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Aegroto, dum anima est, spes esse dicitur.
—Cicero



Chapter One

"Got to go potty,” Shdl reminded her, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

Anya checked the rearview mirror. Nothing but a blank freeway receding into
infinity. “ Okay."
She hit her blinker. The rest stop exit appeared like a gift, and she pulled off,

headlights dicing the purple dusk in front of the blue Taurus. “But well have to be
quick, okay, sweetie?'

"Okay,” Shdl agreed placidly. His round blond face was spectral in the green
glow from the dashboard.

Anyas head hurt, both from a nagging headache and from the goose egg under
her hair. She'd hit the doorjamb hard, stunned for a moment while the thing
screeched, before Shdll could drag her away.

Don't think about that. Concentrate on what you have in front of you. She hit
the brakes. “Good,” she murmured, and coasted to a stop.

Shell was almost out of the car before she could cut the engine, and Anya sighed.
Her eyes were hot and grainy, her entire body aching with exhaustion, and she had
only her car and a pile of clothes to her name. Oh, and the coffeemaker.

The dight thunderous smell of smoke and fury in the car didn't help her headache
one hit.

The rest stop was set at the top of a green hill and water rilled in a creek behind it.
A concrete path zigzagged up the hill, and the entire place was deserted. It was a
good thing. Both she and Shdl were exhausted and grimy, dressed in odds and
ends.

How am | going to feed and clothe us both this time? She got out of the car and
stretched, watching as Shell lumbered up the hill, his huge shoulders hunched under
his favorite Green Bay Packers sweatshirt. He ducked into the men's bathroom, and
Anya wearily started up the hill herself, her zoris flapping. Wet grass dlipped under
her feet until she reached the next strip of concrete.

Shell saved me. If it hadn't been for the roof caving in, we wouldn't have gotten
away. Anya shivered. The sky was overcast, chill November night faling like a soft
cloud. She smeled smoke and wrinkled her nose—it was the scent of her life
burning down. Again.

How many times am | going to have to do this? This is the fourth time we've
had something attack us, the third time we've been driven out of a city.

She washed her face in the metd sink. There were no paper towels. That was dl
right. The chill would help keep her awake. Anya didn't dare look into the dice of
scratched metd serving as a mirror, either. She came out into the gathering dusk to
find Shell waiting for her, his deepy blue eyes wide and fearful.



"Anya.” Hisvoice trembled. “I was afraid.”

Me too. But | can't show it or you'll be even more upset. “I know, buddy. Let's
go, okay?"'

"Okay. Where are we deeping, Anya? I'm sleepy.”

For a sngle moment she let herself fed the bitterness. How on earth should |
know? | just had my house burned down and my life destroyed by a big, tall fiery
shadow nobody else can see. How am | supposed to make this better?

Why me?

Guilt rose sharp and bitter inside her throat. She straightened her shoulders, taking
an accustomed weight of guilt and responsibility. “I know you're tired, buddy. I'm
deepy too. WEll stop in the next city and find a place to sleep, and I'll have to get a
job. You'l have to be avery good boy, Shell. All right?'

"Okay, Anya.” He tromped back down the hill, amost glowing with happiness. If
she said it was going to be dl right, it was going to be dl right. After dl, Anya was
his protector, and she had aways found them food and shelter before.

I'm going to have to use the Persuasion again. If | don't, welll starve. Anya
picked her way carefully down the hill. I wish | didn't have to. Why is this
happening to me?

She knew why. Anya could do things other people couldn't; sense things other
people couldn't. She was, in the truest sense of the word, psychic. And she had a
sneaking suspicion that was why the huge hairy and shadowy things were after her.
Not to mention the fanged things, or the clawed things, or the winged things...

| must be insane. | hope I'm insane. I'm wishing I'm insane. Isn't that crazy?

She heaved a sigh as she reached the bottom of the hill. Shell had aready folded
himsdlf into the car. Her zoris flapped as she crossed to the driver's side, opened the
door, and got in, rubbing at her grainy eyes.

"We gonna go, Anya?’ Shell asked.

"Sure. Just give me a minute, buddy. Okay?’ Just give me a minute to pull myself
together and quit wishing | was batshit nuts.

"Okay.” He waited. “1 sure hope they don't follow us."
"l hope so too, Shell. | don't know how many more times | can do this."
"It'l be okay, Anya."

He promptly fell aseep before she pulled back out onto the freeway. The next big
town—Santiago City—was fourteen miles away.

It was as good a place as any. After dl, it wasn't like they had anywhere else to
go.



Chapter Two

Jack checked the address again, though he didn't need to—a blind man could
have seen the shields resonating over the smal shop, its window brightly lit in the
gathering dusk. The sawing of pain in his bones was normal, and if the intd was true
it was going to get worse soon, so he ignored it.

Herolled his shoulders back, settling the leather weapons-harness more securely,
then detached himsdf from the shadows and glided across the street.

Rowangrove Metaphysical and Occult Supplies, the window's gilt lettering
declared proudly. Jack shook his head. He remembered when it was death to admit
you were a witch, death to be suspected, and the only thing standing between a
Lightbringer and the Inquisition—not to mention the Crusade—was a Waitcher's
care.

Come to think of it, things weren't dl that different nowadays. Watchers were il
the best defense for a witch, and the world was ill dangerous. Just last night he'd
dispatched a kalak, hisfirst kill in this new city.

The new city that was like every other damn city on the face of the Earth. And
here were Lightbringers announcing their presence to the general public.

I'm not in a good mood tonight. He grinned mirthlessly. It was a good thing no
Lightbringer was around to see that grin.

He waited for the shields on the shop to recognize the Power he carried and
pushed open the door, the small bell over it tinkling merrily. Immediately the pain
spiked, a fresh crescendo of turmoil inside his bones, acid threading through his
nerves.

Jack ignored it. The shop was full of Lightbringers, and the Power blazing from
them reacted uneasily with the Dark symbiote melded to his body. He set his jaw, his
eyes flicking over them. Well. Would you look at that.

The leader, a witch with a long fdl of dark hair, stood a a bookshelf, her long
green dress fluttering around her ankles as she turned toward him, her cheery,
“Welcome to the Rowangrove!” ringing out. Beside her, on her knees next to a large
cardboard box, was a blue-eyed blonde whose aura bore the unmistakable blue
shimmer of awater witch. Behind them, a the curtain closing off another part of the
store, a witch with copper-gold hair and a spinning gold-red aura to match raised
one hand, crackling static outlining her fingers. The fire witch had something pulsing
on a ribbon around her dim white neck—it was a Talisman, he guessed, and decided
it would be a good thing to stay where he was.

She can't kill me, he thought, caculating the Power fluxing around her. But she
could make me pretty damn uncomfortable.

The witch in the green dress smiled. Clear green light radiated from her, the deep
serene cam that marked a heder. Hed Watched heders before; they were a



chalenge, dways trying to save the world. He didn't envy the Watcher currently
guarding her, whoever it was.

"Who the hdl are you?’ the fire witch snapped.

"Elise,” the green witch said. The Power in her voice made Jack's entire body
twitch with pain. He stayed till, overriding it.

"Watcher reporting for duty,” he replied politely enough, through amost clenched
teeth. The rhythm of his native tongue sometimes wore through his English, so he
spoke with care, stripping the words down to bone. “Jack Gray, a your service,
maam."

A slence greeted these words. They stared a him as if he'd just announced the
moon was made of cheese. Not very welcoming, are they? Don't blame them,
either.

The blue and green curtain over the door billowed aside, and a golden-eyed
Watcher did out, closing his broad hand over the fire witch's delicate wridt.

"Elise?’ His tone was excessively neutral, and his eyes flicked over Jack once.
Good kid, keeping contact with her. She looks like a spitfire.

Then Jack noticed the golden-eyed Watcher wasn't flinching from the contact
with the Lightbringer's skin. In fact, their auras—the bright clarity of the fire witch's
and the red-black bruise of the Watcher's—melded together a the edges, the
Watcher's darkness seeking to vel the witch's glow.

Lucky bastard. He'd bonded.
“It'sdl right,” the green witch said firmly. “Dante?'

Another Waitcher, this one dark-haired and black-eyed, shouldered the
golden-eyed man aside. This was afamiliar face, and Jack nodded in recognition.

"Wdl, I'll be damned.” Dante said, his broad shoulders filling the doorway.
“Honor, brother."

"Duty, brother.” Jack was hard-pressed not to sound relieved. He could tak to
the Watchers much more easily than the witches.

"Sorry,” the golden-eyed man said. “Honor, brother."
"Duty, brother.” Where's the third one?

The water witch pushed hersalf up to her feet, yawning and dusting off her knees.
“Hanson should be back with the pizza soon,” she said to Jack, who fdt his
stomach turn over at the sound of a Lightbringer speaking directly to him. “Come on
in, if you can stand it. Elise won't hurt you; she's just set on ‘stun.” We've had a bad
time with something called the Brotherhood lately."

| know about that. Jack had been briefed on the Brotherhood presence in town.
They had tried to take the fire witch three months ago—and almost succeeded. No
wonder she was 4iill nervous.

Jack had to move aside as the door opened behind him. He sensed the red-black



gain of Watcher power and relaxed dightly. Another Watcher, this one blue-eyed,
pae-hared, and sharp-faced, ducked in carrying four large pizza boxes. It was
Hanson, the bane of the Crusade.

"Honor, brother.” Jack jJumped in, not wanting to say ‘duty’ again.

Hanson's immediate smile was dightly unsettling. Precious little of it reached his
pae eyes. “Duty. It's the famous Jack Gray. You like pizza?'

This instantaneous welcome almost made him doubt his ears. Don't they know
why I'm here? Just tell me what to do and let me get to work. “I thought you'd tdl
me which quadrant needs the first sweep."

"Oh, for heaven's sake.” The green witch touched Dante's hand. The black-eyed
Watcher drew himsdf up alittle taller, and Jack noted with faint, pleasant surprise the
soft rounding of the green witch's belly. The gods were kind—hopefully, another
Lightbringer in the world.

So. They were a pair, Dante and this witch. Hed heard it was true—three
powerful Lightbringers, bonding with three separate Watchers, in a little under two
years. He hadn't believed it.

Getting suspicious in your old age, Jack. He moved aside until he stood next to
the glassed-in counter and the cash register. Hanson handed the pizzas to the fire
witch, whose golden-eyed Watcher touched her shoulder and disappeared into the
back room again. Then Hanson did his arm over the water witch's shoulders, and
she smiled up at him.

"Come in and have some pizza, you're probably hungry,” the green witch
continued. “I'm Theo. That's Mari, and that's Elise. You obviously know Hanson
and Dante; the big lug who just vanished into the kitchen is Remy. He's in a mood
because Elise was attacked last night.”

"I wasn't attacked,” the fire witch immediately objected. “I just had a bit of
trouble with a mugger. Remy handled it without even breaking a sweat."

“If you didn't wander around the city late at night, you wouldn't be at risk.”
Dante's voice rumbled in his chest. His hands found Theo's shoulders, an
unconscious, tender gesture.

Jack looked down at the wood floor, old dark pain risng from his backbone. The
ar in the shop swirled with Power, drenching the floorboards, taunting the Dark that
lived in Jack's bones.

Duty, Watcher. He set his jaw. It's only what you deserve.

"When | want your opinion, Stoneface, I'll rattle your cage,” the fire witch replied
acidly. “Come on in, Mr. Gray. Nice to findly meet a Watcher with ared name."

"l was sent to do patrol and—" He wasn't used to floundering.

"Yes, yes.” Theo's eyeslit up. Beautiful eyes, full of light—a cam deep green the
color of sunlight shining through mossy water. “But you can have something to eat
firs. You're the first Watcher we've let into the city.” Here she glanced at the fire



witch, Elise, who raised her coppery eyebrows in a gesture of magnificent disdain.
“And we're very curious about you, of course. If you don't mind."

"Of course not, maam,” he replied automatically, and glanced over his shoulder
a the front of the store.

"Don't worry.” The green witch's lips curved into a merry smile. Her light made
Jack's bones burn as if acid was leaking through the marrow. “We're safe enough.
Four Watchers and three Guardians, what can go wrong?"

Jack almost flinched. | wish she hadn't said that. “Yes maam."
"Cdl me Theo. We're glad you're here."

That's funny. Most people hate to be in a room with me. Especially
Lightbringers. He obediently moved forward, letting the light of the shop close
around him. “Pizza sounds good,” he agreed cautioudly, wishing the presence of the
Lightbringers didn't make his entire body burn with acid etching.

"That's the spirit!” Theo said, and her smile was ailmost enough to make up for
the pain.



Chapter Three

It took a chunk of their waning money to get a hotel room, but at least they could
stay for aweek or two. By then, Anya was sure she could get a job and maybe find
them somewhere ese to live If dl ese faled, she could use the Persuasion a a
bank—though she didn't want to. It wasn't a good thing to do.

Then again, what choice do | have? She sat at the table and stared bleakly at the
newspaper she'd bought. Shell was 4ill adeep, gently snoring, his round, pae face
open and trusting as a child's. | have to feed us. It's not like I'm using it to get rich,
isit? And | don't take enough for it to be serious, | take an amount insurance will
cover, don't 1?

It doesn't matter, her conscience replied as it dways did. Taking money is
thievery. You're using your freakish talent improperly. No matter how desperate
you get it's wrong. Nothing changes that fact.

She shook her head and glanced at the window. Morning light seeped through the
curtain-edges. Another night survived.

It was odd, but this city—Santiago, what a pretty name—fdt alittle safer than the
last town they'd lived in. For some reason her chest was lighter, and she fet none of
the dread she associated with a new place. Instead, she felt vaguely hopeful.

Though even my optimism is taking a beating lately. Having one's house torn
down and burned can do that, | suppose.

The coffeemaker from her old house gurgled quietly, and the rich scent of coffee
began to dispe some of her morning cobwebs. She missed her neat
yellow-and-white kitchen with its stripped pine cupboards—that had been two cities
ago, the house with the grand curving staircase Shell had loved to st on while
playing cards. That house had been reduced to matchsticks as something huge and
dark, smdlling of violence and burning blood, had torn through it looking for her.

She hauled hersdlf up and stretched, waking across the room to pour a cup of
coffee. It had become habit to take her coffeemaker with her, and to stick two extra
mugs in the car just in case. | must be crazy. Nobody else is pursued by big, dark,
burning things. Maybe | belong in a mental institution.

The fact that Shell saw the same things she did was little comfort. He had the
mind of a five-year-old in the hulking body of a linebacker; he wasn't qudified to
judge her sanity.

Then again, Shell knew things he had no business knowing, too. Maybe he was
just more observant than most.

Anya sighed, pouring her coffee into the cracked white mug. Then she crossed
back to the table and opened the paper. Time to find a job.

She lingered for a moment over the professional section—she had a teaching
degree, after all—and shook her head again, sighing. She'd disappeared from her last



three jobs. Nobody was going to hire her with that kind of record. Besides, who
could tel when she would have to flee again? No, she'd take something like
waitressing. That would give her cash tips immediately. She'd worked as a cocktail
waitress in college. The money was good and she could work at night while Shell
dept. It was a good idea.

Hell, I've tried everything else, haven't |?
She leafed through the classifieds and stopped, her eyes drawn to a particular ad.

Help Wanted: Rowangrove Metaphysical is hiring. Must be over 21, good sense
of humor, literate, and open-minded. Pay negotiable. Hours negotiable. Perfect
for caretakers.

Now what did that mean, perfect for caretakers?
Anyads fingers tingled, prickling with heat. The fedling was impossible to ignore.

She circled a few more ads for waitresses and returned to the Rowangrove ad,
impelled by instinct. The tingling in her fingers had never led her wrong before.

It can't hurt. | suppose. I'll just take a look and maybe turn in an application.
After | apply at the others.

With her day's work cut out for her, Anya settled back in the chair and sipped at
her coffee. She hoped she'd brought some decent clothes, and she hoped she could
find a job as soon as possible. And she hoped the darkness wouldn't find her again.

She could hope, couldn't she?



Chapter Four

It was a boring day, but Jack didn't mind. Learning the geography of any new city
was a chalenge. Sooner or later they dl started to look the same. When he finished
his rotation here he'd be sent somewhere else, a new city to learn. Repeat ad
nauseam until maybe he had done enough penance.

Yeah. Asif anything could erase the stain on his soul.

Jack leaned against a brick wall, watching the street as Hanson separated from the
shadows farther back. “ See?’ the blond Watcher said. “Easy little pass-through."

Despite himsdf, Jack was impressed. The rapier-quick younger man had a good
grasp on the city's shadow-side and was introducing Jack to some of his more
useful shortcuts and contacts. Not dl of them, Jack suspected—the boy was no
fool—but enough to make Jack's job easier.

"Good work,” Jack said mildly, and watched the boy grin. Jack hadn't seen himin
combat yet, but he suspected Hanson was sharp and vicious—especialy when
defending the water witch. He had that look. “ So, what part of the city is the worst?'

"Oh, the docks and that entire area. Near the water, lots of transients, and the
Lightbringers don't often go there, so we kind of keep it as a pressure zone. Some
nasty shit comes out to play sometimes, keeps us on our toes.” Hanson blinked at
the gunmetal-gray sky and glanced out onto the street. Traffic was light today,
downtown in the financid district—something that didn't happen often in cities this
size. “Let's work back uptown ahit. I've got to be back to the Rowangrove in a few
hours to take Mari to the library."

After settling hislong black leather coat more securely, Jack followed the younger
Watcher out onto the sidewalk, both of them sending out invisble waves of
awareness, cataloguing, moving, weighing, measuring. Being a Watcher demanded
constant scrutiny, constant alertness. Y ou could never tel when danger might rear its
ugly head and streak straight for a Lightbringer. “So you're dl three bonded.” He
drew level with the blue-eyed man.

"Oh, yeah,” Hanson replied, deftly flaring his aura to make a smal knot of
chattering kids separate around the two of them. “It's a hdluva coincidence—if it is
one."

"There's three of them—fire, earth, water.” Jack didn't have to put any inflection
in his words, the sentence was question enough. He even managed to sound normal
instead of stilted and foreign.

"There was a fourth—the Teacher, the one that trained them. She was an ar
witch. She's on the other side of the Vel now, one of the Guardians.”

Interesting. Their boots resounded against pavement. It was a breathlessly muggy
day, clouds gathering close, desultory splatters of rain decorating the sdewak. A
twist of paper ruffled in the uncertain wind, and cars zoomed by. Jack checked the



street again. Why was he nervous? He was never nervous, hadn't been for a good
seven or eight decades.

"Still,” said Hanson, “it boggles the mind. We've discussed it alittle, and dl three
of us are uneasy. The gods don't set up things like this for nothing."

"True.” Jack noticed a low brick church with the unmistakable odor of Dark
clinging to it. “That's a nest over there. Probably slin."

"It is, but we don't have the firepower to clean it. Trying to get those three to stay
undercover while we work is like herding cats."

"Y ou should enforce their safety.” You should tie them up in the basement if you
have to, kid. Leaving nestsin a city is asking for trouble.

"You try it. They're Lightbringers.”

At least the young man knew where his duty lay. “ So they're foolhardy.” That was
vauable information. Then again, when were Lightbringers ever conscious of their
safety? They just wandered through the world, trusting in their gods.

"Wait ‘til you bond, old man,” Hanson snorted. “Then you try getting your witch
to do anything for her own safety."

"l haven't bonded yet.” Shut up, kid. No witch for me.

"Well, why else are you here?’ the other Watcher returned reasonably enough,
turning to his left and waiting to cross the street, the weak sunlight light glinting in his
pale hair. Jack followed, his boots slent againgt pavement. “Seems like you'll be in
the same boat with us before long. Remy wasn't here twenty-four hours before
lightning struck him."

"Wouldn't count on it.” There's no witch for me. Ever. “If it hasn't happened by
now, it's not likely to."

"How old are you, anyway?’ Hanson started across the street when the light
changed. “ Seems like you've been around forever."

"Old enough to know better.” Jack's hand touched one of his knife hilts.
Reassured, he followed the younger Watcher. Soon enough he'd learn this city, and
he'd begin cleaning out the Dark, one methodical step at a time. If he focused on
that, he wouldn't have to think about the raw aching wound inside his chest. Seeing
the three Lightbringers and the lucky bastards bonding with them, seeing what he
could never have—

Wi, that's why he was doing this, wasn't it? Paying his dues.

Performing a penance. Blood and stedl instead of Hall Marys and Our Fathers.
Change the subject, dammit. “ So thisisamagjor artery, this Fifth Street?"

Hanson shrugged. “Yeah, that and the Ave, where the Lightbringers tend to
congregate."

The lunchtime crowd swirled ingtinctively away from both Watchers, sensing
predators in their midst. At least the normals know enough to get out of the way,



Jack thought sourly, and checked the perimeter again.

"Hey, you've got a good sword there,” Hanson continued. “Dante says you're the
only Watcher who's ever faced down two belrakan at once."

For a moment Jack's breathing halted. The memory rose—dirty water dripping,
concrete, the witch he'd been guarding screaming as he shoved her against the wall
and prepared to make his last stand—and he wrestled it down. His skin roughened
with ingtinctive gooseflesh. No matter how old or dangerous he got, he ill didn't
like dmost dying. “I hear you've faced a Bane yourself, brother.” He caught himself
amogt thinking in his native language again, stopped with an effort, and forced the
words back into English.

"Last year. Nasty fuckers. Here, we can cut through this restaurant. They've got a
back door and hardly notice us.” The younger Watcher seemed to redize he was
being rude, speaking of belrakan when Jack obvioudly didn't want to tak about it,
and led him through a Chinese restaurant and out into a smdl aley. “Sorry. I'm used
to Dante, we've worked together for so long."

"WEél, I'll only be here to finish my rotation,” Jack replied harshly. “So don't get
used to me."

"Heard and understood.” Hanson glanced back over his shoulder, a flash of blue
eyesin the gray day. “Y ou hungry?'

Jack's stomach flipped. He was starving, despite the fight with the kalak last night
and its attendant cargo of useful bloodlust—but hunger was a weakness. The older
he got, the less he liked living on the energetic charge of violence. “No,” he replied,
and the other man mercifully shut up.



Chapter Five
"Stay here,” Anyatold Shell. “I'm just going to get another application.”

“I'm hungry.” He pushed his lower lip out. His heavy-lidded eyes drooped even
further.

Anya took a firm hold on her frustration just as a smattering of rain kissed the
windshield. He can't help it; he's not responsible. Don't take it out on him.

Shell was having a bad day. His old teddy bear was gone in the fire, and she knew
she wasn't her usua calm sdlf. Instead, she was snappish and her mood had infected
him. She considered scrapping the whole idea and going back to the hotel for
another long sleep—but she was near the Rowangrove, and she would be a fool to
let the intuition she'd received dip past her. Even if they only paid minimum wage,
she might be able to stave off the inevitable for another few weeks.

Anya gathered her waning patience, her fingers knotting together around her car
keys. Metd bit into her pam. “1 know you're hungry. I'm hungry too. Look, as soon
as we finish here, I'll get you some chicken strips. How about that?"

Shell's round face lit up. He loved chicken strips. And french fries. “You
promise?'

"I promise,” she replied just as serioudly, holding up her fist with the pinkie free.
He clasped pinkies with her. “Now, just wait for me, dl right? This won't take long,
and | need ajob."

"Okay, Anya.” Supremely confident now, Shell leaned back in his seat and closed
his eyes. “I'll be good."

"Y ou've been good dl morning, Shell,” she had to admit. “I'll be right back. Wait
right here."

“I'l wait."

Anya closed him in the car with alittle trepidation. It was like having a child, Shell
required amost constant supervision. She'd aways been able to find something that
let her look after him, but a nagging unease began under the surface of her thoughts
and wouldn't let go. When would she have to put him in a home? When would he
become unmanageable, or when would she no longer be able to care for him?

Don't borrow trouble, as Granmama used to say. Deal with the current crisis
and let tomorrow take care of itsalf.

She waved to him before she turned the corner. She'd parked in a grocery store
lot, so he would be safe enough for ten minutes while she went to collect an
application from the shop. The grocery store beckoned with warm yellow light and
the promise of food, but Anya squared her shoulders and walked away, threading
through parked cars. Clouds were overhead, and a chill raindrop kissed her cheek.
She hoped it wouldn't start pouring until she finished getting the application.



She walked down the pavement, head down, aimost lost in thought. The shop
was on a mgor street, University Avenue, and she'd managed to spot its front
window while driving past, looking for a parking space. | wonder what they sell.
Metaphysical? What does that mean?

She smoothed her gray wool skirt and adjusted the matching blazer. It was the
only unwrinkled outfit she'd found suitable for job hunting in the mess of her car.
She was going to have to be careful not to wrinkle anything else until she could find
alLaundromat.

The hair on the back of her neck stood straight up. Anya stopped in the middie of
the sdewak and glanced around, just as a bolt of lightning lanced the sky. Thunder
pedled afew moments later, and rain started pattering down in earnest.

She was hdf a block from the Rowangrove.

For a moment she hedtated, torn. Shell hated thunderstorms. He would be
frightened, and by the time she got back, he'd be unwilling to be placated even by
chicken strips. But she needed ajob and the intuitive tingling in her fingers had never
led her wrong. Her instincts dl but demanded she take a look at this place—and her
intuition had saved ther lives before. “I'll just get an application.” She put her head
down, determined to ignore the rain and the growing sense of unease. “I need a job,
after dl.” Talking to myself. Maybe | am crazy.

The unfairness of the whole thing was almost laughable. She had never knowingly
done anything to hurt anyone in her life, and yet she was driven out of city after city,
pushed from place to place, hunted by things nobody else could see.

Maybe she was crazy. But if she was crazy, had she burned her own houses
down? It was impossible for her to cause that sort of destruction, reducing a house
to splinters in fifteen minutes.

She shook herself out of woolgathering. There was work to be done.

Rowangrove Metaphysical and Occult Supplies, the gilt lettering on the widow
read. Anya nervously pushed her fingers through her hair, hoping she didn't look too
shabby. Please, God, let there be something here for me. She ignored the prickling
againgt her nape as she pushed through air suddenly gone syrupy-thick to step up to
the door.

The bdl jangled and Anya stepped inside, suddenly enfolded by a feding of
warmth and safety she had never known before. She blinked, running her fingers
back through her recalcitrant hair, trying to pat the shaggy black strands into place.
She wished for the hundredth time that she could have found a hairdresser this
morning to cut the charred bits, instead of doing it hersalf.

"Welcome to the Rowangrove,” a deep, cam femae voice greeted her. “You
must be here about the ad.”

Anya blinked.

The store was full of books and hedlthy green houseplants, and dl along the wal
behind the cash register were glass-fronted shelves of other, probably more vauable



books, each shelf neatly labeled in a beautiful clear script on white stickers. Racks of
clothing stood arranged to Anya's right, and stretching back toward the rear of the
store was a section of candles and other things Anya knew nothing about.

I'm in the wrong place. She would have turned to go if not for the pair of dark
green eyes beaming at her from behind the register.

"l—I'm sorry,” Anya managed.

The woman was tdl and had a long fal of dark sandalwood hair. She was also
beautiful, a kind of cool impenetrable beauty that made Anya want to check for
loose threads or holes in her own clothing. Perfectly balanced cheekbones, a
scul pted mouth, and those eyes—Anya blinked. The woman's eyes seemed to glow
in the wash of golden light from the store's ceiling fixtures.

"No need,” the woman said. “I'm Theo. You are...?"

Confused and at the end of my rope, thank you. “Anya. Anya Harris. | came to
apply for the—"

The woman's dark eyebrows drew together briefly. Then her entire face broke
into a smile like sunlight. “Of course. You'd prefer morning hours or evening?'

"E-evening. | have someone | have to take care of.” The air in here seemed richer,
full of the scent of growing things. There was a red blooming orchid next to the
woman, and it stretched toward her, asif drinking in her heady light.

She glows. Anya shivered. She glows like | do, but a different color.

"Perfect,” the woman said. “Tomorrow, at three o'clock. You're hired. | know the
pay may not be dl you'd hoped for, but it's steady work and we're nice people, |
swear."

Anyas jaw dropped. She stood dripping on the Rowangrove's ‘Welcome' mat
and gaping at the dark-haired woman, who wore a green sweater that brought out the
best of her eyes and creamy complexion.

I'll bet she's never had a pimple in her life, Anya thought with a nastiness that
both surprised her and slapped her back into an amost norma thought process.
“You're hiring me? Just like that?'

"Of course.” The woman laughed, but the laughter was so good-natured it was
impossible to take offense. “I know what I'm doing or | wouldn't be running this
place. You need the job, don't you?'

Anya nodded. She couldn't lie. She needed something—and she might be able to
find some way to take care of Shdl too.

The bell over the door jangled swestly, and Anya flinched.

"Come back tomorrow,” the woman told her. “Three p.m. Don't be late. And you
can bring your little boy with you."

| didn't say anything about a little boy. Anya backed up instinctively. The
woman smiled, kindly enough, but Anya's entire body went cold and prickly with



foreboding. Something was going on here. She was backing up so fast she amost
tripped, and she braced hersalf to hit the door.

Great. I'm going to klutz myself out in the first five minutes.
She ran into someone, the breath driven out of her in a whoosh.

Oh, no. Anya whirled, breaking away from a pair of hands that had closed around
her shoulders and steadied her—and found hersaf face to face with two men.

One was tdl, blue-eyed, and white-haired. The one that had steadied her was
dightly taler, but his eyes were gray like her own. Straight eyebrows, high
cheekbones, athin no-nonsense mouth, and a thatch of dark hair.

No, his eyes weren't like hers. They were cold and flat, nothing soft or forgiving
on their icy surface. He looked furious, and not particularly upset about the fact,
ether.

"Oh, God,” she said immediately, through a sudden frozen lump in her throat.
“I'm sorry."

The gray-eyed man wore a long black leather coat—»both of them did, but Anya
didn't want to look at the blond man. They both had broad shoulders, taking up too
much space. The remainder of Anyas breath left her in a shocked gasp. Her eyes
were drawn irresstibly to the gray-eyed man's face. He hadn't shaved—charcoal
stubble spread up his cheeks, but it didn't make him look scruffy. Instead, every
gngle shadow on his face looked planned. He stared at her from eyes infinitely gray
as a snowy sky, and Anya's heart legpt into her throat, pounding as if it wanted to
burst out and run merrily around the block.

Both men looked dangerous and too big for the space they found themselves in.
Anya backed up, and the gray-eyed man's gaze fastened on her throat.

The bottom dropped out of Anyas stomach again. “lI have to go,” she sad
breathlessly, and tore her gaze away from the man to look at the woman behind the
counter, who'd said something Anya hadn't heard.

“I'm sorry?’ Great, now | sound like an idiot as well as a klutz. Get a grip,
Anyal

"Come back at three o'clock tomorrow, Anya. Please.” Now the woman looked
puzzled. The air filled with the smell of green growing things, as if she'd just watered
the plants in the shop.

Anya slipped between the two men as thunder roiled the sky again. A crackle of
heat did over her skin. Maybe it was fear. They were both so tall. She caught a
flicker of movement out of the corner of her eye. The blue-eyed man stepped
quickly away, but the other one stood where he was so she had to squeeze past him,
holding her breath in case she brushed against him.

Just as she hit the door, hearing the little bell tinkle again, she heard another femae
voice, clear and sweet with a breath of sdt to it. “What's dl the—oh, hi, Hanson.
Theo?"



"Mari, there's our newv—" But Anya didn't hear the rest. She was too busy
scrambling out into the rain and running back toward the dubious safety of her car.
Oddly enough, it wasn't the green-glowing woman or the shop itself that made her
flee.

It was the gray-eyed man. Because he'd looked at Anya asif he knew her.

And the shadow of something dark seemed to hang around him, perfuming the air
with the scent of the nasty things that had driven Anya from dl her homes.



Chapter Six

Jack's eyes followed the witch as she ducked out the door and into the stinging
ran. He catalogued her automaticaly: fragile and smadl, her black har cut
haphazardly, asif she'd trimmed it herself, her gray eyes wide and fearful.

She had flinched away as she squeezed past, Jack's feet dl but nailed to the floor.
It was a sheer impossibility, one he was having alittle trouble processing.

The glow coming from her hadn't hurt him.
What the hell?

"What the hdl was that?” Mari put her hands on her hips, her eyes burning blue.
She shook her tumbled golden curls back, and the light flaring from her made Jack's
bones twitch yet again. The spike of pain shocked him back into rational thought.
Nothing was wrong with him; the other Lightbringers till made him hurt,

"Our new employee,” Theo replied softly. “I think she's a witch, Mari. And |
think she'sin trouble.”

"WEell, that's par for the course.” Mari pulled her blue sweater up on her shoulder.
“What's he doing?"

"I'm going after her,” Jack told Hanson. “Take care of your witch, Watcher."

"Honor, brother.” Something like mischief sparkled in Hanson's blue eyes.

Jack didn't waste time, just yanked the door open and followed the black-haired
witch.

The smdll of jasmine hung on the air—her perfume. His heart pounded, red rising
up behind his eyes. Was it true?

Of course not. Youre just following standard Watcher codes. You see a
Lightbringer in distress, you help her. She's radiating enough fear to bring all
sorts of Dark out, even during the day.

The witch pelted down the wet street away from him, leaving a crystaline trall of
Power glowing like sun-fired amber in the rainy air. She was unshielded, heedless,
fleeing without even bothering to mute the wild beacon of her distress. Had he
frightened her that much?

| didn't say anything to her, so why is she running? | shouldn't have touched
her. But what else could he have done? If he hadn't grabbed her shoulders, she'd
have fallen on him.

The spike of sensation tearing through him a the thought almost made him
stumble. It wasn't pain.

But if it isn't pain, what the hell isit?

She rounded a corner and bolted into a grocery store parking lot, awkward
because of the low black hedls she wore, but still beautiful, her short glossy black



har flying on the wind, that trailling perfume of flowers and sweetness as wide as a
highway. She was short and dim, and she ran asiif the hounds of hell were after her.

Calm down, he thought fiercely. Sow down. I'm trying to help!

He heard her gasp, even through the fdling water and rattling thunder. She made
for a ca—a blue Taurus, low-dung and full of something that pulsed in the
unnaturdly dark afternoon. Her footsteps clicked and splashed. He could amost
taste her fear, a metdlic tang riding through the jasmine smell.

Does she have another witch in there? He scanned the area. No, no Dark, and no
other witch but her, but what was in the car? She amost tripped on her own feet, she
was moving so quickly. Sow down. You'll hurt yourself.

She reached the Taurus and tore the driver's side door open, flinging herself
indde so fast she amost hit her head. Jack took cover behind a red Jeep and
decided to think things over abit.

The shock of contact when he ees met his had been
Instantaneous—inescapable. For a single moment he'd been nailed to the ground,
incapable of reacting even when she'd brushed by him and run out into the rain. For
that moment he'd forgotten al about his failure, and his penance, and the bitter acidic
pain twigting insde his bones. The sngle moment staled, turning over in his
memory, and his breath came short and harsh, tearing insde his chest.

| don't even know your name, little witch. Come on, show that pretty face again,
hmmm? It took a conscious effort to cam himself down, to bring his heartbeat back
under control and take a deep breath tainted with the iron scent of fadling rain.

The car's engine came to life with a sweet, soft purr. Damn. Am | going to have
to chase her car all the way through the city?

The Taurus kept purring, motionless. He saw someone else inside, moving with
her. One of the windows was down dightly despite the rain.

Her voice reached him, not raised but firm. “Stop it.” For some reason, that
voice—husky and light, touched with jasmine sweetness—nailed him in place again.
“It's just thunder, Shell. I'm here."

Shell? What? Fdling rain coated Jack's face as he tried to decide whether to
break cover and run for her, or keep his distance and wait.

Keeping his distance won—but only barely, and only because he'd seen how
frightened she was. The Lightbringer? No, she wouldn't be scared of Theo. It was
his clumsiness she was scared of.

You idiot, Jack. Less than sixty seconds into the game, and you've terrified her.

The Dark rose insde him in a growling tide. She shouldn't have to be afraid, this
litle pale-eyed witch who smelled of desperation and sweetness. What had
happened to her? Did the green witch know her?

It didn't matter.
Se's lucky I'm here. I'm lucky too. More damn luck than | deserve.



The car dropped into gear and started forward, tires shushing though water. She
pulled through the empty parking space in front and twisted the whed hard, deftly
turning into the paved aide leading to the exit. Jack tensed. Follow, or stay? There
was little in the Watcher codes that covered this Situation except the genera dictum
of protection. If he pursued her too quickly she might sense him and become even
more frightened, and he found he wanted to avoid that.

Wanted it, in fact, with an intensty he wasn't used to feding about anything
anymore.

The blue Taurus rolled to a stop at the exit. The left-turn blinker came on. She
pulled out across four empty lanes and took to the far right, vanishing in an instant.
He could follow, he realized—her scent hung on the air, blurring into his head, a
lodestone to his heightened senses. He was a Watcher, had been one for far longer
than most of the new Watchers could remember. He knew the dangers and had
brought many witches into the safe fold of Circle Lightfal. But he'd never, ever, in
his unnaturaly long life, ever come across a witch who had this effect on him.

He was a Watcher, and she was his witch. And he'd let her get away. Even as he
watched from behind the red Jeep, his chest tore in haf as she passed out of his new
sensing range, leaving nothing behind but a weak tugging to tel him what direction
she was heading.

He swore vicioudy, a curse in old, pure Itdian that made water splash up from the
pavement at his feet. Then he hesitated, suddenly indecisive. Did he go back to the
shop and wait for her to come back—or did he go ahunting and hope to find her
before the Dark crawling this city did?



Chapter Seven

Anyas hands trembled, so she clamped them around the steering whed. Her
knuckles were white, and the shaking spread up her arms and spilled through her
chest. Gooseflesh prickled painfully al over her body.

"Do we get chicken strips now?’ Shdll asked plaintively, fiddling with his seat
belt.

"Sure.” Her voice shook. “Just hang on and let me find a place.”

He pointed at a fast-food restaurant, and Anya stood on the brakes and turned
into the parking lot, water doshing up from the tires. Her hands shook even more.
What was wrong with her? It should have been a coup. The woman had hired her
off the street. But Hill, her heart thudded behind her ribs.

It wasn't the woman, or the way the store had felt so warm and welcoming. It was
the gray-eyed man and the way he'd looked at her, as if everything else in the world
had fdlen away and they were standing aone on alonely mountaintop.

Try as she might, she couldn't shake the vison out of her head.

It's not fair. Why do these things happen to me? Anya felt unfamiliar anger
bubbling up insde her chest and took a deep breath. The last time she'd gotten truly
angry, she'd wished very hard for a schoolgirl chum to come to some grief. Four
days later, the girl had died in a car accident adong with her mother and brother. The
night before Cybil's death, Anya had dreamed of screeching tires and shattered
glass.

She'd never allowed hersdlf true anger since. Instead, she shoved it away, bottled
it, pushed it down.

Sometimes she wondered what would happen if it ever broke loose. The thought
was enough to cause nightmares of its own.

"Chicken strips!” Shell crowed.

Anya forced hersdlf back into the present, turning the defroster to “max” so the
windshield wouldn't fog up. It was redly raining out there, the sky unnaturaly dark
and lanced with diamond veins of lightning. This city was on a bay and weather was
moving in from the sea. She supposed it rained a lot here.

Not that I'm sticking around in one place long enough to get used to any
weather. “Chicken strips,” she agreed, and pulled up to the drive-through.

Ten minutes later she navigated unfamiliar streets, winding her way back toward
the hotel. Her heart Hill thudded so hard she couldn't eat, though Shell munched
happily, durping a his 7-Up and occasiondly rustling the plastic sheath the
kidsmeal toy came in. “Thanks, Anya” he repeated. “Anya, thanks. Chicken
strips.”

An unwilling amile tilted up Anyas lips. He redly was a good-natured boy.



“You're welcome, sweetie. I'll open up the toy when we get back to the room.” She
took a deep breath, turned right on Mango Street, and the hotel rose up dark in the
ran. There was even—thank goodness—a parking spot right by the stairs. “Let's go
up and dry off, dl right?'

"All right.” Shell managed to extricate himsdf from the car with no trouble while
Anya struggled free of her seat belt. She led him up the stairs and settled him at the
table with the remainder of his lunch and the toy. Then she went back downstairs,
carrying the room key with her, to sort through some of the clothes and things she'd
jammed higgledy-piggledy into the car. Rain drummed against the car's metd roof
while she swore and struggled, getting soaked to the skin in the process.

She found a few outfits that weren't too shabby and carried them upstairs,
ducking her head againgt the rain. Hafway up the stairs thunder rattled and she
hunched her shoulders, hair risng on her nape. She il felt uneasy.

Not exactly uneasy, more like franticaly paranoid. Almost as if she was being
watched.

She hurried up the remainder of the stairs, aimost tripping, and made it to the
safety of the propped-open hotel door. She ducked insde and dammed the door,
her arms full of clothes, her chest heaving, and the car keys clenched in her fist.

Shell glanced up, his heavy-lidded eyes wide and fearful. The toy, afigurine of a
comic-book superhero, perched absurdly smdl in his large hand.

“It's dl right,” she said, more to soothe hersalf than him. She tossed the clothes
on the bed with her purse and walked to the window, peering out into the stormy
dark. It was only two in the afternoon, but aready streetlamps were flickering on.
Anya shivered, gooseflesh risng on her damp skin. She was soaked, her gray skirt
and blazer sopping wet, her hair trickling thin, cold streams down her face and neck.

Shell went back to his chicken, but he ate furtively now, hunched over. Anya
sighed, took another deep breath, and tried to calm herself. If she lost control of her
emotions, Shell would become unstable. And the last thing she needed was Shell
having afit and possibly attracting the wrong kind of attention.

The room smelled musty. She wished she could have left the door propped open
alittle to let in the freshness of rain-washed air. On the other hand, the beds were
made, and there were extra towels in the bathroom. Maybe she could take a long, hot
bath and try to figure thisdl out.

The vison of dark hair and icy gray eyes rose again. Anya shoved it away. | acted
like a fool. She reached up, scrubbing at her wet hair with her fingertips. | should go
tomorrow and apologize, see if she really meant it about the job. If | can find
something for Shell. | can't leave him here all day.

She sighed again.

"What's wrong, Anya?’ Shell's blue eyes were dark now, with suspicion and
something like fear. He counted on her to make everything dl right.

“I'm just jumping a shadows, buddy.” And | think | just may have crossed the



border into “ paranoid.” Of course, with what's happened to us, | suppose | have
a reason to. “Finish your food."

"Y ou want some?"

"No, thanks.” Anya couldn't help smiling. It was a mark of his affection for her
that Shell would think to share his beloved chicken. “I think I'm going to take a bath,
buddy. You can watch the TV."

He wriggled in delight. She patted his head as she passed him to close the drapes,
wondering again at such a smal boy's mind in such a large body. Shell was strong
and well-nigh unrestrainable when he had a fit. The only thing that calmed him down
was Anya's touch—and sometimes, alittle Persuasion. She felt awful using it on him,
tried not to—but sometimes, she had no choice.

Anya locked the door securely, put the chain on, and shivered as something
brushed the edges of her awareness. Something dark and soft, like velvet wrapping
around her, an amost physical weight against her shoulders and back.

She whirled, her eyes searching the hotel room. Two twin beds, one chair, one
cheap table, the TV on the dresser, the low counter with a sink and the coffeemaker,
the hotel-provided iron hung on arack above.

Shdll, sipping his 7-Up, watched her carefully, waiting to see what she'd do next.

Anya turned on the televison, found some cartoons, and adjusted the volume.
“I'm going to go take a bath.” And try to calm down a bit. This is just the last
straw. She wished her voice wouldn't shake. “Okay?"

"Okay, Anya.” But he looked alittle worried now, too.
"Don't worry,” Anyatold him. “I'll take care of us, Shell. Don't you worry."

"Okay, Anya. | won't worry.” But the look in his eyes told her differently. He
knew as wel as she did that they were at the end of their rope.



Chapter Eight

Morning dawned cool and gray, the storm having blown itsdf out. Jack, his
leather coat imbued with a turn-aside charm to shed water like a duck's back,
crouched in the lee of a juniper hedge and watched as his witch came down the
motel stairs, yawning. She wore gray again today, a V-neck sweater and wool slacks,
the same low black heels. The young man shambled behind her, his gait odd and his
shoulders hulked, aweak glimmer around him.

Well. | haven't seen this before. Her son? No, too old. Brother? Not likely. Then
what? Boyfriend?

The thought made a thread of rage dide through Jack's spine, but he buried it.
There was no tang of intimate companionship between these two. Or at least, he
hoped not.

Lightbringers sometimes accumulated hangers-on, those drawn to their glow. This
witch was certainly powerful enough—she burned with clear golden light, her aura
stretching and fringing in a way that told him she had no training whatsoever. How
had she survived this long?

She certainly hadn't had an easy time of it. Her car was full of hagtily packed
suitcases and a pile of clothes, and the smdl of smoke clung imperceptibly to the
vehicle and everything it contained.

Smoke—and Dark, the smdl of a night-hunting predator. Something Dark had
marked this car. He inhaed deeply, cataoging the familiar scent. It explained a
lot—if she'd managed to run before something nasty found her, she could have
conceivably survived. Hiding and running; running and hiding.

Not any more, he promised slently. It's over now. You're safe, |'ve found you.

He'd dutifully checked in at the Rowangrove, ignoring Hanson's smirk and the
green witch's worried gaze. He smply reported that he was following the
black-haired Lightbringer to make sure she didn't come to harm, then disappeared .
The streets around the hotel were laid with traps and defenses that would dert him if
anything Dark approached her, and he had spent precious time yesterday diding
around the hotel, checking possible escape routes, feding the lodestone of his witch
glow up above on the second floor. Now he was free to do what he was meant to
do—watch over her, whoever she was. And maybe, possibly, ingnuate himsdf into
her life,

He knew how to bring a witch into Circle Lightfal, of course. But this was
different. The three Guardians had barred the Circle from operating insde the city's
limits. That meant no Lightfall safehouse, and Jack, as the only Watcher the
Guardians had grudgingly alowed in, had to make sure he didn't muck it up for the
next poor soul.

He continued to watch the witch. She ran her fingers back through her shaggy
shoulder-length black hair and turned, watching as the man shambled down the



steps.
"—late,” she said, the nervous worry in her tone reaching Jack's acute ears.

He wanted to reach out and close her clear glow in his own red-black aura to
warn off any predators. He wanted to get her to a safehouse, and he wanted to ease
the obvious tension in her shoulders. What was she late for? She was driving a car,
even with Jack's speed and strength she could temporarily distance hersdf far
enough from him to do some harm. He might not be able to reach her in time if she
was attacked.

He watched as she closed the young man in the car the same way she would a
child, her hedls clicking against concrete as she walked to the driver's side. Today.
It's going to have to be today, or tonight at the latest. I'm going to have to meet
you, witch, and see what | can do to get close to you. You need some looking after.

The car's engine roused. He wished he knew where she was going. She wasn't
due at the Rowangrove until three in the afternoon; where could she be headed?

Logic, Watcher. Logic. She's been chased by the Dark, is living in a hotel, and
has a companion who can't even close his own door or buy his own food. Ergo,
she's looking for work.

He was lucky. She didn't go beyond the Avenue. She visited three bars on the
south end of the thoroughfare, each seedier than the last. The young man stayed in
the car except for a quick lunch, both of them eating at a fast-food restaurant. Jack
watched uneasily as the witch didn't finish her salad. She was under stress and too
tense, a recipe for disaster—and drawing the Dark.

When she came out of the last bar, her hair glimmering in the overcast day, he
could see her frown dl the way from where he was hidden across the street, in an
dley next to a French restaurant. The odor of some long-ago violence hung in the
dley, making the Dark symbiote stretch and vibrate under his skin.

She cut through another dley to where she had parked her car, shivering. The thin
sweater probably did nothing to ward off the chill in the shade.

You shouldn't be here. Jack watched her fragile shoulders under the gray
cashmere. She ran her fingers back through her gleaming har, blue highlights
standing out even in the cloudy day. You should be in a safehouse, Lightbringer.
With me standing guard at the door.

He saw it then, a drifting patch of shadow looking very much like a dark cloud
clinging to the side of a building. The witch shuddered, paing, and put her head
down, her heds cracking against pavement as her stride lengthened. She 4ill
frowned, but this time at the sdewalk, her shoulders coming up until she looked very
much like she was fleeing.

Jack watched.

The kalak—a Dark predator capable of eating people from the inside out—floated
alittle closer, as if uncertain. She was bound to be powerfully tempting to any dice
of Dark. She was unshielded, her Power scattering in random bursts. Jack's entire



body tensed, his hand curling around a knife hilt. The black-bladed, rune-chased
knife would damage the kalak, tear it free of its mooring in the physica world, and
he could disperse any lingering whispers left. But if he moved now, she would sense
it. It would frighten her even more.

She reached the car, unlocking the door and ducking in. The young man greeted
her with a cry, clapping his hands.

Just like a child, again.

Jack dropped the very outer layers of his own shields, the red-black stain of a
Watcher spreading out from the chill shade of the dley. The kalak wheeled and fled
against the wind, amost dropping its cloud disguise in its haste to escape.

Small fry. Lucky it's daylight. It would have been another story at night. | don't
like these clouds, makes it easier for the Dark to come out.

He dropped his gaze and saw the witch dtting in her car, clutching the steering
whed in white-knuckled hands. Jack melded even deeper into the aley's shadow.
Did she fed that? His eyes narrowed dightly as he weighed his options.

She shook her head asiif to clear away an unpleasant thought, put the car in gear,
and pulled out.

Jack rolled his shoulders back, trying to dispel the persistent nagging ache in his
neck. He climbed up the side of the building, his preternatural speed and strength
good for something. It allowed him to keep her in range as he blurred across
rooftops, his boots slent and his heart speeding up, the scent of her boiling through
the flat monotone of the day. She parked in the smdl lot behind the Rowangrove,
and he stayed out of sight, crouched on top of the building that housed the shop. He
sensed the wave of cadm emerald Power inside the layers of careful shielding—the
green witch would know he was here. As he watched, the store's back door opened
and Theo came out into the rain, skirting the Dumpster set aong the back wall.

Where's the Guardian's Watcher?

For a moment Jack's skin went cold. Then Dante arrived on the roof right next to
him, crouching down. The black-eyed Watcher was built like a linebacker,
wide-shouldered but oddly graceful nonetheless.

"Theo's going to cam her down,” Dante said. “Want to come in? We've been
strategizing."

Jack took another look over the side. The green witch tapped on the car-window.
A flood of worry and another just as powerful wave of fear poured out of his witch.
He flinched. It was like being bathed in crackling honey. Never, in dl his experience
of protecting Lightbringers, had he ever fet anything like this.

"We have got to get her under wraps,” Dante murmured. “Every predator in the
city will be knocking at her door before long."

"I think she's a flyer,” Jack's mouth said independently of his brain. Thank the
gods it chose English to mutter in. “Her car smells like smoke and Dark. Something



nasty. Want to bet it hasn't followed her?"

"Gods above.” Dante grinned. It was a lopsided smile, and Jack was startled into
avery dight smilein exchange. “Well, you're going to have to Watch carefully. She's
skittish. Not even the fire witch was this bad."

Jack watched as Theo leaned down to talk to her. “What's her name?"
"Anya. You missed it?" Dante sounded amused.
He didn't reply. Anya. It suited her.

She rolled up her window and got out of the car while Theo waited patiently.
Then the young man got out too. Dante whistled out through his teeth. Anyas
companion was a big man, but he moved strangely, as if his joints didn't work quite
right. Jack was sill mulling this over.

"—sorry,” Jack heard her say, and strained his sharper-than-human senses to
catch the sound of her voice again.

"No need,” Theo replied. “The more the merrier. Come on in. WEll have a nice
long chat. You need a cup of tea."

The women disappeared insde the back door, and Jack heard the deadbolt thud
home. His shoulders relaxed dightly.

"Come on, brother.” Dante clapped him on the shoulder gingerly. “Let's get
insde. I'll show you the escape hatch.”

For the first time in years, Jack's palms were damp. He was going to meet her,
face to face, for the second time.



Chapter Nine

| shouldn't have brought him inside. Anya accepted the mug with trembling
hands. But he was so upset.

Shell, contentedly perched on a stool behind the counter, Slurped at a cup of hot
chocolate. He beamed at the green-eyed woman, and Anya's chest was suddenly hot
and tight with something she didn't want to name even to hersdlf.

Sop it. The more friends Shell has, the better. And she's good. It was impossible
to doubt Theo's essentiad goodness, even if Anya had only known her for ten
minutes.

"Now.” Theo leaned againgt the counter. “Drink up. That's got lemon bam in it,
good for the nerves. So you and Shell are new in town, no friends, precious little
resources, and you need a job rather desperately. A job where you can look after
him."

Anya bit the insgde of her cheek and looked down at the glassed-in counter. A
display of double-bladed knives with different hilts glinted back a her, along with
two sets of nesting cauldrons, a neat little card proclaming them to be Cast
Iron—Great for Camping! A fdl of red slk artigtically highlighted decks of
brightly-colored tarot cards, arranged for maximum effect. There was a huge mass
of quartz crystal too, with a card that said Not For Sale.

The crystal hummed inside the glass casing, and Anya had to shake her head.
What is wrong with me? | can't afford to be distracted.

"Y-yes.” She brought hersalf back to full alertness with an amost physical effort.
“He's no trouble. Sometimes he waits in the car, but [—"

"He can hang out inside the store with us,” Theo said immediately. “At least until
we find something he can do. You like to help, don't you, Shdl?’ The dark-haired
woman beamed a him. Her expression was so genuine most of Anya's nervousness
drained away, leaving only the regular soft hum of tension. Most people either
baby-talked to him or amost-yelled, thinking that if they turned up the volume he
would understand. Theo didn't do that, she smply spoke to him, which raised her
severd pointsin Anya's book.

Shel nodded enthusiastically. His nose needed wiping. Anya cringed inwardly,
ashamed of herself. He couldn't help it.

"l can clean red good,” he said. “I used to sort bottles for Mr. D'Amato."

Theo's amile grew even wider. “I think we might find something for you to do. If
it's dl right with Anya” Her green gaze came up, and Anya had to take a deep
breath.

I'd give anything to be that calm. She felt her shoulders dump even further. |
wonder what she wants from me. This can't be happening, I've never been this

lucky.



But her fingers had tingled when she'd looked at the ad. Maybe her weird talents
had findly worked to her advantage for once.

The shop was bigger than it looked from outside, and full of bookshelves. There
was a sun and moon painted on the celling, full of baroque curlicues. The pant
glowed under warm electric light. Racks of robes and hemp clothing went up the
right side, and shelves of books and knickknacks were on each wall. There were
racks of candles in glass deeves—novenas—in every possible color, other candles
shaped like black cats or human figures, or funny knobbed candles and other
shapes. There was even a collection of crystal balls in one glass case in the back
corner next to another display of tarot cards taking up a whole bookshelf. A blue
and green curtain hung over the door to a smdl space that held a sink and counter
with a microwave and a coffeemaker dtting on it, and there were a few cabinets of
dishes and other things.

"Now,” Theo said briskly, “where are you staying?"

Anya blinked. This was not going as she had expected, after a morning of more
falled job applications at a handful of deazy bars. “In a h-hotel."

A door set in the left-hand wal marked Employees Only squeaked open, and the
sound of boots tromped through the Rowangrove. Anyas fingers spasmed around
her cup.

Theo glanced over her shoulder. She leaned against the counter next to the ancient
cash register. “Oh, good.” Her smile widened. Anya noticed Theo's belly was softly
rounded, and she let out a short breath between her teeth. The woman was pregnant.
Was she having some sort of maternal hormone surge? Was that why she was so
nice?

"Anya, meet Dante and Jack,” Theo said. “Store security. Dante's my partner;
he's the one carrying the box. You aready met Jack. Boys, I'd like you to meet
Anya, our new night manager."

Anyads heart legpt like a startled rabbit.

"Charmed,” the black-eyed hulk of aman said. They both wore long black |eather
trench coats, and Anyas nostrils flared, taking in the smdl of something dark and
violent. Her stomach fluttered, tea slopping against the sides of her mug. “Hello,
Miss Anya. Theo, we brought up that overstock. Want me to unpack it?"

“If you would. Jack, please come over and meet Anya.” Theo's eyebrows arched.
She seemed to be sgnding to the silver-eyed man, who stood with his hands in his
pockets, his hair damp and sticking to his forehead.

Anya blinked. Her vison blurred, and she saw a swirling, red-black stain, like a
bruise, spreading over both men.

No, not another bloody vison! Go away, not now, | can't handle this. Anya
concentrated desperately and tried to make the image go away. The last thing she
needed was to start hallucinating again, seeing colors and hearing people shout their
most intimate thoughts in her menta ears.



Theo's soft hand clamped around Anya's wrist. Shell stared at the men, his deepy
eyes suddenly wide.

The woman's touch sent awave of cam flooding through Anya's entire body. Her
stomach unknotted, her neck stopped hurting, and she blinked a Theo in
amazement. “Y ou—how did you do that?'

“It's dl right, Anya,” Theo said, as the tdl, slver-eyed man—Jack—approached
cautioudly. “You didn't think you were the only one in the world, did you?"

Anyas heart flipped and splashed into her stomach. Precious little Sleep,
unremitting tension, and the smell of the red-black haze covering the two men dl
conspired to make her wish she'd never come here.

"She's going to be sick.” The gray-eyed man had a nice voice, pleasant and deep,
even if it was strangely flat, as if he grudged every word. The ghost of an accent
haunted the words, a dightly different rhythm teasing at the sentences. “Reaction.
Y ou flushed her with too much Power."

"I know what I'm doing. | am the resident hedler.” Theo didn't look frightened at
al. “Take a deep breath, Anya. Y ou're among friends."

| have no friends. My last friend died three houses ago, when something that
looked like a Hollywood nightmare tore open my front door and sucked her dry
like an orange dice.

Anya's stomach abruptly settled. She took a deep bresath.

"Anya?’ Shell's voice was plaintive.

| don't have any choice, she redized miserably. If they want to hurt me, I'm
trapped in here. There's no way | can get out.

"Anya?’ Shell repeated, and the stool creaked as he shifted his weight.

Anya let out along sigh and looked up a Theo's worried green eyes. “It's okay,
buddy.” Her voice was a croak. “Drink your hot chocolate."

"He looks funny, Anya. | don't like him."

Hot acid embarrassment flooded Anya's belly and made her cheeks go hot. “Be
quiet, Shdl!” She met the man's eyes squarely, the little betraying flutter in her
stomach more pronounced than ever. “I'm sorry. He doesn't mean it."

"No offense taken. Redlly.” It sounded, oddly enough, like he was trying to put
her at ease. He watched her intently, his eyes flat and reflective.

Anya blinked. For a moment it looked as if he had something sticking up over his
shoulder, something long and thin.

The bdl over the door jingled sweetly. She pulled her wrist away from Theo's
hand, tea slopping in her mug. | don't think | want to stay here.

"Hi, everyone.” A clear contralto voice sailed into the shop. “Stoneface, just the
man | wanted to see. Remy's taking the van around back. Can you open the door for
him? I'm sure héelll find something for you to carry."



"Sure,” the black-eyed man replied amicably.

Anya twisted around to see a tdl, porceain-skinned redhead, dressed in a
skintight, torn Sav Ticklers T-shirt and soft hip-hugging jeans, come to a hdt and
lay one degant finger aongside her aristocratic nose. “Hey. Looks like you've
dready met the resident gorillas. I'm Elise. | hear you're going to save me from
working nights in this place. Thanks—and my condolences. Wow, Theo's already
dosing you with tea, huh? And who are you, cutie?’ This last was delivered to Shell,
who stared gape-mouthed at the woman.

She hung her purse on the antique iron coat rack and proceeded to climb behind
the counter, diding past the gray-eyed man as if he wasn't even there. A Slver
nose-stud with a red gem winked at Anya. The tal redhead stuck out her hand, thin
dlver bangles diding musicaly down her perfect wrist. “I'm the tough one. Theo's
the nice one, and Mari's the cute one. Y ou think you can handle being the brains of
this operation?'

Anya opened her mouth with no idea of what she was going to say—and,
embarrassingly enough, burst into tears.



Chapter Ten

Jack held himsdf very gill, keeping his aura close and contained. Anya looked
dazed. Who wouldn't, with two Lightbringers and two Watchers hanging on her
every word? Haltingly, obviously not teling the whole story, she told them enough
about her last home to make Jack's heart turn to stone insde his chest, enough to
make his entire body go cold at the thought of what could have happened to her.
She'd recently escaped the Dark by the narrowest of margins—and if she hadn't, he
would never have met her.

Although | haven't really met her at all. He noticed how she glanced at him and
quickly away, flinching every time he moved. Jack settled down, pulling his aura
even closer to his skin, trying not to remind her he was present. The last thing he
wanted was to make her any more upset.

Remy stayed tactfully by the front door, his attention palpable. Jack glanced at the
other Watcher, hoping his presence wouldn't disturb Anya further.

"I'm s-s-sorry,” she said, sopping at her cheeks with an aready defunct tissue, the
sweet huskiness of her voice tightening around his entire body. Theo had produced
some slken cushions, dl the women and Shell sat on the floor behind the counter.
Jack had lowered himsdf into an easy crouch by the step leading up to the
closed-off area, unwilling to loom over them. The presence of the two Lightbringers
rubbed pain into his nerves, just as Anyas nearness spread a crackling bam over
him. It was an entirdly new sensation, and that was another reason to stay very
dill—he was afraid if he moved, he would disturb some vitd current of ar and lose
the connection.

"I'm sorry,” she said again. “I j-j-just—"
"Nonsense.” Theo's tone was firm. “Anyone would be upset by what you've had
to dedl with."

Elise, patting Shell's shoulder, shook her head. “Jeez. That's redly rough, sweetie.
You must fed like the low end of the pool right about now."

“I'm n-normally v-very calm,” she said defiantly. Her chin tilted up, vulnerable, her
dark hair fdling away from her face. Jack's heart cracked. “I don't usudly go to
pieces like this."

"Of course not,” Theo soothed. “It must have been awful to lose everything like
that."

The green witch's eyes met the redhead's, and the redhead shook her head
dightly.

No, Jack agreed slently, now's not the time to ask her about anything else. Just
calm her down, that's all.

"l don't want to be different.” Anya crumpled up the Kleenex in her fist. “I just
want to be left alone. |s that too much to ask?"



"Sounds reasonable to me.” Elise took up the thread. “Hey, Theo, | bet | could
get Shell ajob bussing tables at the Widmore while | tend bar. What do you think?
That way 1'd be close and could keep an eye on things, make sure everyone tips him
In."

The look of amazed gratitude Jack's witch gave Elise made Jack wish he could
thank the fire witch. He glanced up. Remy stood guard just inside the front door,
watching the street. Peculiar gray storm-light poured through the glass windows,
glowing in the younger Watcher's golden eyes. Remy smoothed his fingers over a
knife hilt, his face set in the dert cam of a man on guard. Dante wasn't in sight, but
Jack sensed him up on the roof, watching the back of the store. It was for the best;
Watchers tended to make Lightbringers nervous.

We have a wounded Lightbringer here, emitting all over the spectrum. | can't
let her out of here without me. | won't let her out of here without me.

His eyes met Theo's for a moment. The green witch studied him measuringly, and
he dropped his gaze.

"l c-couldn't ask you to do that.” Anyas voice trembled. “ The trouble—"

"Oh, no trouble,” Elise interrupted, and Shell nodded vigoroudly. “Shell would
love to help, and | bet he'd be a great busser. And I'll watch out for him."

"l can do tables” Shell's eyes lit up. “I did tables when we worked for Mr.
Macklin. Remember, Anya?"

Anya blinked again. “But | can't—"

"The next item of business,” Theo said briskly, “is to find you a decent place to
stay."”
Whatever Anya said next was lost on Jack, because he sensed Remy diffen

dightly. Jack looked up, casting his senses out—and smelled the sharp, dissonant
gink of Dark.

The curse stayed locked in his throat. It's coming in fast, whatever it is.

He looked back at the trembling Anya. “Excuse me,” he said softly, and rose to
his feet.

She flinched again, her eyes wide, glimmering with tears. “What's going on?"

"Don't worry.” The Power humming through the green witch spread a soft blanket
over Anya's wildly blinking aura. “I think he and Remy have seen something. It's dl
right."

Jack barely paused, stalking away and sweeping the door open. The bel jangled
thinly.

"Do you think—" Remy began, but Jack shook his head.

"Stand guard.” The low tremor of Dark in his voice made the glass rattle in the
shop windows. “I'll be back."

"What's he doing?’ The note of terror in Anyas voice almost made him turn



back.

Do your duty, Watcher. Something's coming in, and if it hits the shields on the
shop there's going to be a huge noise and a very frightened witch in there. My
witch.

Rage prickled under his skin, his coat flapped, and the street was oddly clear of
people. That was good. He dropped the weak shimmering glamour that kept his
weapons hidden from norma eyes and sent up a flare of Power strong and sharp
enough to almost drown out the psychic noise of Anyas fear.

The slin—ahuge, voracious psychic vampire shaped like a manta ray—dropped
out of the sky, and Jack dove to the side.

Need some altitude. He reached the dley and went straight up the brick wall, a
trick most Watchers learned early. Getting height was often the decisive factor in a
fight. What's this thing doing out during the day? Even cloud cover doesn't
account for it.

Dak didn't usualy come out by day, even with weak sunlight and heavy clouds.
Sunlight made the Dark vulnerable just as night made it stronger.

The flare of amber light from insde the Rowangrove's shields sent out waves of
distress even through the protective layers. The woman had no training at all, she
shone out like a lighthouse. No wonder she was luring everything nasty in range out
of its hidey hole.

He reached the top of the wal and hauled himsdf up onto the roof, gathering
himsdlf as the slin glided through storm-darkened air, seeking whatever predator had
dared to interrupt its feeding.

In other words, just looking to take a chunk out of a Watcher.

The slin screamed as Jack launched himsdf toward it, Power flaring and
conscious thought fading as he moved on ingtinct, both knives out. The blades,
black and running with livid reddish flame twisting into runes, tore through Dark
unflesh.

Manta-ray wings flapped, and pain scored the left side of his face, sticky phantom
blood raining down. He ignored it, driving the knives in and ripping one free, smoke
roiling up from the slin's insubstantia skin.

The easiest way to kill a slin was to ground it, but this one was too big. Jack
twisted, driving the second knife home and using it for leverage, ripping and tearing.
If he could reach the underspine he would be able to tear the flying psychic vampire
free of its mooring in the physical world and disperse it into death.

He landed with stunning force on the rooftop, breath driven sharply out of his
lungs. The slin, wounded, flapped again, trying to regain altitude.

Jack's hand flicked. The dim flat flechette split air, a Single harsh gleam splintering
from its razor edges, and buried itsdf at the juncture between the underspine and the
secondary nerve bundle. The slin fdl, screeching, the little weapon shaken free.



The left side of Jack's face was coated with his own blood, not just its invisble
miasma. It had been more than a psychic strike, then. The thing had actualy been
strong enough to split his flesh.

A moment's worth of work, flaring the edges of his aura, cleansed the air of the
sink of Dark and death. The fight was over. Jack's shoulders dropped. He would
have to collect the flechette. The knives flicked back into their sheaths, and he
scanned his surroundings again.

Quick and messy. But I've put up a sign here, | guess. The next creature will
think twice before going after her.

Then again, the Dark's not known for intelligence.
"Nice,” Dante said. “A bit loud, but nice."

Jack dropped his hand away from the knife hilt. The other Watcher stood on the
roof, holding up the dropped flechette, admiring its razor-sharp gleam.

"Thanks.” Jack's heart pounded, coming down from the redline of combat. The
glow of his Lightbringer under shields seemed curiously muted, but he merely noted
she was dill dive and took a deep breath, easing himself down. He was just keyed
up enough to leap on anything that moved.

But Watchers did not attack other Watchers.

"Here.” Dante approached cautiously and held out the diver of metal. Jack took
it, his nose wrinkling at the smell of Dark and cold stedl leftover from the fight.
“We'd better get back. It'd be amiracleif the air witch didn't fed that, and she's just
frightened enough to bolt."

"Is that a professional opinion?’ He had to work to make it a mild question, his
temper strained. Make it a joke. You're being an idiot. She's your witch. He has his
own to worry about.

Dante shrugged, his black eyes gone cool and flat. “Y ou know what you're doing,
but this witch is practically a civilian. Be careful.”

| deserved that. “Duly noted. 1'd better clean up before she sees me again."

"You'd better.” Dante shut his mouth, his lips turning into a thin line. Familiar
worry spread between both of them, the worry of Watchers under fire with
Lightbringers to protect.

The first rumble of thunder shook the ar over the city. Jack hunched his
shoulders. He'd just done his duty, killed a predator before it could reach his witch.

So why was the guilt ill tearing a hole in his stomach? Guilt and another, blacker
emotion. Something like fear, maybe.

Don't worry, he told her silently, though she couldn't possibly hear him. I've taken
care of it. No more fear; no more hiding. | promise you're safe now. | swear it.

Why were his hands shaking? He'd killed it. The danger was past, for now.
It was a moment's worth of work to close the dash on his harline, another



moment's worth of work and Power to wipe off the blood.

He followed Dante across the roofs until they reached the Rowangrove again, but
Jack stopped on the roof, his heart suddenly pounding again as the curious tugging
started in the middle of his chest. “Gods above,” he hissed out through his teeth, “

Where is she?"

"I don't know.” Dante looked over the back wal. “Her car's gone. Maybe we
should ask Theo—"

Jack didn't hear the rest of it, because he was already moving.



Chapter Eleven

"I likethem,” Shell said stubbornly. “Nice ladies. | don't want to leave."

"Shell.” Anya pulled into the parking spot. “Please. | don't want to go over this
again. We're leaving. We're going somewhere else.”

"Why?' His lower lip pooched out.

"| felt the bad things again, Shell.” Her knuckles were white against the steering
whed, her bitten fingernails turned bloodless-pale. She'd scrambled out of the
Rowangrove with Shell anxioudy following, despite Theo's cam pleading, Elise's
quizzica look, and Elise's boyfriend saying something too low to be heard, making
Elise turn on him furiousy. Whatever game they were playing, she wanted no part of
it. Not when the men smelled like the awful razor-teethed things that had driven her
from her homes.

Rain spatted dully on the windshield. Thunder boomed and rattled. The hotel rose
up in front of them. Anya sighed. It was a wonder they'd gotten here dive. She
barely remembered driving. “Well leave tomorrow. Well find something. We always
do."

I'm going to have to use the Persuasion. A shiver ran through her, lifting the hair
on her scalp. Rain drummed the car roof. I'm going to have to be a thief. There's no
other way | can feed us both.

"l liked those ladies.” Shell's eyelids drooped.

"l know you did.” Her fingers ached against the steering whed, and her neck felt
hard as concrete. She'd just walked away from ajob.

If it really was a job. | didn't see a single customer the whole time | was in
there. God, please help me. Please tell me what I'm doing wrong. What did | do to
deserve this?

"I don't want to go, Anya. Want to stay here.” Shell folded his arms.

"I'm going upstairs, Shell,” she returned, in a thin, brittle voice like fine glass.
“Please come with me. You can watch cartoons.”

"Want to stay."

She could see a fit coming on. His eyes drooped closed, his lower lip pooched
out again, and his hands began to pick at his shirt.

Anya uncurled her fingers from the whed, reached down, and touched Shell's
hand. “Y ou're going to come upstairs with me,” she said in her softest voice, sparks
tingling under her fingers and her eyes suddenly burning with laserlike pain. “You're
going to watch cartoons and be calm."”

Shdll's pupils dilated. She didn't use very much Persuasion. It was tricky, and if
she gave Shdl too much he might go into a screaming fit instead of caming down.



The familiar sense of euphoria swamped her, draining out through her fingertips
and into his skin. “Be calm. All right, Shell? Be calm."

"Cdm,” he muttered, and Anya's heart twisted under her ribs with sick guilt. She
shouldn't be doing this to him. Shell didn't deserve to be manipulated.

What if the Persuasion is what makes those things chase us? she wondered
suddenly, and nausea hit below her breastbone like a club.

She managed to get Shell out of the car and up the stairs just as the rain broke, a
hot white spear of cloud-to-cloud lightning stabbing the sky. Shell flinched and Anya
let out a soft cry of surprise, aimost breaking the key in the lock. She hustled him
Into the room just as another jagged spill of thunder shook the vaulted sky.

| hate this weather. “Go potty, Shell.” She guided him into the bathroom and
closed the door. Anya trudged back to the front door and opened it wide, looking
past the covered passageway to the parking lot below, breathing in cold rainwashed
ar.

Rain poured down so heavily the world blurred gray and green. Anya sighed
wearily, flinched as thunder boomed again. The motel crouched deepily under the
ondaught, like a big concrete creature dozing in the middle of the savanna.

A hungry creature. With big teeth.
| wish my imagination didn't work so well. Anya flinched again.

| think | just went crazy. It was actualy a relief. There was no other way to
explan what she'd seen a the Rowangrove—a swordhilt sticking up over the
golden-eyed man's shoulder, guns in holsters at his hips, and knives strapped to his
chest. Not just that, she'd also seen the funny necklace Elise wore shift and strain,
the supple dragon carved into red stone twisting so convincingly Anya had almost
heard scales rasp.

And she'd seen a beautiful green glow around Theo, reaching out and dyeing
everything in different shades of deep emerad haze.

I'm crazy. | can start screaming or curl up in a little ball and cry. It doesn't
matter. Nothing matters.

She watched the rain splat down as Shell lumbered out of the bathroom and
dropped onto his bed. He played with the remote control and turned on the
televison. Cheery cartoon music warred with the sound of thunder. He said nothing.
He wouldn't speak until tomorrow morning, since Anya had used the Persuasion on
him.

| wish | hadn't done that. | wish none of this was necessary. She wiped at her
tear-dick cheek, surprised after dl to find hersalf crying. Rain made a sound like dry
fingers rattling atin cup.

The calm, flat, faintly-accented voice came from her right, from the part of the
wakway leading to the stairs. “| would suggest you shut the door, at least.”

Anyajumped, her heart hammering.



The gray-eyed man in the long, dark leather coat stepped in front of her. “My
apologies,” he said carefully, as Anya backed up, her throat filling with copper fear.

Shell was in a helpless trance. He would stay on the bed with glazed eyes and
watch cartoons until he fel asleep, unable to move. Anya almost tripped on the
carpet, recovered, and stood trembling, staring at the man. How had he found her?

"May | come in?’ Each word carefully delivered, he halted just on the other side
of the door.

All resistance drained away. If he wanted to kill her, she couldn't stop him. She
was exhausted, hungry, and utterly spent. “What?’ The word turned into a squeak
halfway.

"May | come in? It's raining, and you're safer with the door closed.” He paused.
“I won't hurt you."

Anya swallowed, her throat clicking with the motion. “I can't stop you,” she said
miserably, and moved to her left, between Shell and the door.

"I won't hurt either of you.” He stepped over the threshold. Water dripped from
his coat, and his eyes blazed. He took up too much room—tall and
wide-shouldered, with afume of danger and darkness clinging to him.

Anya blinked. She saw it again—swordhilt, guns, knives. His long leather coat
moved oddly, and he pushed iff fingers through his dark hair, shoving it back out
of his eyes.

I'm hallucinating. She tried to swallow again and failed miserably, making a small
hurt sound in the back of her throat.

"l mean it.” He swept the door closed and locked it in one efficient motion,
without even looking. His eyes fixed on her so intently she amost expected to fed a
warm draft againgt her skin. “1 won't harm either of you."

"If you're going to kill me, get it over with,” Anyaflung a him, her hands fisted at
her sides. “But leave Shell alone. He doesn't understand.”

"l am not going to kill you,” he said dowly, distinctly, as if she was an idiot. “I'm
here to protect you."

"Protect me from what?’ Her voice broke on a jagged, splintering laugh. I'm
crazy. I've finally gone off the deep end. I'm crazy. Her breath came in short,

Sipping gasps.
"From whatever broke open your house and set it on fire” His tone dropped,
became confidential. He leaned back against the door, seeming not to notice the

sword strapped to his back. “I'd guess it smelled like smoke and copper, didn't it?
Tdl thing, but it hunched down, six legs, red eyes, mouth full of razor-sharp fangs."

"Stop,” she whispered, tremors running from her scalp to her feet. One of her
ankles buckled. She pulled hersdf back up, her head full of rushing noise. “Just
stop."

He stopped, both hands shoved deep into his pockets, and watched her intently,



his dark eyebrows drawn together. She suddenly redlized he was dttractive, in a
strong-jawed stubbled kind of way.

He was blocking the only exit.
Her heart beat so fast she fet faint. “What are you?"

"Jack Gray. I'm a Watcher.” He nodded, as if tipping his cap to her. “I'm here to
protect you."

"Please don't hurt me.” She didn't redize she was backing up until the back of her
knees hit the bed Shell lay on. She dropped down to sit, the strength running out of
her like water. The noise from the televison blurred into the sound of the rain,
thunder rattling again. Onscreen, a cartoon rabbit administered a thumping to a
hapless cartoon hunter. Anya sat on the bed and stared at the gray-eyed man.

"Of course | won't hurt you.” He pulled his right hand out of his pocket. He held
aplain white envelope. “Here."

He approached cautiously, holding it out. Anya reached up with numb fingers,
amdling rain, the anonymous scent of a hotel room, and the new smell of leather and
danger that had suddenly invaded.

As soon as her hand closed on the envelope, he retreated back to the door and
leaned againgt it again.

Gingerly, asif it might bite her, she did the flap up.

Inside was a clutch of hundred-dollar bills. Anya stared at it—enough money to
pay first and last months' rent and a security deposit. Enough money to pay for
groceries for afew weeks as well. More money than she'd seen in along time.

She raised her eyes to his face, blinking furioudy. “I don't understand."

"I'm a Watcher,” he repeated, each word weighted just dightly differently. “This
qudifies as an emergency, so I've got some funding. That's about haf of what I've
got on me. Circle Lightfall will send more and we can get you out of here, but that
will take afew phone calls."

"Circle ... Lightfall?’ 1 sound like an idiot.
"You're pale. You could go into shock. Have you had something to eat yet?"

"Why are you wearing guns?” she blurted, heat rising to her cheeks. This was not
heading the way she'd imagined craziness would go.

"How else am | going to fight the Dark?’ He shrugged, dismissing the question. “|
think you should have something to eat, maam."

"Quit caling me maam.” The envelope crumpled in her hand. Isn't he going to
kill me? He smellsjust like those other things.

He nodded, dark hair fdling into his eyes. “What should | cal you?'
You could start with terrified and finish up with confused. “Anya. Just Anya."
"Just relax, Anya.” He did his hands into his pockets again. “Y ou're safe now."



The monumental silliness of that statement hit her like a fist to the stomach. She
began to giggle, then laugh. She laughed until tears ran down her face and her ribs
hurt; laughed until her stomach twisted in on itsef like a black hole. Through it dl
Jack Gray stood at the door and watched her as she finished the process of laughing
like a lunatic. Then, for the second time that day, she burst into tears while thunder
rattled the roof.



Chapter Twelve

The boy lay tucked into bed, deeping heavily, his breath wheezing through his
mouth. Anya was curled on the other twin bed, soundless, but Jack could tell from
the radiating stiliness of her aura that she was asleep.

He sighed and pulled the clunky, pink-upholstered chair away from the table. This
hotel was clinging onto the margins of “flophouse,” but it was clean and the linens
were fresh. Jack had warded the walls as soon as she was aslegp enough not to
notice, and the resultant bell-jar feding of sill ar had made both slegpers mutter and
toss uneasily. Anya had murmured in her sleep, curled into a ball, and dived deeper
INto unconsciousness, her glossy dark hair winging against the pillow.

She'd refused to eat, just sobbed until she was limp and red-eyed. Then she'd
stripped the sheet and blanket back on the bed the boy wasn't occupying and fdll
onto it without even bothering to take off her shoes. He had waited until her
breathing evened out and gently pulled off the black heels, drawing the covers over
her. He'd stared at her for along moment and then retreated before he did something
he shouldn't.

Like touch. Or even look too long.

Jack dropped down onto the chair. Well, that went about as well as could be
expected, | guess.

He had dealt with plenty of hysterical witches, but never before had he wanted to
grab and shake one, then dide his aims around her and hold her until the sick
trembling under his ribs went away.

Pan kept a Watcher from wanting to touch a witch—every time he saw a
Lightbringer, his bones would run with hot lead, and the older he got the worse it
was. He couldn't even remember what touching another human being fdt like. Jack
had smply clinicaly, coldly, and camly taken care of them, finished each rotation
and moved on to the next, going from city to city, fighting off kalak and slin and
numerous other predators, easing frightened Lightbringers into safehouses,
shepherding them through crisis after crisis.

He had never before wanted to touch one of them.

| want to fedl her skin even if it hurts. His hand found the gun kit in one pocket.
He took out his right-hand gun and began maintenance. His fingers moved with the
ease of long practice, cleaning and oiling, making sure everything was in perfect
working order. He hadn't expected her immediate move to put herself between him
and the boy.

Boy? He's not a boy, he's a full-grown problem. Why is she carrying him
around?

Terified and exhausted, she'd still moved to protect the kid. The thought made an
unfamiliar smile tug up a corner of Jack's mouth, made his fingers itch even more.



Just one moment. Just one touch—maybe her soft cheek, maybe her hand—and
the constant agony of the thing melded to his body would go away, soothed. The
true relief of painlessness would be areward he didn't deserve.

No touching, Watcher. Not for you.

Jack finished cleaning one gun, started on the other. Watchers rarely used guns.
There were only a few things they would even affect, and having to dig your bullets
out of walls after a fight to defy both police ballistics and anti-Watcher sympathetic
magic got tiring. But you never knew when you might need them, and a Watcher's
gear was how he protected a Lightbringer. He would have to be ready for anything.

Ready for anything. Of course. He restrained the urge to look across the room.
His fingers paused in their habitua movements. Ready for anything and everything
except this.

When he finished cleaning and re-consecrating every weapon, including his
flechettes, he washed his hands in the smal sink. Then he pulled the chair up so he
was leaning against the door, stretched out his legs and let out asigh.

It's happened. He couldn't stave off the redization any more. She's my witch.

An untrained air witch with an aura pulsing with distress, cdling in every predator
and piece of Dark in the city. It was a pure miracle she had survived this long
without someone looking after her.

Maybe she has a guardian angel—if you believe in guardian angels. The
thought was unexpectedly, grimly amusing, and Jack let out a short chuff of sound
passing for a soft laugh. If she didn't before, she certainly does now. That is, if
ther€'s anything angelic about a Watcher.

He closed his eyes, snking into the light trance that passed for segp among
Watchers. The Dark symbiote took care of the body, but every mind needed a rest,
even minds as clear and cold as an arctic waste. He thought he had ruthlessly torn
out every last shred of hope aong with the echo of his native speech in his head.

He was wrong. Sometimes his semi-sleep deepened until he could...

...amell the smoke, hear the screams and crackle of flames eating wood, smell
the unwashed crowd pressing close and the collective indrawn breath of wonder
as the fire took one more soul to heaven—or somewhere else.

The memory faded as he brought himsdf back. Jack moved restlesdy and
resettled. He didn't want to think about the past. Not now.

His resting trance was full of nerve-tingling awareness. His witch. His witch, the
only Lightbringer whose touch wouldn't hurt him. All the struggling, the striving, the
fighting, the watching—and this was his reward.

| don't deserve it. He listened to the boy's snuffling wheeze and her amost
soundless breathing. He could hear her pulse too, he listened so intently.

| don't deserve to be alive. | don't deserve to have another chance.
He especialy didn't deserve an angel with flawless pae skin and large gray eyes



fringed with charcoal, whose aura filled the air with sweetness. He most definitely

didn't deserve to find the one thing every Watcher prayed for, hoped for, and
endured for.

Not after what he'd done.

Jack touched a knife hilt for reassurance, checked the perimeter again, and waited
for morning. He had dl the time in the world, now.

Until she found out who he was, and what he'd done.



Chapter Thirteen

Shell screamed. It was the sound of arabbit caught in a trap.

Anya scrambled up out of bed, bardy feding her feet hit the floor, and
ingtinctively launched hersdlf toward Shell's cry.

Jack half-turned and caught her shoulders, pushing her back. She stumbled
backward and sat down on the bed, hard. She bounced up again, her bare feet
rasping against cheap carpet, and Jack Gray's broad back was suddenly there, solid
as awadl, between her and Shell.

"Sop it!” Anyayelled, rasing her fists to pound at his back. At the sound of her
voice, Shell's scream hitched to a halt, and something in the set of Jack's shoulders
told her he'd frozen between one movement and the next.

Her heart thudded in her ears. She dropped her hands, shook them out, and took
adeep breath.

"Shell?” She pitched her voice low and soothing, trying to peer around the man's
bulk so she could make eye contact with Shell and calm him down. “It's dl right, |
promise it's dl right. Cam, buddy. Be cam."

"Anya?’ Shel's voice was a thin husk. Anya pushed a the large man's
leather-clad shoulders. She could fed muscle standing out hard as tile even under the
thick coat. He could hurt both of us. He could have killed us both in our seep. |
shouldn't have dept.

What was he doing next to Shell's bed?

"Anya?’ Shell's voice broke on the word, like a five-year-old disoriented after a
terrible dream.

"He's just upset.” Her voice shook, it wasn't her usua clear tone. She pushed
down the urge to make her hands into fists. “Please. Don't hurt him."

"Him?" Jack's voice rumbled and the walls shook. The window rattled in its
frame. Anya flinched. “1 don't want him to hurt you. He was thrashing around.”

"Don't be ridiculous,” she snapped. “Shell would never hurt me. Get out of my
way."

Amazingly, though his expression was reluctant, he swung aside, stripping his hair
back from his face. The gesture looked habitudl.

He didn't meet her eyes. “I'll watch.” The words were loaded with such menace
Shell whimpered.

Anya skirted the man, brushing against the hem of his coat. Shell sat straight up
on the bed, his blond hair sticking up in soft spikes. His mouth was wet and |oose,
and he stared at Jack asif dl his personal nightmares had come to roost in a cheap
motel room.



He always had trouble with new people, and the tal leather-clad man was hardly
the most reassuring thing she'd ever seen.

Anya climbed up on the bed, her knees dimpling the creaking mattress. “Shell.
Shell, look a me. Look a me."

His eyes jittered over to her and flicked back toward the tall, glowering gray-eyed
man. Jack didn't move, but his entire frame exhaed danger. It filled the room like his
sndl of leather and violence. She could fed his eyes on her, and she shook the
sensation away, suddenly acutely aware that she'd dept in her sweater and slacks.

| must have been tired. Nobody in their right mind slegpsin her bra.
"Look a me, Shell.” She didn't want to risk the Persuasion, not in front of Jack.

Shell's deepy blue eyes found hers. “That's right, buddy,” she crooned, reaching
out tentatively, two fingers stroking his chapped knuckles where they clutched the
sheet to his chest. “It's okay, Shell. Didn't | promise you I'd take care of you?
You're my Shel, my buddy. | told you I'd take care of you. It's okay."

"Don't like him, don't like him,” Shell chanted breathlesdy. “ Bad, he's bad."

"He's here to help us,” Anya insisted with a certainty she didn't fed. He could
have killed us both last night. Why am | not more frightened? “Readlly, Shell. You
trust me, don't you? I'm your Anya, and | say he's okay."

"He smells bad. Like those things."

Anyads nose wrinkled. He did smdl strange, lesther and male and the smell of
ged, and a nose-stinging smell like peppery adrendline. Now that she wasn't
trembling on the fine edge of exhaustion, she could tdl that the smel was ...
different. Not quite as threatening as the scent of the things that had chased them.

It might even have been comforting, if his face hadn't been so set and ill with
disapproval. She cleared her throat, wanting dl Shell's attention on her. “I think he's
dl right. And he's helping us, for right now at least. So let's just pretend, adl right?

Shel blinked. “1 don't like him. Make him go away."

He's going to be stubborn. Anya sighed. The sense of Jack's attention focused
on her was an amost physical weight. Why is he staring at me? “Please, Shell."

Jack spoke up, quiet but with undeniable force. “I'm not going away. But | won't
hurt you. Either of you."

"There, you see? He won't hurt you, Shell.” Anya wished she believed it even as
she sad it.

Inspiration struck as Shell eyed her doubtfully.

"Come here,” she said over her shoulder. After a single heartbeat of hestation,
Jack did. “Give me your hand, Mr. Gray."

His hand was callused, scarred, and much bigger than hers. The tendons stood
out on the back, and his hand fdt very, very warm. In fact, his skin felt feverish.

Anya folded his thumb and fingers down, except for his pinkie. He went



completely ill, his hand pligblein hers but strangely resistant.

"It's a pinkie promise.” She hoped he'd hear the seriousness in her voice. “Shell,
Jack Gray pinkie-promises not to hurt you, but you've got to give him your pinkie."

It took a good ten minutes, but findly Shell was convinced, and Anya guided
Jack's hand through the motions,

"There,” she said. Jack stayed eerily motionless through the entire process. Anya
was acutely aware of him looming next to her, his heat radiating against her skin.
“We're dl friends now. You'd better go get washed up, Shell. Hurry, | want to take a
shower."

"Okay.” He did out of the bed on the far side, shivering, and padded toward the
bathroom, giving Jack a wide berth. She waited until she heard the shower start up,
glad that she'd put a fresh set of clothes for both her and Shel in the bathroom
yesterday morning.

Anya looked up at the gray-eyed man. “Thank you. That will make it easier, |
hope."

"I'll keep it in mind,” he replied, gravely. “Y ou dept.”

Well, what did you expect me to do? Her sudden venomous irritation both
shocked and braced her. “1 did.” She wished she didn't sound so stunned, adjusted
her tone with an effort. “Look, um, | don't mean to be rude, but who the hdl are
you? Why are you carrying around guns? And what ... who are the people a the
Rowangrove? Why have you decided to do this to me?"

Though she couldn't exactly put into words what he'd done to her, beyond
frightening her to death and giving her money. Which seemed to put him, for the
moment, into the category of “helpful” even if it didn't remove the scariness of guns
in her bedroom.

"It's not important who | am.” He stepped back from the bed, his hands plunging
back into his pockets. “What's important is what you are. You're a Lightbringer. A
witch."

"A what?' Nice. If Shell didn't wake everyone up by screaming, | probably just
did.
Jack shrugged. “Witch isn't a bad word, to us. You're a Lightbringer. Psychic."

Now that made a weird kind of sense. She studied him for a few moments, trying
to figure out if he was crazy.

He didn't look crazy. He looked serious. Dead serious.

Does he know about the Persuasion? Air caught in her throat. She swallowed
heavily, took a deep breath. “When you say witch, what do you mean?"

"I think you should have some coffee before | start explaining.” Now he looked
dightly amused, one eyebrow arching up and his mouth softening a tiny bit. He
removed one hand from his pocket long enough to scratch at his stubbled chin. “It
could take alittle while."



| wonder if he ever shaves. She studied his gray eyes and the thatch of dark hair
fdling over them. Just my luck to meet a guy who's crazy and carries around
enough metal to get his deposit back at the recycling center.

Anya sighed, her shoulders dumping. She might as wdl listen to him. It would
make just as much sense as anything else had lately. She had to admit he hadn't done
anything harmful yet.

She struggled with caution and ran up against her own utter helplessness. Figuring
this out without caffeine didn't sound like a good time. “I'll warn you, | don't have
any cream or sugar.” And not much coffee, either.

He shrugged, a lazy economical movement, and said nothing. But his eyes, gray
like hers but cold and flinty, were fastened on her face. He had barely looked away
from her. She had rardly been studied so intently, and, of course, it had to happen
while she had a weed-whacker haircut and a serious case of paranoia

"All right,” she said. “Coffee. Good. I'll make coffee. You start talking."



Chapter Fourteen

"What do you know about witches?” Jack's wrist dill tingled with the touch of
Anyas soft fingers. The feding—not even painlessness, but pure narcotic
pleasure—was as jolting as the day-to-day agony of the symbiote. It had taken al of
his control to stay ill while she touched him. Hell, it had taken dl of his willpower
to remember to breathe. Because when he inhaled, he smelled jasmine, and her hair
had been temptingly close. He had imagined bending down just a little further, filling
his lungs with the scent of her, and that scraped his control down to a hair-thin
thread. It was a good thing she'd put some distance between them. Or so he tried to
tdl himsdlf.

Anya settled hersdf gingerly in the pink chair by the table, holding a cup of
coffee. The shower was ill running, but she didn't seem concerned. Apparently the
boy could take care of himself.

"Witches?’ She took a sip of coffee, obvioudy thinking over the question. Even
rumpled from sleep and obviously uncomfortable, she sill examined him sharply,
quick intelligence moving in her soft rain-colored eyes.

He stood by the door, his back to the wal and his hands shoved deep in his
pockets. Waiting.

Findly, Anya spoke again. “Pointy hats. Broomsticks. They don't like girls from
Kansas or little dogs."

Jack sighed. Thisis going to be a little more difficult than | thought.

"In the 1500s,” he began again, regretting the fading feding of her skin againg his,
“there was a power struggle going on. The Pope, Innocent VII, had been convinced
of the existence of witches by two Dominican monks. The clergy seized this
opportunity to start daughtering everyone in their way, including poor village
wisawomen and midwives. The idea of a Crusade had spread and it didn't just
include the infidel, but the unruly population the church ruled over as well. A certain
Cardind Givelli—called the Gray Demon—brought an idea to the Pope."

Jack took a deep breath, fixed his eyes on the floor. A good idea, he told me, an
idea that could give the Church something it sorely needed—a spiritual enemy to
unite Christendom against. Unite the faithful and the Church is secure. “They
started a military order to hunt down women like you. Lightbringers. There were
severd branches of this Order. The Watchers cal it the Crusade, but the true name
Is Lupus Dei—loosdly trandated, the Wolves of God.” Not a grammatically proper
translation, but it gets the point across.

"Why did they want to kill those women?’ Her eyes were as wide as a child's at
bedtime, gray ice lit with spring sunlight.

Jack tore his gaze away. If he kept looking a her, he would have to tdl her
everything. Drop down on his knees and beg for mercy, perhaps.



There's no mercy for you. Just do your job, Jack.

"Two reasons. First of dl, they're called Lightbringers; they have a light inside
them that makes them able to do what they do. They generdly ended up being
hedlers, midwives, that sort of thing. They were people you came to when you
couldn't go to your priest or doctor. That made the priests—and the doctors, who
were also the priests—very angry. It chalenged their grip on the commoners. And,
more importantly, on the nobility."

Anya nodded. “All right. | think | saw a PBS specia about something like this."

Great. She gets her ideas about what she is from television. This is definitely
going to be harder than | thought. “The Lightbringers cal that period the Dark
Years. They were this close to being hunted to extinction. We don't redly know
what makes a Lightbringer; it seems to skip around. It does tend to run in families,
but not predictably.” Except for when a Watcher and a Lightbringer bond. He
winced inwardly. He didn't want to tell her about that. “Anyway, there was another
reason. The Seekers—the things Lupus De used to find ‘enemies of the
Church'—could see this type of psychic power. They ended up hunting
Lightbringers almost by default. Before anyone knew it, the Wolves descended, and
woe to the woman caught in their jaws."

"What about men?’ She shifted uncomfortably and pulled the hem of sweater
down a little more. He deliberately didn't look at her legs under her slacks, stared at
the cheap pink and beige curtains pulled closed over the windows. Tried not to let
his eyes wander to the V-neck of her sweater, showing a fascinating triangle of pae
flawless skin. “Psychic men?"

"There are afew guys, Lightbringer men, but they're ... well..."
"What?"'

"Not as powerful. And mostly gay, though we don't know why.” He stared at the
floor, the door, the curtains. Silence stretched between them.

Findly, he dared to look directly at her.

She sat in the chair, her head cocked and her deek black hair mussed. Her eyes
were fixed on him, an attention he would have enjoyed if it hadn't made his breath
shorten and his hands tingle with the urge to touch.

He began to tak again, amost unaware of what he was saying, he'd said it so
many times. “There was a knight, Gideon de Hauteville He married a
woman—Jeanne Tourenay, who had saved his life after a battle. She was a hedler,
like Theo. She was also a part of Circle Lightfall."

"Circle Lightfal?’ She took another sip, and her eyebrows drew together. The
shower stopped.

He had almost forgotten about the boy. Jack brought his attention back to the
present. “The Lightbringers banded together to survive. They found that when a
certain number of them gathered in a city, the rates of sickness and crime went
down. So they came together, and some of them even tried to bring back the pagan



ways. Teachers came to teach them, and they tried to protect themselves from the
Dak and the Crusade. Anyway, when Lupus De tried to murder Jeanne, de
Hauteville fought to the death to defend her. The stories are garbled, but basically he
made a deal with something Dark and was given the power to protect Jeanne. He
fought off the Crusade and decided to make more ... Watchers. He was the first."

"Watchers.” She took a gulp of coffee, made aface. “So what are ... | mean, you
just expect me to beieve dl this?"

It was a common reaction, one he'd seen too many times. She thought she wanted
proof, but what she redly wanted was validation.

His tone dropped. He hated this part of the process. “The thing that chased you,
did it stalk you for a few days? Your head hurt, nothing seemed to go quite right,
you knew something was waiting for you. Then you woke up, probably in the middle
of the night, and knew you didn't have much time. You threw what you could into
your car and escaped just as it burst into your house. It smelled like copper and
smoke, and it was so hot the paint caught on fire when it brushed up against the
walls."

Her hand shook and she set the cheap ceramic mug down. It chattered against the
table's plywood top.

Bingo. A karak'ai. She escaped a red burner.

The satisfaction of narrowing down exactly what had amost caught her warred
with gut-clenching relief. Did she know how close she'd come to dying? Probably
not.

"How do | know you're not one of them?"

It was a good question, but just like a Lightbringer, delivered too late. “If | was
one of them you'd be dead by now.” His hands turned to fists inside his pockets. |
would never hurt you. Never. “If you hang around a little bit more, you'll probably
see me fight off something nasty. It's what | do. There are other predators that feed
on Lightbringers. The world's a little dangerous for you, in case you havent
noticed."

"Excuse me.” She was so polite she sounded amost prim, her perfect mouth
pursing. Gods above, she looks—He shut that thought off in a hurry. He was not
going to think about how her mouth would fed or how soft her skin was. “I have a
question. Am | going to have to move out of town?"

Huh? “What?'

"l mean, the next time one of those things comes for me. They weren't too bad
when | was younger, but now every six months or so, something tries to eat me or
tear up my house or k-kill me.” Her voice trembled dightly, but she sat up very
straight, blinking at him.

There's more to that story than she's telling me. He noted the tension in her
shoulders, the way her aura pulsed. She wasn't emitting like she had yesterday, but
the waves of distress were il there, muted but ill sharp. The wards he'd placed in



the walls—Watcher wards, as careful and poweful as he could make
them—vibrated uneasily, trying to contain her distress.

"The next time one of those things comes for you, I'll kill it,” he told her. “You
don't have to worry. Youre with a Watcher now. You're safe” As safe as
inhumanly possible. Get it, Jack? Inhumanly possible. Ha ha.

She absorbed this. “What if | don't want a ... Watcher ... with me?'

As if you have a choice, piccola. “Then I'll retreat and do my best to make sure
you don't see me."

"But you're not going to stop watching me?"

"Would you want me to?" Bright nails of pain drove into his pams. He made his
fingers relax.

The bathroom door creaked open. Shell wandered out, scrubbing at his wet hair
with a towel. He wore a red T-shirt and a pair of very blue new jeans. He saw Jack
and visbly flinched, his bare feet moving uneasily against cheap carpet.

Anya hopped to her feet. The sudden motion made her breasts bounce dightly
under her sweater. Jack leaned back against the wal and forced himsdf to scan the
perimeters once again.

"So you're saying I'm ... one of these Lightbringers?’ she said. “And those things
are going to keep chasing me, no matter what | do?"

He nodded, unable to trust his voice. His throat was dry, his hands tense. | want
to touch her; | need to touch her.

No. Just take a deep breath, Jack.
"And you're supposed to protect me?’

He nodded again. Not supposed to. | will protect you. His neck was full of iron
rods. For the first time, the light pouring out from a Lightbringer didn't twist his
bones into acid-drenched powder. Instead, being in the same room with her was like
being dipped in something warm and thick, coating his skin and easing the constant
agony. It unsettled him more than the pain ever had.

"l don't like this” Anyas chin lifted. Her eyes flashed once, and Jack's heart
amost stopped.

“I'm sorry,” he offered inadequately.

"How do | know you're tdling the truth?” Anya waved her hand then, dismissing
the question. “Never mind. It makes sense, and you're not lying.” Tears glittered in
her eyes, she fiercely blinked them away.

I'm not lying now. You should have seen me when | was younger. He struggled
desperately to stay in one place, fighting the urge to touch her, to comfort her. What
comfort could he give? He was just a Watcher. Just a single, stupid, solitary
Watcher. Cannon fodder.

The only protection she had, now.



She sighed. “Shell, Ill get you breakfast in alittle while. | need to take a shower
and brush my teeth."

"Anya?’ The boy sidled nervoudly, like a horse.

He's like a child. Jack took a closer look. In the long ago, dim time of Jack's
youth, a man like this would be caled ‘simple,’” forced to begging or work as a
laborer or arich man's capering fool, adrift in a hard world. No wonder he clung to
her.

“It's dl right,” she soothed, and the boy inginctively leaned toward her. Jack
found himself leaning dightly forward too, impelled by the throaty sweetness of her
voice. She could tell a man to walk off a cliff and he'd be in the air before he even
thought to say ‘okay.'

She disappeared into the bathroom. After a few moments, the shower started
again, and Jack took a deep breath. The boy eyed him suspiciously, the wet towel
hanging limp from one hand.

"I don't like you,” the boy announced.

| don't like you, either. You're a drain on her resources. But for her sake, I'm
going to try diplomacy. “That's a shame. How am | going to look after Anya if you
don't help me?'

The boy mulled this over, dropping the sopping towel. His wide, flat face
transformed into the picture of redization. He paced forward on bare feet. Jack's
instinct to draw himself up threateningly tall warred with Anya's obvious care for this
too-big child. Finaly Shell stood within five feet, his deepy blue eyes fixed on Jack's
face.

"Bad things chase Anya. She cries."

"l don't want her to cry.” I'm talking to an idiot, but a perceptive idiot. “And |
won't let the bad things hurt her.” We can do this the easy way or the hard way,
bambino. You can decide not to make a fuss, or we can shake everything out now
and set the tone for our entire relationship.

Shell studied him intently for severa seconds. Jack heard a clatter from the
bathroom, and his attention momentarily split between Anya and the boy. Dropped
shampoo; nothing to worry about. A tingle of pain ran through him. He had spent
so long with the grinding constant low-level pain of a tanak's presence in his flesh,
the brief relief of his witch's presence made the ache seem more intense when it
reappeared.

The boy was a puzzle. He was borderline-psychic, but his aura was oddly ‘hard,’
pulsing and weskly pulling at the ambient energy in the room. He was a low-leve
Feeder, addicted to psychic energy. No wonder he stayed so close to Anya. She
wouldn't notice it; the drain on her would be minimd. Still...

"I don't like you,” Shedl repeated. “Anya will make you go away. She adways
does. Boyfriends don't stay."



| wonder how often you've interrupted her relationships with other people. “I'm
not a boyfriend.” Jack's fists ached and the tanak woke fully. His neck hurt, his
entire skeleton dipped in hot lead. The brief reief from Anyas fingers on his made
the return of the pain worse. “I'm her Watcher, and you'd better not get in the way."

Shdl backed up, his loose mouth turning down. He gave Jack a darting,
venomous glance and retreated to his bed, where he sat down and started rocking
back and forth, the mattress squeaking under him.

Jack's mouth thinned. He's going to make trouble. | don't have time for this.

What, precisely, do | have time for? She's my witch. I'm not going anywhere.
Which reminds me, I'd better start working.

Jack settled himsdf back againgt the wall, his attention sweeping the perimeter of
the defenses he'd set up. Shell rocked back and forth, humming to himsalf. When
Jack was sure dl the defenses were as they should be, he pulled the cell phone from
his pocket and diaed.

Three rings later, it picked up. “Report.” The voice was clipped, mature, a
woman's voice spiced with dight Power but without the usual kindness of a
Lightbringer.

"Jack Gray,” Jack said, and gave his access number. “Stationed in Zone
Forty-Seven, Santiago City. I've got aflyer here, and | need some help. We're going
to have to start from scratch.”



Chapter Fifteen

Anya fet bedraggled and moth-eaten, worn thin. By the time she'd finished her
shower, her skin tingling from hot water and scrubbing, Jack had a deek black cell
phone out, obvioudly finishing the last of several calls, A few minutes later, he'd
ushered them into the car—Anya had only a moment's worth of unease at handing
him her keys—and smoothly drove them to Willow Street as if he'd lived in the city
dl his life. The house was a small, white pseudo-Victorian two-story set back in a
straggling garden. There was ared For Rent sign in the front window.

The cheerful, round-faced red estate agent who met them in her SUV took one
look at Jack and positively beamed. She wore the obligatory suit jacket and a floppy,
blowsy red necktie. “Y ou'd like to rent?

She didn't give Anya or the Taurus a second look. Anya rolled the window back
up, not wanting to hear any more.

The cloud of red-black darkness around Jack pulsed once. Anya shivered. She
held Shell's hand in the backseat of her car, both of them wedged uncomfortably
between suitcases. The woman handed Jack a sheaf of papers and he signed two of
them, then handed her something that looked like a check and another sheaf of
paper. His aura pulsed again, that darkness shoving a the woman.

What's he doing? For a moment she could almost see the cloak of energy
rippling, but it was gone too quickly for her to make any sense of it. She'd fought
her strange gifts and halucinations for so long that now, when she needed to
understand what he was doing, the curse failed her.

Of course. Isn't that the way it always is?

Shell's fingers tightened on hers. “I don't like him,” he whispered. “Make him go
away, Anya. He's mean."

| don't think he's quite that bad. But you could say I'm not the best judge of
such things. Bile rose in Anyds throat. “I know you don't like him, but we have
nowhere else to go, Shell. If he can keep the bad things away like he says he can, we
need him."

Not to mention the fact that we don't have another option. This is the end of the
line. She shifted uncomfortably. The faint persistent odor of smoke in the car was
drowned out by the smdl of leather and musky, peppery male.

Shell made a small dissatisfied noise. “We don't need him. | don't like him. HEe's
mean."

Anyatook a deep breath. “I hope he's meaner than those things chasing us,” she
muttered.

Shdl flinched. “Anya. | don't like him."

"Shell, please.” She didn't raise her voice, but he stopped, staring at her with his
deepy blue eyes. “I'm out of ideas, buddy, and this guy seems to have a good



handle on what he's doing. Let's just wait and see, okay?"

Shell said nothing else, but he mumbled softly, rocking back and forth. That was
asure sign of trouble. If he kept rocking, he would work himsdf into a fit and Anya
might have to use the Persuasion. Using it in front of Jack would cause questions
and problems. She'd hidden her talent for so long that the thought of someone ese
knowing filled her with a sinking, unsteady feeling.

The day was turning out cloudy and cool, brief spots of sunlight pouring down to
outline the house. It looked like a nice place, even if its garden had been neglected
for awhile. The front door was painted a cheerful red, and the roof looked new.

Jack opened her car door, waving good-bye to the round-faced woman, whose
SUV roused and shook itself as she drove away. Anya blinked.

"It's safe.” He bent down so she could hear him. “Want to bring your purse in
and take alook around? I'm sorry there's not more of a choice, but we're working on
limited time."

"What do you mean limited time?’ Her breath caught in her throat as she did her
legs out of the car, trying to pull her fingers from Shell's. He refused to move.

Jack shrugged, an eegant movement. He redly was just like a cat, a big gray-eyed
cat. Oddly graceful, with a shuttered handsome face and a peculiar intense gaze. The
red estate woman had not seemed to notice his guns, or the sword hilt. “Dusk is
coming. Night's the most dangerous time for you."

Anya closed her mouth with something resembling a snap. The things chasing her
had aways attacked at night. “How did you find this place?"

"Made afew calls. Circle Lightfal technicaly can't operate inside the city limits,
but they can fund me through the infrastructure and give me a list of contacts.
There's aligt of things we do in a situation like this. Well have a couple of deliveries
today. Furniture, groceries, things like that."

He glanced at the street, his attention seemingly everywhere at once—and fixed on
her a the same time. It seemed nothing escaped his notice, not the faintest
expression on her face or the dightest breath of air. It was exhausting just watching
him pay that much attention to everything around him.

"Why can't they operate inside the city limits?” She tried not to sound too
curious.

"Because the Guardians won't let them."

"Guardians?’ 1I'm beginning to sound like an idiot. She tugged on Shell's hand.
He didn't let go, but he didn't move either. Anya twisted awkwardly in the seat, her
am stretched behind her. The smal bones in her wrist ground together briefly, and
she stopped, flinching.

"The Rowangrove. Theo, Mari, Elise. They're Guardians, responsible for
protecting the city. They decided they didn't want Circle Lightfall here. They don't
trust them."



"What about you? And the—the other Watchers?’ This was interesting, she had
to admit, even if she had to struggle to beieveit.

You can't afford to disbelieve, even if this is a fairy tale. Hey presto, he waves a
magic wand and all of a sudden everything's taken care of. She pulled even harder
on Shell's hand. His fingers bit into hers, and he pulled back, probably surprised by
her sudden movement. Anya's shoulder gave a hot flare of pain, and she bit back a
short gasp a Shell's stubbornness.

"The other Watchers have bonded.” He glanced up at the street again. “Look,
wed better get you insde so | can ward the place. Being out in the open makes me
nervous."

Despite the fact that she couldn't imagine him nervous, she tugged on Shell's hand
again.

"Shell, come on,” she said, alittle louder than she'd meant to. She twisted to ook
back over her shoulder. “We have to go insde the house."

Shell's face was white and his lower lip pooched out. He shook his head,
trembling.

Anya sighed. She didn't want to use the Persuasion again. “Please, Shdll. | have to
get out of the car."

The Watcher—Jack, she reminded herself—tensed very dightly. “Is he hurting
your hand?’

"Of course not. He would never hurt me.” Anya's tone was sharp. “Let go of my
hand, Shell.”

She findly managed to extricate her fingers, but Shell's lower lip pushed out even
further. He began to rock back and forth dightly, the car moving on its springs as his
bulk shifted.

"Oh, no.” This was the very last thing she needed.

"Here” Jack pressed a smdl piece of jagged metd into her hand, somehow
avoiding touching her bare palm. “Go on up and unlock the door. That works for
both the deadlock and the knob.” He managed to close his hand around her wrist
without brushing skin by wrapping his fingers around her sagging sweater-deeve.
“I'll bring him, and I'll be gentle. | promise."

"I don't—" Anya began, but he had already pulled her out of the car, his grip firm
and gentle but irresistible.

“It's dl right. I'll bring him. Go on in and see which bedroom you like. It's got
two."

Her mouth went dry. “But—"

"Please, Anya.” Now his tone was less flat and more ... what?

Pleading. He was pleading with her.

Anya cast one more worried look at the car, rubbing a her shoulder, but she



couldn't see Shell. It was useless; she was out of ideas. She had a grand tota of fifty
dollars and her car, some clothes, her grandmother's jewelry, her coffeemaker, and a
box of Triscuits. And Shell.

Plus the envelope of cash Jack had given her. She had to admit the grim-faced
man carrying guns was looking like the best option for her and Shell's continued
surviva. Unless he was one of them, the dark things that chased her. But they had
never spoken to her before, just tore down her house and tried to eat her.

Why am | so sure they want to eat me? She dismissed the question with aflare of
annoyance at her own stupidity. What else did a monster do when it caught you?

The garden wak was granite flagstones, fitted closely together. A huge rosemary
bush crouched by the dilapidated gate. Anya touched it and took a deep breath of its
crisp scent. The sun broke from behind clouds and poured down, edging every
ragged leaf in gold. She saw a hydrangea bush, a mass of chamomile, peony bushes,
the distinctive leaves of foxglove, and more plants she couldn't identify.

I've always wanted a garden. Maybe we could stay here. It looks nice.

She shook her head, chiding herself, and strode up the walk through last year's
fdlen leaves, probably from the oak tree in the lower left corner of the yard. A few
lone leaves Hill clung to the oak's branches. It would shade the house in summer.
The fence leaned crazily.

"Wadll, it doesn't look like much,” she murmured, examining the house. At least
the windows weren't broken.

It feels nice, she decided, looking at the porch. It seemed solid; the steps didn't
squeak when she climbed them.

Anya reached the front door. The red paint was oddly pristine, and sunlight
turned it a glowing, rich crimson. It was an old house, and she'd aways loved old
houses. This one looked like it had been built in the twenties, an imitation Victorian,
graceful and trim. It felt welcoming, and she felt her shoulders start to drop, weight
dipping away. There was a certain relaxation in being utterly helpless. I'll keep the
money. Hide it somewhere safe. Just in case. After all, he gave it to me, didn't he?

| wonder what he gets from all this?

The sunlight drained away, clouds moving across the sky. A chill wet breeze full
of the smell of rain whistled between the porch supports.

| could plant jasmine, or honeysuckle. It would be nice to St out here on a
summer evening and watch the garden get ready for night.

The thought of nightfall wasn't comforting. Anya shivered, and put her key into
the lock. The door opened easily, and she stepped inside.

It felt, again, like coming home. Except Anya knew how fragile that feeling could
be.

Let's just hope this place doesn't burn down around me.



Chapter Sixteen

Dusk did through the sky. Jack closed the front door and spread his hand against
the chill wooden surface. The property wards were woven as tightly as he could
make them in so short a time. He'd brought in dl the suitcases from the car. The
grocery ddlivery had startled Anya, but she'd covered it wel. Better than she'd dedlt
with the furniture delivery. In the end, she'd just retreated to the kitchen and prowled
around the breakfast bar until the ddiverymen left. He didn't blame her—ordinary
people were probably areminder of her essentia difference, and their messy, blaring
minds would scrape her sensitive edges to no end.

Two box springs, two mattresses, a couch, and a kitchen table with chairs was
the best he could do on short notice. There was no way to get bed frames. He
hoped she wasn't affronted by so little comfort.

A moment's worth of concentration triggered the wards he'd laid on the house
walls, springing up and folding over the physical structure, overlapping seamlesdly.
Red-black Watcher power spread like a bruise, a wdl to keep the Dark out. It
wouldn't completely hide her glow; she was a wildly random distress signd. It
would, however, make most predators think twice before attempting to attack. He'd
adso lad the street with traps and defenses, which would warn him of anything
approaching.

I'm going to have to clean out the city, too. Keep her undercover until | can
make it a bit safer out there.

He took his hand away from the door, feding the sense of dead air that meant the
wards were tight and impassable. As usual, there was a dight stickiness, the energy
wanting to cling to his pam. He shook it avay and fet the familiar bite of acid in his
bones. The Dark symbiote melded to his body was restless, searching for Anya,
only dightly mollified by the fact that she was in the house and safe.

He heard light footsteps on the stairs behind him. Bare feet. A woman's feet. He
knew almost nothing about Anya. He 4ill didn't know what her cdling was. Of
course, Circle Lightfal would fund her indefinitely, but most Lightbringers had a
specific vocation. He would bet hers was in socia services, her firm handling of the
boy seemed to say so.

"What did you say to Shdll?’ she asked from the stairs, and his body tightened
involuntarily. Even her voice plucked at his control, made him want to touch her.

He turned on his hed. The foyer was high and narrow, the living room off to the
left, and the kitchen and dining room toward the back, stairs and a study to the right.
The balustrade, carved oak in a fluid sinuous curve, seemed to amost vibrate with
happiness under her hand. She was no longer emitting a high-pitched flood of
distress; her aurawas camer.

Thank the gods, | can't answer for my temper if she gets that upset again.
"I didn't redly say anything.” It was his first lie since becoming a Watcher.



“What's wrong?"*

"Nothing's wrong.” Warm électric light from the foyer's fixture glimmered
blue-black in her hair. Her gray eyes were soft and ringed with dark circles. She'd
kicked off her shoes, and he made a mental note to make sure the heat was on. He
wouldn't fed chill temperatures, but she would. “He's been remarkably obedient. It's
not often he changes his mind about someone.”

If you hurt her again, I'll take her away, he'd snarled, driven past patience. The
fool of a boy had hurt her. She'd been favoring her shoulder when she got out,
rubbing at it absently. You don't want me to do that, do you, Shell? You do what
Anya says. Now.

He hadn't pushed the boy—the developmentaly disabled were more resistant to
the peculiar sort of menta pressure Watchers could use—but he had let a little
Power leak out, knowing it would make his eyes glow and his voice turn harsh. The
boy had let out an undignified squeak and scrambled out of the car. Making the kid
hate him wasn't a good move, but Jack didn't have time to be gentle.

Not with him, anyway. Anya would need dl the gentleness Jack was capable of
scraping together. After so many years of being a Watcher, he wondered just how
much he had |eft.

"l told him to do what you said,” he clarified. “Itll be easier if he stays out of
trouble while we're getting you settled.”

She nodded, crossing her arms and cupping her elbows in her hands. The
sweater—dove gray, just like her other one—made her skin glow even more. “He's
playing with his marbles upstairs. Well take the smdler bedroom, you can have the
other—"

"l thought you could have the bigger bedroom, and he could have the smaller
one.” He dared to interrupt only because she looked so uncertain. “I'll probably be
standing guard most nights.”

"What about deeping?’ She sighed, pulling even further into hersalf. “I need to
find ajob, too. Unless they were serious about hiring me at the Rowangrove."

"l don't need much dleep.” If he put off the trance for more than three or four
days, he would need something more like human deep. It didn't happen often—after
fighting off two belrakan and bringing a witch into a Lightfal safehouse, he'd dept
for twenty-four hours straight, his psyche reding from brushing so close to death.
He stuffed his hands in his pockets. The temptation to take a single step forward,
then another, was overwhelming. “ There's no hurry. Circle Lightfal will help you."

She held up a dim, pae hand. “I don't want to hear it. Not right now.
Tomorrow."

He nodded. “All right. Are you tired? Hungry?"
"A little of both.” She shivered. “What did you do? To the walls, | mean."
So she can see. I'd wondered. “It's basic warding. Shields.”



"Shields.” Her lips thinned and her shoulders came up. It was a habitud
movement, taking on a weight. “I suppose |'d better start learning how to do that,
right?'

Jack shrugged, easing his sword harness over his shoulders. The coat settled
againgt him, a familiar heavy comfort. “The other Lightbringers will be able to teach
you."

"What about you?"

He dropped his eyes, her voice stroking him. She could make a man beg with
that voice. He felt a grim smile touch his face and banished it with an effort. “I can't
work Lightbringer magicks. No Watcher can.”

"But could | learn to do ... shields?” Her eyebrows drew together, a look of
puzzlement and inquiry mixed. “That seems like it would be pretty useful.”

He nodded. “They can teach you. I'm just a Watcher."

"The things that keep chasing me.” She shifted on the stairs, and he fet the
movement in his own body. He was becoming acutely attuned to her. “1 thought you
were one of them."

No wonder she'd bolted, if she was so senditive to the Dark. “I fed likeit, don't 1?
It's called a tanak, it's a symbiote. It gives me greater strength and endurance, makes
me able to beat the Dark at its own game.” He dared to look up—she wasn't fleeing
in terror, just standing on the stairs, staring a him. “1 won't hurt you,” he repeated,
wishing he knew what to say to take that look off her face.

"All right.” She sighed. The air turned golden, her aura spreading out. She was
relaxing. That was better, because her fear would trigger his rage. It was also worse,
because her steady glow would show no matter how wdl he warded the house.
“Look, Shell needs dinner and you probably do too. What do you want to eat?"

He shrugged. “I'll be fine. I'm more worried about you."

"I think I'm beginning to recover from the shock,” she replied dryly. “Will you at
least eat something, so I'm sure you're human?'

| haven't been human for a long time, piccola. And with the tanak in me, | don't
need to eat if | get into enough fights to feed off the bloodshed. He wondered why
he wasn't planning on how to ease her into a safehouse, maybe in another city.
Wondered when she would figure out he wasn't strictly human at dl. “I'll eat if you
like."

"Don't do me any favors.” She stamped down the stairs and brushed past him,
heading for the kitchen, sparks aimost popping from her wake. A quick mood
change, from vulnerability to irritation. Norma for a woman who had just been put
through the wringer. He had to banish another smile.

Then she stopped, looking over her shoulder. He had to tear his eyes away from
the curve of her hips under her gray slacks.

Her tone softened. “I'm sorry. That wasn't very nice of me. You don't have to



edt. | just thought you'd be hungry. Or something."

A Lightbringer apologizing to him? Jack's jaw threatened to drop. “Don't
apologize,” he said through the sudden, surprising lump in his throat. “I'll help you
fix dinner. Just tel me what to do."

That earned him a dight smile that did something strange to his normaly calm,
orderly head. Wait ‘til you bond, old man, Hanson's voice echoed in his memory.

"WEell, since it looks like you had enough food for twenty people delivered, I'm
sure | can figure something out.” Her wry smile softened the already-gentle sarcasm.

"Standard operating procedure.” He followed her down the hdl into the kitchen.
“We bring a lot of Lightbringers in from the cold. First shelter, then food, then
comfort."

“In from the cold?’ She opened the fridge, bending dightly. Her spine had a
beautiful supple curve.

"It happens more often than you think.” Down, boy. Be calm.

She was ill amiling, a good sign. “You thought of everything. Even paper
plates."

"There's a list. Circle Lightfal's barred from physicaly being present insde the
city limits, but the support infrastructure's here. Computers were a godsend.” He
redized he was taking too goddamn much and shut his mouth. Taking in a deep
breath, he told himsdlf to calm down.

"Toast.” Her head was 4ill in the fridge. “And some apples. Shell likes apples.
Did you get any bacon?"

"Most Lightbringers are vegetarian,” he mumbled, looking down at the counter.
Someone had evidently loved this house. Everything was in good repair. The kitchen
cabinets were pale wood, the appliances were new, and the countertops were a
burnished pae blue that suited Anya. The floor was laminate, a lovely light wood,
and electric light washed the kitchen in melow gold. Outside, the last of the day was
dying, and aflutter of rain brushed the windows.

"Wadll, it's going to be peanut butter toast and apple dices, then. And scrambled
eggs. Maybe | can coax Shdl into drinking some milk."

Her voice broke on the last syllable. She closed the blank white fridge, turned
around, and suddenly slumped againg it as if dl the strength had vanished from her

legs.
"Anya?’ Alarmed, he checked the shields again. Intact. The house was clean and
protected, he'd made sure of it. “What's wrong?"

"It's okay.” She took a deep breath. Tears glimmered in her eyes. Her throat
worked for a moment. “This reminds me of ... let's see, two cities ago. | had this
house with stripped pine cabinets and wooden floors. It was beautiful "

"What happened?’ He used his softest tone, wishing his voice wasn't so harsh
compared to the husky music of hers.



"Something tore the house apart in the middle of the night. We couldn't stay. Shell
had a broken foot and | think one of my ribs cracked. It hurt for along time."

He had to take a deep breath, rage diding up his backbone and twisting in his
vens. “I'm sorry,” he offered inadequately. Sorry | wasn't there to protect you.

Anya shook her hair back, her chin lifting dightly. “It wasn't your fault.” She
wiped at her cheeks, pushing the tears away. “You're not surprised.” She didn't
sound surprised either. “You know what I'm taking about. You've seen those
things."

I've seen far more than you can probably imagine, piccola. Jack's fists tightened
in his pockets. He leaned againgt the breakfast bar and regarded her steadily, trying
to breathe through the rage. The thought of her alone, without her Watcher, stranded
in a city with the Dark tearing her house apart, wasn't good for his continued calm.
“I've seen alot. You aren't the first."

“It'sjust ... I'm not crazy. Or if | am, I'm & least crazy in the same way you are,
and those women at the Rowangrove. | suppose | just wasn't prepared to be sane.
And | don't redly have any choice but to trust you. | hope this isn't some sort of ...
some sort of game.” She shivered. He could see the goose bumps risng on her arms
since she'd pushed up her deeves.

He shook his head, wishing he knew what to say. With any other Lightbringer, he
would have known the right explanation, the right serving of truth to cam her and
bring her into the Circle.

Why am | not locking her down and clearing the streets? Because she's fragile
right now. If | left her in here, she might bolt again. | can't afford to let her out of
my sight for a minute, she's completely unskilled. And if anything happens to her...

It was official. He was no longer Jack Gray, Watcher of Circle Lightfal. Now, he
was dtrictly Anyas Watcher. He had a complete novice of a Lightbringer with
enough Power to light up the city and a boy-in-a-man's-body to corra as wdl. The
gods certainly had a sense of humor.

"Jack?’ She watched him closely, the dark circles around her haunted eyes
taunting him.

"Don't worry.” The harsh rage in his voice made the kitchen window rattle
dightly. One of the cabinets groaned. Anyas eyes widened. He pushed the fury
down, his nails driving into his palms as he clenched his fists. “It's not a game. It's
deadly serious. I'm here to look after you, Anya. Get used to it."

With that, he turned on his hed and stalked for the hdl. If he stayed here any
longer he would be tempted to touch her again, to seeif the jolt of euphoria returned.
He knew it would, knew she was the only witch who could ease his pain. Knew it
with asick certainty that twisted his gut and made his fists ache. She was his witch.

When she found out exactly who he was, he would lose everything.



Chapter Seventeen

Two weeks later, Anya stared criticaly at the bookshelf, her eyebrows drawing
together. “A Technica Anaysis of Tarot Archetypes,” she muttered, shoving her
hair back and tucking a few strands behind her ear. “You have got to be kidding
me."

"Put it in Generd Tarot.” Theo sounded amused. She lifted a wrought-iron
candlestick free of crackling paper and arranged it on the shelf. “By author,
remember."

"Oh.” Anyafound the Tarot section. She was dowly beginning to find her way
around the store. Funny how it looked so smal from the outside, but it was actudly
roomy enough for alot of merchandise. “Ms. Morgan—"

"l told you,” Theo replied with maddening patience, “call me Theo. No need to
be formal. Now, can you repeat the four elements?”

"Earth, water, fire, air.” Anyagritted her teeth. “Earth is patience, power, solidity;
water is sexuality, emotion, and purification; fire is passion, drive and cleansing; ar
IS communication, quickness, and insight.”

"And the fifth dement?” Theo arranged the candlestick, turning it so the star
carved on its front could be clearly seen, swept up a white taper and stuck it in the
top. It had been a busy day, a flood of customers wanting everything from cards to
crystals to one woman who had bought seven hundred dollars worth of hemp
clothing. Anya was dowly learning how to coddle the recacitrant, antique cash
register and direct people to the right part of the store without having to fumble and
look at Theo. She had doubted the store's ability to make a profit, but apparently
there was a thriving New Age population in the city.

"The fifth lement is spirit or soul,” she answered. Might as well ask a few
guestions of my own. “Look, you keep making me repeat this. | want to know how
to protect mysdlf better."

She heard the demand in her own voice—like a whiny little kid—and took a deep
breath, steadying herself as she shelved the book and turned to face Theo, her arms
crossed defensively.

Theo nodded, brushing back her dark sandalwood-scented hair. “I expect you
do. | wish Suzanne was here. She was the Teacher. | redly don't even know where
to start, Anya. I'm sorry. I'm doing the best | can.”

It was impossible to be angry at Theo. She was so good, so impossibly cam and
patient, that dl anger just seemed to drain away around her. Anya sighed, guiltily.
Theo hadn't said aword about Anya running away pell-mel. When she'd returned to
the store, Theo had only hugged her and stroked her hair, saying she was glad Anya
hadn't been hurt.

It was enough to make you hate her, if you could hate someone so kind and cam.



“Who was Suzanne?’ The question blurted out before Anya redlized the rudeness.

"My friend. Our friend, our Teacher. She ... died.” Theo shook her head, sighing.
“She would have known how to teach you, | think. Me, I'm just a healer.”

Saying you're “just” a healer is like saying a Porsche is “just” a car. It was
dill surprising other people couldn't see the color and light around Theo—Dbut they
could certainly fed it. Every day, damaged and hurt people sought her out, and she
would make them better, often at the cost of her own strength.

Guilt bit at Anya again. She'd heard Dante pleading with Theo to take care of
herself. Oddly enough, he was the Watcher she felt most comfortable with, even
though he was so big. Anyone could see how much he cared about the heder, and it
made him seem much less threatening.

"I'm sorry.” Anya shoved her hair back, impatiently. It was amost long enough
for a ponytail, but until that blessed day she had to live with it fdling in her eyes dl
the time. At least she'd managed to steal an hour at Supercuts in the mini-mal down
the street from the Rowangrove. It no longer looked as if she'd been hacked by a
two-year-old.

Theo shrugged, smiling. There was a suspicious glaze to her eyes. “Wdll, | know
she's not redly gone.” She glanced up at the clock. “Shell and Elise should be dong
any minute."

It was a graceful subject change, and Anya appreciated it. “He's redly proud of
being able to work,” she said, just as the air pressure insde the store plummeted.
Anyas stomach plunged, and she shivered. It meant the Watchers were coming
down from the roof or “patrol” or whatever they did while she was working. She
supposed she might eventualy get used to the sudden feding of gravity shifting
beneath her—but not yet.

"There's Dante.” Theo's face lit up. She turned, her gray skirt swirling prettily, like
a dancer's. She pushed up her sweater-deeves. “And Jack, probably,” she added
belatedly, glancing at Anya.

"Go ahead.” | don't think Jack will be happy to see me. He seems to avoid
looking at me unless he thinks | won't notice. Anya spread her hands, shrugging.
“I'llhang out up front."

Theo bit her lower lip, obvioudy torn, but then she heard Dant€'s voice and
headed for the back door.

Anya sighed. Two weeks of working here hadn't helped anything. Well, some
things—Jack swore she wouldn't have to move again unless she wanted to. He
swore she was safe. And she'd begun to relax. Nothing had descended on her house
to tear it apart, and nothing had chased her yet. That was an encouraging sign.

But Shell had retreated further and further into his own private world, not
acknowledging Jack and sometimes not even acknowledging Anya. She hadn't had
to use the Persuasion on him yet, but it was probably only a matter of time. That
would open up awhole new jack-in-the-box of questions. Was hypnotizing people



with a stare Anyas specia tadent? Theo could hed, Mai had visons of the
future—Anya believed it—and Elise could light a candle with a fierce look.

The first time she'd seen Elise do so had been one of the more startling moments
in Anyas life. The curious sense of not believing her own eyes had warred with a
funny queer faintness. Anya had swayed on her feet, unsteady, and Shdl had
whigtled tunelesdy, unfazed.

The only thing more terrifying than being aone with her gifts was to find someone
else with freakish abilities. The terror was only matched by a sneaking unfamiliar
feding of comfort.

Slowly, Anya had learned to build something called a “shield” around herself, but
it was 4ill thin and weak. Jack said she didn't radiate as much, and she supposed
that was good, but learning to use whatever made her different was like trying to
peda abicycle with a pair of flippers—hard, exhausting, and clumsy. Theo and Elise
said it would get easier, but Anya wasn't so sure.

She stopped by the front door, looking out at the darkening street. It hadn't rained
for afew days, but the clouds stayed thick. It was norma weather for this time of
year, Theo said, but Anya wondered how people lived here without any sunlight.

A bike messenger whizzed by, heading for the foot of the Ave and the high
buildings of downtown. A bus lumbered in the opposite direction, and a police car
did past. Dim evening light made the concrete even grayer. The trees had lost their
leaves and the air had taken on a deep chill, amild winter but winter nonetheless. She
would have to get Shell new shoes, and maybe another warm jacket.

Voices murmured behind her. Anya didn't pay any attention—she probably
wouldn't understand what they were saying anyway. Stuff about patrols and
Darkness and talents and powers.

It was, she reflected, like being caught in a particularly bad sitcom. All it needed
was a laugh track and commercial breaks.

Anyatilted her head. What's that?

"Help! Help!” The cdl was faint, coming from the street outside. It pricked at her
ears, the world snapping into focus around her.

Anya jumped as if stung. She looked back over her shoulder, expecting to see
Theo or Jack. Theo aways seemed to know when someone was in trouble, and
Jack's hearing was a lot more acute than he let on.

"Help!” The voice was faint under the seashell sound of traffic.

None of the people passing by seemed to hear. Anya shook her head dightly,
trying to dislodge the sudden pressure between her temples. A black-haired woman
dressed in a dark-blue business suit hurried by, her head down and her heels making
fant sounds against the pavement.

"Help me! Help me! No! NO!” A woman's voice, frantic, raw with sobbing.
Why does it look like nobody else hears that?



The bell jingled as she pulled the door open. She stepped outside, shivering.
Damp, chill ar wrapped around her. She only wore jeans and a thin gray sweater,
gooseflesh rising on her skin as she peered up the street.

"Help! God, help me!” The voice, screaming hoarsely, came from her left. Up the
Avenue.

Anyadidn't stop to think. She started up the street, waking quickly.
She passed two teenage boys walking with their heads together, whispering.

Don't they hear her? Maybe it was just big-city callousness. Or maybe Anya was
the only one who could hear. That thought made her stomach flip uncomfortably.

Squares of light from the shop widows dappled the pavement. She passed the
Glazed Fire Ceramic Shop and a Tha restaurant, her pace quickening as a long,
indistinct scream came from up ahead. Nobody else seemed to notice or care. She
ran now, her heart pounding in her chest and her lungs burning.

"Help! Help!"

The cdl echoed. A man waking in front of her shook his head, glancing around
asif he heard, then hurried away across the street, his raincoat flapping.

There. A brick apartment building with blue-painted steps. Her breath came harsh
and rasping. She was running flat-out, without any idea how she'd started.

"Help! Help! Please help, someone help!”

The alley; it's coming from the alley. Anya's sneakers slapped the pavement. She
heard footsteps behind her, running quick and light. Good, maybe someone ese
heard her. It sounds like she's really in trouble.

Walls lifted up on ether side. The light failed suddenly, as full dark dropped like a
blanket over the concrete. There was a Dumpster set on one side, and the hot
dippery smdl of garbage rose, a thunderous stench under the rain and cold. Anya
pounded down the dley, her feet moving of their own accord. It fdt like a red-hot
wire wrapped around her middle, pulling her on, inescapable as a hook in a fish's
mouth.

There was a fire escape a the end of the dley, but Anya whirled and ran for a
door showing a dim wedge of eectric light around its edges; scarred metd that had
once been painted blue. Anya jerked it free, the wooden wedge used to hold it
dightly open skittering off into the dley. She redlized as soon as she stumbled into
the fluorescent-lit glare that it was a laundry room. It was brightly-lit, warm, and
sweet-smelling, holding three washers, two dryers, a table—and a young woman
lying on the yelow linoleum floor, staring up a Anyawith wide, dark terrified eyes.

Anya blinked, ailmost overbalancing as the wire around her middle snapped and
she was left breathless and disoriented, gasping because she'd just been running as
fast as possible.

The man crouched over the woman's body blinked back. He was taller than Anya,
whip-thin, with a greasy little moustache and a blue windbreaker. The woman's



wrists were duct-taped together, and her shirt was cut down the front, reveding her
blue lace bra. Something had been jammed into her mouth, which was duct-taped
too.

Anyads gasp echoed against the meta of the washing machines and fdl lifdesdy
against the floor.

The man hopped to his feet and held up along thin knife, fluorescent light running
wetly over the blade's flat surface.

"On the floor!” he barked, his voice surprisingly high and unsteady. He pointed
down with his free hand, grime under his nailsin black half-moons. “ Now! "

Anya, frozen, looked down at the girl. Her mouth is taped shut. How could |
hear her screaming? Oh, God.

She fdt more than heard the door swing shut behind her, locking automatically.
Anyaraised her shaking hands. “Y ou don't want to do this."

All the ar left her in a stuttering gasp when the man darted forward. Use the
Persuasion on him! a dim voice screeched in the back of her mind. Hurry up and
use the Persuasion. Come on, Anya, do it!

"Get on the floor!” the man yelled, making a short stabbing motion with the knife.
The dark-eyed woman whimpered. Now Anya could see that her jeans were
unzipped.

He'd been trying to take her jeans off.

Nausea rose in a swift, sickening wave. Oh, my God. “You don't want to hurt
anyone—" she began, her voice bouncing high and squeaky off the walls.

The door behind her ripped itself open, metd screeching and snapping. Anya
bardly had time to take a startled, gasping breath before the air in the smal room
turned red-black and Jack moved past her, preternatura speed blurring him into a
streak of black and slver. His leather coat flapped once, and he held the other man
by the throat up against the far wal. The knife chimed as it hit the floor.

"Not on my watch.” Jack's voice coated the room with ice. One of the dryers
pinged! just like a car's hood after a hard race. “Not on my witch."

Anya swalowed dryly. She dropped to her knees with a jolt, her brain suddenly
working again, and crawled to the woman lying on the floor. Tears dicked the
woman's face and mucus ran down her upper lip, dicking down the tape. How can
she breathe? Got to get that off her mouth so she can breathe.

“I'm sorry,” Anya whispered, franticaly picking at the duct tape. She findly
managed to pull a corner of it up. The woman moaned deep in her throat, her eyes
rolling.

Anya steeled herself and ripped it free.

There was a red ankle-sock jammed in the woman's mouth, Anya tweezed it
loose.



"Anya.” Jack's voice, harsh and low. “Are you hurt?'

It took two tries before her throat would work properly. Her heart hammered so
hard she was afraid of passing out. Don't you dare faint, Anya. “N-no. We have to
cdl the p-police—"

"No.” He sounded furious. Anya had never heard such relentless rage contained
in asingle syllable. The darkness of Jack's aura smoked with twisting energy. “No
police yet. The woman, is she hurt?"

The dark-eyed woman moaned. “Thank God. Oh, thank God, thank God, thank
God.” She struggled to hold her shirt together with her taped hands.

"I think shelll be dl right.” Anya started picking at the tape around the woman's
wrists. Both of them were shaking so badly it seemed impossible, the strength had
left her fingers. “I can't get this tape off."

There was a meaty thump. Jack turned away from the wal. “Here.” He strode
across the floor, kndt swiftly, and had a knife out before Anya could protest.

The knife was wickedly long and had a broad dull-black metd blade with thin
traceries of red fire running over it in spidery, angular shapes.

Oh boy. We're not in Kansas anymore. The merry voice of lunacy whirled inside
her head. Anya's stomach rose in rebellion. She swallowed hard, forcing the fegling
away.

In one efficient stroke, Jack had the woman's wrists free, baling up the tape and
gticking it in his pocket. Then the knife vanished, and Jack grabbed the woman's

ripped shirt, hauling her to her feet. “What's your name?’ His voice was fla and
toneless as ever.

"M-M-mina. Oh, God. Thank you, thank you—"

Jack's red-black auraflared, shoving at her. Her dark eyes turned wide and blank.
Her jaw slackened, and the thin moaning sound died in her throat.

"Go home and cdl the police. Y ou were attacked down here, but you managed to
fight the attacker off. You won't remember us, but you can give them a clear
description of the man with the mustache. When the cops are gone, you'll go to bed
and sleep. When you wake up, you'll fed much better. You'll know this particular
man can't hurt you ever again. Do you hear me, Mina?'

Anya stared at his aura, her eyes blurring and watering. She could see what he was
doing now, atype of Persuasion.

| thought | was the only one. She was unaware of her hand squeezing the duct
tape from the woman's mouth into a bal, tighter and tighter.

Mina nodded. Her pupils dilated so far her eyes had turned black. The square of
raw-looking flesh over her mouth hurt Anya to look at.

Jack's lips thinned. His aura flared again, but in a different way this time, less
controlled and more genera. Sweat stood out on his pale forehead, damping his
dark hair down.



"There” Something in his flat tone told Anya whatever hed done had been
painful for him. “That should do it. Go on, Mina. Be more careful "

Anya gasped. The tape-mark on Minas face was gone. How did he do that?

Mina moved like a deepwalker, one dow step at atime, torn shirt flapping as her
hands swung loosely at her sides. She vanished through the door, and Anya caught a
glimpse of a staircase lit with the same glaring, buzzing fluorescent lights.

| really think I'm going to throw up. That would just cap off this whole damn
evening.

Jack, meanwhile, grabbed the mustachioed man again and lifted him asif he was a
sack of flour.

"Now the question is, what do we do with you?” he said, hadf to himsdf. The
man's face was gray, and he hung limply from Jack's fist. Fist, sngular, because
Jack casually held him with one hand, as if he weighed nothing.

Anya made a thin, breathless sound. Jack glanced down at her, his eyes turned
dlvery and cold. “Do you want him dead?’ he asked, as if it was the most natural
thing in the world.

"What?' Her voice bounced off linoleum, brick walls, and metal appliances. |
sound like Minnie Mouse having a heart attack.

"We don't have much time. Do you want him dead?"

"Of course not.” | sound horrified, too. A black tide of unhealthy laughter rose
below the surface of her mind. Maybe because | am horrified. Imagine that.

"Asyou like”” Jack shook the man. “Wake up."

The man's eyes fluttered open. He began to make the same moaning, thready
sound Mina had made moments earlier.

"Shut up.” Jack's voice turned clear and flatly, terribly furious. His aura gathered
itself and shoved at the man. He nodded his head toward Anya. “Forget her face and
mine. You'll get the hell out of here. You won't ever come back. And if you ever
want to force a woman again, you will beat your head as hard as you can againg a
concrete wal until the feeling goes away."

"Jack!” Anya gasped. Her heart dill thumped and sang in her wrists and ankles,
smacking so hard she had trouble hearing over its racket.

He carried the limp bundle to the door leading to the dley. “Now run as fast as
you can,” he snarled, and dumped the man outside.

Anya heard scrabbling feet and a thin moan before silence dropped over the
laundry room.

Jack's eyes moved through the room in one smooth arc and settled on her. His
hands curled into fists. “Are you dl right?"’

"l...” Anya searched for something to say. Out of dl the words she knew, none
fit. None even came close to applying.



"We've got to get you out of here. Did you touch anything? Anything at al?'
Anya found she was till holding the ball of duct tape. “I—"

He snatched the tape from her and stuffed it in his pocket. “Are you hurt? Did he
touch you? | swear to the gods, if he hurt you, | will track him down and finish him."

"I-I'm fine.” Anya forced hersdlf to inhale. Calming breath, Theo cdled it. Every
witch's best friend. “What did you do to them?”

Jack's eyes glowed slver. “It's caled a push. | can only useit to protect you.” He
offered his hand. “Come on, Anya. If we're here when the police get here, I'll have to
hide you completely and move a the same time, and that might be a little
uncomfortable.” He paused, ill offering his hand. “For you,” he added
thoughtfully.

She closed her fingers around his, and he went utterly till, unbreathing.

What's wrong? Anya flinched and glanced at the door. “What is it?’ she
whispered. “Did he come back?"

"No.” Jack pulled her carefully to her feet. She knew how strong he was—he'd
picked up the other man one-handed, and he'd torn open the door. Had it been
locked? “Never do that again, Anya. What were you thinking?"

"l heard someone screaming for help.” The world wavered, like a static-laden
televison signal.

"It could have been a trap.” His eyebrows drew together. He held her hand,
garing down at her, his stubbled jaw set and harsh. His skin was callused hard and
fever-hot. “It could have been the Dark. | would have come with you. You cannot
run off like that. Do you understand me?"

The carefully controlled, iron vehemence in his voice was stunning enough. The
fierce protective rage flooding out from him made her head spin, overwhelming the
weak wal she'd managed to build around herself.

"l don't fed so good,” she whispered, swaying. She'd never drowned in what
someone else was feding like this—the intensity of the emotion pouring out of him
made her redl. Her stomach gurgled once more, decided maybe it wasn't quite worth
the effort, and subsided.

"I don't doubt it. Can you wak?"'

"I think so.” Her own unsteady voice suddenly made Anya furious a herself.
What just happened to me? Am | losing my mind? “I couldn't stop mysdlf. It was
like | was being pulled. Am | crazy?"

"Of course not,” he replied, and the sudden rdief flooding her was ridiculous in
its intengity. “Mari has precognitive visions, and she's insensible to the world while
she has them. This might be smilar.” Helet go of her hand and did his arm over her
shoulders. “Come on. Let's get you out of here."

He haf carried her to the door, pushed it open dightly to peer out into the dark
dley. The door looked like a bomb had hit it, the frame wrenched and the innards of



the doorknob lying in scattered shrapnel.

"Clear,” he said. “It's not improbable that you heard this because you were meant
to. You were moving too quickly. I've never seen a Lightbringer move that fast
unless she was under a compulsion.”

"Great.” Her breath hitched in her throat. I'm glad you know what the hell is
going on. | don't have a clue. “A compulsion?"

"I'll explaininaminute. Stay close to me. I'm going to hide you. The less people
see us, the better."

Anya leaned againgt his shoulder. Prickles raced over her skin, and a wonderful
feding of warmth spread over her entire body. She sighed and saw the red-black
bruisng of his aura closing around her, weaving in little filaments. It seemed a
spectacularly comforting, not to mention useful, thing. “1 wish | could do what you
do."

"Don't wish that, piccola.” He haf dragged her down the dley. Her head wouldn't
quite obey the command to stay on her neck, lolling drunkenly.

"I'm glad you showed up.” Her voice sounded funny, high and breathless.

"Just breathe, Anya. I'm here.” Warmth flushed her skin again. Dusk had turned
into early night, the sky gone dark and cloudy, streetlights blooming into life. They
reached the mouth of the dley. “I'm taking you back to the Rowangrove. The hedler
can help you."

"Shell.” The thought roused her. He was coming back with Elise, but if Anya
wasn't there, what would he do?

"Hell be fine. He's a lot stronger than you think.” Jack's red-black aura flared
dightly, and a group of giggling teenage girls waking down the sidewak separated to
let them pass. Anya noticed none of the girls even glanced at her and Jack.

She shuddered. He had a knife. What was he going to do to her? Or to me?
Anya would have been helpless to stop him from hurting either her or the other
woman. She hadn't even been able to summon the Persuasion. Instead, she'd frozen,
like a stupid, glly rabbit.

Stupid and useless, not to mention weak, she scolded herself. Her pulse was
acting strangely, speeding up into a weak, thready rapidity. | have to start figuring
this out. “I want to learn. | have to learn how to protect myself."

"Just relax, Anya. I'm here. Just breathe.” Jack sounded grim.

Anya opened her mouth to ask him something else, but blackness took her. For
the first time in her life, she actualy fainted.



Chapter Eighteen

"What happened?’ Theo checked Anyas pulse. The heder's clear glow made
Jack's bones twist and writhe, especidly after he'd felt the brief rdief of his witch's
skin. “She's flaring dl over. Gods above, what happened?”

"She looked like she was under a compulsion.” He wished he could stroke Anya's
har back from her pae forehead. He illed himsdlf, his arms steady under his
witch's dight weight. She lay cradled in his arms as if she belonged there, her gray
sweater rucked up to show a dice of pale midriff. Tendrils of black hair clung to her
cheeks, and she was flushed and breathing shalowly. He'd given her as much Power
as he dared, the little heat-tingle that dl Watchers learned to use in order to bring
Lightbringers out of shock. He'd never had a witch faint on him like this before, and
he had never in hislife as a Watcher felt this sick, unsteady fear.

If she gets much worse I'll have to treat her shock the old way, skin on skin. |
wonder what she'd think of that? Jack steeled himself and answered the heder's
question. “She ducked into a laundry room and came across a crime in progress. |
cleared it up, but she was pretty shocked."

Theo's wide soft eyes met his. “A crime in progress?’ She didn't quite sound
sarcastic, but there was a definite edge to the words.

"Use amdl words so | can understand,” Dante said, camly enough, from the
door. The black-eyed Watcher scanned the street outside, sweeping the perimeters
every now and again. “I'm alittle confused.”

"She went draight to where a serid rapist was tying up his next victim.” Jack
wished he didn't have to explain with a Lightbringer here. No Lightbringer should
have to hear or see such things. They weren't made for it.

"How do you know it was a serid rapist?’ Dante sounded only mildly curious,
but his shoulders had stiffened.

"He was too prepared to be afirg-timer. Had dl his supplies ready.” Jack's voice
made the air turn close and hot, and he closed his eyes briefly, willing himsdf to
control. He looked down at Anya's high cheekbones, her mouth with the bottom lip
fuller than the top, and the shadows under her eyes.

Theo's fingertips settled on his witch's cheek. “Anya,” she breathed.

Power folded around Anya. Jack had rarely seen this kind of skill before. The
hedling was focused, intense, not a whisper of it bled through to rub against Jack's
aura. Which was a blessing, because he fet the beginnings of a headache coming on
from being so close to Theo. His neck felt like iron rods had been jammed into it
and twisted mercilessly by a demented little imp.

But Anya was safe.

Thank you, gods. | don't deserve this, but thank you. | got there in time. Thank
you. She's safe. The thought calmed him just barely enough so he could open his



eyes and look down at his witch.

Anya blinked, stirring. He waited until he was sure she could stand, and dowly,
carefully bent to put her on her feet. Her left sneaker was untied; she probably hadn't
even noticed. Her sweater was still disarranged, but that fascinating glimpse of white
skin was gone. It was a good thing, too, because his control was frayed. He wanted
to shake her until her head wobbled and demand she never, ever, do anything like
that again, or he would—

"Oh, wow,” she said in a high breathless voice. “That wasn't fun.”

“I'll bet not.” Theo put her hands on her hips. “What were you thinking, Anya?
Y ou could have been serioudy hurt."

"l heard screaming, so | had to help. Nobody else seemed to hear. Or care.”
Theo stopped, a curious look spreading over her face. “Redly. That's odd."

Anya unconscioudly leaned againgt Jack and he made himsdf a rock to steady
her. He had to move dightly to make sure a knife hilt wouldn't jab her.

A deep shuddering breath worked its way out. Her gray eyes cleared, and she lost
the staring look of shock. “Jack said something about a compulsion. Like Mari."

"Here comes Elise and the boy.” Dante said from the door.

Anyaflinched, then straightened. “I'm dl right. Just ... maybe a cup of coffee, or
something. | fed alittle Sleepy.”

"You can't work tonight,” Theo said firmly. “Dante, will you make coffee? Elise
will probably want some too."

Dante must have nodded, because he dipped past them and through the curtain
into the back room. Jack wondered briefly if the other Watchers ever fdt this killing
fear. He had understood intelectudly that if a Watcher bonded with a Lightbringer,
the constant grinding pain of the Dark would ease with the witch's touch. What he
hadn't realized was the gut-wrenching fear of losing that peace, the only chance for
redemption a Watcher had.

He hadn't counted on a witch so beautiful it made his eyes hurt to look at her,
ether.

"l have to work,” Anyasaid colorlessly. It did something strange to chest to hear
that wounded little voice. “I have to ... | mean, | can't depend on Jack forever."

Yes, you can. That's what Circle Lightfall isfor. That's what I'm for.
"Don't worry about that,” he said.

Theo's eyebrows drew together. She knew enough about Watchers by now to
look up at him, folding her arms. “Y ou've been giving her money?"

As well as anything ése | can. “My duty as a Watcher is to care for her
well-being. Y ou've barred Circle Lightfal from the city, so it's been alittle tricky. But
we've managed. They've funded her as they would any Lightbringer.”

"We're going to have atalk about this later.” Theo's tone was mild, but something



flashed in the depths of her eyes. She looked back at Anya. “Sweetie, don't worry
about the money right now. | suspect Jack knows what he's doing. | think you
should go home and rest."

That seemed to galvanize his witch. “I'm fine” She stood a little straighter, Jack
dowly unloosing his hands from her shoulders. “I'll stay. I'm okay. It was just ... it
was just a shock, seeing that. I'm glad Jack was there."

The bdl over the door gave a strangled jingle. Elise breezed in, her long red hair
braided into a thick rope. Her nose-stud winked merrily. “Hey everyone! What's
happenin'?’

Jack braced himsdf ingtinctively for the wave of pain that didn't come. Anyas
aura was tangled with his, and the Dark in his bones grumbled and went back to
deep. It wasn't the thorny pleasure of her bare skin on his, but it was an unexpected
solace.

One | don't deserve,

The memory of screams and crackling flame rose, and he pushed it down. He
hadn't thought of that in years. Had trained himsdf not to think of it, to keep his
sanity.

"Oh, another crisis averted,” Theo replied, just as merrily. “How was it?"

"It was good.” Elise halted, folding her arms. Her camel coat and jeans made her
look like ayoung, leggy college student. “Y ou okay, Anya?'

“I'm fine,” Anyarepeated. “| just had a bit of a ... disturbing experience."

"Y eah, they're coming fast and thick these days.” Elise moved gracefully aside as
Shell burst into the shop, his hair sticking up in blond spikes.
"Anyal Anyal | did tables!"

Jack fet the tremor that went through her. “You did?’ Her voice was clear. Her
aura suddenly firmed, and her shoulders came up, taking back the weight of
responsibility.

Remy did last through the door, his golden eyes dark and the smell of Watcher
magick diding off him. He caught Jack's eye and tipped his head dightly. The
message was clear. We need to talk.

Jack left Anya exclaming over Shell, noting Theo's move to take Elise's arm. Had
the heder seen Remy's signa?

"What's up?’ Jack halted right by the door.

"The boy's ajedous one.” Remy's accent made the words a low murmur. “If |
didn't know better, I'd say he was flirting with my witch and deliberately trying to
make her think | hate him."

"You too?’ Jack was grimly amused. “What do you suggest?"

"He's two steps away from being a Feeder.” Remy pushed iff fingers back
through his dark golden hair. It was a rdief to tak to a Watcher, Jack redlized. He



didn't have to be gentle or try to explain, or hold himsdf carefully controlled. “1'd get
him out of here before he starts trouble, but your witch is attached to him. This
could go very badly."

“Tdl me about it. What's Hanson doing tonight?"'
"Standing guard over Mari a some staff party or another. Why?"

"I think my witch has a compulsion.” Jack laid it out in a few clipped, brief
sentences and saw the other Watcher shake his head.

"Sounds likeit to me. | don't envy you, homme. Need help?"

On any other day, Jack might have bristled at the implication that he couldn't
handle himself or his duty. “We need a Teacher. The heder told me she's been
having no luck with Anya.” Jack glanced up, his attention sweeping the perimeter and
his eyes finding Anya She accepted a cup of coffee from Dante, who had moved
between the Lightbringers and the front door, effectively shielding Jack and Remy,
leaving them free to continue their conversation.

"You've bonded.” Remy's tone was flat and unsurprised. “Fire, water, earth, air,
and four Watchers. I'd say the gods have something planned. I'll mention a Teacher
to Elise

"| gather she's the one that hates Circle Lightfall."

"If Elise hated them, she wouldn't have agreed to have you come in. She's just
naturally suspicious, that's al. I'll talk to her about alowing a Teacher in, but don't
expect much.” Remy's eyes flicked past him, checking, then returned. “Wish we had
asafehouse. Eliseismy first witch."

Jack shrugged. You lucky bastard, bonding on your first. “I suppose we just do
what we can. Like usua."

"Like usua. Watch out for the boy."
"Thanks for the warning."

They separated, Jack keeping watch at the door while Remy went to stand behind
Elise. The redhead leaned close to Theo, taking in a low fierce voice, the Talisman
around her neck shifting and straining.

Jack let out a shaking, dmost painful exhae.

That was the worst moment of my life. Seeing the laundry room door in his
mind's eye, knowing Anya was on the other side of it. Then, bursting through and
finding her faced with aknife—

His heart gave another sick twist. | can't take my eyes off her for a single second.
If she's developing a compulsion, it's latent and it's only going to get worse. No
safehouse to put her in. And she's still so fragile.

Anya listened to Shell's excited babble patiently, smiling and making the
appropriate noises. She was probably Hill near to shock—pale as milk, her hands
shaking dightly as she pushed up her sweater sleeves. He might have missed those



shaking hands if he hadn't been watching her so intently, in little sipping glances
between keegping an eye on the street.

Jack scanned outside again. Night had officidly falen. The shields on the shop
stirred dightly, sensing his attention.

The redlization came out of nowhere, thunder after lightning. She touched me.

His mouth wanted to curl up in a smile, but there was nothing to smile about. His
witch was mostly untrained and beginning to develop a latent power that could only
mean trouble, the Dark was 4ill crawling over this city, and he hadn't had time to
start clearing the streets yet. But ill ... she wasn't frightened of him anymore. She
had been glad to see him, even if it was only because shed been facing a
knife-wielding maniac.

His skin went cold at the thought of how goddamn close it had been. Even a
stupid human sicko could rob a Watcher of his witch and condemn him to a
fallure-stricken death.

Jack scanned the street again. Something's going to happen. I'll bet Remy's right.
Thisisjust a prelude.

A deeper, ingtinctive voice rose. | can't afford to lose her. What am | going to do
when she finds out what | was?

He told himsdlf to worry about that another time and glanced back a Anya. No
matter how dutiful, how obedient, how useful he was, the memory of his crimes
hung over him like a dark cloud.

"Lupo Grigio.” His lips bardly moved, his eyes scanning the street. “The Gray
Wolf."

Then he shut his mouth. He had no time for the past; there was Dark out hunting
tonight. The sooner he could work out how to protect Anya and clear the city at the
same time, the better.



Chapter Nineteen

Anyadrew up the blankets, tucking Shell in.

"Tel me a story, Anya.” Shell's deepy eyes drifted closed, opened again. “I did
red good today. | cleaned tables.”

"What story should | tdl you?’ Please, Shell. I'm so tired | could fall down right
here and deep for days. Maybe | should get a teaching job again. It'll be easier
than lifting boxes.

She smoothed the quilt—Theo's, a patchwork of deep green and cheerful
yellow—carefully. Blue ripcord curtains were drawn tight over the window.

Jack was downstairs. Anya could fed him, a steady dark glow of attention. Even
separated by hdf a house, she could fed his awareness sweeping the hdls and
rooms, checking the defenses, coming briefly to rest on her and diding dowly away.

"Tel me about Gran,” Shdll said.

Despite her exhaustion, a smile pulled at her mouth. | should have known. That's
his favorite story.

As in every house, Anya had made a mobile out of wire hangers and string,
dangling Goodwill-bought forks and spoons over Shell's bed. He liked to watch it
moving before he fell adeep.

"My Gran lived in a samdl apartment in the city,” Anya began, and fet Jack
coming up the stairs. She suspected he deliberately made a noise, letting the stairs
squeak undernesth his feet. How did someone so big move so quietly?

Shell moved restlessly. “1 don't like him,” he whispered, as if reading Anyas
mind. “Make him go away."

| don't think | want to. Anya smoothed the covers mechanicaly. “I'm telling you
astory, Shell. Hush. Now, Gran aways baked cookies when | came to vist, and she
would aways have them ready with a pitcher of lemonade, especially in summer. In
winter it was hot chocolate. | ill remember how it smelled.”

He eyed her, visbly trying to decide if he could push the issue. Anya glanced
away, toward the closet—firmly closed and checked every night—and his battered
high-top sneakers obediently crouched in front of the wooden closet door. His
Green Bay Packers sweatshirt was reverently draped over a straight-backed wooden
chair Anya had brought home from the Rowangrove.

Go on, take it with you, Theo had said, laughing. You need furniture, and | need
the damn thing out of here.

"Gran knitted, too. One Christmas she knitted me a sweater striped blue and
purple, with deeves that were way too long."

She continued the story, feding Jack's silent and now-familiar presence in the hdl
outside. Was he ligening? Why? Was something wrong?



Shell fdl adeep hdfway to the end of the sweater story. Anya stopped speaking,
smoothing the quilt over his broad chest. She eased up from the bed, crossed the
room quietly, and turned the light off, checking the Donald Duck nightlight. Leaving
the door open the standard two inches, she stepped out into the shadowed hdl and
found Jack leaning againgt the wall, his hands stuffed in his pockets as usud. His
eyes glimmered.

"Do you ever take that coat off?’ she asked.

He seemed to give the question his full attention, considering it from every angle
before opening his mouth, the ghost of an accent lingering behind his words. “Not
often.” He peeled himsdf away from the wall. “Are you dl right?'

No, I'm not all right. Anya opened her mouth to lie anyway, and failled miserably.
“No, I'm not."

"Want some tea?"

It was such a prosaic suggestion her shoulders relaxed dightly. “I think that
would be a good idea. | have a couple questions.”

"I don't doubt it.” His eyes flicked down her body, returned to her face. “Is the
boy adleep?!

"Of course. Look, I'm sorry. | know he's not easy to ded with."
Jack shrugged. “I don't take it personaly.”
"|s there anything you do take personally?’ | can't believe | just said that.

The way the other women treated the Watchers was starting to rub off on her.
The women were dl three so confident, so self-assured—and they dl sometimes
dedt with the big weapons-laden men like not-too-bright little boys. There was a
complete absence of fear in the women, even though the guys carried around guns,
and swords. Oddly enough, it was difficult to be afraid of them, once you got used
to how glent and diffident they were. She'd never heard one of the men raise their
voices, even during Elise's rampages.

It was the Watchers that convinced Anya she wasn't crazy. She could have
denied the full extent of her own talents forever, but the Watchers wandering around
amogt invisible with that kind of weaponry—that made the shadowy predators and
psychic powers much more believable.

He shrugged again, a lazy fluid movement. “Some things.” He waited for her to
go past him and fdl into soundless step behind her.

"Jack?’ It was easer to say when she wasn't looking at him. The hal opened up
into the staircase, and she ran her fingers dong the balustrade. | could get used to
this house, it's beautiful. Real potential here. | could make it stunning. And it has
a garden.

"Hm?" A noncommittal sound.

Hafway down the steps, she stopped, bracing herself. “Thank you. | just ... thank
you."



"“It's my honor.” He sounded like he meant it. “I'm sorry if | was harsh with you,
Anya. | was concerned for your safety."

That wrung a short laugh out of her, and she started down the steps again. “So
wes |."

The kitchen now boasted dishes, the much-traveled coffeemaker, and a white
enamd kettle Anya now filled and set on the stove, flicking on the flame. Jack |eaned
against the wadl by the door, the black-wrapped swordhilt sticking up over his right
shoulder.

| suppose it's true, a person can get used to anything. Even big, tall guys with
swords and psychic women. “So you think | might start checking out and chasing
down crimes?’

"It's too soon to tel. Hanson said Mari's visions started sporadically, once every
couple of months, then started to come regularly. Now they come in waves,
depending on what's about to happen.”

Anya sighed. “l hope not, | can't afford to go wandering away from my jobs.
What am | going to do? | can't work at the Rowangrove forever. I've got a degree,
for God's sake."

"What do you do?"

"I'm a high school teacher. English.” Not very romantic, is it? Not like Theo or
Elise.

"Ah.” As if the information confirmed a private hypothesis. Why did he aways
sound so damnably calm? “We can work something out, Anya."

The kettle began to creak, heating up. “1 hope so.” She stared at the counter and
the dishes piled next to the sink. Shell had refused dinner, a sure sign of trouble
ahead. Night pressed hard against the windows. She rubbed her bare feet against the
floor. I'm already thinking of this place as home. “Look, Jack, | need to know
exactly who you are."

He dropped his eyes. Even his shoulders dropped a few millimeters, a movement
very much like aflinch. “I already told you. I'm your Watcher."

Anya got the tea bowl down. Elise had given her the fluid lovely bowl, painted
creamy white and sunny yellow. Welcome to the circle, Elise had said. Theo had
given her a Ziploc full of different kinds of tea bags. Mari had brought boxes of
plates and bowls and slverware. Every day someone brought something that a
woman who had lost dl her belongings might need. Anya had never been welcomed
so ingantly into a group before—her talents had always kept her aone, isolated,
afraid.

The big nasty things chasing her, ripping her houses apart, hadn't helped either.

"Elise tdls me Circle Lightfal sends out their Watchers, and every Watcher
eventudly finds a...” She couldn't bring hersdlf to say the word witch.

"A Lightbringer.” He shook his hair back. It was starting to hang in his eyes.



Added to his damost perpetualy-stubbled cheeks, the effect was haggard and
dangerous. His eyes glowed, a piercing slvery intensity.

Who am | kidding? She caught herself sneaking glances at him as she got down
two cups. He'd look dangerous even clean-shaven and dressed in a tuxedo. “Like
Theo and Dante. Elise told me that being around them—L ightbringers—hurts you."

He moved dightly, restlessly. “What else did Elise tdl you?"

"She said that you know when you've found ... the one Lightbringer, because it
doesn't hurt you to touch her."

He nodded. “That's correct.” His voice was flat, as usua. Were his eyes
glittering? She couldn't tell.

"She said they ... Circle Lightfal put something in you. Something like the things
that chased me."

"No.” His voice made the window rattle dightly. “Not anything remotely like that.
It's a tanak, a symbiote. It's Dark, but not like the predators. It makes us stronger,
faster—but not evil. We don't want to eat the Lightbringers.”

"I didn't mean that.” She sorted through the teabags and picked out Evening
Delight, deciding that the last thing she needed was caffeine. “What kind of tea
would you like?'

"Anything.” He stuffed his hands in his pockets. His habitud pose,
shoulder-slumped and seeming lethargic. She didn't believe it for a moment. She
knew how fast he could move.

Inhumanly fast.

"Evening Delight for you too, then.” She brushed her own hair back. “Y ou know,
the last house we lived in ... I'd gotten some things into the car, | knew it was
coming. | went back in to get Shell's teddy bear. | told him to stay in the car.”

Jack leaned his head back againgt the wall, watching her. She had his complete
attention, even with the waves of awareness he sent out, checking the borders of the
house—concentric rings of alertness she could see so much more clearly now.

The teddy bear. God, | was so stupid. Anya's hands began to shake. She cleared
her throat. “I went in to get his bear. | was in the hdl when it broke open the front of
the house. It waslike ... like ... | don't know. Now | can imagine what it's like to get
bombed. | hit the wal pretty hard.” The lump on her head wasn't tender any more,
but she rubbed at it anyway. “It stunned me. And the burning, everything just started
to burn. It just exploded, it was so hot. | woke up, and Shell dragged me away. He'd
come in, and he was screaming. So was |."

Jack's eyes glowed. He said nothing.

"We managed to get to the car. It demolished the house. | was bleeding. It was a
miracle | was able to drive, | thought | might have a concussion and my nose bled. |
drove away while it tore my house apart and burned it down. It tried to chase us, but
something happened. It didn't go very far."



"Red burners never do.” His voice was deeper, and the anger boiling off him
made the air hot and ill even if it wasn't directed at her. She couldn't work up the
energy to be frightened of him just now.

Just concentrate on the tea. It didn't get you, you're in your own kitchen, and
Jack's here. The kettle whistled and Anya clicked the stove off, her mouth dry. She
poured the water, her hand shaking so badly boiling water slopped out of the cups
and onto the pae blue counter. Isn't that strange. I'm actually comforted by a man
wearing guns in my kitchen.

"The flame is a short-term attack mechanism,” Jack said quietly, as if he wasn't
vibrating with leashed anger. “They can't keep it up for very long, especidly if their
prey escapes.”

"I wonder why nobody ever thinks to tell people about these things.” She set the
kettle down on an unused burner.

"Most people don't see, and don't want to know anyway.” The ar grew even
warmer, heat diding off him. Anya wondered how he did that. “Careful. You'll burn
yourself."

"As long as it doesn't kill me.” She hated the clipped, harsh tone in her own
voice. “Right?"'

"You're angry.” He said it so goddamn calmly.

Her temper snapped. Anya whirled, her hair ruffling out. “I didn't ask for this!”
she shouted. “I didn't ask to hear what other people are feding or to be hunted down
like an anima! | didn't ask to be driven out of dl my homes. | didn't ask to—" She
stopped short, swalowing her words.

Your anger can kill, Anya. Swallow it. Push it down.

For a moment she didn't want to. She wanted to lash out, wanted to hurt
someone, and she had an easy target.

The temptation passed. It wasn't fair to be angry with him. He'd only tried to help
her, after dl. He wasn't responsible for her cursed talents.

His eydids dropped dightly. He didn't look upset or even ruffled. Even his
stubbled cheeks looked planned, a deliberate choice instead of scruffiness.

Nothing ever surprises him. It was comforting and infuriating at the same time.
" want to show you something,” she said, findly.

Jack didn't answer, but she could fed his attention sharpen, enfolding her.
Nobody had ever listened to her so intently, as if every word she said mattered.

Anyas shoulders came up again, taking back the old weight. Her eyes began to
burn. She took a deep breath, centering herself the way Theo had taught her—it was
eader to use her strange abilities once she was centered completely in her skin. Anya
stretched out with the Persuasion, the familiar euphoria flooding her. He was hard to
affect, like pushing a boulder uphill—but she did it, the Persuasion finding the weak
point and diding home, making contact. He stiffened.



"Come here.” Her voice crackled, her kitchen flushed momentarily with golden
light.

He glided across the laminate flooring, his boots soundless, and stopped three
feet from Anya, the light finding reddish highlightsin his black hair. His eyes burned,
molten slver coins.

"Give me your gun.” Her eyes poured out hot streams of energy she could taste
aswdl as see, wrapping him like a cocoon.

Jack's hand blurred. He presented her with a silvery gun, spinning it habitualy as
he gave her the handle. It was strangely heavy, the meta cold. Anya knew nothing
about guns, but it didn't ook like it had a safety. Her fingers curled around it. The
Persuasion clamped down over him; she sensed him resisting, struggling against her
mental hold.

God, | hate doing this. Anyas stomach jolted under her breastbone. She tasted
bile. It was difficult to keep him under her control, resistance dragging a her mentd
hold. “Now back up. Back up."

He backed up, still eerily soundless.

Anya took a deep breath, pointed the gun a him, and gave another command.
“Stand on one leg.” Her head started to hurt. He was hard to Persuade. Even with
the centering Theo had taught her, she had to concentrate more fiercely than she ever
had. Something about him fought her much harder than a norma person. It was like
trying to hold a dippery armored ed.

He lifted one foot.
"Flap your arms."

He did. Energeticaly, even. His coat snapped, his arms moving with weird
mechanica grace.

Anyalet the Persuasion go with a sublimina snap. She sagged against the counter,
holding the gun steady even though her hands wanted to shake.

Jack's hands dropped to his sides. He regained his balance on both feet and
studied her, his face expressionless again. Anya braced hersalf for his anger.

"I cdl it the Persuasion.” Her voice trembled. The gun wavered in her hands. “I
can make people do things. When it started getting ... easier ... the things started
chasing me. | brought them, maybe. But | only used it to help people stop smoking
or lose weight, things like that, until we were in Kansas, two cities ago, no food,
nothing. | used it to ... | made a bank tdler bring me money. Since then, once or
twice."

Jack studied her. Then he moved forward, with that spooky, blurring speed she'd
seen him use not more than five hours ago, in the laundry room. He did the gun free
of her hand with one swift movement, holstered it without even looking. “You didn't
need to do that.” He didn't sound angry. Instead, he sounded oddly conciliatory, as
If she was the one who had just been hypnotized into flapping her arms and looking



like an idiot.

Anya set her jaw. “Theo, Mari, Elise—I'm not like them. They're...” They're
innocent, and 1'm not.

"I'm not worried about them.” Was he smiling?

He was smiling. It was just a quarter-inch short of a grin. The corners of his eyes
crinkled. Whatever reaction Anya had expected, it certainly wasn't this.

| just made him flap his arms like a chicken and took his gun away. Why does
he look so stinking happy?

"Weren't you listening to me?’ She folded her arms, glaring a him. A bead of
sweat trickled down the shalow channel of her spine. Her head cleared, the ache
behind her forehead from the Persuasion swirling away.

"“I'll listen to you dl night,” he answered, and she bedlieved him. “Y ou're not alone.
Severd Lightbringers can use a type of push. The Watchers learned it from them. It
doesn't draw the Dark, Anya. The Dark hunts what it can, where it can. You're a
bigger target only because you glow. Y ou're a Lightbringer—and they eat light."

| just held a gun on him. | just used the Persuasion on him, and he's not angry.
13 Ja:k_ll

"You said you had questions.” The smile didn't fade. Instead, he looked happy
for the first time. His entire face had rdlaxed. “I'll answer them."

"Who the hdl are you? What am | doing here? Why can't | have some kind of
norma life?” Her voice broke on the last syllable. “Am | going to start running
around stumbling over c-c-crimes and—"

"I don't know about that last bit just yet. But the next time you go running off as if
someone's lit a fire under you, I'll be with you. And the next, and the next, ad
infinitum. I'm your Watcher."

Anya opened her mouth, but whatever reply she would have made was lost. The
shields on the house reverberated, reacting, and she fet dl the heat drain from the
ar. The hair on her nape rose up, prickling, afamiliar feding.

Jack gripped her shoulders. “Stay here” He sounded cam enough, the words
weighted with that faint trace of an accent. “ There's something outside.”

Of course there's something outside. Shivers spilled up her spine. | used the
Persuasion, and a lot of it. I've brought it here, whatever it is. “I'm sorry,” she
whispered. “| just wanted to make someone understand.”

"It's not your fault. Stay here. Do you hear me, Anya? Stay in the house. Please.”
She nodded numbly.

There was a breathless prickle along her skin as Jack vanished down the hall. She
grabbed for the counter, blindly, her hand hitting a mug. Boiling water splashed out,
and she snatched her fingers back.

Get moving, her conscience shrilled. You've got to get Shell out of here.



"He said to stay.” Her whisper fdl into the still, doom-laden air. If something was
going to attack, she couldn't stop it. There was nowhere to run to, either.

Anyas legs shook. She dragged herself over to the breakfast bar and fdt for a
stool, lowering hersalf onto it. Whatever happened now, she was helpless.

It was beginning to be amost familiar.



Chapter Twenty

Blood dripped wet and warm in Jack's eyes. His left side burned—the claws had
stuck in his ribs. Blisters bubbled up his legq—a gimmer with a whip. Where had that
come from? Whips were usudly a Thain trick. Had the Thains started taking in
gimmerin?

Can't let her see me like this. But when he made it to the corner, he saw the door
to the white house was open, warm electric light spilling out onto the porch. Anya,
clearly visible, stood in the doorway, her arms crossed over her stomach, her black
hair shining with blue highlights. Her hair was starting to grow out, brushing her
shoulders, but gill looking alittle haphazard.

She had to trim off all the burnt parts. Rage tightened his fists. Hearing how
close she'd come to deasth made his skin go cold and tight. Every time he thought
about it, he had to take a deep breath and invoke iron control. How had she survived
without a Watcher?

Doesn't matter. I'm here now. One burned, beat-up guardian angel, at your
service,

The thought startled him into a haf-voiced laugh. He felt her reaching out,
clumgly, her attention sweeping the front yard and wrapping around him. He saw her
shoulders sag briefly. Was it relief, or was he just another burden to her?

Jack made it up the flagstone walk, through the ragged yard. She had aready
started gardening, tying some of the plants to stakes, weeding in smal increments.
His boots made the porch steps squeak dightly.

"Move back from the door,” he told her, too tired to phrase it as a respectful
request. “Something might see you. And the Crusade sometimes uses non-magickal
weapons.” Like high-powered rifles. I'd hate to take a shot tonight. | already fed
half-past Hell.

"The crusade?’ She shivered, but stepped back into the shelter of the house.

Jack's breath came harsh, but he didn't stop to rest until he reached her. He drew
himself up, ignoring the grating pain in his side, his body shieding the open
door—and her—instinctively.

Always with the goddamn explanations. “The Crusade. And the Brotherhood.
The Thains might be in town too. You can't be too careful. Why are you standing in

the door?’ He made it insde, wincing dightly as the symbiote fused the crack in his
ribs together.

"l was waiting for you to come back. Good God, you're bleeding."

"I am.” | deserve to. Don't worry about me. He swept the door shut, locking it.
The Watcher shields reverberated—she wasn't leaking distress, but her aura pulsed
dightly. “Be cam, Anya. Breathe."

She put her hands on her hips and glared a him. “You're bleeding dl over and



you tell me to breathe?'

I'm more concerned about you breathing than me bleeding. If you get upset I'm
likely to go right over the edge. Jack swiped his hand over his face. The wound on
his scalp closed. He drew in along, deep breath, the symbiote converting pain and
anger into Power. When he opened his eyes, Anya was staring a him, pae, her
lower lip trembling.

"It's kind of odd to see the heding for the first time.” He expended a little Power.
It tingled, trickling down his skin, burning off the blood and grime, repairing his skin
until no trace of the attack remained except the scars. “1'd better change out of these
clothes.” She 4ill stared at him. Jack sighed. “L ook, | know it's disturbing, but—"

Her entire body pitched forward. Just like a Lightbringer, trying to soothe the
pain. “Does it hurt? When it heals like that, | mean."

He considered the question, shifting his weight dightly as the symbiote attended
to the torn muscle in his calf. “A little. Not as much as other things.” Not as much as
My conscience.

She took a step forward, bare feet soundless. “I'm sorry."

The ludicrousness of it—a Lightbringer, especialy this Lightbringer, apologizing
to him—threatened to make his jaw drop. She didn't know; she had no idea.

"Don't be sorry,” he managed, when he could speak again. “It's what I'm here
for."

"Whatever it was would have tried to break into my house and eat me” she
pointed out, practically enough. “And | used the Persuasion. So it's my fault.”

Anger boiled behind his sternum. He forced it down. “It is not your fault. The
Dak isn't your fault.” He looked down at the shredded mess of his T-shirt and the
blood soaking into his jeans. It would take time and attention to repair his clothes
with Power. It would be more efficient to just wash them and use a needle and
thread. Here, though, he'd have to use Power on his jeans. They were the only pair
he had. He was down to his last spare T-shirt, too. “I need to clean up. With your
permission, Lightbringer?"'

Now she looked mystified, her charcoal eyebrows drawing together, the corners
of her mouth pulling down. Isn't that strange. He studied her in the wash of golden
light from the overhead fixture. The smdl of amber musk and jasmine ghosted
through the entire house. She made everything smel like summer. Watching her
mouth do that makes me want to kiss her.

Jack shook himsdlf free of the daydream. Duty, Watcher. Shut up and do your
job.

"My permission? You don't need my permission. Use the upstairs bathroom. |
just cleaned it. Do you ... do you need bandages?"

"No need, thank you.” The words bit themselves off, damming up everything else
he couldn't say.



"Do you—um, | mean, have you got..."

He realized what she was trying to ask. “| have an extra shirt or two, Anya. | don't
need much. Why don't you go to bed?"

"Go to bed? Like I'll be able to deep after this."

The rage rose, right under the surface. He was dangeroudy close to the edge. He
wanted to touch her, needed the fed of her skin. Gods above and below forgive me.
I'm acting as if | deserve to get within ten feet of her. “Why don't you make some
coffee, then, and well stay up."

She nodded, dowly. “Y ou swear the Persuasion doesn't bring those things?”'

"It doesn't draw the Dark, Anya. | swear.” He waited, watching the curve of her
cheek, the faint blush that rose when her eyes met his. A long, tense, breathless
slence folded around them both. Jack redlized she was now blushing fiercely, staring
a his face. | must look hellish. He spared himsdlf a grim internd smile for the joke.
“I'll go get cleaned up,” he finished lamely.

Anya nodded. Her cheeks were crimson, and the flush only made her prettier.
“Go ahead. I've got to wash the dishes."

It hurt to push himsdf away, to brush past her and go up the stairs. Each step
was a kind of exquisite agony. But he did it, reminding himself of his duty every time
his boots hit the floor and his calf twinged, the burning twinges in his ribs settling as
the tanak settled in to smooth out and repair the messy quick fixes to each shattering
break the bones had suffered tonight.

It had been a vicious fight, for dl its shortness. He was ill close to the edge of
combat, ramped up with nowhere for the adrendine to go.

When he came back down ten minutes later, clean and presentable, he was in
margindly better control of himsalf. He found her in the kitchen, scraping the dinner
dishes while the coffeemaker burbled. Jack stopped in the doorway, leaning against
the frame, watching the quick grace of her movements.

She didn't look over her shoulder, but she spoke to him.

"The coffee should be done soon. Shdl didn't eat his dinner. He gets more and
more upset, each new place we land.” Her voice shook only dightly, a light tremor
making the huskiness even more charming.

He couldn't say what he wanted to, settled for something else. “Y ou don't have to
move again. Unless you want to."

Her shoulders came up, dightly. Taking back the weight of responsbility, of
worry. “l want to believe that."

I've never met such a pessimistic witch. Jack took a deep breath. “Your shields
are getting better.” Then he took the plunge. “The heder told me she has some
difficulty teaching you. Perhaps..."

She turned, her hands dripping with soapy water. “ Perhaps what?'



"Perhaps | could try to teach you a little. I've seen enough Lightbringer magick,
after dl. If you wouldn't mind taking instruction from a Watcher, that is."

"You would?’ The amile lighting her face was a thorny pleasure, her eyes
suddenly shining. “Really?’

"I don't promise much,” he cautioned. “I'm only a Watcher. But maybe | can
teach you a few things.” Snce the healer's having no luck, and you need all the
training you can get. It's too dangerous.

She took two steps, then a few more—then she ran lightly across the intervening
space and threw her arms around him. Jack, shocked, caught her automaticaly,
tearing his hands out of his pockets. Her dim weight against him, the smell of her
har and the jasmine-scent of her Power closed around him, teasing a his frayed
control.

After a brief, squeezing hug, she stepped back. He had to force his arms to
loosen.

"Thank you.” Her eyes shimmered with tears. “Really. Thank you. For everything

She's thanking me for that? Disbelief warred with the evidence of his senses. She
was beaming now, dl that sunny attention focused on him. It felt good—~but it aso
ground home the fact that he wasn't worth it.

Not with the stain on his soul.

She forged blithdy ahead, lighting up like a Christmas tree. “When can we start?
What first? Do | need to read more of those boring books on theory or can you just
show me? Can you teach me to keep them—those things—away?"

His heart plummeted. Look what you've done now. What do you think she's
expecting? “I can teach you more about shielding, and how to make yourself
practically invisble to normals. | can maybe teach you some of the defensive
magicks, and | can teach you about runes. Y ou know about runes, right?"'

She nodded, her eyes shining, holding her hands awkwardly because of the soapy
dishwater. “Theo explained some of it. How they concentrate power, and the more
you work with them, the easier it is.” She whirled back toward the sink. “Just let me
get this finished. Pour some coffee, will you?"

Jack moved to obey, watching her as she hurried back to the sink and started
clanking the dishes again. “Don't you like using the dishwasher?"

"It seems wasteful to use it for just a few dishes.” She glanced over her shoulder,
amiling at him and tossing back afal of glossy dark hair. “What ese can you teach
me?'

Jack's chest squeezed in on itsdlf. “That's enough for a start, isn't it?” He forced
himself not to mumble. The circles under her eyes were gppdlingly dark; she looked
tired and worn.

And absolutely beautiful.



He was suddenly, utterly, glad that she knew nothing about the Crusade—and
nothing about the Watchers. Nothing about him. He had a little time before she
found out. He could use that time to teach her—and maybe, just maybe, she might
understand or forgive.

Sop that right there, he told himsaf sternly, getting down two mismatched
coffee mugs—one a deep golden color from Elise, and afluid blue and white painted
one from Mari. He poured black coffee for himsdf, added two and a haf sugars to
hers, and put the coffeepot back inits spot. You don't deserve forgiveness, Watcher.
Remember your place. Duty, obedience, honor. That's all.

"l suppose you're right.” She pulled the plug, rinsed the sink, and dried her hands
off on asunny yellow towel, yawning. “As usua. Are you hungry?"

He shook his head, carefully holding her coffee cup so she could take the handle.
It's useless. The more | teach her, the better off she is—but the more | teach her,
the closer sheisto finding out who | was. Lupo Grigio.

He forced away the shudder touching his shoulders. “Let's go into the living
room, piccola. We can start by strengthening your shields.”



Chapter Twenty-one

The envelope came in the shop's daily mail, addressed to Anya Harris, care of the
Rowangrove. The postman, broad, fat, brown-eyed Frank, handed the sheaf of
paper to Anya with a cheerful nod and went on his way, whigling in the
intermittently-sunny afternoon. He wore shorts, though it was barely sixty degrees
outside.

Anya set the rest of the mail—hills addressed to Theo, an advertising circular, a
glossy ad from a carpet-cleaning company, and a New Age magazine—aside on the
counter. She glanced around the store's regimented order, comforted by the
neatness. Everything in its place.

Shell was with Elise, bussing tables. Theo had gone to the hospital with Dante to
see one of her patients. Mari was supposed to come in to help with the usual evening
rush. Jack had disappeared—she felt his presence above her, deliberately shuttered.
He was on the roof. Perched up there like some black-leather gargoyle, watching the
Street.

The envelope was heavy cream-colored paper, obvioudy expensive. Anya looked
a the typewritten address. Her mouth went dry. There was no return address, and
no postmark.

And who on earth knows I'm here? Nobody, that's who. Her heart began to
pound against her ribs, afamiliar sickening wash of fear turning her mouth sour.

Sop it. It's something about taxes, or something. Heaven knows I'm not hiding,
even if I've moved all the way across the country. Quit being such a little coward,
Anya.

She did her finger under the flap and tore the heavy paper. There was one folded
sheet of the same cream-colored stationary, she drew it out and opened it with a
crackle.

It was a picture printed from a computer, of adim black-haired woman seen from
above, standing at what was obviously a bank counter. The tdler across from the
woman had a large floppy neck scarf and was holding out an envelope. The
black-haired woman's hand was extended to take it.

Anya’s heart legpt into her throat, turning into a stone.
Scrawled in thick red marker across the bottom of the sheet was her nightmare.
We know.

Anyalet out a thin, hurt sound. Her hand shook. The smdl sound of the paper
brushing the arr as her fingers vibrated scraped her ears. She looked up a the
window, wildly, as if whoever had sent the |etter would be standing right outside.

The ar pressure changed. Anya crumpled the letter into a messy ball, scooping
up the envelope and thrusting her hands behind her back just as Jack pushed the



Employees Only door open. The door led down to the basement storage and a small
space they caled the “temple,” with wood flooring, four beautiful atars, and a
wooden statue of a pregnant woman. The statue was charred, but none of them
would talk about why. And the Watchers somehow used the stairs to get down from
the roof, but Anya wasn't quite sure how.

Jack's flat dlvery eyes scanned the store. He seemed too big, too menacing, to fit
insde the space. Now that she was used to seeing it, the swordhilt poking up over
his shoulder was clearly visble unless she concentrated on seeing the shimmer of
glamour hiding his weapons from other eyes.

"Are you dl right?’ His tone was calm and noncommittal, as usual.

"Ffine” I'm not fine, I'm nowhere near fine. “We know.” Who is it, who
knows—and why are they sending me this? Oh, God, please—

"You're pale.” His eyes moved over her. The layers of Power shielding the shop
resonated uneasily as he checked them, a nonphysical movement that stroked aong
the edges of her awareness. “Did you see something, hear something?"'

Anya shook her head, unable to speak. | told him about the Persuasion. | told
him about the banks, so he already knows. What if...

Jack examined her for a long thirty seconds and turned away, reaching for the
doorknob. “I'll go back up, then."

"Wait!” The cry burst out, surprising her. He turned back, his coat rustling, and
took two steps toward her.

Anya took a deep breath. “You have to promise not to say anything.” She
sounded queerly breathless, even to hersdlf. “ To the others—Theo, and them."

He nodded and irritably pushed his fingers back through his dark hair, forcing it
back from his face. “Done."

Just like that? He doesn't even know what I'm going to tell him. Am | going to
tell him? | can't tell him. For a moment, self-preservation warred with the need to
tdl someone, to relieve the awful pressure. | can't possibly trust him that much.

But he had followed her, and ripped open the door, and saved not only Anya but
adso the other woman from the terrible man with the knife. He had gone out and
chased the Dark things away more than once in the past few weeks, coming back al
bloody and exhausted. He had sworn to her that the Persuasion didn't bring the
Dark. He had even started teaching her, quietly and with infinite patience, more than
Theo could. How to shield hersdlf, how to make Power obey, how to shape a bolt
of the Power and fling it a the Dark—now that was something useful, even if Anya
couldn't do it more than once without getting a blinding headache.

He stepped up behind the counter and glanced a the papers she'd lad aside.
“The mail's early today,” he noted quietly. Then he smply stood and waited, without
any discernible sign of haste or discomfort, looking at the advertising circular as if it
were the most interesting thing in the world.



Silence stretched between them, athin cord of humming tension.

Anyas fingers tightened. Tears blurred her vison. She brought her hands out
from behind her back and offered him the crumpled paper.

He took it, smoothed it flat on the counter, and glanced over it. Then he examined
the envelope, turning it over in his hands. More pregnant silence ticked through the
store's bright interior. A cloud drifted over the sun, plunging the sidewalks and other
buildings into shadow. Anya shivered.

Findly, he glanced up a her, a sngle keen pae-eyed look. “When did this
come?’

"With the m-m-mail.” | will not cry. | will NOT cry. Her breath hitched dightly. “I
had to, Jack. We were starving. | didn't take much—only enough to get to the next
city. Only enough for food."

His eyes held hers. “I know.” The windows in the front of the store rattled and
the counter groaned dightly, responding to the leashed violence in his tone. “You
wouldn't have done it unless you were desperate, Anya. | know."

Relief and fresh guilt swept through her. “If | hadn't had Shell...” She bit her lip.
She couldn't blame Shell for this. It was purely and ssmply her fault alone.

"I know,” he repeated. His tone changed to thoughtfulness. “There's no postmark
on this. That means they're in the city."

"Who?' Her voice shook. | will NOT cry.

"Any number of groups. This isn't a Crusade trick; they just want to kill
Lightbringers, not blackmail them. This is more like the Brotherhood. Remy told me
they're in town; they tried to collect the fire witch not too long ago."

How can he sound so calm? “Collect?’

"That's what the Brotherhood does. They collect Lightbringers and other
psychics, other Taents. Then they brainwash them and sdl them to the highest
bidder, if they don't keep them for jobs ranging from corporate espionage to
assassination."

Anya swayed. Jack dropped the envelope and caught her arm, his fingers sinking
in. “Steady, Anya. Breathe."

"If they tell the p-police I'll go to jail."

"No you won't. If they were going to cal the cops, they would have already. And
| know how to keep a Lightbringer out of the way of the authorities.”

"But—but—" Anya's lower lip trembled. She'd done it, even though she knew it
was wrong. She'd had to do it. If they—whoever they were—told the police, she
would go to jal. There would be nobody to take care of Shell. If she ever got out of
jal, she would never be able to work as a teacher again. Her whole life, ruined
because she'd had to do something she'd known was wrong.

"Anya.” His voice was firm, losing its usual impersonal edge and gaining that faint



rhythmic song of an accent. He held her arm, his fingers gentle though she could fed
the iron strength in them. “Listen to me. I'm trained to keep a Lightbringer out of
trouble. That means legd trouble as well as trouble with the Dark. You didn't do
anything wrong. If by some miracle they manage to arrest you, I'll come get
you—and Circle Lightfal will take care of the rest. Do you think this hasn't
happened before? Now listen to me."

He didn't quite shake her, but his hand twitched, and she suspected he wanted to.
“This is meant to throw you off-balance. It's meant to make you afraid. Fearful
witches are easier to catch, because fear makes them slly and predictable. Take a
deep breath.”

She filled her lungs, the red-black bruising of his aura closing around hers. It was
comforting, if abit prickly. He was angry, fury he was careful to shove down so the
only evidence of it was the set of his jaw and the glow of his eyes. Her own shields
quivered nervoudly before they firmed the way he'd taught her.

"You're angry,” she managed around the lump in her throat.

"Of course I'm angry. They're threatening my witch.” He said this as if informing
her the sky was blue. His eyes burned silver, a muscle flicking once in his cheek.
“Thisis just an opening gambit. If you get any more of these, don't open them. Let
me open it instead. All right?*

She took another deep breath. Isn't that strange, | almost fed better about this.
“Why shouldn't I open them?"

"You don't know what they might put in the next one,” he answered grimly.
“Anya."

Startled, she looked up. His face was set, eyes glittering. His other hand came up
and rested on her shoulder. Heat flushed down her skin—the warming-tingle al the
Watchers used to bring a witch out of shock.

"I'm sorry,” she whispered. “I had to. I'm so sorry."

"l know you had to.” He tensed and slowly, deliberately, pulled her forward.
Anya didn't resist. She laid her head againgt his chest, hearing his even, regular
heartbeat thudding beneath her cheek. His arms closed around her. He smelled like
leather and pepper and musk. Oddly enough, the scent that would have terrified her a
month ago was now comforting.

Safe. When had that happened?

"Don't worry.” His voice rumbled in his chest. He was scorching-hot through the
thin cotton T-shirt. “Whoever it is, they won't get near you. | promise.”

"Don't tell anyone,” she whispered. “Please."

He paused dightly before answering. “Of course not. | swore, didn't 1?7
She sighed. The heat was comforting, soothing as a hot bath. “I'm sorry."
"Don't be. You did what you had to. I'm sorry I—" He stopped suddenly.



Anya breathed deeply, centering hersalf. “Mari will be here soon."

He nodded. She could fed the motion even with her eyes closed. “She will. I'll
take the paper, if you don't mind. If another one comes, don't touch it. Don't open it.
Do you understand?’ His voice was harsh, even though he bent down and said this
into her hair. Then he inhaed, shuddering dightly.

"l understand.” Even though she didn't. Who was sending these? Why did they
want to frighten her?

Why was Jack shaking, a fine thin tremor like the humming from a power
transformer? His aura amost crackled, folding tightly around hers. She could see
more than she ever had before, and that should frighten her. It seemed the more Jack
taught her, the more Theo tried to teach her, the more her senses sharpened. The
more acute her senses became, the more Power lesked out and made her glow. Like
right now—even Jack's red-black aura couldn't hide hers completely.

He let go of her reluctantly, as if unsure of her ability to stand. Anya braced
hersdlf, lifted her chin, and gave him a tremulous smile. “I'll be dl right.” She didn't
sound very sure even to herself. Siop being such a coward. You've done harder
things than this. “You're right. If they—whoever they are—wanted to go to the
police, they would have by now. If they want to blackmail me, they're going to be
very disappointed, | don't have any money."

"No. But they might think you could get a large amount for them. If it's the
Brotherhood, your talent could be very useful. Worth alot of cash."

She flinched. He scooped the paper and the envelope up, folded the paper nestly,
and pushed it back inside the envelope. Then he safely stowed everything in a
pocket of his big leather coat.

"Will they leave me aloneif | ignore them?’ She hated the childish quiver in her
voice. You'd think | could learn a little bravery, dammit.

"Probably not. Don't worry, Anya. I'm here. They won't leave you aone if you
ignore them—abut they will leave you aone when | finish with them.” His jaw set and
his eyes glittered. Tightly-controlled rage made his aura swirl counterclockwise.

| should fedl afraid of him. Why don't 1?

She didn't want to think about that. It was a rdief when the bdl over the door
tinkled. The after-lunch shoppers were just starting to trickle in.

Anya dredged up a smile and turned to the two teenage girls, obviously skipping
school, giggling and whispering to each other. Elise called them ‘witch-trippers with
a disdainful snort, but Theo would aways chide her gently. The more of them
interested in the Craft, the more chance we have of being accepted, Theo would
point out. And they're sincere, Elise. Even if they're not very serious.

Anya thought privately that if the teenagers knew what a curse it was to see things,
they might stop coming in atogether. That would certainly put a dent in the store's
profit.



Come on, Anya. Pull yoursef together, and quit being such a whiner.
“Welcome to the Rowangrove,” she said, as brightly as she could manage.
“Anything | can help you find?'



Chapter Twenty-two

"Good.” Jack reached around Anya and traced another rune on the countertop, a
backward-leaning X. It glowed briefly with red light, vanished into the glass. His skin
tingled with her nearness. He took care not to crowd her. “And this one?’

"Naithuz.” Her eyes danced as she glanced up a him, the smile hovering around
her mouth. “The Closer of Doors. It can be used to lock or dispel.”

"Very good.” Theo grinned from the other side of the counter. “I don't know
what we'd have done without you, Jack. I'm no good as a teacher, it seems.”

It's all Anya, he wanted to tell them. All | did was offer what | know. I'm not a
Teacher.

"Wow.” Mari's blue eyes sparkled. She leaned against the glass on the other side,
right next to Theo. “ That's fantastic, Anya. | struggled for months with the runes. It's
like a whole different language.”

"It is a whole different language.” Elise gave Anya a wide, dazzling smile. Her
elegant fingers, nails lacquered with red polish, drummed the countertop. “I knew
you'd be the brains of the operation."”

"Hey,” Mari objected good-naturedly, giving Elise adight push.

"Oh, relax. You're the cute one.” The redhead gave Jack a piercing look. “So |
guess you've been doing some good, Mr. Gray."

Jack, standing behind his witch, met the redhead's look squarely enough. “I hope
s0,” he answered, the bam of Anyas presence between him and the hurtful glow of
the other Lightbringers. Anya had lost the dark circles under her eyes, and largey
lost the sheen of nervousness and fear. She was no longer so thin and
desperate-looking. But she still flinched at certain noises—and she checked the mall
every day at the store with pale cheeks and trembling hands.

He leaned a little closer to her, meaning to comfort, and didn't miss her dight
shifting back toward him. Don't get greedy, he warned himsdf. And don't think it's
anything more than it is. You're only useful, that's all. You're just her Watcher.
Nothing more.

Dante, his hands on Theo's shoulders, raised his eyebrows. “That's the first time
I've heard you say something complimentary to a Watcher, firehair."

"Don't get used to it.” Elise turned away and surveyed the indde of the store.
Dusk was coming, and the golden electric light insde spilled out through the
windows. The wind had risen as dark fdl, whistling through the streets. The sign was
turned to “Closed,” and afull moon was rising in the sky outside. It was the first Full
Moon of the new year. Anya hadn't wanted to celebrate the Winter Solstice, but the
other three had dragged her to a party a Mari's house, and she had given in with
good grace. The three Guardians, with perfect tact toward Anya's financia Situation,
hadn't exchanged presents this year, but Theo had given her afew days off with pay.



Remembering the party at Mari's made Jack think of driving home with Shell
adeep in the back seat, Anya humming along with carols on the radio and yawning.
He had never felt so at peace in his entire life as a Watcher.

There hadn't been another |etter—or another one of those compulsions—for three
and a hdf weeks, and Anya had relaxed somewhat. Jack, however, had not. He'd
promised he wouldn't tdl any of the other Lightbringers, and he hadn't told any of
the other Watchers either. A few seemingly casual questions had elicited some
troubling information, though. The Brotherhood was indeed a presence in this city,
and the women—despite being Guardians—hadn't been able to bar them from
entering. Since the Brotherhood wanted to capture, not kill, the regular Guardian
binding didn't work. Mari was researching another binding at some library, but until
she finished they were stuck with increased vigilance.

The Brotherhood was Jack's first guess at the identity of the letter's writer. Anya
would be worth alot of hard cash, ether as one of the Brotherhood's brainwashed
pet psychics or sold to another organization.

Jack's skin roughened at the thought. Not while I'm here. His hands ached
dightly. He wanted to touch Anya and didn't dare. It was a pleasant torture, to be
this close to the glow of his witch, unable to touch.

The other Watchers were aso uneasy. There had been random incursions—a
kalak, two or three slin, and a whole tribe of gimmerin—Grays—had attacked at
different times. On New Year's Eve, the drunken normals and firecrackers had put
everybody on edge. Now the city was curiously hushed, as if waiting for something.
The wind rose amost every day at dusk, howling through Santiago City's concrete
canyons. And once or twice, Jack had felt something—a brush against the borders
of his consciousness, quickly gone. As if someone watching him had stepped into
his sensing range and hurriedly backpedal ed.

Shell came out of the back room, holding a green plastic cup. He didn't meet
Jack's eyes, but he stopped, staring at the women, his sleepy blue gaze coming to
rest on Anyas face. She smiled, pushing her hair back and tucking the crow-black
strands behind her ear. A generd murmur of laughter rose, and Anya blushed

happily.
Jack watched a number of different emotions work their way across Shell's wide
clumsy face, before he turned his attention back to his witch. The boy was no threat.

"l think | was trying too hard,” Anya was saying. “After a while, something just
clicked. | felt less like | was learning and more like | was remembering, if that makes
any sense.”

"It certainly does.” Mari nodded. “I felt the same thing. Suzanne said it was a sign
I'd findly started thinking like a witch.” She grinned a Anya, her blue eyes snapping
with mischief. “ So, are you ready?"'

"I think s0.” Anya glanced up at Jack, then, just as quickly, looked down at the
glass counter. A power-crystal, dightly bigger than a human head, hummed quietly
to itsdf on one shdf, the card in front of it reading, Not For Sale. Jack wasn't



surprised—there was an eegant, powerful spell lad on the crysta and spreading
through the store to discourage shoplifting. It had dl the earmarks of Mari's light
touch and sophisticated work. “Ready as I'll ever be. | had no idea people could ... |
mean, that there were other people who could do these sorts of things."

"Bdieve it, baby.” Elise clicked her tongue, a sharp sound that made the shields
on the painted walls shiver quietly.

Asif by a prearranged signal, Remy appeared, opening the Employees Only door.
“Everything's secure. Hanson's taking the perimeter this time."

"Good.” Dante stroked Theo's shoulders. “Whenever you're ready, lady witch."
"I wannawatch,” Shdl said, for the fifth time, doshing his water.
"Of course you can watch,” Anya answered patiently. “ Theo said you could."

Jack strangled aflare of didike for the boy. Didike? No. | don't trust him. He's
jealous of Anya, too possessive. And what did Remy say? Two steps away from
being a Feeder.

Although | don't blame him for being possessive. Jack alowed himsdf a few
more moments of soaking up Anyas clear glow.

Dante followed Theo like a shadow, as she turned and headed for the door, her
skirt fluttering around her ankles. The green witch's shields throbbed with
anticipation. “Well, let's get started.”

Anya looked up a Jack again, her hair fdling back and a momentary shadow
passing through her clear eyes. She seemed about to say something, then shook her
head and moved to the side, stepping down to follow Theo and Mari.

Elise offered her arm. “You'll do just fine. | was nervous my first time too, but |
swear it turns out okay.” The redhead's tone was kind, for once.

"Performance anxiety,” Mari tossed lightly over her shoulder. “Best thing for it is
to go straight through."

Downstairs, the temple was lit by one lone white taper set on the main dtar in
front of the Goddess-statue. The air hummed with Power. Shadows did and twisted,
and Jack heard Anya take in a shallow, tense breath. He hated with the other two
Watchers, a the temple's periphery, clearly marked by the edge of the wooden
flooring. The rest of the basement was floored in concrete, boxes of stock negtly
arranged. Shell perched on a stool they had carried down for him, leaning awvay from
the Watchers.

Elise took her place in the south corner; Mari in the west. Theo was aready
standing with her back to the north altar. When Anya stepped in front of the eastern
corner, with its smple dtar hung with ydlow cloth and decorated with an unlit white
novena, two peacock feathers, and an incense holder, the sublimina click of a circuit
completing itself made Jack's skin roughen. She was brought here for some reason,
and so was .

"Did you fed that?’ Mari whispered.



"Did | do something wrong?’ Anya asked, her voice pitched a little too high,
breathless. Her nervousness teased at Jack's control; he pushed down his response.

She'll be fine. She's a Lightbringer, she was made for this.
"No, you didn't,” Theo shifted dightly. “Elise?"

The fire witch exhaled. Power shifted, swirling like the Taisman the redhead
wore. Then, with a crackle, light bloomed, the candles on the dtars guttering into life,
and the candles in front of the main dtar and the statue of the Goddess blooming
with flame.

Anya gasped.
"Ladies and gentlemen, I'll be here until Betane.” Elise sounded smug. “No
applause, please. Just throw cash.”

Theo laughed. The sound gathered Power, scattered it in bright slvery motes
through the suddenly-charged ar. “I'll start.” Her voice dropped, took on new
weight. “Northward stand |, mother and earth, | call on the powers of the Northern
Ones. Be here now."

"Be here now,” the women chorused, Anyas voice nervous, Elise's and Mari's
harmonizing, and Theo's full of calm power.

You can do it, Anya. Jack shut his eyes, feding the Power in the smal space
thicken.

He worried for nothing. “Eastward stand |, air and intention.” She sounded as if
she had cast circles dl her life. “I cdl on the powers of the Eastern Ones. Be here
now."

"Be here now."

Elise, now. Her voice had taken on a new calmness. “ Southward stand |, fire and
passion. | cal on the powers of the Southern Ones. Be here now."

The Power was vishble to the naked eye now, a tide of golden sparks floating
around the women, the light in each clearly visble. Anyas aura was clear gold,
Theo's a green flame, Elise a gold-red fountain of sparks. “Be here now."

"Westward stand |, water and cam.” Mari raised her hands dightly, Power
cupped in her pams, her blue glow swirling. “I cdl upon the powers of the Western
Ones. Be here now."

"Be here now."

"The circle is cast,” Theo said, and the click of Power closing in a completed
circuit was no longer subliminal. It was clearly audible.

Dante let out a soft breath. Jack's eyes fixed on Anya—her head tipped back, her
eyes closed, her hair brushed by a dight persona breeze. The Power was contained
by the boundaries of the circle, four incredibly powerful Lightbringers—and
something else. It was like seeing a whole safehouse of Lightbringers in Circle, the
face of the sky opening to show the light of Creation itself at a solstice or equinox.



They've been chosen. Jack found himsdf unable to look away. He had never, in
dl his years of being a Watcher, seen this much power. Four eements, four
Lightbringers—and he found himsdf blinking as a telltde slver glimmer spread from
Theo, Mari, and Elise to wrap itsdf around Anya. Guardian? But she hasn't agreed
to that!

The disbelieving amile spreading over Anyads face stopped the words in his
throat. Shell shifted on his barstool, humming tunelessly.

"Arewe dl right?’ Theo asked softly. “Anya?"’
"It's warm.” Anya sounded dazed. “ So warm."

"First time.” Elise's voice sent a shiver of red through the sparkles floating in the
ar. “Nothing like it. Let's hope for no headache.”

"Is a headache usud?’ Anya whispered.

"With a lot of Power, sometimes it happens.” Mari's Power was shifting tides,
cinnamon and sat. She swayed as she spoke, moving dightly with the eddies of
Power in the air. “Don't worry, kiddo. Y ou're with us."

"What do we do with this?” Anya asked. “ There's so ... much."
Damn right, Jack thought. Dear gods. I've never seen anything like this.

"Wadll, this Full Moon we were thinking of reinforcing the protections on the city.”
Theo's voice calmed the restive Power, soothed the ar itsdf into green sweetness.
“Reach out ... like s0. Fed that?'

"Yesss...” At Anyas voice, the entire circle of fiery Power flushed gold, and a
sunny smell of jasmine and amber incense filled the basement.

"Have you ever—" Remy whispered.

"No.” Dante's whisper was just as shocked and disbelieving. He too had seen the
great circles of Lightbringers in the safehouses, cdling down the powers of
Creation—but Jack would bet his sword and his knives he had never seen four lone
women do this before.

"Reach out and help us,” Elise said. “Y ou can fed what needs to be done."

Theo started to hum. Mari joined her. Elise's contralto purred under their joined
voices. The moment Anya's throaty, sweet voice joined in, the circling tide of energy
snapped taut, overflowing. The Power crested. It was, like dl great Lightbringer
magicks, organic, growing in and of itsdf like a natura thing. The controlled burst of
energy cascaded up through the layers of shidding lad on the Rowangrove and
spread in concentric rings, expanding to the city's limits and even dightly beyond,
forming awadl of Power. The statue at the centra dtar sang one long, sustained note,
glowing slvery-white. Jack blinked, wondering if he'd seen the wooden arms move
dightly, a gesture of blessing.

He stood dack-jawed, staring. The women, perhaps, had only a faint idea that
they were the magicka equivaent of a hurricane. With Anya to complete their circle,
they were unstoppable.



Unstoppable—but not invulnerable. Jack's hands tightened. A stray Dark predator
or a Crusade Knight wouldn't think twice before erasing that light from the world.
The Brotherhood wouldn't think twice before capturing one or dl of these women,
wiping their brains with drugs or worse, and sdlling them to the highest bidder.

Jack heard the crackle of flames again, heard the screams. Lupo Grigio. The
Gray Wolf.

Memory rose from its kennd in the dark recesses of his guilt.

In the early years of Lupus Del, there was no name more feared than that of
Jacopo Givelli, Cardinel Givelli's bastard son. While the other Knights of the
Crusade hunted with the Seekers, Givelli's son hunted only with the power that the
Grace of God had bestowed upon him. Jacopo was psychic. Not as much as the
women Lupus De hunted, but enough.

Lupo Grigio. The wolf of God himsalf.

Jack sguared his shoulders, his eyes fixed on the curve of Anya's throat. Her head
tilted back, black hair lifting dightly on an invisible breeze. Jack's bones twisted with
fresh acid pain. Not even her presence could stop the bright tide of Lightbringer
magick from etching agony into his body. The magick swirled, drifted, and drained,
finishing with a single snap that crackled in the air.

Shell shifted on his stool, the wood creaking under him. Jack glanced at the boy
and saw his eyes were open wide, his body leaning forward, straining. The pulsing
of his aura drank in ambient Power.

Feeder. Jack's lip curled with disdain. Much more of this, and we might have a
full-fledged psychic vampire on our hands. | don't like that idea. It will be painful
for Anya.

"Wow.” Elise stretched, sparks popping from her lacquered fingernails. “Did you
fed that?'

"I did.” Mari stared a Anya, peering over the statue's carved wooden hair. “The
last time it was like that..."

"Was when Suzanne was here. Only not so powerful,” Theo finished. “Yes.
Anyas our fourth. Just like Mari guessed.”

Elise laughed, a soft sound echoing with the hiss of a candle flame. “Seeing the
future must be such a drag. Hey, Mari, what's the L otto going to be this time?"

"Bite me.” Mari's tone was uncharacterigtically sharp. “It's officid, then. Anyas
our fourth."

"Did | do something wrong?’ Anya blinked, swaying, straightened just in time.
Jack tensed. He couldn't step over the barrier of the circle to catch her if she fel. His
neck ached, tension in his shoulders twisting tighter and tighter.

"No, Mari just doesn't like anyone asking her about the lottery. Or horse races.”
Elise's grin glittered. She looked fey, her har lifting as static teased at it. “Relax,
Mare. Be chilly."



"You see? She's impossible” Mari rolled her eyes. “Don't pay any attention to
her."

"Nobody pays attention to me,” Elise answered, “so I've got to keep acting up.”

"Now, now, ladies.” Theo lifted her hands dightly. “Let's bring the circle down
and get something to eat. I'm starving. It's dl these pregnancy hormones."”

"Eating for two.” Mari grinned, brushing back her blond curls. “Any business
before we close up the circle?!

Jack watched Anya's eyes open, their gray softly shining like the moon behind
clouds. She tilted her head dightly, glanced out beyond the confines of the circle,
looking at him.

Me? Why is she looking at me? But he knew. She was glancing a him for
reassurance. She had trusted him with more than one secret and looked to him for
guidance. His shoulders came up under the weight of that trust.

Every Watcher was taught that their witch would ease the pain, that if they could
survive long enough to find the witch that could stop the relentless agony they would
be saved. Jack had worked with enough of the others to know that salvation meant
something different to each Watcher.

But none of the other Watchers were even remotdly like Jack. None of them
carried the same stain he did.

He watched as his sdvation looked back at the other women in the circle, a
disbdieving smile spreading over her weary, beautiful face. Her eyes glowed, the
corners of her lips tilted up, and when she shook her glossy fdl of har back. Jack
fdt his heart pause for a moment.

They had not told the Watchers—had not told him—that he would fed his entire
body go cold at the mere thought of her in pain. They hadn't told him that a threat to
her would fill him with iron-tasting, clinica rage.

They hadn't told him, long ago when they trained him, that he would want to tell
her about his crimes—and at the same time, fear the exposure of what he was and
her inevitable disgust.

Or that it would be worth it, Watching her, even if she recoiled from him. He
could accept that tearing pain if she was safe.

"Wow.” Anya swayed again. Jack's body tensed, his fingernalls sinking into his
palms. “That was...” Her black hair clung damply to her forehead.

"Better than chocolate,” Elise whispered. “You bet."

"Yeah.” Theo's voice was soft, but firm. “Release the North, my thanks and
blessings."

"Release the West, my thanks and blessings.” Mari's eyes glittered and her mouth
was athin firm line, but she sounded satisfied.

"Release the South, my thanks and blessings.” Elise grinned, shook her fingers.



Sparks popped.

"Release the East,” Anya whispered. “My thanks and blessings."

The circle folded down into the ground, power swirling to caress each of the
women before it drained away. Anya took one unsteady step toward the center atar

with its statue humming with foxfire power, tripped over her own feet, and her knees
buckled.

Jack wasn't even aware of moving. He caught her, breaking the force of her fal as
gently as possible, his knees thudding painfully againgt the wooden flooring, jarring
dl the way up to his teeth. Elise let out a short shout of surprise, and Mari gasped.
"Easy, cherie.” Remy caught Elise's wrist. “Gentle. He's just making sure she's
okay."

"He should warn someone before he comes running into Circle.” Elise made a

short, vicious sound of annoyance, matching the static crackling around her right
hand. Remy murmured soothingly.

"Dante?’ Theo's voice. “Is she hurt? Dante?"
"She'sdl right,” Jack heard himsdf say. “Just alittle bit of backlash. Anya?"

Her charcoal lashes, lying in perfect fans dong her cheekbones, fluttered. Anyas
eyes met his.

She blinked. The reverberation of Power in the ar faded dowly, scraping against
Jack's skin, taunting his nerves with rusty nails.

"Jack?’ She grimaced, blinking, dazed.

"Headache?’ I'm not surprised, with that much Power. Gods above, she's
incredible.

"I ... yes. Did | pass out?’ She sounded stunned.

“It's normal. It goes away after the first few times.” He tried to speak gently,
wished his voice wasn't so harsh compared to hers. Moved his arm dightly so her
head was cradled, and strangled the urge to lean down and press his lips to her
damp pale forehead.

"Oh.” She looked up a him then, a look that seemed to pierce through every
careful defense he'd ever built. “1 think | want to sleep.”

"Then deep, Anya. I'll be watching."

She sighed and closed her eyes again, moving dightly as if to cuddle into his
arms. He looked up to find three witches, two Watchers, and Shell staring at him.

"I'll take her home,” Jack said. He was glad Watchers didn't blush, but his face
fdt suspiciously warm.

Elise nudged Mari, who giggled. Theo, her hands glowing green, bit her lower lip.
Dante held the hedler's shoulders, keeping her ill as she pitched forward, her entire
body tense with the compulsion to help.



"Shell be dl right?’ the green witch asked. “The first time we ... wdl, that didn't
happen to us."

"Y ou probably didn't cast amgjor spell with three Guardians,” Jack reminded her,
moving so he could dide his arm under Anya's knees and lift her, carefully. Leather
creaked as he reached his feet. Her head rested againgt his shoulder. “Don't worry,
shéll bedl right.”

"She's our fourth,” Mari said. “Like Suzanne. Remember the awful headaches we
dl got after Circle the first few times?’

"Oh, gods. Worst hangover | ever had.” Elise moaned, leaning back against
Remy, who drew himsdlf up, his golden eyes haf-lidded. “Hope that doesn't happen
to her."

Too late. But it'll fade, she's meant to do this. She's a Lightbringer. “Shélll be
fine” Jack repeated. “I'll take her home."



Chapter Twenty-three

"Shell?” Anya stood at the bottom of the stairs, her hands on her hips. Her head
hurt, her eyes were sandy, and her lower back felt as if someone had buried a bar of
hot lead in the muscles. The haf-circle window over the front door glowed pearly
gray, the sun struggling through a foggy cottony morning outside. Anya tried again.
“Shell, please. I'll be late for work if you keep this up. Shell?

Jack closed the front door quietly. He'd been outside in the fog, and little droplets
of water clung to his dark hair, dewing the shoulders of his coat.

"You should be in bed.” His eyes flicked once over Anya, cut toward the stairs.
“Problem?"

Heat flooded Anya's entire body. The silence of a heavy fog wrapped around the
entire house, made even her heartbeat seem loud. Her cheeks were on fire. How does
he do that? How does he make me blush? He hasn't even touched me.

Except to protect me. The blush was aimost as bad as her headache.

No, nothing could be as bad as this headache. Her entire body twinged as she
shifted her weight.

"Theo called.” She wished her head wouldn't pound with each word. “Mari's a
work and Elise is downtown getting an amp fixed. Theo wants to go vist someone
in the hospital again. She told me not to come in, but | told her | would. Only Shell
isn't...” She bit her lip, running her hand back through her hair. “Good morning,” she
said awkwardly, ashamed of her immediate complaints. “I suppose you brought me
home last night, because | don't remember anything after the end of the ... spell.”

He nodded. Wonder of wonders, he'd shaved, even though his hair looked a little
longer and more unruly this morning. The absence of dark shadows on his cheeks
and chin made his face look even sharper—gaunt and set and handsome—his gray
eyes fringed with black lashes under a shelf of dark hair. The effect was sartling.
She'd never noticed how good-looking he was, or how he seemed to go completely
dill when his eyes met hers, dmost asif he was ... afrad?

No, not afraid. Concentrating completely. Anya had never been the subject of
such intense scrutiny.

If he didn't look s0 severe he'd actually be cute. Another flush scorched through
her. It actualy helped to clear her head alittle, made the pain recede.

"l brought you home,” he said, and Anya had to remind herself what she'd asked.
“You were unconscious. | also put Shel to bed. He was upset, wanted you to tell
him a story. | improvised a bit."

Wonders never cease. “You told him a story?"

He ducked his head dightly and raked his fingers back through his har. He
looked actudly sheepish. “Of a sort. It's been a long time. | tried the Three Little
Pigs and Rapunzel. That seemed to satisfy him."



"He likes to hear about my grandmother.” Her cheeks were hot. Her eyes
dropped to the slver butts of the guns at his hips. | don't even know where he
deeps. On the couch maybe? | don't even have a spare blanket.

“I'll go up and get him, if you want. Have you had breakfast?

"What?' She stared at him. She hadn't even thought of breakfast—stumbling for
the shower and crawling into clean jeans and a pale blue sweater had been the most
she could manage.

"Have you had breakfast yet? Food will help the headache. Coffee, too. A little
caffeine sometimes helps the backlash.” One corner of his mouth tilted up, a dight
sardonic smile. His eyes were soft, no longer flinty. His shoulders dropped, and his
hands went in his pockets again. He seemed to want to make himsdlf smaller, to fade
into the woodwork.

How any broad-shouldered man armed to the teeth could fade into the
woodwork, she couldn't guess. Nobody in therr right mind would overlook him.
“You know about the headache?"

Jack nodded. “It happens. Y ou were the conduit for alot of Power last night. It
gave you ... dmost a hangover. Once you become accustomed to the amount of
Power you can command and control, it won't be so bad. It'll fed almost normal.”

"Oh.” Anya rubbed the end of the balustrade absently and glanced up the stairs.
No sign of Shdll. Irritation rasped at her neck, drawing the muscles tight. She took a
deep breath, trying to dispe it. I'm the adult here. Shell's probably just
overdeeping. We were up late last night. Any change in his routine throws him off.
“Jack, can | ask you something?'

"Of course.” His voice was soft, none of the awful rage she'd heard before. How
can he sound so different? she wondered, noticing again just how big he was. It
wasn't even physical size—it was the aura of awareness and danger he carried that
made him seem to fill up a room.

"Where—um, where do you sleep?’ The hest in her cheeks grew worse.

"l don't need much sleep. Mostly in front of the door.” The amile grew dightly.
Or was that her imagination?

Anya stepped into the hdl, ignoring the instant scream of her lower back and the
jolt in her temples. “Y ou deep on the floor?"

"Sometimes. It's dl right, Anya."

She didn't redize she had approached him until he took a single step back,
avoiding her gracefully.

"We should get you a deeping bag or something. We don't even have an extra
blanket for you to sleep on the couch.” Her breath caught in her throat. What am |
doing? She halted less than three feet from him, smelling leather and that strange
peppery adrendine that followed him, mixed with the smell of damp salt from the
fog, an ocean scent coming up from the bay on little foggy cat feet.



"I don't need it,” he answered, in a strange, quiet voice. As if something was
caught in his throat too. His Adam's apple bobbed, and she saw his black T-shirt
was torn. The left knee of his jeans was threadbare too. His boots were deeply
scuffed.

He needs new clothes. And a haircut wouldn't be amiss either. Guilt rose insde
her chest. He'd given her money, taken care of everything—and not taken a single
penny for himself.

"No.” She looked up at his face. “You do need it. You also need a haircut and a
new shirt. And afew good meals. Y ou're beginning to look a bit gaunt.”

He blinked.

Anya reached up, wincing dightly as the movement made her lower back throb
with pain. Jack didn't move. She laid her fingertips on his chin, feding the odd
vulnerability of freshly-shaven skin. His eyelids dropped and he went till, not even
breathing.

"Y ou haven't told anyone about the letter.” Her voice trembled. “ Y ou've just done
exactly what you said you'd do. | thought you were one of them—the things that
hunted me.” Great, Anya. Why can't you say what you mean? You used to think
that, but not now.

His eyes opened dightly, and she fdt a twitch go through him. “I know you're
not,” she soothed immediately.

Just like Shell when he gets all tight-strung. She wondered why she hadn't seen
it before. Jack's immobility wasn't inertness; it was hypervigilance.

She brushed her fingertips up to his cheek, dowly, going on tiptoe to reach his
temple. “I just want to say thank you. | know | haven't been very nice to you. It's
been so long since | could relax without worrying about when the next crisis was
going to erupt. Thank you."

His eyes moved over her face. “No need to ... to thank me.” Husky, his lips
barely moving. “Anya."

What am | doing? She dropped her hand to her side but didn't back up. | don't
even know him! “l want to know about you. | want to know who you are. If I've
been brought here—and Theo thinks | was brought here—and if you were brought
here too, there must be areason. | fed like | know you, but | can't say how or why.
Like the runes, or the spells. So | want to know about you."

The color drained from his face. Anya, her head and neck suddenly tensing with
new pain, closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

His hands curled around her shoulders. “I'm your Watcher, Anya. That's dl that
metters.”

Anya opened her eyes to find his face inches from hers, his eyes burning, jaw
clenched. His fingers tightened, but she felt no fear. The prickling heat surrounding
him wrapped around her, eased the pain in her head and the burning in her neck.



Oddly enough, it relaxed her. Just like an electric blanket.

"But who were you before you were a Watcher?' she persisted. “Jack Gray's not
your real name, isit?"

His eyes turned dark, haunted. That was it, haunted. He looked like a man just
awakened from a nightmare.

"It's close enough.” His voice was low and harsh enough to heat the air in the
foyer. “I'm your Watcher. Nothing else matters, Anya."

"But—"

He straightened his arms slowly, pushing Anya away. Then, gently, with exquisite
care, he loosened his fingers until she stood barefoot on the hardwood floor, staring
a him.

"It doesn't matter, Anya. | swear to you, the person | was before | became a
Weatcher is dead. And good riddance to him. He was nothing. He doesn't exist.” He
dropped his hands down to his sides, stuffed them in his pockets.

He's sweating, Anya redized, with dazed wonder. And shaking.

"I'll go get Shell up,” he said. “Make some breakfast, Anya. It will help with your
headache. | could do with a cup of coffee, myself."

He brushed past her. Anya's chest ached. “Jack."
He stopped, his booted foot on the first step.

“If | ordered you to, would you tdl me?” Why am | angry? God, please don't let
me be angry. The thought of her first and only brush with the power of her own
anger rose to taunt her. She couldn't afford it; she knew what her anger could do.
Her hands curled into fists.

His tone was as brittle as it was frigid. “If you ordered me to, | would do
anything. Duty, obedience, honor. That's what it means to be a Watcher."

"So you're only here out of duty.” I'm an idiot. | am SUCH an idiot. Thank God
| haven't done anything stupid.

"l came here out of duty. | will stay here because you are my witch, Anya. You
don't know what it's like—" He stopped short, as if choked.

"If you don't tell me, how will I know?” She turned away to face the hdl, her fists
lifting dightly. The anger rose to her head, made her pulse pound and her neck hurt.

"It's not important, Anyal” The stairs creaked under his voice. Anya flinched.
“I'm sorry,” he said immediately, softer. “If you want me to, I'll tell you. But it's not
... pretty.”

"Never mind.” Anya fixed her eyes on the floor and stalked through the foyer
toward the kitchen. “1 don't care anyway."

He reached out as if he would catch her arm as she passed him. Anya stopped,
dill staring a the floor. The anger quivered, straining a her control and making her
head pound even worse—just like Power.



His tone gentled even further. “I'm here to watch over you, piccola. Believe me
when | tdl you nothing will harm you if | can possibly stop it. No Watcher likes to
tak about what he was. I'm sorry."

"Pickle what?" She couldn't help hersalf. He sounded genuindy sorry. The anger
drained away, leaving only an unsteady sort of nauseain its wake.

"It's Italian. An ... anickname, of sorts."

"Oh.” She looked up, pushing back her hair with one hand. He stood on the
bottom step, making him seem even tdler, but his shoulders were dumped as if he
carried something hopelessly heavy. “What does it mean?"

He actualy fidgeted, a smdl sharp restless movement. “It means little one."

Is he blushing? She took a closer look. He was blushing, a faint stain of red high
up on his freshly-shaven cheeks. From pae to blushing in less than five minutes,
because of her.

Maybe I'm not such an idiot after all. Anya studied him. “I like it,” she said,
findly. “All right. I'll stop asking you about your past if you promise to be
extra-gentle with Shell."

" would anyway. For your sake."

| actually believe him. | wonder why he doesn't want to talk about before he
was a Watcher. The idea of getting one of the other women alone to pump her for
even more information about this whole thing made her head hurt. “All right.” Her
throat felt coated with sand. “Do you want breakfast?"

He began to shake his head, then stopped, studied her for a moment, and nodded
deliberately. “Yes. Please."

"Breakfast it is” She turned on her hed and stamped toward the kitchen. The
phone began to shrill, and she surprised herself by cursing as she stubbed her toe,
running to scoop it up in the kitchen. “Hello?"

"Hey, baby.” It was Elise. “I'm at the Rowangrove. I'll stand in for you while
Theo goes and ministers to the lepers and cripples.”

"I'm sorry,” Anya began immediately.

"Oh, don't.” Elise's voice crackled, brisk but not impatient. “They won't be
finished with my amp until tomorrow, and I've been meaning to do some research
with the books Theo has here anyway. And if you're feding anything like | fet the
first time | cast amagjor spell, you should be in bed with that big hunk waiting on you
hand and foot."

Anya felt heat stain her cheeks again. | have to stop blushing like an idiot.
“Redly, Elise, | can comein."

"No. Go to bed. That's an order, baby-cheeks. Your head's probably pounding
and you fed like you've got the worst cramps since PM S was invented.”

"I do fed alittle—" Anya started.



"Good. Stay home, have that Watcher wait on you. He's big enough to carry a
breakfast tray. And not bad-looking.” Elise laughed. “Oh, stop it. Remy's making
faces at me. Well, ciao. Cdl in tomorrow and let us know if you fed any better."

n But_ll

"No ifs, ands, or buts. Rest. That's an order.” Elise laughed again. “Bye, swestie.
Get some sleep.”

There was a click, and the did tone rang in her ear. Anya knew enough now not to
be offended; it was just how Elise was. What most people mistook for brusque
rudeness was just Elise's natura running-speed. If the world is moving at fifty-five
miles an hour, Mari once remarked, Elise is clipping along at seventy. With the
radio up and all her windows rolled down.

Anya laid the phone down in its cradle. Well, that's a fine how-do-you-do. I've
got to get another job. | can't depend on someone else's goodwill forever.

The phone rang again.
Anya picked it up. “Elise?'

"Anya.” The voice was mae, pleasant, and crawling with evil. Anya's entire body
turned to ice. “Anya Harris."

Anya swayed, her fingers curling around the edge of the counter. “Who is this?’
Her voice trembled.

"We know, Anya We know about the First Continental Bank and Detroit
Nationa.” The voice crawled chill through the phone line, touched Anya's throat.
Her hand started to tremble. Her head cracked with pain, her eyes suddenly dry and
hot as if full of sand. “And the Gratston Credit Union. Have | |eft anything out?"

"Leave me adone,” Anya whispered.

Shell stumbled into the kitchen, fisting at his eyes, then stopped, staring at her. He
was barefoot, wearing his sweatpants and ayellow T-shirt. Jack loomed behind him,
his gray eyes suddenly burning over Shell's shoulder.

He pushed Shdll aside and stalked into the kitchen.

"We're watching, Anya. We know. We want you to help us, and well help you.
Don't trust the Watchers. They know more than they're tdling. Ask him, Anya. Ask
him about the Gray Wolf and the Crusade. See what he says."

Her gaze stuttered up to Jack's face. He deftly extracted the phone from her
nerveless hand and lifted it to his ear. Anya clasped her cold hands together as he
listened, his face going still and hard as a granite cliff. His eyes flashed silver-hard.

He lad the phone down, cutting off the sound of the chill, evil voice.
“Interesting.” Then he caught Anya as she swayed. “Sit down. Shell, bring her a
chair."

Shell shook his head, his blue eyes wide.
It didn't deter Jack in the dightest. “No? Fine. Here, piccola, sit.” He dragged the



lone wooden stool from the breakfast bar and guided her onto it, then held her
shoulders. “Anya, are you dl right? Look at me. Look a me."

She shivered, a gavanic thrill tightening her nerves. Her head ached. “I don't fed
so good.” Her stomach revolved, cramping. “Elise c-c-called, and then he—"

"Don't worry about it. | told you, they're only trying to frighten you."

"Doing a damn g-good job of it,” she said wryly, and he smiled. He was trying to
comfort her, she knew, but his smile was only painted over a dark smmering wel of
rage. Yet his hands were gentle. He stroked her shoulders, a soothing touch.

"Anya?’ Shell sounded plaintive. “I'm hungry. What's for breakfast?"

"Leave her aone,” Jack snapped over his shoulder. His voice made yesterday's
dishes rattle in the rack and the cupboards groan. He checked her damp forehead
with burning-hot fingers.

"No,” Anya protested, weakly. “Leave Shdl aone, he doesn't understand.”
"He understands far more than you think. Y ou're chilled. Y ou should bein bed.”
Ilg.]dl_ll

"I can make toast as well as anyone can, piccola. And coffee. Don't worry.
Come."

With that, he did his arm under her knees, bending, and picked her up.

"No, wait—no—Jack—" she blurted. She had never in her life been literdly
picked up before, especially not by a broad-shouldered hunk who acted as if she
weighed no more than a sack of flour.

"Hush. | can make toast, and hell be fine."
"I want Anya to make me breakfast!” Shell pouted, stamping his foot.
Oh, no. Anyatried to wriggle free of Jack's arms. He's going to throw a fit.

"Too bad.” Jack pushed past him, cradling Anya in his arms. “I'll make you
coffee, Anya."

"This isn't necessary."
"It is. You'll make yourself sick."
She shivered, her teeth chattering. “I d-d-don't—"

"They want you sick and predictable and weak with fear. Don't worry about it.
Shell will live without you to coddle him; he survived for long enough before he met
you, I'd guess. How are you going to take care of him if you drive yourself into a
nervous breakdown?"

He reached the head of the stairs and turned toward her room. Her head gave
another terrific squeeze of pain, and her back burned. He kneed her door open and
deposited her on the ransacked bed. Then he swept her legs up and pulled the
covers over her. “Don't move. I'll feed Shell and bring you breakfast and coffee."



"But—" She began to protest.

He folded his arms and drew his eyebrows together, his gray eyes gone dark and
cold. “I'm to look after your well-being, piccola. | can't do that if you insist on
harming yourself. Rest."

Anya sagged back into the pillows as her head throbbed again. Lying down did
seem to make the pain more bearable. “All right. | give up. You win. Shdl likes his
toast with peanut butter, cut diagonaly with the crust trimmed off. And orange juice.
And he has to have a spoon in his orange juice."

"l know. I've seen you do it.” Jack turned to the door. “I'll bring you breakfast
and the newspaper."

" Jack?"

He looked back, his hands in his pockets and his face pale and set. Gray morning
light filled the room—she'd pushed the curtains back when she got up. The light
helped, showed her bare white wals and the open closet, the pale-blue dresser Elise
had painted and brought to the house in her newly-bought Volkswagen. Mari had
started bringing sweaters and jackets and boots, and Theo had brought her a whole
collection of slverware just this last week.

They've taken me in like | took Shell in. She felt abruptly thankful that she'd
chosen Santiago City.

Stll, she had to tdl him. “He said to ask you about the Gray Wolf. And the
Crusade."

A flush of red went through Jack's aura. His face set, his eyes turning light and
hard as ice. His upper lip peeled back, and heat dammed through the room, fogging
the window. Anya propped herself up on her elbows, her pulse pounding in her
throat.

He looks dangerous. Her pulse ran dow and thick, heavy in her chest.

"The Gray Wolf,” he said dowly, “was the name of Cardina Giveli's bastard
son. He hunted Lightbringers through Europe. He was the most feared of the Live
Knights of the Crusade, when Lupus Dea was new and the terror fresh. He killed
many Watchers, and many Lightbringers.”

Anyas mouth went dry.

Jack half-turned, looking a her closet. She saw his profile—long nose, strong
chin, his mouth turned into a thin line. “He was a murderer, a killer of Lightbringers.
He sent many of them to the stake and killed many good Watchers. When he
appeared a the safehouse in Prague and begged to be taken into the Watchers, there
were those who wanted to kill him on sight.” Jack's voice dropped to a thread,
barely audible. “ The High Council of the Lightbringers said differently. They said he
was to be given the training, and if the gods alowed him to live through the binding
to a tanak, he could start paying his penance for the lives he had destroyed.”

" Jack—"



He turned his back to her. “I'll get Shell his breakfast.” Without another word, he
was gone.

Anya let out a sigh. Her head hurt too much to make sense of everything. The
soft, evil voice on the phone seemed to crawl inside her head, twisting and sharp.
Don't trust the Watchers ... Ask him about the Gray Wolf.

But he's so gentle. She turned over, closing her eyes, burrowing into the comfort
of the pillows. And he's so nervous when | get close to him.

It felt good to lie till, with her eyes closed, in the warmth of the bed. Inside the
shields Jack had put on the house were the layers of shielding he'd patiently taught
her how to weave, and she fdt his attention dide aong the layers of energy, checking
them. Felt him pause, checking the shields around her room, testing them, and
diding away.

He's very attached to me. She wished her head didn't hurt quite so much. Now
that she wasn't focusing so hard on staying upright and moving from one thing to the
next, the pain was overwhelming. Her back ached until she settled into a comfortable
position on her side, not even caring that she was going to seep in her clothes.

Attached? No. He seems more than attached.
But she fdl into alight, uneasy deep before she could finish the thought.



Chapter Twenty-four

Anya dept dmost dl day, tossing underneath her blankets. Jack brought her
coffee and a breakfast tray, but she was so deeply aseep he didn't dare wake her.
Gray light played against her pale skin, and her glossy hair was spread aong the
pillow. She lay on her side, her hand outflung, her eyelashes a perfect arc against her
beautiful cheekbones. She looked so peaceful his heart amost stopped, and he
retreated, closing the door quietly.

The boy pouted dl through breakfast, watching Jack fiddle with the toaster and
the coffeemaker. Then he ran up and down the stairs until Jack collared him and told
him in no uncertain terms not to disturb Anya's sleep. Sulking, Shell returned to his
room, playing marbles dl through the afternoon and occasionaly sneaking out to
peer a Anya's door. Jack made him a grilled-cheese sandwich with a quartered apple
and a glass of milk for lunch.

Jack leaned againgt the door as evening fell, arms folded, glowering at the halway.
The boy would wake Anya if he could, probably to complain about Jack. Nervous
and fretful, denied the glow of the Lightbringer's presence, he crept closer and closer
until he was crouched at Jack's feet.

"When will she wake up?’ he whined, almost daring to touch Jack's boots.

"When she wakes up. She's sick.” Jack took a firmer hold on his temper,
restraining the temptation to push the boy away.

Boy? He's ailmost as tall as Dante. Strong, too, unless | miss my guess. And he
has her wrapped around his little finger.

"She was never too sick to play before.” The boy scratched at his shaggy blond
hair. He blinked and stretched his legs out, tapping the opposite wdl with his
callused feet. “Y ou made her sick."

"You probably worried at her until she gave in, even when she was sick,” Jack
snarled. “ Stop that. Don't wake her up, or I'll be very angry."

The boy glanced up at him and stuck out his tongue, his broad face screwing up
Into a picture of childish disdain. Jack gathered the last few scraps of his patience
and took a deep breath. He was on edge, and not because of Shell.

They had told her.

She knows | am a monster. How could she not? They told her, when | would
not. Who knows what they told her on the phone before | took it? She knows now.

His thoughts turned to inventive curses in his native tongue, curses he muttered as
he stared a the opposite wal. The rhythm soothed him—English was such an
unlovely language, not like the song of his early years.

He had not spoken his childhood tongue in a very long time. It brought up too
many memories. He had stripped every nuance of the past from his speech with each
passing decade, listening for new words, mimicking the accent of the other Watchers



around him. It was part of the reason why he'd requested an American assignment;
every mile of Europe reminded him of something unpleasant nowadays.

It was a curious comfort to haf-sng the filthiest words he could think of to
himself as he cursed whoever had been on the other end of the phone line, wishing
them ill-luck and God's fury down unto the seventh generation.

Now that he was a Watcher, it might even stick.

"She doesn't like you.” Shell scooted over to the other side of the hdl, bracing his
broad back against the wal. “ She thinks you're ugly and mean."

He was feding so savage toward the soft evil voice on the phone the childish
taunt didn't even sting. “Is that so.” Of course she wouldn't like me; I'm a monster.
The best | can hope for is to be allowed to protect her.

Jack closed his eyes. The stench of smoke and the sickly-sweet smell of roasting
flesh rose, screaming and struggling in his memory. He pushed it down.

"You are ugly. And mean. | don't like you. Anya will make you go away. She
does what | want."

Jack's gaze came down, met Shell's. The boy flinched back. “I am not going
anywhere,” Jack said, dowly and distinctly. “I am here to protect Anya, whether you
like it or not. If you get in the way of Anyas protection, | will be very displeased.”
He let alittle bit of arumble creep into his voice. Shdl quivered, but stared at him.

"Shelll make you go away. She hates you."

Jack found that his lips had curled up into a mirthless grin. A Watcher doesn't
belong to Circle Lightfall after he has found his witch. Even if she orders me back
indisgrace, | won't go. I'll stay and protect her, from afar if | have to. And if you
get in the way, man-child, | will wait for a time when she's not looking and make
sure you don't interfere. If | have to frighten you to protect her, | will.

It was ardief to think of frightening the boy into behaving.

Jack shook himsdlf. It would make Anya mistrust him even more. The fool wasn't
responsible; he was unable to redly understand the consequences of his actions. It
was unworthy of a Watcher to think such things.

| am to kill the Dark, not menace the innocent, he reminded himself. Duty,
obedience, honor. That is what you are made for. You're not worthy of her touch.

Shell rocked back and forth, tapping the wal with his elbows.

"Stop that.” Jack heard movement inside Anya's room. He fixed the boy with a
stedly glare. “If you've broken her rest..."

Anya opened the door, yawning and scratching a her temple under her mussed
hair. She blinked drowsily up at Jack, her room faling dark behind her. He saw that
the top button of her jeans was undone, and her sweater's neck slipped down,
showing one pale shoulder. His entire body tightened.

The only language that could do her justice was the soft blurred rolling song of



his youth, and he had to force himsdlf to think in the speech of the here-and-now.

She looked up at him, soft gray eyes meeting his. Time seemed to stop. He held
his breath. She doesn't look angry. He examined her face, her lips dightly parted and
her cheeks flushed from sleep. Maybe she won't order me away.

He told himself sternly not to hope.

"How do you fed?’ he asked softly, with the last breath he had left. The syllables
fit oddly in his mouth.

"Better.” She yawned. “Hungry."
"l can—" he began, but she shook her head.

"I'll make something. Were you waiting for me to wake up?’ She looked past him,
to Shell. “What's wrong?"'

"Nothing. He's been waiting for you dl day. I've been keeping guard at your door
so he didn't burst in and pester you."

"He's mean!” Shdl burst out. “He's mean and nasty and | don't like him!"

Anya sighed. She buttoned her jeans and ran her hand back through her hair, then
looked up at Jack. He waited, his hand curling into a fist.

If she tries to send me away, | will find whoever's stalking her and make them
wish they had never been hatched. Then | will deal with the boy. | can frighten
him into behaving, at least.

Amazingly, Anya smiled. “I don't think he's that bad, Shell. He's kept the dark
things away, hasn't he? Let's go make dinner."

She reached up, her fingers spread, and rested her hand on Jack's chest. The
touch burned him even through his T-shirt, the delicious heat of her skin not quite
reaching through the thin cotton fabric and dipping him in eectric honey.

"Jack,” she continued, as if reminding herself who he was. “I think we should
talk."

He nodded, not daring to hope even now. “Whatever you like” he said, harshly.
“Anya."

Sowly, deliberately, she stepped closer and went on tiptoe, her soft hand diding
up to curl around a strap of his leather harness and pull dightly. He bent down,
automatically obedient, and her lips met his stubbled cheek.

Fire raced through his veins. He inhaed sharply. | don't deserve ... he thought,
before the pleasure rose in a giddy spiral and drove every coherent thought out of
his head.

She retreated, two soft steps on her bare feet. He'd turned the thermostat up early
in the afternoon, and she looked flushed and sleepy.

“I'm not sending him away, Shell,” she said quietly, but with a tone of findity.
“So you'll have to get dong with him.” She offered the boy her hand. “Come on. I'll
make fried chicken, if you want."



"Fried chicken!” Shell scrambled to his feet and grabbed her fingers. He squeezed
too hard, Anya winced, and Shell gave a sneering glance back over his shoulder as
he followed her.

Jack's fist clenched. He knows he hurts her. Rage prickled aong his spine. He
followed mechanicaly down the stairs, the fed of Anyas soft touch on his cheek
enough to stave off that rage. Careful, Watcher. As long as she lets me stay, | care
not what he does.

It wasn't true. He did care. There was smply nothing he could do about it at this
point.

He knows he hurts her, the deep voice of his conscience rose to taunt him. He
knows. What's to stop him from hurting her even more?

He heard the downstairs toilet flush, and Shell's voice. “Anya? Anya?'

Leave her alone, she's in the bathroom! He swallowed the words. His hand
tightened on the balustrade until the wood groaned and he had to unlock his fingers
one by one.

"If he hurts her,” he murmured, stopping at the last step while Anya continued
down the hdl, Shell babbling, the softer music of her replies, “if he hurts her I'll..."

What can | do? If | frighten him into behaving, she'll hate me, even if | could
prove to her that he understands more of what he does. Her innocence blinds her.
Heis only a Feeder, not something Dark.

He spared himsdlf a grim smile for the position he was in. Still, he would enjoy
scaring the boy into treating Anya better.

| am not a very nice person.

It took a touch of the Dark to understand what the Dark was capable of.
Lightbringers didn't understand hatred, or violence, or greed. Their very natures
couldn't comprehend Darkness. It was another thing that made them vulnerable.

Jack continued down the hdl and into the kitchen, now brightly lit against the
gathering dusk. Even though the days were getting fractionally longer, it was gtill dark
early. Imbolc, the witch's Festival of Light, was right around the corner.

Anya moved around the kitchen, occasionally yawning. The coffeemaker gurgled.
Shell perched on the stool. He saw Jack and stuck out his tongue.

"Now stop that,” Anya said sharply, though her head was in the fridge. “Don't be
rude, Shell."

The boy bridled. Jack halted, leaning against the doorway, his arms folded. “He
understands more than you give him credit for, piccola."

"Mh.” She surfaced and gave him an arch glance. “I suppose you think | should
send him to an ingtitution, or a home?"

"No. You're fond of him, I wouldn't tell you to do that.” Even though you should
. “I just think you should be aware that he knows when he's hurting you."



She opted for a graceful subject change. “Mashed potatoes with garlic. We're
amost out of milk. And what about steamed broccoli? | want to use this before it
goes bad, though I'm not a big fan of broccoli. It's good for you."

Jack shrugged. “I suppose.” He wanted to ask what the soft evil voice on the
phone had told her, held his tongue. “Y ou like to cook?’ The instant it was out of
his mouth, he cursed himself for saying something stupid.

"I do, actudly.” She smiled a him, pushing a strand of raven hair behind her ear.
“It's a type of magic | understand. Putting raw ingredients together, adding a little
something extra, and making something edible. Pour me some coffee, and get the
flour down, will you?"

He moved to obey amost before he thought of it. “Are you going to send me
away?’ The question took him unawares, and he had to trandate it inside his head
before he discovered what he'd said.

She paused, holding a blue frying pan. “What?"

He jerked his chin at Shell, who hummed to himsdlf, tapping on the countertop.
“He says you'll send me away. Now you know what | was. What | ... did. Will you
try to send me away? Do you—" He ran out of words, staring at her.

She looked almost shocked.

A long, taut pause stretched between them. *“ Pour me some coffee, okay? And of
course I'm not sending you anywhere. You're an adult. You can go if you want, of
course—but I'd like to know a little more about how to protect mysdf before you
do."

Over my dead body, witch. “I will not leave you. Not unless you order me
to—and even then I'll do my best to protect you, Anya. I'm your Watcher."

Her face changed dightly. “ Get down the flour, too. | can't reach it."

"Anya—"

"Not now, Jack. Later.” She turned back to the stove. “Some cream in my coffee,
please."

Obedience, Watcher.

He did as she asked, sllently. When she had the potatoes boiling and the smell of
frying chicken began to fill the air, she started to hum, only pausing to give soft
orders.

"Shell, would you set the table? Forks on the right, remember. No—take the
glasses one at atime. Jack, that bottle of wine Elise gave us—yes, ared, it needs to
breathe.” More humming. “One a atime, Shell, we don't have enough glasses to
break."

By the time it was dl done, she turned to Jack, pushing her hair back. He had to
force himsdf to look away from the dight sheen of sweat on her neck. “Do you
suppose you could take your coat off? Just to it at the table?



"Of course,” he managed around the lump in his throat. “Anya?’
"Hm? Oh, damn. The salt and pepper shakers. Can you?"

"'l take them.” He deftly snagged the wine bottle at the same time. “I only
wanted to thank you."

"For what?’ She waved a pair of tongs absently before she turned back to the
stove. “Shell! Come on, | need you to carry the potatoes!”

Jack retreated. He brushed past Shell into the dining room and chose the seat with
its back to the wal. He set down the salt and pepper shakers and the wine, then took
adeep breath and shrugged out of his coat, hanging it carefully on the wooden chair.
He thought for a moment, and decided to leave his rig on. It was bad manners, but
he felt almost naked without his weapons.

He glanced up and saw his reflection against the darkness pressing against the
dining room windows. The swordhilt poked up over his right shoulder, the knives
rode easy in their sheaths, the guns at his hips. He saw the holes in his shirt—one
under his left armpit, the other two low on his right side. His jeans were worn and
old, and his hair looked more like a bird's nest than anything human.

It brought him back to the present with a jolt. Memory wasn't his friend, it would
only distract him. No distractions were alowed.

His eyes glowed against the screen of dark glass, haf-lidded slver coins, flat and
deadly. He was ugly—and he was mean too.

| just hope I'm mean enough to keep her safe.



Chapter Twenty-five

Shell poked and prodded at his food, but Anya was ill too tired to scold him
into eating. She was hungry, so hungry she finished everything on her plate and took
seconds of fried chicken. “I'm gill starving,” she said findly, “but | can't eat another
bite."

"It's the backlash.” Jack ate dowly, often pausing and sending out those invisble
waves of awareness. “Magick uses physical energy, and you need to replace that
energy.” He spoke dowly too, asif he had to pause and remember the words.

She wiped her lips with her napkin. “What about you? | hardly ever see you eat."

"The tanak. It lives on anger and pain. And the released Power, when | kill
something Dark."

Maybe | shouldn't ask these questions. “Oh.” She took along drink of milk and
put her glass down. “So you need to ... kill?'

"No. It just feeds me. Without the Dark, | need more human food.” His eyes
flicked past her, checking the dining room. “I can live for along time on very little,
Any Watcher can."

She thought about this, stifling a yawn with the back of her hand. “ Shell, are you
done?'

His deepy blue eyes met hers. “Want dessert.”
She examined his plate. “But you didn't eat your potatoes. Or your broccoli."
"Don't fed good.” Shell's mouth turned down. “Want dessert."

She pushed hersalf up. “I don't know, Shell.” Her chair legs scraped the floor.
“You'll have to help me clean the table."

He brightened. This was an old game; pleading for dessert and cleaning the
dishes.

Anya paused, looking down at Jack, who was dowly unfolding himsdf from his
chair. *'Y ou want some more coffee?'

"Sure.” He gathered up his own plate, stacking silverware efficiently. “Let me take
that."

"l can handle my own dishes. But you can bring the salt and the butter. And your
glass."

Anyaturned her back on him, ignoring the way Shell was sticking his tongue out.
Her hands 4ill trembled dightly and the headache threatened right behind her eyes.
It's a good thing | didn't drink any wine. | opened that bottle for nothing. “If
magick makes you fed like this, what's the use?”'

"Only the first few times. You have to learn to accommodate that much Power.”
He followed her into the kitchen. “It gets better. You're a Lightbringer, you're meant



to carry it, cast those spells.”
Shell dropped his dishes in the sink with a clatter. “Dessert!” he crowed.

Anya stopped, slverware chattering against the plate as her hands shook. | just
think you should be aware that he knows when he's hurting you. She examined
Shdl, who moved his weight from foot to foot, his blond hair sticking up in every
direction. He was big—and he hadn't redly hurt her before Jack showed up. Not
even in the middle of his fits. But in the car, and just before dinner, he had
ddliberately squeezed her hand too hard.

Isit true? Does he know that he hurts me?
It was a horrible thing to think.
"Dessert! Anya? Dessert?"

She approached him and put her dishes in the sink. “I don't know, Shell. You
didn't eat your dinner."

He pouted. “Anya...” His eyes filled with tears. Big, shining crocodile tears. She'd
dedlt with enough juveniles to tell the difference. She shook the thought away. She
didn't want to think that perhaps Shell could deliberately misead her.

"Sit down. Over there.” She pointed at the stool. He pouted, but he did it. Anya
scraped the plates and loaded the dishwasher. Jack put everything else away and
took care of the leftovers, stacking two bowls worth efficiently in the fridge. He
poured her another cup of coffee and gently pushed her aside when she had the sink
full of soapy water. He put the coffee cup in her hands and started scrubbing the
pans.

Anya stared, her jaw dropping. A big, tal, broad-shouldered, shaggy-haired man
up to his elbows in soapsuds, his threadbare black T-shirt straining at his muscled
back and the oiled leather straps holding his knives and guns and other little metd
things resting againgt the cloth. | don't think | would believe it if | wasn't seeing it
right in front of me. “You do dishes? My God, you're like the perfect man.”

The smile he gave her was openly shocked and pleased a the same time.
“Hardly."

Anyaleaned against the cupboards, folding her hands around the hot mug. “Y ou
brought me home last night, you took care of Shell this morning, and you do dishes,
for God's sake.” Anya was hard-pressed to stop a grin. Is he blushing? “Are you
blushing?'

He shrugged. “I don't think so.” The hating pauses eased out of his voice. He
rinsed the pot she'd boiled the potatoes in and put it in the rack. She set her coffee
aside, picked up atowel.

“I'll dry.” She glanced over at Shell, who had wiped away the tears and was now
watching her, his face dack and lifeless. Guilt pricked at her. “Don't worry, Shell.
There'sice cream in the fridge. When we finish the dishes you can have some."

His face lit up. “ Gee, Anyal Thanks. | been a good boy. | redly been!"



"I know you have,” she soothed, drying the pot and putting it away.

Jack, as if reading her mind, handed her the wrung-out dishcloth. She wiped the
pale-blue counter near the stove, suddenly stopping to take a breath. | haven't
thought about running away, or felt something chasing us for weeks, now.

A queer light happiness began under her breastbone—a happiness that was just as
quickly doused by the memory of the soft voice on the phone.

Who was threatening her? And why?

| suppose the Persuasion would be worth a lot of money. If | wanted to rob
banks, or do other nasty things. The thought caused a little shiver, her entire skin
ghrinking like a sweater in the dryer. Her head didn't hurt as much as it had, but
suddenly each sound seemed painful. But | wouldn't ... | wouldn't do anything like
that, ever.

But if someone had no compunction about sending her blackmail notes and trying
to frighten her, they would perhaps hurt her, try to make her use the Persuasion for
bad ends. Her idea of just what “they” might do was hazy, but when she turned back
to hand the rag to Jack, her eyes snagged on the black-wrapped swordhilt, the guns,
and the knives,

"Jack?’ She picked up the towel again and lifted the frying-pan he had just rinsed
off.

"Hm?’ He rinsed the vegetable steamer and set it in the rack with solicitous care.

"The people threatening me. What would they do to me, to make me do what they
want?’ She dried the frying-pan and hurriedly bent to put it away in the drawer
underneath the new oven. She looked back up at Jack, sweeping her hair back from
her face.

"Nothing,” Jack said. “They won't get near you. | promise.”
"But if they did. Just ... what if?"

"They won't.” His eyebrows drew together. “I'm here."
"Jack. Please."

He rinsed the rag, wrung it out, and started wiping down the other counters. Shell
squirmed on the stool, eager for ice cream, but one warning look from Anya made
him go ill.

"If it's the Brotherhood, drugs and achemica magick. If that doesn't work, more
standard brainwashing techniques, starting with sleep deprivation and going through
rape and torture as wel as other more heavy-duty drugs. Freelance groups don't
have the alchemical facilities, so they just go to the standard brainwashing techniques
first.” He rinsed the rag out again, wrung it out, and pulled the plug.

"Ice cream?’ Shell asked tentatively. He squirmed on the stool again, making it
creak.

Anya straightened. “lce cream.” Her voice was steady enough. Brainwashing.



Rape. Torture. Drugs.

"They won't take you, Anya.” Jack's hand curled around the edge of the counter.
“I told you, I'm your Watcher."

"l know.” She opened the freezer and took out the carton of mint chocolate chip
ice cream, setting it on the freshly-wiped counter to soften. “I just wanted to know.”
And now | do. “Do you want some ice cream?"

"No, I'm going to check the street outside. It feels too quiet.”
"Quiet's good.” She shivered, hung the towe up, and regarded him. “Right?"
"It is. But not too quiet. Too quiet means someone's planning mischief.”

Anya opened her mouth to ask what he thought they were planning and who
exactly he thought they were, but the sound of the phone's shrill ring cut through the
kitchen.

She jumped, letting out athin cry.

Jack touched her shoulder. “Don't worry.” He picked up the phone. He didn't say
hello, just held the phone to his ear. A long pause. Then, “Sorry about that. She's
right here.” He handed it to her, mouthing Theo, and she held it to her ear with a
trembling hand.

"H-hello?’ Anya's voice trembled.

"Hi, sweetie.” Theo's voice was deep and calm. “I know you're not feding well,
so I'll keep it short. | think | may have found a job for you. One of my patients
knows the headmaster of a private school. The pay's good, and they need an English
teacher. Shell recommend you.”

Anyas heart actualy leapt. “Redly? That's ... but how can |—"

"Did | mention the headmaster also owes Mari a favor? She took care of some
not quite mundane problems he was having not too long ago, so he owes her. And
I'm sure your Watcher can help. Just thought I'd give you the good news, swesets.
Now, you rest up. I'll come by tomorrow to see how you're fedling.” Theo sounded
amused. “| think Elise and Mari will come too. We need to have a meeting and we
can't do it without you."

"Why not?” Anya saw Jack getting the bowls down for ice cream. A brief flash of
unredlity unloosed her knees, and she leaned against the counter. “1 mean, is it about
the store?"

"No. We can't have it because you're our fourth, and a Guardian besides. And we
have a few things we need to discuss."

Anya’s stomach flipped. “Do you take in everyone like this?’ | didn't ask to be a
guardian, whatever that is. She remembered the silver flash last night, the feding of
something snapping around her, an extra layer of shielding. Her head hurt to think
about it.

"Not everyone. But you're our fourth, Anya, and you're meant to be here. Last



night proved that. Besides, Mari had one of her visions again. The four of us, in the
park, working a collective magick. She says it was beautiful. Not only that, but Elise
likes you very much—and that doesn't happen every day, let me assure you. She's
an excdlent and very tough judge of character, our firehair.” Theo paused. “I think it
speaks wdl of you that you wouldn't consider a job unless you could take care of
Shell. You seem to have fit into our little group very well—almost as if you were
meant to. And ... well, it appears you have Suzanne's approval too."

A chill touched the back of Anyas neck. “I thought she was—"

"She's only dead. Not gone.” Theo's smile was audible. “Go to bed, you
shouldn't even be up. That's healer's orders.”

"Yes, maam.” Anya heard hersalf, sounding confident and light. Is that me? “I'll
be going back to bed right after dessert.”

"Mh. Can't miss dessert. See you tomorrow.” Theo hung up.

"l suppose so.” Anya hung up. She looked at Jack, who had pried the lid off the
ice cream and was looking for a spoon to scoop it with. Then she stared at the
phone as if it might bite her, hugging herself.

"What isit?’ Jack asked, frowning dightly as he hunted for a spoon.
"Try the drawer next to the stove.” She looked up at him. “Jack?"
"Hm?'

"Theo says I'm one of their group now. A Guardian.”

He shrugged, the swordhilt moving. “It seems you are."

"l was brought here."

"Maybe."

"By ... the gods. Their gods.” They believe in gods, don't they? They don't say
much about it, but they believe.

"Or yours. You want some?’ He indicated the ice cream, his eyes not quite
meeting hers.

"l never believed much in God.” She looked at the window over the sink, night
pressing against the glass. “But | suppose if | can beieve in big, burning,
razor-toothed things that want to eat me, God isn't so much of a stretch.”

"1 want some ice cream,” Shel announced. “Are we gonna go see Theo? | miss
Elise. Wanta go to work."

"Tomorrow Elise will come to vist us.” Anya rubbed at her forehead gently, the
headache threatening to come back. “Theo says she might have found a job for me
a a private school."

"That's good news.” Jack had filled a bowl for Shell and gave him a spoon. “Here
you are, Shell."

Shell took it, gave Jack a glare—only dightly mallified by the prospect of



dessert—and dug in. Anya cupped her elbows in her hands, hugging herself even
harder. She watched Jack's ghostly reflection put the ice cream away in the fridge, a
brief dice of cold light illuminating him. Then he dried the rest of the pans and put
them away, moving quietly and efficiently, no motion wasted. Findly, he leaned
againgt the counter, surveying the kitchen with a satisfied air.

She saw him turn to look at her, his gray eyes reflecting bright in the glass. “I
should go check everything. With your permission, Anya?"'

Her heart gave a sudden legp and fdl crashing back into her chest. “Um,” she
said. “I don't think anything's out there, Jack. | redly don't."

He shrugged again. “1 should go anyway, just to be sure.”

She turned to face him, her hair swinging out as she aimost banged her hip on a
drawer pull. “1 want you to please stay in tonight.” Her throat threatened to close on
the words. “If you don't mind."

Elise or Theo would have made that sound better. Even Mari would have
known how to say that. He's going to think I'm a nincompoop.

After along, measured pause, he nodded. “Of course. If you like."
What? She hadn't expected smple compliance. “Oh. Um—okay."
"I'm going to go get my coat. Did Theo say anything else?’

She glanced at Shell, who was taking huge mouthfuls of mint chocolate chip ice
cream. “Just that | should go back to bed. She thinks | need more deep. I've dept dl
day, though."

He looked suddenly thoughtful. “Do you fed deepy?’

She did. She dill fdt exhausted and ill hungry, though her stomach fet full and
dightly uncomfortable. “Not too much,” she lied. “I want to tak to you, after | put
Shdl to bed."

"Whatever you want.” His eyes moved over her face, and she had the odd idea he
was agreeing to more than staying inside. He watched her so closely she could
amost fed aphysica pressure from his gaze against her skin, and his red-black aura
touched the very edges of hers. Heat rose to her cheeks again.

"Y ou redly mean that, don't you."

“I'm done.” Shdl rattled his spoon against his bowl. “I want a story. Story,
Anya"

She glanced at him. “Go and brush your teeth and wash your face. You need to
start saying please, Shell. Y ou're not being very nice."

He pouted, knocking over the stool as he did down, landing heavily on his fest.
He stamped out of the kitchen and blundered up the stairs. Anya sighed, her
shoulders risng under the familiar weight.

Jack said nothing, but the silence was suddenly hard and tense.
"It's hard on him when his routine changes,” she said, wishing she didn't fed as if



she was defending Shell to a hostile audience. “He doesn't understand.”

"He's jealous. Wants you dl to himsdf.” Jack's eyes hadn't moved from her face.
“l can't blame him."

"Weren't you going to go get your coat?’ She sounded breathless even to herself.
He nodded, his eyes not leaving hers. “I was, wasn't I."

"You were.” | sound like an idiot. But he's staring at me. Why is he staring at
me? “Jack, I'm not like Theo. I'm ... I've done things—used the Persuasion. I'm not
innocent. Those people, whoever they are—they might even hurt the others, and it
will be dl my fault."

"They have Watchers too, Anya. | wouldn't worry too much about them.” Jack
took a couple of steps back, gracefully avoiding the breakfast bar. Then he turned
and stalked into the dining room.

Anya let out a soft breath, looking at the kitchen window. Darkness stroked the
glass. She could see part of the back yard lit by a fluorescent light with a motion
detector. The wooden back fence was six feet tdl, strong and new, and the gates
were locked with padlocks.

Anyaleaned against the counter, staring out the window. She was so absorbed in
her own thoughts she almost missed the movement.

Almost.

Anya gasped. Something low and black, red eyes flashing for a moment, streaked
for the back fence. It legpt and caught the top of the fence with clawed hands made
of black paper.

She backed up a step. | didn't fee a thing. Why didn't | fed that? Whatever it is,
It's quick. Her breath came short and harsh. If it comes back | have to get Shell out
of here.

She heard Jack's soundless step. He barely paused to open the back door,
moving so quickly he blurred. The door shut itsef with a bang and locked behind
him, the house shields quivering.

"Jack!” For a moment Anya considered going to the door and throwing it open.
Then she redlized that the thing—whatever it was—had been running through the
back yard at a dight angle. It had probably muscled itself over the gate at the side of
the house, and Jack was chasing it.

As soon as she thought it, the phone began to shrill again.

Anya, her hands cold, picked it up mechanically. She copied Jack, though—she
samply lifted it to her ear, not saying “hello.”

A burst of static gave birth to a feedback sgqueal. Then the soft, evil voice teased
a her again. “Anya.” A pause. “Come to us, and well leave your friends aone. They
don't ever have to know. We just want to tak to you, Anya, make you an offer.
That's dl. Come to the Wescorp building downtown, the corner of First and
Aventine. Go insde and tell—"



"What if I don't?” Anya whispered.

"Then well tdl your new friends, and the police, what kind of a thief you are.”
The voice laughed. “I'll see you tomorrow."

"You can't—" she began, but the line went dead.
Anyalad the phone gingerly back down. “Great,” she whispered. “Just great."



Chapter Twenty-six

She was waiting when Jack came back, the entire house quiet and serene. Anya
sat on the stairs, her arms wrapped around her knees, the ringing silence telling him
she'd put the boy to bed.

"Anya? It was only a stray thuryik, nothing big. | drove it—Anya?’ He took one
look at the tension in her shoulders and the way her hands shook dightly. A curse
rose in his throat and was savagdly repressed. “A diversion. What was it, piccola?
Another phone call?'

Her face was pae, her gray eyes huge. She nodded. “They want me to come to a
building tomorrow. Just to talk."

"If you were a frightened witch without a Watcher you might, and they could pick
you up negatly.” Fury settled under his breastbone. “This looks like the Brotherhood.
Other groups aren't this finicky. They think they can smply—" Hisjaw worked for a
moment, then clenched shut. He was going to say something truly filthy if he kept
talking, and not in English, either.

"I think | should go,” she said quietly. “He said they just want to make me an
offer. Maybe if | listen to them they'll go away."

What? For a moment he thought his ears were playing tricks on him. “Anya.” He
couldn't even begin to tel her how foolish that was. “These people are not going to
just go away. They will keep trying to acquire you until it's too expensive for them to
continue. They will not go away because you ask politely. They will only leave you
in peace when a cost-benefit analysis tells them you're too dear to be bought.”

She held up a hand.

Jack's mouth snapped shut. She's a Lightbringer, he reminded himself. Duty,
honor, obedience. You're misbehaving. Cool and quiet, Jack. Be till.

His entire body went cold at the thought of Anya waking unprotected into a
Brotherhood trap.

"If I go and explain to them that I'm with you and don't want to work for them,
they might leave me aone. It would be a better way to solve the problem than dl this
fighting."

He wasn't sure whether he should fed like celebrating because she had implied her
acceptance of him or cursing because she was evidently determined to risk her life
negotiating with the Brotherhood instead of listening to him. He settled for a deep
breath, his hands in his pockets, and a short nod.

"And,” she continued, “| want you to watch Shell while| go tomorrow."

"No.” One short, clipped word. All the sworn obedience in the world couldn't
make him agree to that.

"Jack, | wish you'd listen."



n NO."
"But | need you to—"

"No, Anya. I'm your Watcher, not his. | cannot and will not let you go aone into
what is amost certainly a trap.” His neck began to fed as if iron rods were being
rammed down his spine, and his bones started to twist with pain, reacting to the
thought of her in danger. He took a deep breath, seeking to cam himsdf, a soft
voice in his head that sounded suspicioudly like hers trying to tell him to be quiet.

"l could use the Persuasion on you.” Her eyes were luminous and terribly sad.

"That would be foolish,” he told her through gritted teeth. The air began to warm
up, the Dark symbiote bleeding heat through his aura, and his voice made the stairs
groan dightly. “And you are not afool."

Oddly enough, that made her smile, asif pleased. That smal smile eased his neck.
He took two steps forward and sank to one knee, daring to reach forward and take
one of her hands in both of his. Her skin was cool and smooth, full of light that
eased his pounding pulse and aching muscles.

"Don't do this, Anya. Please. They're liars. Whoever they are, they've aready
blackmailed you, and they probably think I don't know about it. They're counting on
you being scared and slly, not prepared.”

"If you're with me, | don't have anything to worry about, do |7’

His heart thudded against his ribs even harder. She'll let me stay. I'm almost sure
shelll let me stay with her. But | told her—and they told her, too, told her what |
did. Who | was.

To be absolutely fair, though, he hadn't told her everything. He'd only told her as
much as seemed necessary. She obviously didn't understand the full implications. It
would give him alittletime, at least, until she found out the rest.

"I won't let anything harm you,” he promised. “But if you go straight into their
trap—who knows what they have planned? They might not be able to kill me, but
they could hurt me and try to take you. Please, Anya. Don't do this."

"But...” She sucked her cheeks in thoughtfully, her mouth puckering, obviously
rethinking the whole thing.

Good. Don't do it, Anya. It's not safe. It is nhot safe at all.

His thumb did over her knuckles, the fed of her skin blurring up his arm and
spilling through his bones. He searched for cam, for a soft tone to convince her.
“Besides, if they only wanted to make you an offer, they could have come to the
Rowangrove. Or sent you a letter instead of athreat. Yes?"

She nodded, her hair fdling forward, a glossy sheaf of clean darkness.

"If they only wanted to make you an offer, they wouldn't threaten to go to the
police and leave Shell without anyone to look after him."

That was her vulnerable spot, and he felt a sharp pinch of guilt for using it. Her



free hand clasped around his. The wash of spiked pleasure through his veins made
his eyes hdf close and his lungs cry out for air. He'd stopped breathing.

She nodded, once, very dowly. “And if they wanted my help, they wouldn't tel
me bad things about you, would they? Unless they wanted to make me afraid of
you."

He looked down a her hand covering his. Fine-boned, pale, long, tapering
graceful fingers, her nails bitten down almost to the quick, a smudge of grease just
under her thumb from cooking. His hands were larger, scarred and callused, his skin
adifferent tone, darker and rougher, his fingers blunt and indelicate.

"I hunted witches for years.” I'm about to tell her the truth, he reaized dully,
hopel essness aready starting to twist a his chest. He had to fight for the breath to
continue. “My father, the Gray Cardinal, used me as an example to Lupus Ddl. | was
the first true Knight of the Order because | was his creature entirely. | would have
done anything to please him. He gave me the undead Knights and later the Seekers to
control, and sent me out to kill.” His voice dropped. “I knew no better, Anya. You
have to understand, | did not know. | was so young. And dl | heard from the
Church—the Church, the sole arbiter of right and wrong—was that these women
were evil, were witches, maleficia. | grew skilled, and | grew cold, then | stopped
caring. | killed without mercy or remorse.”

"You don't have to.” Her voice sounded oddly strained. Is she disgusted? Of
course sheis. Who wouldn't be?

Jack pressed on. “| fought a Watcher. The last one | ever murdered. He gave his
life to protect a woman, and with his last breath he cursed me. But she—the
Lightbringer—she knelt down by the body of the Watcher and looked up a me. She
told me she forgave me, and the Seekers came and...” A dry, hoarse sound barked
out of histhroat, too harsh to be a sob. The blood smelled of iron, and | was secure
in my love of God. | felt nothing but contempt until it was too late, until 1 saw what
| had done and | begged God to kill me. He did not listen, He never listened. “I
could not comprehend how a maleficia of Satan could exhibit such forgiveness,
forgiveness the Church would say was Christian. And for the first time, | saw the
Light inside her. | destroyed the Seekers and returned the undead Knights to ther
rest. Then | went in search of answers."

His head dropped even further, and he stared at her bare toes. Anya was utterly
gill, listening. He would have liked the feding of her complete attention, if he hadn't
been tdling her his shame.

It was too late now. The words spilled out, tripping over each other, his accent
wearing through. How long had he been wanting to tell someone, miserably impelled
to scratch the itch of confession?

"The Watchers wished to kill me, and | could not blame them. But the Grand
Council is made of Lightbringers, and they told the Watchers | was to be given a
chance to earn redemption. The Watchers did not believe it, but they obeyed.” A
bitter half-laugh tore at his throat. “I saw true obedience among them. And true



forgiveness—the Lightbringers never uttered a word of reproach, though 1'd killed
so many of them. The Watchers—gods done know how many of them |
condemned to despair, killing the Lightbringers as | did. Every time | see a Watcher
without awitch, | think perhaps | am the one responsible, and the pain...” His voice
broke.

Anyas free hand left his. He waited for her to pull away, waited for her shock and
disgust.

She stroked his hair, her fingers light. Silence stretched down the hal. The furnace
clicked on, and warm air soughed through the house.

"When they tdl you to be frightened of me, it is for good reason,” he admitted
painfully. “I do not deserve to be near you. | do not even deserve to know you exist

| have never deserved it. | fight the Circle's battles and | atone, but it is never
enough.

When she spoke, it was amost too softly to be heard. “You didn't know. You
didn't know any better. Just like Shell."

The thought that she might pity him made a fierce flush of rage rise up his
backbone, but he set his jaw and shoved it down. Pity was better than anger, and if
she felt sorry for him she might let him stay.

"Anya...” Thereis nothing | would not give to take it back. | wished I'd never
heard of Lupus Dei. | wish | had not been born to be such a blight on the world.

But if | had not, | wouldn't be here now, able to protect you. Dear gods. Is it
worth it?

"What did you think I'd do when you told me?’ She stroked his hair, her fingers
infinitely gentle. “Did you think 1'd tdl you to go away? You didn't know, Jack. You
didn't know."

"l enjoyed it,” he whispered, watching her feet. “I murdered them with joy. |
consigned them to the flames with a heart full of happiness, | thought | served God
and made my father happy.” Even though | was only a bastard son, he finished
slently, seeing again his father's tomb. He had gone back once as a Watcher, and
hadn't had the heart to destroy the marble edifice.

But oh, he had been tempted. And each year folding into the next did not make
the memories any easier to bear.

"Wdll.” Her soft fingers trailed down his cheek, did under his chin. She tilted his
chin up. Jack had no choice but to let her. She ill had dark circles under her
beautiful eyes, and her pretty mouth was drawn down &t the corners. “I judge people
on what they've done to me, Jack. Not what they may or may not have done to
someone else. And you've ... | mean, | bet it never even crossed your mind to use
some of the money from Circle Lightfal for yourself, did it?

Stunned, he shook his head dightly. He wondered why she was even asking. The



double blow of her touch on his chin and her hand in both of his made it impossible
for him to pay attention. “No, of course not."

"Y ou haven't been anything but gentle with me—and with Shell, even though he's
treated you awfully.” She smiled, her eyes lighting up. “What, you thought | didn't
notice? Just because | don't say anything doesn't mean | don't notice."

"Anya—"

"When | found Shell, he was living in aleys and eating out of garbage cans. He'd
been thrown out of the hafway house he was living in because of budget cuts. And
without his medication, he would have fits. He'd hurt a few people, and would have
gone tojal if | hadn't taken him in."

Oh, gods. How can | make you understand? He tried again, turning the words
over in his head to make them as clear as possible. “You aren't listening. | killed
them, Anya. Women just like you. | murdered them with no provocation on their
part. | hunted them like animas.” The guilt weighed the words down, crushed them
in his throat. | gave them to the flames, or | let the Seekers take them, or | killed
them with my bare hands.

| enjoyed it. | loved my work.

Anyas sigh brushed the air with gold. “Would you fed better if | hated you?’ She
ran her finger down his cheek. The touch soothed him, and he would have enjoyed it
if the poison hadn't been eating into his heart. “You told me the order—Lupus
Dei—was created in the 1500s."

“In the year of our Lord 1491, Innocent signed the bull—extending an earlier
papa decree—that gave the Crusade its orders,” he recited mechanicaly, seeing the
parchment and the lead sedl asiif it were yesterday. The smell of incense, blood, and
sour excitement rose in his memory. “Circle Lightfal was created in 1532 in
response. Givdli received approval for Lupuis De in 1533."

"You...” She swallowed, closed her eyes briefly. “I suppose if | can believe in big
black toothy things that want to eat me, and if | can beieve in magick, and Elise
lighting candles with a look, and Theo being able to hea someone just by thinking
about it, that isn't so much of a stretch. No wonder you're so strange.” She paused,
but he said nothing. “So ... you're alittle older than | thought."

Older than you think, piccolo. Older than you know. Just like I'm a little taller,
and a little more lethal. “It's the symbiote. It gives a Watcher
near-immortality—until the Watcher finds his witch.” Thisisn't at all how | expected
you to react. “Anya..."

"Just give me a second.” She took a deep breath. “I usually don't date older
men,” she muttered, before she opened her eyes and grinned at him.

The smile threatened to knock him over backward. “Um.” This wasn't a all how
he'd expected this to go. “Anya.” He couldn't find any other words.

"What was it like?" Her fingers rested on his cheek. “I mean, back then? You
must have seen alot of history."



You don't want to know. It was a cavalcade of brutality, not to mention filth. His
nose wrinkled. “It smelled worse than nowadays. Much worse."

"Really?’ She looked interested, her eyes lighting up and her mouth softening.

"The food wasn't dl that good, ether. | try not to think on it, Anya. I'm one of the
oldest Watchers; dl the others | knew are either dead or bonded. The new ones
don't know what | was—or if they do, they don't show it. | wanted to tel you,
but—"

"You must have seen so many things.” Curiosity sparkled in her eyes, and she
regarded him with actud interest, leaning forward, dl the attention he had ever
wanted in the world fastened on him.

Has she heard a single word I've said? I'm a murderer, and a sinner,
condemned to Hell. “I've been too occupied doing my job.” He didn't mean for it to
sound harsh, but her face fdl. “I wanted to tell you. | couldn't."

She nodded, her beautiful hair sweeping forward. “I understand. No, redly, | do.
| stole, Jack. I'm not proud of it, but | had to. You aren't proud of what you did, but
| think | understand why you did it."

Frustration rose insde him again, sharply checked. “I don't think you
understand.” The thought that she could compare the two of them made him fed
dightly sick. She was guilty of nothing more than trying to survive, while he was
guilty of areign of terror and genocide, and dl the penance he'd done hadn't eased
his conscience one iota.

"Shhh.” Her fingers cupped his chin and she leaned forward, her hair brushing his
cheek. She kissed his forehead gently. Jack closed his eyes, a sigh forcing its way
out through his lips, the never-ending harsh tension trained into his body relaxing for
the first time in years. “Come with me."

He automatically rose to his feet, steadying her as she stood. “Ouch.” She rubbed
a her hip. “I like hardwood floors, but they hurt. Come on. | know what to do."

She led him down the hal and into the kitchen, not letting go of his hand as she
reached up to get a glass from the cupboard. “I just read about this in one of Theo's
books. It's so hizarre, dl of this stuff. | fed as if there's been a curtain over the
world that | just pulled back, and now I'm seeing everything for red for the firgt
time."

She turned the tap on, filled the glass, and turned away from the sink, leading him
amost absently. Her touch had settled into a warm glow spreading through his entire
body, a deep honey haze.

He could find nothing to say.

She led him into the dark living room, empty except for two scavenged
bookshelves, the couch he'd had ddivered, and a set of blue beanbag chairs from
Mari. The gas fireplace was empty and cold, the walls blank. “Anya.” It was the only
breathless protest he could find the wherewitha to utter.



"Shhh. Kned down—there.” She indicated the spot with the glass of water, and
he moved to obey, reluctantly diding his fingers free of hers. “Now just be ill.” She
set the glass down and closed her eyes. She took a deep breath, and Power started
to stir.

"Anya, you should—" If she cast a spell now, she could suffer further backlash.

She shook awarning finger a him, and he swallowed the rest of his protest. What
Isshe doing? | just told her the worst thing a Watcher can tell a witch. What is she
going to do?

Her lips moved slently, and he smelled jasmine and amber incense. Air stirred
againgt his cheek. The Dark in him woke, growling and watchful in his bones. The
clear amber light of her Power rose, sketching a circle insde the room.

You should not do this. Don't waste your magick on me. “Anya, don't. You
don't have to."

Her concentration didn't waver.

Anyas eyes opened, and she picked up the glass of water. “Lustrus,” she
whispered, and gold sparks fdl from her delicate fingers into the water. A high,
humming note of Power rang through the room, rebounding from the circle of
golden light, concentrating in the water. Liquid sunshine strengthened, swirling inside
the glass.

She dipped her fingers in the water, bent over him. “ Aedirus chaerae lustrate.”
She touched his forehead with wet fingertips. Power flushed along Jack's skin.

What is she doing? It didn't hurt, but it snapped his nerves taut and did below
the surface of his mind, a clear golden glow.

"In the name of the Lady, | declare you free.” Her voice took on a weight of
blurring Power. There was something else, too—the slvery light of a Guardian,
feeding her from the city's well of energy.

Gods above, she's grown stronger. How is that possible? Her aura was pure
incandescent light, a fine network of dlver threading through. He looked again,
squinting against the brightness, and saw the same diver that accentuated the other
three Lightbringers. She is a Guardian. How? She wasn't here when they cast the
initial spell—she's only been in Circle with them once! The deeve of Power around
him tightened, his breath squeezed out by the sudden stricture. His bones creaked
under the pressure, a python's hug.

"Lustrae dominum aeternus Aphroditum cheridum,” she breathed, Power rilling
through the ar diding chill down Jack's back. His coat crackled, and his own aura
compressed close to his skin.

Then she tilted her hand and dumped the entire glass over him.

Jack let out a short surprised ydl but stayed where he was. The ydlow light
faded, the high sustained note of power draining into the ground. The scent of
jasmine remained, overwhelming for a few seconds, then fading to a light perfume.



The pressure vanished, his ribs flaring as he findly breathed.

Anya sank down to kned in front of him, her eyes luminous. She set the empty,
sanging glass aside. “That's a purification ritua. A baptism."

Cold water trickled down his neck. He reached out, his fingertips touching her
shoulders. She swayed dightly. “A baptism?’ His heart felt strangely light, the
familiar song of unconscious pain leaving him for the first time in years. Decades.

He thought he was suffering a cardiac arrest for afew seconds until he redized his
pulse was Hill treading away in his chest—but the gaping, tearing pain of grief and
guilt behind the steady beat had eased.

"Usudly the person receiving the baptism takes a new name.” She blinked. A
wide, disbelieving smile spread over her face. “There's so much light ... You know,
that was my red first spell.”

Her first solo spell, especially while she was suffering from backlash, cast for
him.

For a murderous wreck of a Watcher.

"Thank you,” he managed around the lump in his throat. His hair stuck to his head
and water dripped on the floor. The thought that she had cast her very first spell for
him—and done it while she was 4ill sick with pain—made his heart fed even
stranger. Light, and beating so quickly he was almost afraid it might explode. Cold
water sank into the knee of his jeans.

Her disbelieving smile widened. “Elise is right, it is better than chocolate.” She
reached up, leaning forward, and touched his face again, running her fingers lightly
down his cheeks, her thumb brushing his mouth. “Do you ill want to be Jack
Gray? You don't have to be."

"l don't care.” He wondered why his eyes were burning with salt water. He hadn't
cried since the last Lightbringer he'd killed had forgiven him. He had never thought
he might have tears left. “ Cdl me whatever you want."

His hands did free of her shoulders as she leaned forward. Is she going to pass
out? She's probably going to go deeper into backlash, | should have stopped her.

Asif he could have.

"Hm.” Her hands cupped his face. His stubble scraped at her softer skin, and he
franticaly tried to think of what he was going to do if she fel and he had to catch
her.

Her mouth met his.

He took a deep breath flavored with her, their lips and tongues dancing to an old
rhythm. Fire did down his skin, worked into his bones, and he sank into a golden
haze. When he surfaced again, he had her in his arms. Her hands had somehow
worked another magic and found their way under his shirt. Her skin scorched him,
leaving trails of sweet fire behind. He gasped and tried to think.

"Upstairs,” she said, and he made it to his feet.



She tripped, and he held her steady, blinking. When they reached the stairs, she
halted, turned while she stood on the third stair, and kissed him again. Jack's entire
body began to burn.

"Anya. Wait."

"What? | don't think | want to.” She kissed his cheek, the corner of his mouth.
The smdll of jasmine wrapped around him.

"I've ... | mean, | never ... um—
She laughed, a sweet throaty sound. “I know. Y ou were a priest, right?"

"Um ... Anya, |—" He suddenly couldn't think well enough to finish even hdf a
sentence. He sounded like an idiot.

"Don't worry,” she whispered. “I think instinct takes over at a certain point. Come
with me.” She kissed him again, deeply, her hands cupping his nape and holding him
steady. “Unless you don't want to."

He closed his eyes. | should be checking the perimeter.

The fading voice of responsbility and duty was drowned out by the swell of
sensation. “I don't deserve you,” he muttered into her hair.

Thank you, gods. A coherent sentence, in English even. It's a miracle.
"You're anew person now,” she said. “Reborn."

He fdt it, too, the crushing weight of guilt did free of his shoulders, the black
shame draining away. She had such incredible power. If this was what bonding with
aLightbringer fet like, no wonder the Watchers fought so hard.

No wonder they had always fought so hard.

Then her mouth met his again and he was lost, his hands diding under her
sweater, feding her softness, the light from her aura blazing inside his head. She led
him up the stairs, laughing in a low husky tone when he almost tripped. When they
reached the door to her room, she reached up and pushed at his coat, trying to dide
it free of his shoulders. He helped her, his fingers suddenly clumsy. She kicked the
door shut behind them, and he dropped the bulky leasther beside her bed, meta
clanking and shifting as its weight settled.

Then she pulled him down, her fingers working on the button of his jeans. He
pushed her sweater up and found the glorious arches of her ribs, the supple shalow
channel of her spine, and the round slopes of her breasts.

"Anya,” he whispered against her neck, tasting salt and incense and jasmine. He
said it into her hair and her fingers as she brushed them against his lips. When they
findly tangled free of therr clothing and she did into his arms, it was a relief. He
could think of nothing else.

She was right—at a certain point instinct did take over.

* % % %

Anyadept in his arms.



Jack ran his fingers—delicately, so very gently—over the curve of her shoulder.
She was exhausted, a sweet flush on her cheeks, breathing deeply and slently, her
head on his shoulder. He didn't even mind the painful tingle of nerve-compression
running down to his fingers.

What was his arm going to sleep when his entire body hummed with pleasant,
languorous voltage, the aftermath of blinding pleasure? L ess than nothing.

| don't deserve this. The thought was wondering, reverent instead of weighted
with black guilt. | don't deserve her. | have not paid nearly enough for what | did.

It was sheer mercy. The biggest trait of the Lightbringers—forgiveness. Why
hadn't the gods made dl of humanity this way?

Her aura, with the deep peculiar motionlessness that meant sleep, relaxed into a
pool of golden light fringed a the edges with red-black—his own aura, drawn
protectively close. All was as it should be. Watcher wards hummed in the walls.
Outside, the night was hushed and tranquil. The world held its breath, Anyas spell
dill working in the air, a spreading ripple of cam and peace threading through the
neighborhood and beyond.

She had such incredible power.

The blurring pleasure of her skin against his had turned to a sated glow, soothing
every nerve with a weight of honey. Jack shut his eyes, waiting for the reflexive bite
of guilt. He was profaning this silence and harmony, even as he was helpless to stop
touching, his hand moving unbidden in a caress up her shoulder, the tender hollow
of her throat, the sk of her hair.

Guilt came, but it was different. He shifted a little, restlesdy, and froze as Anya
murmured in her slegp. A faint sound of dreaming irritation escaped her lips. She
turned away, trapping his am under her head as she presented her back to him,
pulling ingtinctively on the covers. The house creaked and ticked to itsdf as she
settled back into Sumber, and Jack held his breath, cooler ar touching his knee
where the blankets had been pulled away.

Her window was dark, a diver of night peeking between the curtains, pressing
soft against the glass.

Night, and Dark. He should dide his arm from under her head and get up, get
dressed, and go out into the cold. Make certain there was nothing hiding in her
neighborhood, make absolutely sure no danger was present. It was his duty to dide
free of the bed's warmth and patrol the neighborhood. She wouldn't know he was
gone.

Hello? he asked the slence insde himsdf in every language he knew, squeezing
his eyes shut until tracers of green and gold flashed under the lids. Who are you
now?

The answer was stupidly ssimple. He was Anya's Watcher. He didn't need another
name. Whatever she called him, he'd answer to.

Helay in the dark, listening to her quiet breathing, and struggled with himself.



| know what | should do. But gods help me, what | want to do is wake her up
and kiss her again.

And not just kiss her. There was a whole world of things he wanted to explore.
All of them involved waking up his witch, and plenty of them involved a few
fascinating things he hadn't had nearly enough time to do to her.

W, for the oldest virgin in the world, | think | acquitted myself well. Then
again, she's easy to worship. The unfamiliar smile stretched his mouth, and he felt
the corners of his eyes crinkling. It was worth the wait. No wonder the Church
callsit a sin. Something like this could make a man stupid. Or less easy to control.

Much less easy to control.

Anya made another deepy, irritated sound. Jack curled over onto his sde and
gathered her into his arms. The mutter turned into air blown through pursed lips, and
she relaxed into total boneless sleep, soothed.

It'sa miracle. She's a miracle.

He buried his face in her mussed har and inhaled, drawing her down to the
bottom of hislungs.

She smdled like home. His home.

All the struggling and the penance boiled down to this—here was his witch. He
didn't deserve her, true, but that didn't change his responsbility. He was here to
protect her, the last line of defense between his witch and the Dark. The black weight
of guilt was an indulgence he could no longer afford—her spell had relieved it, to be
sure, but he could so very easly turn to torturing himself again.

If he did, it might make him just a fraction less effective. If he was busy brooding
over the past, he might make a fatd mistake.

His hand did down her arm, touched the fragile arches of her ribs, the roundness
of her hip. She was so soft, so utterly vulnerable.

A new penance, then. One that balanced everything out, one that might save even
asoul as blackened as his.

Penance isn't supposed to fed this good.

The Church had been wrong about everything else. It wasn't too hard to believe
they might be wrong about atonement, too. Jack's arms tightened, pulling her closer,
and he pulled up the blankets, smoothing the sheet and tucking them both in more
securely. He ran warm, a Watcher's metabolism burning fiercely to provide enhanced
muscul ature with strength, but he wanted to be certain she wouldn't be cold.

His conscience gave a sharp twinge. | should go outside.

There was nothing out there. The world had stopped. If Dark drifted near her
house, he'd go out and fight it off. For right now, he was going to sdfishly snatch
whatever comfort he could, and keep her in his arms as long as possible.

Morning would come soon enough. Jack relaxed, muscles kept constantly locked



in singing aertness loosening, his breathing deepening. If he wanted to, he could
dide over the border into the waking trance, or even—maybe—true sleep, human
deep, helped by pleasant exhaustion and the cessation of pain.

| don't want to. | don't want to miss any of this. His lips moved, and after a
moment of thought he realized he was—was he?

Actudly praying.

Gods, whatever God thereis, don't let anything happen to her.

Stll, gods could only do so much. It was up to a Watcher to make sure,
something drilled into every trainee's head from the beginning. Luck, chance, fate,

gods, it didn't matter. It was the Watcher's job to do whatever was necessary,
whatever it took.

"Anya,” he whispered into her hair. “| promise. Whatever it takes."

She made no reply, deeping the deep dreamless deep of an innocent. A
necessary deep; she was exhausted. He shifted dightly, wondering if he was going
to make up for so much time spent celibate by embarrassing himself.

Down, boy. Let her degp. She needs it.

The unfamiliar, unwilling smile ill lingered around his mouth as Jack tipped over
the edge into soft blackness, one smal corner of his mind dozing watchfully, ready
to wake if any threat presented itself. His breathing deepened, his shoulders relaxed,
and for the first timein hislife as a Watcher, Jack Gray dept without nightmares.



Chapter Twenty-seven

"Anya?’ Shell whispered. A cold wet hand shook her shoulder.

She groaned, Jack's arm tightening around her. It was warm, and comforting, and
safe where she was, and she didn't want to wake up.

IlAnya n

Swimming up through dark water. Her head hurt. Not as badly as it had
yesterday, but badly enough. “Whaaa?" She couldn't finish the word.

"Shell.” Jack sounded fully awake, his voice clear and cold. “What's going on?"
"The bad things,” Shell whispered. “Outside. The phone was ringing."

"Did you answer the phone?’ Jack moved, sitting up, his arm diding from under
Anyas head with infinite gentleness. He stroked her hair back from her face, his
callused fingers scraping dightly.

"It sounded like the funny radio.” Shell's breath whistled through his nose. “And |
fed funny."

Anya pushed hersdf up on her elbows, holding the sheet to her chest. “Jack?’
She was il warm from sleep, but a cool bath of dread did down her back. “What's
wrong?"'

Jack said something quiet and low. It sounded like a curse. Something clanked,
and he levered himsdf up off the bed. Leather creaked, his coat moving. A breeze
amedlling of leather and spice touched her cheek. The room was dark, but she could
see the ghost of his movements and a faint dice of gray around the edges of the
curtains.

She began to wake up.

"You heard the phone?’ Anya asked. “Shell, you know you're not supposed to
answer the phone."

"It was ringing and ringing. It woked me up."

| was busy sleeping, wasn't I. God knows | wore myself out last night. Anyas
entire body glowed. What's wrong? Something's not right here.

"I don't fed anything,” she whispered, her eyes ingtinctively turning Jack's
direction. He was atdl blot of shadow with luminous eyes. She heard the sound of
movement.

"Neither do |I. Best to be safe, though. Stay here.” Jack leaned down and kissed
her forehead. Anya tangled her fingers in his hair, pulled his mouth to hers and
kissed him properly. She was breathing heavily when he findly broke free, and he
murmured something she didn't catch, though she suspected it wasn't in English.
The meaning was clear enough. Hold that thought.

She laughed, and he disappeared. A single stair creaked under him, the front door



opened and shut quietly, and she fet him testing the house shields, his attention
lingering briefly on her like a caress.

Yum. She sighed and reached over and flicked the bedside lamp on. “ Shell.”

He blinked at her, sweat standing out on his cheeks. His heavy-lidded eyes were
dark and his hair stood up in wild spikes.

His lower lip pooched out. “ He was in here.” It was obvious who he meant.
"Hewas,” Anya agreed. “Y ou answered the phone? Why did you do that?
"It rang and rang. Then it sounded like the funny radio."

He means static. The dread intensified, prickling gooseflesh up her arms. “Did
they say anything?’ She was suddenly breathless, as if her lungs had deflated.

Shell looked down, his hands dangling loosely by his sides. He shifted from foot
to foot. “Why was hein here, Anya?"'

Kid, you don't want to know. And | don't want to tell you. It's private. She took
a deep breath. “Because | like him, Shell. Don't you? He's kept the bad things
away."

"He's mean.” Shell's lip pooched out even further. “I don't like him. | wanta go."

"We can't go, buddy.” Anya pushed herself up and sat cross-legged, wrapping
the sheet and blanket around her. She yawned and pushed a hand back through her
tangled hair. She couldn't seem to wipe the smile off her face. “We don't have
anywhere |eft to go. That's why we ended up here.”

"We dways went before.” Shell pouted.

"I had money before, Shell, and ajob.” She yawned again. “Have you taken your
shower yet?'

Best to get him into his normal routine, maybe. | didn't hear the phone ring. |
must have been tired. Her head 4ill fet tender, but not nearly as painful as it had
been. Her thighs fet sticky, but her entire body glowed. Jack can't have been a
priest. He knows entirely too much about how to use that mouth of his. Then
again, a few hundred years might teach a man something. Maybe it's the Italian,
every girl likes tall dark and handsome with an accent. Though it didn't sound like
any ltalian I've ever heard, especially with his mouth full.

She returned to herself with a shake, looking up at Shell.

He pouted even further, sticking his lip out and getting the stubborn line between
his eyebrows that meant trouble. “Don't wanna take a shower. | wanna go, Anya."

| don't feedl anything out there. Maybe there is nothing out there.

She examined Shell, her eyes narrowing. “We can't go, buddy. Besides, Theo
says she might have ajob for me here. You like Theo, don't you? And Elise?’

His face softened a bit. “Nice ladies,” he said hopefully. Anya mentdly scolded
hersdlf for suspecting him. “I like Theo."



"l do too, buddy. You're going to have to get dong with Jack somehow. He's
staying.” She said it firmly enough that Shell dropped his head, looking at his toes.
“Do you want to go back to bed? Or are you awake? Do you want to take your
shower and have some breakfast?'

He shrugged. “Back ta bed."
"Wadll, go on, I'll come and tuck you in."

She found her smile widening. When Jack comes back, | think he'll come back to
bed.

It was an unexpectedly delicious thought. The urge to giggle like a teenager rose
and was ruthlessy repressed.

Anya heard the front door close. The wards on the house shivered as Jack tested
them. His aura was dark and thoughtful.

Shell lumbered toward the door. Then he stopped, looking at the floor. “Anya?
Are you gonna send me away?"

"Of course not. What gave you that idea?’ She did out of bed, wincing as her
entire body twinged. She hadn't had a relationship in four years, and it had been even
longer since she'd had a man in her bed. “1 would never send you away, Shell. You
know that.” She found her bathrobe and pulled it on, tying the belt tightly.

"What if he told you to?"
“Then | would tdl him no. Nobody's sending you anywhere, Shell. | promise.”

She made it across the floor and reached him, impulsvely taking his hand,
dipping her fingers through his. He was chilly and damp, cold even though he was
sweating. His feet were wet and bare. She was looking down, or she might have
missed the grass clinging to his toes. “Shell, were you outside?"

"No.” He started toward the halway again.

Anya followed, turning so she could fit through the door after him and sill hold
his hand. Floorboards creaked. She heard Jack moving around downstairs. He was
making a point of making noise, she sensed, even though she wasn't sure why.

"Nope. No way. Not outside,” Shdll said.
"Are you sure?’ she persisted.

He led her into his room. His Green Bay sweatshirt lay on the floor near the chair,
and his window was dightly open, the curtains pushed back. Anya shivered, letting
her fingers dip free.

"I wasn't outside, Anya. | promise."

Why is he lying? But that didn't bother her nearly as much as his tone of
sincerity. If she hadn't seen the grass clinging to his feet, she might have been
convinced.

No, she would have been convinced. Shdll had never lied to her before—or had
he? The thought was troubling.



Very troubling.

She tucked him in, then picked up his sweatshirt and hung it over the chair again.
“I wonder how this fel down.” Then she crossed the room and closed his window
firmly, glancing out. Unless he wanted to drop straight down onto the driveway, he
couldn't have climbed out. “Were you too hot? Is that why you had the window
open?’ She pulled the curtains tight and made sure they were closed, turned back to
him. “Shell?'

"Are you gonna send me away?’ he asked, the covers up to his chin, his forehead
wide and glistening wet. The dark panic in his blue eyes tore at her heart. How could
he think she'd desert him?

"Of course not,” she said again. “l promise, Shdl. | haven't sent you away any
other time, why would | do it now? Go back to sleep. It's dill early."

She dropped a kiss on his damp forehead. He closed his eyes and pretended to
be adleep, his eyelids flickering.

Anya let hersdlf out into the halway, closing his door instead of leaving it open,
and would have padded downstairs. Jack, however, was already in the hdl, silent, his
hair wildly mussed. She had to hide a smile. Holding a finger to her lips, she tilted
her head toward her bedroom. He followed her without a sound.

"WdI?' she asked, as soon as she closed her door.

His shrug made leather creak a bit. “The back door was unlocked. Tracks in the
grass. But no Dark, not that | could sense."

It was a wonderful feding to actualy have someone to talk to about something
that bothered her. It was adso a good feding to look up a him and fed so
wonderfully, blessedly safe. “Shell's feet had little bits of grass on them. But he
swore he wasn't outside.”

Jack's eyes turned chill and flat. Anya dropped down on her tumbled bed and
regarded him.

"Hm.” He offered nothing but a soft sound that might have been inquiry or
agreement.

"He asked if | was going to send him away."

"You probably should, Anya. He needs professional care. And he's a Feeder.”
Jack shoved his hands in his pockets.

"A Feeder?” She shook her head. “ Come here and sit down. | don't suppose you
want to go back to bed."

He shrugged, then gave her alopsided smile. “1'd like that.” His tone dropped and
became so intimate Anya's cheeks flushed. “But | don't want to push my luck."

"Tease.” Anyayawned again. “I'm tired. | don't want to think about this."
"Go back to deep. I'll keep watch.”
She hauled hersalf up to her feet again. “I'm going to go brush my teeth. If you're



not in that bed by the time I come back, I'll take it to mean you don't want to be."

He was aready diding his coat off his shoulders as she passed him on her way to
the bathroom. The floor creaked under her feet, and she hummed as she flicked the
light on. The sudden brightness made her squint. She used the toilet, flushed, and
washed her hands and face. Then she picked up her toothbrush.

The shields on the house vibrated uneasily. Anya stopped, holding the
toothbrush. Her reflection stared back at her with flushed cheeks and tangled hair,
gray eyes wide and strangely soft. She was ill smiling, a foolish grin that only
widened as she contemplated herself.

Well, we can all tell what | spent last night doing. Elise is going to tease me to
no end about this.

She felt the shields reverberate again, more definitely this time.
Anya dropped her toothbrush and opened the bathroom door. “Jack?"

He was dready in the hal. “ The front door.” Even though he didn't have his coat
on, he had a gun in his left hand and one of the strange black-bladed knives in his
right. Crimson light dappled the blade. “Go check on Shell."

n But_ll

He was dready gone, ghosting down the stairs. Gooseflesh raced up Anyas
back. She heard a car door dam, an engine purring away on the street outside.

It's so quiet. Why isit o quiet?

She touched Shell's door. “ Shell?"

The door moved easily on its hinges. It was open.

He probably just opened it a little. He hates having his door closed.

It swung open. The first thing Anya saw was the empty chair, with no Green Bay
sweatshirt hanging on it. The next was the empty bed, covers flung back and the
sheets touched with grass stains a the foot.

"Shell?’ she said, stupidly. He went downstairs to use the bathroom, please tell
me that's what he did. She ripped the closet door open. “Shell?” Then she fdl to
her knees and peered franticaly under the bed. “ Shell?"

She was hdfway down the stairs before Jack appeared at the bottom. “He's
gone.” The gun disappeared. “A black van—I didn't see it when | swept earlier.”

"Whereishe?’ Anyds throat closed up. “ Jack—oh, God—"

"What did he say to you? What exactly did he say?’ Jack caught her arms and
forced her to stop. She lunged toward the front door, and he pulled her back.
“Anyal What did he say?"

"Something ab-b-bout the phone, and s-s-static. Then he asked if | was g-going
to s-send him away.” Her teeth chattered, chopping the words into meaningless
noise. “Jack, we have to go after him, we have to—let go of me!”



"Anya.” He closed his arms around her and pressed his lips to her forehead. He
was warm and solid and real, and she wanted with sudden fiery intensity for him to
tdl her thiswas dl a dream. “ Shh. We have to think. Running after them unprepared
will only hurt you. They want you badly, more badly than | thought. | suggest we call
your Circle and have them—"

"Let go of me!” she yelled, struggling. His arms turned to iron. He didn't move
even when she kicked at him, trying to throw him off balance. “They'll hurt him! He
needs me!"

"Listen to me.” Jack spoke softly, but his tone was harsh enough to make the
entire house groan, dishes rattling in the kitchen, glass flexing and wobbling in the
windows. “He was outside earlier and they didn't hurt him, did they? No. If they hurt
him, they lose their chance to manipulate you. He went of his own valition. Anya,
piccola, cara mia, dolce, think about it. Think. He knew what he was doing. Why
do you think he went out there?'

"He d-d-d—"

"He knew, Anya. He knows far more than you think. He's more intelligent than
you think! He's got you wrapped around his little finger. What do you suppose they
promised him, huh? Probably something like, We'll make the big bad Watchers go
away, you think?'

Jack's lips pecled back from his teeth, a mirthless grimace that would have
frightened her if she hadn't known him.

Tears trickled down Anyass face. “He's just alittle boy. He doesn't understand.”

"No, he doesn't.” Jack's grip gentled as soon as she stopped struggling. “1 know
he doesn't. He doesn't comprehend the first thing about these people. If he knew
what they redly wanted he would have never gone outside. They're using him. But
you won't do him any good if you run after him. Let me do my job, cara. All right?’

She made one last effort, trying to writhe free, then went limp. The tears were
scalding hot on her cheeks, her eyes burning.

Shell lied to me. He'd been outside, and he lied to me. What ese has he lied to
me about? Then she shook her head. No. No. He doesn't understand, and this has
been so hard on him. He doesn't know.

"Y ou have to get him back,” she whispered around the choking sob caught in her
throat. It escaped, a bubble of sound. “Y ou have to help him. Please, Jack. Please."

"I will,” he said into her hair. Heat spread over her stinging skin from his hands.
He thought she was going into shock and was using the Watcher heat-tingle to bring
her out. “Of course | will, cara. But I'll need the other Watchers. If | go after him
aone, that leaves you unprotected. And | can't take you with me. They'll do anything
to acquire you."

Shell, her heart moaned. Oh, Shell, why? “But ... | can't...” Anya buried her face
againgt his chest and tried to swallow the sobs. | can't. | can't tell them! | can't! The
image of Theo's disappointed frown, Elise's snort of disdain, and Mari's wide blue



eyes turning dark with disgust rose up and taunted her. “I can't.”

"You have to stay safe, stay under cover. The other Watchers will stand guard
while | bring Shell back."

"No.” Her hands wrapped around the leather straps of the harness holding his
weapons. “Take me with you. I'll help you. Please, Jack. He's going to be so
frightened.”

The phone shrilled. Anya jumped, swallowing half a scream. Jack clapped a hand
over her mouth.

“It's dl right.” He haf carried her into the dark kitchen. The faint light from the
coffeemaker's clock and the LED display on the stove was overwhelmed by the
glow of the motion-sensor light in the back yard. Jack grabbed the receiver and held
it to his ear, stroking her shoulder with his other hand. Then he shook his head.
“Why did | suspect this? Here, cara mia. It's Mari."

Anya, dazed, took the phone.

"What's wrong?’ Mari sounded breathless. “I've dready caled Elise; she's the
closest. | heard you say my name not ten minutes ago. What is it? What's happened?
Anya?'

She took a deep breath. “They've taken Shell,” she heard hersalf say, with dl the
stunned cam of an accident victim. “Because of me. | did something bad, and they
have proof. Jack says it's the Brotherhood."

"Oh, gods above,” Mari breathed, and cursed with an inventiveness that managed
to shock Anya back into redlity.

She closed her eyes, waiting for the inevitable disappointment. After all we gave
you. Anya, how could you? Then shelll hang up, and I'll—what will | do? Shell.
Oh, God, Shell, what will they do to him?

“I'm on my way,” Mari said. “So is Elise. Well let Theo sleep, she needs her rest.
Hand the phone to Jack, Anya. It's going to be dl right.”

"What?" Anya would have asked more, but Jack took the phone from her.

"Jack.” Histone was clipped and chill. “I'm fairly sure it's them. She's very upset.
Il need your Watcher to stand guard while | retrieve the boy.” A pause. “Yes,
maam.” He didn't sound pleased. “No, maam. Of course not, maam.” Another
long pause. “Y es, maam."

He findly hung up, pulled Anya into his arms, and rested his chin on her head.
“Well. She just told me that I'm not giving her any orders and well see who gets sent
where when they get here. Apparently the Brotherhood's il giving Remy and the
fire witch some trouble. They've been trying to acquire her for afew months."

"M-months?’ Anyas teeth chattered. His skin was warm, amost feverishly warm,
and he sent another tingle of heat through her, his hand spread flat on her back over
the bathrobe. His other hand, on her shoulder, tightened dightly. “They're doing this
to Elise, too?"



"No, they didn't try to blackmail her, just tried to scoop her up with a full squad
of kobolds and a very nasty kalak. They've grown more cautious, it seems, since
Remy and the other Watchers have put a dent in their numbers.”

"They? Who are they?'

"l told you, the Brotherhood. They acquire Lightbringers and other psychics and
brainwash them, sdll them to the highest bidder. Elise is vauable because she's a fire
witch, and not many of them survive adolescence. She adso has a Talisman—that
dragon thing she's aways wearing. It's the Trifero, the Stone of Destruction."

He stroked her hair, his warmth closng around her. Anyas teeth stopped
chattering. It was dl so much noise. None of it mattered.

"Shell,” she whispered. The entire world narrowed, darkness diding over her sight
for a second. In that one terrible moment, she knew what she had to do.

Jack was Hill talking. “Where did they tdl you to meet them?"

Anya racked her brain, trying to remember. “Some place called Wescorp
downtown, on First Street. That's what he said.”

That's where | have to go.

"Good. Now listen to me, Anya. Why don't you go get dressed, and I'll make
some coffee? When the other Watchers get here, I'll take them aside and well figure
out what to do.” He shook his head, forestalling her protest. “I don't have to tell
them what the Brotherhood's been blackmailing you with, just that they've frightened
you. That's dl that needs to be said. Then well go get Shell, and take care of the
problem.”

"But—we have to go. We have to go right now. They could be hurting him!"

"If they do, they lose a bargaining chip. If they're going to hurt him, he's aready
dead and | don't want you to join him. Trust me, Anya. Please.”

The words dammed home. Oh, my God. She looked up at him, tilting her head
uncomfortably far back. His face was set, his mouth athin line.

"l should—" She stopped. He doesn't understand. It's my fault. Shell. Oh,
Shell. No. “Jack ... are you sure they won't hurt him?"

He kissed her forehead so gently she amost forgot how scary he looked. “If they
do, | will make sure they're repaid at least ten times over. Go get dressed. The
Lightbringers will be here soon."

Anya gathered hersdlf, wiping a her cheeks with the back of her hands. She took
a deep breath. | know what | have to do. The image of Shell's face rose up to
accuse her. What could they have told him? Why had he listened? And why, why
had he gone outside?

Her eyes burned. She looked down at Jack's belt, unwilling to let him see the
Power gathering on her face.

"Anya?’ He didn't sound nervous or suspicious. His hands were on her



shoulders, gentle, his thumbs moving dightly, brushing across her bathrobe. “It will
bedl right, I promise. I'll make them regret ever coming near him. Or you."

Her throat swelled with a scream, but she sounded amost maniacaly cam. “No,
Jack.” She tilted her head up, catching his eyes. The Persuasion bolted out and
wrapped around him, contact made. Familiar euphoria bubbled up her spine. It was
much stronger now, so much stronger the Power physically shoved Jack a step back
toward the wdl. “You'll stay here until the others get here. It's me they want. Maybe
If they take me they'll leave dl of you aone.”

She shook her head dightly, wrapping the ends of the Persuasion deftly around
him, making a cocoon of sticky-soft compulsion. It was much easier now that she
understood and could See what she was doing. “Youll stay here until the others
come."

He struggled, but it was no use. She'd caught him off-guard, and he was nailed to
the floor. Glass spikes of pain did through Anyas head. Now | have to go get
dressed. She backed away from him. He strained against the Persuasion, but she had
done well. He was stuck there until the others came.

Anya bolted for the stairs, amost tripping on the first one. If Elise and Mari were
on their way, she might not have much time.

I'm sorry, Shell, she cried slently as she tore open her closet door. She pulled a
sweater over her head, stepped into a pair of jeans and yanked them on. Stopping
only for a pair of socks, she grabbed her sneakers and her purse and ran down the
stairs, through the kitchen. Jack's eyes shone baefully. She looked away from him,
standing like a shadow there in the dark kitchen, his guns gleaming, and ran into the
garage, smacking the button to open the door. The door began to rise, and Anya
dropped into the driver's seat and jammed her key into the ignition.

I'm so sorry, Shell. I'm coming.



Chapter Twenty-Eight

The fury was cold and unremitting, a feding he'd had only once before in his
life—when he'd found out how completely his father had lied to him. The rage
burned at the fine, thin threads holding him, working tirelesdy at the cocoon of
beautifully crafted magick she'd trapped him in.

Anya had caught him off-balance, her mentd compulsion strong and unerring,
helped along by the recently completed bond between them and the natura
inclination plus the harsh training of a Watcher to obey. But she obvioudy didn't
know how patient Jack was—or how the Dark in him could tear at Lightbringer
magick. While he might fight the Dark, he was ill &kin to it, naturdly resistant and
corrosive to a Lightbringer spell. He called on every last erg of Power he possessed
to fight the spell she'd lain on him.

One by one, the threads snapped. One by one, he worked them loose,
disregarding how others came crowding to take their place. He only needed one
weakness, one tiny glitch in the pattern to exploit—and it came sooner than he'd
thought. She had been nervous, unsettled, sick with backlash, and upset when she'd
pushed him. All those things told against the compulsion, made it weaker, even
though she had such incredible power at her command. Even though every muscle in
his traitorous body strained to obey her.

She's my witch. And she's in danger .

He understood, of course—she was very attached to the boy. Loya to a fauilt.
She loved Shell, no matter if he manipulated or hurt her. Jack would be happy with
just afraction of that affection. Would be satisfied with only a smdl crumb from that
table,

The break in the pattern widened, cracks in the amber cocoon holding him fast.
Jack, patient and deadly, gathered himsdlf. Flexed hiswill.

The cocoon of magick burst, glass rattling in the back door to his left, the phone
making a dight tinny sound as stray energy crackled through the air. The eectrical
outlet down by his boots sparked, a cascade of gold. The faucet popped too. The
glass in the window over the sink made a high ringing sound.

Just as he broke free, he sensed the red-black stain of Watcher near the front
door. And a crackling red-gold pattern—that was the fire witch.

"Stay back, Elise. The front door's wide open. Jack! Are you there?’ It was
Remy, the Hunter.

"I'm here,” Jack forced out, shaking free of the last bits of Power. “Anya put me
under a compulsion. Damn it."

"Where is she?’ The fire witch strode down the hdl and burst into the kitchen, a
wavering bal of staticky anger roiling around her raised right hand. Remy was right
behind her, his guns disappearing into their holsters as he scanned the house and



found nothing but Jack. “Is she okay?"

"She put me under a compulsion and left.” Jack shook his head. “I've got to go
after her."

"They took Shell? Gods damn them to the lowest hell—" Elise stopped, staring at
him. “You look awful,” she said, matter-of factly.

Jack rubbed his cheek, found warm copper blood trickling from his right eye. His
upper lip was wet with blood too, from his nose. “She calsit ‘the Persuasion.’ It's a
kind of push. She didn't mean to hurt me; she was frightened. She's going after
Shell. Thinks she's going to save us dl by making the Brotherhood go away."

He pushed past them into the hal, the clear red glow pouring from Elise making
his bones start their half-forgotten song of agony. As if barbed wire was being
dragged across the nerve endings inch by inch.

Oddly enough, the rdief from Anyas touch made the pain somehow more
bearable.

They'll torture her, if they don't drug her first. And good luck trying to bring her
back—by the time they finish, her mind will be broken, if they can't break the soul
they'll take the mind.

His boots echoed on the stairs. He made it to the bedroom and shrugged into his
coat, thanking the gods he hadn't unlaced his boots. He had just been sitting down to
do that when he'd felt the front door open.

A new thought occurred to him, when he was halfway down the stairs again,
pulling dightly on his coat to make it hang properly. She was a Guardian now, tied to
the city. If they tried to take her beyond the city limits, would the borders of the city,
so recently reinforced, stop them—or would the attempted removal kill her?

Fear dammed through his chest, cold reflex turning it to rage. Please, gods, no.
Don't take her now.

The water witch had just arrived, tumbling in the front door. “What's wrong?
What's happening? Where's Anya?"

"Put him under a compulsion and left,” Remy explained. “Jack, what are you
going to do?'

“I'm going after her.” His voice made both of the other Watchers draw
themselves up alittle straighter, Remy moving hdf instinctively in front of Elise, who
hissed something at him and pushed at his back.

Hanson's icy blue eyes flicked over Jack once. “Y ou need backup?"

"l don't think so.” Jack was already pushing past him. The Dak symbiote
wedded to his body gave one tearing flare of pain as he brushed through the fringes
of the water witch's aura. “Do some protection work for Anya, if you can. Shelll
need it."

"Oh, no you don't,” Elise said. “We're going to help you."



Jack was dready out the front door. He felt the tugging inside his chest telling him
which way Anya was and broke into a run, the symbiote gathering every whisper of
Power avalable to him, ready for combat. Early-morning darkness lightened in the
east as false dawn crept up on the city, a hush deeper than death. Jack tore through
the darkness, not bothering to damp the sound of his footfalls on pavement, running
not for hislife but for Anyas.

Wescorp building, her voice whispered, teasing him. On First Sreet.

If he hadn't been scanning out of habit, he might have missed the telltae flickers
of movement at the very edges of his sensing range. A Brotherhood team, sent to
dow him down? Perhaps. Or sent to collect Anya now that they had Shell?

| don't have time for a fight, Jack thought, and put alittle more speed on.

Unfortunately the Brotherhood thought differently, and opened fire on him less
than thirty seconds later.



Chapter Twenty-Nine

Anya parked in a pay-for lot on Fourth Street and rested her head on the steering
whed for a moment. Tears blurred her vision, making it difficult to drive. She was
just lucky she hadn't been pulled over.

She took a deep bresth.

It had hurt far more than she'd thought to Persuade Jack. As a matter of fact, her
head was pounding with a return of yesterday's headache, and exhaustion pulled at
her arms and legs. The thought of crawling back into a bed—any bed—and just
letting the world go on without her was powerfully tempting.

Shell. She grabbed her purse and opened the car door, letting in a blast of chilly
ar. She was shivering by the time she locked the car and dropped the keys in her
purse. She ducked her head and one arm through the purse strap so she could settle
it againgt her hip. Elise had bought her this cute little bag, yellow sunflowers on
canvas, just big enough for awalet and keys and maybe some lip gloss.

It hurt to think of Elise and Mari. Right now, Jack was probably explaining to
them about the Persuasion, that she wasn't one of them, that she was a thief, and that
it was her fault Shell had been taken.

Or maybe Jack was smply too angry. He was likely to be furious with her for
using the Persuasion on him, especialy when he'd asked her to wait.

She couldn't wait. Shell was in terrible danger.
Besides, I've had enough of waiting. 1'm going to do something about this.

She put her head down and started waking, shivering. The pavement was
bruisngly hard under her sneakered feet. | don't know why | thought this city was
going to be different, she thought bitterly, not paying any attention to the closed-up
shops and looming skyscrapers. This was in the heart of downtown, oddly ill and
dlent. It felt eerily like walking through a huge movie set.

Her head ached so badly she amost missed the sound. Very faint, the cry came
to her as the wind picked up, cutting through her thin gray sweater like a blunt knife.

"Anya ... Anya help ... help me..."
Shdll's voice. Sobbing. A thin wild cry.

Gooseflesh rose on Anyas arms and legs. She stopped and cocked her head,
draining to hear more clearly.

That was Shell, | know it was. Please, God, gods, Goddess, whoever You are, if
You're up there, please let me hear him again.

Nothing.

She findly started waking again, too cold to stay ill. At Fourth and Dirickson
she turned the wrong way and had to backtrack as she reached Sole Street, figuring



out her mistake. She was Hill a little hazy on downtown geography, despite working
so close to the city's heart.

She found Fourth and Aventine, and tried to decide whether she should turn right
or |eft. She chose Ieft, up the hill, and found Fifth Street after along block that made
her calves ache. Shivering, she turned back downhill, her head pounding so hard she
amogt didn't notice the black van creeping along the street behind her.

If it's the people that have Shell, | wish they'd just kidnap me. At least it would
be warm inside the van. She amost stopped and turned to look, but decided
instead to just keep walking.

Anya passed Aventine and Fourth again, waking past two coffee shops and more
at gdleries. One had a huge glass sculpture of a spider in the window, crouched
over a smal redisticaly-modeled fly made of wet black steel. In the next window
was a black and white canvas—a painting of a man behind a woman, both of them
looking in different directions, the man's arm around the woman's chest. It made her
think of Jack, and she shivered again. If he was here, he would be waking next to
her, perhaps holding her hand.

That thought hurt too much to continue, both in her aching head and her aching
heart. She waited for the light at Second and Aventine, a smattering of traffic actually
passing by. One man whistled out his window at her, and Anya wished dully for
something to throw at him. Then, ashamed of hersdf, she put her head down and
crossed the street.

First and Aventine. She looked around and found the Wescorp building
diagonaly across the street. It was an office skyscraper, an impressive pile of granite
and glass.

Crossing the street meant she had to turn into the wind streaming up from the bay.
False dawn was wdl under way, the eastern sky just beginning to glow with quivering
streaks of gold. Rea dawn would come soon. Anya crossed her arms over her chest
and stood in front of the Wescorp building. The logo—a shark twisted on its own
tail—pulsed dightly as her eyes blurred.

W, | suppose | should try. She noticed the shiny black van parked across the
street. Had it been following her? The windows were heavily privacy-tinted, and she
couldn't tell.

She walked up to the building and found, with some surprise, that the glass doors
were open.

"Wadll, here goes nothing,” she whispered, and went in.

Inside, the lobby soared up, light coming from banks of glass windows. A
fountain splashed musically, a granite sculpture of the shark logo twisted back on
itself, covered with water cascading down into a pool below. Glimmers of coins
showed from the bottom of the pool. There was a bank of eevators, a directory
housed in another chunk of smooth polished granite, and a smal coffee cart set in a
kind of solarium, ferns and other plants gracefully arching over tasteful little tables. A
teenage girl whistled a tune that sounded vaguely familiar as she moved behind the



cart, getting ready for the day. The rich smedl of coffee floated through the other
anonymous smells of “office building” and “downtown."

Where do | go now? He said the Wescorp building!

She looked wildly around, shivering, her hands clasped around her elbows. Her
entire body felt like an ice cube.

What would Theo do? She probably wouldn't ever be stupid enough to get into
this kind of trouble. Besides, she has Dante.

Anya gathered her courage. The floor, checkered blocks of black and white
marble, echoed under her sneakers as she crossed to the coffee cart.

"Hi!” the girl said. “What's your poison?"
What? For a moment dl Anya could do was stare a her. Then she redized that

she was in the norma world—sort of—and she should start acting normaly before
the guysin the little white coats came and she lost dl chance of finding Shell.

"Um ... coffee. | mean, may | have a hazelinut latte, please?

"What size?’ The girl, blond, perky and freckled, didn't seem to think Anya was
out of the ordinary. Or if she did, she didn't show it.

Anya looked down at the chalkboard holding prices. “Sixteen ounces?’ Her voice
sounded very far away, but she must have sounded natural. At least, she hoped so.

"Right on.” The girl ducked back behind the counter and Anya started digging in
her purse for the money.

"That won't be necessary, Ms. Harris,” a soft, evil voice said next to her.
Anyafroze.

The girl glanced out from behind the espresso machine. “Morning, Mr. Rhodes.
Your usua?’ Her wide, guileless blue eyes flicked past Anya, who had the sudden
horrible thought that the girl's eyeballs looked like balls in a lotto machine, flat and
painted-on. And didn't the girl's hair look like straw stuck to her head? The fant
shimmer in the ar around the girl tried to feed Anyads eyes alie, and it was easer to
just accept it. If the coffee girl wasn't human, Anya didn't want to know.

It was ardief to close off that part of herself. Once she stopped looking under
the surface of the world for the energies underneath, her head stopped hurting so
much.

"Good morning, Trudy. I'll be paying for the lovely lady's latte, too."

Anya turned dowly, as if caught in the riptide of a nightmare. She had to look
dightly up—the man was tdler than her, though not as tdl as Jack.

Jack. She held grimly to consciousness as her head pounded, black spots
dancing in her peripheral vision before she reminded hersdlf to breathe.

The man had dlicked-back, conservatively-cut dark hair and wore a tasteful gray
suit, atan trench coat draped over his arm. He even carried a briefcase. His face was
even and regular, his hazd eyes cheerful. He smiled dightly as he studied her in



return.

"Here you go,” Trudy said. “One hazelnut latte and one americano. Eight
seventy-five."

He handed her aten and two ones. “Thank you, Trudy. Keep the change. Would
you like a Sleeve, Ms. Harris? It might be hot."

She shook her head wordlessly. He picked up his cup and nodded to her. “Come
with me, then, please. Well set everything right.”

Anyatook her coffee.
"Have anice day,” Trudy chirped, and Anya's stomach revolved.

The man's mirror-shined shoes made crisp sounds as he strode over the dick,
hard flooring. “I'm glad you came,” he said, as if she were applying for a job or
vigting him on business. “I'm afraid one of our teams went a little overboard. |
suppose | must apologize, and I'd like to do so as early as possible. Here, this way."

He led her to the bank of elevators and pressed the “Up” button with the hand
holding the briefcase. She noticed he had a folded copy of the Wall Sreet Journal
tucked into the coat.

The coffee cup burned Anyas fingers. She found her voice again. “Where's
Shell?” The words trembled, bounced off the hard flooring.

The devator dinged, and he motioned her inside. “Shell? Ah, yes. Mr. Garritson
Is quite well. Having breakfast, | believe. He requested his toast be cut into quarters.
And orange juice."

Scalding relief went through her. They wouldn't know that unless Shell was 4ill
dive to tdl them, would they? “Why did you kidnap him? What is this? Why are you
blackmailing me?’

He actually winced. Inside, the elevator was expensively mirrored, the carpeting
plush maroon. Anya changed hands on her coffee cup again, welcome warmth
stinging her fingers.

"Like | said, | owe you an apology. Would you be so good as to push the top
button there? The one marked ‘M'? Thank you. Ms. Harris, the team handling our ...
negotiations with you has been recalled. Regrettably, we've had some trouble with
Circle Lightfall's Watchers, and this team chose the wrong way of approaching you.
| am, of course, very sorry."

His voice seemed to crawl into her head. Anyas temples gave an amazing flare of
pain, asif avise was squeezing them. She tried not to sway.

"You're pae,” hesaid. “And | haven't even introduced myself."
The elevator began to ascend, gravity pressing on Anya's entire body.

“I'm Averik Rhodes, procurator-general for Wescorp, which is a divison of
Fdlon International. You will, of course, never have heard of us. Our mission is to
provide lucrative employment for those with specia talents, such as yourself."



Anya definitely swayed this time, his voice sinking into her head like a fishhook.
She stared at the mirrored elevator door's smooth gleam.

The elevator dowed and came to a smooth stop. The doors opened.

"Would you care to step insgde? Yes. Thank you. Good morning, Martha, this is
Ms. Harris. Shelll be visting for today. Will you please have Harbins bring his guest
up to my office?” Rhodes addressed this to a stout, gray-haired woman who sat
behind a massive mahogany reception desk with an antique rotary phone a her
elbow. The woman's nails were painted blood-red, and she wore a thick necklace of
gold links strangely tight on her wide neck. Her lipstick was askew, a dash of bright
red, and for a moment Anya smelled a heavy carrion stink.

The secretary nodded, her muddy dark eyes fastening on Anya. Then she smiled
broadly, showing arow of yelow teeth that had been filed down.

The blood left Anya's face in one swift rush. | shouldn't have come here. Not
without Jack.

The clarity of the thought amost shocked her out of the haf-trance, but the man
started to talk again, and she tried to take a deep breath. Her lungs burned as if she
were drowning.

"Will you please follow me, Ms. Harris? | think you might be more comfortable
gtting down."

She had no choice, so she followed him past the desk. The secretary's gaze was
glued to her, and just as she passed, Anya caught sight of a strange glimmer around
the secretary.

She's glamoured. Anya succeeded in biting back a gasp only by sinking her teeth
Into her cheek. It wasn't the same as a Watcher's glamour, which just made people's
eyes dide right over their weapons. No, this was a very powerful, very careful shell
of energy capable of fooling even a witch's eyes. | wonder what she looks like
under it.

Anya suddenly realized she didn't want to know. She took a hurried gulp of her
coffee, scalding her mouth. The taste—bitter and acrid—made her want to gag.

Oh, God, please tell me that girl just makes really bad coffee and this isn't
something else.

Rhodes led her down a tastefully appointed hdl, and Anya fdt a tremor go
through the building. This high up, | bet you can feel the wind all the time.

She caught a glimpse of a meeting room with floor-to-celling glass windows.
Through the windows, she could see dawn coming up on other skyscrapers, none of
them quite as tdl as this one. Beyond, the bay was a hard diamond dlitter, the last
darkness of night fleeing into the west.

Then the fishhook yanked on her mind again, and she submerged in a dreamlike
stupor. It was dl so unred. This was a hightmare, and she would wake up soon.

"Martha isn't human,” the man suddenly said. “She's rather like Circle Lightfal's



Watchers, though of course better-trained. You will have noticed by now that the
Watchers are not very ... conciliatory. Or careful how they handle themselves. It's
regrettable, of course, the magickal process to make them so strong and fast would
be quite valuable in the right hands. But then, Circle Lightfall's only interested in one
thing."

"What's that?” Her voice didn't shake, and she was hazily proud of herself. But
her words were alittle durred. She sounded drunk.

"Why, gathering prime psychic females and breeding them with their Watchers, of
course.” Rhodes indicated a door with his name engraved on a gold plate.

Anya felt heat rise to her cheeks again. She struggled to think through the soupy
haze. “1 don't think that's strictly true.”

"Wadll, opinions are like noses, everyone's got one.” He stepped past a desk with
adrift of paper, a computer, and a glass paperweight shaped like a coiled rattlesnake
on it, aswell as a blinking high-tech phone, and held the door open for her.

She stepped insde and let out an involuntary breath of wonder. It was a corner
office, and the glass in the skyscraper opposite was just beginning to catch fire with
dawn light. Rhodes turned the lights on, but it didn't detract from the spectacle.

"Beautiful, isn't it?” Rhodes's voice no longer sounded evil. Instead, he sounded
firm and professional.

Anya shook hersdlf. The funny draining sensation faded a bit. No matter how
polite this man was, she had to remember that his goons had kidnapped Shell.

"l never get tired of seeing that,” he continued, hanging his coat up, then setting
his briefcase, coffee, and newspaper on the desk. “I think it's why | come to work
early."

"Look.” Anyas voice made the paper on the desk stir dightly. “I know you're
being very polite, but | want to see Shell. And | want to know just what you want out
of me. Why are you trying to blackmail me? What have | ever done to you?"

Did he flinch dightly, or was that just her imagination? Anya shook her head,
trying to clear it. The headache threatened again, but retreated, snarling, to a back
corner of her mind.

Rhodes dropped into an ergonomic chair behind his desk. A framed da Vinci
print hung on the wall, and a fake rubber tree perched by the door. A dark, lifeless
computer screen sat to his left. Theo would have a real plant, she thought, and
shuddered.

"Y ou're absolutely right, Ms. Harris. Your case has been handled the wrong way.
Please, sit down. I'll explain.”

She gingerly lowered herself into a comfortable leather chair, suddenly very aware
the office was warm and very deek, and she was mussed, with unbrushed teeth and
uncombed hair, as wdl as aratty sweater and sneakers with holes in them.

"I'd like an explanation,” she managed, wishing her head would stop pounding.



Now that she was dtting down it was better—but she was so tired. So very tired.
Shell. | have to make sure Shell's all right. She wished the coffee was real. She
could have used the caffeine.

The fishhook yanked again, and she fdl into another haf-trance. This ... isn't
quite ... right...

"As I've said, Fallon International isin the business of offering people with specid
talents very lucrative jobs. | was recruited three years ago and have done quite well
for mysdf. The team originaly handling your recruitment saw the Watcher—Jack
Gray, | believe? Origindly of Italy, recently of Montred?’ At her dazed nod, he
beamed as if she'd won a prize. “Wdll, they panicked. The Watchers are very
dangerous, and Mr. Gray is well-respected as an adversary. So some decisions were
made that were not quite ... correct. I've made sure those responsible will be
demoted, and I've decided to handle your case mysdlf. | apologize for caling last
night, but | was working on limited information and couldn't be sure that you would
even stay on the phone long enough to let me introduce myself. Now, Falon is
prepared to offer you three hundred thousand dollars a year and the location of your
choice. With, of course, a paid assistant to help take care of Mr. Garritsen—um,
Shel.”

The fishhook dlipped free. Anya shook her head, sure she hadn't heard him right.
“Excuse me?’ What just happened to me? She'd fdt as if she were aseep. What
was she doing here?

He leaned forward, tenting his fingers. “Personally, Ms. Harris, 1'd hold out for
four hundred thou and stock options. The position, of course, comes with full
medical and dental. You'll be under atwo-year renewable contract, and—"

"Excuse me. | want to see Shell and make sure he's dl right.” Her voice diced the
ar indgde the office, and Rhodes seemed to flinch again. Anya watched, fascinated,
as aripple went through him, as if he was made of liquid.

"Certainly. Martha is having him brought up to this very office. But while he's on
the way, there's no reason why we can't talk like civilized people, is there?’ His smile
was very wide and very white.

Too wide, and too white. If he smiled any wider, the top of his head would open
just like a can.

Oh, my God. My imagination just works too well. Only I'm not sure it's
Imagination.

Anya strangled the moan rising to her lips. Her head began to pound again,
intermittent pain bresking through a blanket of that horrible draining lassitude. He
was doing something to her, wasn't he?

He took a dainty sip of his own coffee. “You must redize that your taent,
properly trained, is very valuable. Why, think of the advantage in international and
intercorporate negotiation! You are literdly worth millions, Ms. Harris. You could
retire in five years, very well-off and able to take care of Mr. Garritsen for the rest of
his life."



Dazed, Anya fdt the lassitude dip over her again. There didn't seem to be
anything to say. “But...” She sounded dazed. “Jack said you use drugs. And
torture."

His nose wrinkled. “Certainly not!” He sounded properly horrified. “Not our
employees. And redlly, why should we, when we can offer our talented employees
sdary offersin the hundreds of thousands? Would | need to torture anyone to have
them work for that much money?'

That depends on what you want them to do. She thought better of saying it a the
very last moment.

The vise squeezed her head again, and Anyalet out her breath in a sigh. She made
the mistake of looking down at the carpet, which was a luxurious blue. | could just
lie down and go to sleep, she thought longingly.

"I want to see Shell.” The pain stalked closer and closer. It was helping, she
redlized, holding off the weakness so she could stay awake. “And—" Inspiration
struck. “Then | can take your business card and go home and think about this. | can
let you know in aday or two. Thisisabit much."

"Of course!” He sounded jolly and beamed at her, but a fine sheen of sweat lay
over his skin. His face looked strange. Pasty. He selected a business card from the
slver holder on his mirrored desk and proffered it to her. “Mr. Garritsen should be
up any moment now, with my colleague Mr. Harbins."

Anya blinked. She automatically “reached” out past her shields, searching for
Shdl's familiar pulsng aura. It was a familiar trick, performed so often and so
unconscioudly it didn't make her head throb.

What she fet instead made her go cold with terror. There was only that thing
gtting at the secretary's desk—a thing that felt chilly and Dark, made of cold razor
blades in a lipless mouth—and Rhodes, whose own aura glittered with a glamour.

Who, now that she looked a him closely, was definitely sweating. There was
nobody else, not for a few floors down. The building might as wel have been a
ghost town, for dl Anya could fed.

Shdl was nowhere near.

The fishhook snapped completely free of her mind. Her head hurt, true, but she
fdt lucid. Awake.

| can't let him know he doesn't have me. The thought was franticaly practical. |
should never have come here.

"Does your colleague have a cdl phone?’ she waffled, speaking dowly as if she
was dill under his compulsion. It was a type of push, she redlized, and a flush of
anger dispelled the last of it. He'd been using the Persuasion on her! “If | could just
hear Shell's voice..."

Rhodes shook his head. His plastic smile didn't ater, but he dropped the business
card on his desk. His fingers were too long, and if she looked closely she could see



... claws. “I'm afraid not. He's in a safe place and has probably aready left to bring
your friend here. He doesn't carry a cdl phone.”

He's lying. Anya stood up so quickly she almost overbalanced. “1 want to see
Shel.” A particularly strong gust of wind hit the building, rocking it dightly. “Why
doesn't this man have acell phone? What if he needs to contact you?"

"Please gt down, Ms. Harris. No need to get excited.” He was sweating. Great
beads of it stood out on his forehead.

He's stalling me, Anyaredlized through the incredible headache, the exhaustion of
backlash coating her with cold liquid lead. But why? For what? More of his little
friends to get here? Why? I'm not in any shape to do anything to anyone right
NOW.

Then she fdt something else—the familiar red-black of a Watcher, swirling
counterclockwise. Anya's shields were thin and raw, so she also fet a flush of rage
that scraped along her skin and made her drop down into the chair, her knees giving
way. She blinked at Rhodes, whose hazel eyes flashed with liquid crimson.

Anya stared at him. Silence stretched out, thin and delicate as glass, another gust
of wind shaking the building.

Maybe he doesn't know Jack's here. Her heart leapt.

Then Rhodes sighed. “I redly had hoped to have you sign a contract before
anyone else—from their side or ours—got here.” He shook his head. “That redly
would have been better. You smply do not redize how much you're worth, Ms.
Harris. Alive and cooperative, you're worth more than your weight in gold. But now
weéll have to do this the hard way. It's a pity. | liked this suit."

A chill touched the back of her neck. Jack. HE's here. Or one of the other
Watchers—no. Jack's here. Of course he's here. He'll be furious. But he's here.

The pain of the backlash headache faded a little, and she sat up Straighter. “What
... um, what would my job be?’ she asked, playing for time. Please don't let him see
I'm not under the Persuasion anymore, she prayed. Please.

"Your ‘job?” Rhodes wiped the sweat from his forehead with one pale,
expensively manicured and long-clawed hand. “Once you pass orientation, you'll be
paired with a handler who will give you the specifics of each operation. I'm going to
recommend you be given to one of the Skinford brothers. | owe them from our last
poker game. You were supposed to come in tonight, Ms. Harris. | redly should
have a tak with the head of Negotiations.” He sighed again, heavily, and made a
quick motion. Anya stood up again, the chair faling over backward and hitting the
carpeted floor with a dull thump. “No, it's orientation for you, my dear. And once
they're finished with you, they might even let me have ataste. Don't move."

Anya gasped. Dawn light glowed off the buildings behind him and glittered on the
barrel of the gun he produced, pointed at her. Behind her, Anya heard the crash and
tinkle of breaking glass.

The sweat ran in runnels down his face, carving lines in the waxen flesh. With the



light behind him, she could see the two short, stubby horns protruding from his
forehead, and the dark cave of his nose.

Another glamour and a Persuasion. | really am a novice at this, aren't 1? And
here | thought | was doing so well.

"You're not human.” The words died in her throat, fdl to the tastefully carpeted
floor just as the chair had.

"You're not very bright,” Rhodes snarled. “You should have le¢ me move you
along. You should have come in when | told you. But now that he's here, I'm going
to have to bring you in the hard way. And youll be collared and chained before
sundown.” Cloth ripped as the suit tore, splitting while his body lengthened and
changed. “I said don't move!” The gun clicked.

She froze and tried to think of something smart to do. Elise or Mari might have
had an idea, but she was just Anya, dill a novice when it came to magick. Her head
pounded with backlash, and she was locked in an office with a stoop-shouldered,
horned thing whose eyes began to glow a wicked red.



Chapter Thirty

The sword blurred in an arc of stedl-silver, and the vadoakij's head hit the ground
with a thump. Jack stabbed it again, carving open its spine, and flicked a line of
hdllfire off his pam at the head, which rolled to a stop and blinked balefully at him,
clicking its teeth together. Rage crackled insde his mind as the hdlfire met the head
and greasy black smoke billowed up. The gold necklace-collar the thing had worn
turned into ash, clanking dully and cracking, blowing away on a stray breeze
impelled by Power. The body burst into blue flame; the Brotherhood's firecharm
used to get rid of the bodies of its operatives. It stank, and the fire might spread.

Anya.

He barely paused, following the insistent buzzing cal vibrating through his body.
She was close, so close—and vadoakij weren't that smart, they were only door
guards. This whole place reeked of inhuman flesh. he'd be surprised if anything that
worked here was human, unless it was a collared and chained psychic. The
Brotherhood used afew diurna and sunlight-resistant nonhuman species to take care
of business in their offices during the day. He was lucky it was dawn, otherwise he
might have to face more of them. As it was, the place was deserted, but he'd bet
dollars to doughnuts the vadoakij had called in reinforcements. He had precious little
time.

The cdl jerked him down a hdl, his boots skidding on the carpet, past a
secretary's desk to a door that said Rhodes on a gold plague. The lines of Power
tangled through this place tingled briefly as he cut through a trap-darm. He was
lighting up the entire goddamn building like a Christmas tree, the place would be
crawling with Dark soon.

There, she'sin there. He drove his shoulder into the door and spun through as it
crashed open, stopping with a jerk as whistling cold air met his skin.

The apatok—tdl and wiry, dressed in the torn remnants of a three-piece gray
Itdlian wool suit, snarled at him. There, struggling in the thing's primary set of arms,
was Anya, her eyes wide and crazed with fear. Alive—and unharmed.

It held a gun to her head, its back to the broken window. “Back off!” it snarled.
“Back off, Black-knife, or | throw her!"

Jack raised his hands. “That would cut your profit margin, wouldn't it?" His voice
diced through the whistling wind. “I didn't know the Brotherhood had taken to hiring
carrion."

The vulture bared his teeth, his secondary arms fully lifted, exposing the
gliding-flaps stretching from its torso dl the way down to its knock-knees. Dawn
light glowed through the veins on the hairless gray skin. The room stank thickly of
magick and glamour, and Anyas pale aura told him she was in backlash and
exhausted too.

She was aso bleeding golden light through a thin gash in her aura. What had it



done to her? Had she followed the thing here, thinking it was human?

Lucky, lucky, luckier than | have any right to be, she's alive. He pushed the rdief
away. “Let her go, and | won't kill you."

It sneered at him, choking up on Anya, whose gray eyes widened. Her cheeks
were paper-pale, strands of her hair blown wildly on the howling wind. This high up
it was chill, her breath turning to vapor and the vulture's skin roughening to a pebbly
texture,

"You think | believe that? From you?" Its snarl widened. “That's rich. How about
| shoot you and take her in? You can spend the last few moments of your wasted
fucking life thinking about how nice it will be for me to watch them break her."

Jack's lips peeled back from his teeth. “Last chance,” he said, and the thing
leveled the gun at him.

Anya screamed, struggling, and the vulture's arm tightened across her throat.
"Jack! No! No!'™

He lunged forward just as the vulture pulled the trigger and flung itself backward.
Anyas scream and Jack's rising roar dyeing the air with swirls of crimson and gold.

Movel Move! Pain exploded in Jack's chest. He flung himsdf out the window, and
saw Anya thrashing as she fdl, her elbow snking into the vulture's midsection. It
howled, its claws digging through her sweater into her flesh, tearing both.

Anyafdl free.

The vulture flapped, but it had lost its hold on her. Jack's hand blurred, cold wind
whipping through his hair, his coat making a sound like the sails of a clipper ship
pulled taut by a hard breeze.

The thrown flechettes tore through one of the vulture's wing-flaps, good solid
hits, Power crunched aong Jack's bones and he arrowed down, aming for her. They
were both fdling, Anya tumbling through empty ar and Jack's body reacting with the
instinct of long training, arms and legs pulled close to speed his descent and catch
up with her.

Dammit, it's not going to end like this.

His hand closed around Anya's wrist. He yanked hard, and her elbow smacked
him a good one across the cheek. Then he had her, and they were fdling, her har
stinging his eyes as it whipped in the roaring wind. Thisis going to hurt.

There was no time. She was 4ill screaming, struggling blindly. Another flare of
Power, the laws of physics bending, tearing in his chest, strangely short of breath.
The rooftop—it's a goddamn parking garage, this is going to hurt—rising up to
meset them too fast, too goddamn fast. He curled around her body, trapping her in
his arms, hearing a short coughing roar as he threw every erg of available Power into
compressing unwilling ar into a cushion, ignoring the howl! of abused flesh and the
sudden scorching of ar compressed too quickly, the great bitch caled physics
taking due revenge on a transgressor.



Impact. His ribs snapped like greenwood, and his arm broke too. The shockwave
dammed out along the rooftop, blowing out car windows and scorching the
pavement as kinetic force bled awvay unnaturally, shielding them both from a painful
death but not enough, not nearly enough.

Jack screamed, rolling, Anya's breathless ydl risng with his. Rolling findly to a
stop, he coughed up blood and clear liquid and passed out as steam billowed in the
ar.

A brief starry moment of merciful unconsciousness was dl he was adlowed. The
tanak snapped his ribs back out, melding the breaks together messily, Power roiling
like rusted spikes deep in his chest. He curled into a bal, coughing, something
lodged deep in his chest. Clear liquid colored with blood gushed from his mouth and
nose. The coughs continued, each one a white-hot poker jammed into his chest, until
it lodged in the back of his throat and he retched, spitting the hot chunk of meta
free. Then came a stinging icy lungful of air, a short howl driven out of him as the
tanak turned the pain into more Power, feeding on it, usng the energy to knit
together torn tissues, shocking his heart back into beating. The broken rib protruding
out through the skin of his chest jerked back in, crackling. Jack convulsed, his eyes
rolling back in his head.

Anya, he thought between the bursts of agony. Did ... she ... get ... hurt?

One more walloping burst of excruciating pain, then the symbiote settled into a
deep song of agony, the pain turned into Power turned into rage turned into more
Power. Jack rolled ingtinctively and brought himsalf up to hands and knees. Vells of
steam drifted, and hairline cracks graced the concrete underneath him.,

"—jack—" Her voice was smdl after the roar of wind, the shockwave of the
air-cushion breaking their fdl, and the immense pipe-organ of pain playing in his
flesh. “—ohgod, jack—"

"Here,” he rasped, his fingers finding the hard lump he'd coughed up. It was the
bullet, flattened and distorted, amost red-hot. Jack shoved it in a pocket. “I'm here.”

He redlized he'd spoken in his native tongue and repeated it in English for good
measure.

He blinked. Steam roiled. There was a perfect double-ring of scorch on the
concrete, the painted stripes for parking spaces blistered up. Jack's face fet raw;
he'd be lucky if he escaped third-degree burns. Burns were the worst, dl the pain
concentrated into a short space of time while the symbiote forced the flesh to hedl.

"Got to get you out of here,” he said.

Her fingers met his face. She had crawled to him. Her face was dick and shiny
with damp and tears, spattered blood on her forehead and cheek. The instant wallop
of honey-spiced pleasure damming through his entire body from her touch almost
made his arms collapse.

"Oh, God,” she whispered. “I thought we were going to die."
Not while | have enough time to remember basic physics theory. “No.” His hand



came up as he crawled forward, closing over hers, clamping her fingers to his face.
“Anya. Anya."

She inhaled, a deep sobbing breath, flinching. Jack closed his eyes, for one brief
second abdicating dl control, just feeling her skin againgt his. She was dive. Alive.

"l thought we were dead,” she whispered again. “ Jack."

If I wasn't so old, we might well be dead. A younger Watcher couldn't have
taken that kind of fall, even with a Lightbringer to protect. I'm not even sure |
survived it.

Die later, Jack. Take care of business now. “Are you hurt?’ His eyes snapped
open. He shook the fog out of his head and looked around at the steam billowing in
great puffs. The air was strangely warm, and the smell of scorched concrete tortured
the back of his throat. The shoal of agony retreated, leaving a ringing awful sense of
being ripped apart and put back together the wrong way in its wake. “Anya? Are you
hurt?’

"l don't know. My arm. My side...” She tried to tug her hand free of his face, but
his fingers tightened, holding it there. “You—we...” She looked back over her
shoulder, craning her neck. Paper fluttered from the top of the Wescorp skyscraper,
bardly visble through the rapidly thinning steam. “We fdl from up there?" Disbelief
tainted her husky, beautiful voice.

"l never want to do that again.” He shook his head and reluctantly let go of her
fingers. His shirt stuck to his chest, coated with blood and lung-fluid. He took a
deep breath in, coughed again, and spat to the side.

Sirens began to walil.

Jack returned to full consciousness of danger with a jolt, scanning the top of the
parking structure. He'd made alot of noise and just cracked what looked like a fairly
intense Brotherhood lair. “1've got to get you out of here.” He looked down a Anya,
whose head was Hill craned back, looking up at the sixty-story building.

"We were up a the top,” she said, dreamily, and Jack saw her pupils were dilated
so large her eyes looked as black as Dante's.

She's in shock.

The only good thing about that kind of pain was that it gave him plenty of Power
when the agony retreated. He grabbed her shoulders, sent heat and Power roaring
through her. “Anyal” His voice was sharp, made the car dtting four spaces away
rock back on its springs, broken glass skittering and crunching along the concrete. “
Look a me."

She did, and flinched. “My arm.” She dipped her chin toward her left arm—the
one she hadn't touched him with.

"Oh, no.” He could tell the humerus was broken by the way her arm hung, limply,
with afunny bend in the upper half. His stomach contracted, sick fear diding up his
spine. “Anya—"



“I'll be fing,” she said, colorlessy. “We have to find Shell. They'll do something
to him—Jack, we have to find him."

He made it to his feet. The sirens were getting closer. He scanned for the apatok,
found nothing. If the thing survived the drop after Jack's thrown flechettes tore its
wing, it would never fly again. Fury rose inside Jack's bones, he savagely repressed
it. The only thing that mattered right now was making sure Anya was safe.

“I'm going to patch this” He knelt a her side, closing one hand over her left
shoulder. “It won't be perfect, but well get you to the hedler and shélll take care of
it. All right?*

"Shell,” she whispered, blinking up a him. “Jack. Y ou came for me."

"You're my witch.” He managed to unfreeze his jaw by sheer force of will, his
other hand cupping her elbow. “Of course | came for you. What did you think 1'd
do? Never do that again, Anya. You could have been...” He bit back the last part of
the sentence. “Forgive me. Thisis going to hurt."

She looked up at him, her face flushed with the heat he'd just fed into her system.
“It'sdl right.” She bit her lip, her chin lifting with weary bravery. “Do it."

He closed his eyes, feeling for the break, and let out a controlled burst of Power,
forcing it down the bone. She didn't scream, but it was close—she made a low
hoarse sound that might have been a swallowed cry. Jack sealed the break, setting
the rest of the Power deep insde the bone's dim cylinder, where it would lesk out
and bolster the hedling.

"It's the best | can do,” he muttered. “Got to get you out of here."

She looked around. A thin trickle of blood did down her chin—she'd hitten her
lip savagely. That trickle—and her broken arm—concerned him far more than his
own injuries. He rose, bringing her with him by the smple expedient of diding his
hand under her shoulders and carrying her up. “Let's go."

"God,” she whispered, looking at the scorch-ring and the thinning steam. “What
was that?'

That was physics theory turned into practical experience in a way | never want
to see happen again. “Bending the laws of physics a little; Feynman was the best
damn thing to happen to combat magick in centuries. Now come on, Anya. | don't
have much time to get you somewhere safe.”

Blood dripped. He swore. The vulture's claws had torn into her ribs, and her
sweater hung in flapping sodden rags a her side.

She pushed his hands away. “I'm fine.” Her voice sounded more natural now,
without the dreaminess of shock. “Let's go. We have to find Shell, Jack. They have
him, and they'll do something terrible to him."

He spread his hand along her side, almost flinching as her blood touched his skin.
“Gods above,” he said hoarsely. The sirens were even closer, and the Brotherhood
wouldn't be far behind. “Anya.”



He tried to be gentle, but she ill let out a short ydl of pain. When he took his
hand away, her skin was whole under the mask of blood, just a few angry-looking
long pink scars, flushing as she shivered. She swayed, and he caught her, picked her
up by smply bending and leaning forward so she ended up over his shoulder.

" Jack!™
"Where are you parked?’

"Fourth Street, a lot with a big white sign. Jack, put me down. Please. | can
walk."

"Hang on.” He took a quick glance around to orient himsdlf. Shattered cars,
pebbled safety glass. The shockwave had caused quite a bit of damage. The drop
from the parking garage was five stories, and he was flush with Power from the Dark
he'd killed—and from the agony that even now tore at him.

Pain to Power to rage to pain to Power, a vicious cycle. One he was glad of, if it
let him get her out of here in one piece.

She screamed when he gathered himsdf and leapt. When he landed in the aley
below, her head bounced against his back.

"—Quch!” she finished. “Put me down!"

He complied, steadying her as her knees buckled. The dley was dark and close,
but sheltered from the wind. He checked her again. No more wounds. Even though
she flinched when she moved her left arm, she was whole. HEd done the best he
could.

"Stay close to me.” He kept his arm over her shoulder. “Very close. We may get
out of this without afight. If | have to fight, you stay where | put you, al right?"

"Jack.” She looked up a him, her eyes glowing. “Y ou came for me."

Why did she keep repedating that? “Of course | did. You're my witch.” What
about this do you not understand? It's perfectly smple. “Promise me, piccola. If |
have to fight, | need you to stay where | put you. Ci?'

She nodded. “All right.” She swayed. Between the backlash and her injuries, it
was a miracle she was 4ill conscious. Then she reached up, curled her fingers
around a leather strap of hisrig, and pulled him down.

Jack, his entire body aching with the reverberations of landing on the parking
garage roof and rdief at finding her dive, didn't resist. Her mouth met his. It was a
short kiss, but it miraculoudy cured most of his aches by the time she moved her
fingers on his cheek, gently pushing him away.

" Jack?"

"What?' He checked the street. Reasonably clear. On the other side of the
parking garage the street would be crawling with emergency vehicles by now. Jack
glanced up. He could see a dice of the top of the Wescorp building above the line of
the parking garage roof. Black smoke billowed out. The Brotherhood would help it
along, of course—destroying records. They didn't know if he'd managed to snatch



anything, and once a bolt-hole of theirs was compromised, they couldn't afford to
stay. A hard, delighted grin touched his lips. He pulled Anya closer into the shelter
of his body, his aura staining the fringes of her clear light. Then he guided her out
onto the pavement with him, a dight glamour glittering into existence around them.
Anyone who looked would see a pair of young lovers out for amorning walk, not an
exhausted shell-shocked witch and her Watcher.

He dropped his head dightly, scanning the street, and murmured to her. “Do you
have your car keys?"

She reached down with her right hand, patting her hip. Her purse was 4ill there. “|
th-think so. Jack, I'm sorry, 1—"

"Don't worry. Later. For right now, never do that again. | would have come with
you, Anya. Never ever do that again. Please."

"Oh, | won't.” She rested her head on his shoulder and brought out her car keys
in one trembling hand. He took them in one bloody fist. “I'm tired, Jack."

For the first time since he'd left the house, he began to relax dightly. He'd had to
take down two full Brotherhood teams, saved a the last minute by the other
Watchers arriving. He'd left them fighting while he ran for Anya. Now that he had a
moment to catch his breath, he wondered how the other Watchers had fared. “I
know you're tired. Well get you to the hedler. She can help you better than | could.”

"Shell,” Anyasaid. “We have to find Shell. | heard him."

The pavement rolled away under their feet. Anya stumbled, and he held her up.
“Don't worry. As long as they think there's a chance they can use him to bring you
in, they'll keep him dive."

I'm lying. The boy was probably dead by now, with enough personal information
extracted from him to string her along and provide proper psychologica bait. I'm
sorry, Anya, but | can't tell you that, not now.

She tripped again, her legs tangling, He held her up, haf carrying her and wishing
he didn't need his hands free in case of attack. He wanted to hold her so badly it
hurt, one more pain to add to the symphony of twinges and aches in the rest of his
body.

Then her head came up. “Shdl?’ She took a deep breath, her aura suddenly
strengthening. “Did you hear that? Jack, he's dive. We have to help him!™"

Nothing in his long life as a Watcher had ever prepared him for this. “Anya—"
How could he tell her that the boy was most likely dead? That if she heard him, it
was a decoy or her own wishful thinking?

"That way.” She pointed. Jack did some rapid menta calculations. Southwest.
She was pointing toward the docks, just where the Brotherhood would possibly hide
ahostage. Anya looked up a him, her eyes suddenly shining with hope. “Jack, | can
hear him. We have to hurry."

"It could be a trap.” He wished he could find some other way to dissuade her.



“The best thing to do is go back to the heder, have her tend to you, and wait for the
Brotherhood to make another move."

"l don't care. Please, Jack. | know you don't like Shell, but please, Jack!"

His entire body ached, he was covered in blood, and if she expended any more
Power she ran the risk of passing out cold until her body could recharge itsalf with
more sleep and food.

"It's dangerous, cara.” He sped up a little. If he could get her into the car, he
could have her away from this zone in short order. He glanced down.

Her eyes fluttered closed, and she went almost limp. “He's close. Very close.
Jack, please. Do | have to beg you?"

That managed to pinch his conscience. Hard. Jack cursed internaly. He was
about to do something stupid. “Anya, if we go after them like this, they'll kill us and
Shel too. I'm tired, you're exhausted, and this whole sector will be crawling with
Brotherhood teams, as soon as they figure out the fal didn't kill me."

His skin turned momentarily cold and the tanak growled, jacking his adrendine
balance. Could have died. Should have died. If | wasn't so old we would have
died. Gods, God, whatever—thank you. Thank you.

She shook her head. “He's so close, Jack. | can hear him. Please help me. Please.
I'm begging you, please help me."

He swore, his free hand reaching down to touch a knife hilt's smooth solidity. “I
can't.”

"Jack.” The voice came from his left, a deep dley covered in shadow. Jack
whirled, the gun coming up, and he recognized Hanson with a jolt. “Hey. Don't go
that way. Crawling with Brotherhood. This way."

I'm too tired, | shouldn't have let him sneak up on me. Jack dragged Anya into
the shelter of the aley. “Nice to see you."

Hanson's ice-blue eyes flicked over him. “Y ou look like hell.” He looked down at
Anya “Hello, maam. Are you dl right?"’

"How did you find me?’ Jack glanced back over his shoulder. Clear. He'd gotten
Anya free. Relief tore at him, amost made him stagger.

"Just followed the sirens.” Remy appeared out of the deeper shadows, golden
eyes glimmering. Jack suppressed another flare of relief a seeing them. He had
adways worked aone; it was new to have other Watchers to cooperate with. “The
other Guardians are with Dante, safely under cover a the shop—best shields in the
whole damn city. You know, you're loud. | heard it dl the way across downtown."

Anya pulled away from him. “We have to find him, Jack! Please."
"The boy?’ Hanson glanced past him. “ Damn. He's probably close."

"l can hear him.” Tears glimmered, streaking a clear path through blood and dust
down Anya's cheeks. “Won't any of you help him?'



Jack took a deep breath. It took every ounce of sdlf-discipline to hand Anya over
to Hanson, who didn't flinch or grimace, though the clear light from her skin must
have hurt him. “Get her under cover. I'll go get the boy."

"That's fucking suicide, Jack!” Hanson hissed.
"I'll'go with him,” Remy volunteered. “Where's her car?"

"l found it in a pay-for lot on Fourth, the one run by that Chinese guy,” Hanson
supplied helpfully. “Y ou can't mean it, Jack. Look at you."

She gave me a new life. Where else should | spend it? “My witch asks it, so
shdl it be.” Jack turned on his hedl, his tattered coat flaring sharply. “I've got to find
him."

"They've probably killed him by now,” Remy said, low and urgent.
Anya gasped, looking up at him, as if begging him to disagree.
"Keep her safe,” Jack said over his shoulder.

Hanson nodded and pulled Anya away. She stumbled again, amost falling. Every
fiber of Jack's body wanted to lunge to catch her. But he had something else to do.

Remy fdl into step behind him. “Got a score of my own to settle with the
Brotherhood.” His accent made the words slow and even. “Didn't know they had a
nest down here."

"l think | can find the boy,” Jack said. “But I'll need you to watch my back."

"Already done, homme,” the golden-eyed man replied. “Find the boy so we can
get out of here. | have a breakfast date with my witch this morning."



Chapter Thirty-One

Anya drifted in a velvety unconsciousness, only barely surfacing when familiar
green-glowing Power bathed her. Another long period of darkness, then another
green glow washing through her. It was welcome oblivion.

She heard confused murmurs—Jack's deep voice, no longer flat but terribly
weary, Theo's husky clear tones. Hanson, saying something very softly. Mari
whispering, someone stroking Anyas forehead with warm fingers. Elise, then,
uncharacteristically quiet, her voice turned to satin warmth.

The green light came again, and Anya gratefully fell into deep velvet blackness.

A pale glow lit up the edges of the universe for along time before she redized her
eyes were hdf open. She opened them the rest of the way, dowly, drinking in the
cloudy light coming from the rain-spattered window. The room was beautiful, with
bookcases along one wall. Spider plants and ferns hung from pretty brass hooks.
There was a painting of a rose garden under summer sunshine, a single monarch
butterfly pausing on one of the white roses; a comfortable-looking chair sat in front
of the window. A big cherrywood dresser and a full-length antique oval mirror in a
dark wooden frame looked well-loved and polished. A cherub's face was carved into
the frame over the mirror, wings ddlicately feathered on ether side of its chubby
amiling cheeks. The mirror itsdf was clear and flawless.

The smdl of green growing things and pure delicate Power told her she was in
Theo's house. She heard murmurs downstairs. Her entire body felt heavy, sinking
into the bed.

How did | get here? The last thing she remembered was fdling into the passenger
seat of her car as Hanson swore softly, tdling her they had to hurry.

The sound of rain whispering on the roof came next. Anya closed her eyes
briefly. When she opened them again, the light was different, late afternoon instead
of late morning. She was thirsty, but she felt alittle better.

It took a few moments for her to prop herself up on her elbows. She looked at
the small bedside table, covered with afal of green slk. There was a glass of water
there, and alamp.

Two tries got the glassin her hand, and a long struggle lifted it to her mouth. She
drank, then had to face the difficult problem of getting the glass back on the table.
She managed, and flopped back onto the pillows, listening.

The murmurs stopped. There were light footsteps on the stairs, followed by a
heavier tread. Theo pushed the door open quietly and stepped into the room.

She nodded as soon as she saw Anya was awake. “Hello there,” she said,
amiling. Her eyes, though, didn't smile.

Her eyes were dark green depths of deep sadness.
Behind her, hanging back, was Jack. He wore the same threadbare black shirt and



torn jeans. He looked awful. His face was gaunt, huge circles under his eyes, and his
har was more desperately disarranged than ever. It looked like he'd taken a
weed-whacker to it.

Her heart soared with hope. If Jack was here, everything was dl right.
"Shel?” Anya whispered with dry lips.

"Just relax,” Theo approached the bed, sank down to sit next to Anya, and took
her hand.

The green light returned, swirling around the corners of Anyas vison. Now that
she was awake she could see the depth and strength of Theo's gift, and was
humbled by it. Anya's left arm twinged a little, but the green light sank in and coated
the ache, sealed it away.

Findly, it was done. Theo smiled, but her eyes were siill sad. “That's better.” She
stood up with asigh. One hand dipped down to rub her rounded belly protectively.
“Anya ... there isn't an easy way to say this."

Anyas eyes filled with tears. “Shell?’ She looked past Theo to Jack.

“I'll tel her.” His eyes were pae and lifeless. He took two steps forward and
stood a what Anya could only describe as “attention,” his hands behind his back,

his chin level. The dark stubble on his cheeks made his gauntness seem even more
marked. “Anya, Shell's dive."

Rdief, sharp as a nal, pierced Anyas chest. “Oh.” Her voice was a dried up
croak. Then she looked up at him again. “Alive, but...?"

His mouth turned down a the corners. “He's catatonic, Anya. They used the
same process on him that they would use on another psychic. Even Mari can't reach
him."

"Even | can't.” Theo sighed again. “Anya, I'm so sorry."

Anyabelieved it. She stared at Jack, who didn't quite meet her gaze. He coughed
dightly, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

Just like Shell used to, she thought, dimly.

"I've made a few calls to Circle Lightfal,” he continued. “They've pulled a few
strings. He's in a hospital, a private one. Theo examined the place; the nurses are
good and the care is excellent. It's the best we could do."

"Them,” she said. “The ... the Brotherhood."

"We took out the team holding him. But with only four Watchers it's nearly
impossible. To drive them out of the city completely we'd need more.” Jack's chin
dropped. He looked at the floor.

"We didn't want Circle Lightfal insde the city,” Theo said. “It's our fault, Anya.
If we'd let them in, the Brotherhood would have been driven out sooner, and you
and Shdll would never have had to suffer like this."

The ludicrousness of this being anyone's fault but her own made a thin bitter



laugh tear its way out of Anya's throat.

"It's not your fault, Theo,” she forced out through her burning throat. “It's mine.
They wanted to blackmail me because | stole from a bank—used the Persuasion.”

"We know.” Tears glimmered in Theo's dark eyes. “They—the Brotherhood, or
whatever we're supposed to cal them—sent us a packet with papers and pictures
and lies. Trying to make us doubt you, | suppose. Thinking we would throw you out
or something. | don't know. Elise burned them, furious that someone would say
such awful things about you. Anya, it doesn't matter. Jack explained. We know you
were desperate and trying to take care of Shell. It's not your fault.”

"If it's a question of fault,” Jack broke in, “it's mine. | didn't reach him soon
enough, Anya. If 1'd been faster, this wouldn't have happened. The faling is mine."

Anya stared a Theo. “You mean you knew?"

"Of course.” Theo crossed her arms. “And it didn't matter. We knew you would
never stedl unless you were desperate, Anya. You're one of us."

"But—" Her eyes flicked back over to Jack. He dropped his gaze, refusing to
even look at her. It hurt so much to tak; her throat was on fire. “What €se?"

"He thinks you're going to send him back to Circle Lightfdl in disgrace, or
something of the sort,” Theo said. “Make him see reason, Anya. There's just one
thing."

Anya held her breath, waiting.

Theo's shoulders came up. It was a familiar movement, though Anya couldn't
think of quite why. The hedler lifted her chin just alittle, her eyes terribly sad but just
as terribly determined. “We—Elise and Mari and |—voted to keep Circle Lightfal
out of the city. To let them in, the vote has to be unanimous. Elise has changed her
mind. Now that we know Circle Lightfal can get rid of these people—and that they
can help care for Lightbringers like you who have been driven from ther
homes—well, she's changed her vote. But it has to be unanimous.”

There was a long silence. Anya's eyes flicked over to Jack and back to Theo.
None of it made any sense. “What?'

"Your vote. You don't have to vote right away. You've been unconscious for
three days. But |—we—want you to know that you're one of us, and you have a
vote.” Theo nodded sharply. “I'm so sorry, Anya. It's our fault. If we'd been less
shortsighted, we would have ... oh, we'd have done it dl differently. I'm so very
sorry."

She turned away, her long sandalwood hair glowing in the late-afternoon light.
More rain tapped at the window. “I think I'll excuse mysdlf now.” Her voice was
strangely thick. It looked asif Theo was actudly crying.

"Oh, Theo,” Anya began, but the heder |eft the room in a hurry, the door closing
behind her with a click.

That left Jack staring at the floor and Anya lying in the bed, trying to figure this



out. She felt dry and desiccated, thirsty again, and her heart hurt.
Shell. “He'sinacoma?’ she findly husked.

Jack stirred dightly. “Catatonic. HeEll respond to some orders; hell eat if they
prompt him. But other than that ... he's empty, Anya. They broke him. We don't
know how to reverse it. If he was a witch, we'd have a better chance. And if Circle
Lightfdl is dlowed into the city, some of the Mindhealers and Rescuers might be
able to help. But...” His shoulders sumped. “I failed you."

It sounded as if he wanted to say more, but he closed his mouth with a snap and
stared at the floor.

"They did that to him?” Why doesn't he come here? Why is he still standing
there? “ Jack, what happened?”

He shrugged. “They had flamethrowers. Remy escaped most of it, | got clipped.
Had to trim the burned parts out of my hair. But we got Shell out and exterminated
the team holding him.” He took a deep breath. “Anya, when the new Watchers
arive, I'll go. Until then, your safety—"

"You're leaving?’ She thought her heart couldn't crack any further, but perhaps
that was wrong. She could amost hear each new break, like the crackles of ice
melting in a rapid thaw.

" wasn't fast enough,” he said stiffly. “I didn't bring Shell back, not dl of him. If
l'd—"

"Y ou want to leave?’ She swallowed the hard, sharp lump in her throat again. “If
you want to, | can't stop you. You're an adult.”

She sank back into the pillows. Theo knows where Shell is. | can go to the
hospital and try ... what? Try to bring him back. What did they do to him?

"l don't want to leave."

"You can if you want.” She closed her eyes. The pillows were soft. Her entire
body fdt as if it could sink into the bed and never return. She gathered her strength
and forced out the words. “I can't stop you, Jack. | wish you wouldn't. Besides, it's
my fault. If 1'd listened to you, maybe you and the others could have found him
quicker and we would dl be safe now.” Tears trickled hotly down her temples into
her hair, and her voice sank to a painful, thready whisper. “How soon can | get out
of bed? | want to go to this hospital. Maybe | can reach him."

"Theo says it will be another couple of days. I'm under strict orders to keep you
in bed unless it's absolutely necessary you be moved. Anya, | wish | could have
saved him. | truly do. | tried.”

"l know you did. It's not your fault, Jack. It's mine” The painful whisper turned
into a croak. She forced her heavy eydids open enough to see him.

He stood, shoulders slumped and head dropped forward, the picture of
weariness. Gray light clung to the folds of his battered coat, outlined a widening hole
In the left knee of his jeans, and showed his scuffed boots and tangled, chopped-up



hair.

Then he raised his head dightly, and in that moment she saw his true age reflected
in his eyes. How long had he gone from place to place, solitary and hurting?
Completely aone, carrying the festering, crippling weight of guilt that wasn't even
his? If Anya lived to be a hundred, she would never forget that look—and the way
her heart twisted, seeing that pain.

She patted the bed. It took more concentration than she would have believed
possible to make that dight movement. “Come here."

He looked up. “I don't think | should."
"Come here."
He obeyed. “I don't ask you to forgive me."

"Shut the hdl up, Jack.” A tired, bitter laugh wrung its way out of her. She
coughed, hacking, and her voice eased a little. “Y ou came for me. You jumped off
the top of a skyscraper after me.” Her eyelids drifted closed. “I'm not going to ask
you again. You want to stay, come here. You don't, it's dl right—but don't ask me
to act happy about it."

The speech took most of her waning strength and made her cough again, her
throat raw and torn.

The bed groaned as he rested his knee on it. Then his hand, most of his weight
balanced easily. He dropped down beside her, his leather coat creaking, and there
was a moment or two of confusion while he rearranged himself. Then he ended up
stretched on the edge of the bed.

Anya was hard-put not to laugh again. “Could have taken your coat off,” she
pointed out, as he did his arm under her shoulders and hugged her, no doubt trying
to be gentle but driving dl the breath from her lungs.

"Shell...” she said, and Jack kissed her forehead. Again. And again, as if he
couldn't help himsdlf.

"“I'm so sorry, Anya,” he whispered into her hair, and she bdlieved him.

"At least he's dive.” Her eyes welded themsalves shut. “If he's dive we can try to
reach him."

"Anything you like.” Delicious, drowsy heat rolled through her, easing the cold
knot of dread she hadn't realized was living under her breastbone. “Anya?"

"You're dive” She did back down into the wdl of sleep. But this time, Jack was
next to her, and the comfort of his presence somehow followed her into
UNCONSCi OUSNESS.



Chapter Thirty-Two

Three months later

Jack waited in the hdl until the last wave of students flooded out the door. He
towered at least head and shoulders over most of them, but they paid no attention to
him. His glamour was solid. He was just part of the furniture, and besides, they were
too busy yammering about important stuff, like cars and boyfriends and girlfriends
and dates and tests and the impending wonders of Spring Break.

This was a private school. Uniforms were the rule, but the students each tried to
flaunt the rule in their own way. The Catullus Academy, being a private school for
the children of the rich and intellectud, did not try to enforce the dress or conduct
codes with draconian discipling; the students in turn didn't rebe too badly. This
leniency was also extended to the staff—if the teacher was intelectudly gifted
enough, an occasional eccentricity was tactfully ignored. Since Circle Lightfal had
made a most generous grant, if the English teacher—delicately hinted to have some
sort of nervous medica condition—sometimes bolted away with no warning, it was
overlooked. The students received a free class period, the teacher was gifted enough
to make up for it, and the Academy received generous funding. Everybody was

happy.

As soon as Jack could, he did through the door, feding the wards Anya had set
in the walls of her classroom spark, greeting him.

She's made tremendous progress, he thought, his attention briefly moving over
the perimeter of the room. The Academy had taken over an old Catholic seminary,
so the walls were haf plaster, hdf dark wooden wainscoting, and dl the floors were
ancient mellow hardwood burnished by students’ feet.

Anya leaned on her desk, nodding as a young girl confided something in rapid
whispers. The girl shifted, one loafer rubbing against her opposite calf, polishing the
leather against her knee-high stocking. She wore two long blond ponytails and
sndled like bubblegum and the dight glow of Power. A young Lightbringer.
Thankfully, she didn't notice Jack.

Since the Guardians had alowed Circle Lightfadl into the city, things had moved
quickly. The Watchers had swept the Brotherhood out, and the regular Circle
Infrastructure had been built up. The Guardians had been surprised at the amount of
respect and awe accorded them, and finding out about the benefits avallable to
Lightbringers had made Elise cheerfully announce that she was going back to college
for an art history degree, if the Circle would fund it.

Anya had said very little, but she had asked Jack afterwards if perhaps she would
be able to buy a house. A week later, Circle Lightfal's agent had closed on the quiet
little pseudo-Victorian they'd been renting.

In every decision about the city, of course, the Guardians were deferred to. After
dl, they were the first Lightbringers to successfully cast the Guardian spel in



something like four centuries. There were two safehouses being built now, and Jack
thought privately that the streets were much safer since more Watchers had mostly
driven out even the deep-seated Dark nests on the docks. Jack had missed most of
that, between Anyas new job, daily trips to the hospital, and the serious magicka
work the Guardians now practiced two or three times a week, aided by Teachers
from the Circle.

Anya was beginning to relax, but Jack often saw her staring into the distance, a
line deegpening between her eyebrows, sometimes rubbing at her left arm as if it ill
pained her, even though her recovery—helped dong by Theo's attentions—had been
rapid. And her nightmares were gill frequent, terrible dreams of burning houses and
her brush with the vulture. But after every nightmare, Jack was there, and even
though he cherished comforting her, he hated the way the dreams robbed her of
peace and sleep.

He surfaced from his reverie as Anya's gray eyes met his, her long sheaf of glossy
black hair braided back. She murmured a few words of explanation to the girl, who
laughed, chirped a thank you, and swung out the door, traling a bright scarf of
golden Power.

She should have a Watcher. | should ask Anya to report that.

"Hello, teacher,” Jack said. “I've been in the library dl day. Did you know |
missed the Enlightenment while | was in China?"

"China?’ The smile she gave him was worth the entire day he'd divided between
prowling the hals unnoticed and being cramped in the Library, dert for any sign of
danger while breathing in the smdl of paper and dust. She shuffled papers on her
desk. Behind her, the blackboard boasted four lines of a Shakespeare sonnet, written
in Anyas firm clear hand. “What were you doing there?’ She picked up her leather
briefcase, scooping up a stack of tests to be graded as well.

"Putting together a Watcher infrastructure and exporting some combat-training
techniques. | have to tdl you, Watching ateacher is a most enlightening experience.”

He pushed a seat back in under a desk, straightened another desk, picked up a
piece of wadded paper and tossed it in the trashcan. The room was tal and pleasant,
radiators under a bank of windows that showed rolling green lawns outside, the wals
just beginning to display marks of Anya's personality—a print of the Mona Lisa, a
poster about English and its debt to Latin, a humorous poster of a bust of
Shakespeare with a pink brassiere draped over his head. A lectern stood to one side,
a andl office visble through a door behind her desk. An antique globe made of
brass stood on a dim stand in the back of the room. And, of course, the smel of
jasmine that followed Anya everywhere was beginning to sink into the floor and walls
and pressed-tin celing.

She made a good-natured grimace, a pair of couth pearl earrings contrasting with
her hair. She dressed a little primly, knee-length skirts and proper blouses, sweaters
and blazers, understated jewery—he had never before seen the beauty of a woman
so cool and contained.



Anya stood, sweeping a few more papers into her briefcase. “I'll be ready in a
moment."

"Take your time” He smiled, the expression feding a little less odd and
mechanica now. A little more natural. He had even been able to spend a lunch hour
with her in the teacher's lounge, watching as she bolted a sandwich and graded pop
quizzes.

Anya paused, her head cocked as if listening. Jack tensed dightly. Last week
she'd had another compulsion, leaving the school's quiet green grounds in the middle
of the day and leading Jack to a carjacking-in-progress. Thankfully, it seemed that
she only responded to crimes being committed within about a mile radius—or at
least, none of the crimes she'd been compelled toward had been farther away than
that. And they were mercifully not very often.

"Anya?'
"Nothing.” She shook her head, snapping her briefcase closed.

She picked up her camd coat from the back of her chair, and Jack found himsdlf
across the room, holding it for her. She smiled athank you, her eyes lighting up for a
moment, and Jack didn't try to stop himself. He leaned forward and pressed his lips
to her forehead, a gentle kiss. The familiar, intense pleasure of her skin againgt his
wrapped around him, roared through his nerves.

"Just thinking,” she said. “Y ou want to drive?"

She settled her purse strap over her shoulder and picked up her briefcase. He
would have taken it for her, but she preferred to carry it.

"Of course.” Standard procedure, witch. Besides, I've seen the way you drive.
Enough to give me a heart attack. He followed her to the door, stepped out into the
hdl and scanned while she turned off the lights.

She locked the classroom and they both set off. Anyas hedls made crisp sounds
againgt the worn wooden flooring. More students milled around. The few people that
saw him at the school assumed he was Anyas eccentric boyfriend or husband. He
was aways careful to keep a stronger glamour while on the grounds.

"There weren't any phone calls?” She glanced up a him, hope written on her face.

Jack paused. “None from the hospital. I'm sorry, piccola. Theo called, she has
Lamaze tonight; there's no pressing work. She did say the baby's dropped, whatever
that means. Mari wanted to know if you could help her with some old Petrarch
texts."

Her face fell, but she reached down and dlipped her fingers through his. “Well,
maybe well see something tonight. Of course I'll help Mari. Shell might like being
read to."

He nodded. Her name was called and people waved—she was quite popular
aready, staff and students attracted to her glow. She smiled, tipped her chin, and
was actualy humming as they took the staircase down to the east hdl, then out a set



of double doors and down more steps.

Outside, the air was crisp and cool, full of late-afternoon sunlight and the promise
of spring. Tiny green buds were lengthening on the trees, dl the ice had melted. The
nights were generally balmier now, too.

"It smells like spring,” she said as he unlocked the passenger door of the blue
Taurus for her.

"l was just thinking that.” His hand brushed hers as she dropped into the car. The
jolt of pleasure made him shut his eyes and inhale—and, once again, send up a brief
prayer of thanksgiving that he was alowed to be so close to her. His witch.

It was a fifteen-minute drive to the hospital—part of why Anya had accepted this
job. She was unusudly quiet, and he didn't want to disturb her, so he concentrated
on driving.

The familiar brick bulk of the Summerline Home rose up, the psychic atmosphere
of the building full of the cloudiness of grief and the random sparks of what most
people would cdl insanity. For dl that, it was a high-quality ingtitution, and its
patients were given the best of care.

She blinked against the westering sunlight as he offered his hand, accepting his
help out of the car. A smiled nervoudly as she smoothed her dark blue knee-length
skirt. “I redly think he's getting better,” she said tentatively.

Jack locked the door and pushed it shut, keeping her hand. “I think so too.” He
was rewarded with a grateful smile.

She glanced around the parking lot, fringed by juniper bushes and bare-branched
trees just beginning to show some green. “ Jack?"

"Hm?" He scanned the area, found no danger, and looked down at her. The
sunlight brought out blue highlights in her hair, speckles of gold on her pale skin, and
made her eyes glow. Jack's entire body tightened.

"What if he doesn't get any better?” She whispered it, as if they might be
overheard.

Jack set his shoulders. “Well come back every day.” He dared to touch the curve
of her cheek, his callused fingertips scraping. “As long as it takes, piccola.”

"You don't mind?"

Oh, =0 that's it. “Anya, if every day of my life is like this from now on, | will
consider mysalf lucky. If we come here every day for years, | don't mind. Being near
you is dl | want.” He pulled his fingers away from her skin with an effort and
brushed the tear from her soft cheek. “Y ou gave me a new life. Where else should |
spend it?"

"You redly mean that?’ Her lower lip trembled dightly.

"We'd better get insde.” He smiled and pressed a kiss to her forehead. “1I'm your
Watcher, Anya. Thisiswhat a Watcher lives for."



"You live for cooling your heels in a library dl day and coming to a mentd
hospital with an insane English teacher?’ She adjusted her purse's strap over her
shoulder, the tear-track till glimmering on her cheek.

"Sounds like heaven to me."
She examined his face. “You're sure?"

"l was sure the moment | saw you.” Maybe not that very moment, but so close it
doesn't matter. “Y ou're my witch, Anya."

Anya gill watched his face. He suffered it, standing very ill, wondering if
perhaps she was searching for away to tel him she had changed her mind. That she
wanted him to leave. That now that she'd seen what Circle Lightfal was, she wanted
adifferent Watcher—one less grim, one untainted by the Crusade, maybe a Watcher
who could ease the crushing burden of grief that kept her coming back to this place
day after day.

The strange feding of impending disaster returned. Four Guardian witches, four
Watchers, and a city only newly-freed from the Dark. Jack didn't trust the recent
cam, and the other Watchers, even the unbonded ones, privately agreed with him.
There was an uncomfortable storm-feeling of some catastrophe approaching.

| can't leave you. He looked down a Anyas now familiar but ill surprisingly
beautiful face. It stopped his heart and breath every time her eyes met his. | won't
make you suffer my presence, cara mia, but 1'm too selfish to leave you alone. Ask
for another Watcher if you want—'m ready to guard you no matter what it takes.

"Jack?’ She reached up and rested her fingertips against his cheek. It was a
habitual gesture, and a sweet one. He leaned into her touch.

"What?"
"Y ou're absolutely sure?'
"Of course | am.” If you only knew how sure.

She nodded, her eyebrows drawing together. “For how long? I'm a Guardian,
they tell me. That means | can't leave the city. | don't mind—I've moved around so
much that dl | want to do is settle down. But you might ... | don't know. Get bored."

"No.” How could he even begin to tdl her that watching the way the light touched
her face was dl he needed? A man could watch you for hours and not get bored.
He was amazed that more people didn't stop and stare when Anya walked by. Then
again, if they did, Jack might have more difficulty than even he could handle. The
thought was almost amusing. “I don't want to go anywhere else.”

"If—when Shell wakes up, hell need constant care. And he's not likely to be any
easer to dea with. You might not want to be saddled with that."

"Anya” He said it as gently as he could, trapping her hand against his cheek, the
fed of her skin sending fire through his veins. “When Shell wakes up, I'll help you
any way | can. Wéll take him home. His room's till ready and waiting for him.” He
glanced up, scanning the parking lot. “It's getting chilly out here. Shal we go



insde?'

She must have found what she was looking for in his face. Jack watched,
fascinated, as a faint blush rose to her cheeks. “I guess so.” She went on tiptoe to
kiss his cheek. “Let's go, then."

He did his arm over her shoulders as they set off through the parking lot. “After
dl, if today's the day he wakes up, we don't want to missiit."

Her smile was enough to reward him, and together, Watcher and witch, they
waked toward the hospital.
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They are not taken from any book, movie, song, or other work; but they may sound
familiar due to the standard form of pagan invocation of the elements.
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