | was thinking. Y ou can zip books and things from
one place to the other easily enough. Why not do the sameto me?’

"l can't put youinsde."
"Why not?"

Ryne put aside her carton before she said, "Because | don't have the gift of remote sight and | haven't
seen the placein person. Not only isthere the layout of the unit to consider, there's furniture aswell.
What if | send you into a space where thereé'sa couch? | could probably deposit you safely in the exterior
hallway where | know it'sclear.”

Deke put down his own container. " That meanswell have to dedl with the security cameras.”
"l know, but if you mark the location of them for me, | can take them out of commission.”

He nodded, reached over to grab a piece of hotel stationery, and began to sketch. "Y ou'll haveto be
careful how you doit,” Deke said as he drew. "If awhole area goes dark, those guards are going to
check it out. Thisoutfit they're with istop notch and they don't hire anyone who doesn't meet their
qudifications even if the company only needs awarm body for aboring and routine job assgnment.”

"The guy who greeted us didn't ook too tough."”

With asmirk, Deke said, "He'sascrub. The red threat was in the comm room behind the front desk."
He paused and became more serious. "Y ou can't make usinvisible, can you?”

"l can, but it would drain alot of power from me and it'll take hoursfor my strength to return.”
"You'd be helpless?’
"Not completely, but if Aniseor one of her minions atacked, | wouldn't last very long.”

Since he was focused on drawing, Ryne gathered up the remains of their lunch and straightened the
table. "Are you done with the Szechwan?' He grunted and she took that asayes. She kndlt in front of
the minifridge, shoved the stuff the hotel was hawking out of the way, and added their |eftovers.

When she was finished, Ryne wandered back over to the table and watched Deke. He was a
better-than-average artist and heldd put quite abit of detail into the drawing. With the deeves of his shirt
pushed halfway up, she had agreat view of his muscular forearms. There were afew vishble veinsand
she nearly reached out to trace them down to his hand.

He had sexy hands. Hisfingers werelong, hinting at the artistic nature she was only now seeing, and
Deke had a gentle touch.

"Here" he said gartling her. "Thisisthefloor plan.”

Ryne leaned over, resting her pams on the table, and stared at the drawing. ™Y our apartment was on
the floor we visited today?"



"Yeah." Deke got to hisfeet and moved to her other sde. "1 lived in the one on the corner farthest
fromthedevaor."

"And with acameraright in front of the door."

"The arrangement of the cameras encompasses the entrances of every unit." Deke pointed to a symbol
inhisdrawing. "I marked their postionslikethis." He leaned forward and their shoulders brushed. Ryne
didn't move away. "These aretheir sght lines." He sketched cones radiating outward. "1'm going to need
three or four minutes to work the locks, probably longer because it's been awhile since I've doneiit.”

Ryne nodded and didn't mention that she could pop them in amicrosecond. Since she was getting
them in the building and using magic to lift the floorboards, thiswould be his biggest contribution to the

foray.

And she couldn't believe she was worried about treading on a man's ego. While shed never
deliberately run around showing up anyone, Ryne hadn't concedled her strengths from those who knew
shewas Gined ether—yet she was now. She shouldn't et worry about hurting him stand in the way of
what was most expedient, but as she opened her mouth to volunteer to take care of the locks, Deke
glanced a her and smiled. It was awere-in-this-together look, and instead of laying it on theline, she
smiled back and let it go.

Flipping the paper over, he began to sketch the layout of the apartment asit had been when held lived
there. This onewas quicker since he could only draw the walls and windows.

"I'd like to break in while the resdents are away and not while they're deeping, but if we go too early,
ther€ll be traffic. People coming back from dinner or ashow. People going out for alate bite. We're
safer inthe dead of night.”

"| can encase the bedroom in abarrier to block sound and to prevent the couple from exiting. Where
did you stash the notes?'

"Thisisthe spot right here." Deke drew arectangle near the outsde wall. "1 stuck them far back and
I'm hoping that prevented them from being found even if the contractors raised those loose boards.”

Thiswhole mission was based on hope and not much else. Ryne sighed and stared at the plan. The
spot hed marked wasn't too far from the master bedroom wall. 1t was definitely agood thing she could
do magic.

She didnt redize Deke had shifted behind her until she straightened and bumped into him. He wasn't
pinning her, but he was so close, she could fedl the hest of his body seep into hers.

"Turn around, Ryne," he said softly.

Looking over her shoulder, she saw thefirein hiseyes and shook her head. Facing him wastoo
dangerous.

"No, it'snot," he disagreed and she stiffened, but before she could do more than wonder if hewas
reading her mind again, Deke continued, "Wewon't go any farther than you want.”

That was the problem. Something about him undermined her common sense and she wanted more
than what waswise.

Deke moved until hewas directly in back of her. Before Ryne could stop hersdlf, sheleaned into him.
Hishandstook her hips, adjusting her pogition until shefit againgt him perfectly.

"It'seader for you when I'm behind you, isnt it?!



Instead of answering, shetipped her head forward, baring her nape. He pressed hislipsthere, strung a
line of kisses around her neck until he reached her pulse point. The nip was quick, but it [eft her gasping.
"Agan."

Hedid and licked the sting away. "Turn around, Ryne."

And she did. She knew better, but she didn't care. Deke's hands stayed on her hips, holding her a
hair's breadth away. It was tantalizing—and one of the most frustrating things she'd experienced. Ryne
broke free and pressed hersdlf againgt him. Hisarms went around her, and now he held her close.

"Kissme, babe," he murmured, his mouth nearly brushing hers. " Show me what you like."

Ryne started dow with little lingering kisses at the corners of his mouth before she met him squardly.
Deke responded, but he didn't take the lead. She deegpened the kiss, pulling his head to hers. And till he
let her set the pace.

It was maddening, aggravating—and it made the fire burn hotter. The ideathat she was the one doing
the seducing aroused her. Ryne growled and tugged his shirt free of his pants so she could run her hands
over hiswarm skin, fed the taut muscles benesath her pams.

Deke's control dipped, but he reined himsdlf back in. Ryne didn't want him tamed, she wanted him as
wild as shefdyt right then. She writhed againgt him, stroked him with her bodly.

The days shed held hersdlf tightly in check seemed like afoolish waste of time. Ryne muttered a
complaint as he broke the kiss, but when his shirt was off and she had all that bare skin exposed to her
eyes, to her hands and mouth, she smiled.

She pressed akiss a the base of histhroat, traced his collarbone with her tongue and tasted the dight
sdtiness of hisskin. Ryne moved lower, bit at his pec and dipped her fingers under the waistband of his
jeans.

Theworld spun, and when it righted itself, she was on the bed, Deke at her side. He kissed her, and

thistime, he was the onein command. With one hand, he fumbled with the buttons to her shirt, but she
pushed him aside and undid them herself. They worked together to open the front clasp of her bra.

Hegtared, afinger lightly tracing her areola. Ryne arched, wanting him to use his mouth, but while he
put hisleg over hers, he didn't take the hint and do what she needed most. Frustrated, she pushed him
onto hisback and straddled him. He tried to move, but she leaned forward, pinning hiswriststo the bed
and forcing him to bend to her will. If hewasn't going to do thingsright, she would.

Mo cridhe, you learned well .

Rynewent ice cold. "No!" Get out of my head. And she increased the energy to her mind shield,
blocking Anise.

Shakily, Ryne pulled her shirt closed and dipped off to the side. She had learned well. She'd treated
Deke dmost exactly the way her mentor had behaved with her human males.

Co-aigneach. Maybe she and Anise redly were two of akind.
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CHAPTER

They had every light in their hotel room ablaze, but it did nothing to relieve her unease. Low risk or not,
she couldn't quite believe that breaking the law was smart. She kept quiet, though, and at Deke's nod,
Ryne looked down at the sketch she held and focused on the camera positions. This was one of those
times where remote sght would redly comein handy, but instead, she had to rely on his drawing of the
gpartment building's halway.

When she felt confident that she had her energy directed toward each of the four cameras, Ryne
began to chant. Because she was modifying aspell in away she hadn't tried before, she went dower than
usua. Fooling dectronic equipment was difficult anyway and it wasimportant she get thisright. Her god
was to hold the current view of the hall in lieu of alive shot. Of course, if someone waswalking through
right now, that would shoot her plan to hell—if it worked at all.

Ryne reached the end and closed the incantation. She drew in a deep breath and dowly released it,
clearing her body of resdua energy. It was crucid she be centered before she attempted to transport
Deke. If she messed up the camera spdll, hed find himself rounded up by security, but if shemadea
mistake on this second proclamation, she could injure or even kill him.

"Arewe set on the cameras?' he asked.
"I think so, but | won't know for sure until were there”
"I'll take my chances. Send me over.”

Ryne didn't want to. She wanted to keep Deke here, to tell him to forget the whole scheme, but shed
aready committed to this, and unlikely asit was, if there was a chance something in his notes could help
defeat Anise, she needed that information. "I'll be right behind you—don't start without me, okay?"

"Sure, babe," he agreed with asmirk.

His cavdier attitude made her scowl. Until she arrived, he was going to be on hisown. If Anise or one
of her minions was waiting, Deke could die before she got there—the protection spell she had around
him wouldn't last long—but shed explained the potentid problems earlier and held been serious enough
then. She had to trust that he got it.

"Areyou ready?' Ryne asked.

"Almogt." He closed the distance between them and leaned down to kiss her. It was short, sweet, but
Deke eased away so dowly, hislipsclung to hers.

She knew what he was doing. It wasn't merely reassurance for what they were about to do, he was
aso teling her that dthough sheld pulled away from him this afternoon, everything was dl right. Hewas
wrong.

"Okay, now you can send me," hetold her.

Softly, Ryne began the incantation. Normally, she sent itemsto and fro without saying or even thinking
aword—everything worked by focusing the energy—but Deke was human and this was meant for
inanimate objects. She wasn't taking any chances.



It wasabrief spell. Reluctantly, she closed it and he was gone. Ryne didn't bother with acleansing
breath thistime; sheimmediately began the proclamation to open the transit. The instant she completed it,
she crossed. Her eyes scanned the hal until she spotted Deke crouched in front of the far door, studying
thelock. She alowed hersalf adeep breath. He was okay.

When she reached him, he handed her a penlight and pointed toward the dead bolt. The hallway had
light, but it must not be enough for him. With ashrug, she turned it on and aimed it while he pulled out his
tools. Deke hadn't wanted her to accompany him earlier in the evening when they'd bought them, but
since she had the money, he couldn't go without her.

They'd entered aneighborhood so bad that Ryne had been happy she could throw fire. The negative
energy—and the dark-force creatures that were attracted to it—made her more uneasy than the humans,
athough they couldn't be discounted. Nothing had happened while they'd been there, but she'd been glad
to get out of the area.

Deke inserted the tenson wrench into the lock. Hed walked her through the tools and their purpose,
and if they had timeto kill a some point, she'd ask him to show her how to pick alock. Just for fun.
When he had that tool the way he wanted it, he did in thelifter pick.

Ryneleaned over his shoulder, trying to see what he was doing. When he turned his head to frown at
her, she realized she was bresthing down his neck and backed up a pace. The adrendine pumping
through her system made the minutes he spent on the lock seem like forever. Nervoudy, she looked
around, half expecting to see guards rounding the corner, but the hal remained empty.

More minutes passed. Ryne wanted to use her magic to get them insde, but she fought the desire. It
was only after he believed hisrolewas avita part in thismisson that Deke had been hisusudl,
pain-in-the-ass self. He needed to fed necessary and sheld curb her impatience to give that to him.

There was a soft click and he grinned at her.

He stood, dipped the tools back into their case, then eased the door open. The apartment was dark.
Ryne grabbed hisarm to keegp him in place. "Spell," she mouthed, indicating she wanted to corrd the
residents before they entered.

When Deke nodded, Ryne silently repeated the containment proclamation and one that would block
sound from the bedrooms. As soon as shefinished, she released him. Turning on asecond penlight, he
led the way inside the unit, closing the door behind them. Part of her relaxed—they should be safe from
arrest now.

Even with the mini flashlights, though, it took aminute for her eyesto adjust to the much lower leve of
illumination. As soon asthey did, she looked around. The place was |oaded with furniture and
knickknacks—one false move and they'd make enough noise to rouse the dead.

Ryne followed Deke on his zigzag path to the back of the room. He stopped short and pointed. An
oversized chair that looked like it weighed half aton sat atop the spot he indicated and under that was an
arearug that covered ahdl of alot of the floor. It wasn't a huge problem, but it would dow them.

Deke was wrestling with the chair before she could volunteer to move it with magic and Ryne
swallowed her offer. Thiswas one more thing he could contribute to their mission, and with the
protection she had up around the bedrooms, they weren't going to be caught. Shewinced ashelost his
grip and the leg thudded against the floor. Probably they wouldn't be caught—as long as he didn't wake
up the downgtairs neighbors.

When he had the chair shifted to an open space, Deke rolled up the rug and started pressing around,



testing how secure the floorboards were. Nothing moved.
"Thisisit," hesaid and drew arectangle with hisfinger.

She nodded and tried to lift it with her magic. The boards were down tight. Ryneincreased the
strength, and with a squealing groan, the section rose.

Deke kndlt beside the space and put his hand in the opening. He went down lower, reached farther
ingde, and she knew he hadn't found anything. When helaid on hisbelly to reach farther yet, Ryne was
tempted to tell him to giveit up. She didn't. If he needed to grope around for an hour to prove to himsalf
that his notes were gone, sheéd giveit to him.

"Yed" Deke said and Ryne jerked her eyes off hisass.

Moving into asitting position, he shone the penlight on the sealed plastic bag he held. "Lookslike
everything'shere," hetold her. "No damage either.”

"Good. Now can we leave?’
He smirked at her. "Y oull never make agood thief. Y ou're much too uptight.”
"And honest,” Ryne added.

"That, t00," he said, getting to hisfeet. "Close up the floor, then well put everything where it belongs
and go back to the hotel."

Ryne gestured with two fingers, returning the floorboardsto their origind position, and ingtaling them
astightly asthey'd been when they'd arrived. Her relief was short lived. While he was unrolling the rug,
shefelt something enter the room. She strengthened the protection spells around both of them and turned.

Crap.

The temperature dropped fast, becoming amost arctic. Ryne didn't react, smply continued to watch
him approach.

"What are you looking at?' Deke asked.

"Just stay Hill," Ryne ordered. When the ghost stopped in front of her, she said to him, ™Y ou know
you're deed, right?"

"I know."

He was probably used to scaring people with his gruesome appearance. Half his head was blown
off—maybe held even done it himself. From the angle, it could have been sdf-inflicted.

"Y ou're supposed to go to the light.” In her periphera vision, she saw Deke shift and sllently willed
him to stay back.

"Thisismy building; youretrespassing,” the apparition said, menacein hisvoice.

Ryne guessed he was lying. If theréd been aghost here when she and Deke had toured the other
gpartment, she would havefdt it, but the place had been clean. Y ou weren't here this afternoon.”

"Babe, what'sgoing—"

Before Deke could say another word, the ghost flung hisarm out, throwing energy. The fussy things
covering the fireplace mantel crashed to the floor, shattering onimpact.

"Isthat supposed to scare me?' Ryne snapped her fingers and the shards of glass reassembled



themsalvesinto the figurines they'd originally been. Y ou're supposed to go to the light,” she repested.
"Or are you too cowardly to see what's there?"

He sent knickknacks flying at her and Deke, but Ryne threw ahard wall and they crashed into i,
faling harmlessly to the floor. She put those back together, too.

"Y ou're not much of aghogt. I've dedt with spiritsalot more frightening than you."
That deflated him. "If you were norma, you'd be scared. It ain't my fault you're not.”

Anise hadn't sent him, that was obvious. She would have found one that was far more powerful,
something that would be a match for—Ryne stopped short. Had her mentor had anything to do with the
wraith sheld faced at equinox? Thetiming was pretty coincidenta if she hadn't. The ghost shifted and she
put the ideaaside. Right now, she had to do some spirit counsdling.

Deke moved again and Ryne put her body squarely in front of his. She didn't need him trying to help
her and aggravating the situation. "Y ou followed us out of that bad neighborhood this afternoon and
tralled ushere" shesaid.

"l told you, | live here."

"That's bullshit, we both know it. Why'd you decide to come with us?' Ryne had a pretty good idea,
but he needed to redizeit. "That areawas your home."

"Long time ago. Back before those other things moved in. | don't like them.” Hefolded hisarms over
hischest. "I ain't going back there either.”

"l didn't say you had to, did 1?7 Why did you follow us?'

He stayed stubbornly silent, but Ryne stared at him, not looking away from his one remaining eye. The
ghost fidgeted, growing uncomfortable under her steedy perusd. "He shines," the ghost said pointing to
Deke. "Y ou kinda do, too—not like him though.”

Her heart stuttered in her chest. How much had her dance with the dark side tainted her aura? It
worried her. What if shewereturning, diding into darkness without redlizing it? She pushed the fear
aside. Thiswas something €lse sheld have to consider later. " And you've been surrounded by the dark
spirits and those humanswho are dark for along time."

"Toolong."

Rynefdt more energy fill the room, but thiswas glowing, beautiful. ™Y ou have friends hereto help you
crossover. They'll go with you through the light.”

"l an'tgoing.”
"Why not? It's what you're supposed to do.”
"I likeit better here.”

Deke grew restive again and she made asharp gesture behind her back, warning him not to move. An
infuriated poltergeist wasn't fun to dedl with. "If that were true, you wouldn't have been attracted to his
light. Y ou want to go, but you're afraid.” He didn't respond and Ryne decided to be blunt. "Y ou're
worried because you committed suicide, aren't you?"

He sad nothing.

"It'stimeto stop running,” shetold him.



For along moment, the ghost was silent. "Does hethink | should cross over? He's the one who shines
bright."

Ryne battled the fear back again. As much as she wanted to take care of this, she knew the words
had to come from Deke. Sheturned to look a him. "Tell our ghost he should go to the light, okay?"

Deke must have cued in on where her eyes were directed, because he managed to look directly at the
gopaition. "Go to thelight," he said with ahint of shyster mediumin hisvoice.

"Will you help me?' the ghost asked, addressing Deke.

"Hell encourage you," Ryne answered, since Deke hadn't heard the question, "but it's not our placeto
help you cross. Y ou sense them around you, don't you? That'stheir job.”

They stared at each other for along time, then about the time Ryne thought she was going to haveto
tell him again that it wastime to leave, she saw the light envelop him. In an ingtant, the ghost was gone
and so were those who'd cometo assst him.

"Okay," Ryne said as sheturned, "he l€eft." She popped the chair back into position. "And we're ready
to get out of here."

"Y ou can explain that ghost deal back in our room."

She nodded, but Ryne didn't want to talk about it. She was Ginedl; her aurashould be brighter than
any human's—unless she was turning. Had the dark forces | eft her after sheld rescued Deke or had they
remained, unnoticed by her? Later, she reminded herself. They had to get out of here now.

Carefully, she did the spell to transport Deke, then quickly removed the magic from the cameras and
from around the bedrooms. It took only amoment before she crossed the trangit.

Rynewaked into hell.

When Deke arrived in the room, the firgt thing he saw was an intruder. He didn't think robbery wasthe
motive, not when the freak was stroking apair of Ryne's panties. At least the bastard wasn't masturbating
with them, but it pissed Deke off. If anyone was going to play with her lingerie, it was going to be
him—preferably while she waswearing it.

He put his notes silently on the bed and demanded, "What the fuck do you think you're doing?'

The guy dropped the panties and turned. Only then did Deke redize it wasn't human. In the blink of an
eye, he assessed the creature. It was so pasty, he wondered if it was an abino. The only color came
from its jet-black pupils and the clothesit wore. It had four arms. The lower set, positioned about
eighteen inches below its shoulders, looked like the legs of an eagle complete with four claws. This
couldn't be good.

Dekeimmediatdly braced himself for an attack and he wasn't wrong. The thing lunged acrossthe
distance separating them and he barely had time to bring his arm up to block the blow.

His question about how far the secondary arms could extend was answered when it dashed out with
one of them. Deke jerked back, but he wasn't fast enough. A set of talonsraked hisforearm and he
hissed as pain seared through him.

He pushed it out of hismind, and spinning, delivered ahigh round kick to its chest. That drovethe
freak back a step.



The abino attacked with aflurry of blows and Deke was unable to block most of them. He retreated,
trying to evade the claws. It followed him and Deke ended up leaning backward over the table, the thing
grinning and drooling above him. Reaching behind him, Deke searched for aweapon. He needed
something—fadt.

Hisfingers closed around a chopstick asthe talons of the cregture's right arm headed for his heart.
With full force, he drove the wooden implement into the bastard's chest. The thing roared, the sound a
combination of growl and screech. Purple blood spurted, falling on Deke, the table, and the hotel's
carpet, but the strike was enough to drive the thing back afew steps and Deke scrambled out of range.

It recovered fast and legped at him again, driving him into the wall hard enough to forcethe air from
his lungs. Those talons shot out and he spun to avoid them. Thetips grazed his chest, ripping his shirt and
dicnginto skin.

Thistime, instead of backing away, Deke launched his own assault. He reached for the painting
hanging on the wall, jerked it loose, and brought it down on the creature's head.

That seemed to royaly piss off the albino, but Deke didn't wait to see what it would do next. He
scooped up ashard of glass and dashed down with it. The blood that streamed from his gash made it
difficult to hang on to the dippery wegpon, but he needed to render at least one of the claws useless.
More purple blood flew as he found his target.

Deke bardly managed to avoid the left talon. He was back by the table again. Damn, he needed more
gpace to maneuver, but hotel rooms only seemed to comein one size. Hetried to use the glass again, but
it dipped out of hishand.

There was one more chopstick on the table. He grabbed it, tried to drive it home, but the abino
anticipated the action. It seemed to grow in size, surrounding him, overwhelming him.

It knocked Deke to the floor and held him down. Hetried to free his hand. If he didn't block the
strike, the bastard was going to rip out his heart. Deke couldn't break loose.

The good talon drovefor his chest. He grit histeeth and fought harder, certain that any moment would
behislast.

But the death blow didn't [and.

The dbino flew off him and Deke leapt to hisfeet. Although hishead swam, heignored the sensation.
He had to be prepared for another attack.

AsDekesvison cleared, he saw the cavary had arrived. Ryne let loose with an intense blast of fire
and she kept the heat on, not stopping even when the thing screamed in agony. It charged at her, but as
Deke moved to help, she brought in morefire, surrounding the fresk with aring of flame.

Rynetightened it and he smelled the acrid odor of burning flesh. It screamed and thundered, and as
thecircle grew smdller till, the dbino sounded asif it were pleading.

Thefireintengfied, burning so brightly that Deke had to look away. All sounds stopped except for the
whisper of her flame.

When the room returned to its origina level of illumination, Deke looked back. Ryne had charred the
freak. "Holy shit, babe, remind me never to pissyou off."

Hedidn't hear her answer. His lightheadedness surged back, and thistime, he couldn't shake it off.
Deke sat down hard on the floor. It had to be blood loss, but he couldn't open his eyesfar enough to
assessthe gash.



Then shewas there. Sweet, sexy, dangerous Ryne. Her hand covered the heart of hiswound and
Deke felt the energy flowing into him. He forced his eyes open and actudly saw the tissue mending on
either sde of her hand. And as hisarm closed, hefdt his dizziness and hisweakness subside.

"What are you doing aside from closing that?' he asked quietly.

"1'm speeding up your body's healing processes and it's producing blood to replace what you logt.”
"Pretty impressve.”

Ryne snorted. "Hardly. I'm not ahedler. If you think thisis good, you should see one of them work."

Shelifted her hand and the gash was nothing more than an angry pink line. Before he could comment,
Ryne carefully lifted his shirt and he raised hisarmsto help her get it off. "These aren't bad," she said,
lightly tracing afinger over thefirst talon wound on hischest. Y ou were lucky."

"l know." Deke scowled as she closed scratch after scratch. He'd been usdless, and if Ryne hadn't
shown up when she had, held be dead. It ate at him. Hed never been helpless beforein hislife. "What
wasthat dbino thing anyway?"

"We cdl them baine and they have more than enough magic to get around the protection | had on the
hotel room." Ryne closed the last wound and sat back on her hedls. "How do you fed now?”

"Fine. Why didn't it use any of its powers against mewhen it attacked?' Again, hefdt how drastic the
differences were between hisworld and Ryne's. It soured Deke's mood further.

"What do you mean he didn't use magic? Areyou sure?’
"Yeah, I'm sure. Unlessyou cdl those tdons magica, everything it did was physicd.”

Ryne looked perplexed and it assuaged his ego some to know that he wasn't the only one confused.
Before he could ask why she was puzzled, though, someone knocked on their door.

They looked at each other and froze.
The knock came again, louder. " Security."

"Oh, crap," Ryne muttered. She chanted quickly, and Deke found himself cleaned up, the congedled
blood gone from his body, and dressed in fresh clothes. " Someone probably heard thefight in here and
cdleditin. Gogdl himwhilel clean theroom.”

Deke nodded and got to hisfeet. "Coming," he caled. When he got to the door, he looked out the
peephole and saw two men in navy blazers with walkie-talkies hooked onto their belts. "Do you have
someidentification?”

"Sir, open the door."

He glanced over. Ryne was working fast. The remains of the baine were gone, but the room was gill a
shambles. "Hey, buddy, | don't know you from Adam. This could be some ploy for you and your friend
to get in and rob me. | want to see some proof you are who you say. That shouldn't be aproblem if
yourelegit."

They each held up a card that said they were hotdl security. "Areyou satisfied now?"

Deke checked on Ryne again and she held up one finger. Shit, he didn't know how much longer he
could gtd| them. "Why are you knocking & thistime of night?'



"Sir, if you don't open this door, well haveto bring in the police.”

"Okay," Ryne said, and Deke saw she had the room perfect and the television on, sound muted. He
opened the door and stepped aside to let the two security guysin.

"Maam areyou al right?" the one who'd done the talking asked her.

"Sure. Why wouldn't | be?" Ryne came over to them and leaned into his side. Deke's arm went over
her shoulders, the motion dmost areflex.

"We had reports of afight in here.”
Ryne shrugged. "The reports are wrong. Weve just been Stting, watching amovie”
"Do you mind if welook around?' the other guy said.

"Go ahead," Deke said, hoping Ryne had fixed everything that had broken. If these two found pieces
of glass or other signs of afight, he had the feding they'd be dedling with the LAPD.

The security team checked the garbage cans, the bathroom, the drawers, but came up empty. He
sgueezed Ryne's shoulders. Sheldd done alot of work in ashort amount of time. She smiled up at him and
winked. He grinned because usualy he was the one giving her that sgna. Maybe he was rubbing off on
her.

At lagt, the duo conceded defeat and apologized for the visit. "I don't know what everyone heard,”
oneof them said.

"Maybeit wasthe TV," Ryne suggested. "We are watching an action movie and there were fight
scenesinit.”

A couple of minutes later, Deke closed the door behind them and locked it. "All | have to say, babe,
isit'sadamn good thing you didn't really need help from hotel security. They took their own sweet time
checking out what must have sounded like amurder to the people in the adjacent rooms.”

"They probably aren't paid enough to deal with an attack in progress.” Ryne walked over to the
televison and turned it off. "How are you feding?' she asked. "Any resdud pan?'

"Nah, I'm just hungry and thirsty."
"That's probably from the blood |oss and regeneration. How do you fedl about cold Chinese food?"
"Bringiton."

Shewent to therefrigerator, dug out the leftovers, and brought them to the table. "They've got pop in
thefridge. Did you want acan?'

"No. Therésnoway in hel I'm spending over twenty times the amount they paid for it."

Ryne laughed at him, but Deke didn't mind. "How about you?" he asked as he unwrapped afork. This
time hewasn't using chopsticks. "How are you holding up, especidly with dl the magic you had to use
tonight?"

"I'mfing" shetold him.

He couldn't quiz her further, not immediately, because she disappeared into the bathroom. When she
returned with two glasses of water, Deke asked, "Are you sure you're okay?"

"Pogtive." She put the glasses down and sat across from him at the table. "The amount of magic | use



dependsalot on what I'm doing withiit."
"What do you mean?'

"I'm atroubleshooter. That denotes a certain level of power, of course, but it dso indicatesa
particular skill set." She must have read the confusion he flt because she explained, "Likewhen |
mended you. That cost me more magic than it would a healer because that's not what my innate tdent is.
On the other hand, shooting fireis natural for me, but a healer wouldn't be ableto hold it for half aslong
as| did and probably would be drained afterward.”

Deke nodded. " So the stuff you did tonight was mostly what comes easily to you?'
"A lot of it."" Ryne unwrapped a second fork and dug into her box of chow mein.

He thought about asking more about the baine, but decided it didn't matter right now. Instead, he
considered Ryne as he ate. Even though it was closeto 3 A.M., she didn't appear tired. He wasn't either.
Adrendine had stormed through him while he'd been fighting, and he had enough experiencethat it didn't
leave him deepy afterward. Looked like she had his sameleve of immunity to the hormone surge.

Deke knew what he wanted to do. He wanted to take Ryne to bed and make love to her until neither
one of them could keep their eyes open any longer. And he couldntt.

The last time held held her, held promised her she could set the pace. Instead, Deke had lost control,
had put her on her back, and covered the lower half of her body with his. That had been enough to freak
her out. Sheld amost immediately flipped him off of her, then pinned him to the bed. Only then had the
terror comeinto her eyes.

Maia had said that Ryne was screwed up when it came to men—he'd stood outside the kitchen that
first morning and listened to them talk. Ryne had only been twelve when sheédd goneto live with Aniseand
sheld told him disdainfully about the human maes that had come and gone while she'd been there.

Sure, Ryne had powers, but young kids could be easy for an adult to scare. Or her perverted mentor
could have had ahand in it aswell. Deke forced his grip to relax before he snapped the fork. If that bitch
had been part of it, hewas going to kill her. He didn't care that he was humarn—no one hurt Ryne without

paying aprice. Especidly that way.

Maybe he was dow, but Deke had findly figured it out. Ryne was astough asthey came. Therewas
only one possible reason that she'd react so violently, then look so panic-stricken about him putting his
body over hers. It made sense now.

Some son of abitch had molested her.

15
CHAPTER

Ryne hid a yawn behind her hand as she waited for the desk clerk to check them out. Damn, she was
tired, but she hadn't been able to deep. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the bain€'s claws mere
inches from Deke's chest. Hed nearly died and that shook her up more than sheld expected.

Thered been other thoughts racing through her mind aswell. Sheld jump from hisclose call to the
security of their room to her concern that she'd dready delved too deeply into gray magic. And Ryne had



struggled againg the desire to curl into hisside and hold on tightly to Deke while she shared her fears
withhim.

Stupid. She knew that, but it didn't make the need any less. Ryne was so tired of dedling with
everything done, so tired of being alone. She didn't need anyone else to take care of her problems—she
handled her own—Dbut she did want someoneto listen to her. To hug her. Was that too much to ask?

He leaned his back against the desk beside her, both elbows resting on the high counter as he studied
thelobby area, and Ryne drank him in. Deke's face wasimpassive, not ahint of the smirk he usudly
displayed, and he hadn't tried to touch her last night. With adrendine flowing through both of them, sheld
expected some kisses hot enough to burn brain cells. Hot enough to make her forget the reasonswhy she
shouldn't want him to touch her. But they'd gone to bed and held stayed on hisside.

Deke had even dept.
"Mdam?'

"Sorry," Ryne gpologized and took the pen to sign the receipt. She'd been amillion miles away and
that was another mistake. Anise would have no compunction about attacking in a hotel |obby—the
deaths of bystanders would be nothing except collateral damageto her.

Ryne put her credit card and her copy of the bill in her purse and said to Deke, "L et's get out of here.”

When they werein the car, Ryne leaned back and tried to rub the gritty feeling from her eyes. It didn't
help, but maybe she could catch anap on the plane. It should be safe enough to deep there if she were
ableto block out the other passengers. Timing the opening of atrangit to end up onboard an aircraft
rocketing a five hundred miles an hour was only something the very desperate would attempt. Anise
wasn't there. Yet.

"Do you mind if we make a couple of stops on our way to the airport?’ Deke asked quietly.

She nearly asked if he wasjoking, but Ryne could see from hisface that he wasn't. Her first thought
wasto remind him of how little time they had before his freedom ended and that they couldn't afford to
wadteit, but it was aspecious argument. They'd just be waiting for their flight anyway.

Her second reason againg it, that they were vulnerable, ran into the same problem—they werein as
much danger a the airport as anywhere dse. "No, that'sfine," she findly conceded. "Aslong aswe don't
misstheflight."

"Wewont."
"And aslong as you're not planning to see people you know. Remember what Aniseis capable of "
Hisjaw hardened. "I'm not putting anyone sein theline of fire, trust me."

They drovein slence. She didn't know what was bugging Deke and she wastoo tired to try and figure
it out. Instead, Ryne mulled over what she had to do when they got home. First, she decided, wasto
contact Fia. She needed an update. Second, was to start examining Deke's notes. They'd both need to
go through them because she knew Anise and he didn't. She could spot something that meant nothing to
him. He flipped on the turn signa and she put aside her thoughts.

It shocked the hell out of her when they pulled into the parking lot of aflorist. Deke didn't say one
word as they entered the store, didn't so much as grimace, but Ryne could fed hisimpatience. He didn't
want her dogging his hedls, and when she pulled out her credit card to pay for the thirteen coral rosesand
abottle of water, she swore he wanted to growl.



"Hang on to these, babe." He handed the bouquet to her asthey reached the car.
When he had the engine started, Ryne said dryly, "I guessthat meansthe roses aren't for me."

Deke grinned. It wasreluctant, but it wasred. "Sorry. When | get you flowers, they won't be
something thistraditiond. Y ou're not a pale rose type of woman."

"Wheat kind of flower would you pick?’

"For you, I'd choose something bright and exotic. And I'd damn well pay for them mysdlf," he added
with ascowl.

Ryne swalowed the sigh. He had far too much pride, but she had to respect him for his desire to pay
hisway. Too many people would have felt they were entitled after Anise had imprisoned them,
consdered it reparation or something, but not Deke. The only thing he wanted wasto be free
permanently.

He grew more tense as he drove, and Ryne reached out and rested a hand on histhigh before she
could think better of it. Deke shot her aquestioning glance, but instead of speaking, she squeezed hisleg.
Shedidn't want to consider what this need to comfort him meant. It would be one more thing to keep her
awake at night and she had plenty of others aready.

The dark forces had whispered to her again as she'd fought the baine. With her emotions running high,
the enticement had been amost more than she could resist.

That wasthe key phrase—with her emotions running high.

Now she knew why sheld had emotional control drilled into her head: atroubleshooter was more
vulnerable to turning without it. But when she'd seen that damn thing on top of Deke, ready to rip out his
heart, she'd lost her self-command. Sheld used alot more force to pull the baine off than she'd needed.
That wasn't the worgt of it, though. Ryne could have killed it much more humanely than she had; shed
deliberately made it suffe—she'd tortured it—before ending it.

That was something Anise would have done.
Co-aigneach. That kept coming back to haunt her. Could she trust herself any longer?

Deke—a human—shone brighter than her according to the ghost. That had to mean her aurawas
dimmed by dark magic. She couldn't alow hersdlf to turn. Ryne refused. Sheld et hersdlf diein battle
before she'd givein to the dark.

But what if it wastoo late?

Deke made aright-hand turn and she redlized they were in a cemetery. Somehow that seemed oddly
appropriate. He drove dowly on the curved road and pulled to stop.

"I don't suppose you'd stay in the car?’
Ryne shook her head. "Until thisisover, | go where you go. No exceptions.”
"That'swhat | figured.”

He was around the front of the car in time to take the flowers from her and help her out. Instead of
walking with her as he usualy did, though, Deke went aheed, leaving her to follow. Ryne hurried after
him.

She dowed her pace when he came to astop in front of one of the grave markers. It was large, the



kind of headstone used for adouble plot, and in the center stood an empty vase. He unwrapped the
flowers and stuck them in it, then emptied the bottle of water inside.

Deke fiddled with the roses, arranging them, which shocked her given his persondity. He plucked a
single stem from the batch and laid it on one side of the headstone. Only then did he stand and move
back far enough for Ryne to see the names on the marker. 1t had to belong to his parents.

Ryne blinked hard a couple of timesto clear the moisture. The damn man got to her on so many
different levels, she was redling, but this touched her more deeply than was comfortable.

Hed laid the flower down on the side that had his mother's name—He en—engraved on it. Deke had
told her he was thirty-four. Ryne did some math and figured out he'd been twelve when held lost her.
That comment he/d made in the mal made sense now, the one about doing his own laundry from thetime
he was akid. She looked at the other side of the grave marker. His father's name was Danid, too. That
explained why Deke wasn't cdled Dan—it might get too confusing. Then she noted the date carved in the
stone—his dad had died when Deke had been twenty-six.

He knew about alone. She'd bet on it.

Crouching down, he pulled some weeds that had sprung up next to the headstone. Despite hisfour
and ahdf years away, the site was clean and in good condition. Someone had obvioudy taken care of it
and she hoped that made him fedl better, but she doubted that it did.

When he had the areatidied, he took the refuse to a nearby trash receptacle, then returned to stand in
front of the graves. Ryne stayed back, giving him as much privacy as she could—Deke was such aguy
that her presence was probably embarrassing. She wanted to go to him, though, to offer what comfort
she could, and as the minutes ticked by, the urge became too strong to resist. She walked up beside him
and took his hand. Because she knew he wouldn't want her looking a him while he wasthisvulnerable,
Ryne stared straight ahead at the headstone.

After acouple of minutes, Deke's hand gripped hers more tightly and she risked asking, ™Y our mom
liked cord roses?'

"Yeah." Hisvoice wasthick and he cleared it before adding, "My dad brought them home for her
every month, but when she was sick, he brought one home each day."

"That's swedt."

"He loved her more than anything in the world and he was ot for along time after she died. | think
the only thing that kept him sane was hisjob. He worked alot of overtimeto pay the medical bills—he
hated being in debt—but it aso kept him from dwelling on the pain.”

Ryne twined their fingers and leaned into his side. Maybe this was where Deke's need to pay her back
had originated. "What happened to your mother?"

"Ovarian cancer.” He ayed slent for aminute and Ryne didn't press. "She would have liked you. My
mom was afighter, too; in adifferent way than you, but every bit as stubborn.”

Deke became quiet again and she stood with him. This section of the cemetery was empty. She
looked around. Many of the other graves had flowers on them, so people visited, but not at midafternoon
on aweekday.

"My dad would have liked you, too. Y ou don't put up with my shit—he'd appreciate that. Of course, |
can till push your buttons." He sounded amused as he said that |ast part.

Shelooked at him, and sure enough, he was smiling. "'Y eah, well, you're pushing them lessand less.



Y ou notice | don't even wince anymore when you call me babe.”
"l noticed. That'swhy I'm not using it as often.”
Ryne frowned a him. "Not as much fun for you."
"Exactly." He sobered and went slent again.
"What did he do?' she asked, curious about hisfamily.

"My dad was a cop, too." Deke paused and his hand briefly firmed around hers once more before he
added, "He was so damn proud | joined the force. I—It didn't take melong to figure out it wasn't for me.
All the crap. Fuck, Ryne, | thought | was going to lose my mind, but | couldn't quit.”

"It soundsto melike your dad not only would have understood, but that he would have wanted you to
be happy.”

"He would have, but—" Deke stopped short.

"But you loved him enough that you didn't want to disgppoint him, so you hung in there and hid how
youredly fdt."

"Yeah. | lasted another year after he died. Y ou know why | finaly did leave—I told you aready.”
"1 remember. What happened to him?" she asked softly.

"Killed intheline of duty.” Another long silence. "There was atoddler held hostage by her uncle. My
dad went out saving her life—hewould have liked that.”

Ryne understood the tone of Deke's voice—a combination of frustration and pride. Sheld lost both
her parentsin theline of duty, too. Not that sheld ever had the type of reationship with either one of them
that he'd had with hismom and dad, but it had still torn her up in many different ways.

"Sounds like both your parents were heroes,” she said quietly. "Not an easy thing to live up to."

Deke studied her, and though it made Ryne uncomfortable, she didn't try to hide anything from
him—she couldn't after the way held opened himself to her. "I'm guessing you had some big shoestofill
yoursdlf. Want to tell me about it?"

Shedidn't, not redly, but shewould. "My parents were both troubleshooters. Since they were
married, they shared aterritory and amost always worked together. | never saw them in battle, but the
accounts said they were incredibly powerful.” Ryne knew she sounded matter-of-fact, but she couldn't
help it. "They were assigned to hunt someone who'd turned when the origina enforcer who had the job
was murdered by that man. Lessthan sx months|ater, he'd killed them, too."

"Héll, babe, I'm sorry." Deke pulled her into hisarms and rested his cheek againgt her head. "How old
wereyou?"'

"Fourteen." She could remember getting the news asiif it were yesterday—the bewilderment, the
denid, the regrets, the loss. Ryne had insisted on seeing her mom and dad despite the council'swarning
that they hadn't died peacefully. It had been impossible for her to believe they were gone, though, and
she needed proof. Anise had been the one to sway the ceannards and it had been her mentor who'd
accompanied her to see the bodies. And it had been her mentor who'd helped her through the trauma,
the nightmares, and the grief.

"Did anyone get thisguy?' Deke asked, voice low.



Ryne laughed without amusement. Y esh, Anisetricked and killed him. Sometimes | wonder if this
was what broke her. She would have had to go very dark to defeat thisman. What if I'm hunting
someone who turned only because she tapped in to black magic so she could capture the person who
killed my parents?'

"That isn't what you told me. Y ou said Anise had turned before you were sent to her.”

Hewastrying to make her fed better. "1 could be wrong. I'm guessing based on some of the things
shedid." Rynewrapped her asams around hiswaist and held on tightly. "The truth isthat usually therés no
way to pinpoint the moment someone embraces the dark forces. Occasiondly, someone will make the
deliberate decision to turn, but that's rare. Most of thetime, it'sagradual dide and it can be so dow that
even the person hersdf may not be aware, not at first." She met hisgaze. "I've gone pretty deep mysdlf
and | hear the dark forces calling me often. I'm scared,” she admitted with reluctance.

"You're not turning.”
"Y ou can't know that."

Deketightened hisgrip on her. "Bullshit. | know you. Y ou're so damn honorable you can't evenlie
eadly. I've questioned ten-year-olds who do a better job at it than you do.” He smiled. "Trust me, you're
dtill okay."

He pressed akissto her forehead, then pulled her snugly against his body and gently rocked her.

Somewhere between the smile and kiss, the bottom had dropped out of Ryne'sworld. Intellectualy,
sheknew it hadn't been that sudden, that if she looked backward, she would spot amillion little instances
that had led to this moment. It didn't matter, though; the redlization had felt that abrupt. Her heart
continued to pound wildly, her palms were damp, and she was more afraid of thisthan shewas of the
dark forces.

Damn it, shéd redly doneit thistime.
Shed fdlenin love with Deke Summers.

Deke glanced over to check on Ryne. Her head was back against the seat and she had her eyestightly
shut to block the early morning sun. They'd made it to the airport in plenty of timefor their flight, but the
damn airline had canceled it and they'd ended up on the red-eye. She was paying the price for the delay
and he thought this headache was much worse than the one she'd had when they'd landed in L.A.

Shel'd wanted to drive, but held taken the keys away from her at the park-and-ride. Rynewasin no
condition to be behind the whedl, and since she hadn't put up much of an argument, Deke figured she
knew it.

Her paleness concerned him, as did the fact that if they were attacked, it was up to him to protect
both of them. Ryne had said she could fight, but he disagreed. She wouldn't even see athreat coming
until it wastoo late. It scared him to know how helpless he was against these creatures that kept showing
up. How could he defend her when he couldn't even defend himsalf?

Someidiot cut him off and Deke braked hard. Ryne whimpered and he reached out to rub her leg.
"Sorry. Hang in there; were dmost home.”

Ryne made anoiseto let him know she heard him, but it wasn't an actua word. With afrown, he
returned his hand to the whedl. She'd talked about healers and Deke wondered how he could get in
touch with one.



Hewas gtill mulling that over when they reached their exit. Ten more minutes and held have her safe.
Hetook the turns carefully, not wanting to jostle her again, but Deke had to disturb her when he neared
her place. "Therésacar in your driveway."

She managed to open her eyelids far enough to peer out. "Maia," she said, and the ID of the vehicle
relaxed him.

Deke opened the garage door and pulled in. When the ignition was off and the door down, he went
around to get her. "I'll hep you into the house.”

Ryne leaned heavily into hisside, trusting him to steer her dong. When they reached the grest room,
he had enough space to carry her, so Deke swung her into his arms and headed for the bedroom.

Maiawasin Ryne's spot. "Come on, big sister,” he ordered, "out of bed.” As soon as she vacated the
space, helowered Ryne.

"Jeans off," Ryne said, durring her words.

"You got it." He reached for the button at her waist, and as he worked it loose, he said to Maia, "Get
her shoes”

"What's wrong with my sister?’ Maia demanded, as she dipped Ryne's sneakers off.

"Headache from being in acrowd for too long." He turned back to Ryne. "Lift your hipsfor me." It
took her amoment to respond, and when she did, he pedled her jeans down and off. "I'm going to
remove your bra, too, okay?"

Ryne caught his hand. "Not with Maiahere.”

Deke pointed to the door. "Out so | can make Ryne comfortable.” Big sister looked stunned, but she
obeyed. "Okay, she's gone. Can you sit up for meif | help you?'

She nodded, then groaned, and he figured the movement had hurt. He did a hand behind her back
and used the other to support her head as heraised her. Deke kept one arm around her as he tugged her
shirt off, but he needed both hands to unhook her bra. When he had her free, he lowered her dowly to
the bed. He knew it wasn't right while she was out of commission, but he took a moment to ogle her
anyway. Ryne had nothing on except apair of panties, and Deke had a good look at her body. Shit, she
was absolutely gorgeous—full breasts, anarrow waist, flat ssomach, and those legs of herswent on
forever. Damn, he wanted them wrapped around him.

Reluctantly, he got to hisfeet and dug out one of those long-deeve T-shirts sheliked to deepin. "l
need to lift you one moretime, okay?"

"No."
"When you fed better, do you want to wake up and discover you're naked from thewaist up?’
"Just deep,” Ryneingsted.

Hefigured shed have hisassfor thislater, but he tossed the T-shirt on top of adresser and gently
tugged the blankets over her, tucking them benegth her chin.

"Cdl if you need me, okay?"

Another murmur that he took as agreement. He leaned forward and brushed hislips over her
forehead. For amoment, Deke stood watching her, unwilling to leave her done, but he had to get the
bags from the Explorer and probably hed need to head Maia off at the pass so she didn't irritate Ryne by



hovering. He paused in the hallway, but finally settled for leaving the bedroom door gjar so he'd hear her
if she needed him. Taking adeep breath, he went out to face the music.

"Where the hell have the two of you been?' Maia demanded harshly the instant she spotted him. Sheld
been deeping in her clothes and they were wrinkled. That told Deke how much she cared about her
gster and it tempered his response.

" Shh. Keep your voice down. Ryne'sred sensitive to noise right now.”

"Y ou believe you're some kind of expert on my sster?' she asked increduloudy, but the volume was
much lower.

"No, but I know aswell asyou do how hard these headaches hit her."
That sobered her. "No, actudly | don'. I've never seen Rynelike this. Where were you?"
LA

"Youflew," shesad, redization dawning. "Ryne never flies"" She hestated. " She shouldn't be this
heavily affected, however, not even if she spent aweek in the middle of New Y ork City. A dight
headache, yes, but this—no. If she can't hold her mind shield firmly enough to block out most of the
datic, something is serioudy wrong."

Dekefelt his heart skip abeat and his sense of urgency grew. "Do you know how to call aheder?!

"Yes, | do. Can| call aheder? No. Only aGineal can do that—it's atelepathic request, an ability |
lost. You could hedl her, though, if you wanted.”

"1'm human," Deke scoffed.

"S0? Humans have aways had the ability, but not the belief. It takes both.”
"You can't hed her?'

"Yes, | can,” Maaadmitted, "but I'd rather you did it."

"Why?

The cornersof her lipstipped up. "Y ou don't need to sound suspicious. My reasons aren't nefarious.”
She shrugged. "I'd rather not play with the energy, that'sall.”

Deke knew there was more going on here than he understood, but he wasn't sure he cared. Not right
now. Ryne was who was important. "How do | do it?'

"Ask the universe to direct healing energy into your body and send it through your hands. Y ou put
your pamsto the places on her that seem right—probably somewhere on her heed—then be mentaly
quiet and act as the conduit.”

Deke eyed her skepticaly. Sure Ryne had done something with energy when sheld hedled him, but it
had to be more complicated than that. "What a bunch of bullshit.”

Maaglared & him. "Why don't you try it first before writing it off?"
"Paint taken," he said, and without another word, Deke turned to head back to the bedroom.

"Dan," Maiacadled stopping him. "When she's over the headache, she needsto find out why she can't
hold the shidld. That's serious for any Ginedl, but critica for atroubleshooter.”



Deke nodded and |eft the room. Ryne hadn't moved since the last time held seen her and he carefully
sat down beside her, hiship againgt hers. Enough light seeped around the blindsto let him see the lines of
pain on her face and helightly brushed hisfingers over her brow, wanting to soothe her.

"Here goes nothing," he whispered and followed directions. Deke thought he felt something, but
instead of examining it, hetried to decide where to place his hands. Closing his eyes, he put the center of
his pams over her temples.

Hewasn't able to keep hismind blank, and instead, he concentrated on the image of Ryne back at full
srength. Deke pictured her squaring off with him and giving him as good as she'd gotten. That was one of
the things he liked best about her—Ryne's strength alowed him to be himself.

His pams seemed to be searing hot, but he didn't remove them from her head. He worked on building
the heet, directing it into her. Healing energy was green, Deke decided, and he imagined the color filling

her body, especidly her head.

Before he was ready, his palms cooled. He tried to hold on to the power, to keep sending it to Ryne,
but it was gone. Forced to concede defeat, Deke opened his eyes—and saw she was watching him. He
pulled his arms back and whispered, " Sorry, | didn't want to disturb you.”

"When did you learn to hed?' Ryne asked, voice norma. ™Y ou mean thet redlly did something?' Deke
looked down &t his handsin disbelief.

"Y egh, hotshat, it did.” She smiled up a him. "Thanks."

Bemused, he shook his head. "Don't thank me. Y ou've done more for me than I've done for you.”
Ryne sat up, grabbing the blanket the instant before he saw the good stuff. "Y ou undressed me.”
"l did, and | tried to put a shirt on you, but you refused.”

"I'll takeit now," shesad.

Deke wasalittle surprised by how calm she was, but he wasn't going to question it. He got off the
bed, retrieved the tee he'd tossed aside, and handed it to her.

"Turn your back."
"I've seen you before.”
"And maybe you'll see me again, but not right now. Turn your back."

He opened his mouth, redlized he didn't know what the hell he wanted to say, and shut it again. Deke
faced away from her and wondered if she had any ideathat he could see everything in the mirror. If he
were any kind of gentleman, he wouldn't watch, but he wasn't that well mannered. Ryne had damn fine
breasts, and he didn't think held ever tire of the sight. Unfortunately, it didn't take her long to pull the shirt
on.

Asshelifted her head, their eyes met. Ryne groaned when she redlized hed seen it al and he grinned.
"Sorry, but you are sexy."

She got out of bed and walked around to face him. Singing her arms around his neck, she said,
"You'rejust saying that because you want to get laid.”

"Nope, I'm saying it becauseit'strue. If it helpsme get laid, that's a secondary benefit.”
When Ryne laughed, Deke relaxed and put his hands at her waist. He wasn't sure how she'd respond



to thiskind of teasing, but she'd started it, so he'd taken the chance. Pulling her closer, he went serious.
"How'syour head feding?'

"About ninety percent of norma." Ryne looked away for amoment. "Pleasetell me | was hdlucinating
Maids presence.”

"Sorry. She'sworried about you not being able to hold the mind shield. She said you shouldn't be this
affected by crowds.”

"Crap. And yeah, she'sright, I'm having trouble blocking things, but that's between us—my sster
doesn't need to know she'sright.” He nodded and Ryne continued, "I suppose now that you've made me
fed better, I'm going to have to dedl with her."

"Better than me having to ded with her.”

"Jerk," she complained, but ruined it by smiling a him. "Let me get some pants on and then I'll go get
rid of her."

Ryneturned out of hishold and Deke let her go, but he didn't think Maiawas going to be as easy to
send packing as she hoped. She didn't waste any time pulling on apair of leggings and headed toward
the door. "Why don't you shave while I'm encouraging her to go home?* she suggested.

"Y ou don' like the stubble?' Deke stroked ahand over hischin. "I thought it made me look kind of
hot."

"Hmm," she hummed, neither agreeing nor disagreaing. "But it might be rough againgt my skinif we
kiss"

Deke chuckled as she disappeared. That was a nice piece of manipulation she'd tried there, but she
wasn't as practiced as he was. He thought about keeping the whiskersto seeif he could rile her up, but
decided to shave anyway. There were other ways to make her temper flare without thisand he didn't
want to do anything to put her off hiskisses.

When he reemerged from the bathroom, his good mood disintegrated. Ryne's voice was raised and
that wasn't apromising Sgn. "You're saying | can't go out of town without getting your okay first?"

"It's common courtesy to let me know when you're leaving!" Maiawasn't any softer. "But some guy
says, 'Let'sfly to L.A.," and you hop on the plane without bothering to pick up the phone.”

Shit, the last thing he wanted was to cause friction between the sisters. He went toward the gresat
room, but he wouldn't intercede unless things got out of hand. Playing mediator in adomestic usudly
ended up with both partiesfurious at the guy in the middle.

"l didn't think of it, okay? Sorry. Next timeI'll call." Ryne sounded aggravated, not conciliatory.

"You didn't think of it?" Maids tone made Deke wince. The condescension he heard was guaranteed
to ignite Rynée's temper. "How sdlf-involved and selfish are you? Maybe I'm not a troubleshooter any
longer, but | know the game and | know Anise wantsto kill you. Y ou're supposed to be smart; didn't it
dawn on you that a sudden disappearance would concern me? Not to mention the fact that you have
some strange man in your house. He could be aserid killer for al 1 know."

"Oh, please! Maybe you're not agood judge of character, but I've never screwed up like you have.”

"Just because things are still going well between you and that guy doesn't mean you'rein for smooth
saling and it doesn't mean hewont leave you."



"HisnameisDan and heisn't like Justin."
"Leave Justin out of this"

"No, that's what thisis about. After you gave up your powers, heleft you and married someone else.
Because you picked someloser, youre sure | did, too, but evenif you'reright, even if De—Dan walks
away, at least | won't be powerless because I'll never be foolish enough to sacrifice the core of mysdlf for

anyone."

"Y ou don't know what you're talking about.” Maia's voice was shaking and Deke moved. As much as
he wanted to stay out of thisand let them work it out themselves, the argument was clearly headed south.

"Don' 1? Everyone knows you gave up your powers for some human male. I've had to defend you
time and again even though | agreed with them—it was a stupid thing to do."

"Ryne," Dekewarned, "don't say anything else.”

Sheignored him. "Y ou think I'm selfish? When you ceded your powers, you didn't think about the
Ginedl, the oath you took when you became a troubleshooter, and you sure as hell didn't think about me.
| needed you and you turned your back on me. Do you know how aone that |eft me? Do you even
cae?'

"Of course, | care about you. Damn it, you're the only family | haveleft. | loveyou.”

"Not enough!”

Ryne wasn't crying, but Deke thought she wanted to. He wrapped his arms around her waist from
behind, cuddling her close. "Hush, babe," he murmured quietly next to her ear. "Y ou've said plenty.”

"No! I've kept quiet about thisfor years, let it fester ingde me. Why shouldn't | tell her how | fedl?
Why shouldn't she know what her desertion did to me?”

"l didn't desert you," Maiaargued. "I did what was best."

"For who? For the Ginea ? For me? For you? | don't see one person that this was good for."
"It was the best for everyone, especidly you."

"Lia!"

Deketightened hishold, trying to cam her.

"I'm not lying! Damn it, Ryne, if | hadn't had that one moment of clarity, you would have been the one
assigned to hunt me and it would have destroyed you. Don't you get it? | didn't cede my powersfor a
human, | ceded them because | had no other choice." Maias voice was alot quieter when she admitted,
"I'd turned to the dark forces."

16
CHAPTER

Deke leaned his shoulder againgt the kitchen doorway and watched Ryne. She sat on the couch in her
great room studying his notes with something more than her usud intengity. The closest phrase he could



come up with to describe her was frantically absorbed. He'd teased her earlier about there not being a
quiz, but she'd only looked at him for amoment and gone back to reading.

It was probably away to avoid thinking about the bombshell her sister had dropped. Deke knew how
shocked Ryne had been. Hed felt it as held held her, and Maia, damn her, hadn't hung around long
enough for Ryne to recover. She had to have amillion questions, but no oneto ask.

Thisfrenzy, though, had gone on long enough. Hed given her afew hoursto work it out of her
system, now it wastime to force the issue. Pushing away from the doorjamb, he closed the distance
between them and settled beside her.

Ryne barely glanced from his notebook.

For amoment, he stared down at his handwriting. Deke had read everything on the plane ride home,
but most of it had been unfamiliar. Fear surged back then and heforced it aside.

"Babe_"
"I'm not ready to eat dinner yet," she interrupted without looking up. "Go ahead without me.”
Deke reached over and took the notes away from her.

"Hey! | wasreading that."

"I don't know how many times you've gone through it dready, but you must have it nearly memorized.
Youredone."

She made agrab for it, but he easily moved it out of Ryne'sreach. "If you have any hope of remaining
humen—"

"Don't usethat as an excuse. We both know you're reading thisthing over and over to avoid thinking
about your sister. | let you have some time, but now were addressing it.”

Ryne glowered at him. "Y ou've decided and that'sit? | don't think so, hotshot.”
"Why areyou afraid to talk about Maia?'
"I'm not afraid,”" she indgsted and made another lunge for the notebook.

"Y ou can't lieworth adamn," he said and she subsided. Deke waited for her to sart talking, but it
didn't happen. He decided to ease into the difficult part. "Why don't you explain the dark forcesto me. |
thought | got it—black magic equals evil—but Maia doesn't seem like Anise.”

Shifting to see him better, Ryne said warily, "It's not like you use one dark spell and lose your soul, not
unlessyou ddiberately give yoursdf over. I've dwaysthought of it like adrug addiction. It sarts out
small, just aspdl now and then that shouldn't be used, but before long, there's temptation to tap into it
more often, to fed the sense of power." She paused. "And like adrug addict, when they're not using or in
need of their next high, they're normal. With the ability to conceal our use of magic no matter how dark, it
can takealong timeto ID someone who'sturned.”

"No one knew about Maia?'

She shrugged. "1 didn't guessand | saw her frequently. And if you're thinking giving up her powers
should have been atip-off, you'd be wrong. That's the last thing someone in the grip of the dark forces
should do. Y eah, there was alot of buzz throughout our society when she ceded them because it just isn't
done, but everyone thought it was because of that human.” Ryne grimaced. "Or amost everyone. | think
the council suspected the truth and maybe afew others. It explains why they watch me so carefully—the



two people | was closest to used black magic.”

That confirmed something Deke had suspected, but he went off on adifferent line. "What would you
have doneif you had realized Maiawas using magic she shouldn't?’

Ryne dragged a hand through the top of her hair, then dropped her head to the back of the sofa. "I
don't know. How could | report my sister?' She stared up at the ceiling. "But talking to her wouldn't have
done any good. Maybe she would have promised not to use black magic again, but her word wouldn't
be any better than an addict who promised to stop using.”

"Maybe she did you afavor by hiding thisfrom you."

Without lifting her head, sheturned to look at him. "I didn't expect her to tell me and I'm not mad at
myself for not guessing. | was never certain about Anise, not once in the seven years| lived in her home,
and it'sasure bet that she was alot further gone than Maia ever was."

"Wheat is bothering you then?' Something was, Deke didn't doubt that for aminute.
"Maybe we should go eat. I'd hate to see dinner ruined.”
"1t'l keep. What's bothering you, Ryne?"

Silently, shereturned her stare to the ceiling, but Deke didn't press her. Thiswas an emotiona issue
and she might not even know hersalf what was egting a her. Hed wait, give her timeto think things
through, then held push her if he needed to. The furnace kicked in, adding a gentle hum to the room,
before Ryne spoke.

"Yourean only child, arent you?"

"Yesh"

Shenodded. Y ou might not get it then.”

"Try me." More sllence and Deke bided histime.

"My mom and dad might have been great troubleshooters, but they weren't very good at being
parents. Maybe it's because they loved each other to the exclusion of everything else, even their own
children. Half thetime| fet invisble around them and the other haf | felt like an intruder. But | had Maia.
She's the one who taught me to tie my shoes and tell time, who read stories to me and kissed me good
night. My sister was a so the one who taught me to spellcast and helped me conduct my first rite—things
my parents should have done."

Ryne stopped. He wasn't sure what to say into the void, and instead, Deke reached out and covered
her fist with his hand. Maybe he didn't have words, but he could offer support. Sowly, she unclenched
her hand and he threaded hisfingers through hers.

"I worshipped Maia. Assoon as| was old enough to walk, | trailed after her. When | got alittle older,
| tried to be exactly like her. | wanted my hair cut like hers and would only wear clothesif they were
amilar to what my sister wore." Ryne shook her head. "There are fill times| wish | wasmore like her.
She'sdways had her pick of men, both Gined and human, but me. . ." Shelet her voicetrail off and
shrugged.

"Y ou, babe, are gorgeous.”
"Not like Maia. Men walk around meto get to my sister.”

"That's only because of your intensity. It scares off the lesser males since they're afraid they won't



measure up.” Deke grinned. "Luckily for you, | find your determination aturn-on.”

Ryne laughed and he couldn't have felt more satisfied if held climbed Mount Everest. "Y ou're

arrogant,” she accused, but her tone of voice made it acomment rather than an insult. "The lesser males
?l

"Y ou caught that, huh?' Deke moved until they were Stting thigh to thigh. "We both know you
wouldn't be interested in someone who wasn't as strong-willed as you are; he'd bore the shit out of you in
about an hour. But enough diversion and back to our topic of the day: Maia. Y ou worshipped her," he
prompted.

She sighed loudly. "I—" Ryne stopped short and turned her hand so they were pam to pam. "I more
than worshipped her. | measured mysdlf against her in every repect.”

Deke squeezed her hand. "And now you've discovered your hero isonly human after al. Um, you
know what | mean.”

"No, you don't get it."" Rynetried to pull free, but he held on and she gave up.
"Explanit to methen."

A mulish look settled on her face. He didn't ask again, Smply waited. Ryne needed to talk whether
sheredized it or not, and if he had to push afew buttonsto make her explode, hed do it. Deke didn't
think it would cometo that, but they sat there for along time. Long enough that he figured the enchiladas
he'd made were probably stone cold.

"Maias stronger than me," Ryne said at last, her voice so low he barely heard her even asclosdly as
they were Sitting. "1've always compared mysdlf to her because of it. What scaresmeisif she canturn,
what hope do | have?'

"She's not stronger than you," Deke disagreed.
That sparked someirritation. Y ou hardly know my sgter.”

"It doesn't matter. In my job, | haveto be good at Szing people up inanindant. If | werein atight
stuation and | needed one of you as ateammeate, 1'd choose you, magic or no magic. Y ou're stubborn as
hell," he grinned, "tenacious, persstent, determined, and abunch of other adjectives. Maaisn't astough;
| picked that up immediately.”

"Yourewrong," Ryneingsted, sounding insulted. "Maias handled dl kinds of things—"

"I'm not saying she doesn't have strength—she does—I'm saying that you've got more. And you've
got something else, some intangible that defies definition. It didn't surprise meto hear her admit sheld
used the dark forces; it would shock the hell out of meif | ever heard that from you."

Shelooked stricken. Face white, Ryne said, "Y ou don't know how close I've come. More than once
the only thing that stopped me was thinking of Maiaand how disappointed shed beif | failed. Now what
do | do when the dark forces call to me?!

"You'l find another reason to hold out. Yes," Deke inssted when she shook her head. ™Y ou might
think it was your sister who stopped you, but it was you. Y ou're the one who doesn't want to turn. Stop
sdling yoursdf short.”

"But Maa—"

"And stop comparing yoursdlf to your sster. She's not stronger than you. Maybe it seemed that way



when you were both kids because she was older and ahead of you, but you didn't only catch up to her,
you surpassed her." Ryne appeared doubtful. "How much older than you is she?'

"FHveyears"

"I rest my case. Theré's no way afive-year-old can compare herself to aten-year-old and not come
up short, but you're adults now and that doesn't hold true any longer."

Thistime Rynelooked thoughtful and that was good enough for Deke. "Was Maiaright? Would the
council redly have sent you after her?"
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Ryne leaned into his side dightly and Deke released her hand to put hisarm around her shoulders.
"Shesyour family."

"That only mattersif it's parent-child or husband and wife, otherwise the person closest to the one
who turned gets the assgnment.” Ryne sounded resigned.

"Would it have destroyed you to hunt her?'

"Probably. A battle—hurting her, maybe having to kill her to keep her from killing me. Y egh, it would
have devastated me."

"Y our sster wouldn't go peacefully? Not even for you?”

Ryne shook her head. "If shewasfar enough gone, she wouldn't be the Maiayou've met. Do you
think Anisewas dwaysthisway?"

Her fingerstwisted in her 1ap and Deke reached over with his free hand and covered them. That
action told him there was more she had to say. "What?"

She met his gaze squarely and he saw the ghostsin her eyes. I pulled my punches. | probably could
have taken my mentor thefirst few timeswe met, but | didn't want to hurt her." Ryne's eyes widened and
she grimaced. "I've never admitted that to anyone dse.”

"Y our secret is safe with me," Deke promised and he leaned forward to sedl hisword with akiss.

Ryne had no reason to believe in anyone after the way sheld been treated, but she trusted him. The
knowledge humbled him and made his chest fed heavy. He was reluctant to break the connection, but
Deke wanted to see her face. Sowly, he eased back, and astheir eyes met, his heart began to beat
fadter.

"Anise nearly killed me before | accepted that the woman | cared for was dead. | hated some of the
things she did when | lived with her and | hated what she/d become, but | loved her.”

Deke didn't want to think about Ryne being hurt, not when it made his ssomach knot up, but he
understood her better now. She might have magic, but her world was ugly and those she should have
been able to trust to make it bearable had betrayed her.

"At least your sister gave up her powers," he said. ™Y ou caled them the core of who you are and it
couldn't have been easy for Maiato do that. She must loveyou alot.”

And thank God for that, he thought. Ryne needed someone who cared that deeply for her. Shewas
too done.

Redlization dawned on her face. "Y eah, | guess. No one's ceded their powersin at least the last



hundred years."

There were questions he had about that, but right now, she was more important, and if he went off on
that tangent, she wouldn't believeit. Ryne Frasier was even more remarkable than heid thought, but he
knew she thought of hersdf asordinary.

Carefully, not wanting to spook her, Deke raised his hand until hisfingerstouched her jaw and turned
her face to his. He paused, giving her achanceto tell him no, but she leaned toward him instead. Her
tongue touched her lips, moistening them, and he shuddered as he fought off the urge to devour her.
Deke wanted her more now than he had when held awvakened that first morning and found her on top of
his naked body, but he kept his kiss gentle. She'd been victimized by some asshole; he had to remember
that and treat her with kid gloves.

With one arm around her shoulders and hishand at her face, he worried she might fed constrained
and eased away until the only part of them that till touched were their lips. Rynesarmswent around his
neck, holding him to her asif she were afraid held siop kissing her. That reassured him—and made him
fed that warm sensation in his chest, the one he usualy got on the rare occasions when she laughed.

Ryne deepened the kiss, demanding he open his mouth for her. She didn't have to ask twice. Deke
loved her taste, the way her breastsfelt pressed against his chest. Some of his control dipped, but Ryne
fit him the way no other woman ever had.

Deke wanted more, but he let her set the pace. He wouldn't screw up again, not after her reaction last
time. That fear—

She gave him a gentle shove and he wound up on his back again with Ryne on top. She was straddling
him and undulating, but she didn't stop kissing him. His cock was hard, and damn it, he wanted inside
her.

Breaking the kiss, he held on to her hipsto keep her from making him insane. He needed aminute to
regroup, but that wasn't what he said when she gazed down at him. Instead, Deke went with humor.
"Damn, babe, you loveto be ontop. | didn't realize you had akink about being dominant.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Ryne appeared horrified, but before he could form an agpology, shewas
on her feet and on her way out of the room. When he heard the bedroom door shut, he dropped back
onto the couch and put an arm over hiseyes. Fuck, hed redly blown it thistime.

A couple of hourslater, Ryne sat on the sofa, rereading his notes. She knew she was lucky Deke hadn't
said anything about her being aprick tease. Once again, sheld left him hanging, but in her defense, she
hadn't meant for thingsto go so far. He made her forget hersalf. She didn't want to dominate him, and yet
that's what she'd done. For God's sake, she'd pushed him on his back and climbed on top of him. The
scary thing was that she hadn't redlized she'd doneit.

"No," he said absently from his seat on the floor, "the scary thing is how few of these cases|
remember.”

Ryne's eyes dmost bugged out of her head. There was no denying it any longer. "How long have you
been able to read minds?"

"What?' Dekefinally put aside the papers he held and looked over at her. "I can't read minds.”
Oh, yes, you can.

"Shit, | heard that, but your mouth didn't move." Helooked half freaked out. So was she. "First, | do



some weird healing thing, now this. Next thing you know, I'll be shooting firelike you do."

"Relax,” Rynetold him, dthough shefdt far from easy hersdlf. "Y ou're human. The odds of you
developing an ability like that are next to nil."

"I would have said that about fixing your headache.”

"That'sno big dedl," she waved it asde. "Humans can do hedling work, but you train yoursel ves out of
it when you're children. Most humans, however, can't read thoughts.”

And it was more evidence that her mind shield wasn't in place. Thank God she wasinside her house,
surrounded by the protection the council had put in place. The Gined were naturd tel epaths and they
learned young not only to protect their thoughts, but to block out most of the human noise they picked
up. They could ddiberately choose to project, and often did, but that wasn't as intimate as reading minds.
Or asterrifying.

"I'm not doing it ddliberately."

He could be replying to her comment, but Ryne had a bad fedling Deke had tapped into her head
again."l know you'renot."

That was part of what frightened her. Could she be unconscioudy sending thoughts to him?"We need
to try an experiment,” she said.

"I'm game. What do you want meto do?'

"Tdl meif you hear anything." Rynetook adeep breath and tried to come up with something unrelated
to their current conversation. To be or not to be, that is the question.

"Whether ‘tisnobler in the mind to suffer the dings and arrows of outrageous fortune—"
"Y ou know Shakespeare?’

Deke smiled faintly. "I'm a college graduate, babe, but | was introduced to him early. My momwas an
English teacher and Hamlet was the perfect play for a bloodthirsty ten-year-old boy."

Rynewasintrigued, but knew his exposure to the classics wasn't the critical factor here. "When you
picked up my thought, how did it come acrossto you?"

He appeared confused for amoment. "1 heard the words as if you were speaking them. Is that what
you're asking?'

"Y eah, that's what | wanted to know." Damn, she had to be projecting. "Let'stry something else” This
time, instead of focusing on one idea, Ryne kept her thoughts the chaotic mess that she usualy picked up
from mos humans. "Wd 7"

Getting to hisfeet, Deke sat beside her. "I'm looking forward to the opening day of baseball, too. No,
| didn't spot any orangejuice in therefrigerator. Me, I'm more of atraditionaist when it comesto
toothpaste—I'll stick with mint. Y eah, some color in herewould be nice, but | think you want something
camer than bright pink. How'm | doing so far?!

"Y ou're batting a thousand,” shetold him with afrown. He shouldn't have grabbed any of those
thoughts. Not only had she worked at not sending anything, sheld ddliberately kept her mind whirling. It
would have been difficult for her to follow a human through the jumps sheld made, but apparently it had
been effortlessfor Deke. Now the question was whether or not it went both ways. ™Y our turn to send me
athought."



What she received was visua. She saw her naked body, sensed him poised above her. Deke's hand
cupped her breast, but instead of fedling it from her perspective, she got it from his—the way her nipple
pressed into his pam, the way she tasted as he went down on her, how she squeezed him as he drove
into her.

Ryne struggled to surface from hisfantasy. It aroused her, made her want to squirm, and it didn't only
affect her body—it was mentally arousing to see hersdlf, fed hersdf, from hisviewpoint. Wasthat how it
was for aman when he had sex?

"Ryne?

She pushed the question aside, afraid Deke would read her mind, although since held projected the
scenarios, she shouldn't be embarrassed about responding to them. "What?"

"Did you get that?'
"Yeah." She cleared her throat. ™Y ou should have warned meit was going to be X-rated.”

Deke shook his head. "'l wastrying to send you aline from Monty Python and the Holy Grail . What
wereyou hearing?'

Her face heated. "Obvioudy not that.”

"How can we get to the bottom of thisif you don't tell me?

Damnit, hewasright. "It wasn't what | heard as much aswhat | saw and felt."
AN

Ryne stared down at her hands and reluctantly filled him in, trying to be as clinical aspossible. It didn't
meatter. She was both mortified and aroused at the sametime. He didn't say anything when she finished,
S0 she added dmost defensively, "It was clearly from amale perspective. | could see mysdlf, but not
you—| mean him."

"It was me," Deke admitted. "I wasn't sending that, but it was—I don't know—a background thought
or whatever you want to cal it. | didn't think you'd get it."

"Crap," she muttered. "1 probably picked it up because you were more interested in that than aline
from amovie" He stared at her without saying aword. "Okay, | know. That wasabig duh. Yourea

auy.

"I do think about having sex with you alot, but you don't have to worry. | won't force mysdlf onyou
no matter how far we go. When you say no, that'sit."

Shetried to figure out what he meant by that statement. Sure, the words were sdlf-explanatory, but
Ryne didn't understand why held said them. No good answer cameto her. "I know," shesaid. "If | didn't
trust that, you wouldn't be degping beside me every night, but why are you telling me this now?"

Deketook her hand between both of his. "I guessed what happened to you, and though | pushed you
hard with the sexua teasing early on, | want you to believe that | won't hurt you.”

That didn't make anything clearer to her. "You'veredly lost me. What do you mean what happened to
me?'

"Y ou don't have to pretend, | know you were raped.”

Ryne gaped at him. Her brain stuttered through severa possible responses before she said, "Huh?'



"Whatever happened, it wasn't your fault.”

He was being earnest and swest, but Deke was so far off the mark, it would have been funny if he
weren't treating her with such care and gentleness. 1 wasn't raped.”

"Evenif penetration didn't occur, that doesn't mean you weren't molested. Coming close hasthe same
effect.”

"Deke, trust me. | wasn't rgped, molested, or even groped and I'm not sure why you think | was."

Now he looked confused, too. "Because every time | have you underneath me, you flip me on my
back. Y ou don't like my weight pinning you and that time in the hotdl, when | had you haf undressed, you
looked absolutely panic-stricken. Y ou scrambled off the bed and locked yourself in the bathroom.”

It made sense now that he explained his reasons for thinking it—she had done those things—but hel'd
taken two plustwo and come up with five. Part of her was tempted to let him go on thinking what he did,
but she couldn't do it.

"You're swest. You're beyond sweet," shetold him. "But you're wrong. The reason | put you on your
back at the hotel and climbed on top of you was because you were moving too damn dow, not because
| was scared to be beneath your body. The fear part came from something €lse completely.” He was
watching her, skeptica, but willing to be convinced. She was going to haveto tel him more. "Taking the
dominant position, pinning you to the bed, that's something Anise did with her human lovers. | was
terrified that | wasemulating her.”

"And that'swhy you ran out of here earlier tonight when | joked about you wanting to be on top,”
Dekesad dowly.

"Yeah." She expected some smartass remark now that he knew she wasn't fragile, but that wasn't
what Ryne got.

"I'm glad, babe," he said thickly. His arm went around her and tucked her closer againg hisside. "I'm
glad no one hurt you like that."

Deke had been worried about her and he had it so wrong—she wasn't the one who'd been forced
into anything. The thought made her uncomfortable. His protection, his consideration of her were
undeserved and she shifted, putting space between them.

Isn't that adorable, mo cridhe? He's concerned about your well-being, but he doesn't know what
you've done to human males in the past, does he?

17
CHAPTER

FIRST QUARTER M OON

Ryne struggled to keep her eyes open as she worked on her computer. Sheld barely dept in two
days—not since the night she'd gone to bed and Anise had invaded her thoughts.

She clicked the print icon and started the next file. Deke had relegated her to printing out the



information on the disks he'd had with his notebook and Ryne figured that was about al she was good
for right now anyway.

It had been bad enough that her mentor had gotten past her home's protection and Ryne'sfatering
mind shield to taunt her while she was awake, but it was worse when she was adeep. Anise knew her
well, knew the perfect torment, and she'd used it mercilessy. When Ryne was unconscious, her teacher
could make her relive events she wanted to forget had ever happened. It left her afraid to deep.

That was stupid—she was weaker without rest, more prone to errors, and it Ieft her reaction times
dower than usud. If she had to fight, sheld be a adistinct disadvantage, one that would only worsen the
longer she stayed awake.

Whedling her computer chair back from the desk, Ryne looked into the great room and checked on
him. Deke had the coffee table covered with the pages shedd printed earlier. She watched him run ablue
highlighter over something and glance up to meet her gaze. He smiled and winked, but sheread his
concern.

Rynewaited until he returned to his papers before scooting back to the computer. Hed start quizzing
her soon, she knew it, and she had no ideawheat to tell him. The truth would only start him asking
guestionsthat she didn't want to answer. She looked at the screen, but the words blurred and she had to
blink saverd timesto seeclearly.

Fatigue was definitely taking atoll.

She wondered if he was finding anything. His notes were an overview, Deke said, and the detailswere
on the disks. Ryne forced her eyes open and hit print again. Damn, she had to stay awake, she had to
focus.

Her thoughts wandered easily, her head throbbed, and her eyesfelt asbig astennisbals. Gritty tennis
bals. It was just amatter of time now till shefell adeep whether sheliked it or not, and Anisewould be
wating.

A shiver went through her and Ryne forced hersdlf to think about something else. Deke. He was

scared, too, though he hadn't admitted that. He'd told her that he didn't remember most of what he'd read
in his notes, that the cases that were clearest to him were from episodes of Deke Summers, PI.

Ryne's eyes shut again and thistime she wasn't ableto fight it. Shewouldn't deep. All she needed was
aminuteto rest and she'd befine. Just aminute.. . . or two.

A beeping noise made her frown, but she didn't move.
"Okay, babe, that'sit." Deke's arms went around her, lifted her. ™Y ou're going to bed."

"No!" Ryne struggled, but she was too exhausted to get much power behind her movements. He
smply tightened his grip and kept walking, not stopping until he put her on the mattress.

Heaven. Thiswas heaven. She wanted to curl up and deep so badly, but she couldn't. She couldn'.

Rynetried to St, but Deke gently encouraged her to lie back down. She should try again, but she
couldn't muster the energy. His hands went to her waist, undid the button and zipper, and he tugged her
jeans off.

He was the one who sat her up, but he had nefarious motives. Deke removed her shirt, and before she
could form a protest, her brawas gone, too. "Stop.”

"Don't worry, I'm not into necrophiliaand you're too exhausted to do morethan lietherelikea



corpse. Youre safe from my evil intentionstonight. Raise your arms." Ryne was puzzled, but she obeyed.
Hetugged one of her long-deeve T-shirts over her head.

Findly, she managed to open her eyes and found herself nose-to-nose with Deke. She gripped his
amtightly. "l can't fdl adeep. Don't let medeep.”

Ignoring her, helifted her far enough to pull back the blankets and tucked her underneath. Ryne sighed
in pleasure, then forced her eydids up again. "Please, don't et me deep,” she pleaded with him.

"l don't know why you're scared, but I'll be right here with you." She stared as he stripped to his
shortsand crawled in beside her. " See?' Deke settled an arm'slength away, just out of her reach. " Sleep,
Ryne, I'll keep you safe.”

He couldn't. No one could, but she wastoo tired to fight him. Sheld lie here until hefell adeep, then
sheld get out of bed. It waslate, he had to betired, too. Just afew minutes. Just afew . . .

"You've been avoiding me," Anise accused with a smile. Ryne shuddered and knew she had to
wake up. She had to wake up now.

"You don't like our trips down memory lane? That's unfortunate because I'm enjoying them
immensely." Her mentor flicked a hand and the dark void that surrounded them changed, became
Anise's bedroom from ten years ago, and Ryne saw herself sitting against the wall in her usual
spot. Despite herself, she looked over at the bed. Two men were under the other woman's
control—both of themin their twenties, devastatingly handsome, and exceptionally well endowed.

"Look at yourself, mo cridhe.”

Ryne shook her head, but Anise put a hand against her cheek and turned her that direction
anyway. " See how aroused you are? It'sin your eyes, in the flush of your skin, in the minute
rocking motion you're making with your hips. You want to slide your hand between your legs so
badly, but you always waited until you were back in your room to pleasure yourself. Such a
waste."

Wake up, shetold herself, but Ryne couldn't do it. She couldn't overcome the hold the other
woman had on her mind.

"You're too exhausted,” Anise said, picking up on Ryne's attempt to free herself. "Tonight
you're mine."

"What's the point?" she asked, trying to hide her anxiety. Anise might guess how deeply this
affected her, but Ryne had to be careful not to do or think anything that verified it. "There's no
need to remind me of the past. | know what happened.”

Anise shook her head. "You've forgotten how much you liked it. How much you craved the
power. This was the evening of your sixteenth birthday; do you remember that night, Ryne?"

A hard shudder went through her, and damn it, she was unable to conceal it. Anise laughed at
her weakness and Ryne struggled to put a mask in place. This was wor se than two nights ago, the
first time her mentor had invaded her dreams. Then she'd been more rested, better able to exert
some influence to avert the worst of it. Tonight, she was trapped.

Helplessly, she observed her sixteen-year-old self staring at the action on the bed. She'd been
twelve the first time Anise had forced her to watch her have sex and it had continued until she'd
left at nineteen. At least there was distance between what the teenager was feeling and
experiencing and what she felt now, but Ryne didn't need to be in that body to remember how



excited she'd become playing voyeur. It shamed her.

"Forceisinaccurate," the Anise at her side said and Ryne had confirmation that the woman
was able to read her surface thoughts. "Did | ever drag you into the room and chain you there?"

"Semantics,” Ryne managed to say. She had to keep her thoughts calm.

"Truth," her mentor countered. "Don't lie to yourself. | never used physical or magical power
to compel you."

Ryne didn't argue, but she knew it hadn't been her idea to play spectator to Anise and her men,
not when modesty and privacy were watchwordsin her family. Her memory, though, wasn't clear
on how, exactly, this had started.

"Look how your nipples protrude." Anise pointed to the teenager on the floor. "Look at how
fast your breathing is. Did you ever come simply watching me?"

The soft lamplight didn't hide the girl's excitement, not when she wore nothing more than a thin
dleepshirt and a pair of panties. Ryne had always thought Anise had been preoccupied with her
men, but obviously she'd been aware of her student's state.

Almost involuntarily, Ryne's gaze returned to the bed. That version of Anise had one man in her
mouth while she rode the other. A ménage was actually fairly tame. She'd seen her mentor with
three, four, even more men than this, but then Anise had always seemed to embrace excess.

The woman came, then the men were allowed to have their orgasms and Ryne wanted to leave
so badly, she nearly shook. Deke. If only she could reach out and touch him, she might be able to
fight this, but she couldn't seem to move. Ryne redoubled her efforts to appear unaffected. She
had to hide what this was doing to her—had to or there'd be worse to come. Unobtrusively, she
took a deep breath.

"Thisis my favorite part and it used to be yours, too, mo cridhe, even if you feigned
reluctance.”

"That's not true," Ryne denied.

"lsn't it? Well, perhaps I'mwrong." Anise laughed. "Maybe your favorite part was when you
finally came."

The woman on the bed separated herself from the human men and signaled for the teenager to
come forward. The girl shook her head, but Anise gestured again more emphatically. Ryne
watched her younger self slowly crawl the distance to the bed. She wanted to tell the girl not to do
it, to fight harder, but it was pointless—they hadn't traveled back in time, they were merely
revisiting a memory. What had occurred was over, done, and unalterable.

Ryne hid a grimace as Anise picked up a crop. This moment was etched in her mind—the first
time her mentor had allowed her this close to the bed. As she'd knelt at the foot, she'd felt the
breeze as the whip had slashed over her head and she'd been able to experience the power the
other woman had felt up close. Involuntarily, Ryne's hand curled as if she were the one holding the

orip.

As she watched, Anise ordered the men onto their hands and knees and they eagerly complied.
Her mentor had already broken these two, trained them to appreciate the pain.

Humans were weak. If they weren't, the Gineal wouldn't need to protect them. It was stupid,
they'd hunted and massacred her people by the hundreds—the thousands—and here they were,



defending their enemy against their own foolishness. Their own helplessness. They deserved to be
dominated and more.

Shaking her head, Ryne denied it. That was what Anise had told her, what she'd half believed
her self when she'd been a teenager, but it didn't reflect what she thought now. It didn't.

The younger Anise nodded to her apprentice and whispered one word, "Watch." The girl she'd
been enthusiastically did just that as Anise brought the crop down hard on the bare ass of the first
man. She left a bright pink welt, but didn't break the skin. He groaned, and from her vantage
point, Ryne saw his penis jerk as blood began tofill it.

The second stroke was louder and her contempt grew at his obvious enjoyment. These men had
voluntarily given up their free will for nothing more than a little sexual gratification. Anise wasn't
using magic to hold them any longer—the doglike devotion was theirs. Her mentor brought the
whip down harder and harder, and with each strike, the throbbing between Ryne's legs grew
stronger. She heard Anise moan with arousal and a second later, the teenager gasped with her
own pleasure.

Thin lines of blood ran on the first man's ass, but he was so sexually excited, his penis was
dripping. Anise used her hand to dlap at it before she moved on to the second man so eagerly
waiting for his turn with the crop.

Asthe girl watched the older woman work the men, Anise murmured, "Look at your face,
watch your pleasure in the control | had over those pathetic men. You wanted to be the one
wielding the crop; you yearned for it."

She looked, she had no choice, and Ryne felt shame and revulsion overwhelm her. The girl was
aroused, her expression mirroring her mentor's almost exactly as she raptly observed the scene.
The harder Anise whipped the man, the more feverish the teenager's eyes became—but then so did
Anise's. The student and the teacher. More alike than unalike.

"Have you whipped your human yet, mo cridhe? Has he grown to like it as much as you do?"

Ryne shook her head, denying the idea, but Anise continued, "When he didn't move fast enough
for your liking, you didn't hesitate to dominate him— saw you do it. If you haven't disciplined him
yet, you will soon. | have no doubt of this."

It sent a chill through her. This was why she couldn't have sex with a human—Ryne couldn't
trust herself. The thrill she'd felt at watching Anise use the crop on the men hadn't sexually
aroused her. In fact, the action itself had always left her body cold. The power, though, was a
different story—this was what had made her body hum, her panties wet. Her younger self had
always been reluctant to be that close to the action, but once the whipping actually began, she'd
loved it. The sound of the leather snapping against skin had given her sense of strength, a feeling
of invincibility.

But Ryne under stood something the teenager didn't—she'd been on the verge of turning each
time she'd allowed herself to sink into the excitement. And now, with this flashback, she could see
how close darkness was to the girl. The more pleasure she found in Anise's control of these two
men, the more dangerous the situation became.

"I was too young and stupid to know it then, but | figured out what this was about, Anise. You
were corrupting me, trying to turn me to the dark forces. It didn't work."

The woman smiled again. " The seed was merely planted; it needed time to grow. I've felt you



reach for the power you crave and soon it will be time to harvest the field. You and | are the two
most powerful troubleshooters living. Think what we could do as a team.”

"That's not true,” Ryne argued. "The rovers are the most powerful, they always have been."

"How little you know even now. They're the most powerful who were of age when a position
opened. Snce you turned nineteen, there haven't been any available." Anise shrugged and flicked
her hand, ending the visit to Ryne's sweet-sixteen celebration. As uneasy as the void made her, it
was preferable to her past. " The council may not offer it to you anyway—they fear how strong
you are. That's why they watch you so closely; they know if you turn there is no one who can
defeat you."

Ryne shook her head.

"I speak the truth. With the two of us teamed together, we could do whatever we pleased. We
could be worshipped as gods.”

"Never. | won't turn. | won't turn."
"I won't turn!”
"Okay, babe, but could you deep? It'sthe middle of the night.”

Co-aigneach, Anise said, reaching her even though she was awake. | left you another present. And
then her mentor's whispered enticements joined those of the dark forces until the murmursin her head
sounded like a cacophony. Panic bubbled up and they became louder, more insstent. What was
happening to her? Why was shelosing her mind shidd?

Deke's arm went around her as he tucked her body againgt his and the call went sllent. She stiffened
and tried to pull away, but he held her firmly, and the quiet was such ardief that she surrendered, leaning
into him. How could she let him touch her, though, when she was tainted? Anise was right—she'd planted
aseed, and somewhere deep insgde Ryne, it waited to bloom.

The thought of whipping Deke as sheld watched Anise whip those other men made her shudder, her
stomach knot. She didn't want to hurt him—the very idealeft her sickened—but how easy would it be
for her to inadvertently dideinto that behavior? It had been her first experience with sex and Anise had
trained Ryne dmost aswell as sheld trained those men.

Sheld have to remain watchful, Ryne decided and let her eyes drift shut. For now, though, it was
findly peaceful insgde her head and she should catch some degp while she could. Shewasn't going to turn
no matter what she had to do to prevent it.

Ryne was dmost adeegp when Anise's parting shot registered. Thelast time sheld left a present,
Dekesfriend, Jay had been—

In aflash, shewas scanning. "Damn!”

Jumping out of bed, Ryne raced for the front door, Deke on her hedls. She used magic to undo the
locks, then yanked it open the instant she reached it. Her gaze dropped.

There, lying in aheap on her welcome mat, was Fa.
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Deke cursed, but sheignored it as she chanted a pdll to move the young librarian into her house where
sheld be safe from further atack. Ryne didn't want to cause moreinjury and she had to be careful how
shetrandferred the girl.

"Is she dead?' he asked.
Ryne st Fiadown gently. "Not yet."

Immediately, she put acal out for healers—more than one—and blocked Deke when hetried to shut
the door. Multiple trangits opened on her front porch and four women and aman appeared. Ryne gave
them permission to enter and closed the door behind them. They hurried to theinjured girl, surrounded
Fia, and scanned her to learn the extent of her injuries.

With the woman being tended, Ryne took her first deep breath. The dark forcesweretherein her
head, bubbling avay, and she visudized hersdf giving them the finger. Not that it registered with an
inanimate power, but it made her fed better.

The heders began chanting, combining their energies until an incredibly intense green light entered Fiads
body. From the urgency in their voices, the quickness of their intonations, Ryne knew the girl was hurt as
badly as shefeared. All she could do now was hope that they could save her.

Sheran ahand through her hair, pushing it out of her eyes, and tried to think through the incessant
noise of the dark forces. Then Deke reached out, took her hand, and blessed serenity returned. Ryne
didn't know why he had this ability to help her, but shewasrelieved he did. "Babe," he said, voice low,
"why don't you go put some pants on?"

"Too much to do," she said and called for Taber. Thiswas serious enough to involve the council.

Deke released her asthe doorbell rang and she dmost grabbed for him as the endless enticement
resumed. Ryne did her best to push it from her mind and went to let the councilor in her home.

"What happened, laoch solas?' Taber asked when he saw the heders huddled around the girl.
"Anise. She must have discovered Fiawas researching for me.”

Taber nodded. "I'm requesting the presence of the council and the head of the library."

Ryne hid her grimace. "Y es, ceannard.”

Someone touched her shoulder from behind, but because there was an instant of peace, she knew it
was Deke. "Here," he said, handing her apair of jeans. "Put them on before | have to throttle that bastard

for ogling you.”

Shocked, Ryne glanced over and caught the male hedler staring at her legs. She scowled a him and
pointed to Fia—that's where his attention should be centered—then she stepped into her jeans. Deke,
too, had gotten dressed, but Ryne didn't have a chance to comment because there was aknock at her
door.



Re uctantly, she dlowed the remaining eight councilors and the chief librarian to enter. The chaosin
her head was echoed in her great room asfive heaers chanted and nine councilors and alibrarian were
shooting questions at her. None of them paused long enough for her to respond and she gave up trying to
form answers. Rubbing her forehead with her left hand, she reached for Deke with her right. Ryne
wanted some qui€t.

That finally made Deke's presence register and the room went silent except for the voices of the
heders. "The human must leave," the council leader ordered.

"No," Ryne said, doing her best to sound civil and not desperate. "Thisinvolves him asmuch as
anyone else." She needed histouch to keep her sanity.

Taber interceded on her behaf and the discussion that followed was between the ceannards. Deke
squeezed her hand and Ryne looked a him. "Hang in there," he said and she smiled. He might not know
exactly what was going on, but he was supporting her anyway.

"Very wdl," the council leader said pointedly and Ryne dragged her gaze away from Deke, "the
human may day."
"Hisnameis Danid Summers" Rynesad. "Dekethisis Nessa, the head of the Gined council.” The

way the council-woman's lips thinned told Ryne clearer than wordsthat her ploy of passing off her
correction as an introduction had failed.

"Laoch solas, remember your place.”
"Yes, ceannard,” she said and bowed her head.

The silence lasted for amoment before Nessiawaved her hand and brought the massive council table
into Ryne's great room. Nessiatook her placein the center and waited for the othersto be seated before
shesad, "Give usareport of the night'sevents.”

With her head pounding, Ryne found it difficult to explain what had happened, especidly in away that
would conced what she didn't want the council to discover. She decided to start with what they aready
knew. "Fiawas doing research for me, thisyou're aware of." The councilors nodded. "I have no idea
how far along she was, though, since | hadn't received an update as yet, but perhaps Dionachd Galen can
provide information.”

Shelooked to the head librarian, who stood off to thefar side of the table. Galen was bearlikein size,
but while he looked fierce and dangerous—more like a troubleshooter, Ryne thought—he was
soft-spoken and had a genuine fondness toward the tomes for which he was responsible.

"Do you know? Had Fia discovered anything of importance?' the council leader asked.

The chanting of the hedlers ceased and Ryné's heart legpt into her throat. The young woman couldn't
be dead. Please, she beseeched as she turned to look. It was Nessiawho asked for asummary of Fias
condition.

" She's sabilized enough to be taken to the healing temple,” the oldest of the women said.
"Shell pull through?* Ryne hung on to Deke moretightly.
"It'stoo soon to tell, laoch solas, but her chances are better in the temple than here."”

There was amoment of slence after the hedlers transported the young librarian and Ryne struggled
with guilt. She hadn't asked anything of Fiathat was out of the ordinary; the only difference thistimewas
that Anise was part of the equation. "1 should have done the research on my own," she said softly.



"What happened to the dionachd isn't your fault," Nessia said kindly, and that surprised Ryne. In the
past, the council leader hadn't seemed to be one of her fans, but as she looked at the woman, there was
compassion in her eyes. " She was doing her job as you were doing yours. The question iswhat
happened to the enforcers who are supposed to protect the librarians.”

"I'll check," Galen said, and sent out the question telepathicaly. When he opened hiseyesagain, he
appeared grim. "Two of them are dead and athird nearly s0."

That led to another flurry of activity that didn't involve her. Ryne didn't ask who the dead were—she
didn't want to know. Guarding the library and the dionachd was atask usualy given to the youngest
troubleshooters. Sheld spent the first two years of her career in that position until she'd been awarded her
own territory. Anise's former territory.

"Thislookslike awar room," Deke muttered near her ear.
"Right now, itis”

The councilors caled in more experienced enforcersto protect the library and doubled the number
that usualy stood guard. There was a brief, spirited debate that ended with avote to add more security
to the hedling temple aswell. Troubleshooters across North Americawere shuffled tofill in gaps|eft by
the new assignments and the Canadian woman who'd stood in for her while shewasin L.A. wastold to
cover Rynesareaagain. Sheimmediately protested, even though she knew it wasn't in her best interest
to argue with the council.

"Relax, laoch solas," Nessareassured her again, "thisistemporary. We want you to focus solely on
onetask."

"Capturing Ani2"
"Y es. We haven't seen adark one this powerful since—" She stopped abruptly.

"Since the onethat killed my parents,” Rynefinished for her. Deke released her hand and put an arm
around her shouldersinstead. Before she could think better of it, she wrapped both her arms around his
wais, then bardly kept herself from grimacing. All the councilors, with the possible exception of Taber,
looked displeased. She knew why. Humans were for fun, not for serious relationships, those were
between Gined. Her embracing Deke in front of them announced thiswasn't just alark.

She cleared her throat, but didn't release him. To hell with the council. She loved this man. If they
didn't likeit, let them find another troubleshooter to fight Anise. Ryne moved her gaze from ceannard to
ceannard, daring any of them to comment, but no one said aword.

"Dionachd Galen." Nessia broke the silence. ™Y ou were about to tell us of young Fias progress.”

"l am unfamiliar with specifics, but she reported that she was following apromising trail and expected
to have answersin aday or perhapstwo. When | return to thelibrary, I'll check her log and passthe
information dong.” He gave the council ashalow bow.

"Who do you haveto take over her task?"
"I'll do it myself, council leader,” Galen said.

Nessiainclined her head and her attention returned to Ryne. "L aoch solas, | want to hear what
happened tonight. Y ou are not to leave out any details, isthat understood?”

Ryne nodded, but she wasn't happy. The ceannard had gutted her plan to omit afew facts. Now, with
the woman's command, she had to tell everything or sheld be aliar. Since an enforcer was only as good



as her word, she had no choice.

"Anise has found away to bypass the protection around my home. Not physicaly,” she quickly added
over the gasps of some of the council, "but mentally. She'sinvaded my mind and my dreams.” Deke's
hold on her tightened, but luckily he didn't say anything or demand to know why she hadn't told him
about it. "' woke up tonight with her mention of agift ringing in my head. The last time sheld said that was
in Los Angeles when she killed ahuman. | did aquick scan and felt an injured Ginedl. When | opened the
door, | found Fia"

" She should not be ableto violate your home," Nessasaid.
"l know."
"What of your mind shield? |sn't that preventing her from harassing you?" Taber asked.

Ryne bit her lip, then reluctantly confessed, "It's been fdtering for days now. If it kegpsfailing at the
rateit'sbeen going, | expect to loseit entirely before much longer."

Silence.

Then, sounding odd, Taber asked, "Who've you had contact with in the last week?"
"Wdll, Deke, of course, and Maia—"

"Hemeans Gined," Nessainterrupted.

"Fia, Ceannard Taber, Zane Conners, and Sin Duncan.” Rynetried to think of any others sheld spent
time with recently, but drew ablank. "I can't come up with anyone dse.”

"Any dormants?'

Ryne shrugged. "There wasthiskid the night of the equinox, but I don't know if you could cdl it
contact. He was possessed by awraith, then unconscious.”

"No oneds=?'
She shook her head. "I don't think so."

The councilors exchanged looks, but their expressonswere. . . sirange. "What's going on?" Ryne
asked.

"Therésaposshility,” Taber said, "that Aniseis gaining accessto your mind by going through another
dimension. It'saweaknessin the protective barrier that we've known of, but didn't consider areal threst
snceit would take an incredible amount of power to useit. Thislikely means she's grown far stronger
than she wasthe last time you battled her."

Ryne nodded, but she had a sense the council was keeping something from her. She wasn't sure how
to press them about it, though, not when her suspicion was nothing more than gut instinct. "' Can you block
her?' she asked instead. That was the most important thing.

The ceannards looked at each other again, then Nessasaid, "WEell have your home completely
protected as soon as we can."

Sherelaxed into Deke's sde. Everything would be easier if shedidn't have Anisetormenting her while
she dept. Thelast thing she wanted to do was rdlive her behavior while sheld lived with her
mentor—especialy since shewasin love with a human.



Something was going on with Ryne and it was making Deke uneasy. Over the past two days, shed
touched him. A lot. He didn't mind that, but it was asif she were battling something ingde hersdlf, and
only when shelogt, did she reach for him with an emotion close to desperation in her eyes. Hed asked
her severd timeswhat was going on, but she'd stonewalled him.

For thefirst time since Deke had met her, Ryne seemed vulnerable. Redlly vulnerable. He didn't like
seeing her thisway and his attempts to tease her out of her mood had failed completely.

Deke looked down at the piles of paper surrounding him. There were stacks on the coffee table, on
the floor, and held moved the stuff he'd finished reading into the kitchen to keep it out of hisway. He had
ahell of alot to get through and not much timeto doit in. A glance out the window told him how close
they were getting to the full moon.

Six days—give or teke afew hours. Shit.

Although he kept reading, his thoughts weren't on the case he was going through. Ryne Frasier. Hed
only known her alittle over aweek, and aready he couldn't imagine aday without her. Shewasfun to
provoke—most of the time—and got him hotter than any other woman he'd ever met. Deke just wished
he had something to offer. When it came to protecting herself, she was every bit as capable as he was,
maybe more so since she had magic. He didn't have any problem with awoman being equa or even
more competent than he was. What he was having difficulty with was being worthless. He was
contributing nothing and he owed Ryne more than he could ever repay.

It wasn't only money, it was—Deke stopped short, reread the paragraph he'd breezed through.
Maybe. Maybe. He needed Ryneto look at thisand tell him if he were seeing more here than there was.

Pushing to hisfeet, Deke went down to talk to her. He stopped at the foot of the stairs and watched.
She should have heard him since he hadn't tried to snesk up on her, but Ryne seemed amillion miles
away. In her hand was a gold disk attached to athick chain. Curious about what she was so intent on,
Deke went over to her. The disk was etched with symbols held never seen before and held four stonesin
different colors—orange, blue, green, and aclear one that he thought might be a diamond.

"What isthat?" he asked.

Rynefinally looked at him, her eyes haunted. Before he could question himsdlf, Deke urged her off the
stool and into hisarms. She resisted for an ingtant, then sagged againgt his chest. Damn, she was scaring
him.

"What isthat necklace?' he repeated.

"This," Rynesaid in anear-monotone, "is my gpprentice meddlion. | gaveit to Anisewhen | was sent
to her home, and when | completed my training, shereturned it to me."

"You don't wear it."
"It'ssaved for officid or forma occasons.”

She seemed willing to talk about the necklace and he decided to use it as an entry to what was
bothering her. "What are those symbols on it?" Deke asked, moving her back far enough to look into her

eyes.
With ashrug, Ryne said, "Fire, earth, wind, and water." She pointed to each, then indicated the onein

the center. "That represents me. | don't know what the others mean,”" she said, as she put her arms
around his neck, "but they've appeared on every troubleshooter's medallion asfar back as our history



goes”

Deké's curiogity was captured—he wanted to know more about the Gineal—but he didn't pursueit.
Ryne was who was important. "Why are you sitting down here, saring at it, babe?"

He locked his arms when she made amoveto get away from him. "Leaveit done.”
"No. I'velet you evade theissue for long enough. I'm worried about you," Deke added quietly.
"1'm worried about mysdif.”

Keeping one arm around her waist, he lifted ahand and carefully pushed her dark hair off her face.
For amoment, she hid nothing from him and he saw fear. From Ryne. It stunned him, then she blinked
and her facade was back in place. "What's got you scared?' Her mulish expression returned and he
sghed. "How can | helpif | don't know what's bothering you?'

"You cantfix it for me" Rynesaid, with atouch of firein her voice. "Let mehandleit.”
"If our roles were reversed, would you let me get away without telling you what the problem was?"
"That'sdifferent.”

"Why? Because I'm amere human and you're one of the dmighty Gined troubleshooters? That
doesn't make you better or more capable than me.”

Thelittle bit of fight she'd shown drained out of her a hiswords and Deke regretted saying anything.
He pressed akiss on her forehead—an gpology for hurting her—then he smply held her and waited.

"An gpprentice,” Ryne said quietly after along pause, "gives hismedallion to his mentor on the day he
arrivesto be taught. It's a symbolic gesture denoting fealty to histeacher, loyalty, respect.” She shrugged.
"For saven years, atroubleshooter istrained, then after he passes hisfind test, his mentor returnsthe
medalion to him. That, too, is symbolic, asgn that he'staught his student everything that he knows.”

Deke wasn't sure what that had to do with anything, but instead of quizzing her, he thought about it.
Ryne had said that Anise had turned before she'd been assigned to her. She'd aso said that she'd never
been sure while sheld lived with her that Anise had embraced black magic. That had to be significant,
though he wasn't sure how it fit together. He kept thinking.

Fedty. Rynewasfiercdy loya anyway. Handing Anise her medallion would have been the sameto
her as making a promise. And shed been twelve. A child. A londly child from what shedd told him. Her
sster had left home five years earlier to begin her own training and Ryne would have been done with
parentswho didn't pay much attention to her. If Anise had spent time with her and filled the void in her
life, Ryne would have leaned toward her like a seedling to the sun.

Then the other part of what Ryne said sank in—asymbol that the teacher had passed adong everything
she knew.

Pieces started to fal into place for him. "Anise didn't only teach you what you needed to know to do
your job, sheintroduced you to the dark forces, too, didn't she?”

"Yes, dthough | didnt redizeit until later.”
"Shewastrying to turn you."

Ryne shook her head. "Not then, | don't think. | was too young, not experienced enough. She nudged
me, but never gave methefina push. What she did was taint me, though, let me have ataste of the
power, enough to whet my appetite for more.”



"And makeit more difficult for youto ress the pull.”

"es"

"Y ou haven't turned yet and you won't." If Deke was sure of anything, he was sure of that.
"Y ou can't know that! Hell, | don't know it."

"Youredrong," heindsted.

"But | might not be strong enough.” Shetried to yank free, but he hung on to her. "Damn it, hotshat,
it's S0 easy for you to St there and say it's going to be okay, but you don't know what it's like to have
them enticing you twenty-four hoursaday. The only time | have any peaceis. . ."

"Iswhen?'
She hegitated, then said, "When we'rein physica contact.”

"l likethat." It meant he did offer her something and that he wasn't completely usdess. "But what the
hell are you doing down here when I'm upstairs?”

"| wanted to find out how Anise might be circumventing my home's protection.”
"Didn' the council fix that?"
"Not yet."

"They better hurry." Deke didn't like the idea of Ryne suffering. Do you know why the shield you
have around your mind isfailing?" She dropped her gaze and hetilted her chin up with afinger. "Ryne?'
he prompted.

"No," she admitted quietly. "I don't know why I'mlosing it, but I'm amost certain that the council
does."

Deke consdered their reaction and decided Ryne wasright. "And they're not talking," he said grimly,
stroking a hand up and down her spine. Another reason to didike her damn council.

They were lucky to have atroubleshooter like Ryne. Someone who not only was honest and
honorable, but who aso brought her extraordinary skillsto the job. She was incredible and—He pulled
his thoughts up short. "Can | ask you something?"

"Can | stop you?' she shot back and Deke grinned because even though the response was
predictable, the tartness was Ryne.

"Anise had to know you'd be given the job of bringing her in. Why did shetrain you so well? Was she
counting on you turning before she was found out? If she knew you, she had to redlize how stubborn you
are and that she couldn't depend on you becoming evil no matter how well sheldd primed you.”

Ryne blew out along breath. " She didn't have much choice. Trainees are tested at regular intervals
and expected to be at acertain level eachtime. If I'd failed one of the exams, both of us would have
faced scrutiny.

"And she couldn't afford that."

"No. So did you come down here for areason or did you just want to quiz me?' Ryne asked,
changing the subject.

"Maybe | missed you, did you consider that?' Sherolled her eyes and Deke grinned. Damn, heliked



her. "Actudly, | found something sirange in my notesand | wanted your opinion.”

"Okay." She stepped back and put her medallion down on her worktable, but Deke kept contact with
her. "How much do you remember now?" she asked as they headed upstairs hand in hand.

"Very little" he admitted. "1 don't understand why the memories of my life arejumbled up with TV or
why the show seems clearer to me."

"Maybe because the episodes are more recent? Or what about reruns? Real events aren't repeated
over and over."

Deke shrugged. The whys didn't matter and he could ded with afew gapsin hismemory if it meant he
was free of the cartoon.

"What did you want meto look at?" she asked when they were seated on the couch.

Since her thigh was pressed firmly againgt his, Deke chanced releasing her hand. "Okay?' he asked
and waited for her nod before he reached for the sheet of paper held been reading. "Thisisfrom an
insurance fraud case | was working about two months before | was imprisoned. The paragraph I'm
particularly interested in is the second from the bottom, but you should read the whole day'slog to get a
fed for what was going on.”

Deke watched her as she read, following her progress down the page. He knew when she reached
the paragraph he meant because she stiffened. "Crap," she muttered.

"It's something then?
"Shh. | need to read thisagain.”

He subsided. It had been a perfect Southern Cdliforniaday and he'd been tailing a guy suspected of
faking the extent of hisinjuriesfrom an automobile accident. Deke had been leaning againgt his car,
waiting, when aflash of lightning had come. At first, held thought it was going to rain, but the sky had
been blue and the sun shining. Back then, heldd shrugged it off as some weird atmospheric anomaly. Now
he wondered.

"Well?'" he prompted when she looked up. "Was that Anise?"
"Y ou don't remember any other details?
Deke shook his head. "No, do you need more?”

"Tofigure out what spell shetried to use on you, yes. But there's enough here for me to know one
thing—imprisoning you in the cartoon was her second choice." Ryne tapped the page with her finger.
"Hirg, shetried to kill you."

19
CHAPTER

Ryne snuggled under the blankets and listened to the sound of the shower running. Deke hadn't
wanted to leave her, not even for ten minutes, but shed finally convinced him that she could handle the
noisein her head for alittlewhile.



Her mind shield was gone now and she was completely open. It terrified her. Not only did she no
longer have even asmal amount of protection from Anise, but any Gined in physica proximity to her
could read her thoughts. She hated that idea.

"Mo cridhe, my feelings are hurt. Do you really wish to deny me access to your thoughts?"
"Like you're sensitive enough for that to wound you," Ryne shot back.
"The council won't be able to close my path.”

"WEe'll see." Ryne refused to argue and she wouldn't demonstrate any fear. None, no matter what
Anisedid to torture her this time—but she hoped Deke hurried up. Her mentor smiled and Ryne worked
harder to keep her mind blank.

"Let'sreturn to your sixteenth birthday. Do you remember the gift | left for you in your
bedroom?"

Ryne nearly cringed and she redlized her teacher picked up on her aversion when she laughed. Anise
pulled at her mind, and though Ryne fought her, she wound up in her long-ago bedroom. She didn't have
to look to know there was anaked male in her bed. Her birthday and Anise had put a college-age man
under acontrol spell for her. Wasn't that sweet? At least there was no way the other woman could know
what happened.

"Oh, but you're wrong. | watched."

Her face heated, but before Anise could taunt her with that, the door opened and her teenage self
entered. It was abad situation, she'd been highly aroused from watching her mentor whip the two men
and she had power buzzing through her body.

Anise had known her, damn it, known the kind of boy-man she'd found appedling asagirl, and that's
exactly the type sheld chosen for Ryne. The teenager stopped short, stared at the human on her bed, and
after only adight hesitation, she crossed the floor. With her whole heart, Ryne wished she'd turned
around and walked out, but at that age she'd been too impressi onable—too messed up when it cameto
right and wrong. The grown woman struggled to show no reaction asthe girl reached out to touch the
kid's semierect shaft. Shelost her nerve, though, and yanked her hand back amere hair's breadth from
her god.

"Look how wet you are," Anise murmured. " Those panties are sodden.”

Ryne wanted to bring her elbow back and smash her mentor, but she wasn't physically present.
Instead she silently cursed Anise and damned the Stupidity of a sixteen-year-old girl.

The teenager settled for touching his chest, letting her fingers explore the muscles. Ryne closed her
eyes, attempting to shut out one of her most shameful memories, but Anise didn't dlow that. She was
forced to watch asthe girl climbed on the bed, and showing how pathetically desperate sheld been for
affection back then, she kissed the kid. Anise had given her a sex dave and she wanted to make out with
him, but since the boy had been bespelled to obey Ryne's every desire, he obliged her.

If she could make it to the bathroom and touch Deke, she'd be safe, she wouldn't have to seethis.
She had to reach him. Ryne baitled against the hold Anise had on her mind.

"You're going nowhere. If the kissing bores you—and it does continue for quite some time—we
can fast forward to some more interesting parts. How does that sound, mo cridhe?'

"Asif | have a choice."



"You might be slow at times, but you do learn." Anise sounded amused. "While | would like you
to watch yourself rub your bare breasts against his chest, why don't we go to where things become
mor e entertaining."

In the blink of an eye, they jumped ahead and Ryne watched her teenage self straddle the kid'sleg.
She had her degpshirt off now and wore nothing except her panties. It wasn't that big aded, shetold
hersdf. Teenage girlsall across Americadid this and more with their boyfriends every day. Besides, it
wasnt like she had subjugated this man to her will. It was her mentor's doing.

"But you took advantage of the opportunity, didn't you?" Anise pointed out.

Ryne bardly kept herself from cringing at the truth of it. Thanksto her nearly four years of voyeurism,
she'd known alot about sex, but that wasn't something she was proud of. The girl put that knowledge to
use, riding hisleg until they both came.

The shame and remorse lifted for an instant and Ryne redlized something then, something her mentor
was gambling that she wouldn't figure out. She hadn't hurt thiskid. Instead of getting him up on hishands
and kneesto whip his ass as her mentor had with her men, Ryne had kissed him. Instead of dapping his
penis, shed rubbed her thigh againgt it. She hadn't hurt him.

Even as ateenager she'd been stronger than Anise had given her credit for. With the coaching she'd
received, Ryne could have easily tried to dominate the boy, especidly while hewas held in thral. And
she could have easily sunk into the dark forces before she became an adult, but she hadn't.

She hadn't.

"It ended quickly after this," Rynesaid asthe girl sat haf naked on the bed and |ooked down at the
pool on the college boy'sbelly. " Despite everything you did to corrupt me, | always stopped before |
crossed that final line. You lost, I'mtoo strong. | held out against you as a kid and I've only
become more powerful since then. Your days as a threat are numbered.” Anisetried to interrupt her,
but Ryne kept right on going. "You always knew it, but now | seeit, too. I'm stronger than you are.
Your plan backfired."

And Ryne wrenched her mind free of Anisg's control.
She sat up in bed and used both hands to push her hair back. She was shaking.

Maybe sheld talked big to taunt her mentor, but Ryne knew defesting the woman wasn't going to be
easy. Y es, shewas mentdly stronger, but Anise had black magic and along time to hone her use of it.

But Ryne had underestimated her own strength and abilities. Deke had said something about how
unfair it had been for her to measure herself againgt her sster when sheld been so much younger. The
same held true for Anise. For years, Ryne had considered herself to be less powerful, but she'd been
looking at the picture as ateenager and thinking of Anise as her mentor. She wasn't akid any longer,
though, and she wasn't weak. Although sheld said it before, now she believed it at her core.

She wasn't destined to follow in Anise'sfootsteps.

Thegirl shéd been might not have been able to withstand the encouragement to use humans, but she
was an adult now. She hadn't played those games since the day she'd |eft her teacher's home and there
was no reason to believe she'd suddenly become some monster with Deke.

Ryne gasped as something dawned on her, something she couldn't have known asagirl. When shedd
become aroused watching her mentor dominate those men, her facid expressions, her bursts of pleasure
had echoed Anise's by a matter of seconds and the other woman knew away around Ryne's mental



protection. Had she projected her own arousal to Ryne?

The repulsion she'd felt as she'd watched the crop used had aways been as strong as the excitement.
What if thefirst emotion was hers and the other belonged to Anise?

She had to take a deep bresth to calm hersdlf. If thiswere true, she wouldn't have to worry about her
behavior in bed with Deke. Ryne wanted to make love with him. She wanted to touch him, to kisshim, to
know what he felt like deep inside her.

Thewater stopped. Why not? Oh, she'd give hersdf some more time to think it through and test her
reactions—she couldn't risk hurting him—~but odds were things would be norma between them.

Lying back, she closed her eyes and imagined walking into the bathroom, taking the towel from Deke,
and drying that incredible body of his. Y eah. And thistime when she reacted, Ryne pushed aside the fear
and acknowledged that being aroused by the human she loved was naturd, not asignd that shewasin
danger of turning.

For years, she'd been trying to prove to the Gineal people that she hadn't embraced the dark forces. It
had led her to take foolish risks, had her fighting long after another troubleshooter would have withdrawn.
But Ryne findly understood. There was only one person who had to believein her. Hersdlf.

Ryne swallowed a sigh and tried to feign interest in the case she was reading. She was|ousy at seduction.
It waslate evening and she sill hadn't made her move—not before dinner, not after dinner, and she
continued to Sit here, trying to figure out what the hdll to do.

It shouldn't be difficult; afew teasing touches and some coy glances, a suggestive smile or remark.
Easy. Except that kind of roundabout maneuver was dien to he—shewasa
charge-straight-to-the-destination kind of person.

She eyed histhigh where it pressed againgt hers. All she needed to do was reach out and run her
fingerslightly up theinseam of his jeans—Deke would get it—but she couldn't do it. Rynewasn't a
toucher, no onein her family had been, and theidea of caressing him made her fed self-conscious.
Maybe if it were spontaneous and not premeditated . . .

Crap. Everything she came up with felt so freaking contrived. How did women do this? Sheld learned
alot about sex far too early, but there hadn't been any coaxing involved. Anise had smply put the men
under her control until she'd broken them and done what she'd wanted. That wasn't an option for Ryne.

Sheld even tried the food-as-seduction routine and cooked chicken Parmesan for dinner—her no-fall
meal—thinking that if fgjitas worked for Deke, thiswould work for her. Only she hadn't been sure what
to do while they were eating. Flirt with him? God, she never flirted and wouldn't know where to start.

For most of the day, she'd been thinking about making love with him, and her body was so ready, it
was all she could do not to squirm to relieve some of the arousal. She had to figure out someway to let
him know shewaswilling.

"Babe?' Rynejerked. "Why o tense”?”

It wasn't asif she could deny anything waswrong, not after her reaction, but she didn't know what to
tdl him.

"Areyou hearing the dark forces even though we're touching?' Deke asked. "Do you need meto do
more, like hold your hand or something?'

Hed given her aconvenient excuse, but Ryne didn't take it. She wasn't going to lieto him, but the



truth was embarrassing. "No, I'mfine." She cleared her throat to get rid of the hoarseness. "The voices
arequiet.”

Deke stared at her for amoment longer, then returned to his stack of papers. Damn it, she was such
anidiot. She'd faced down creatures dangerous enough to send others running in horror, yet she couldn't
reach out and touch the man she loved. Thiswas pathetic. She should just do it. Really. What wasthe
worgt that could happen? Aside from looking as stupid as she felt. Was he going to tell her no? Ryne
doubted it. Deke had made it pretty clear he wanted her.

Sowly, she started to move her hand toward hisleg, but he looked up and she hurriedly put it back in
her lap.

"Okay, now | know something's up. What's going on?"
The hdl withit. "I'm trying to seduce you, damnit, but thisindirect suff isn't easy for me."

He stared a her blankly, asif sheldd spoken to him in alanguage he didn't understand. Ryne could
amost see him repegting her words, trying to comprehend them. When he grinned, she redlized hed

gottenit.

"Youremaking it harder thanitis" Deke sad, ill smiling. "If you're not comfortable with games, you
don't haveto play them. All you haveto do istdl me you want me."

Could it redly bethat smple?
Deke leaned closer, hislips nearly touching hers. "Say it."
She hesitated, then jumped in with both feet. "I want you, Deke."

The minute space between them disappeared and his mouth covered hers. Despite the fact that he
knew she was eager for him, he kept the kiss soft—persuading her, asking her, teasing her. Ryne liked
that and something insde her relaxed.

Resting her hands on his shoulders, she let her fingers explore the hard muscles there. Histongue
traced the seam of her lips and Ryne opened for him, let him taste her.

Deke didn't rush. He kissed her and kissed her asif that were the only thing they were going to do.
Even hishands didn't stray; instead, he cupped her face between his palms. Occasiondly, hisfingers
would tighten against her scalp, but even that was dow and gentle.

"Y ou've got such asexy mouth,”" hetold her between kisses. "Y our lipsarefull, just begging to be
kissed, but you usudly have this determined expression going on. Makes me wonder what it would take
to divert you."

"Y ou're doing pretty good right now."
He grinned and eased back. ™Y ou mean your god isn't to have your wicked way with me?”’

Before she could tense up at hiswords, Deke nipped her ear-lobe and trailed his mouth down her
jaw. "Your chinissexy, too," hetold her and lightly bit her there.

"My chin?'

"Oh, yeah, Ryne. Y ou have thisindentation." He traced his thumb down the line in question. "It's so
shdlow, it'sbarely noticeable, but damn, it makes me want to do this" He gave her another nip.

She amiled. Leaveit to Deketo be attracted to something strange like her chin, but Ryne enjoyed his



unpredictability.

"It'syour eyes, though, that really get me hot for you." He stopped and let her thoughts clear before he
continued. "'l can seeyour intelligence, your intengity, your fire, and that's the sexiest thing of al.”

Hekissed her again, and when he pulled away, he asked, "What do you like about me?
"Everything." Shetried to draw him back for more.
"That'stoo easy. Give me some details.”

Ryne sighed. "Y our eyes." She hurried and kept talking before he told her that was too easy aswell.
"They were one of thefirst things | noticed about you the morning you woke up in my bed. Y ou were
trying to be this easygoing smart ass, but your eyes gave away your patience and your own intengity."

"Most people don't seethat.”
She shrugged. "I'm not most people.”
"I know that. Anything eseyou like about me?"

From histeasing expression, Ryne knew he was done being even semiserious and she went along with
him. "Y our arms.” She pushed up the | eft deeve of histurquoise polo shirt and traced afinger over one of
theveins. "l like how muscular they are, the thickness of your wridts, the strength of your fingers, your
caloused pams, but | love how gentle you are when you touch me." Shegrinned a him. "And | love your
amirk.”

"No, you don't. It infuriatesyou."

"Sometimes,”" she admitted, "but | likeit anyway.” And she did because it was part of who Deke was.
Ryne leaned forward and brushed her mouth over his. "Do | have to keegp complimenting you or havel
boosted your ego enough to get alittle action?"

Helaughed. "Ryne, babe, you've seen me hard. Y ou know it'snot little.” Sherolled her eyes, but he
ignored that. ™Y ou okay with moving thisinto the bedroom?

"More than okay," she assured him. He took her hand and helped her to her fest.

That was another thing she liked about him—he could be exasperating one minute and swest the next.
Sheld dready told him she wanted to have sex with him, but Deke wasn't going to take it for granted and
he wasn't going to rush her. He was amazing.

Deke gave her more dow and easy kisses as they stood beside the bed. The only difference between
here and the couch was thistime his hands were on her hips, holding tightly againgt hisbody. Ryne felt
how hard he was and part of her gppreciated that he'd reined himself in for her. The other part of her
wanted to tackle him to the bed and start pulling off his clothes.

"Movefagter," shetold him, scared by the side of her that wanted to wrest control.

"Therésno hurry," hetold her, and in the warm glow of the lamps, she could clearly seetheinfinite
patiencein hiseyes.

Ryne growled, hooked her foot behind hisleg, and pushed him onto the bed. She'd straddled him
before she redlized what sheld done. Quickly, she moved to hisside and said, "I'm sorry.”

"Why? Do you have any ideahow hot it isto have awoman take charge?' He gave her hiskiller grin.



She shook her head. "Don't let me. If | roll on top of you, put me back beneath you and if | do
anything that seemstoo controlling, say something immediately. | need you to promise methis, okay?'

Sowly, hissmile disappeared and he sat up, reaching out to take one of the hands she wastwigting in
her lap. "What's this about? Come on," Deke added when she shrugged.

"Anise." She was hoping she wouldn't have to say more, but Ryne could see that he had questions.
She dropped her gaze to their hands, unable to look him in the eye while she confessed part of her most
shameful secret. " She made me watch her with her men and she was dwaysthe onein charge. | can't be
like her, but you weren't moving fast enough for me, so | took over. That's something shed do.” Or at
least it was what Anise would do if the human mae weren't dready bespelled.

With two fingers, he tipped her chin up until she had no choice but to meet hiseyes. ™Y oure not like
her." She started to speak, but he cut her off. "No, I'm not going to argue about it. I'll do what you want
because you'l worry if | don't, but I'll only do it this one time, understand?’

Ryne nodded. Sheld take what she could get and deal with the future when it arose.

"Y ou need to make me a promise, too. If | do something you don't like or that makes you uneasy, you
haveto tell me, okay?'

"l will," shesaid solemnly.

Dekeslips curved and he reached for the hem of his polo shirt. "The thingsaguy hasto do for his
woman."

He pulled the shirt over hishead, missing her shocked expression. His woman? Did heredly think of
her like that? Ryne hoped he did. She considered Deketo be hers, so it seemed fair it go both ways.

"Do you ill want meto move fagter?”

Reductantly, Ryne pulled her gaze from hischest. "Yeah, | do. I've been fantasizing about you and me
for days. | don't know how much longer | can wait."

The most intenselook sheld ever seen from him crossed Deke's face. "Damn, Ryne, it'sagood thing
I've been jerking off in the shower every morning, otherwise I'd last about thirty seconds after hearing
you say that."

Going up on her knees, she reached for her shirt and peded it off. "Y ou've been masturbating because
of me?'

"Hell, yes. It's not easy deeping beside you and not touching.”

She unhooked her braand Iet it fal to the floor next to her shirt. ™Y ou can touch now," she reminded
him, arching dightly to offer Deke her breadts.

"Hold that thought." He got off the bed, unbuttoned hisjeans, then carefully lowered the zipper. Deke
wasted no time shedding his pants and socks. "Sorry," he said as he returned to her. "1 felt congtricted.”

"| can seetha." Ryne reached out to stroke his erection through his briefs. She came to a damp patch
and circled her thumb around his crown.

With agroan, he caught her hand. "Keep thisup and I might be back at the thirty-second mark."
"Do you need meto catch up?' She undid her own jeans and shimmied out of them. "Better?”"

"For someone who said she's straightforward, you sure know how to tease a man.”



"How much moreteasing do | need to do before you touch me?* She licked the thumb that had been
caressing him, got it nice and wet, and ran it over anipple. That wasal it took. He had her on her back
50 fast, Ryne was nearly dizzy, but Deke dowed down again, kissing her lazily while his hand stroked her
hip.

Ryne fought herself. She wanted to make him hurry up, and if that meant taking charge.. . . She
wouldn't. Shewouldn'.

To digtract herself, she concentrated on Deke's calloused fingers, on the way his chest hair abraded
her breasts, making her nipples even siffer, and she gave hersdlf up to hiskisses. Hisleg ingnuated itself
between hers, moving up until histhigh rested against her mound. She undulated, then stopped.

"No." Dekelifted hisheed. "If it fedsgood, Ryne, keep riding my leg."
She blinked, clearing her thoughts enough to say, "Y ou're not calling me babe.”

"Y ou accused me once of using that because | couldn't remember your name. | want you to know that
I'm aware of exactly who I'm making love with."

Reaching up, sheran her index finger over the corner of hislips. If sheweren't dready inlovewith
him, what he just said would have pushed her over the edge. "Deke Summers, you are one specia guy.”

"Y eah, wdll, keep that in mind when | come about three seconds after I'm insde you.” Hisgrin was
crooked, salf-deprecating.

"That doesn't matter if | come two seconds after you'reinsde me.” Ryne amost laughed as she
watched dawning redization, then determination enter his eyes. Her man had a purpose now—meake sure
she reached orgasm faster than he did.

He brushed his knuckles under her nipples, touching her so lightly she gasped and arched, begging for
firmer contact. She didn't get it. Instead, hetrailed hisfingers down her torso, circled her navel, and
headed lower. Deke's hands curled around the waistband of her panties. "Lift," he ordered thickly, and
Rynedid, letting him strip the last piece of clothing from her.

Deke stared. For an instant, she felt embarrassed, then he raised his gaze and let her see hiseyes.
"Beautiful,” hetold her, and that easily, she knew how much he agppreciated her body. The
self-consciousness vanished. Thiswas the man she loved; shewanted him to find pleasurein her.

Rynetightened her handsinto fists, trying to sop hersdf from pushing down hisbriefs. She needed
him to be as naked as she was, to be able to see dl of him again.

Without her saying aword, Dekedid it for her and it was her turn to stare. She felt hisown question
and sheraised her eyesto his. "Beautiful,” she echoed and licked her lips.

Helowered her mouth to hers, the kiss part reverence, part restrained hunger. Deke didn't spend alot
of time at her mouth. He bit at the pulse point in her neck, licked away the sting, then moved down to her
breasts. Therewas adight rasp from his stubble and the subtle abrasion had her moaning.

Using hislips, teeth, and tongue, he teased her breasts until Ryne writhed beneath him. His mouth
followed the path hisfingers had taken earlier. He lingered at her belly button, histongue tracing the edge
before ddving insde.

Deke didn't stop there. "L et me see how ready you are.”" He moved between her legs, his broad
shoulders opening her. Hisfingers parted her folds farther and he kissed her there. With agasp, she
arched asking for more. "Oh, yeah, Ryne."



The man was amaster. Almost before the idea of what she wanted could register, hewas doing it for
her. Although he didn't say aword, she knew he liked it when she was vocal, and instead of repressing
her noises, Ryne let him hear exactly how much she loved what he was doing to her.

Damn, she wanted to go down on him and give him the same kind of pleasure she was receiving.
Next time. I'm too close now.

Since he hadn't stopped using histongue, Ryne knew he hadn't said that a oud and she knew she
hadn't said what he was responding to out loud either. Before she could do more than register that, an
orgasm crashed down on her and she didn't care about anything else. Arching her hips, sheheld Dekein
place with her hands and came hard.

Hewas dtill between her legs, kissng and tonguing her lightly when she regained awareness of her
surroundings. "Y ou okay?' Deke asked quietly.

"Yeah." Ryne cleared her throat. "Damn, you're good.”

She got agrin, then he refocused his attention on her sex. Thistime, she propped hersdlf up on her
elbows to watch him. There was something incredibly erotic about the fact that Deke obvioudy enjoyed
what he was doing, and that aroused her dmost as much as his mouth did. Ryne waswrithing again, on
the brink when he pulled off her.

The moan of disappointment dipped ot.
"Thistime," Deke said, leaning over her, "we're coming together.”

Ryne liked that ideaand reached for his shouldersto pull him down to her, but al she got wasair. She
couldn't figure out why he was sitting on the edge of the bed and not covering her with his body.
"Wha—"

"Need acondom.”
Hurry, she thought.
"I'mtrying."

Sheld hardly had a chance to touch him, but she'd save that for next time, too. Right now, she wanted
himtofinish this time and—He turned toward her and Ryne opened her arms and legs, welcoming him.

Deke kissed her and she could taste herself. As hot as she was, that was aturn-on, aswell. Hurry.

His head nudged her entrance and she moaned againgt hislips because it felt so damn good. Ryne
tried to encourage him to move faster, but he held her hips, setting his own pace.

Glaciersreceded quicker.

He broke the kiss and laughed, but the smile didn't last long. Deke drew in asharp breath as he sank
deeper insde her. Hefet good, so damn good. Shetried to tell him that, but her words sounded
unintligible. Ryne gave up and moaned.

When he completely filled her, they both froze. So good, Deke.
Yeah.

Hisfirg thrust was tentative, atest. Ryne met him and his second was stronger. It didn't take them
long to match rhythms and that made it even better.



Hurry, he encouraged her.
Rynetried. She could fed how close hewas, though, and knew she wasn't going to makeit.

He pulled back far enough to dip a hand between their bodies and teased the place where her
pleasure was centered. Deke knew exactly how to touch her by now and her breath hitched in her chest.
Yeah, babe—Ryne, come. Come.

His excitement fed hers, drove her wild. With akeening moan, she found her pleasure, and only asplit
second later, shefelt Deke coming with her. If anything, this orgasm was more intense than the first he'dd
given her and she rode the wave, eyes|ocked on his until he sank down on top of her.

It was awhile later that she felt something tease at her brain. Ryne pushed it away and stroked Deke's
shoulders. He continued to lay on top of her, unmoving except for hisrespiration and that made her smile.
She liked that she could do thisto him.

You would.

The mind-reading thing continued to bother her, but she was feding too good, too lazy, right now to
get worked up by it. And you didn't enjoy what you were doing to me? It's not different, she added
as she eadily picked up hisargument.

Then it registered. That thing that was prodding at her brain. Sowly, Ryne opened her eyes. It wasn't
poss ble—she would have sensed it when they'd met. It Smply wasn't possible.

But it was.

"Oh, my God. Y oure not human!™

20
CHAPTER

Deke pushed himself up on hisforearms and stared down a Ryne. For aminute, the only thing he
could think was how beautiful she was, dthough she appeared agitated and confused, but then her words
sank in. "I'd like to toss out some comment about my sexua prowess, but you're making me unessy.
Whet the hdl do you mean I'm not human?'

She shoved at his shoulders. "L et me up.”
"No. You can't drop abombshell like that and walk away."
"I need to think and | do that better on my feet." Ryne gave him another push.

He wasn't ready to move—he was till trying to recover from the best sex of hislife—but Deke
shifted off her. Ryneimmediately stood and started to pace, obliviousto her nakedness. Perplexed by
both her words and her behavior, he watched her move and tried to make sense of things.

Hefound himsdlf distracted. Her nipples were hard. Damn, despite her announcement, he wanted to
stop her and take her in his mouth again. Deke liked Ryne's easy grace and he could have gazed at her
for hours, but instead he headed to the bathroom and took care of the condom.

After he cleaned up, Deke returned to the bedroom. Ryne didn't seem ready to settle in one place yet



and he propped some pillows up against the middle of the headboard to make himsalf comfortable while
he waited. Leaning back, he laced hisfingers behind hishead and ogled her.

"Y ou know," he said conversationally, despite how bemused he felt, "usualy women like to enjoy the
afterglow and they want alittle cuddling and stroking. Thisisthefirst time I've driven anyone to pace.”

"If you wanted usud, you should have gone to bed with someone else.” Shelooked at him, but she
seemed amillion milesaway. "Now, be quigt; I'm trying to think."

He shut his mouth and went back to observing her. 1t took awhile before Ryne surfaced enough to
redlize she had his undivided attention. She stopped and said, "Y ou're saring.”

"Hey, I'm aguy and | have a gorgeous naked woman strutting around in front of me. Do you think I'm
not going to look?*

With asmal smile, she climbed onto the foot of the bed and crawled up to kned at hiship.
Deke unfolded his arms and took her hand. "Are you ready to talk to me now?'
"Asready as!'ll ever be"

She played with hisfingers, watching their hands, and he waited some more. He took amoment to
appreciate the differences between them. She was fine-boned, ddlicate in appearance, athough he knew
better than to underestimate her strength, and her skin was much fairer than his. Deke liked their
contrasts, and in other circumstances, he would have been happy to think of nothing else until he was
ready to Snk into Ryne again, but they had something to discuss. "If I'm not human, what am 1?7

Sowly, shemet hiseyes. "Y ou're adormant. That meansthat you're the descendant of Ginea who've
ceded their powers.”

"Likeyour sgter.”

"Y eah. If she has children—even with a Gineal—they'd be dormants because both parents need to
have their magic. But in that type of stuation, likely the father would help his child comeinto his power at
ayoung age."

"Whoa, back up." Deke found himself momentarily distracted by her breasts and he had to shake his
head to get himsdlf on track. "What do you mean, come into his power? Are you saying | have magic?'

"Yes butit'slyinginertingdeyou.”

He didn't know which question to ask next. There were dozens flying around his head, vying for
prominence, and what he did say, surprised him. "My parents never told me anything.”

"It'sunlikely that they knew. The odds are that your magic comes from Ginea who ceded their
powers centuries ago during one of our periods of persecution. The knowledge was probably lost within
afew generations.”

That made him fed better—his parents hadn't lied by omission. Ryne shifted dightly and he found his
gaze back on her breasts. With agroan, he jerked his eyes up and said, "Babe, you need to put
something on. | can't think clearly when dl | want to doislean forward and lick anipple.”

"Men," he heard her mutter as she got off the bed, and Deke grinned. She had a point. The topic was
serious enough that he should be able to stay focused.

Ryne grabbed her panties off the floor and stepped into them before she went digging in adrawer.
Deciding maybe held better follow his own suggestion, he found hisbriefs, yanked them on, and got back



into bed. When she was covered by along-deeve teg, shereturned to hisside. "Better?' she asked.
"No, but thisis more conducive to conversation.”

They stared at each other quietly for along time before Rynefindly said, ™Y ou're accepting thiswith
amazingcam.”

Deke smirked. "1've been trapped in a cartoon for four-plus years, and since you freed me ten days
ago, |'ve seen you create images out of thin air, transform our clothes into expensive stuff for the
apartment tour, throw fire, open transits, and do assorted other things. I've discovered that there are
mongters out there—crogaids, amadans, baines, and probably more | haven't met yet. After everything
ese, thefact that I'm descended from Gineal and have magic isn't as earthshaking asit would have been
aweek ago."

"| guessthat's understandable.” After amoment's consideration, Ryne said, "I can probably anticipate
some of the genera questions you'll have. The Gineal don't look for or keep tabs on dormants, and when
we do come across them, we don't tell them what they are." She gave him awry smile. "Y ou're the

exception.”

"Why not?Y ou don't want them shooting aburst of fire someday and not knowing what the hell they
did"

Reaching for his hand again, Ryne twined their fingers. "It doesn't work that way. Thereésan
incantation adormant has to recite before he can do amost any magic. Asfor why we don't approach
them, there are anumber of reasons, including keeping our society secret and our belief that if their life
path were meant to include their powers, they'd find their way to us without prompting.”

Deke decided Ryne hadn't mentioned one of the big things. "Y ou a so couldn't be sure of the mora
integrity or how someone would react to suddenly having powers."

She nodded. "From the time we're born, were taught the ethics of magic. We need to have asolid
foundation to know when to use it and when not to. The decision isn't dways easy and the subjectiveness
ispart of what can turn usto the dark forces." Ryne shook her head. "Troubleshooters are busy enough
without hunting wayward dormants who've comeinto their powers.”

"But there are good people out there, people who would only use their magic to help others.”
"You'relooking at it from ahuman perspective. Did you ever watch | Dream of Jeannie?"
That came out of the blue, but Deke cautioudy said, 'Y eah.”

Ryneslipsturned up, but she didn't comment. " There was an episode that had one of the best
explanations on the ethics of magic that I've heard. | think Mgor Nelson had Jeanni€'s powers
temporarily and he was talking about stopping awar or something. Jeannie told him that by ending one
war, he could start ten others. It'sared thregt. Even if anew Gined had the best of intentions he could
causeincredible havoc.”

"So mogt livether entire livesthinking they're human.”

"Almogt dl of them." She paused, shrugged, then said, "Asfor you, your energy read completely
human to me. | didn't know you were adormant until alittle bit ago, | swear. | wasn't hiding it from you."
She clasped his hand with both of hers.

"l never thought you were, Ryne."

She relaxed, and with asmile, brought his hand to her mouth and pressed akissin the center of his



pam. Deke felt the touch of her lipsal the way to his cock.

"I've been trying to figure out why | was fooled about what you are because | should have known.
That'swhat had me pacing. | only came up with one answer: Anise."

"How?Why?'

"How? There must be some spell and | think we broke it when we made love. | won't know for sure
until | find the incantation and read how it'sworded. Asfor why? | only have conjecture, but | think she
didn't want usto have sex. Yeah, | know," Ryne said quickly, "but it'sthe only thing that makes sense.
She'saware of how | fed about taking ahuman asalover and | wouldn't have the same reservations
about adormant.”

Deke had that Alice-down-the-rabbit-hole fedling again. "I can't come up with asingle benefit that she
getsfrom our abstaining from sex.”

"That's because you'rerationd. Aniseian't. | told you, usng the dark forcesislike taking adrug. How
logicdl isalong-term addict on anearly continud high?'

It made him fedl better that Ryne didn't get it either, but it shouldn't. If they didn't understand why
Anise did things, they were at greater risk of being taken unaware. He liked to be prepared, to anticipate
from which direction his adversary would strike. Hisfirebal, though, seemed to take the uncertainty in
stride. He supposed that in her job, she had to.

In truth, Deke wasn't sure how he felt about this dormant thing. He wasn't even sure he liked having
the potential to do magic, but one thing was clear: he wasn't useless any longer; he could help Ryne. " Get
the spdll to bring meinto my powers and then start training me until 1 know enough to fight beside you."

She shook her head and Deke scowled at her.
"I can learn the ethics, babe."

"l know you can and I'd trust you to be cautious, to take it in steps, until you were up to speed. That's
not the problem.”

"Thenwhat the hell iS?'

Ryne leaned toward him, rested ahand on histhigh, and lightly stroked hisleg. "Because the
incantation | used to free you from the cartoon is only temporary, you're still under Anise's power. You
can't cal forth your magic while you're be-spelled by another. No dormant can.”

Which meant he was fucking usaless. That just sucked.

For the past two days, Ryne had watched Deke try to control hisfrustration. He was successful more
often than not, and when he dipped, he aways apologized quickly. She knew how hefdt, hell, shewas
frustrated hersdlf. It seemed asif for every step forward, they were knocked back again.

Ryne got off her stool and stretched before heading into the stacks of books for another volume.
Deke was continuing to go through his cases—the man had reams of paper on each job—but in her
opinion, they'd dready found the only important puzzle piece in his notes—Anise had tried to kill Deke
and failed. Failed! And she hadn't approached him since, sending other beings after him instead. Ryne
had a suspicion about that.

She found the next book she wanted to go through and brought it back to her worktable. Instead of
opening the text, she paused for amoment and drank in the blessed peace. She'd never take it for



granted again. Sex with Deke had done more than remove the camouflage that made her think he was
human; for some reason, it had aso made the dark forces go silent.

In the past, even when they'd been more or less quiet, sheld felt them just below her consciousness,
lurking. Waiting. They weren't there right now. Her mind shield had somehow been rebuilt and it was
stronger than before. That was another thing Ryne wanted answersfor, but shed look into it later.

Although it was damn close, the mental serenity wasn't the best part about Deke being a dormant. The
thing she liked the most was not needing to worry about dominating him in bed. Sure, she could ill
overwhelm the man, but sheld have to work harder at it—hard enough that she would redlize what she
was doing and stop hersdlf. The freedom to smply enjoy touching him and being touched by him were
incredible gifts.

It continued to bother her, though, that Anise had concealed his dormancy. More than conceded it.
Sheld invaded Rynée's head, and had deliberately reminded her why Ryne couldn't trust hersdlf with a
human. In the end, it had backfired, but it seemed asif her mentor had been dead set on preventing her
from deeping with Deke. Why?

That question ate at her, demanded attention. She'd told him that the reason could be irrationa, but
Rynewasn't sure of that. Most Ginedl had no problem enjoying humans, so hiding what Deke was had to
be related specifically to her aversion. It had to mean something. If she only knew whét.

Could Anise have known that the act would silence the dark forces? Ryne shook her head—even if
she was aware of that, there had to be moreto it.

With asigh, Ryne pushed thoughts of her mentor from her head and concentrated on someone much
more pleasant. Deke. Damn he knew what to do with his hands and lips. He had athing for kissing her.
A man who enjoyed kisses and didn't hurry through them to get to sex—amazing. And addictive. He
didn't limit himsdf either. Last night, held spent forever on her breasts, loving her with his mouth and
hands until she'd been begging him to make her come.

Hed liked that.

Then thered been this morning in the shower. Sheld never used her handheld massage head on herself
theway held used it on her. Deke had actualy made her scream. Twice. He would have gone for three
except sheld been too sengitive for another round.

Thinking about that had her squirming in her seet and Ryne made hersdlf flip open her book. She had
to pay attention to her reading. Throughout the ages, various Gineal had studied dormants and
documented their findings. These case histories had to hold the answers she needed.

Ryne was about thirty pagesinto the text when the smell of something good reached her. Since they'd
eaten dinner acouple of hours earlier, this must be dessert.

Taking alast, gppreciative sniff, she returned to reading. Thiswas her fifth and final book on
dormants, and next, sheld have to sart calling forth titles from the Ginedl holdings. But she thought shed
read something as akid that would explain Anisgs fear of Deke, and since she had her entire family
library, it had to bein her collection.

Ryne went through another twenty pages before she found what she wanted. The volume was old, the
handwriting faint and spidery, so sheread it twice to be sure. "Bingo,” she murmured.

As she mulled over the information, she stared off into space. Sheld have to test it to be positive, but
whatever she chose to do would have to be something relatively innocuous. If she were wrong, Ryne
didn't want to hurt Deke. If she wereright, she didn't want to—



"Hey, babe, thinking about the way | lifted you onto the counter before dinner and had my way with
you?"

Ryne turned and saw Deke leaning against the doorjamb, his hands tucked behind him. "No. | was
remembering the way you findly let me go down on you this morning after we showered." Shelicked her
upper lip. "Y ou taste good.”

With great satisfaction, she watched his eyes heat. He closed the distance between them, and when he
stood in front of her, Deke asked, "Do | taste better than a cookie?"

She dropped her eyesto his crotch, then looked into his eyes again. "It depends on the cookie.”
He brought his handsinto view. "Chocolate chip, fresh from the oven.”

Leaning forward, Ryne opened her mouth. Deke broke off a chunk and popped it in. She chewed
dowly, swallowed.

"WdI?" he prompted.

"Let'ssee. .. warm, rich, sweet. That's two out of three for you and three out of three for the cookie.
Chocolate chip wins." She snagged the rest of the treat from his hand.

"Y eah, but can the cookie make you moan in pleasure?’

"Nope." She paused, let him have amoment to gloat before she added, "But créme brilée can." That
wiped the satisfied expression off hisface, and grinning, Ryne finished the lat bite of the cookie.

"Y ou know how to wound aman."

For an ingtant, she feared he was serious—it hadn't been her intention to hurt him—but then she read
the mischief dancing in his eyes. Leaning farther over, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed
him dowly. When she pulled back, she traced her thumb over hislips. "Great in bed and in the kitchen.
What did | do to deserve this?!

Deke nipped the pad of her thumb. "Y ou got lucky, babe." He looked around then whispered next to
her ear, "Do you want me to show you I'm good in the basement, too?"

She laughed. Damn, she enjoyed him.
"l loveit when you laugh," Deke said. "Y ou don't do it enough, you know."
That was probably true. "Maybe | never had much reason before this.”

"Yeah." He looked grim, then shook it off. ™Y ou seemed pretty seriouswhen | got down here. What's
up?'

"| found something, but | needtotest it out . . . on you."
He stepped back and spread hisarms. "Be my guest.”

Ryne felt her heart stutter. He had to trust her—redlly trust her—to offer himsdlf up like that. Deke
had seen what she could do and throwing fire was only thetip of the iceberg.

"Stand on the opposite side of thework area,” she directed, pointing to the spot she meant. Y ou
don't have to do anything and you don't need to worry. Theworst you'll fed isasharp jab, | promise.”

Getting to her feet, Ryne gathered hersdf and pointed her finger a him, but she was the one who got
the hard poke. "Y esl"



"l didn't fed anything."

"l know you didn't." Ryne grinned at him. "I did!" She crossed over to him, took hishandsin hers, and
sad, "Thisisfabuloud Y ou have mirror protection in place.”

"Sart talking."

""'Some dormants have passive magica abilities. Very few, and most don't have much. Maybe they can
read tarot cardswell or they know when the phoneis going to ring before it does. Real smple stuff. But
then there are those who have more—like you. Mirror protection is exactly what it soundslike. Any
negative magica energy directed a you is mirrored back at the sender, sowhen | tried to jab you, I'm
the onewho fdt it." Rynegrinned again. "It'swhy Anisefaled when shetried to kill you. It boomeranged
back to her. She must have been roydly pissed off about that.”

"If shewastrying to kill me, and it was mirrored back & her, why isshe fill dive?!

"Becauseit takesalot moreto kill aGined than it doesto kill adormant. Shewaslikely hurt, but not
enough to dow her down for long. Thisexplainswhy she put you in ‘toon town.”

Deke shook hishead. "It doesn't explain anything. If she directed that spell at me, why wasn't she put
into the cartoon?"

Ryne drew adeep breath and tried to think of the easiest way to describe what had happened. She
decided to just go for it and hope he got it. "There'stwo reasons that | can think of—both might be vaid
or only one. Thefirg isthat your shield didn't consder the spell negative. It did nothing to harm you, it
smply moved you into another state of being."

He broke away from her and paced up and down the length of her workspace, muttering the entire
time. There was alot of profanity involved, but the gist of it was that Deke considered the spell to be
damn negétive.

She waited until he settled down before she said, " The second reason could be that the spell wasn't
precisaly directed at you. Instead, it was one that drew you into it."

From the expression on hisface, she knew he didn't get it and shetried again. "Think of explosive
decompression on an airplane. The breach in the fusedlage might beinfirgt class, but if you're anding in
the aideten rows back, you're still going to be sucked out.”

"So Anise directed the spell off to my sde and it was potent enough to draw meinto it.”
Ryne nodded. It wasn't exactly right, but he was close and that was good enough &t this point.

Deke hauled her against him and wrapped hisarms around her, holding her tightly. It wasn't a
conscious decision to project histhoughts, Ryne knew that, but she could hear them as clearly asif he
were speaking adoud. Shefelt his scomach churn as he recalled how much he hated being a cartoon and
she heard him wonder if it maybe wouldn't be better to die fighting than to return to that existence. She
hugged him morefirmly.

Sheloved him, and if he loathed it that much, Ryne had to make certain Deke didn't get stuck in DSPI
again—no matter what she had to do. Histhoughts calmed, and she wondered if on somelevd, held
picked up on her promiseto him. At least she wondered that until she discerned a stray visud image.
Deke was thinking about bending her over her worktable and tugging her jeans down. She nearly
laughed. Leaveit to aman.



Deke eyed the table over Ryne's shoulder, but decided it wastoo high. Unless helaid her on top of it and
climbed up after her. He was giving that some cons deration when the doorbell rang. Sheimmediately
stepped away from him and he sighed.

"Gined," shetold him and headed up the dairs.

Hefollowed her, unwilling to let her face whomever it was done. Deke was in position to see both
Ryne and the person who stood outside when she pulled open the door. He amost growled. Why the
hell hadn't she looked out the damn peephole?

In aflash, Deke sized up the man standing there and decided he was dangerous despite the pretty-boy
appearance. They were about equal in height and weight, but Ryne said he was Gined so he had magic.
That gave the other man the edge in afight.

"Creed!" Her voice held delighted surprise and that was echoed on her face.

Deke's mood soured. It went even farther south when she invited the asshole in and threw hersdlf into
hisarms. Pretty boy held her too close and too tight. The bastard had five secondsto let go of her, or
magic be damned, Deke was putting him on thefloor.

It was Ryne who stepped back and moved to hisside. Dekeimmediately dung an arm around her
shoulders. She was his and he was staking his claim. Something ingde him calmed when her arm went
around hiswalst, reinforcing his message.

Pretty boy challenged him with his gaze and Deke met it head on. If he wanted to fight for Ryne, Deke
would fight.

"Creed Blackwood," Ryne sad, "thisis Deke Summers. Deke, thisismy friend Creed.”

He didn't extend his hand and neither did Blackwood. Deke heard Ryne sigh. Shetried to step away
from him, but he tightened hishold dightly. "Creed, would you mind shutting the door?' Pretty boy didn't
move. "Creed, it's cold outsde.”

Reluctantly, the other man turned and closed the front door. While his back was to them, Ryne gave
Deke awarning look and mouthed the words, "Be nice."

Deke nodded, but he didn't mean it. Ryne thought of Black-wood as a friend, but the man wanted
more than that from her. She might not redlizeit, but Deke didn't have adoubt in hismind.

"Do you require ass stance with your task?' she asked, voice formal. Protocol, Deke remembered.
Pretty boy shook his head. "Thanks, but no."

"Can you tdl mewhat's going on?" Deke heard the thread of annoyancein Ryne's voice and figured it
was because thiswas her territory and she didn't know what the problem was.

"My assgnment isn't in Minnegpolis." Blackwood's answer indicated that he knew Ryne well enough
to pick up on her irritation, too, and Deke fought the need to scowl.

"How long are you in town?"



"Just overnight. I'm catching a plane to Tokyo tomorrow."
"Hying rather than usng atrangt?’
The other man shrugged. "It's necessary.”

Ryne didn't ask about that; instead, she moved on to another question. "Do you have aneed to stay
here?'

A growl nearly escaped, but Deke swallowed it. "Babe, I'm sure Blackwood would sleep better at a
hotel than on our couch.”

The challenge was back on the bastard's face, but thistime, Ryne saw it, too. "Oh, for God's sake!”
Neither one of them backed down. "Let's at |east move the pissing match into the great room whereit's
warmer and more comfortable.”

She put her shoulder into his side and pushed. Reluctantly, Deke moved. They stood in the middle of
the floor, about three feet gpart and picked up where they'd left off.

"The council claimed you had ahuman here. Whered you find the dormant, Ryne?’

Deke dtiffened at the dur in the asshol€'s voice and Ryne squeezed him. "Deke was the human, or a
least we thought he was human. Anise had some kind of illuson spdl on him.”

"Shit. Youlet him fuck you."

There was disbelief, disdain, and something else Deke couldn't name in the other man's voice. He put
Ryne behind him and moved astep forward. "Don't talk to her like that,” he warned.

"How do you know that?" Ryne demanded, moving to Deke's side. It pissed him off that she wasn't
ripping into the asshole for speaking to her that way.

"Because therés only one damn illusion spell that will make adormant appear human and asingle
condition under which it can belifted. It happensto involve sex."

“Why would any illusion spdll betied to sex?"

"Answer something for me," Blackwood said, ignoring Ryne's question. ""Has your mind shield been
wavering?'

"It was." Shetook Deke's hand. "It's solid again, though, and stronger than it was before.”

Pretty boy didn't look so arrogant anymore. "And have you been inadvertently reading the dormant's
mind or had him pick up on your thoughts when you weren't projecting?”

"Y es, that's been happening, too. And he's not the dormant. | made introductions, so you know his
name. Useit. Arewe clear?’

"Ascrystd." The other man jammed his handsinto the front pockets of hisjeans and scowled. "You
don't have aclue what's happened, do you?'

"What do you mean?'

"Yeah, that'swhat | thought." Blackwood shook his head. " Congratulations, Ryne, you've devel oped
atrue soul pairing with the dor—with Summers.”

Deke looked a Ryne, but she seemed confused. "I've never heard that term before,” she said. "What
isit?"



"I'm not surprised,” pretty boy said. He pulled his hands free and went around to Sit on the couch.
Rynejoined him, but to Deke'srelief, sat on the opposite arm. When she was settled, Blackwood added,
"The council doesn't want it to become known, but | found out about it when | stumbled acrossa
referencein an ancestor'sjournd.”

"Y ou keep dancing around,” Ryne accused, "but you don't give me astraight answer. What isit?"

Blackwood |leaned back and stared at the dark television screen. " A true soul pairing can only happen
between two troubleshooters—or | guess | should say, between two people with that level of power. As
adormant, Summersisn't an enforcer.”

Ryne shifted impatiently and Deke ran a hand down the length of her hair, wanting to soothe her.
Things had taken aturn for the better asfar as he was concerned. Not only did thistrue soul pairing thing
sound asif it were going to make the other man back off, it a so seemed that Deke's magic—if he could
access it—was going to be as powerful as Ryne's. Equal was good. Equal meant he wasn't going to have
to look to her for protection forever.

"1'm guessing that the stronger mind shield and reading each other's thoughtsis part of it,” Ryne said,
unable to wait any longer for Blackwood to explain.

"Yes, youreri—"

The doorbell sounded again and Ryne groaned as she got to her feet. "The two of you behave. | don't
want so much as abaring of teeth while | get the door.”

Deke shifted, wanting to watch out for Ryne, but he relaxed when he saw it was Galen. It was only
then that he realized pretty boy was beside him, also standing guard. "He looks more like a member of
Hell's Angelsthan alibrarian," Deke said. He could be magnanimous, after dl, Rynewashis.

"No shit." The man'slips curved and Deke guessed the olive branch had been accepted. "He'swhy
the Ginedl are never dow to return booksto the centra library."

"Ryne said it's because someone e se might need them.”
"That might bewhy she returns everything promptly.”
"Point taken," Deke said and smiled, too. That was hisfireball, conscientiousto afault.

Blackwood glanced over at the entry, saw Ryne and Galen headed toward the great room, and voice
low, hesaid, "Y ou hurt her, Summers, and ther€ll be no place you can hide from me. I'll hunt you down
and kick your ass, got it?"

"Yesh, | got it."

"Good." The other man walked toward the door. "I'm going to head out and look for ahotel since
your couch isabout afoot too short. Galen," heinclined his head and then hugged Ryne again. "Take
care of yoursdlf," hetold her.

"You, too." Ryne walked with him and Deke went along. When the door closed behind Blackwood,
shetook aglance over Deke's shoulder, then demanded softly, "What did you say to him?"

"Nothing, babe. Pretty boy and | reached an understanding.”

"Pretty boy? Creed?' Ryne laughed. "Deke, your faceis prettier than his." She patted his cheek and
walked around him.

Nonplussed, he stood in the foyer, staring at the door. Ryne thought he was better looking? Well, hot



damn. With agrin, he pivoted and went to join her and the librarian. His smile disappeared in ahurry,
though, when he saw their expressions. "What's wrong?"

"Fasnot doing well," Ryne said softly and Deke knew shewas il riddled with guilt over what hed
happened to the other woman. He sat behind her on the couch and put hisarm around her shoulders.
"Galen said the hedersfear Anise put some spell on her that prevents her from recovering.”

"That isn't theonly bad news| have."
Ryne's muscles tensed even further. "Y ou've hit adead end in your hunt for the incantation.”

Gaen shook hishead. "1 did find one spell that will free him permanently. Y ou'll haveto bind Anise's
powersfirgt, but once you reciteit, Summerswill resume human form—er, dormant form—uwith an
dternate set of memoriesfor the time he's been imprisoned.” The big man tugged his beard. " There might
be afew Gined who've met him and will remember the true Situation, but the only person for certain
wholll recall that he wasimprisoned in acartoonisyou, Ryne."

"Wait asecond,” Deke said. "Areyou saying | won't remember anything about wheat reglly happened
theselast four and ahalf years?'

"That'sexactly right."

"Not even thistime now, while I'm out of the cartoon?" The librarian shook his head and Deke felt a
clenching in his chest. He wouldn't remember Ryne? That wasn't possible. She wastoo vibrant, too full of
fireand intengty. "I don't want to forget anything.”

"Not your choice," Ryne said thickly. "The incantation was written that way for areason.”
"Y ou can rework spells, right? Adjust it so | remember.”

"She can't," Gden interjected. "It'sa short, potent proclamation that doesn't alow much room for
variation. Change oneword and it might not work."

"Canl look at it?' Ryne asked.

With anod, Galen extended his hand and the book appeared. He opened it to a page marked with a
ribbon and handed it to her. Deke kept his eyes on Ryne's face as she read, and when she bit her bottom
lip, hefdt hopeleach from him. "You cant doit.”

"No." Ryne closed the book and crossed her forearms over it. "Gaen'sright. It'stoo brief and every
word counts. But it gets better, hotshot." Her chin quivered and he thought he saw tearswell in her eyes,
but before he could be sure, Ryne looked away. When she met his gaze again, there was no sign of
emoation. "I haveto perform this spell before you return to DSPl—there is no second chance at the next
equinox. It will only work thefirst time you'refreed. If | don't defeat Anise before the full moon, you go
back to the cartoon world forever.”
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Thewordsswam infront of her eyes and Ryne had to blink a couple of timesto clear her vison. Damn
it, she didn't have timefor this. When she'd been an apprentice, Anise had told her that no matter how
much studying she did, one day Ryne would face a Situation where she ssimply didn't know enough. Her
mentor had claimed it happened to every troubleshooter.

It was her turn now.

Ryne needed to learn more and she needed to learn it fast. The problem was putting her hands on the
knowledge. Galen wastrying to help her, but even thelibrarians didn't know al of theinformation the
Gined had or whereto find it. If shelived through this, Ryne was going to push the council for the textsto
be databased.

Doggedly, she read the paragraph again, hoping it would make sense now. Shefelt akisson theside
of her neck and jumped before she redlized it was Deke. " Stop sneaking up on me!™

"I'm not sneaking, you're just too intent to hear me come down the stairs.” Deke leaned a hip against
her worktable. "1 caled you twiceto tell you dinner was ready.”

"l don't havetimeto eat." But something smelled good.
"Y eah? Too bad—you'retaking it anyway."
She scowled. "Y ou can't force meto eat if I'm not hungry.”

"Look at it thisway, you can come upstairs peaceably, spend ahaf hour eating dinner, and get back
to work. Or you can keep me here arguing with you, then come upstairs to eat dinner and lose more than
helf an hour."

Deke was stubborn enough to do it, too. Ryne tried to figure out away to dissuade him, but her
stomach growled, undermining her position. She expected him to give her that sdf-satisfied smile of his,
but he stayed sober.

"1 might not be able to help you fight Anise," Deke said quietly as he smoothed the hair off her cheek,
"but | can take care of you. How long do you think you're going to last in battle if you don't eat and get
enough deep?'

He held hishand out for her, and reluctantly, Ryne accepted it. "I hate it when you'reright,” she
muttered as they headed toward the Sairs.

Now he smirked, but that was Deke, and hell, she'd missthat expression when he was gone. Her
throat tightened up—there was barely any timeleft. The full moonwas April 5 at precisdy 5:03 AM.,
and God help her, it was dready April 2.

Lessthan gxty hoursuntil shelost him forever.

It was the only possible outcome. If Anise defeated her, Deke would spend the rest of hislifeasa
cartoon. If Rynewon, held return to L.A. with no memory of her or histimein ‘toon town. Theréd be no
point in seeking him out then—she knew that without question.

Ryne pushed aside the pain. Sherefused to let it darken the daysthey had |eft together. Until he
disappeared from her life, she was enjoying every second she had with him.

"Sit down," Deketold her, preventing her from going with him to the kitchen. He wasn't gone long.
"Sorry it'sfgitasagain.” He put aplate down in front of her. "1t wasthe only thing | knew how to cook
that we had the ingredients for."



"Crap. Groceries.”

Hegrinned at her. "Give me directions to the nearest store and I'll head out tomorrow and replenish
our supplies”

"Go online—! haveitin my favorites as food—order what we need and they'll deliver tomorrow.”
"You just don't want me driving your SUV," Deke teased.

"Wrong. | hate grocery shopping, and since| aready have an account with them, we don't haveto
worry about cash." She smiled and leaned forward to kiss his cheek. ™Y ou're swest to volunteer,

though.”
"Likel said, | can't do much, but | can take care of you."

Something in histone stopped Ryne. "Y ou've said that before, that you can't do much, but it's not
true”

"Yeah, babe, it is." Deke pushed a piece of red pepper around his plate with hisfork. "I stand around
likeI've got the lead role in the fucking Perils of Pauline and you arrive to save the day." One side of his
mouth quirked up, but there was no humor init. "Y ou're going to say my problem isthat I'm threatened
by a strong woman, but that's not true." He looked up and met her eyes. "'l love that you're tough and can
handle yoursdf—wheat | hateisthat in your world, I'm helpless.”

Thistime Ryne leaned forward and kissed hislips. "Y ou're far from helpless.” Helooked skeptical.
"Y ou fought and killed the amadan without me. | expected to find you dead when | ran outside the house
that night. And what about the baine? Y ou held your own with it."

"Bullshit. | wasthiscloseto theend.” He hdd hisindex finger about aquarter of aninch from his
thumb. "If you hadn't arrived when you did and turned it into flambé, 1'd be dead.”

"Most humans—or dormants either for that matter—wouldn't have lasted until | got there. Y ou ever
think of that?"

He grunted.

"Y ou're the one who found that attempt on your lifein your notes, which helped me figure out you
have mirror protection. And you got the ghost to leave when wewerein L.A." Ryne il felt sick when
she thought about it. Since Deke was a dormant, it explained why his aurawas bright, but according to
the spirit, herswasn't as brilliant. How tainted by dark magic was she?

"Big ded, | told aghost to go to the light. He wasn't athrest.”

Ryne put aside her concern. "Y ou'reahard sell. What if | told you that your support of me has been
an enormous help? It makes mefed asif I'm not alone, asif | actualy matter as more than an enforcer.”
She put down her fork and scooted out from under the coffee table, but before she could walk away,
Deke wrapped a hand around her ankle.

"Y ou matter." He got to hisfeet and stood in front of her. For amoment, he gazed into her eyes, then
he reached out and framed her face with hishands. ™Y ou matter. Y our people—the ones who don't
appreciate you—they're the assholes. Y ou're specid, Ryne. I've never met afiner person than you.”

She brought her hands up and clasped hisforearms. He didn't know what he was talking about. "I'm
not good."

"The hdl you aren't. I'm not just saying thisto make you fed better. Y ou are adamned excellent



example of humanity or whatever you want to cdl it."

Drawing his hands away from her face, Ryne shook her head and turned from him. ™Y ou don't know
some of what I've done. There arethingsin my past I'm ashamed of ."

"S0? Everyone's done things they wish they hadn't, it's part of being human—Ginea—shit, you know
what | mean.” Deke came up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist, cuddling her againgt his
chest. "Did you murder someonein cold blood? Swindle senior citizens out of their retirement funds?’

"Of coursenot.”
"Then mark it down as alearning experience and put it behind you."
"But when | lived with Anise—"

"That means you were ateenager.”" Deke shifted her around until she faced him once more. "I don't
think anything we do when we're young and stupid should count againgt us as adults.”

"But |—"

"Babe, you start recounting your stories, then that means I'm going to haveto tell you some of the
things I've donethat | wish | hadn't, and persondly, | prefer not to remember them, et done share them
with anyone. Not even you."

llBut_ll

"But what?' Heleaned closer to her. "But you don't get to make mistakes like everyone el se? What
makes you superior? If the rest of us haveto fuck up, you do, too. Ded withiit."

"l didn't claim | had to be perfect, but you said | was good and I'm not. Y ou have to know that."

Deke shook his head. "Because you're not asaint and made a few choices aong the way that you
regret, that means you can't be considered agood person now? Sorry, it doesn't work that way. Our life
experiences shape us—hoth what we did well and what we wish we could do over. Y ou wouldn't be
who you aretoday if you hadn't made those errorsin judgment.”

The Gined philosophy agreed with what held said—her people werefirm bdlieversin lifebeing a
journey and that each path chosen shaped the traveler. Ryne shared that viewpoint, but she'd never
gpplied it to what shed done while she lived with Anise—at least not in apositive way. "Y ou might be
right,” shesad grudgingly. "I'll haveto think about it."

"Good, you do that," he said and steered her to the coffee table. "Now, let's get back to dinner while
itswam.”

They didn't talk much asthey ate, but Ryne was content with the silence. Maybe Deke thought she
was mulling over what held said, but she wasn't. She was enjoying him—the brush of hisarm against
hers, the shift of his muscles againgt her thigh—and trying to memorize the sensations for when shewas
doneagan.

It didn't seem right that her time with him would be measured in days, but in Ryne's experience, life
seldom wasfair. Shetook a deep breath and tried to force the ache asde. No matter how much it ended
up hurting, thistime with Deke was a precious gift, more than she ever thought shed have. Eveniif her
heart was ripped out when he left, it was worth it.

"Y ou know, | wasthinking. My memories of you will be replaced with others, but you'll till remember
me," he said and Ryne wondered for a split second if held read her mind. Before she could worry over



that too much, Deke took her hand. "After the spell's reversed, come out to L.A. and find me. We don't
know where I'll beliving, but I'll write down the persond information | think will help you track me
down."

Ryne choked up again. Deke wasn't ready for things to end between them either and that meant
everything to her. "l wish | could,” she said thickly.

"Why can't you?'

"Because you won't be who you are now. Just as my time with Anise made mewho | am today, your
time in the cartoon shaped you, too. With anew set of memories, you'l be different.”

"I doubt I'll be too much different. | was nearly thirty when | was hexed and my personadity was pretty
st by then.”

She shrugged. That could be true, but she'd considered this the night Galen had passed dong the
information and welghed the pros and cons of looking for Deke. There hadn't been much on the plus side
of the equation.

"Areyou afraid?" he asked without inflection. "Isthat what thisis about?"

"That's part of it, but it's more than being fearful that you'll rgect me." Ryne scrambled out from
undernegath the table again and paced, trying to find the words to articulate her concerns.

Deke had moved onto the couch, and on one of her pivots, he patted the cushion beside him. The
message was clear—he was done being patient. Once she was seated, he said, "Tak to me.”

"Do you remember that first morning when you woke up in bed with me?* Ryne waited for his nod.
"You didn't believeit when | told you about being spellbound. In fact, you thought | wasin need of
psychiatric care.”

"That didn't last long.”

"No, because | showed you aDVD of Deke Summers, Pl and you remembered your timeasa
cartoon character. What happensif | find youin L.A. and we're both gtill interested in each other?' She
leaned toward him, hoping he understood what she wastrying to say. "Y ou won't recall being bespdlled,
so do | tell you and hope you don't have me committed? Or do | live alie and never bring up whet |
know? And if | do decide not to tell you, what happensif | dip? What if | mention something we did
together that you don't remember?”

Ryne paused, but she could tell Deke didn't have any answersfor her. "It goes beyond this," she
added quietly. "Not only are my powers abig part of me, I'm aso a Ginedl troubleshooter. How do | tell
you that? It's not something | can hide, not for long. How many parlor trickswould | have to do for you
before you believed | was more than atalented magician?'

He bent forward, bracing hisforearms on histhighs. "I'd like to tell you that you're worrying about
nothing, but you're right—I wouldn't believe you about Aniseand DSPI and if you kept it a secret, it
wouldn't take me long to redize you weretrying to hide something.”

Ryne sighed. "And that would make it impassible for you to trust me, which would doom any kind of
relationship between us.”

"Pretty much, yeah. Shit."

Scooting closer, Ryne stroked hisback, ran her hand over hisnape, his hair. "1've been thinking about
thisand | haven't come up with any method to make it work. | wish | could.”



"Once |l learned you could do magic—" Deke stopped abruptly and muttered another curse. "l
probably wouldn't believe it. No matter what you did, I'd try to find some excuseto explain it away, and
if I couldn't, it would make me unessy."

"Uneasy enough to want to avoid me."

Deke shrugged, but she had her answer. It wasn't a surprise. Humans generally reacted one of two
ways when faced with Ginedl magic—either they stayed away from what made them fed threatened or
they diminated it. And Ryne wasn't human, she never would be. "I can't cede my powers. If | did, I'd
end up resenting you."

"1 would never ask you to give up your magic. Asfar as|'m concerned, that's not an option." He
turned to her, cupping her cheek with hispalm and running histhumb over her lips. "But | was hoping
there was away around this damn spdll'samnesiaclause. | don't want to lose you. | loveyou, Ryne."

For an ingtant, her entire world froze. She couldn't bregthe, couldn't think. Her pulse dammed into
overdrive and she struggled to bdlieve she'd heard what she thought she had.

"Y ou don't have to say anything. | just wanted you to know how | felt before things got crazy.”

Beneath his camnesswas a stab of pain; she could senseit asif it were her own. That drove
everything back into focusfor her and Ryne said the one thing that would fix hishurt. "1 love you, too. |
didn't want to, but you're damn hard to resst.”

"Y eah?' There was both hope and pleasurein hisvoice.
"Y eah, hotshot."

He kissed her dowly, reverently, letting her experience how deep hisemotionsran. It wasa
bittersiweet moment.

It didn't take long for an edge of desperation to appear—they were both too aware of the deadline.
His control dipped and their kiss becamewild. Rynefelt that frenzied need fill her, too. Shetugged his
shirt from hisjeans and pushed it up until she could get her hands on bare skin. The tactile sensations she
felt as she traced the hard muscles of hisbelly made her gasp asif he were the one stroking her. Deke
broke away and yanked off his polo.

As soon asit was gone, she leaned forward to trail her lips over hischin. She nuzzled his neck and
nipped his pulse point. Ryne went lower, followed hisleft collarbone, and bit gently at his pecs. Heliked
that so she did it some more. Histaste, his scent had her moaning. Deke Summers was hers and she was
claming himinthe most e ementa way possible.

Hishands dipped into her hair as she moved farther down, and thistime, she used her tongue to tease
his hard dbdomina muscles. Ryne rimmed his navel and lightly nipped the skin just below it before kissng
away the sting.

Thewaistband of hisjeanswasin her way. She opened the button and lowered the zipper, being as
careful ashed be. "Lift," she ordered him the same way Deke had ordered her, and when he obeyed,
shejerked hisjeans down to histhighs.

She sared. Thebulgein his briefs mesmerized her. Ryne curled her hand around the hard column of
flesh and stroked him through the cotton. It wasn't enough. She kndlt in front of him, kissed along his
shaft, and when she reached the end, she sucked the head of his penis.

Between her sdivaand hisnatura lubrication, it didn't take long to soak the fabric. Satisfied, she
moved the briefs out of her way and put her lips on bare flesh. The fed of him in her mouth had her



clenching her thighs. Damn she loved doing thiswith him. Ryne locked her eyes on hisand used her
tongue to tease the underside of his head.

Deke cursed, then eased her back. "Not thistime," he said. " Stand up.”
Shedid. "Now what?"'

"Get your shirt and bra off, I'll take care of the lower haf." She laughed over hisdivison of duties, but
part of her was thrilled he wanted her so badly that he couldn't wait even the extrafew secondsit would
take for her to undress on her own.

When they had her naked, shetried to close the distance between them, but he held her back. "Y ou're
gorgeous, let melook for awhile." She couldn't stop the smal growl and he grinned at her. "1 know. Y ou
get impatient. | likethat.”

He teased her breasts, making her gasp, then ran his hands down her sides. When Deke released her,
Ryne started to take a step forward, but he stopped her again.

"Widen your stance for me, Ryne. | want to seedl of you."

Sowly, wanting to torture him like he tortured her, she complied. After amoment, she decided she
could do better and dipped a hand between her legs. With two fingers, she separated her folds, letting
him redlly see everything.

Deke's penis jerked.

Sheld never considered hersdlf an exhibitionist, but as he stared at her, Ryne fdlt hersalf become
wetter and wetter. He wasn't touching her and she was hardly touching herself, but she was amost as hot
aswhen he went down on her. "Deke, you have one more minute to |ook, then I'm jumping you, got it?"

"Yes, maam.”

Instead of using that time to stare, he stood, fished acondom out of hisjeans, and pushed his briefs
down. He didn't bother to step out of anything, Smply left his clothes bunched up at histhighs. It was
sexy as hell and showed a hastiness she appreciated.

When he was sheathed and sitting again, he said, "Okay, jump me."

Hedidn't haveto tdll her twice. Ryne straddled him, winding her arms around his neck and rubbing
her breasts across his chest as she kissed him. Deke found the center of her pleasure. He circled, teasing
her, then hisfingers moved lower, dipped insde her to make sure she was ready for him. Shefdt his
head nudge her.

Looking down, Ryne saw him holding his shaft, guiding himsdf into her. She moaned quietly and
leisurely sank down, not stopping until she had him as deep as he could go.

His hands went to her hips and held her still, but she wasn't ready to move yet anyway. Asde from
when they came, her favorite moment was when Deke wasfirgt ingde of her. That sense of fullness
aways made her sigh, but it was more than that. When they were joined, shefelt asif shewere more, as
if together they became greater than either of them were aone.

But the sense of wonder couldn't last indefinitely, and before she was ready, her body demanded she
move. Ryne rocked into him and anew fedling of awe bubbled within her. He kept hiseyeson hersashe
helped her find their rhythm and shelost hersdlf in the motion. In him. Deke loved her. Heloved her.

When he nuzzled her breagts, she arched, offering him more of hersaf. Damn, the man knew how to



use his mouth. Between that and the way his body stroked into hers, she was on the verge of an orgasm
innotime.

"Ryne," Deke said softly, hislips brushing her skin, "you redize you're on top, don't you?"

Her hips dowed, but he curled histongue around her nipple and made her gasp. By thetime he
finished teasing her, she didn't care who was in the dominant position aslong as she got to come soon.

Ryne shifted and bent forward to press her lipsto his. Deke, come with me. And shelet him fed how
close shewas.

His hands settled on her waist, and moved her more firmly into him. Look at me.

Bracing hersdlf againgt his shoulders, she opened her eyesfar enough to meet his gray-blue gaze. His
need of her was obvious and Ryne felt satisfaction that she could do thisto him. There was more than
passion there; Deke's expression aso held love, and now that she knew how he felt, sheredized shed
seen that emotion therefor days.

That pushed her over the edge and he was only a split second behind her. She clung to him asshe
came and Rynetried to keep her eyes open, tried to share thiswith him, too. It wasn't until she started to
cam down that shelet her eydids shut.

"I think | lasted longer our first time," Deke said awhile later.

Ryne pushed hersdf off his chest and gazed a him. There was so much love there, more than she
believed anyone could fed for her. But there was more, too—caring, affection, tenderness,
respect—everything awoman wanted from her man.

And in lessthan three days, she was going to lose him. That hit her hard, made her achein away
sheld never hurt before. "'l love you," she whispered, barely able to spesk.

"Don't, babe. We're together today and we love each other—let's enjoy that."

She nodded. He was right; she'd told hersdlf that same thing earlier tonight, but it was harder now that
she knew Deke loved her back. Before held told her how he felt, Ryne could convince herself that things
between them would end anyway, but now, if it weren't for that damn entrapment spell Anise had put on
him, they might have had afuture.

They might have had forever.

Deke flipped through the channels, not paying much attention to what was on TV. He wasn't going to
lose Ryne, he couldn't. Even if he didn't conscioudy remember her, he knew thered be an empty spot
ingde of him for therest of hislifeif hewasn't with her. And that was nothing compared to how torn up
Ryne would be. She was the one who'd have to dedl with the memories.

He knew her. Sheld been hurt too profoundly in her lifeto love or trust easily, but once sheld fallen,
sheld given him her whole heart. Ryne did nothing halfway.

Shit, there had to be something he could do, some way to get around that spell. Ryne wasisolated,
alone, and odds were shed withdraw farther after he was gone. He didn't want that for her. Eveniif he
couldn't have her, he wanted her to be happy.

At least she'd answered the phone when Maia had called. Ryne needed someone and Deke was
pretty sure her sister wouldn't allow her to cut hersdlf off completely from life. The conversation had been
going on for more than half an hour; that had to be agood sign, right?



Still zipping through the channels, Deke tried to come up with a plan to keep Ryne. What if he wrote
himsdf anote and always had it with him? He scowled. That wouldn't work. Hed appeared in Ryné's
bed naked, odds were held return to hislife with nothing but his bare skin, too.

He could write Ryné's name and phone number on hisarm in permanent marker. But what if it
disappeared when he was returned to hislife? That seemed too iffy. Deke wanted something as closeto
100 percent certain as he could get.

Of course, he was assuming that hed stay aliving, breathing person and there was no guarantee. If
Anise avoided Ryne until after the full moon, he'd be a cartoon for the rest of hislife. Hisfirebdl indsted
that wasn't going to happen, but he aready saw evidence that was exactly what the woman had planned.
After dl, the one time she'd made an appearance, she'd projected herself.

And even if Anisedid show up to fight, Ryne might not win. Just the ideawas enough to send a
shudder through him. Held rather go back to DSPI than have Ryne dead. Fuck, if someone offered him
the choice, held beg him to put him in the cartoon aslong as she wasn't hurt.

"—domain name and ten free e-mail accounts—"

Deke was dready past the channel when the words from the commercia registered. He flipped back,
but couldn't find which gtation it was. It didn't matter.

E-mail. What if hee-mailed himsdf?

He could explain what had happened and tell himsdlf about Ryne. Hitting the power button, Deke
tossed the remote onto the coffee table and rubbed his hands over hisface. What were the possible
pitfals?

One, he might not believe the note. But if heincluded information in there that only he knew, even hed
have to wonder, right?

Two, if he sent the note before Ryne performed the incantation that made him human, would it
disappear? Deke frowned and decided that was a possibility. There might be away around that, though.
It would be easier if Ryne had the kind of computer equipment held had, but even without it, he could
probably manage to delay the note and make sure it wasn't sent until after the full moon. Held check into
that, and somehow, he'd make it work.

Three, hise-mail accounts were probably deleted by now. Even if the spell somehow restored them,
he couldn't be sure what the addresses would be. It took him alittle longer to come up with an answer
for this problem. He had a friend who'd kept the same e-mail address for the last ten years. Odds were
good hed have it no matter what the incantation did and Deke knew he could trust Masato not to read
the attachments once he knew the note was to be passed adong.

Four, the magic. Even if he was curious enough about the note, would the Deke held be at that time
believe the part about Ryne and her powers? As much as he wished otherwise, it was alongshot that
gave them the same problem sheld brought up when held suggested Ryne look for him.

Shit, this sucked and he couldn't think of away around it. Without his memory of living asacartoon
character, hed have to have pow—

Wait a second. Deke grinned. He was a dormant and he gill would be after he was restored to his
life. If he recited the incantation to become Gineal and acquired powers, hed haveto beievein magic,
and once he believed, held buy into everything else he'd put in the note. How could he not? But he
needed to get his hands on the spell.



But what if the e-mail never made it to him? There were dways glitchesin cyberspace. E-mails
bounced, landed in spam folders, or disappeared into some black hole, never to be seen again. The best
answer he could come up with to this problem was to send multiple notes a different times. Ryne's
computer was aways on and hooked to the Internet; that wasn't a problem. Deke would have to hope
that one of those notes made it to Masato and then on to him.

He came up with severa other potentia problems, but compared to the big ones, they were easily
solved. Deke fdt better than he had since Galen's visit. Hisideamight not work, he knew that, but at
least he and Ryne had a chance now.

From the corner of his eye, Deke picked up motion and turned to check it out. Ryne. He started to
tell her hisbrainstorm, but stopped. What if she got her hopes up and something happened? He couldn't
do that to her. "Hey, babe, how'd your conversation go with Maia?' he asked instead.

Without prompting, she walked over and settled beside him on the couch. He put hisarm around her
shoulders and she leaned into him. God, his plan had to work. Deke wanted to snuggle with her likethis
every day, he wanted to share her problems and her successes. He just plain wanted to be with Ryne.

"It went okay. We patched things up from the other day and that's what matters most.”
"I'm glad. Family'simportant.”

"Yeah." She put her head on his shoulder and wrapped an arm around hiswaist. "I should go
downstairs and keep working."

"Y ou can do that in awhile. Sit with me."

Instead of answering verbaly, Ryne relaxed into his sde. They were both quiet and he wondered if
shewas trying to impress this moment soul deep the way he was.

"Y ou put away your notes."

"1 finished going through them and there was nothing else there.” Deke shook his head. "What awaste
of time"

"No," she said, squeezing him. "Y ou discovered Anisetried to kill you, that's definitely important. It's
too damn bad, though, that we don't know why she wants you out of the way."

That was one of the reasons Ryne had freed him—to help her defeat her mentor. Only it had turned
out that he knew nothing and she didn't have the surefire weapon she'd been hoping for. "How much of a
disadvantage are you facing?'

She sat up straight and turned to look him squarely in the eye. "Don't worry, no matter what it takes,
I'll defeat her. | won't let you spend the rest of your life trapped. Trust me."”

"l wasn't asking because | was concerned about mysdlf. Damn it, Ryne, | don't want anything to
happen to you!"

"l know that. It's just that my focusis on you and I'm used to therisk | face." She reached out and
stroked theinsde of histhigh. "How much of adisadvantageam | a?1 don't know; it depends how
much more powerful she's become. The last time we faced each other, it ended in adraw, but she was

holding the spell sheld put on you and | was hurt badly enough that | couldn't work for dmost aweek
afterward."

"Don' fight her. Let me go back to being a cartoon.”



lIBut_ll
"No, don't you get it?" he asked. "I'd give up my life to keep you safe. | loveyou.”

Ryne moved her hand to hisface and caressed his cheek before sheleaned over to kisshim lightly.
"Y ou think that by letting the full moon pass'm going to avoid confronting my mentor, but that's not true,
Deke. It'smy job to hunt her, and sooner or later, I'll have to battle her again. The only thing your
deadline doesis speed up thetime frame. I'm at abigger disadvantage the longer this drags out because
Anise becomes more dangerous and more unpredictable.”

Deke wanted to argue, to insst she do whatever it took to stay out of harm's way, but he couldn't.
Ryne was afighter and the surest way to lose her was to try to wrap her in cotton.

"Then do what you can to stay safe and go out there and kick her ass." Deketried asmirk. "My
money'son you."

Ryne grinned and heread her rdlief. "That's the plan, hotshot." She gave him another, longer kissand
stood. "Now | need to get to work."

"Before you go, could you do me afavor?’

"| thought | aready did onefor you." She dropped her gaze to his cock and licked her upper lip.
Deke twitched.

"Keep it up, babe, and you're going to be flat on your back.”
"Promises, promises.”

He pushed to hisfeet and lunged for her. With ashriek of laughter, Ryne jumped out of reach and he
grinned. The woman held met two weeks ago never would have played like this and he loved this side of
her every bit as much astheintense warrior. Hell, hejust loved Ryne, period.

"l canwait." Deke glanced at thetime. "Y ou have three hours; if you're not back upstairs by eeven,
I'm going down to get you and I'll carry you to bed if | haveto." He wasn't joking. Ryne hadn't dept
much in at least aweek and he wanted her rested before she fought Anise.

"What's that favor you wanted?' she asked. He didn't missthe fact that shed ignored hiswarning, but
helet it go.

"] want to see the spell adormant usesto become Ginedl."
Ryneimmediately looked wary. "Y ou can't widd it."

"I know, but | want to look at it anyway." Hewaited for her to start the inquisition, but she smply
gared at him. "How much trouble can | get into?" he coaxed. "If | can't do anything, it'll belikereading a
poem or something.”

"Y ou're not going to find it very interesting.”
Deke shrugged. "I'll take my chances."

After another moment of consideration, she held out her hand and adlim book appeared. Ryne
opened it and handed it to him. "This particular spell has been trandated into English so you'll actudly be
ableto understand it."

Deke skimmed afew lines and nodded.



"You'll be okay?'
"Sure, babe"
She hesitated, but finally headed for the stairs.

To ensure Ryne didn't catch him, Deke waited ten minutes before he hit the computer and started
scanning the pages of theincantation. With alittle luck, afew days after the full moon, heldd be standing
on her doorstep and claiming hiswoman.

22
CHAPTER

Twelve damn hour s left. Deke paced the great room, his eyeslocked on the digita clock. Minutes
seemed to fly by, but he couldn't drag his gaze away. Maybe if he had something else to do, something
that would keep his mind occupied, he could stop watching the time, but there was nothing.

Since he didn't read the Gined language, he couldn't help Ryne research. It wastoo early to Sart
dinner and he had his delayed e-mails ready.

Deke wasn't taking any chances. He had six messages queued to go after the full moon viatwo
different methods. One was a program he'd downloaded. The free trid was only a couple of weekslong,
but that was all he needed. The second thing he/d done was set up a scheduled job that told her email
program to send the notes. This had to work. Had to.

If someone had told him five years ago that he'd fall in love this hard and thisfast, Deke would have
scoffed. Not only was he suspicious and skeptica by nature, he had ahard time imagining awoman who
could handle him.

Ryne could.

Hed pushed her hard when they'd first met, but she hadn't hesitated to meet him head-on. Sheld seen
through hisfacade easly, something that rarely happened, and Ryne wasn't fazed by anything he said or
did. Maybe that was what he'd been looking for, someone who could take him in stride.

Or maybe it was the way she handled her inner demons that had gotten behind his defenses. Despite
everything, Ryne endured. Not just endured, she kept fighting, and that was something he admired.

Deke made another circuit of the great room. The amazing thing was that she loved him back. Despite
the fact that he wasn't pulling hisweight in this Situation, despite the fact that she'd had to save his sorry
ass more than once, and despite the fact that he didn't know anything to help her in the battle with her
former teacher, Ryneloved him.

She put up with him when he was being asmart ass, she understood why he sometimes went quiet,
she wasn't offended when he used hard language, and she was sexually adventurous. Well, except for her
one hang-up, but he'd gotten her on top of him once, so he figured they were making progress there.

Lessthan tweve hours | eft.

He knew Anise was going to avoid the fight, but Ryneinssted that wouldn't happen. Maybe she knew
her mentor well enough that she could be certain, but damn it, he had abad feding hisfirebal was up to



something that he wouldnt like.

How many times had she asked him to trust her? How many times had Ryne told him shewouldn't let
him down?

No matter how frequently he said to her held rather have her dive and well than to be free again,
Deke knew Ryne had made up her mind. That'swhat had him so fucking terrified. She would fight too
long. Even if she were getting her ass kicked, Ryne wouldn't withdraw this go-round. It wasin her eyes.
Cdling her on it hadn't done him any good, though. Sheld smply assured him she wasn't stupid and gone
back to studying.

His hands went clammy, but the thought of her injured or killed twisted him up inside. Deke wiped his
pamson histhighs and battled the urge to go downgtairsjust to drink in the sight of her. He made one
more trip around the room before he caved.

At the bottom of the stairs, Deke stopped and |eaned against the doorjamb to ook at her. Ryne had
tucked her dark hair behind her earsto try and keep it out of her face while she read, but she wasn't
having much luck. He enjoyed pushing it off her foreheed, off her cheeks, and letting the silky strands
flow through hisfingers, but Deke redly liked that she didn't get prissy while they were making love. He
could muss her up, bury hishandsin her hair, even drag hisfingersthrough it and she didn't complain.

She was wearing form-fitting black pantsthat allowed him to gppreciate her long legs. Deke shifted as
he remembered ttling between them and having Ryne wrap them around him.

Deciding that line of thought would only get him in trouble, he gazed at her face. Beautiful.
Stop-a-guy-in-his-tracks gorgeous and she didn't believe it because of the idiots scared off by her
intensity. What a bunch of morons. Didn't they redlize she'd bring that same passion into the bedroom?
When Ryne made love with him, Deke didn't have to wonder if she was thinking about what she was
going to wear the next day or if she should have chicken or fish for dinner. She was 100 percent focused
on what they were doing.

Maybe it scared those losers to know Ryne wouldn't fake anything. She sure as hell wasn't shy about
telling him what she wanted, but Deke loved that, too. Of course, it helped that she was just asvoca
about letting him know what she did like. Her gasps and moans frequently pushed him to the edge of his
control.

And he was thinking about sex again. Deke amirked at himsdlf. Heloved Ryne for more than what she
waslikein bed, but if she were picking up histhoughts right now, she'd have to wonder about that.

Theidea sobered him. Thelast thing he wanted was her doubting how deeply hisfedingsfor her ran. |
love you, Ryne, he thought, uncertain if he was projecting or not. | love your tenacity, your
resour cefulness, the way you give your all when you take something on—there are a million
different reasons—but | think what | love most is the way you smile at me.

Shelifted her head. "Y eah, you're sending. Y ou redly like my smile?"

Deke went over to her and gave her adow kiss before he said, "Babe, | loveit, especidly the one
you saveonly for me"

"I have different amiles?'

He gave her another quick kiss. "Y ep. Mine's more intimate than what you flash at other
people—even pretty boy."

Ryne sighed. "Hisnameis Creed and hes my friend, Deke, one of the few | have."



"He wants to be more than your buddy."

Turning on her tool, she put both arms around his neck and said, "'Y ou're seeing Stuff that isn't there
because you're jealous. It's sweet that you think he wants me, but it's not true. In the six years we've
known each other, Creed's never even tried to kissme."

"1 know what | saw," Deke insisted and moved between Ryne'sthighs. " The way he looked at you,
the way he held you, was not theway aguy actswith apa.”

"Youreedgy, | understand that,” Ryne said quietly, "but if you're looking to relieve sometension, let's
have sex rather than you picking afight."

"I'm not trying to pick afight, I'm pointing out what you're too stubborn to see” She didn't believe
him—Deke had no doubt about that—and it came back to her not realizing how downright irresistible
shewas. "When I'm gone, he's going to try to move in and get you on the rebound. Watch for that."

Ryne shook her head. " Creed won't have any memory of you and he won't know I'm on the
rebound—not that he/d make a move anyway."

Dekedidn't argue with her, but he had afeding Blackwood would damn well remember everything.
Gden had said there might be other Gineal besides Ryne who retained their memories. He changed the
subject. "Y ou have that furrow between your brows again.”

"You wereirritating me."

"It wasthere before | started bugging you." Deke lightly rubbed hisindex finger over thelines. "What's
going on’?"

"I must have picked up a headache from dl the reading I've done." She nodded toward the book and
tightened her thighs around him. "This handwritten Stuff istough on the eyes.”

Hewas distracted for amoment by the fed of her pressed against him, but he shook it off and |ooked
down at the page. The wordswerein akind of calligraphy and the ink was darker in some spots and
lighter in others. Asfor the actuad writing, Deke found it cramped and the | etters difficult to decipher. No
wonder she had a headache.

"How many more books do you need to go through?’

"If | had Sx months," Ryne said with ascowl, "and read twelve hoursaday, | still might not make it
through the stack.”

That reminded him of how little time wasleft and Deke fdlt his scomach knot up again. "We don't have
twelve hourstota," he said thickly.

"l know. Believe me, | know." Ryne pulled him closer and they held on to each other.

After hismom had died, it had taken along time for his dad to start dating again. Even then, hed
never gotten too serious about another woman. Deke had asked once why he didn't remarry, and his dad
had said it wouldn't be fair because he could never love anyone as much as held loved hiswife. Deke got
it now. He knew held never meet anyone that he'd love even haf as much as he loved Ryne. Shefit him
onevery levd.

He cleared histhroat and asked, "Y ou getting hungry?"
"I'll get started on dinner then.” Before Deke could step back, something strummed at his head. "What



wasthat?'
"What?'
"For aminute it was like something was whispering insde my mind. It wasn't you."

"No, it wasn't," Ryne said and she shifted. Not much, but that small movement had them rubbing
intimately againgt each other. Deke moved his hipsin response, then stopped.

" better get out of here." If he didn't, Ryne wasn't going to be reading anything for awhile and he
wanted her to have as much of an arsend as possibleif shefaced Anise. "Food will be ready in about an
hour."

"Okay." Hetried to step back, but she kept her legs around him. "Kissfirgt, hotshot, then you can
leave™

Hetook her mouth dow and deep, savoring every brush of their lips.

It was only later, while he was chopping a pepper, that Deke redized why Ryne had the lines between
her eyes. Sheld lied to him; it had nothing to do with reading. That noise held heard hadn't been insde his
head—it had been insgde hers. The damn dark forces were back and calling to her.

Ryne propped hersalf up on her elbow and watched Deke deep. She longed to reach out, to touch him
and kiss him, but she didn't dare. The last thing she wanted to do was wake him.

Sheld used sex to wear him out, getting him hard and making him come over and over until sheldd
exhausted him. Deke thought her insatiability was desperation because their time was drawing to aclose.
That was part of it, but it wasn't the primary reason. She needed him unconscious and unaware, but she
was unwilling to use magic on him to achieveit.

Shetook in histouded, sable-brown hair, the high cheekbones and hisfull lips, and felt an ache deep
in her chest. A little over two weeks ago, she'd been in bed with a stranger. Now Ryne loved him with
everything she had, with everything she was, and she'd sacrifice whatever she had to for Deke Summers.
That decision was aready made.

This damned mess was her fault. After sheld found the first incantation, she should have researched it
and made certain it was what she needed. Instead, Ryne had assumed it was the right one and shed
rushed impatiently forward. A stupid mistake that could cost Deke dearly.

Theworst part was her motive for acting hastily. It hadn't been fear over what Anise could do to
innocents or concern that her mentor would kill her before the next equinox. No matter what she'd told
herself, Ryne knew the real reason she'd been in such a hurry—she'd wanted to defeat Aniseto prove
something. Not only to the Gineal people, but sheld aso needed to prove to herself that she wasn't like
the other woman.

Co-aigneach. Deep in her heart, that's exactly what Ryne had dreaded wastrue. It wasn't. She
believed that now.

Reluctantly, she dipped out of bed. She held her breath and checked on Deke, but he remained sound
adeep. It wastwenty till twelve; she couldn't dawdle, but Ryne didn't want to leave. Thelast time. This



could bethelast time shewas able to stare a him while he dept. She blinked hard and reminded herself
that troubleshooters didn't cry.

"l loveyou," Ryne whispered, her voice not even abreath of sound, then sheforced hersalf to walk
out of the room.

She didn't need to turn on any lightsto make it to the basement. Only when the door to her workroom
was closed behind her did Ryne reach for the switch. The sudden brightness made her blink, but she
adjusted quickly.

Lifting the hinged sest of the bench, she retrieved the clothes she'd stashed earlier. She pulled off her
T-shirt and dressed in black Lycraleggings, along-deeved clingy black top, black socks, and black
tennis shoes. The close-fitting clotheswould makeit difficult for Aniseto grab and hang onto her inthe
unlikely event they fought hand-to-hand, and the dark color would help her blend into the night. Ryne
pulled her hair into aponytail and tucked it beneeth the collar of her shirt.

Shelooked at the clock, but only a couple of minutes had passed. Going to her cabinet, Ryne opened
adrawer and removed a belt with a sheath attached to one side and a pouch to the other. Once it was
around her waist, she did her dagger home and filled the pouch with afew needed items.

Deke believed that Anise would avoid aconfrontation until after the full moon and Ryne agreed with
him—shewould. But she wasn't giving her mentor achoice abot it.

That'swhere her spell camein to play. It would force Aniseto appear at a place of Ryne's choosing
and she'd worked out the wording so that it would keep her teacher there—and unableto cal in
reinforcements—until one of them was victorious. It was Skating damn close to black magic, but she had
no other option, not with the full moon mere hours away.

Ryne intoned an incantation that reinforced her protection, strengthening it asfar as possible. She
hated to waste the power, but there was no dternative. If this battle went astheir others had gone, shed
have to endure anumber of hard hits. Closing the proclamation, she exhaled sharply and felt the barrier
around her fortify itsdf. It had to be enough.

Quickly, Ryne spoke the words to open the transit, stepped through, and started walking. The area
was lightly wooded with afew enormous rock formations scattered around. She wanted cover during this
battle and enough space to maneuver.

Ryne glanced back at the trangit, but eft it open. It was a calculated risk. If Deke found the portal in
her basement, he could cross. Dormants had the ability.

But she'd below on magic if she defeated Anise, Ryne was sure of that, and she wanted to conserve
wherever she could. No matter what, she needed enough power to return Deketo hislife.

For that same reason, she wasn't going to conceal her use of the gray incantation she'd memorized.
There was no doubt a monitor would pick it up and report it to the council and that meant she had a
limited amount of time before atracker homed in. Another calculated risk. The battle should be finished
before anyone found her.

When the portal was out of sight, Ryne stopped and looked around until she found aflat rock maybe
four inches across. She picked it up and put it next to another one at least double its size. On the smdll
stone she arranged some twigsinto a pyre and put dead grass beneath them.

Precisaly at midnight, she began. Carefully, methodicaly, she chanted the words. The dark forces
became louder, but Ryneignored their call and the way they tried to physicaly arouse her. Deke had
shown her what real sexua need fdlt like and this was a pae substitute. Without pausing, she opened the



pouch on her |eft sde and removed abox of matches. She crouched down, lit the kindling, and honored
fire

Ryne reached beside her and grabbed afistful of dirt. She scattered that on the larger stone, giving
earth her due. Therock itself could be considered an e ement, but she preferred soil. Dipping her hand
back in the pouch, Ryne brought out asmall flask and sprinkled water over the dirt.

Her hands shook as she put the bottle awvay and she fisted them briefly. The dark forces were closer
than they'd ever been, their power barely out of her reach, and the yearning she felt to embrace them
frightened her. Rynetried to push their presence from her mind and continued with the spell. Timewas
short.

For wind, she blew over both rocks. It made her fed silly, but she couldn't afford to squander magic
by calling up abreeze. With the four eements given tribute, Ryne moved to the next part of the spell. She
reached for the dagger.

Blood magic.

It had never been outlawed, but this was dangerous territory and tonight's spell wasfar riskier for her
than what sheld done when she'd freed Deke. She diced her palm and let drops of her blood fal on both
gones. Thefire shot higher, teasing her hand with itsflame, but her affinity waswith this e ement, and
ingtead of searing her flesh, it was awelcoming.

Ryne lowered her hand closer to the fire, and when she drew it back, the dice shed made to her palm
was closed. Her lips turned up even though the dark forces swirled around her, promising her power
beyond what she'd ever known.

Imagesfilled her head. Anise vanquished, Deke returned safdly to hislife, and sheld be stronger than
sheld ever been.

She was specid. Not like the other Gineal who'd erroneoudly believed themselves worthy of such
grength. Only she could control them. The power did over her like hot lavaand Ryne'slips curved.

She could control them. The Gineal had lied to her about the dark forces. There was nothing evil
about them, they'd merely been misused by the weak. She could master them without perverting them as
others had—she'd use them for good.

Ryne stumbled over her words. She would use her power for good. After all, shewasn't like Anise.

Sweat beaded her brow and her hands clenched as she fought the urge to welcome the dark forces,
to answer their cdl. Think of Deke. She had to remember her purpose.

The spell waslong and the small pieces of wood had burned to ash before she reached the end.
Instead of immediately closng the incantation, she moved, taking up a conceded postion away from the
two stones she'd been using. With a deep breath to center hersdlf, shesaid, "And so it is.”

Energy shimmered as the proclamation was invoked and her mentor appeared in the clearing. Ryne
remained hidden in the trees. She only took enough timeto register Anise's position beforefiring at her
with full power. As soon as the shot was off, she ran, staying crouched down asfar as she could. She
kept her eyes on her teacher, though, and saw her absorb the hit with no visible consequences.

"Mo cridhe, I'm disgppointed,” Anise said as she looked around trying to locate her. "1 thought those
who fought on the side of right warned their quarry before shooting.”

Her mentor didn't bother to take cover hersdlf. Arrogant. Of course, Ryne'sfirst salvo appeared to
have done absolutely no damage so maybe it wasn't egotism. How strong had Anise grown since the last



time she'd faced her?

"Ah, thereyou are," the woman said as shefindly sensed Ryne's position. Aniselet loose with a
lightning bolt.

Ryne jumped clear in the nick of time, but there was enough power that the blow didn't need adirect
hit to affect her. Her shield shook, but it held and she hurled aburst of flame.

She moved again as soon as the shot was off.

Energy pulsed, teling Rynethat her teacher wastrying to leave. Anisewould be infuriated to learn she
was trapped here. Sure enough, the woman's outraged roar echoed through the night and Ryne peeked
through thefoliage.

Her mentor turned in acircle, her face contorted with fury. She brought up wind and sent it hurtling
toward the forest about ninety degrees from where Ryne stood. Treesin its path toppled like someone
had knocked over arow of dominoes.

When the wind died down, Anise released arandom barrage of shotsinto the surrounding area. Some
came close enough to Ryne that she had to drop to the ground to keep from being hit and she was
pinned down for awhile as the woman unleashed her fury. Then everything went ill.

"Interesting choice of incantations,”" her teacher said cadmly asif she hadn't just thrown atantrum.
"Very gray magic. It won't belong until you join with the dark forces. | look forward to that moment and
| promise | won't gloat for more than abrief moment over how the mighty have falen.”

Rynewas on her belly, looking through some bushes, when Anise picked up on her location. Ryne
rolled to avoid a shot, but she wasn't fast enough. Thisone hit.

About ten gazillion volts of dectricity screamed through her body. Ryne grit her teeth to keep from
crying out and worked to disperseit into the earth. Her muscles quivered as hillions of needles seemed to
be stabbing into her and the pain burned.

The other woman's laughter rang ouit.

When it ended abruptly, Ryne made hersalf get up and move. Anisefired again and Ryne dove out of
the way. The shot put a hole in the earth about thirty feet long. Crap.

Assheleaned againgt atree, trying to stop her legs from trembling, Ryne heard her mentor start
chanting. She only caught a phrase here or there, but it didn't take moreto figure out that Anise was
caling forward reinforcements. Her teacher was not going to be happy when she learned thered be no
help.

Ryneturned her head and watched Anise wait for her army to arrive. It only took amoment before
understanding dawned on her face. The woman'sfeatures twisted, but her mentor quickly regained
control of her temper.

"So just the two of usthen, mo cridhe?' Anise asked with sugary sweetness.

"Why should | have to fight demons and you?' Ryne asked before sprinting as silently as possiblefor a
new paosgition.

A burst of lightning struck atree behind her. Pieces of wood hit her, the force amost dropping her to
her knees. Impatiently, Ryne wiped away the trickle of blood running down her cheek and ignored the
cuts to her scalp. She had to think.



Shooting back and forth like thiswas the OK Corral wasn't in her favor. Anise was absorbing her
blows easily while Ryne was till shaking, her shield weakened from the last hit sheld taken, and her
magic was being depleted faster than she could replenishiit. A lot faster.

Rynefired again anyway and Anise shook her head. "Y ou're at a disadvantage. Y our strength is so
great that you've won your previous battles by hammering at your opponent, but I'm more powerful than
you. What do you plan to do? Run in circles around this clearing, firing stray shotsuntil | kill you?'

The damn thing was, Anise was right. Ryne had never had to learn subversive fighting techniques
because eventudly, either through her strength or her stubbornness, she dways prevailed.

Anise's digtraction had worked, Ryne redlized as the next bolt caught her dead-on. Shefell to the
ground, her body convulsing.

Asthe spasms subsided, she noticed her left hand had hit a pointed rock, gouging a chunk of flesh
from her pam; her shirt had ridden up and briars ripped at the tender flesh of her ssomach; she had more
cuts, probably with dirt embedded, and more bruises. Her biggest problem wasthat her shield was
wavering, but it continued to hold despite how weak it was.

Deke. She had to win for Deke. Think!

And the dark forces surged back, louder now. Were she to unite with them, she could overpower her
mentor and free him forever. After al, she had more innate power than Anise,

She didn't need to suffer like this. Victory was so close, so easy—she only needed the courage to
take what was offered.

"No!" Ryne ssumbled to her feet, staggering like adrunk as she moved. She wouldn't believe this crap,
shewouldn't!

Another shot winged her, spinning her around.

It was all she could do to stay upright, but she wasn't ready to concede. Ryne checked her power
level and decided she had enough for afew more attacks.

If magic done wasn't working, maybe magic combined with the physical might do something. Her
hand brushed over the dagger on her hip. It wasn't meant to be used as awespon, but Ryne was
desperate.

She moved into position. Thereld only be one opportunity—she couldn't miss. Anise was searching
for her, but Ryne wanted her mentor facing her. She drew the dagger, checked its balance, and shot a
burgt of fire to catch the other woman's attention.

As Anise yanked her hand back to return the volley, Ryne hurled the dagger at her teacher's chest,
added asmall magical push, and ran. Her battered body protested the exertion, but Ryne pressed on.

The shot hit behind her, far from Ryne's origind position. Shelooked over her shoulder intimeto see
Anise yank the blade from her arm. Sheld caught the woman around her biceps, damniit.

With aquick flick, Rynefired at alarge tree branch over her mentor's head. There was aloud crack
asit sarted to fal, but Anise directed it away and it hit the ground some twenty feet distant.

"Y ou were born for the dark forces," Anisetold her.
"No." The word was awhisper, but her mentor heard.

"Y es, we're co-aigneach. | recognized it when you lived with me. When we combine our talents, we



can take control of the Gined and compel them to pay homage to us, and once our people havefalen
into line, we can take over the human world."

If shewasn't so damn tired, Ryne would have rolled her eyes. Instead of commenting on how
irrationa the other woman was, she decided to try pushing Anise's buttons. "Y ou've boasted over and
over about how strong you are and yet you need my magic to rule the world? Y ou're weak, Anise.
Atiful.”

She moved, expecting the woman to fire where her voice had come from, but no lightning bolts
appeared.

"Y ou misunderstand,” her mentor said, and instead of sounding enraged, Ryne heard amusement. "'l
merely offered you an opportunity because | love you and don't want to kill you, but you've left me with
no other choice.”

It was bullshit. The Anisethat might have felt tender emotionsfor her waslong deed, leaving only this
puppet of the dark forcesin her place.

Lifting her hand, Ryne prepared to open achasm in the earth, but she stopped when shefelt eyeson
her. Sowly, sheturned and fdlt the swipe of afleshy tail against the bare skin at her ankle. With a
whimper she was unable to block, she leaped backward, trying to put hersaf out of itsreach.

Aniselaughed gaily. "Yes, | remember how you fed about rats and mice. Y ou disallowed me demons
or other creatures of the dark forces, s0 I'll have to make do with forest animals.”

Ryne turned again, but it was too late—they were everywhere. The rodents stared at her with feral
ddight—there were thousands of them, maybe even hundreds of thousands—moonlight glinting off their
repulsive eyes. With ashudder Ryne backed farther away.

They kept pace, closing in around her. What if they swarmed and attacked her en masse? Hysteria
bubbled up and she fought to keep it a bay. If she didn't maintain control, she was dead and Deke lost
his chanceto return to hislife. She had to hold it together.

Their beady eyes stayed riveted on her. What if they knocked her to the ground and gnawed at her
flesh? Rats did that and there were enough of them to eet her divein minutes. Ryne swalowed another
whimper asthey marched toward her.

Shetried to drive them off, but they wouldn't leave. Shooting fire, she charred the rats and mice on the
front lines, but more smply came up from the rear to replace those sheld killed. She couldn't continue
wadting magic likethis

There was another push by the dark forces. She could wrest control of the rodents away from Anise
with their help. Sheld be safe and could defeat the other woman. Then her man would be safe aswell.

Ryne shook her head, denying them.

Anise zapped her with alightning bolt so strong that Ryne's entire body sagged. Only the knowledge
that the rats would get her if she went down gave her the strength to stay on her feet. She couldn't fall.

Her protection was down to maybe a quarter of what it had been and Ryne chanted the spell to fortify
it. She wasn't able to improve it much, but shed bought hersef sometime.

Shifting, Ryne shot a Anise, but shewastired, her body heavy, and it took more effort than it should.
Everything hurt and her physica condition was contributing to the depletion of her magic. Sheraised her
hand to rub abump on her head and her hand came down bloody. Crap.



Deke, remember Deke. She couldn't et him down. He believed in her. Heloved her. She had to win.

Her heart was pounding loudly enough that she could barely hear Aniselaughing over the staccato
thuds. In her periphera vision, she saw her mentor pull her arm back.

Ryne hobbled toward atree, kicking at the rodentsin her way. She cringed as her feet connected with
the fleshy bodies and each time she was sure one of them would bite her.

As she spun away from Anisg's blast, Ryne nearly fell over rodent bodies. Oh, God!

She made it to the tree and ducked behind it. The wood absorbed the worst of Anise's next shot, but
enough got her to make her shield wobble. One more hit and it would be gone.

There was no way to bolster her protection again. She was shaking, not just from fear, but from
fatigue and the blows she'd absorbed. She was panting—again only partialy from anxiety—and she had
to reserve power to do the spell to free Deke.

The dark forces were caling her, more insstently than they ever had before. It wastime to make the
decison.
If shewaited too much longer, thered be no point—she wouldn't have enough magic I ft.

She had to do it now, had to do it for him. It was the only hope she had of defeating Anise and
returning Deketo hislife. He was her heart, her soul, and he'd never know what she'd become.

Anise's next shot brought down her protective barrier. Time had just run out. Clutching the tree firmly,
Ryne dowly turned. She was gasping for air asif shed run amile and trying to keep tabs on the rodents,
but she met her mentor's gaze. The woman's eyes were filled with knowing—and triumph. Anise was
aware that Ryne's shield was gone. She felt her teacher draw energy for thefina blow.

Shewent with Plan B.
Ryne caled for the dark forces.

23
CHAPTER

Half awake, Deke reached out for Ryne. Heliked her tucked againgt his body while they dept and
there was something comforting about having her closeto him. Right now he felt anxious, uneasy, and he
needed to assure himsdlf that she was okay. His hand touched cool sheets and he stretched out farther.
When hisfingers curled around the edge of the mattress and he till didn't find her, he opened hiseyes.

Shewasn't there.

Reluctantly, he pushed himsdlf up on his elbows, but he wasn't surprised to see the bathroom door
open and the room dark. Deke knew where she was—downgtairs trying to come up with alast-minute
solution to hiscurse.

How much time did he have left? Almost afraid to turn his head, Deke looked at the clock. Quarter
after twelve. Shit.

With agroan, he got out of bed. Since he only planned to be gone long enough to retrieve Ryne, he



didn't bother to pull on any clothes. He hit the light when he reached the great room, groaned again at the
brightness, and headed down the gairs.

Sure enough, as he descended, he saw the glow coming out from underneath the door. Turning the
knob, he said, "Babe, for heaven's—"

Deke stopped short. The room was empty except for that gate she referred to as atransit. "Fucking
son of ahitch," he growled. He should have known she wouldn't give up on freeing him. He should have
damn well known. The way she'd kept reaching for him in bed made sense now. Ryne hadn't been saying
good-bye, sheld been plotting.

He made a quick search of the basement anyway, in case she hadn't ducked out yet, but it was empty
and hisgut clenched. Deke stared at the trangit, circled it, trying to discover some clue where sheld gone.
He must have just missed her because that thing closed when she reached her destination.

Only it wasn't shutting.

Last timeit had only taken secondsfor that gate to disappear. Maybe Ryne had forgotten about it? Or
maybe she was worried she'd need to make a quick escape? He scowled. Smart money was on the
second option. Hisfirebal wasfar too conscientious to smply forget and she'd talked about Anise
injuring her saverdly thelast time ouit.

Heart pounding in tripletime, Deke dragged his hands through hishair. Damnit to hell, he wished he
wasn't such aliability. He wished he could crossthat fucking trangit and help her. Why did he haveto be
hu—

Wait a second.

He wasn't human. Ryne had said a human couldn't cross, but sheld never said adormant couldn't. He
took a step forward. What was the worst that could happen?

Ryne endangering her life to defend him—again.

And shewould be worried about him getting hurt if he showed up. He muttered afew more curses. It
was beyond lame when aman couldn't fight for or with hiswoman because he was hel pless against

anything magica.
Mirror protection. He was safe from magica attacks. Ryne wouldn't haveto risk her lifefor him.

Deke was dmogt to the transit when he redlized he was nude. Why hadn't he taken the time to dress?
He ran upstairs and started yanking on his clothes asfast as he could. For al he knew, that gateway
could close any moment and he had to bein timeto crossit. He had to bein timeto help Ryne.

Maybe it was nerves and nothing else, but the way adrendine was pumping through his body, Deke
feared she wasin serious trouble. He yanked on his shoes and raced out of the bedroom.

In another lifetime, he would have been freaked out by this connection they shared—mind reading,
empathy, the rest of that shit—but in aworld where held spent more than four years as a cartoon and
he'd seen Ryne shoot fire, Dekefigured it was handy.

Hetook the stairs two at atime, not bothering with ajacket or aweapon. Part of him relaxed when he
saw thetrangt there and glowing. Without dowing, he ran through it—and found himsdlf outdoors.
Somewhere.

Immediately, Deke searched for Ryne, but he didn't see her. His gut continued to churn, though, and
when the odor of burned flesh reached him, his somach clenched. Hisingtinct wasto start running and



ydling for Ryne, but intellect overruled. Something like that could distract her and that wasthe last thing
she needed.

Using their connection, hetried to locate her. At first he got nothing and he wasterrified she was
dead. He calmed down and did another scan. Over therise. Shewas over therise.

Not sure what he was going to find, Deke headed cautioudy up the hill. As he reached the crest, a
flare of lightning illuminated the night and it allowed him to see Ryne dlinging to atree. Shit, she could
barely stay on her feet. He quickened his pace, but before he could get down the incline, hefelt atriumph
fill him. It didn't belong to elther of the women, hewas certain of that; in fact, it seemed inhuman.

"Oh, fuck. No!" Deke ydled, running full-out now. "Ryne, don't doit!" She couldn't doiit. "God,
pleaseno.”

He had to wade through rats to reach her, but as soon as he made it, he put himself between Ryne
and Anise, acting as her shild. Mirror protection. If thewoman tried to fire at Ryneit would hit him and
bounce back at her. "Don't," Deke said, putting an arm around her to help Ryne stand.

"BUL"
"No." A sudden fear hit him. "It'snot too late, isit? Y ou didn't turn to them yet, right?’
"No, but—"

"No buts. Damniit, don't be stupid.”

"] can't beat her. She'stoo strong now."

Deke frowned. If Ryne didn't defeat Anise tonight, sheld only have to face her some other time and
the woman wouldn't be any weaker then. Ryne had aready taken a besting. The bright moonlight
alowed him to see the blood and dirt on her face and there were likely other injuries under her clothes.
His chest ached thinking of her hurt.

Hefdt something and shifted quickly. When he heard the hiss of pain, Deke smirked. "She got hit with
her own lightning bolt, didn't she?'

"Yes. You can't protect meforever, though. Eventudly, she's going to find an angle that will get me.”
"l know. What's with the rats?'
" loathe them.”

" S0 the pied piper surrounded you," Deke said. He didn't need Ryne's nod to know he got it right.
"Okay, | can't shield you indefinitely and you can't beat her. What are our options?”

"Therésonly one."
"Y our turning isn't hgppening—think of another way."

"l would if | could,”" she groused and he grinned. If she was crabby, she couldn't be hurt too badly,
right?

Even though he had hisback to Anise, he could fedl where she was and Deke moved again, keeping
his body in front of Ryne. There had to be something they could do. They could retreat, but the idea of
leaving Ryneto face her teacher on her own later didn't St well. He couldn't do much, but at least right
now, he could protect her.



"What are you doing?' she asked as he shifted them.
"Keeping you away from Anis”

"l mean, how do you know where sheis?'

Deke shrugged. "I just know."

Ryne became steadier and leaned on him less. Shelooked up at him, her brow scrunched. Did she
appear to be more energetic? Deke thought so.

"Y ou can't hide behind him forever, mo cridhe," Anise said. "Once he'sgone, you'll have to find some
courage.”

He stiffened, offended on Ryne's behdf, but she didn't react. "What are you doing?’ she demanded a
second time, voice barely above awhisper.

"| dready told you. Why are you asking again?"

"Because my magic has been refilling itsdf dowly since you put your arms around me and it'samost
back at afull tank now. That should have taken hoursto happen. Same with my physical energy. It hasto
be you, theresno other X factor.”

Whirling suddenly, Deke got Ryne out of the way in the nick of time. He heard Anise yelp and figured
they'd bought themsdves a couple of minutes. "What do you think it means?’

"l don't know. Open yoursdlf to me." She must have read his puzzled look. "Likethis" Ryne said and
he felt her in way he hadn't before. Thiswas more than how their minds brushed from time to time—it
wasdl of her.

Intrigued, Deke gave himself to her, holding nothing back. Thiswas Ryne and she dready had his
heart, mind, and body. Now he gave her his soul, too.

"Holy crap.” Her voice was awed.
"What?'

"I'm sharing your magic. When my well refilled, | bet you were unconscioudy sending it to me. Thisis
different, though. Holy crap, Deke." Shelooked up at him, appearing as amazed as she sounded. "I think
with your magic and mine, that I'm stronger than Anise now.”

"Strong enough to kick her ass?*
Ryne grinned. "Probably."
"Then let'sdoit, babe." He returned her smile. "Do you have my mirror protection, too?"

"No, | don't, and my own shield will still only be able to take so many strikes before it falters. How do
you fed about my shooting around your Sides?’

"I don't have aproblem with it. Anise, by the way, is coming up on our ten o'clock position.”
"Let's shift that way then.”

Deke turned, put Ryne at his back, and eased the direction the other woman was coming from to face
the threat.

Hold steady, Rynetold him and Deke stopped. Her hand went to hiswai<t, she leaned around his



right sde, and hurled ablast of firethat lit up the night.

What happened next was the most incredible shootout Deke had ever seen. Lightning bolts and fire.
Every time Aniselet loose, hetried to get in the path of her shot, not only to protect Ryne, but because if
it hit him, it was mirrored back at the other woman. Between the bounce backs and Ryne's flame, they
had to be giving the woman a battering.

"What's she doing?' Deke asked. He noticed Ryne moveinto his head, trying to read what hed
picked up.

"She's sending the rats after me.”

Ryne said that camly, but because of their connection, he felt her absolute abhorrence at the thought
of those things touching her. "Why don't you trangport them away from here?"

"She's so strong, | can't do—L et metry.”

Deke didn't hear aword, but he knew Ryne was chanting, and when she relaxed against him, he
figured the rodents were gone. "Three o'clock," he said abruptly and shifted, trying to block the shot. The
lightning missed him, but he heard Ryne swear. ™Y ou okay?'

"Jugt winged. It hurt alittle, but my shied'sup.”

Leaning around him, Ryne released arope of fire and kept it going longer than held seen her shoot
before.

"Takemedos."

He wanted to argue with her, but instead Deke nodded and began to dowly close the distance
between them and Anise. Ryne was awarior; he had to remember that and trust her to know what she
was doing.

Shetold him to stop when they'd narrowed the space to about haf what it had been. Before Ryne
could fire, though, he heard a crack above them. She sent the tree branch flying off.

"Watch out,” Rynewarned. " She's going to start directing physical things your way snce magic can't
harm you directly. Anise" Ryne called, raisng her voice, "you're copying me. Should | be flattered or
should | tell you how pathetic that iS?"

The other woman didn't respond verbally; instead she used magic to toss objects at him. So much
came hisway so fag, it was like atornado kicking up debris.

"Shit, babe, thisisn't good.”
"Turn so you're facing me and wrap your armstightly around me."

Deke did as ordered. Ryne held him close and he amost heard the words in his head, that's how
tightly bonded they were at that moment. Something hard hit hislower back, and he cursed, but he didn't
let go.

"There, you should be shielded now. I'm going to shoot over your shoulder. Whatever you do, don't
draighten, okay?'

He nodded and held on to Ryne. Hislittle ninjawas doing the hard work, but he wasn't worthless.
Because of him, Anise wasn't ddlivering direct blows. Because of him, Ryne had recouped her strength.
Because of him, she had more magic to usein battle. So what if he was her version of body armor? Deke
could livewith that because he was avitd part of thisfight.



A roar of outrage echoed through the night, but Ryne didn't let up on the shooting. "Crap! Hang on to
mered tight."

Hefdt them floating. "What the hell”?' Deke looked down in time to see a huge boulder roll through
wherethey'd been standing. "'l knew you could levitate."

Shaking her head, sheignored his comment. "Aniseisusing up magic fagt,” Ryne said, lowering them
to the ground. "1t shouldn't be much longer before she's weak enough that I'll be able to contain her and
her ability to use her powers."

Deke grunted, but he knew desperate people did desperate things. They might not be finished here as
quickly as she hoped. A tree exploded next to them, but the fragments scattered harmlesdy to the
ground. That brought another shout of anger.

He continued to block Anise's shots and Ryne kept on firing. Deke wasn't an expert and he couldn't
fed the magic hit his protection, but somehow he sensed the other woman's power was growing wesker.
On the other hand, hisfirebal wasn't losng any strength as she did her flame throwing. When would the
older woman's powers be low enough for Ryne to restrain them?

No sooner did he have the thought than Ryne began to chant. Thistime she wasn't dlent, in fact she
seemed to be deliberately intoning so that Anisewould hear it.

Deke eased back far enough to see Ryne's face and the smug expression there said clearer than
words that was exactly what she was doing. Hetried to turn so he could face Anise, but Ryne's hold
tightened and he subsided. It wasn't until she finished that she released him.

"I've got her powers bound and her arms and legs locked. She's helpless now."

Heturned and gazed a Anise. The blond woman looked haggard—her face was contorted in rage,
her hair damp and stringy, and her makeup running. As Ryne walked up to her, Anisetried to spit, but it
landed on her swesater and that seemed to make her even angrier. "Ready to meet with the council,
Anise?' Ryne asked.

The woman tried to spit again, and thistime, it ran down her chin. "Thisisn't over," she vowed.

"Yes, itis. We both know they'll strip you of your powers, and once that happens, it's bye-bye dark
forces." Ryne closed her eyes for amoment, and when she opened them again, she said, "I let the
ceannards know you're coming. They're eager to seeyou again.”

What Ryne chanted next was short, but that was dl it took for Anise to disappear. She walked away,
bent to retrieve something, and Deke saw her dide adagger into the sheath at her waist.

"Congratulations, ninjawoman,” he said when she reached him. " Score one for the good guys.”
"Ninja?'

"Look at the way you're dressed.”

Ryne glanced down, then rolled her eyesat him. "If you ever cal me ninjawoman again, I'll hurt you.”

"No, you won't, but don't worry, you'll dways be my babe." Deke grinned, then he put his hands on
Ryne and tried that healing energy thing again. His pamsdidn't stay hot long.

"That's because," Ryne said, answering his unspoken question, "you were unconscioudy healing me
from thetime you arrived. What injuries| have left are surface cuts and scratches.” She shrugged.
"Maybe afew bruises.



"You're okay?" She nodded. Deke dung hisarm around her shoulders and gave her abrief hug before
he asked, "Do you think thisiswhy Aniseimprisoned me? Because she knew you could combine my
magic with yoursand useit againg her?”'

Ryne shrugged. "Maybe."

Deke knew hed have to be satisfied with that. Ryne didn't know much more than he did. "Anything
else we need to do here?'

"No, | told the council what the land looks like. They'll decide whether the Gineal cleanit up or leave
it for nature to handle. Let's head home."

Asthey walked toward the trangit, Ryne sent another message. He couldn't hear the words, but he felt
that, too. Now that the heet of battle was over, this might take alittle getting used to. "Who'd you cdl?*

"| let the healers know that Anise's powers were bound. It might help them treat Fia. And yeah, the
kind of connection we haveisnew to me, too. The Gined only read each other when we deliberately
project specific thoughts. With you, it'samost like we're sharing abrain.”

Deke started to make ajoke, but before he could say anything, Ryne asked, "What timeisit?’

"Nearly 1 A.M." And suddenly nothing seemed funny anymore. Four hours left with Ryne. He wanted
forever.

Ryne clutched Deketightly, but then he was holding on to her the same way. They'd made love severd
times after they'd arrived home, worshiping each other with their hands, mouths, and bodies. The goa
hadn't been orgasm so much astrying to demonsirate how deeply their fedingsfor each other ran.

Heloved her. She knew it. And he knew how much sheloved him, too. Their time remaining could be
measured in minutes now, but neither one of them spoke. Deke's hand lightly ran up and down her arm
and she had her thigh tucked between his, but there was a desperation to the way they clung together. 1t
hadn't been long enough. She needed more than fifteen days.

When the clock hit 4:45, Ryne said, voice thick, "We have to get dressed and head for the basement.”
"Yeah." But hedidn't let go of her.

For acouple more minutes, shelet hersaf sink into him—Deke's scent, the heat of his body, the love
in hisgray-blue eyes. It wasthe last that gave her the strength to move from hisarms and get out of bed.
She might not want to let go, but Ryne couldn't hold him. Hed either be a cartoon or held be back in his
own life, but Deke Summerswouldn't be with her. Fate, she decided, was a heartless bitch.

"Comeon, hotshot," Ryne said, "we can't delay any longer.” Pulling the covers back, shetook his
hand and tugged.

She kept her eyes on him asthey donned clothes. Their gazes caught and Ryne tried to smile, but she
suspected it was apoor effort. So many people were no longer apart of her life—too many. Her parents
had died when she/d been ateenager; sheld lost her sister twice, once when sheld left hometo train and
again when sheld ceded her powers; her friends had turned their backs on her when the truth had come
out about her mentor.

And then thered been Anise. With her teacher captured, the fight over, it was the sweet memories
that were returning and she didn't likeit. Hate was eesier. Smpler.

But she'd withstood those losses—Ryne wasn't sure she could survive Deke's departure. He was the



only man sheld ever love and a part of her would die when heleft. For afew brief, shining days, shed
had everything she'd ever wanted, everything she'd ever needed, and in some crud trick of fate, it was
being yanked away from her.

If she thought she'd been done before, Ryne knew it would be amillion times worse after Deke
because she'd be aware of exactly what she was missing.

"Dont, babe," Deke said, wrapping hisarms around her.

Splaying her hands on his back, Ryne pressed her face againgt his shoulder. She wouldn't cry, not
when it would make him fed worse. Her love wasn't leaving her because he wanted to, he was leaving
because there was no choice. None.

"1 know," she whispered againgt him. "1 know." Her chest wastight and couldn't hurt any worseif an
axe had been buried in it. Her throat was congtricted, her eyes burned, and she couldn't seem to takea
full breath. Somehow, though, she had to function. It was up to her to send Deke back to hislife. "We
haveto go," she said, moreto remind hersdf than him.

"I know."

They walked hand in hand, their shoulders brushing in her narrow halway. Rynetried to memorize
everything because after he was gone, she'd have nothing but her memories. She didn't even havea
pic—"Hang on! I'll beright back.”

She hurried for her computer and snagged her digital camera. There was time to snap a couple of
shots of him, something she could look a when she wasrdiving their time together.

"I want a couple pictures of you, okay?'
"Sure. | wish | could take someimages of you with mewhen | go," Deke said quietly. "'l can't, can1?"

Ryne shrugged. "Probably noat. | think you're returning to your life without anything from thisone,
including the clothes you have on. Let's hope you wind up in bed rather than in the middie of Venice
Beech."

"Yeah," Deke agreed with asmirk, "dthough I'd be willing to bet | wouldn't be the first man wandering
naked there."

They reached her workroom and Ryne flipped on the lights. She only had a couple of minutesto spare
for pictures. Theincantation was short, and she had until 5:03, but she didn't want to take chances. Her
plan wasto art early so that if something went wrong, sheld have time to repeat the spdll if necessary.

"Want to smile for me, hotshot?' Ryne asked raising the camera. She snapped afew images before he
took it from her.

"You'vegot atimer. Let's get a couple of ustogether, okay?'

Ryne nodded and watched Dekefiddle. He set the camera on her worktable. "1 think we're going to
need to knedl." Heindicated a spot. "Let meline up the shot. Okay." Deke hurried to her sde. He barely
had time to put an arm around her shoulders before the flash went off. They did another where he kissed
her and a third where neither one of them was looking at the camera.

Reluctantly, she stopped him from setting the timer for afourth shot. "I have to sart the spell,” Ryne
told him. They were dready cutting it closer than she felt comfortable with.

"One morething," hesaid. "Y ou've got amovie function." Deke helped her figure out how to work



that, then he stood back. When she had the camerarolling, hesaid, "I love you, Ryne."

Her chin wobbled then, but she hoped he didn't seeit with the camerain front of her face. Deke's
words would mean everything to her after he was gone and now she'd have them forever. If she ever
needed something to cheer her up, to remember that he'd loved her with hiswhole heart, she could play
thedip.

Thedigita moviefilled the remaining space on her memory card and she pushed the button to turn it
off. "Thanks" Rynesaid quietly.

"No, don't thank me." Deke took the camerafrom her and put it down on her table. "It's selfish. |
want you to remember how | fed about you when pretty boy makes his move."

Ryne smiled shakily and went up on her toesto kisshim. "Y ou've got aone-track mind.” Her smile
disappeared when she looked at the clock. "We're out of time. Stand here." She indicated a clear spot
between her bookcases and her work-table.

Before she could step back, he pulled her against him and kissed her. She could fed Deke's
desperation, knew it equaled hers, and Ryne struggled to remain cognizant of their deadline.

She brokethekiss. "I love you, Deke. | loveyou, but it's5 A.M. We can't wait any longer.”

Cadling the book forward was a backup measure; she knew every word of the incantation. After she
said thefirgt ling, Ryne put her hand over his heart for the second. For the third, she rested her hand on
hisforehead, and the last line was said with her hand back over his heart. Ryne brushed a quick kiss over
his lips—she couldn't res ss—then she stepped away.

Their eyes|ocked.
Voicethick, dmost unintdligible, she closed the spell.
Deke disappeared.

For asplit second, she couldn't comprehend it, then her legs gave out and she hit the floor. Moisture
welled in her eyesand shetried to blink it away, but she couldn't stop it from pooling, then overflowing.
She gave up the struggle, and for thefirgt timein twenty years, Ryne cried.

She sobbed out her pain, wailed about the unfairness, and still the tears came. Wrapping her arms
around her knees, Ryne rocked, trying to find comfort, but there was none. The man she loved was gone
and hed taken her heart with him.

24
CHAPTER

APRIL 19 NEW M OON

Deke stood and gazed out hiskitchen window as he waited for the coffee to finish brewing. It was
nearly eleven in the morning, but he'd arrived home yesterday after ten daysin Japan and his body clock
was all screwed up.



He could seethe city of Los Angeles below and he smiled faintly. Who'd have thought that hed end
up owning haf the rightsto one of the biggest hits on televison? Shit, who'd have thought an animated
series based on his career asaprivate investigator would interest anyone? Y et here hewas, living ina
mangoninthehillsabove L.A. and flying to Asato make merchandisng deds. Amazing.

Or it should have been amazing.

He had money, more than he could spend in alifetime; enough fame to get the perks, but since he
wasn't an actor, he didn't have to deal with the paparazzi or being stopped on the street for autographs;
and he had his choice of beautiful women. Why the hell then did hefed so fucking empty indde, asif
something vitd to hishappinesswas missng?

The coffee gurgled to astop and Deke turned from the window to fill hisjumbo mug to the top. He
took afew gulps, snagged abagd, and headed for his home office. Even though he was officialy off
today, he had abunch of mail, e-mail, and phone messages to wade through.

His housekeeper had put hismail in abox in his absence, and Deke dumped it on his desk and started
sorting—hillsin one pile, invitationsin another, junk mail in athird. The crap went right in the shredder,
so did invitations for parties and premieres that had happened while held been away.

The pot of coffee disappeared about the same time he finished with the mail, and Deke contemplated
brewing a second one. He didn't need any more caffeine, but he ill fdt tired and irritable. Maybe hed
wait.

Neatly piled on the credenza behind his desk were his messages. His housekeeper was efficient,
accurate, and bless her, she was happy to answer his phone while she worked. About half the calswere
from women he'd seen socialy, but as he went through the stack, Deke couldn't remember what they
looked like. Not only that, but he had no desire to pick up the phone and talk to any of them.

Why wasn't heinterested? His brain flashed an image, but it was gone before he could grasp it. The
only thing he'd sensed was that she was brunette. Deke's heart thudded in double time and he went
through the messages again, trying to decide if one of these nameswas her. He drew a blank.

"Who are you?" he muttered. This woman was important, he knew it, but the harder he worked to
remember her or details about her, the further her memory dipped away from him. Hetried to focuson
what shade of brown her hair was and he began to fed tantalizingly closeto . . . something. Then the
phone rang and drove the dmost-glimmer out of hisreach.

Deke cursed. "Summers," he snapped.

It was his partner and Deke scowled. This call wasn't going to be quick. "Damn it, Fred, can't it wait
until tomorrow? I'll bein then." He sighed, brought up his e-mail window, and started wading through the
notes. "No, | know."

He deleted the spam without opening it. Fortunately, his ISP had agood filter and there wasn't alot of
it. "How much are they offering for the video gamerightsto DSPI ?'

Five messages from Masato sent on five consecutive days. Strange. His college buddy was one of the
few people with his private phoneline; hed cal if it were something critical. Curious, Deke opened the

first message.

"No way. If they want to have the exclusive gaming rights, they're going to have to come up with more
money than that."

He didn't remember asking Masato to forward on any notesto him, but maybe it was something from



when they'd been in school. Deke opened the attachment and scanned it. "What the fuck? No, sorry, |
wastaking to mysdf. If you agree with me about the dollar figure, why areyou caling?"

This had to be some kind of joke. Deke opened the other notes, but they said the samething. He
shook hishead. Masato had ahell of an imagination, but there was no such thing as magic, asociety
cdled Gined, or dormants. It wasweird, though—hed included stuff that Deke thought only heand his
dad had known.

"Areyou out of your mind?" he snarled into the phone. "I'll never agree to the Deke character being
part of acartoon porn magazine. Why? Because kids watch the show, that'swhy! Damn it, you've seen
our demographics and right after women elghteen to thirty-four, are kids twelve to eighteen.”

Fred backpedaed and Deke sighed. Shit, he didn't have time for odd pranks from college friends. He
eyed the notes, then hit the delete command again and again and again.

Ryne sighed when the doorbell rang and scanned. Gined. As much as she wanted to ignore the
summons, she put aside her camera, wiped her hands on her sweatpants, and pushed to her feet. If she
didn't rush, well, so what? She wanted to be alone. She opened the door and found Taber standing
there.

"Ceannard,” she greeted him, inclining her head, before she invited him inside. Shetook his coat from
him, hung it in her foyer closet, and joined him in the great room.

"Thislooks nice," Taber made a sweeping gesture with his hand indicating the decorating sheld done.
"Areyou finished?'

"I am, but is Maia? Who knows?"

The councilor smiled and moved to her windows to open the drapes. Bright sunlight poured in and
Rynerecoiled fromit. "Y our Sster dwayswas strong willed,” he said asif she hadn't reacted. "It'sa
shame. . ." Taber's expression sobered. "But Maiaisn't who | wanted to talk about.”

"Whois?' Ryne asked, but shedidn't redly care.
"Your friend Deke."

Her body jerked. For an instant, she couldn't processit. ™Y ou remember him?" At Taber's nod, joy
surged through her. At last! At last there was someone she could talk to about the man sheloved, the
man shed log.

Her eation was short lived. She couldn't share the things about Deke that she wanted to, not with a
ceannard. The disappointment sat heavily in her chest and Ryne struggled to reclaim her gpathy.

Taber dowly took aseat. Only then did Ryne sit hersdlf. "The council,” he said, "hasfinished itswork
with Anise. | thought you might appreciate some of the information we learned.”

Ryne nodded. She guessed the ceannards had put her mentor through some kind of debriefing, but
shewasn't sure she wanted to hear the particulars. "'I'm surprised to be told anything.”

"Y ou won't hear much." His candor amost made her lips curve. Almogt. "But | thought you might like
to know why Anise concentrated heavily on Deke."

Now that she did want to know. She leaned forward. "Why?"
The councilor folded histhick fingersin hislap. "Her limited precognition told her that he would be the



cause of her defeat. She couldn't see how, though, and she didn't realize that her own actionswould be
the catalyst. Firgt, shetried to kill him, but discovered she couldn't do it magically. Anisethen tried to
influence afew humansto murder him for her, but Deke was able to avoid those attempts. That'swhen
she resorted to putting him into the cartoon world.”

"Why?" she asked again.

"Y ou're aware of more than you redlize. Y ou shared magic with him to defeat her. Do you know how
that happened?’

Ryne shrugged. She'd given her report to the council acouple of days after Anise's capture, but the
information had gone only oneway. They'd told her nothing.

"True soul pairing.”" Ryne straightened in her seat. "It only happens between two troubleshooters and
it'srather rare, but it's also aboon to those who are fortunate enough to share it. The couple can cal on
each other's powers, making them stronger in battle. It gives both an unassailable mind shield, something
that al but guaranteesthat neither will turn to the dark forces since they don't hear the enticements, and
without projecting, they can send thoughts to each other. It's an advantageous Situation for both enforcers
aswdl asfor the Gined. Y our parents had this, Ryne."

She nodded, but her brain was stuck on onefact. Creed hadn't told her she and Deke could share
power.

He hadn't told her!

She'd wondered whether or not he'd been aware of it, but with Taber'sinformation, Ryne was certain
now that Creed had known. He was supposed to be her friend and he understood how strong Anise
was, how dangerous. If he'd given her thisinformation, she could have brought Deke with her when shed
faced her mentor. Why had he kept it secret?

"My mom and dad il logt," she managed when she noticed Taber was waiting for aresponse.

"They faced someone far more deadly and powerful than anyone comprehended. Y ou understand
after battling Anise.”

"Yes. Dol gill have any of these perks even though Deke and | are gpart?' Ryne wasn't surprised
when Taber shook his head. She hadn't heard the dark forces since defeating Anise, but she'd had long
streaks of slence before.

"It'sironic when you think of it," Taber said quietly. "She put Deke into the cartoon so the two of you
wouldn't meet and yet it wasthat very thing that brought him to your attention.”

"If shed seenmore. . ." Rynelet her voicetrail off as something occurred to her. " She hedged her
bets by concedling the fact that Deke was a dormant. Anise knew 1'd keep my distance from ahuman.”
She didn't mention sex, but when Taber |ooked away from her, sseming to be uncomfortable, she
guessed he knew how that wastied in.

The councilman changed the subject then, telling her about Anise's punishment. It wasn't a
secret—any Gined who turned received the same pendty—but when Ryne asked more questions about
Deke, herefused to answer them. It irritated her that the man could be this stubborn. He was the only
person who remembered Deke—the only onel—and she wanted to talk about him. Taber wouldn't
budge, though, and she did back into disinterest. If she couldn't be with the man sheloved, nothing
meattered anyway.



Ryne listened to Maia gush about the changes and tried to work up some enthusiasm. It had been her
Sgter's suggestion that she paint and get some furniture, and sheld gone dong with it. Hell, it gave her
something to do besides play that movie of Deke saying he loved her over and over.

Sheld revoked Maias free pass into her home, but her sister had been showing up continualy and
unexpectedly for the past two weeks anyway, knocking and ringing the bell until Rynelet her inside.
Unfortunately, Maiahad walked in the morning sheld returned Deke to hislife, and when sheldd found her
curled on her basement floor, blubbering, Maia had freaked out. If her sister could remember Deke,
maybe she'd understand, but she didn't and Ryne couldn't explain it. Troubleshooter business.

But Taber remembered.

That was some consolation, but she wished it was her Sister instead. She couldn't tell the ceannard
how much she missed deeping beside Deke, how much she ached for the warmth of hisbody next to
hers. Ryne sighed, caught Maia's worried glance, and forced her lipsto turn up.

It wasn't only the physica shelonged for. Deke had listened to her, teased her, laughed with her, and
shared with her the way no one el se ever had.

Maia gestured toward the room and Ryne blinked. The paint was arich gold color and the curtains
were a bronze that complemented the walls. Her sister had picked those; Ryne would have put up blinds
or something. The only thing remaining from her origina grest room was the flooring and the big
tdevison.

Her breskfast room had atable and chairs and so did her dining room. Her computer equipment had
been moved to one of the spare bedrooms and everything was finished now even if Maiadid haveto
make threats to get the kitchen table delivered.

The only room that hadn't been touched was her bedroom. Ryne had adamantly refused to change
anything. Maybe sheld get over Deke faster if she wasn't surrounded by his memory every time she
walked in there, but she didn't care. She wanted to remember him, to sink into replays of their time
together.

"Maa" Ryneinterrupted, "I don't know the firgt thing about art, that's your area of expertise. If you
think | need paintings, pick some up for me. I'll give you my credit card. Just plesse, don't drag me out
looking, okay?"

"Y ou need to get out of the house.”

"I've been out. I've done more shopping in the last two weeksthan | havein the previous
twenty-seven years of my life. I'm done shopping for the next twenty years or so."

"Good."
Ryne frowned, but Maia's comment didn't make senseto her. "What's good?"

"Good, you're complaining and putting your foot down." Maia settled beside her on the new, extralong
sofa. "Ryne, you've been so agreeable the last couple of weeks, you were scaring me. And when |
suggested shopping and you said yes, | thought—Well, you don't want to know what | thought.”

Sowly, Ryne smirked. She couldn't help it. Maiadid know her and how she felt about shopping.

"Areyou ready to talk about what's going on now?' Maiareached for her hand and hung on. "It must
be about more than my telling you that | ceded my powers because I'd turned to the dark forces.”



Her sgter said that confidently enough, but Ryne picked up on the question she had lingering in her
voice. "What's going on with me has nothing to do with you. We both know how aluring the dark forces
can be and the miraculous thing is that you noticed how far you'd goneintime. Y ou wereright, hunting
you would have destroyed me."

"If that isn't it, then what's bothering you?'

She hesitated. The council would reprimand her if she shared anything with an outsider, but Ryne
found it hard to care. So what? Her sster wasn't going to sdll out the Ginedl. "A few things," Ryne
admitted. Thewords didn't come easily despite her apathy about getting chewed out. "1 caught Anise.”

Maia gasped and her grip became dmost painful. "When?"
"Two weeks ago.”
"That's why you were crying?'

Pulling her hand free, Ryne got to her feet and started pacing. "No, not because of her." Damn, getting
caught sobbing was embarrassng enough without Maiabringing it up. "1 dwaysthought | wastoo smilar
to her. | worried about that for years, but I'm not like her. | know that now."

"Wdll, | could havetold you that,” Maadrawled. "Anise was dl about the glory of being a
troubleshooter. For you, it's dways been aresponsibility, ajob. I don't know how you ever believed you
had anything in common with that woman."

That stopped Ryne in her tracks. "We thought alot aike. It's one of the reasonswhy | had such a
hard timewith her."

"Maybe you came up with the same answers, but your motives were different and | bet the paths you
took to reach your conclusions were different, too." Maiagot up and took her hands. "I don't think you
ever saw Anise clearly. At firg, it was because she was your mentor and you looked up to her. Then
when it was known that shed turned and it became your job to hunt her, you hated her so passionately. |
guess that was because you were scared you were destined to turn, too.”

Ryne shrugged. "The council stripped her of her powers and her memory of the Gined.”
"And her memory of you."

"It shouldn't make a difference.” Ryne pulled free and paced again. "I know what she was, but now
that it's over, | keep remembering the nice stuff shedid for me. Then I'll think of the horrible things she
did and who she hurt."

"It'snatura that your fedings are mixed. Everyone has both good and bad in them, and that includes
Gined who've turned to the dark forces—at least until they're too far gone.”

"I know."

Maialeaned againgt the back of the couch and watched her. Ryne knew the silence wouldn't last
forever. Reluctantly, she stopped moving and leaned beside her sster.

"Areyou ready to tell mewhat had you inconsolable?' she asked quietly.

Ryne started to claim it was Gineal business, but she stopped. She wanted to talk about Deke with
someone she could share some of the intimate detail s with, wanted it so badly, she ached. "I'll be right
back," she said and dashed for her bedroom. She grabbed one of the pictures they'd taken before hed
[]8



Maybe she couldn't pass dong the whole story to her sister, but there was no reason the council
should careif shetold Maiasheld falenin love. Sheld leave out the partsthat involved her role asan
enforcer—those weren't important anyway.

Maiawas on the couch when Ryne got back and she sat next to her. "1 met someone,” she offered
tentatively as she met Maias gaze. After apause, she held out the picture. "His nameis Danid Summers.”
Ryne looked down at the image. Deke was turned toward her and she could see the love he had for her
on hisface, in hiseyes. Thetears pooled and started faling again, only thistime her Sster wasthereto
hold her as she came apart.

25
CHAPTER

Thedoorbdl rang and Ryne cursed.

Maia. Again. It had to be. Aside from one visit from Taber, no one el se stopped by, and in the ten
days since sheld told her sister about Deke, Maia had started visiting even more often. Ryne could
imagine how frequently sheld be seeing her if sheld mentioned Deke'stime as acartoon. Although it might
have been fun to throw that out there to observe her reaction.

She sighed when the doorbell rang a second time, and surrendered to the inevitable. God, she wished
Maiawould back off—at least alittle. She stopped the movie and got to her feet. Ryne didn't hurry—Ilet
her Sster wait.

Habit had her scanning as she reached the foyer and it surprised her to sense a Ginedl, not Maia. She
took a moment to clear theirritated expression off her face, then she reached for the doorknaob.

Ryne froze and gaped.
"Aren't you going to invite mein, babe?'

She scrunched her eyes shut, trying to clear the halucination, but when she looked again, he was ill
there. "Deke?"

"Yeah, itsme"
She stared some more, certain thiswas amirage.
"It'schillier herethan in Southern Cdifornia. Could you invite mein and gawk indoors?'

How could he be here? How could he remember her? How could he be Ginea? She managed to
force out oneword, "How?"

Dekereached in hisjacket pocket and held out amedalion. "The council said | should givethisto
you."

Ryne looked between his face and the gold disk. It sank in then—thiswas real. Deke wasredly here.
Her eyesfilled and she blinked hard. Sheld cried enough the last few weeks, she wasn't crying anymore,
not now. Not now.

When she had some control, Ryne dowly smiled. Carefully, she took the medalion from him and put



the chain around her neck. "What | know, | gladly passto you," she answered formally. Then, throwing
protocol to the winds, she launched hersdf at him.

He caught her againgt his chest, wrapped hisarms around her, and held her tight. She clung to him,
savoring the warmth of hisbody, the scent that was only his. God, he was back. He was back!

Deketipped her faceto hisfor akiss. Ryne fdt his desperation, his wildness, and her own reared up.
Almaost amonth without him, amost afull month so done, she thought the ache would destroy her.

"Y our neighbors," he said between kisses, "are not going to likeit if | do you on the front porch.”
"So why don't you comeinsde?"
"Because you haven't invited me. | remember—only those you dlow entrance to can comein.”

Ryne threw her head back and laughed. "Hotshot, how do you think you walked in and out of my
house while you were living here? Y ou have accessand | never took it away."

"Why the hdl didn't you say s0?' he complained as he dragged her into the foyer and shut the door
behind them. Hisirritation quickly faded. "I need you, Ryne. | loveyou."

There was ahesitancy in him ashe waited, and belatedly she realized he wasn't sure of her. Deke
wasn't sureif she fill wanted him. "I love you, too, Deke Summers. It's been hdll living without you.” She
reached beneath his jacket, found the button of hisjeans, and dipped it loose.

That was dl the encouragement he needed. Pushing her hands aside, he reached for her, and grabbing
the waistband of her leggings, he pulled her pants and panties down in one big yank. She stepped out of
them, not sure whether to laugh at hisimpatience or to beflattered by it.

"I'm sorry," he said as hefished out acondom. "Thisfirgt timeisgoing to be hard and fast. I'll show
you how much | loveyou later, but | need you too badly right now to wait."

"| told you this before—I don't careif you come fast aslong asyou make sure | come fagter." She
grinned as he shoved hisjeansdown. "Think of it asachalenge.”

Deke put her back against thewadll, reached for her hips, and lifted her. "Wrap yoursdf around me,"
he ordered.

As soon as she did, he sank into her and she exhaled dowly, enjoying hissize, the sense of fullness
sheld missed. Ryne expected him to start moving immediately, and when he didn't, she drew back far
enough to see hisface. There was hedt in his gray-blue eyes, but there was dso incredible tenderness and
alook of complete awe. Only then did he stroke into her.

Ryne put her head back and enjoyed him. Deke was impatient, he hadn't lied about that, but despite
the pace, he was careful with her. That aroused her dmost as much as histhrusts.

He started teasing her with images. Naughty little fantasies of what he wanted to do to her and have
her do to him. That wasdl it took. With alow groan, she tightened her thighs around him and started to
come. In the nick of time, too, since Deke was a split second behind her.

It was awhile later, after she'd donned her pants and was Sitting on hislap on thetile floor of her foyer,
that Deke said, "WEéIl have to do some commuting for awhile. My dternate lifeis complicated and there
aretimes|'ll haveto bein L.A. to take care of things."

Ryne shrugged. "Weve got the trangit. Y ou never answered my question. How are you here?"

"E-mail, insatiable curiogity, and the fact that | didn't empty my deleted itemsfolder.” He grinned and



wrapped hisarmsaround her. "l e-mailed afriend and included an attachment of the spell to become
Gined. Assoon as | repeated it, my memories returned. Actudly, | have two sets of memories now;
what redly happened and the second verson | acquired when you did that last incantation.”

"Y ou'll haveto tel me about this other life of yours.™

"Yeah, | will. My memory, by the way, wasn't that bad. A |ot of the episodes of DSPI are based on
actual casesthat | worked."

"And | kept telling you that it wasn't red, but TV. Sorry about that." Ryne shuggled closer and hugged
him moretightly.

"No gpologies necessary.” He was quiet for amoment, hisown hold firming. "1 would have been here
afew days ago, but as soon as | became Ginedl, the entire damn council showed up. Their tests took
forever and then they weren't going to send meto you. Taber and | took care of that, though."”

Deke sounded so smug, Ryne had to laugh. "'l missed you." And she twisted around so she could give
him aloud smooch.

For along time he stayed silent, then, voice jagged, Deke said, "'I've been empty inside without you.
Evenwhen | didn't remember you, | knew something crucia was gone from my life. That medalion gives
me seven years with you as your gpprentice, but I'm going to ask you for more." He reached for her hand
and linked their fingers. "1 love you, Ryne—promise meforever."

With asmile, she pressed her lipsto his. "'l love you, too, and forever sounds like it might be enough
time. Maybe."



