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“Any paranormal fan will be guaranteed a Top Pick read. Anya has provided it all in this hot new paranormal series. You get great suspense, vivid characters, and a world that just pops off the pages . . . Not to be missed.”
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—New York Times bestselling author Angela Knight

 

“Sizzling suspense and sexy magic are sure to propel this hot new series onto the charts. Bast is a talent to watch, and her magical world is one to revisit.”—Romantic Times

 

“A sensual feast sure to sate even the most finicky of palates. Richly drawn, dynamic characters dictate the direction of this fascinating story. You can’t miss with Anya.”

—A Romance Review
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For my mom,  
thanks for your support in everything I do.  
I love you more than I can say.




 ONE

TWENTY-THREE YEARS AS THE HANDMAIDEN OF A  daaeman had prepared Claire for many things, but not this. Nothing could have prepared her for this.

She huddled back against a brick wall, the cold seeping through her thin dress, and watched the inky shadows grow on the building opposite her. Discarded paper disturbed by the wind rustled over the pavement and a sudden bloom of voices and laughter came from the mouth of the alley and gradually faded away.

Still the shadows grew.

Claire glanced at the street beyond the pocket of shadows in which she’d secreted herself, where pale yellow light from street lamps pooled on the sidewalk. She didn’t think she could make it. She didn’t think she could outrun them.

There were few people in the world—any of the worlds—who could outrun a determined daaeman, especially an Atrika.

The alien earth sighed and shuddered far beyond the concrete beneath her feet, reacting to her dulled and confused magick. This place, this Earth, was nothing like she remembered. The place she barely recalled was green, soft, and redolent with fragrant, growing things. This place was hard and  chilly. Too loud. It hurt her eyes with sharp edges and bright lights.

Part of her had longed to return to this place, even while most of her had feared it. Claire knew now she’d been right to fear.

Pass me by. Please, pass by.

The odd dry tang of Rue’s magick still flavored the back of her mouth. The hot rush of it had faded to something bitter. It tingled through her body, giving her the shakes from time to time as her body struggled to contain this thing that was so much bigger than her. She wasn’t meant to hold this power. She wasn’t made for it. It wasn’t hers. The elium, the most powerful weapon of the Ytrayi. Or at least, that’s what she suspected it was. Whatever it was, the Atrika wanted it and that could only mean her death.

The only question was whether it would come slow or fast.

She squeezed her eyes shut, remembering. It had only happened yesterday, but it seemed like years had passed. When the Atrika had breached the palace defenses, Rue had taken her to the portal room with the intention of destroying the interdimensional doorway that bridged Earth and Eudae.

But when the Atrika had broken into the chamber, Rue had blasted her with a ball of magick so strong it had momentarily taken her sense of sight, smell, and hearing. As he’d meant it to, the blast had catapulted her backward, into the doorway. Rue had meant to destroy the portal after she’d fallen through, and undoubtedly he had, but not before two Atrika had lunged in after her.

On the Earth side of the portal, she’d taken one single moment to orient herself and then had lurched forward into a run for her life, knowing the Atrika would be fast behind her. Even though her stomach had been heaving with the aftermath of her fall through the doorway, even though her head had been ready to split like a too ripe melon, she’d run.

But not fast enough. Not far enough. And she certainly hadn’t hidden well enough.

Last night she’d climbed a set of metal stairs and curled up on the top of a building to sleep with the sounds of a city she almost remembered, but not quite, below her. In the morning, forced to find food, she’d climbed down and had done her  level best to avoid the two Atrika she’d known were hunting her.

In all her years on Eudae she’d never even seen an Atrika  up close. Rue, the Cae, leader of the Ytrayi daaeman breed, had treated her as a pampered pet. He’d protected her from anything that might hurt her . . . until now. With Rue, she’d wanted for nothing, never gone without food. This, all of this, was utterly foreign to her.

She needed to find Thomas Monahan and the aeamon, half-breed daaeman/humans, who resided on this planet. They called themselves elemental witches here. They were the only ones who would understand what had happened. They were the only ones who could help her now.

Claire knew little of them, didn’t know where to find them, or how they functioned in this world. She couldn’t even use her magick, not with Rue’s gift fluttering inside her. She had no idea how her power would react. If it was elium Rue had imbued her with, accidentally tapping it could mean utter destruction. The inability to use her power was perhaps the worst thing about her current condition.

Worse than the cold. Worse than the hunger or the fatigue or the fear.

In every way imaginable, she was hobbled.

Claire had never been so cold. In all the demonic winters she’d spent on Eudae, where the temperatures ranged into the bone-shattering range for an aeamon, she’d never been this miserable. The wound she’d sustained on her foot the first day as she’d run from the Atrika hadn’t so much healed up as it had frozen up. Hunger constantly distracted her and made her weak. By now she was so bedraggled, people on the street gave her a wide berth and pitying glances.

Never had she been so humiliated.

Today she’d walked down streets, not knowing where she was headed. She’d only known she had to keep moving since the Atrika might be able to track her magickally.

People had pressed paper and coins, which she recognized as money, into her palm once in a while. However, when she’d inquired where she could find the elemental witches, they’d only given her strange looks and hurried away. Inquiries as to how to protect herself against demons—the human’s  pronunciation of daaeman—had met with a similar response, so Claire had stopped asking. These random acts of generosity were few and far between, but they’d already helped her buy a little food, a transaction she’d stumbled through badly. And the resulting piece of meat wrapped in soggy bread had been horrid.

She’d managed to evade the Atrika for a while, but then she’d turned a corner and there they’d been. Claire had whirled and tried to go in the other direction before they spotted her, but it had been too late. So she’d run to this alley and endeavored to hide.

Now they were searching for her. She could smell them.  Daaeman magick had a peculiar sharp scent and these Atrika  weren’t masking their true nature at the moment. Likely they were trying to spook her.

It was working.

Claire opened her eyes just for a moment and glanced up into the dark sky with its odd absence of stars. Nothing but concrete here. Concrete and square shapes. Black, cold sky. On Eudae, in the capital city of Ai, the buildings were made of lavender and rose marble, sometimes black or gray. They all shone and glittered under the sun. Structures built in columns, gentle slopes, and arches. The palace, called Yrystrayi, was majestic in its architecture.

Daaeman were brutal regardless of breed. Even the Syari, the scholar class, were more prone to killing before asking questions. The warrior class, the Atrika, were the worst. Unlike the rest of the breeds, they dined on rotting flesh, loved to drink blood, and became aroused by torture and pain.

But all the breeds, even the Atrika, had beautiful architecture.

Her mother told her she’d been born here on Earth, and Claire did have some hazy, early childhood memories of this place, but mostly she felt like she’d slipped down a rabbit hole. Her mother, before she’d died, had told the story of Alice in Wonderland often to Claire. Maybe her mother had felt like Alice when she’d first come to Eudae as much as Claire did now on Earth.

Footsteps crushed refuse underfoot, disconcertingly close. Claire froze, the saliva in her mouth drying up.

The shadowy fingers on the building opposite her lengthened and then halted. Claire caught her breath and didn’t blink. Honking and voices from the street barely filtered into her arrested awareness. The fingers reversed and came back in her direction.

Claire balanced, ready to take flight. Run. That’s all she could do. She wanted to tap her magick, use her best weapon. Her fingers tingled with the desire to do it.

A daaeman face appeared above her. “Got you.”

His huge hands came down on her shoulders and squeezed. Tears burst into her eyes from the pain. She struggled and his grip dropped to her wrists making her yelp.

The second Atrika grabbed the first around the waist and hauled him back away from her. “She’s mine!” he growled.

The first daaeman who’d grabbed her—Claire believed he was called Tevan—gathered himself from where he’d been knocked to the pavement. With a low growl trickling from his throat, he launched himself at the second. Both their eyes glowed red and their teeth had extended.

Killing rage.

Claire stood for a split second, watching the daaeman face off. If the magick Rue had imbued her with was elium, it was very valuable to them. Of course they’d fight over it. Within her lay all their hopes and dreams of victory against the ruling  Ytrayi. They would each want control of it.

Lucky her to carry such a treasure.

Claire bolted.

Realizing they’d lost their prey, the Atrika stopped their territorial dispute and followed her.

Ducking low and swerving, she just evaded Tevan’s grasp and shot out of the alley, dodging tall silver cans, lumpy black sacks, and jumping over discarded boxes. Her shoes, made for the sleek marble floors of the palace, hadn’t fared well on the concrete pathways of Earth. Shredded on the bottom, they provided little protection.

Something sharp stabbed her sole and she yelped, feeling a gush of hot, sticky blood. She cursed in Aemni, one of the languages commonly spoken among all the breeds. Now she was leaving a perfect trail for them.

She careened out into the street and nearly collided with a  man. He yelled at her as she dove around him and sped down the sidewalk.

Across the way, a flood of people exited a building, spilling out into the night-dark streets under a brightly lit overhanging sign, talking and laughing. Knowing a crowd was her only chance, Claire detoured, pounding across the road. The shiny fast-moving conveyances—cars, that’s what they were called—honked and swerved.

She plunged into the crowd on the other side, scattering those directly around her with surprised gasps. Risking a glance backward, she saw the two Atrika had reached the street and had spotted her. They made their way toward her.

“Help! Help me!” Her voice sounded rusty and she choked on the English. She’d used it with Rue when he wanted practice and with the earth witch, Thomas, when he’d been trapped in Yrystrayi. Otherwise she hadn’t spoken it since her mother had died.

The people around her appeared alarmed. Most didn’t look at her. They pretended she wasn’t standing there asking for aid in tattered shoes and a torn, dirty dress that provided no protection against the cold bite of the air. Some glanced at her with pity on their faces; others smirked and talked behind their hands. A woman pressed one of the pieces of green paper into her palm. Claire stared down at it, uncomprehending. She’d asked for help, not money.

“Please, the daae—demons,” she whispered. “The Atrika  demons will get me.”

The Atrika would crack the seat of her magick open to get the elium. Crack her like a nut for the meat inside. How had Rue ever expected her to succeed? One aeamon servant against two motivated Atrika daaeman?

She closed her eyes, reliving the moment when the Atrika  had forced the door of the Ytrayi portal chamber down. The burst of brilliant magick, the bellows and war whoops, the Atrika  all in a killing rage. Rue could even now be dead. There was no help in her immediate future. Even if Rue had survived, it would take a long time to open another doorway, even longer for Rue to track her down.

A hand curled over her shoulder, startling her. She looked up into a handsome male face. Elegant, sloping brown brows,  green eyes, a smile. “Come with me,” the man said. “There’s a diner just up the way. We’ll get a meal and see what we can do to help you.”

Her gaze flicked back to the daaeman crossing the street. They were growing very close now. She grabbed the man’s arm. “Yes, let’s go.”

He patted her hand. “It’s all right. Calm down now, okay?”

She glanced backward at her pursuers. “Let’s stay with the crowd. Do you mind?”

“Of course not. Will the crowd keep the . . . demons . . . away?”

Oh, thank all Four Houses and the Patrons! He understood. She nodded emphatically. “They won’t hurt me if I’m with humans. They don’t want to incite an interdimensional incident.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Ah. Let’s go then. What’s your name?”

“Claire.”

“Claire, what a lovely name. What’s your last name?”

She didn’t answer because she didn’t know it. Her mother had never told her. She only shook her head and glanced away, embarrassed. Were surnames very important here? A mark of class, perhaps?

As they walked, the man flipped open a small black object, punched some buttons and spoke into it. Claire didn’t pay attention to what he said, she was too focused on the daaeman  following them. They kept their distance now, but they would stalk her until they found her alone and vulnerable. All she’d done was buy herself some time.

Claire hoped the humans had some way of dealing with  Atrika. She’d heard one had been stuck here without a doorway for many years. The witches had dealt with that one. Perhaps the elemental witches were rulers in this place. It would make sense, considering their abilities. Although that didn’t explain all the blank looks she got when she asked about them. At least she’d found one man who understood about the Atrika. Hopefully, he’d know how to find Thomas Monahan.

The good news—if there was good news—was that there were only two Atrika and no more could follow, since Rue had destroyed the doorway.

A hysterical laugh bubbled up from her depths. She was penniless and lost in a foreign world she hadn’t walked on since she was six years old and there only two Atrika who were chasing her. That was the good news?

The man looked concerned when she laughed. He hesitated, then pulled the door of a restaurant open for her. “We’re here.” Claire’s mind had been spinning so hard, she hadn’t even noticed they’d reached their destination.

She entered a small establishment, glancing at her surroundings. People sat belly up to a long counter. Others sat in the booths near the large front window that gave a view of the darkened street. Most of the restaurant’s patrons turned and looked at her, making Claire self-conscious about her clothing and dirt-smudged face.

“No vagrants in here,” said a skinny, sharp-faced waitress wielding a pot of some dark, unidentifiable liquid.

Horror shot through Claire. “I am not a vagrant.” She glanced away, knowing full well she looked like one. She’d been—was—handmaiden to the Cae of the Ytrayi daaeman breed. Slave, perhaps, but slave to the master. That meant the best of everything, even though she’d been property.

The man set a hand to her shoulder. “Of course you aren’t.” Then he turned to the waitress. “It’s okay. I’m a clinical psychologist and . . .” He pulled the waitress aside and spoke in low tones to her. The waitress nodded and glanced at her.

Claire’s intuition niggled. This was not a good thing.

That had not been a good glance.

A clinical psychologist? Her mind sorted through the notebooks filled with English lessons and vocabulary her mother had left her. A psychologist was a physician of the mind. Why had he mentioned that to the waitress? Did he think Claire was crazy?

She sucked in a breath. Her alarm factor ratcheted upward. She had to get out of here. What had seemed like a safe refuge a moment ago didn’t seem so anymore. Houses, she had no idea who to trust in this world, which meant she could trust no one.

She lifted her gaze to the window and saw the darker-skinned Atrika staring in at her. His eyes were shadowed and full of menace. He parted his lips and flashed fang at her—a silent promise.

The bell on the door behind her jingled and she turned to see the other Atrika, masking as human, enter the diner. This one was lighter than the other—tall, blond, broad-shouldered. Ripped with muscle, this one could break her bones with a twist of his wrist. This was the one she thought was called Tevan. If it was Tevan, he was one of the leaders of the Atrika  uprising. A commander.

Oddly, he looked like Rue. It made her throat close with longing for home—safe, warm home. She had mixed feelings about the Ytrayi, but right now the thought of them was a familiar comfort in a world of threat.

Hundreds of years ago, the Ytrayi—leading two of the other daaeman breeds—had tried to exterminate all Atrika  from the face of Eudae. They’d missed pockets of them and those survivors had gone underground, vowing to take Eudae for themselves one day. The attempted genocide had fueled an already growing war between the breeds.

The one she thought was Tevan caught her gaze for one long moment and she couldn’t look away. Violent promise shimmered deep in his dark blue eyes. He ducked into a booth and pretended to read the plastic menu. He still wore his fighting leathers from head to toe and drew many curious glances.

All of the daaeman breeds, there were four of them, could mask their appearance through magick. An Atrika could appear to be Ytrayi or Syari or Mandari, for example. They only showed their true faces when angered or on a hunt. At the moment Tevan was indistinguishable from any other male in the restaurant, but for his powerful build.

Claire turned back around, her heart thumping. She pasted a purposefully bland look on her face. It would not help to allow the Atrika to know how badly they frightened her. They loved it when their prey was afraid. It made the hunt that much more fulfilling to them, made them want to be more savage once they caught their prey.

Claire took a second glance around her surroundings, noting the entrance to the kitchen and a small hallway leading to two doors nearby. There was probably a back exit, but she couldn’t go that way. The second Atrika was undoubtedly on the other side of it by now; he’d disappeared from the sidewalk  in front. She needed a window or something that let out on the side of the building.

The clinical psychologist turned back to her, a tight little smile on his face. “Please, let’s sit down. I ordered a nice orange juice for you.”

Claire didn’t know what this nice orange juice was, but she wanted no part of it. “I need to, uhm . . .”

He took her by the upper arm and led her to a booth. “Just sit with me a little. I want to talk to you about the . . . demons.”

Yes, now she heard the disbelief in his voice when he said the word demon, heard the hesitation. Perhaps the witches here were underground. Maybe the humans knew nothing of them or daaeman, nothing of their intersection with the people of Eudae in their ancient past.

How could they be so ignorant?

Claire slid uneasily into the booth, feeling the slick plastic beneath the fabric of her dress. At least it was warm in here. A moment later the waitress set a tall glass of bright liquid in front of her.

The man leaned forward, making the plastic beneath him creak. “Claire, do you know what year it is?”

She didn’t. Claire stared hard at the tabletop.

“Claire? Do you know what country you’re in?”

That one she knew. She looked up. “The United States.”

The man smiled. “Very good. Yes, you’re here in Chicago, among friends. Do you know who the president of the United States is?”

She could take it no longer. “Of course I don’t! I’ve been trapped in a demon dimension for twenty-five years, since I was six years old! I only just came back a day ago, after being forced to ingest a ball of magick I shouldn’t be carrying and then pushed through an interdimensional doorway. I am being chased by two of the most aggressive of the four demon breeds for that magick. They’ll kill me to get it.” She pursed her lips together and stared at his dropped jaw and wide eyes. “So, you see, sir, I do not want to sit here and answer meaningless questions about who your president is.”

Outside a high-pitched whine grew louder. She frowned, glancing out the window. Something approached. What was that horrid sound?

“I’ve called some people to come and help you, Claire.”

Another laugh burbled from her depths. “Help me? No one can help me now. Most especially not you.” She slid from the booth and bolted for the kitchen. Behind her, she heard the  Atrika rise and follow her, his footsteps heavy on the shiny floor.

The man also followed her, yelling at her to stop. She glanced back, seeing Tevan shove him to the side. The human male went sprawling against the counter and careened to the floor while the diner’s patrons gasped.

She plunged through the doorway and into the kitchen, immediately becoming engulfed in strange greasy odors. Claire skidded to a stop in front of a cook who stood slack-jawed, loosely holding some sort of food preparation implement.

Claire ran down the stairs near the man, the only exit available to her. Hearing heavy tread behind her, she raced to the only safe place she could see—a doorway leading into some sort of storage room—and slammed the door closed behind her.

She pulled a shelf filled with cans and food sacks over in front of the door just as the Atrika hit it on the other side with teeth-rattling strength. Tevan bellowed in outrage even as she wedged the shelving into a space that would prevent him from pushing the door open.

She had one advantage. The daaeman wouldn’t be able to jump—teletransport themselves—for a couple of days. They needed to find true equilibrium with the vibrational frequency of this dimension before they could do that. The molecules of this place moved slower than those of Eudae, and to bend space to jump before they found a balance might kill them.

She should be so lucky.

Claire whirled, eyes wide and breathing hard. Her magick pulsed within her chest, tingled through her arms and legs, begging for release, but it was in there, mixed with the other, strange daaeman magick. She had to deny it.

Copper? Was there any copper here? All the daaeman breeds were allergic to it. It was banned on Eudae, even dug up and disposed of in toxic waste areas, but here on Earth it wouldn’t be. She saw none in her vicinity that she could identify. Too bad, since likely Tevan and his friend hadn’t yet been able to develop any partial protection against the metal.

Tevan pushed and yelled on the opposite side of the doorway. It was only a question of time before he found a way through magickally.

Time to leave. Frantically, she searched for a way out.

There! A small window close to the ceiling, above a low counter strewn with cans of vegetables. Apparently, this room was mostly underground.

Behind her, the door opened a crack and the metal of the shelving bent. “I am Tevan, commander in the Atrikan military, and I almost have you, little witch.”




TWO

CLAIRE SCRAMBLED ONTO THE COUNTER AND unlocked the window. Her movements made oddly precise from the terror coursing through her, she pushed with all her might until the old window gave and slid upward. She pulled herself out of the opening, standing on cans to boost herself upward.

Immediately, hands clamped down on her shoulders and yanked her up like she weighed nothing. She struggled, kicking and screaming, thinking it was the other daaeman who’d come around to guard the window.

“Stay still! We’re trying to help you!” demanded a gravelly voice.

Four hands pushed her down to the cold pavement. “Let me go! They’re after me. Please!” she cried.

“Yeah, yeah. We know. Demons are chasing you, right?”

Strong arms yanked her to a standing position. She found herself blinking up into the faces of two tall men, one with dark skin and the other with light. They wore uniforms. She struggled for a moment, trying to place it . . . ah, they were policemen. Meant to protect and serve. Guardians of the peace, protectors of the innocent. She relaxed. She was safe.

“Claire, right?” asked the dark-skinned officer.

Glancing around at the dank, narrow passageway between the buildings, she nodded. Where had the Atrika gone?

“I’m Officer Adams and this is Officer Evans. We’re going to take you in, get you some help.” He began to draw her toward the street, but she dug her heels in. The officer stopped and turned toward her with a sigh. “We’re going to make sure the demons don’t get you, all right?”

His tone. She frowned. He sounded like she was his tenth crazy person that day and he was weary of all of them.

“How can you protect me from the demons when you don’t believe in them?”

Officer Evans took out a pair of cuffs on a sigh. “Look, lady. We’re almost off shift, you know? Why don’t you let us bring you in nice and easy, without cuffs. I understand you were being chased by some man . . . was that your boyfriend, honey? There’s another unit around front, dealing with him. You can press charges against him at the station. So, let’s just go, okay?”

“I can’t go to your station. If I go with you now, the demons will find me and kill me.”

“That’s it.” He grabbed her and forced her arms behind her back. The snick of the cuffs around her wrists declared her truly in trouble. He mumbled a bunch of meaningless words at her while he secured her.

Officer Adams grabbed her by the arm and yanked her forward, toward the mouth of the narrow passageway. Claire could do nothing but follow, casting a long look over her shoulder.

No Atrika. That was something, at least.

She’d again been saved by the intervention of a human, though she had no delusions the Atrika wouldn’t follow her to this station, whatever it was.

She allowed the men to lead her to their car. Lights flickered brightly on the top of it. How odd. On Eudae there was no need for such enforcers of the rules. Everyone stayed in line. If they didn’t, they died. It was pretty much that simple.

They led her to sit in the backseat of the car, took off her cuffs, and gave her a blanket. A heavy grate separated her from the two officers in the front of the vehicle. She snuggled  into the blanket and tried not to be alarmed at how trapped she felt. The darker-skinned officer rummaged through a bag in the front seat and pulled out a plastic baggie filled with two golden sponge cakes.

“Want these?” he asked. “They’re all I got. Aren’t nutritious, but you looked half-starved.”

She had to stop herself from grabbing the package and swallowing it whole. “Thank you,” she said, taking the food.

The policeman laughed and shook his head. “You’re polite for a crazy girl.”

The officers got into the front and slammed their doors closed. On the sidewalk a distance away, the dark Atrika glowered.

Claire didn’t stare long; she ducked her head and concentrated on the interior of the vehicle. She’d never seen anything like it. Since daaeman had the ability to jump to different locations, they didn’t need vehicles like these. The only time physical conveyances were necessary was when they needed to move things. Those vehicles were powered by magick and looked nothing like these boxes of metal.

The officer who was driving took a small black device from the dashboard, mumbled into it, and then pulled out into traffic. “What’s your last name, honey?”

She pursed her lips together, unable to answer and unwilling to lie. She couldn’t even begin to guess at what might be a likely last name here, though Thomas’s had been Monahan.

He chuckled. “All right then, I’ll let the experts sort you out.”

Claire didn’t really care where they were going, as long as it was away from the Atrika.

Claire ripped the plastic food package open and ate both cakes in record time. Closing her eyes, she moaned with pleasure. They were the best things she’d tasted in her entire life.

By the time they reached their destination, she was nodding off from a combination of heat and having something in her stomach. She felt like she could sleep for a week. When this was over, if it was ever over . . . that’s exactly what she would do.

The vehicle stopped and they ushered her into a wide brick building. She still clutched the blanket tightly around her.  They guided her past a bank of desks where other officers were typing, talking, or shuffling paperwork. Finally they reached their destination, a small room with a table and a couple of chairs, and they left her there. A few minutes later a female officer entered with a cup of some delicious, sugary hot drink, which Claire drank down in almost one swallow.

“What is this?” Claire asked the dark-haired woman, Officer Mallory.

Officer Mallory’s face screwed into an expression of annoyed disbelief. “Hot chocolate.”

“It’s good.”

She snorted. “What? You’ve never had hot chocolate before?”

Claire shook her head.

The door opened again and the man from the diner entered. He gave her a long look. “Hello, Claire. I’m Dr. Hitchinson. Contrary to what you may believe, I am here to help you.”

She said nothing, looking away. She didn’t like this man. Through her muted water magick, she sensed he was bad.

He sat down at the table across from Officer Mallory and they proceeded to discuss her as though she didn’t exist. Claire calmly sipped her hot chocolate and amused herself by thinking of all the different ways she could shock them had her magick been available to her.

Claire had been eight when her mother had died. That’s when Rue had taken her as his handmaiden in order to protect her. Every day since, Rue had tweaked her magick—snipping here, grafting there. He’d given her abilities far beyond the earth magick she’d been born with. She was powerful and she wanted so much to show Officer Mallory and Dr. Hitchinson just how powerful she was.

Dr. Hitchinson tented his fingers on the table in front of him. “I was exiting the Livingston Theater on Dearborn and Randolph after a show. She ran into the crowd shouting about demons chasing her. I brought her to a restaurant and called the police. In the diner she expressed her belief once again that she was running from demons and that she was newly arrived in this dimension. That’s when she bolted and that man in the diner gave chase. I suspect he was her boyfriend or husband.”

Blood surged through Claire’s veins at the notion. “He is not my boyfriend or husband!”

Officer Mallory acknowledged her existence. “Then who is he? He managed to evade our officers, Claire. If you want to press charges against him, you’ll have to give us his name.”

She snapped her mouth shut, unable to explain Tevan’s true identity. They already believed she was crazy, ignorant humans. If she babbled any more about demons, it would be worse for her. She crossed her arms over her chest. “I refuse to reveal his identity.”

“I thought he was a demon,” said Officer Mallory with disdain.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. There’s no such thing as demons.”

Officer Mallory tipped her head to the side and frowned at her. “What is your accent, by the way? I can’t place it. What’s your native language?”

Claire examined her nails and tried not to tell the truth about her accent. “I was born and raised in Holland.” All the notebooks her mother had left her about life in this place were coming in handy.

Dr. Hitchinson pressed his lips together. “No matter what she says now or how rational she seems, she was not lucid then. In addition, I believe her to be in danger from that unidentified male.”

“I can take care of myself.”

That finally drew his attention. “Oh, really? We found you nearly frozen to death and ignorant of your own last name.” He turned his attention back to Officer Mallory and pointed. “I want her admitted to the psych ward at Stroger for evaluation. She’s a danger to herself, not to mention she’s in danger from that man.”

Claire’s jaw locked. “There is nothing wrong with me!”

Again she was ignored by Dr. Hitchinson. “Lean on her, Officer Mallory. Find out who that man was that pushed me into the counter. I want to press charges.” His eyes flicked to her, examining the bruises marking her wrists and lower arms where Tevan had gripped her. “I will if she doesn’t.”

“Okay,” said the policewoman on a sigh. “I trust your opinion, Doc.” She closed the file in front of her. “We’re taking her  to the hospital. They can figure out what to do with her over there.”

Hospital. She frowned. A place where they treated the sick, took care of people. Well, that couldn’t be too bad. Maybe she would be safe there for a while. Maybe she could get warm, get some food in her stomach.

 

 

THE HOSPITAL WAS A NIGHTMARE.

It wasn’t a place where they helped people. It was a prison—cold, white, sterile, filled with frightening angular metal implements, and screaming, moaning humans. It stank of cleaning products, but beneath that lingered the scent of fear, blood, and death.

The second they let her out onto the floor where she was to be “helped,” Claire had wrinkled her nose at the smell and understood she could not remain there under any circumstances. When she’d tried to leave, they’d wrestled her into a small, blindingly white room. Petite and starving, she was no match for the two hulking human male orderlies who were manhandling her.

“No! Let me go! I cannot be locked up in this place!” Claire had cornered herself, but she wasn’t down for the count. She kicked and her foot connected with an orderly’s male part. He  oofed, backed away clutching his groin, and gave her a look to kill.

The second male moved on her with ferocity, while the slightly built blond female doctor looked on like she’d seen it all before and was supremely bored by it.

While Orderly A nursed his privates, Orderly B managed to wrestle Claire face-first onto a long, hard exam table and force her arm out. Panic edged into her throat as the doctor came toward her with a wicked-looking syringe.

“No, don’t do this. You do this and you leave me defenseless against them. Please!”

“Now, don’t be silly, Claire. This serum is to protect you against the demons and the vampires.”

Vampires? What was a vampire?

The needle bit into Claire’s arm. Her eyelids instantly  began to feel heavy and her knees weak. “No. This is . . . this is . . . wrong.”

As her mind fumbled against the haze settling over it, she lost control and tapped her magick. The action was pure instinct, born of perfect terror, the kind not even the Atrika could incite and accentuated by the alien drugs coursing through her bloodstream. It was the one thing she’d sworn not to do until she knew more about what Rue had infused her with.

Power exploded through her, bowing her spine and cracking her head backward to make contact with the orderly’s, who released her and yelped in pain. The thread she’d pulled felt violent, alien . . . just like this world she’d been thrust into. It burned through her, searing the seat of her magick.

During the half second she had before the pain and drugs plunged her into unconsciousness, she reached out to any air witch she could.

Please, hear me . . .

She sent her plea only a moment before the thick, cloying darkness closed over her.
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