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To Beth.

Because even though it took me twenty-some-odd years to realize I actually like having a sister, I now know I had a good one all along.


 

Dear Reader,

I have a confession to make: When I set out to write my first novel (the story that started its life as the e-book Fantasy Fix and later became One Bite with a Stranger), that was all I intended to do. You see, I had this idea for a story about a group of friends who wanted to help each other fulfill their romantic fantasies, and I thought it would be a hoot if one of those friends had a fantasy that should logically be impossible to fulfill—like a fantasy about meeting a smart, sexy, dominating vampire. So that was the story I told, and I honestly meant for it to end there.

I certainly never imagined that I would end up writing more than five books about the original group of women in One Bite. I owe the continuation of the world of the Others utterly to all of you. Without your encouragement, your letters and e-mails, your words at book signings, and your willingness to read about my Others, these books would never have existed; however, after nearly eight years and thirteen books (fourteen, including this one!) even I have to admit that this world of mine has gotten a tiny bit complicated; nay, even confusing.

A lot of that comes from the fact that six of those fourteen stories were originally published as e-books, but were later edited, rewritten, and released as paperbacks, but only after several new stories (ones that take place later in the timeline of this world) had hit the scene. For instance, remember One Bite with a Stranger? That book was originally released in 2003 as the first novel featuring the Others, but it wasn’t published by St. Martin’s Press as a paperback until 2008, well after books like Wolf at the Door (2006) and She’s No Faerie Princess (2006) had advanced the timeline of the world of the Others by several years.

I swear, I didn’t do this to confuse anyone. But let me try to clear things up now by telling you what the proper order of the Novels of the Others should be, in terms of the chronological order of the events in the books:

One Bite with a Stranger (aka Fantasy Fix)

Big Bad Wolf (aka Fur Factor)

Prince Charming Doesn’t Live Here (aka Faer Fetched)

Black Magic Woman (this book)

Not Your Ordinary Faerie Tale (Fighting Faer)

A brand-new novel (title to come)

Fur for All

Fur Play

Wolf at the Door

She’s No Faerie Princess

The Demon You Know

Howl at the Moon

Walk on the Wild Side

You’re So Vein

Born to Be Wild

That’s it. I promise.

And yet …

I can hear you saying, “But, Christine, you’re trying to confuse us again! I’ve never heard of Not Your Ordinary Faerie Tale, and I’ve looked everywhere for copies of Fighting Faer, Fur for All, and Fur Play, and I can’t find them anywhere.”

The problem here is one of compromise. In an ideal world, I’d love to release each book in the order it appears on this page, but there are two problems with that: first, I can’t go back in time and fix the publication order that’s already happened; and second, if I released all of the old stories as paperbacks in the order in which they first appeared as e-books, some of you out there would be cursing my name for not writing anything new for you to read (and I really hate it when you get mad at me). By staggering publication so that you get one new original book, then a reworked version of a familiar story, and then another original book, I’m trying to give everyone a little something to look forward to. If I’m failing miserably, maybe I’ll at least get points for effort!

You may notice that while this book is being published in 2011, I’ve made a conscious effort to fit the events into my timeline so that they do, in fact, occur directly after the events of the book published immediately before it (Prince Charming Doesn’t Live Here). This will hold true for the next several books in this series. After Black Magic Woman will come the new and improved version of Fighting Faer, now titled Not Your Ordinary Faerie Tale, and the events in that book will take place immediately after the ones in these pages, followed by the events in a brand-new story, then Fur for All, and then Fur Play. If I’ve just confused you again, look back at the list above. I promise that list is chronologically correct and will not change.

From now on, I’m a reformed author and all my books will contain events that take place in the same order in which the books are published.

Unless I delve into time travel, but that’s another matter entirely …

With much love and sincere thanks,

—Christine

xoxo
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One

So now you know. Suffice it to say, you’ll never look at the world the same way again.

—A Human Handbook to the Others, Author’s Foreword

Daphanie Carter had witnessed a lot of interesting things over the course of the last forty-eight hours, not the least of which had been her baby sister’s wedding less than five hours ago. However, the sight of a small, chubby red hand reaching out from under an elegantly draped reception table and groping among the cutlery really had to take the cake. Or in this case, the diet soda, which the hand curled around and began to ease slowly through the obstacle course of discarded dinnerware.

Daphanie blinked, but the hand was still there and making remarkable progress. Considering all the cutlery, porcelain, and glassware it had to avoid, the hand and the soda were cooking. And that was when it occurred to Daphanie that maybe the hand of fate came in a variety of shapes and sizes.

And colors.

It took less than ten seconds of fascinated observation before her curiosity overcame her. Casting a furtive glance around to be sure the rest of the guests were too preoccupied with each other to notice what she was doing, Daphanie reached for the bottom of the tablecloth and lifted it so she could duck underneath. Her silk maid-of-honor dress slid easily across the antique carpet as she settled herself cross-legged in the dim light of the little cavern. Directly in front of her, the owner of the red hand started and snatched the hand and the captured prize back so fast that the diet soda inside ricocheted right out of the glass and onto his demonic little face.

“Harpy’s tits!” the little creature cursed, wiping the sticky liquid from his face. Daphanie watched as he lifted the end of an incredibly long and currently dripping mustache to his lips and sucked out the moisture.

“Baghk! Diet cola! How do you humans drink that poison?”

“It’s an acquired taste,” Daphanie murmured, her fascinated gaze taking in the sight before her.

Standing less than three feet tall—probably more like two and a half, since he didn’t even have to crouch to keep from hitting his head on the table above them—the creature with the dislike of diet sodas looked like nothing so much as a comic-book rendition of a devil. He had dark red skin, marked here and there with black moles, and hair the color of coal, which he wore in a short, spiky Mohawk positioned precisely between the tips of his two pointy ears. The hairstyle stopped where his forehead started, or more precisely, just shy of the two stubby black horns that sprouted there, as if he’d just walked out of a painting of a mythological faun. He also sported the Fu Manchu mustache that grew long enough to tuck into his belt, had he been wearing one. Instead, he appeared to be decked out in a pair of toddler’s OshKosh denim overalls with the cuffs turned up over his tiny cloven hooves. The garment had apparently been altered further to allow for the pointed red tail Daphanie could see lashing behind him. All in all, he constituted the most amazing thing she had seen in a pretty amazing few days since her return to New York.

“I’d rather acquire a root beer,” he grumbled. “Doesn’t anyone drink root beer anymore?”

“Sure.” Daphanie stared at his face, finally noticing the little silver ring that pierced the end of his nose. It flapped a bit while he talked, making her grin. Seriously, the last couple of days were blowing her mind. In a good way. Hadn’t she been longing for something interesting to happen lately? Right before Danice had called to announce her engagement and add to the chorus urging her to move back to New York from her most recent home in Pennsylvania. “I mean, I don’t know if anyone at this table does, but I assume that there are people who do.”

“Swamp rats.”

Daphanie grinned. In addition to his entertaining looks, this little guy had quite a way with expletives. His appearance had also gone a long way toward reassuring her that her sister, her family, and she had not all completely lost their minds.

When she’d arrived in Manhattan on Wednesday, just a few days before Danice’s scheduled wedding, she’d expected a warm welcome from her parents and her baby sister. She’d expected to finally get to meet the man who had swept Niecie off her feet. She’d even expected to get caught up on all the family news and gossip that she’d missed since the last time they had gotten together. After all, when the stars aligned like they had to urge her to move back to the city, Daphanie liked to take the hint. What she hadn’t expected had been the news that the Carters’ mixed-race family was about to become mixed-species, because her baby sister’s fiancé was not quite … well, human.

McIntyre Callahan, or Mac, as he’d informed her with a million-watt smile, turned out to be a lovely man, in more ways than one. He had the fair good looks of a Hollywood dreamboat and the body of a leanly muscled action star. Honestly, the man was more beautiful than any human being had a right to be, which was confirmed when they sat Daphanie down and explained that Mac wasn’t entirely a human being.

He was half Fae, as her sister had termed it, the son of a human father and a Fae mother—what Daphanie would previously have thought of as a “fairy,” and honestly still tended to. Looking at the highly masculine and utterly besotted man with his arm curled around Danice’s shoulders, “fairy” had been the last description to come to Daphanie’s mind, but she’d taken their word for it. She had also taken their word on a whole list of other things that threatened to blow her mind and leave her little more than a vacant-eyed, drooling, babbling mental sponge cake on the day of her sister’s wedding. Having expected the mild adventure of an introduction to Mac’s family and close friends, instead she’d received an introduction to the world of the Others.

Talk about being careful what you wished for.

That was what Mac and Niecie called them: The Others. It meant, as Daphanie soon learned, the collection of nonhuman beings who lived and worked in the midst of human society. They could be your neighbor or your friend, the woman who manicured your nails or the man who fixed your leaky toilet. Some were highly placed political or corporate officials, and some were sanitation workers or public servants. The Others had always been there and would always be there, she discovered, and some of them were the creatures of late-night B-rated horror movies.

Missy, Danice’s quiet, kindergarten-teaching friend with the sweet face and soft manner, had married a werewolf last year, Niecie revealed. Missy had even given birth to a werewolf baby (who had not been born with fur, Daphanie had been assured). Reggie, one of Niecie’s other friends, had not only married a vampire, but she’d allowed herself to be turned into a vampire as well.

And those revelations had been only the tip of the iceberg. For three days, Daphanie’s head had been spinning as she tried to take in the fact that everything she’d ever thought was true about the world around her was really only a veneer of truth. Underneath the glossy, everyday surface moved an entirely new and unfamiliar world into which she’d just received a secondhand invitation. It was enough to blow a girl’s mind.

Daphanie’s mind, however, wasn’t blown; it was intrigued.

She marveled at the possibilities. Wouldn’t it explain a lot, she thought, if her college sculpture professor had actually been some sort of were-bear? It would certainly provide good reasons for his bushy beard and terrible temper during the winters. And how much sense would it make to learn that the girl she had hated from the sorority next door had been an actual as well as a metaphorical bloodsucker? Somehow, all of it just seemed to make sense. It was as if she’d subconsciously suspected this all along, and someone had only needed to point out the truth for everything to fall into place.

The most surprising part, Daphanie had quickly realized, was that most of the Others she had been introduced to had been so unexpectedly … normal. Except for his extraordinary good looks, Mac could have been any other man on the street, and Reggie might look a little paler than she remembered, but Daphanie hadn’t detected even the slightest glimpse of fang. Really, it had all been almost disappointing. She had expected to look around her and feel like a veil had suddenly been lifted and now she could see the world for what it really was, but it turned out that the unveiled world looked pretty much exactly like the veiled one had.

At least, until now. This little guy was an entirely new experience.

Daphanie refocused on the little red creature before her and grinned. “I don’t think we met before, but I’m Daphanie Carter. I’m Danice’s sister. Are you a friend of Niecie’s or Mac’s?”

He took her hand warily and shook quickly. His skin felt warm and rough but not really any different from human skin. “I, uh, I know both of ’em,” he ventured. “Name’s Quigley.”

“Quigley,” Danice repeated, deciding it suited him somehow. “It’s very nice to meet you, but I do have to ask what you’re doing lurking under the tables instead of sitting at one.”

“Um, I like to keep a low profile. You know, not stir things up too much. Get everyone all excited.”

Watching the way his glowing-coal eyes darted from side to side as he said that gave Daphanie the tiniest clue that his answer might not encompass his entire reason for attending the reception in hiding.

“So you crashed, huh? If you know both of the happy couple, why didn’t you get an invitation like everyone else?”

“That’s what I’d like to know!” Quigley’s chin jutted out at a belligerent angle. “Alls I can say is, it’s a fine way to thank a dude after he puts his own hide in trouble to save yer life. Some people just got no idea of gratitude, I can tell ya.”

Daphanie blinked. “You saved a life? Whose life? Mac’s, or Niecie’s?”

“Either/or. It was a tense situation.”

“What situation? Danice didn’t tell me anything about her life recently being in danger. Why was my baby sister’s life in danger?”

Quigley must have noticed a suspiciously militant gleam in Daphanie’s eye, because he quickly shifted his feet and darted his glance to the side. Daphanie couldn’t help it, though. She’d been protecting and taking care of her little sister since the day their parents had brought Niecie home from the hospital. Old habits, and all that.

“It wasn’t that bad,” the little creature hurried to assure her, twisting one end of his mustache around his chubby finger. “I mean, it all worked out, right? No harm, no foul. Hazard of doing business and all that.” He laughed nervously.

“But why was Niecie in a dangerous situation to begi—”

“So, did ya come in from out of town or something?” Quigley cut her off with an enthusiastically jovial tone. He rocked forward on his hooves and pasted a toothy smile on his face. Somehow, the fact that his teeth were more pointed and fangy than normal human teeth didn’t diminish the effect in the least. “I can’t recall Danice mentioning she had a sister here in the city.”

Daphanie’s eyes narrowed. “She doesn’t. I’ve been away for years now. I just came back this week. Does the situation you saved my sister from have anything to do with the reason why you’re lurking under dinner tables instead of mingling with the rest of the wedding guests?”

“Ah, that explains it. Yup, I figured if Danice had a sister in New York, she’da mentioned it by now. I was just sayin’ to myself, ‘Quigley, if this is Danice’s sister, I bet she musta been living someplace pretty far away up until now or you’da heard about her before this.’ Yessir.”

The creature’s burning, beady eyes darted this way and that, looking everywhere but at Daphanie’s face. She could almost swear she saw little drops of sweat collecting on the skin at the base of his horns. She had him backed into some kind of corner without even having seen the walls coming. She couldn’t think of any other reason for his nervous twitching. The question was, what had him so tied up in knots, and should Daphanie try to squeeze him for information, or take pity on the poor thing?

“I’m going to take that as a yes.” She considered him along with her options. Clearly, whatever danger Niecie had been involved in had resolved itself by now, but it bothered Daphanie that her sister hadn’t told her about it. And it bothered her even more that this Quigley creature knew more about her sister’s recent past than she did.

“Take what as a yes? Was there a question? I don’t remember a question—”

“And that means that whatever situation you were in with Danice, it was one she didn’t want to be reminded of on her wedding day. Because I’m assuming that otherwise she would have invited you.”

Quigley’s nervous laugh made her think of hyenas and two-year-olds, simultaneously. Which was kinda creepy.

“Heh. Come to think of it, maybe she did mention she had a sister with a bit of wanderlust to her. Haven’t you been traveling for a few years now? I think I heard Danice tell Mac that her sister was some kind of gypsy, wanderin’ around the world sellin’ her art and lookin’ for inspiration to make more. That’d be you, I take it?”

“Which means that if she or Mac knew you were here, they wouldn’t like it.” She saw his eyes dart nervously around, as if he expected the linens to disappear and leave him vulnerable to exposure. She was on the right track. “Given that it’s their wedding day, they might not want to make a big scene and might just get someone from the staff to escort you out. That would cause the least amount of trouble, I’m guessing. But then again, Niecie always has had a temper. If she was really upset to see you here, she might pick you up by your ears and fling you out a window herself.”

“A real live artist! Fancy that!” Quigley’s voice had risen to an uncomfortable and unnaturally loud squeak that made Daphanie wish for ear muffs. “Who would have thought I’d be sitting here at Vircolac’s talking to Danice’s famous artist sister! Now, she didn’t call you a painter, so what was it you do? Sculpture? No, not that, but something similar, right? I think I remember it being something simi—”

Daphanie crossed her arms, her lips pursing. “Now, I don’t know Mac very well yet, but he does seem to be awfully protective of my sister. It makes me curious. I wonder what he would do if I just let him know about his little uninvited guest under table three…?”

“Hey, you know what? It’s gettin’ kinda stuffy under here, ain’t it?” The imp cut her off with grim determination and a forced tone of good cheer. His smile looked more pained than friendly, but she guessed he was at least making an effort. “Whatta ya say we blow this pop stand, eh? You’re new to the city. I could, you know, show you around. Take you to all the hot spots.”

As an attempt to change the subject, the offer lacked a certain amount of subtlety, but it made up for it in obvious desperation. Daphanie quirked an eyebrow.

“I grew up in Brooklyn. I think I can find my way around Manhattan. But thanks. Maybe I should just go ask Danice about the adventure the two of you had together. I think that might be easier all around. Have a nice night, Quigley.”

She placed her palm flat on the carpet and made as if to push to her knees and crawl out from under the table. Quigley’s hand slapped onto her wrist so fast, she thought he might have broken the land speed record.

“Wait!” Quigley’s eyes narrowed on her face and his expression shifted from fear to calculation. “You might know what streets lead where around here, but ya don’t know the city like I know the city. I’d betcha a case of root beer ya ain’t never been to any of the places I could show ya.”

The creature stabbed his chest with a stubby thumb. Daphanie considered him for a minute, raking her gaze over his outrageous and frankly unpleasant little form. “I’m not sure I’d want to go to any places you could show me, Quigley.”

“Is that right? Huh, and here I thought you monkeys always wanted to go to the places ya ain’t been invited to. The places where the real Others hang out.”

“‘Monkeys’?” Daphanie repeated the insult. It took her brain a second to catch up with the rest of his statement. “Wait, what do you mean, ‘the real Others’?”

The creature shrugged. “Just like I said. The real Others. The ones like me, not like this bunch of pretty, rich movie stars they got here.”

“I don’t recognize anyone here from the movies,” Daphanie observed dryly. “I thought Niecie said this was a private club especially for the Others. She said it had been founded and run by werewolves for something like two hundred years and had werewolves and vampires and demons and all sorts of Others as members.”

“Sure, Vircolac is for Others, if you happen to be an Other with a couple billion bucks in the bank or a family name that goes back to one of the first Others in America,” he snorted. “Sayin’ any Other can hang out here is like sayin’ anybody can live in a penthouse on Park Avenue. Theoretically, it might be true, but it ain’t gonna happen for real people.”

“Okay, so where do the ‘real’ Others hang out?”

Quigley shrugged, his gaze running over her with calculation. “We got a few places, but they ain’t what I’d call suitable for most humans. Ya sure ya wanna see ’em?”

Daphanie thought about that for a moment. Did she really want to follow something that looked like a miniature devil, a creature she’d met only ten minutes before, into parts of the city she might not know all that well? Did she want to take that chance?

Part of her held back, wary, which only made sense. She wasn’t stupid, after all, and she had a healthy sense of self-preservation; but another part of her whispered that this was an opportunity. An opportunity afforded her by fate, the same way all the other major opportunities in her life had presented themselves to her—the scholarship to the New School, the first chance to go to Paris, the offer to travel into China, the fellowship in San Francisco, even the little studio in New Hope where she’d settled last. The best things in her life had all come to Daphanie out of the blue, and it had been up to her to grab on and run with them.

All her life, Daphanie had had a streak of insatiable curiosity. She’d always wanted to know how everything worked, especially people. She craved answers like a drug, and now that she’d encountered the biggest question mark of her life in the form of her newfound knowledge of the Others, her curiosity was threatening to drive her crazy. She needed to know more, and who better to learn it from than an insider? She couldn’t imagine anyone more inside the world of the Others than a—a—a—

She frowned at the small red monster. “What exactly are you, anyway?”

Quigley rolled his eyes. “Oh, nice. Nice manners, human. I happen to be an imp. A greater imp,” he emphasized, glaring at her. “And you wanna watch it with questions like that. Not everyone will take kindly to that sort of thing. I mean, how rude is it to ask something like that?”

“I don’t know.” Daphanie shrugged. “I don’t know anything about the Others, which is the reason I’m actually considering letting you distract me from talking to my sister about you. I don’t know what kinds of Others there are, or what they look like or act like. I don’t know how to talk to them. I don’t know how not to make them want to eat me. Nothing. You might say I’m totally ignorant about them.”

“You can say that again,” he muttered.

“So, maybe this is the opportunity for me to learn the basics,” Daphanie mused aloud. “If you show me where they gather and how to react to them, it would go a long way toward helping me understand Niecie and Mac…”

“Are ya asking for my opinion? Because if ya are, I gotta say that so far yer charm ain’t gonna take ya real far with the kinda folks I know. Most of ’em don’t take kindly to rude, ignorant humans pokin’ noses into their business.”

She glanced down at him. “But while I’m with you, you can let me know if I do or say something wrong. You know, keep an eye on me.”

The imp’s eyes widened. “Look, Daphne—”

“Daphanie,” she corrected. “Like Stephanie, only not. But you can just call me Daph.”

“Daph,” he echoed. “I ain’t some kinda Emily Post. I offered to take ya to a club or two, not turn you into a human-Other ambassador. That ain’t my shtick.”

“Then what is your shtick? Hanging out under tables at wedding receptions and hoping no one will notice you siphoning off their root beer? Don’t take this the wrong way but that strikes me as a touch … I don’t know … pathetic.”

Quigley glowered. “You callin’ me pathetic?”

Daphanie shrugged.

“All right, fine.” The imp threw up his hands. “Ya wanna learn all about the Others? We can do that. But ya better brace yerself, and ya better keep yer eye on me, because where we’re goin’, yer sister ain’t gonna be able to come to yer rescue.”

“Am I going to need rescuing?”

Quigley sized her up with a jaundiced eye. “Let’s just say that outfit ain’t gonna help ya blend in.”

“Well, I was planning to change,” she scoffed. “I love my sister, but this is still a bridesmaid’s dress. It’s not like I plan to wear it outside of this room. I’ve got jeans and stuff stashed upstairs. I can be ready to go in fifteen minutes.”

The imp scowled and snatched up the tablecloth on the side closest to the wall. “Make it ten,” he barked as he ducked out from their little sanctuary. “That way you might catch me before I change my mind.”

Daphanie pushed to her knees and made to follow the grouchy red creature. “Are you saying you’d leave without me?”

Quigley laughed. “Leave without ya? And not take ya out on the Other town? Lady, I don’t owe ya that kinda favor.”

As Daphanie pushed through the service door at the rear of the room, slipping out of the party undetected, she wondered exactly what that was supposed to mean. A club was a club, after all, and she’d been to hundreds in her life. How different could this one really be?


Two

Most of the Others are really just like you and me—they have jobs and friends and families. They live, they work, and they play. They’re no more dangerous as a group than humans are.

Of course, you also have to remember that Ted Bundy and Jack the Ripper were both humans.

No, really. They were. I promise.

—A Human Handbook to the Others, Chapter One

With his back to the wall of the crowded club, Asher Grayson enjoyed the security of knowing that no one among the throng of revelers could sneak up behind him and attempt to take revenge for whatever plot he’d foiled or friend/relative/acquaintance/partner-in-crime he’d seen brought to justice recently. The thought offered him a small amount of comfort. The position also, however, severely limited his escape routes, since in order to leave he would have to move away from the wall and through the crowd to reach the nearest exit.

Life was about nothing if not compromise.

Luckily, Asher didn’t feel ready to leave. Not quite yet. He could see the need building—crowds, after all, did not constitute his favored environment—but he still had half a glass of gnomish beer to finish and the night was young. By midnight, Lurk would begin to fill with its regular contingent of shifters and shifty characters, and by 2 A.M. would be bursting at the seams. If the nightclub held true to form as one of the most active and least restrictive of Manhattan’s Other nightspots, before dawn it would play host to at least one magical altercation, three Lupine and/or Feline wrestling matches, and at least a handful of chairs broken by drunken imps or demons.

Asher intended to be long gone by the time any of that happened, but for now he just wanted to finish his drink in peace. He deserved it.

He also deserved a vacation after three straight assignments, all of which had taken him out of the city and kept him out for more than a year, and not one of them a stroll through the rosebushes. Unless, of course, he wanted to count the thorns they’d left in his ass. Between the man who’d unknowingly made a binding contract with a fiend known to traffic in mortal souls, and the scouting troop that had managed to plan its annual jamboree in a national park in the middle of the territory of Eastern Canada’s largest Lupine pack—during the decennial wild hunt week—Asher couldn’t recall taking a day off since, oh … birth. Five hundred and forty-three years ago. And that wasn’t even counting the customers of the brothel on the Mexican border that was owned, operated, and staffed entirely by succubi. It had been a busy couple of months to be a Guardian.

Frankly, if Asher never saw another human in supernatural distress, it would be too soon. The weight of his wings was starting to give him a bad back. He could stand to put them away for a week or two. Or twelve.

In fact, after he finished his drink, he might take a little detour on his way home. Maybe if he went straight to the Watcher, he could finagle a few days of R & R before his next assignment. If he told the big man he was on the verge of losing his damned mind without a couple of vacation days, the creepy bastard might cut him some slack. After all, it would be the truth, clear and unvarnished.

Asher took another swig from his mug and swept his gaze around the room. Although the tinted windows kept out the sun during even the brightest part of the day, he could see from the level of shadows that the sun had set while he’d nursed his first beer. By the time he finished the one in front of him—his third—it would be past time to make his exit.

A quick glance at his wrist confirmed that it was now well after ten o’clock. Of course, his survey of the crowd told him pretty much the same thing. Although the club wouldn’t really do the bulk of its nightly business until after midnight, many among the more mortal of the Others had already found their way inside. Asher could easily identify half a coven of witches, three half-giants, assorted varieties of changelings, and several brownies, dwarves, trolls, gnomes, and other demihumans all unwinding in the immediate vicinity. Before long, the shifters would begin to drift in, followed by the vampires and then the demons and the fiends. He wanted to be well away before that point. Too much potential for trouble to crop up, and he was decidedly off duty. Tonight it could be someone else’s turn to clean up the inevitable messes.

That was precisely the thought in his head when he saw her walk in the door. It was followed closely by a resounding chorus of Oh, shit.

Of all the gin joints in all the world …

Asher knew in an instant that the woman spelled trouble. How could she help it? She was undoubtedly human, she was undoubtedly out of place, and she was undoubtedly accompanied by a greater imp who looked more than vaguely familiar to the overworked Guardian.

Damn, there went his vacation.

The woman walked into the club with the excited air and wide eyes of a first-time tourist in Times Square. Her head turned constantly as she struggled to take in her surroundings, devouring the experience in huge, ravenous gulps. And frankly, even a sip would have a more worldly soul than her good and drunk. To humans, the world of the Others could prove as intoxicating as Appalachian moonshine, and very few of them seemed to understand how to hold their liquor. It went to their heads, and inevitably something bad happened.

The kind of thing Asher’s long-standing oaths left him duty-bound to deal with.

Wasn’t that just a kick in the pants?

His grip tightened around his drink as he watched the incongruous pair weave their way through the crowd toward the end of the room where he sat. They made quite a picture together, the short, red imp only visible when they moved between tables—since his head barely cleared them—or when the crowd shifted to show glimpses of his denim and Mohawk between some club patron’s legs. The woman’s movements were a lot easier to follow, partly because she stood at least three feet taller than the imp and partly because she had the sort of look that caught the eye.

Okay, that caught a man’s eye.

Dressed in a perfectly ordinary pair of jeans and some sort of thin-strapped top that shimmied and shimmered when she moved, the woman still managed to stand out from the other club-goers. She even managed to stand out from the Other club-goers, including the ones designed by nature to catch the eye.

First of all, her humanity practically glowed. It was part of what made a Guardian, to be able to identify an individual’s species—especially when it came to humans—instantly, even surrounded by crowds of Others denser than this one. You had to be able to recognize a member of a species before you could expect to protect it, right? But this woman didn’t just look human; she radiated humanity, like light, from her pores. He could only hope no one else noticed the aura, since to a certain breed of Others it would speak not just of innocence and ignorance, but of vulnerability. Asher didn’t have trouble at all picturing a fiend eager to feast on all that vibrant energy, or a vamp unable to resist the urge to sink hard fangs into the long, elegant curve of her neck—

He caught himself on the edge of doing a little drooling of his own. Not that it wouldn’t make sense. He was, after all, a man, as well as a Guardian, and the human still moving toward him was a very attractive woman. He could (at least pretend to) view that objectively. He swept a long glance over her, impassively taking in everything from the bronze-polished toenails peeping out from the ends of her strappy, sexy sandals, to the dusky skin and surprisingly toned muscles revealed by her flirty top, to the exotic tilt of her eyes and the thick fall of jet-black hair that tumbled from a high, tight ponytail. She was stunning, both sleek and curved, lush and slender, with her aura of energy and humanity simply adding to the magnetic pull he felt.

That had to be the explanation. She was just a gorgeous woman. He couldn’t help but react to her, especially when he tried to remember the last time he’d managed a date, he assured himself. It was perfectly natural.

What wasn’t natural, however, was seeing her here, mingling with the rowdy and inhuman crowd at Lurk on a Saturday night as the clock wound down toward the witching hour. The woman was out of her element, and if she wasn’t careful, she’d find that out soon. Probably the hard way.

Asher lifted his mug, hiding a curse behind the heavy glass. He continued to watch as the imp led the woman to a small table just two removed from his and the two of them settled down to watch the crowd. Hoping the uneasy feeling sliding along his spine owed more to ingrained pessimism than his Guardian-born spidey-sense for trouble, he nonetheless turned his acute hearing in their direction. Just because she was a human in a situation no human should put herself in didn’t mean she needed his help. Hopefully, he’d hear enough to reassure him of that so he could finish his drink and be on his way.

What was it the humans did for luck? Cross their fingers?

“I’m a little disappointed,” he heard her say to her companion as she scanned the crowd around them. “It looks just like any other club. I thought it would be more … I don’t know … exotic.”

The imp shrugged, his shoulders bobbing up just over the edge of the table. “What, you expected black robes, flaming torches, and a sacrificial goat? It’s just a bar. Folks don’t come here to entertain the tourists; they come to unwind.”

“I guess so. What is that group over there? Are those scales?”

“Shh! Don’t point, for satyrs’ sake! Do ya want to get our faces eaten? Who taught ya yer manners?”

“My parents,” the woman shot back, lowering her hand and raising an eyebrow. “But I don’t think they covered what to do in a room containing a contingent of lizard people.”

“Oy, yer gonna get us killed. They’re not lizards. That’s a lamia and her court. And for your information, they usually only shed their own skins, but if you tick ’em off bad enough, they’d be happy to shed yours, too.”

Asher followed their glances across the room to the table near the bar. The imp was right. Saskia Rughal had the sort of temper that fitted her rattlesnake cousins. Even Asher himself was inclined to give her wide berth.

“Lamia? What’s a lamia?” the woman demanded, her expression fascinated. “Is that some kind of snake person? I mean, snakes are the ones who shed their skins, right?”

In that moment, a shout of raucous laughter burst from the group of patrons in the opposite corner of the bar, obscuring the imp’s answer. Asher had to fill it in from his imagination. If it had been him doing the educating, he’d have pointed out that far from being simple “snake people,” the lamia had once been worshipped as fierce, blood-hungry goddesses. In fact, he was aware of at least two modern cults whose members still did, hence Saskia’s devoted entourage; he was also aware that people didn’t decide to worship you unless you had some pretty damned impressive powers to inspire them. The human woman would do well to keep that in mind.

“‘Snake person,’” the imp mocked, burying his face in his chubby red hands. “Damnation, how you humans have survived as a species I will never understand. Yer like retarded puppies—constantly getting yerselves into trouble and then lookin’ confused when something bigger than you smacks ya over the head with a roll of newspaper.”

The woman fixed the imp with an impressive glare. “You try to smack me with anything, little man, and I’ll show you the kind of self-defense moves that make it safe for a woman traveling the world on her own.”

“Ya see, yer provin’ my point. Ya think that just because yer bigger than me, ya can just stomp on me without any problem. You humans are always lookin’ at the surface of things. Ya never bother to think about what’s underneath. That’s just stupid. Didn’t anyone ever tell ya that size isn’t everything?”

“Sure,” the woman said with a shrug, “but I told him to put his pants back on and go home.”

Asher winced and buried his involuntary chuckle in his beer. That she was stupid was not one of the impressions he’d gotten of the attractive human. She might be naïve, and she was clearly out of her element—and probably out of her depth—but she didn’t strike him as stupid.

“This ain’t gonna work,” the imp growled, slapping his hands down on the table and shaking his head so hard that his Mohawk undulated like the crowd at a football stadium. “There ain’t enough root beer in New York to make me risk takin’ on the entire bar full of the Others yer gonna piss off tonight if ya keep this up. I’m outta here.”

The woman laid a hand over the imp’s and pushed back her seat. “Oh, relax. It can’t be healthy to wind yourself up like that. Let me buy you a drink. Maybe that will settle your nerves. Of course, you look like that’d take half a bottle of tequila at this point, but what the hell. It’s a special occasion.”

The imp snorted. “Tequila? That human tap water? Fat chance. My nerves need something stronger than that if I’m gonna put up with you. I want a root beer. High-test. And tell them it’s for you so they’ll give ya a full glass. One shot ain’t gonna cut it tonight.”

Asher stifled a groan. A greater imp on a full glass of root beer? He’d rather shoot up an entire platoon of armed human soldiers with meth. It would be less messy. And less dangerous.

He heard the woman chuckle. “Root beer? You got it, you rebel. I’ll tell them to make it a double.”

Naïve. Yes, very definitely naïve.

The imp grabbed her by the wrist as she was about to leave the table. “Don’t talk to anyone but the bartender, Daphanie. I ain’t had time to tell ya who ya gotta avoid or who might get pissy at ya just for bein’ human.”

The woman, whose name Asher now knew was Daphanie, eased her arms away from her “guide’s” grip and raised her eyebrows. “I got it, Quigley. Relax. I might be out of my element, but I’m not a complete idiot.”

The imp watched her for a moment, then shrugged and released her to slump back in his seat, either satisfied or unconcerned.

Or up to something.

Asher felt the hair on the back of his neck bristle.

Daphanie stepped away from the table and began to weave a path through the growing crowd to the bar. Asher watched the imp watching the woman and saw a hint of speculation on the little creature’s face. Whether it was speculation over the likelihood of the woman keeping her word or speculation over how any of her missteps might benefit him was harder to figure out. Imps tended to prioritize themselves on an entirely different level from the rest of the world, but they also tended to view every situation from the perspective of how much mischief they could cause in it.

In unison, the Guardian and the imp watched the woman’s progress as she made her way to the shining, black lacquer expanse of the bar. The bartender should be safe enough. Tonight, the taps were being manned by Christopher, a young vampire who still found it amusing to play to the stereotypes. He maintained a wardrobe entirely of black, favoring black jeans and black button-down shirts that he left open significantly too far down his pale, scrawny chest. A computer geek in his previous life, he had the sort of pallor that proved how long it had been since he’d seen the sun, and he wore his dark hair slicked back like Bela Lugosi’s Dracula. His own widow’s peak might be slightly less dramatic, but points for effort. He also liked to affect a reddish tint to the corners of his mouth through the strategic use of lipstick. Apparently, the employment of cosmetics with the intent of titillating the masses excused any threat to one’s masculinity. At least, that seemed to be Christopher’s perspective. Still, it would make any impulse Daphanie had to question his identity fairly ridiculous. He might as well have stitched the word “vampire” above his breast pocket.

The vamp had no trouble identifying Daphanie as human, and therefore as potentially edible. When she reached the bar, Christopher leaned onto the counter and flashed her what was probably his most charming grin. Asher watched carefully as the woman bellied up to the glossy surface and returned the gesture with a casual smile. Located on the other side of the room, the bar was too far away for even him to overhear the conversation between the two figures, but Asher kept a close eye on Daphanie’s expression. She appeared to be looking directly at the bartender, but her eyes never took on a glassy appearance and her smile remained friendly and slightly flirtatious rather than becoming fixed and plastic, or fascinated and adoring. So she wasn’t entirely unfamiliar with the Others. She knew enough about vampires to avoid being charmed by one, even with Christopher making an effort at it. Good girl.

The realization did make Asher pause, though. Judging by her conversation with the imp, he had thought her to be completely ignorant of Other culture. That was certainly the way Quigley had made it sound, and her questions about the lamia had clearly shown a lack of awareness of the danger presented by certain members of nonhuman society. That all pointed to a lack of practical knowledge. But very few humans would have known to be on their guard against someone like Christopher, even if his appearance warned them of his true nature. They wouldn’t have known the tricks of avoiding eye contact while still maintaining the appearance of it, or how to shield their minds against subtle probing or more direct attempts at influence. So Daphanie must know about vampires. Why, then, did she know so little about everything else?

The surge of curiosity took Asher by surprise. Since when did he care about a human not assigned to him? Hell, even the ones he was assigned rarely piqued his curiosity. They were a duty, his job, not something to affect him in his off-hours. He protected them from harm at the hands of the Others and tried to untangle them from whatever situations had put them in jeopardy in the first place. He usually couldn’t have cared less about them, personally. The most common feeling he experienced for a human was exasperation, followed closely by annoyance, and occasionally pity. He never found them interesting.

And he sure as hell never found himself wondering if their skin felt as silky, warm, and smooth as it looked.

Damn it, this was ridiculous. Asher drained his beer and pushed away the empty glass. This Daphanie person was none of his concern. She wasn’t his assignment; she wasn’t his responsibility. It didn’t matter to him one way or another if she ended up as a midnight snack for someone like Christopher, or a sacrificial offering on Saskia’s minions’ altar. It was none of his business.

Tearing his gaze from the tempting curve of her shoulder, he slid from his chair and plotted a course for the exit. A direct line would take him in front of the bar, which would put him way too close to the woman he’d just resolved to put out of his mind. Better to skirt around the back of the room and weave through the crowd opposite the temptation.

Carefully averting his eyes, he started forward, casting a last glance in the imp’s direction. The creature still had his eyes trained on his human companion. A slight smile curved his lips.

Asher had made it less than a quarter of the way to the door when the mischief behind that smile registered and slowed his steps. The bellow stopped them.

Reflex made him look. Loud noises drew attention, which was why every eye in the club seemed to have turned in unison to the scene a few feet away from the spot where Daphanie had just stood, and fixed on the spot she currently occupied. Directly in front of her towered a huge, angry, and visibly glowering witch doctor.

Asher took his measure at a glance, with the keen and accurate eye of a Guardian. The magic the man practiced left its mark on him, making him an easy read. His character was shallow, everything about him painted on the surface like descriptive text. At least, for one of Asher’s talents.

The man stood just under six feet tall with a barrel-chested build augmented by a love of rich, heavy soul food. He dressed—habitually, Asher would guess—in the bright colors and intricate patterns of African cloth and was happy to lecture for hours about his native West Africa and his hereditary connection both to there and to the New World, where his uncles had lived since the time of slavery. Never mind that his “uncles” were about six generations removed. As a man like that would point out, they existed on his mother’s side, so naturally in the matrilineal society of his homeland, they still counted. And if not for that, he surely would have come up with another reason. Heritage was very important to his sort.

Since he was a man who liked to reference his long family history of shamanism and priest- and priestesshood, the witch doctor would have every reason to cling to his relationship with such figures, however distant they might be. Having African witches and Caribbean voodoo priests in his background would bolster his claims as a man of power in Other society, despite those who would feel he was more talk than talent.

He amassed around him a following to make any cult leader envious, and an entourage of acolytes without whom he would go nowhere. He also sported a group of blank-eyed lackeys whom he would claim to have bound to him by making them into zombie slaves through the use of his dark magic.

Asher could read all this in an instant, and what wasn’t written in the man’s aura was easy to guess at. He wasn’t the sort who could be expected to behave rationally.

“You stupid girl!” the offended and dripping witch doctor bellowed. Unless Asher was very much mistaken, that was the imp’s root beer running off the man’s heavy, beaded necklace. “How dare you offer such insult to my person? I am Charles Antoine D’Abo! Have you no respect for your superiors?”

As Asher watched, he saw Daphanie’s expression slowly morph through a range of emotions. It had started out with embarrassed regret but shifted quickly through surprise and on to effrontery. By the time D’Abo had called himself her superior, she pretty much just looked pissed.

To her credit, though, she kept her head and betrayed her feelings through no more than narrowed eyes and pursed lips. “I apologize for spilling the drink on you, sir, but maybe if you looked ahead of you while you were walking through a crowded room, you could avoid bumping into people carrying liquids.”

D’Abo snorted and gestured angrily, clearly for the benefit of his disciples. “Do not presume to instruct me on my behavior, girl. It was you who insulted me. I am the injured party.”

“No, you’re the damp party,” Daphanie corrected. “I apologized, but there’s no permanent harm done, so let’s both just move on with our lives, shall we?”

She gestured with the glasses in her hand and turned as if to make her way back to the bar, but D’Abo shifted his bulk back into her path.

“That weak thing you call an apology will not pacify me, girl. You tried to imply that I share in the blame for your clumsiness, but I was not the one carrying drinks and spilling them on powerful men. You must admit your wrongdoing and beg my forgiveness!”

A murmur of toadying agreement rumbled among the man’s followers, making Asher wince. Apparently the man lacked not only magical talent, but also common sense. Asher would hazard a guess that the Witch’s Council had been denying him admittance for something like the last fifteen years. His arrogance only served to make him look like a bigger buffoon. Judging by Daphanie’s expression, she thought so, too. Or she would, if she were able to see through her perfectly understandable anger.

Asher watched as she set down the empty glass on a nearby table with an audible click. In the tense atmosphere of the club, all extraneous conversations had stilled. A quick glance over his shoulder confirmed that the table at which Quigley had sat just a few seconds ago was empty. Asher swore roundly, and his senses went on high alert. Everyone concentrated on the unfolding scene between D’Abo and the unknown human, who straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and gave the blustering witch doctor a look so dirty, it wouldn’t be cleared for late-night cable.

“First of all,” she bit out, pointing a finger at D’Abo and ignoring the shocked gasps of his flunkies, “I am not anyone’s girl, so I would appreciate the courtesy of not being addressed as one. Secondly”—she poked her finger in the direction of the man’s chest—“my mama taught me my manners, which I used when I apologized for what was an honest accident. But obviously you were raised in that barn my mama always mentioned, because anyone with a sense of civility would have accepted the apology and moved the hell on with his life.

“And third.” She stepped forward and poked again, this time barely making contact with D’Abo’s kente-cloth tunic. “I. Don’t. Beg. For anything. From anyone. Ever. You got that? Boy?”

Asher was sprinting toward the altercation before D’Abo’s shocked gasp had managed to suck more than half the oxygen from the room. And here he’d thought he’d have the rest of the night off.

Leave it to a human.
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