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PRAISE FOR

MORTAL DANGER

“Terrific . . . The cat-and-mouse story line is action-packed . . . A thrilling tale of combat on mystical realms.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“Mortal Danger is as intense as it is sophisticated, a wonderful novel of strange magic, fantastic realms, and murderous vengeance that blend together to test the limits of fate-bound lovers. An intricately crafted, loving, lavish tale.”

—Lynn Viehl, USA Today bestselling author of the Darkyn series

 

“A dramatically told story . . . It is this reviewer’s hope that this series will have many more stories to come.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“I’ve been anticipating this book ever since I read Tempting Danger, and I was certainly not disappointed. Mortal Danger  grabs you on the first page and never lets go. Strong characters, believable world-building, and terrific storytelling make this a must-read for anyone who enjoys werewolves with their romance. I really, really loved this book.”

—Patricia Briggs, USA Today bestselling author of Moon Called

 

“[A] complex, intriguing, paranormal world . . . Fans of the paranormal genre will love this one!”

—Love Romances

 

“A thoroughly enjoyable read. I’ll be looking out both for the previous volume and the next book in what promises to be a series well worth following.”

—Emerald City Fantasy and Science Fiction

 

“Gripping paranormal romance.”

—Fresh Fiction




PRAISE FOR

TEMPTING DANGER

“A story whose characters I remember long after the last page is turned.”

—New York Times bestselling author Kay Hooper

 

“An exciting, fascinating paranormal suspense that will have you on the edge of your seat. With a mesmerizing tale of an imaginative world and characters that will keep you spell-bound as you read each page, Ms. Wilks proves once again what a wonderful writer she is with one great imagination for her characters and the world they live in.”

—The Romance Reader’s Connection

 

“Fantastic . . . Lily and Rule are a fabulous pairing . . . Ms. Wilks takes a chance and readers are the winners.”

—The Best Reviews

 

“Wilks’s heroine is so top-notch.”

—The Romance Reader
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EILEENWILKS

“Fun [and] very entertaining!”

—The Romance Reader

 

“Should appeal to fans of Nora Roberts.”

—Booklist

“Fast-paced.”

—All About Romance

 

“Eileen Wilks [has] remarkable skill. With a deft touch, she combines romance and danger.”

—Midwest Book Review
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Dear Reader,

 

It’s been a little over three months since I met Rule. It seems a lot longer. I could turn all mushy and say it feels as if my life began when our eyes met that night at Club Hell, but I’d be lying. I had a life before him—bumpy and imperfect, but a life.

Just about everything in that life has changed, though. That is why it feels like a lot more than three months have passed.

I was a homicide cop back then. That’s all I’d ever wanted to be—at least since the age of eight, when I learned that the monsters are real and look a lot like the rest of us. Now I’m working for the FBI, Unit 12 in MCD—that’s the Magical Crimes Division—and I’m bonded for life to the prince of the Nokolai Clan.

Two months ago I was investigating the first West Coast killing in decades by a werewolf—excuse me, a lupus. Rule Turner looked to be my prime suspect. I realized pretty quickly he couldn’t be, but it took longer to find out who was behind it all. A nutty telepath, a charismatic cult leader, and an ancient goddess-wannabe had teamed up to destroy all lupi in the United States, and they didn’t object to killing a few humans along the way to taking over the country.

We stopped them. By “we” I mean Rule and me and a few others, like my grandmother—who’s gone to China, dammit, on some sort of personal pilgrimage. She left about a week before I ended up in hell. Literally.

See, I killed the telepath. She was doing her damnedest to kill me at the time, so I didn’t have much choice. But the cult’s leader got away, and he took her staff with him. Or maybe I should say Her staff, because it was tied to the goddess we don’t name. We had to find and destroy the staff, which meant tracking down Harlowe, the cult leader.

We found him. It didn’t turn out well for any of us. Harlowe got dead, along with some others. I got split in two, with half of me blasted into the demon realm.

Rule went with me. That part of me, anyway.

Don’t ask me to explain this split business. Cullen— that’s Rule’s friend, the sorcerer—might be able to, but you’d be making a mistake to ask. The man looks like walking sin, but he turns into the nutty professor when he starts talking spellwork and theory.

It gets pretty confusing after that. Neither part of me knew the other one existed. The one in hell—or Dis, as the natives call it—had no memory. She did have Rule, but he was stuck in wolf form. The me still on Earth knew Rule wasn’t dead because of the mate bond, but finding him was another story. Eventually some of the lupus priestesses—they’re called Rhejes—plus Cullen managed to open a small hellgate, which is only a little less illegal than mass murder. Me, Cullen, Cynna, and an obnoxious gnome named Max went after Rule.

Dis is split into regions, each ruled by its prince. The goddess-wannabe had infiltrated one of those regions by sending her avatar—think of an avatar as a sentient cup, with most of the person poured out to make room for some of the goddess—to make a deal with its prince. They had a falling out. The demon ate the avatar and went nuts, and both sides of me found ourselves in the middle of a war in hell.

Both of me were very surprised by the dragons.

The Other Me and Rule had been scooped up by a dragon early on. This hadn’t seemed like a lucky break at the time; more like a nasty way to die. But in the end it was a dragon who knew how to get us back—get me back with my Other Me, that is, and get all of us back to Earth . . . including him and about twenty of his huge, beautiful, and deadly buddies.

We didn’t escape unscathed. The authorities decided to pretend it wasn’t possible to open a hellgate, so we weren’t in trouble for that. After all, the gate vanished as soon as we returned. But Rule nearly died, and I . . . I know things I never thought it was possible to know. Death isn’t the absolute I used to believe it to be.

And the dragons? They vanished so thoroughly that some people are talking about Hollywood publicity stunts. It did happen in California, after all.

This is the story of what happened after we all came  home, sort of like Dorothy & Co. after Oz. I’m betting you thought everything was peachy for Dorothy once she got home.

We forget that Kansas is no safer than Oz. After all, that’s where the tornado hit.
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PROLOGUE
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2:52 A.M., December 20 (Greenwich)

 

JUST outside Miller’s Dale, Derbyshire, two budding naturalists snuck out of their cottage. Julie and Marnie weren’t supposed to be out at night, of course, but they had every hope their mother would never know. She always slept very soundly after one of her “girls’ night out” parties. They meant to find and photograph the pair of Mustela erminea whose tracks they’d spotted yesterday.

At least, Marnie was convinced they were stoat tracks. Julie kept annoying her sister by pointing out that they might have been made by Mustela nivalis, known to the Latin-impaired as the common weasel. Both left five-toed tracks and were largely nocturnal, though weasels often went about in the daytime, too.

But they’d also found a tuft of white fur nearby. “It could have come from a hare,” Julie said for the fifth or sixth time.

“That was not hair from a hare.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do.” Privately Marnie had to admit she couldn’t be sure, but it would be ever so lovely if they could find the weasel’s beautiful white-coated cousin.

It was possible. Stoats weren’t that uncommon, and Miller’s Dale was blessed with not one, not two, but three nature preserves nearby: the two belonging to the Derbyshire Naturalists’ Trust  at Priestcliffe Lees and Station Quarry, and the National Nature Reserve at Monk’s Dale. Being in the Peak District, the area was also lousy with hiking trails, not to mention tourists and other pests.

No hikers now. The moon was a lumpy golden goblin hanging low on the horizon, just over half-full. There was plenty of light for the girls to keep to the road that tracked the River Wye. Their breaths puffed pale in the still air. Marnie tucked her hands in her pockets, feeling the bulky shape of her new Nikon. She’d taken about a hundred pictures, trying to get the shutter speed, f-stop, and ISO right for night pictures. She’d preset everything. If they saw a Mustela erminea, all she had to do was point and shoot.

Some plans are never fulfilled. The girls made it less than halfway to the area where they’d spotted the tracks when they saw a soft glow coming from a small copse off to the left.

“Some stupid bugger has left a fire burning,” Julie said.

“Maybe.” The light wasn’t flickering, like a fire would. “Looks more like a torch.”

“Not moving, is it? C’mon. We’d better check.”

Marnie jigged from foot to foot, wanting badly to pursue her stoats . . . but if that light did come from an abandoned campfire, it needed to be put out. “All right. But keep it quiet, in case it’s just teenagers.”

The girls were good at moving quietly so as not to alarm wildlife, but it was much darker beneath the trees. Still, they reached the small, circular clearing at the center of the copse without making too much racket. And stopped dead—then ducked behind a tree.

There were fairies in the fairy ring.

That’s what Marnie thought they were, anyway, though no one had seen a fairy in . . . well, forever. But they were little, so little they probably wouldn’t have come up to her knee if any of them had been standing . . . which they weren’t. Plus they had great, huge, butterfly wings. And they glowed. As if they were made out of LEDs, a soft light radiated from all over their pale, perfect little bodies.

Which she could see quite clearly because they were naked. And what they were doing . . . well, she’d seen animals do that, but never anything that looked so much like people.

Marnie yanked her camera out of her pocket and clicked it  on. She pressed the shutter button and prayed. Pressed it again. Again.

“They’re doing sex!” Julie whispered, shocked.

Marnie pinched her to make her be quiet, but it was too late. One of them—a female with yellow wings with big brown spots—stopped what she was doing to the male with reddish wings. Her little head swiveled as she looked around. She twittered something.

Marnie gaped. The little fairy had teeth. Pointy teeth, like a cat.

Several of them laughed. One chirped more words, and they looked all around as if they were spooked. A bitty little man with blue wings cried out and pointed right at the tree where Marnie and Julie were hiding.

The biggest female, a slender redhead with wings the color of dusk, raised her hands over her head. She cried out some words real sharp, like she was bossing someone around. She was loud, too, louder than someone that little ought to be. Her teeny hands closed into fists.

They all vanished, and it was very dark beneath the trees.

The girls did get in trouble for sneaking out, but it was worth it. Marnie sold her pictures to the local newspaper and then to a wire service. Eventually she even forgave her sister for opening her big mouth and scaring the fairies off.

 

8:52 P.M. December 19 (local); 
2:52 A.M. December 20 (Greenwich)

 

LOS Lobos perched precariously on the mountainous coast of Michoacán, Mexico, where the peaks of the Sierra Madre del Sur crowded the coast so tightly they all but fell off into the Pacific. The tiny pueblo straddled one of the few roads into the mountains, a bumpy cement snake that shed its paving seven kilometers up to wriggle off in happy obscurity, becoming a dirt trail usable only by donkeys or those with no regard for their vehicle’s undercarriage.

There was no inn or hotel in the village, but Señora de Pedrosa, old Enrique’s widow, had an extra bedroom once she booted out her third-oldest grandson—who, after all, was well able to stay  with his brother and sister-in-law for a few days. She’d rented that room to the stranger who slept there now, dreaming of darkness.

Cullen awoke with a start. For a second he didn’t know where or when he was, but there was light. He could see.

Not that there was much to see. He’d fallen asleep at the little table his hostess had provided, dozing off with his head on his arms.

Gah. Tedious dream . . . though not as tedious as the other one. He’d hoped that one would quit squirming up from his unconscious now that he was Nokolai, but no such luck.

Cullen straightened, scrubbed his face with both hands, and twisted to stretch the kinks out of his spine. Apparently his recent late nights, added to tramping through the jungle, had caught up to him. What time was it, anyway?

He picked up the phone that served better as a clock than a communication device this far from any cell towers. The glowing display informed him it was a ridiculous hour to be asleep. Well, he was awake now.

What had woken him?

He frowned. The dream? But it had never woken him up before. He listened, sniffed, but didn’t hear or smell anything unusual . . .

Then he felt it again. Soft as the brush of a feather, something tickled his shields.

Instinctively he snapped them tighter. What the hell—?

Then he smiled. Of course. Someone had noticed him, was trying to turn him aside. Who else but the one he sought?

His hand went to his chest, where the longer of his two necklaces dangled. He opened the pouch—leather, covered with silk—and removed the contents. For a moment he simply savored it, turning it over between his fingers.

It was hard and smooth as glass and shaped like a large flower petal. The edges were sharp enough to make him careful how he handled it. In daylight, he knew, it would be dark gray with an opalescent sheen, as if coated by oily water. At the moment his eyes could barely make it out.

But Cullen didn’t rely only on his eyes to see. And his recent blinding, now healed, had only made his other vision sharper. With that vision he saw color: alive, glittering color. Blue for water, silver for air, brown for earth—red sparks, yellow, green—all the colors of magic danced across it. But underneath . . . ah, underneath  them all, it was the deepest purple, a purple darkened nearly to black.

Purple, the color of those of the Blood. What he held had come from the oldest of the magical species, the one made more purely from magic than any other. Chances were, Cullen thought as he smoothed his thumb along the glassy surface, that no one on Earth had held one of these in four or five hundred years.

A dragon’s scale, so recently shed that the magic of its former owner still lived in it.

A dragon who might be looking for Cullen, as Cullen was looking for him—though for different reasons. He grinned into the darkness, his hand closing around the sharp edges of his prize.

 

10:52 A.M. December 20 (local); 
2:52 A.M. December 20 (Greenwich)

 

EIGHTY kilometers outside Chengdu in Sichuan Province, China, an old woman was climbing a mountain—quite a short mountain, actually, though the trail was steep. Few took that trail in winter, but today both land and sky were clear of snow. The sun was a shiny pebble overhead.

She wasn’t alone. Five others lagged behind, perhaps not as keen as she on reaching the Taoist temple at the trail’s end. The cold annoyed Madam Li Lei Yu, bringing as it did intimations of age and mortality. But then, her pilgrimage was itself a reminder of those states: both the immediate pilgrimage up this blasted mountain and the larger one that had brought her back to her homeland.

After arriving in Chengdu she’d learned that the man she’d come here to see—a monk—had died last year. She was annoyed with An Du. Couldn’t he have waited a little longer? She would make the trip to his grave, but there was a strong flavor of “get it over with” to her climb.

She was twenty feet from the top and out of sight of the others when it hit. Not dizziness, though she lost track of up and down. Not blindness nor deafness, though her vision went gray and her hearing faded. Something strong and other blew through her, snuffing out her senses like candles, sending her sliding across reality as if it were ice.

She came to lying on her back with the sun still shining, the rest of the climbers still on the other side of the bend, and a name on her lips that hadn’t been spoken aloud in four hundred years.

Li Lei didn’t speak that name now, either. But it sang inside her, opening vistas of terror and joy, memory and change. For several breaths she didn’t move, letting her heart settle back into its usual steady beat. Letting her thoughts settle, too, around the new shape of reality.

“So,” she whispered in the language of her birth, “he has come back.”

And just how long had he been back before the wind blew through and whispered his name? She scowled.

The sound of voices all too near made her push to her feet, wincing—since there was no one to see—at the pain in her hip. There was a time when a little fall like that . . . well, no matter. She was old, and the Maker had for some unfathomable reason chosen to include decrepitude as part of the package. Railing against it did no good.

Nonetheless, she was muttering under her breath to whomever might be listening as she walked back along the trail.

The others came around the bend, following their guide. He was a small, agile man of about forty who had not liked it when she went on ahead. He had actually thought he could prevent her. The married couple just behind him were from Beijing, the two young men from somewhere in Guizhou.

Li Lei Yu neither knew nor cared why the others had decided to climb a mountain today. She was interested in only one person of the party: the middle-aged woman at the rear. She ignored the guide’s questions and expostulations as she made her way to her companion.

Li Qin’s dear, ugly face was placid as ever, her voice as surprising in its beauty as it had been when they first met. “Have you reached the top and returned to show us the way, madam?”

That was Li Qin’s notion of humor. Obviously there was only one way to the top. “I have lost my taste for gravesite conversations. They are too one-sided. We will leave now.”

Obediently Li Qin turned around and started back down the trail. “We return to the hotel?”

“No. We are going home.”

“Ah.” Li Qin followed in silence.

“You are doing it again,” Li Lei muttered. “It is most unattractive.”

“I have said nothing.”

“You think very loudly.” They descended in silence for several minutes before she spoke again, grudgingly. “I will admit it. You were right. China is no longer home.”

Li Qin answered gently, “That was not what I said.”

Not precisely, no. She had said that Li Lei would not find what she sought in China. But it came to the same thing, for home was what Li Lei ached for. Home, and reunions that could never be, for so many were gone.

But not all. Not all. She stopped, turning to meet her old friend’s eyes. “I have found something I didn’t seek. Or it has found me.” She took a slow breath, let it out. “The Turning. The Turning has come, Li Qin.”

Li Qin’s breath sucked in so softly even Li Lei’s ears barely caught the sound. Her eyes went wide . . . and not placid at all.




ONE
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9:52 P.M. December 19 (local); 
2:52 A.M. December 20 (Greenwich)

 

THE National Symphony’s performance of Handel’s Messiah  had started at eight thirty, so the choir was winding up the “Hallelujah Chorus” when the lead tenor turned into a wolf.

Until then, Lily Yu had been enjoying the evening. She hadn’t expected to, not after getting the news about the investigation. And before that, there had been the problem of clothes. Lily liked clothes. She owned a fair number, too—mostly on-the-job jackets and such, but she’d brought her few dressy things to D.C., too. The assignment called for them. So she’d had her favorite black silk dress with her, and if she’d worn it four times already, so what? You couldn’t go wrong with black, especially when it fit like it had been made for her.

Which it had. Her cousin Lynn was trying to get a dressmaking business going.

What she’d lacked was a coat. A dressy coat, to be specific. She’d bought a Lands’ End jacket the day after her plane’s wheels touched down at Reagan International Airport, but she couldn’t very well toss it on over black silk.

Lily was in Washington, D.C., temporarily, taking a special version of the usual FBI training at nearby Quantico during the  day and going to parties at night. The parties were work, not play. She was an FBI agent now, part of the secretive Unit Twelve within the Magical Crimes Division, but on loan to the Secret Service. The case she’d been brought in for was beyond the usual scope of that agency: a Congressman had been offered a deal by a demon.

He’d reported it. They’d been fairly sure others in the same position hadn’t.

There was no denying they needed to know if any congressional critters or highly placed bureaucrats had signed in blood on the dotted line, but Lily had hated her part in the investigation—mainly because she hadn’t been allowed to really investigate. Nor had she been told much of anything. The Secret Service took the first part of their name far too seriously, and most of them did not like or trust the Unit.

Lots of people felt that way about magic, of course. That’s one reason Lily had kept her own Gift a secret so long.

Lily was a touch sensitive, one of the rarest Gifts. Magic didn’t affect her, yet she could feel it on her skin, could identify its type and sometimes its source. For years sensitives had been used to out the Gifted and those of the Blood who were passing as normal. Supposedly the days of persecution were over, but prejudice hadn’t evaporated with the lifting of official sanctions.

Lily did not out anyone. Period. The work she’d been doing for the Secret Service came close to that, but there was a difference between making demonic pact and practicing the craft or turning furry once a month or so. Lily understood that. Besides, The Powers That Be hadn’t wanted a whiff of this investigation reaching the press, and she has a dandy cover for her partying. Rule spent time in D.C. often, lobbying for his people. His current cause—or his father’s—was the Species Citizenship Bill, still bogged down in committee, but not dead.

So she’d shaken hands, smiled, and found one aide, a Representative, and a highly placed bureaucrat whose flesh carried a hint of orange. They’d been questioned, and though she hadn’t been part of those interviews, it had looked like they were going to find whoever had brought the demon over to offer those deals.

This afternoon, she’d been told the investigation was closed. The perp had confessed by killing himself. He’d even been thoughtful enough to leave a note, so it looked like she’d be able to fly home for Christmas.

That ought to have pleased her. Pity she could so seldom feel the way she ought to.

Home was San Diego, where the weather made sense. Water didn’t get hard in San Diego unless you put it in your freezer. It didn’t fall from the sky often, either—certainly not as icy pellets, which it had done here the night before last.

That had been a shock. She’d always thought of Virginia as  warm.

Yesterday when she returned from Quantico, a coat had been spread across her bed; a long, black coat in a sumptuous blend of wool, silk, and cashmere. An extravagantly warm and luxurious coat with a cheap red bow sitting askew on the collar . . . and a fat orange cat shedding all over it.

She’d removed Dirty Harry immediately, much to his displeasure.

Harry was one of Rule’s extravagances. They hadn’t known how long they’d be in Washington, so Rule had insisted on paying for a plane ticket for the cat. The funny thing was that he and Harry didn’t much like each other, but Rule regarded Harry as Lily’s dependent. So Harry had flown first-class with them, little though he’d appreciated the honor. He’d been in his carrier, of course, and sedated, the latter being as much for their sakes as his.

“I didn’t have time to wrap it,” Rule had said, coming into the room behind her.

“I thought we agreed to exchange presents on Christmas, not before.” She’d tried to sound stern, but the way she’d been petting the coat probably gave the wrong impression.

His mouth had twitched. “I grew impatient. Forgive me. It isn’t so much that I mind watching you shiver and shake and complain about the weather. I’ve gotten used to that, and your lips are really quite attractive when they turn blue. But I know how you hate waste, and since it seems we’ll be back in California for the big day after all—”

She’d rolled her eyes and interrupted him with a kiss. Then she’d given him the tickets to tonight’s shindig, her early Christmas present for him, which destroyed any chance of complaining that he’d jumped the gun with his gift.

She hadn’t really wanted to complain. It was a gorgeous coat.

The gorgeous coat was draped over her shoulders at ten minutes  before ten as the chorus wound up into the climactic strains of the “Hallelujah Chorus.” She glanced at the man beside her.

He was a pleasure to look at. Lily was getting used to that. She cleaned up okay herself, but Rule Turner in a tux turned heads. It wasn’t any one thing about him, she thought. His features were striking but imperfect: the lips a little thin, the nose a little crooked, like his smile. His cheekbones were sharp, with eyebrows parked along the same slant above eyes as dark as his hair.

At the moment he sat perfectly still, his head lifted slightly, his entire being focused on the music.

Ah, good. Good.

The magic that let lupi heal so fast was especially strong in Rule. He’d mended quickly from the surgery that put him back together after a demon ripped him apart, but something inside him hadn’t healed. He was too often silent, too slow to smile.

Was he grieving? Did he miss her—the other Lily? The one who both was and wasn’t gone?

The singers’ voices pounded through her, the song that claimed there was no loss. That death, as the Buddhists held, was an illusion. Lily wished she could turn loose and go where the music wanted her to, but this wasn’t her kind of music.

It was Rule’s, though.

He’d told her his people were fond of music, but that was like saying Texans are fond of football, or cats of tuna fish. She’d learned that most lupi played at least one instrument, and all of them sang. Perfect pitch was more the norm than the exception.

That’s why she was here, why she’d bought the tickets. She hadn’t seen Rule this intent outside of bed . . .  . . . not since we sat on the rocky beach, listening to the dragons sing.

She blinked. Elation, grief, the pinch of envy—all twisted through her as the memory wisp faded. She could never hold on to them, those whispers from another self. Like dandelion fluff, they drifted across her mind sometimes, teasing her with the not-quite-lost.

Almost, she could summon the sound of dragons singing to the coming night. Almost.

She jolted.

Magic shivered and sparked across every inch of exposed skin—a rush of raw power, as if a door had opened and let an  invisible wind blow through. Her heartbeat jumped and her breath sucked in, and magic prickled down her throat with her in-drawn breath—and that had never happened before.

Then it was gone, a magic dust devil that had blown on past. She turned to tell Rule.

His eyes were black. All the way black, not just dark, with no white showing. Beast-swallowed. A muscle jumped in his jaw, and his hands gripped the arms of the chair so tightly it was a wonder he hadn’t squeezed them in two.

“Are you okay?” she whispered urgently.

He looked at her with those blind, black eyes. “Give me a minute,” he managed through gritted teeth.

Someone screamed. For a second she thought it was because of Rule, but a second scream came on top of the first, and from the stage.

She looked—and caught the last few seconds of the Change.

Probably no one else in the audience knew what they were seeing. It was impossible to describe, a shifting slit in reality where forms seemed to slide elsewhere and back like a Möbius strip on speed.

But Lily had seen it before. She knew what was happening. They were about to have a werewolf onstage. If she was guessing right, a confused and frightened werewolf. Not a good mix with a lot of confused and frightened humans.

Lupus, she reminded herself as she stood and sidestepped past the people seated along her row. Not werewolf. Nowadays you had to call them lupi in the plural, lupus in the singular. “Police,” she snapped at a beefy man who’d stood and was trying to see what was happening. “Sit.”

He did. She emerged into the aisle. There was pandemonium onstage: singers tripping over each other trying to get away, musicians deserting. The conductor hadn’t budged. He was yelling at them, though not in English.

She glanced back quickly at Rule. He hadn’t moved. The Change was riding him too hard, she guessed—if he let his concentration slip, he’d lose the battle. Then they’d have two wolves scaring people.

She didn’t have her weapon. A shoulder holster didn’t make the right fashion statement for a night at the Kennedy Center, so she’d left it in the car, dammit.

This probably wasn’t a problem a gun could solve, anyway.  She jogged up the aisle to the stage. Others in the audience were standing now. It wouldn’t be long before confusion built into panic and they mobbed the exits.

“Police!” She shouted it this time. “Everyone sit down, stay calm. You are not in danger.” At least there wasn’t an orchestra pit. She heaved herself up onto the stage—an ungraceful procedure in a short skirt, but it couldn’t be helped.

The choir had been perched on risers behind the orchestra. Most of those risers were empty now, though a few people were still scrambling off. A woman lay sprawled on the floor at the end of the highest tier, moaning.

But the area around the wolf had cleared. He stood at the bottom of the risers—a big beast, but smaller than Rule was in wolf form. Reddish fur. Hackles raised. Teeth bared.

The conductor was yelling at him.

“Idiot,” she muttered under her breath, stomping up to seize him by the shoulder. “Shut up.”

He turned, eyebrows flying up, his mouth pursing in a startled O.

“You’re yelling at a wolf. He doesn’t like it.” Though there was a man inside the fur and snarls, the wolf seemed to be in charge right now.

“But he’s ruined the performance! Ruined everything!”

“Not his fault. What’s his name?”

“What? His name? Why?”

“Just tell me his name.”

“Paul. Paul Chernowich.”

“Okay. You’ve got people panicking, one injured.” She gestured at the woman on the floor. “Get her some medical help. You.” She turned to a lone woman who stood staring, slack-jawed, at the wolf, apparently too stunned to flee. She was young, dark-haired, at least half Asian. Her violin dangled from one hand, her bow from the other. “Play something.”

The woman turned to her. “Wh-what?”

“Play something. Anything. It’ll calm people down.” Including the wolf, she hoped. “Lupi don’t hurt women,” she added. “You’re safe.”

The woman glanced at the wolf, out at the crowd, and back at Lily, comprehension leaking into her eyes. The corners of her mouth turned up. “A solo,” she murmured. “Why not?” She stepped up to the front of the stage, tucked her violin under her chin, poised the bow for a dramatic moment—and began to play.

The sweet strains of a Bach violin sonata drifted out.

Lily faced the wolf. He was looking around, hackles still raised but no longer growling. Good. She wondered why he hadn’t just run off. Wouldn’t that be the natural thing to do? “Paul.” She spoke firmly, not loudly. He’d hear. “You’re upset. You don’t know what happened, right?”

He glanced at her, then away, scanning the area.

What was he looking for? Whoever did this to him, maybe. “I don’t know what forced the Change on you, but there’s no immediate threat.” She took one slow step closer. Where was Rule? Was he still fighting the Change? “We haven’t met, but I bet you’ve heard of me. I’m Lily Yu, Rule’s Chosen. Rule Turner of Nokolai.”

He looked right at her and growled.

“Okay, maybe you’re not Nokolai. But you wouldn’t hurt a Chosen.” She said that firmly, though the sight of all those teeth, not to mention the lowered head and raised hackles, had her heartbeat racing. She lifted the little charm hanging around her neck. “You know what this is. Your Lady—”

A shot rang out. She spun, her hand automatically going to the place where her gun wasn’t.

A uniformed cop stood in the aisle, feet spread, weapon aimed.

The wolf raced past Lily almost too fast to see—straight for the idiot with the gun.

Rule landed on top of him.

Lily didn’t know where he’d come from. He seemed to drop out of the air. And he was two-legged, dammit, in no shape to play tackle with a couple hundred pounds of wolf! The man-wolf tangle rolled, ending at the very edge of the stage with Rule on the bottom. The wolf ’s jaws opened as it lunged at Rule’s throat—

Which Rule obligingly offered by tilting his head back. Someone screamed.

Maybe it was her this time.

The wolf froze. His teeth were on Rule’s throat, but he wasn’t moving. After a terrible pause, he removed his mouth. He sniffed Rule’s chin and down his chest, and then looked at his face. She could have sworn he looked suspicious.

“Ni culpa, ne defensia,” Rule said.

Slowly the wolf backed off, allowing Rule to stand.

Lily’s breath shuddered in. The violinist glided from one sonata to another, slowing from allegro to adagio, her music drifting out across the stage and audience like foam from a retreating wave.

And the uniformed asshole with the gun took aim again.
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CYNNA Weaver stood on a corner in Washington, D.C., that would never be featured on visitor tours or political photo ops. The temperature was supposed to be above freezing, but her fingers suspected it had dropped below that mark. She jammed her hands into the pockets of her bomber jacket. She’d remembered her jacket, her room key, phone, wallet, and weapon. No hat or gloves. Dumb.

She didn’t know where she was. That was more than a little embarrassing, considering the nature of her Gift. Somewhere in Southeast D.C.—she’d switched to the Green Line at some point—but she couldn’t for the life of her remember where she’d gotten off. Or why.

Probably Anacostia, Cynna thought, looking around. Which just showed how little she could trust her subconscious, but her conscious mind wasn’t coming up much except Get out of here.

She chose a direction at random and started walking.

Her current lodgings weren’t much different from a hundred other hotel rooms she’d stayed in since jumping sides in the law-and-order game seven years ago. The room had a decent bed, cable TV, plenty of hot water, and no trace of personality. Midway  through a room service hamburger, she hadn’t been able to stand it anymore.

Not that she knew what “it” was. The impersonal room? The too-personal dreams plaguing her? Or the dreams that had died . . .  Stubborn sons of bitches, she thought, scowling. Those long-dead dreams kept throwing ghosts.

Whatever the cause this time, the feeling itself was familiar. She never had been able to put a name to it. She just knew that when it hit, she had to do something. Anything. Back when she was young and stupid, that had usually meant partying. Nowadays she tried to work it off physically.

Tonight she’d hopped the Metro, then started walking. Unfortunately, she’d been too busy chasing her thoughts round and round their hamster wheels to pay attention. When she’d finally woken from her stupid-induced trance . . . Well, this wasn’t the worst street she’d ever been on, but it came close. And she’d been down some pretty badass streets.

A lowrider truck cruised by, windows down, stereo up, the bass thrumming the soles of her feet through her Reeboks. One of the wits in the backseat leaned out the window to make her an offer easy to refuse. She did, using sign language that would be recognized in any high school in America.

Not exactly professional, but she wasn’t here professionally. She was here because . . . nope, couldn’t come up with a single good reason.

Just ahead, a neon sign saying simply Bar fizzed over a scarred door. The door opened, spilling rap music, the scent of weed, and two young brothers in cargo pants onto the sidewalk. One of them staggered, giggling. The other one looked straight at her.

Uh-oh.

“Hey, ho,” he said in a soft voice. “What you be doin’ heah? Dis not yo’ block.”

It wasn’t a friendly inquiry. Not with his eyes set on empty that way.

Middle-class people made a lot of assumptions about neighborhoods like this. They thought everyone did drugs, the only occupations were pusher, pimp, or hooker, and if you set foot in the hood, you’d be mugged, raped, or worse.

Like most assumptions, those were wrong. The people who lived here weren’t assaulted every time they walked down the  street, and many of them hated the crime and violence a lot more than any soccer mom watching a condensed version on CNN. But a woman alone, after dark, who wasn’t from the hood . . .

Cynna stopped, rolling her shoulders to loosen them. She trickled a little power into one of the tattoos on her forearm, but left her jacket zipped so she wouldn’t be tempted to draw on these idiots. Ruben would shit if she shot someone. “Bone out, bogart.” Get lost, tough guy.

“Lissen dat!” Giggles straightened, still grinning. “White Cheeks here be talkin’ flash. She a mud shark, fink?”

“Mebbe she white, mebbe banana.” Dead eyes took a slow trip up and down her body. “Hard to say, all dat scribblin’ on her face.”

“I’m plaid.” She sent more power to the spell on her right arm. “Your mamas know you’re out this late, boys?”

He took a step forward. “Mebbe I find out what you are.”

Wanted a fight, did he? Cynna’s blood hummed. She settled her weight on the balls of her feet and opened her shields.

And staggered at the sudden onrush of power. What the hell—?

The bar’s door opened again. Another young black male stepped out. He was snake-skinny and taller than the first two. “You blockin’ traffic, man,” he said, giving Giggles a shove. “Move it.”

Giggles stepped aside obligingly. “Jo-Jo’s gonna check out White Cheeks, see if her snatch is pale like her hair. Can’t tell ’bout her skin wif all dat magic marker on her face.”

The newcomer glanced at her. Then he pimp-slapped the back of his friend’s head. “Fool!”

Jo-Jo spun, ready to explode. “What the fuck?”

“She’s Dizzy.”

Giggles snorted. “Dem Dizzies be old news. Dey all show, no blow.”

“Some had juice.” The tall young man looked at her. There was someone living behind these eyes, someone with a working brain. “She do.”

Jo-Jo scowled. “You readin’ her tea leaves, bro?”

“Asshole. Lookit her. You ready to jump her, yeah? Well, she waitin’, not shakin’. She wants you to try it.” He spoke to her directly for the first time. “Jo-Jo’s assed-out, an’ Patch here don’ mean nothin’—he jes’ dumb. No harm?”

She held his eyes a moment, then she gave a small nod. “No harm.”

The three of them made room for her to pass—Tallboy and Jo-Jo quietly, Giggles with a flourished arm. She walked on by, not looking at them—confidence was half the battle—but with every sense alert in case the hopped-up Jo-Jo changed his mind.

Nothing happened.

Just as well, she told herself. Normally, her hands-off spell would give anyone who touched her a nasty jolt. Somehow, though, she’d pulled in a lot of extra juice. If she’d used the spell, she might have seriously injured one of those idiots.

Speaking of extra juice . . . She made another block and stopped. A few muttered words, a moment of focus, and some of the extra power crawled along her skin to a pattern that served as a storage cell. Couldn’t keep it all there, though. There was too much.

She pressed her palm against the old brick of the nearest building and gradually discharged the rest. It made her think of Cullen. Wouldn’t he have just loved to be around to soak up all that free magic?

Annoying man. Equally annoying was the way thinking about him gave her a sexual buzz. Which would really have pleased that big, fat ego of his, wouldn’t it? If he knew about it, which of course he couldn’t. Though he was conceited enough to think she’d get hot thinking about him, except he wouldn’t, because she undoubtedly never crossed his mind at all. But if he did . . .

Shut up, she told her brain. Better to think about where that power had come from. Magic didn’t just float around loose, ready for anyone with a bit of a Gift to suck up.

Not that Cynna had only a bit of a Gift. She tried not to be smug about it, but she was the strongest known Finder in the country. She was also pretty good at spellcraft. Theoretically, any Gifted could use spells, but most didn’t. Some couldn’t find a decent teacher. Others lacked the interest, the patience, or the knack of it, just like some people couldn’t do math to save them.

Like her. Cynna sucked at math. But when it came to spellcraft, she had the knack, the desire, and the patience.

The air had broken out in a cold sweat, emphasis on the cold. There wasn’t enough precip to call it a drizzle, just a clammy dampness that fuzzed the streetlights and numbed her cheeks.  Great weather for staying inside. That’s where respectable citizens were, no doubt—comfy and cozy at home, maybe with a fire burning in the fireplace and a glass of wine in hand.

Well, she couldn’t manage the fire, but wine sounded like a fine idea. Something fizzy, maybe. Another two blocks, and she’d hit a busy intersection. She’d get a cab, get back to the hotel, and order something from room service. Even after years of prosperity she got a kick out of room service. Maybe that would wipe out this stupid, let-down feeling.

For God’s sake. Let down? Had she wanted a fight?

Yes. She had. That’s why she’d headed for the worst neighborhood in Washington.

Dammit, dammit, dammit. When was she going to learn? Cynna scowled at her feet and walked faster.

Some people had the whole good-and-bad thing down. She was working on it, but when the shit hit the fan and there wasn’t time to think things through, she didn’t have the right instincts. Her default setting hit a lot closer to kill the bastards than turn the other cheek.

Not that she went around killing people. That had only happened twice, both times in self-defense. The Bureau had agreed she’d handled the second situation correctly. They didn’t know about the other.

Well, Abel Karonski did. He was a friend as well as a fellow agent, and she’d spilled the story to him years ago. He might have told Ruben. But the deets weren’t in any official file. She’d checked.

But she did like a fight. Especially on nights like this, when the nameless feeling clawed its way up from her gut and wrapped her in its barbed-wire coils, there were only two things she really wanted to do: fight or fuck.

That wasn’t the way good people dealt with a bad mood.

She stopped at the light, scowling. The neighborhood had improved some in the last three blocks. The four corners at this intersection were held down by a Mexican food place, a car wash, a resale shop, and a convenience store.

Okay. She took a deep breath, let it out slowly. She couldn’t control what she wanted to do, so she’d settle for controlling what she did. And what she was going to do now was get back to the hotel. Skip the wine, get some sleep. She could borrow a phone book at the 7-Eleven, call a cab, and let the driver figure out how to get from here to there.

Halfway across the street she noticed the church.

It was on the other end of the block, separated from the 7-Eleven by a couple of small stores and a big parking lot. Bound to be locked up this time of night, her reasonable side pointed out.

It wasn’t that late, though. Just after ten. And there were cars in the parking lot. As soon as she hit that side of the street, her feet veered that way.

Probably isn’t a Catholic church, the voice of reason said.

Probably not. Couldn’t hurt to check, though. It wasn’t like she had something important to . . . hey, look. People.

The side door had opened. An older couple and a younger one emerged, followed by another small knot of folks—Hispanic, looked like, though with everyone bundled up for the weather, she wasn’t sure. The last one out wore a black cassock.

Sure looked like a priest. And . . . yes, she was close enough to read the sign now: Our Lady of the Assumption.

Ha. Take that, voice of reason.

People called cheerful good nights; car doors slammed and cars backed out of their parking spots. But one older couple seemed uninterested in leaving. They stood on the narrow porch by the side door, and the woman was talking a mile a minute to the priest about flowers and tables and the number of guests.

Wedding rehearsal. That’s why they were here at this hour. Damn, she’d make a detective yet.

As Cynna drew near, the husband told his wife to let Father Jacobs go inside—it was freezing out here. One by one, they noticed her and fell silent. The woman clutched her husband’s arm, eyes wide. He rose to his role as protector by giving Cynna a go-away frown.

At least this bunch wasn’t likely to jump her. “Father Jacobs?” she said tentatively.

Despite the cassock, he looked more like an altar boy than a priest. He was a true towhead, with white-blond hair and skin the color of an old parchment, slightly reddened now from the cold. His smile was surprisingly sweet. “Yes? May I help you?”

“I was hoping . . . I know it’s late, but can you take my confession?”

 

INSIDE, the scent was wood, incense, flowers. The kneeler was hard. Cynna could have gone around the screen to sit in an  upholstered chair, but she’d take sore knees over face-to-face confession any time.

She crossed herself, wishing she’d waited and gone to her home church in Virginia. This priest didn’t know her history.

His voice came quietly from the other side of the screen. “In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, may the Lord be in your heart and help you to confess your sins with true sorrow.”

Start with the easy stuff. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned. It’s, uh . . . it’s been five weeks since my last confession, and I’ve missed five Sunday Masses. The first one couldn’t be helped because there wasn’t a church there.” No duh. Hell was seriously short on houses of worship. “The others . . . I’ve been busy. Okay,” she admitted. “That’s lame. But I like to be confessed when I take communion, and I guess I’ve been putting this off.”

He waited.

“Uh . . . I lusted after a man. Two men, really, but one of them is taken, so that doesn’t count. I just have to get over it, you know? But the other one . . .”

“Have you acted on your lust?”

“No. But I want to. I’m not married or otherwise committed,” she added. “Neither is he.” Another understatement. “So we wouldn’t be breaking any vows if we did, uh, you know.”

“Sex can be a joyous expression of love within the sacrament of marriage. Outside that union, it’s an inherently selfish act, the pursuit of pleasure for selfish reasons.”

This was one of those areas where she and the Church disagreed. Cynna couldn’t see what was so wrong about sex. Back a zillion years ago, yeah, sex outside marriage had led to lots of ugly consequences, so abstaining had made sense. But now?

Of course, Father Michaels said it was hubris to put her own reasoning above the collected wisdom of God’s holy Church. He was probably right, but Cynna figured she’d have to come to her own understanding in her own way. “I’ve been guilty of pride. And anger. And . . .” Her heart jumped in her chest and started pounding hard, as if she were pushing something uphill. “This is hard to say.”

“Do you have a specific act in mind? Something you did that troubles you?”

“Yeah.”

“Was this act a venial sin or a mortal sin?”

“I don’t know.” That was the problem.

“I couldn’t help noticing your tattoos. You were once a Dizzy?”

Like most people, he referred to the street-born cult by its nickname. Not many had ever heard of the movement’s real name: the Msaidiza. In Swahili, it meant helpers.

“Not since I came to the Church.”

“Have you practiced other forms of forbidden magic or otherwise been drawn into superstition?”

That was a hard one. Father Michaels said the Church’s stance on magic was so tangled you practically had to call a conclave before casting a spell. He’d advised her to consider her skills in the same light she did her weapon—to use her Gift and her spellcrafting only for self-defense or in pursuit of her duties, and only when it clearly served the greater good. “I think I’m clear there,” she said after a moment. “That isn’t what’s bugging me.”

He waited.

She took a deep breath and got it said. “I’ve killed.”

Silence.

“Not humans. Shit. Sorry, Father. I’m saying this all wrong. What I mean is, I killed demons.”

The silence was longer this time. Finally he said, “You are quite sure these were demons you killed?”

At least he hadn’t told her she was nuts. She didn’t blame him for asking, though. Everyone knew demons couldn’t cross unsummoned, and accurate summoning spells were as rare as hens’ teeth these days. Had been since the Purge. Like a lot of things “everyone knew,” that was wrong, but this priest wouldn’t have any way of knowing that.

Of course, demons were common as hell in hell. “Um . . . I’m with MCD. You know, in the FBI? And . . . look, I’m sorry, but I can’t talk about the details, not even with a priest. But it involved killing demons.”

“There is no sin in that, if the act was without malice,” he said kindly. “Since Vatican II, destroying them hasn’t been considered an act of grace in and of itself, but they are soulless creatures.”

She sighed. That’s pretty much the reaction she’d expected. “Thanks, Father.”

He talked with her a little more and assigned her penance. He added that he’d be in his office a while, so the sanctuary would be available.

Cynna could take a hint. She sat in one of the pews to get started on her Our Fathers, but her attention kept drifting.

The thing about killing demons was that they stayed dead. The ones she’d shot had been planning things even nastier for her and the others, so she didn’t regret killing them. Not exactly. But the whole thing didn’t seem right to her. No souls meant they were morally blind. They didn’t know they were being evil, so they couldn’t choose good. No souls also meant no shot at an afterlife.

Didn’t that make it worse to kill them?

And why had God set things up that way?

She shifted. Questioning the Almighty probably wasn’t something good Catholics did, but she’d come late to the Church, and partly for selfish reasons. Believers were protected against possession.

Of course, possession was another thing everybody knew didn’t happen anymore.

Damn. Still chasing her thoughts instead of paying attention to her act of contrition. Maybe she’d do better with her Hail Marys. She felt more comfortable with Mary than with the omnipotent Father.

“Hail Mary, full of grace . . .”

“Child.”

The voice was church bells and wind, the lap of waves at night and the hunting hoot of an owl. And yet it was utterly human. Female. It was an actual voice, too, air vibrating to produce sound, not mindtalk . . . yet it seemed to happen inside her as well.

Awe. For the first time Cynna fully understood the meaning of that word. For a long moment she neither moved nor breathed, hoping the voice would speak again. Finally she said, “M-Mary?”

“No.” The presence was amused, but so gently. “I have been many, but not that one. I am yours already, Cynna. Are you mine?”

There was no thought to her answer, but neither was there fear. “I don’t know. Who are you?”

“When you know, you will choose. For now, Find your friends. Go quickly. You are needed.”
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