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Chapter One


The dank bathroom smelled, the stench thinly disguised by a lonely pine-scented air freshener that had probably been there since the club first opened.

I’d been at the bar nursing a beer since six, waiting for somebody who had information I needed. After I figured out my guy wasn’t going to show, I’d drowned my disappointment with several shots of the Red Dragon’s cheap whiskey, and now I was paying for it.

I started to push open the stall door, but a couple stumbled in, obviously looking for more privacy. The Red Dragon men’s loo wasn’t my idea of a romantic interlude, but whatever rocked their boats. I peered through the crack in the door to make sure they were decent.

The guy, a hipster-looking dude with a supercilious attitude, said something I didn’t catch, but I heard the girl loud and clear.

She was tall and curvy, with ice-blond hair, the rare shade of white blond that nowadays almost always came out of a bottle. Her eyes were probably blue, I speculated.

A glimpse of her heart-shaped face propelled me forward, but I forgot the door in front of me and banged my shin in the process.

“There’s someone in here,” she said.

I took another peek. God, she was gorgeous, but I’d met plenty of gorgeous girls. The spark of mischief in her eyes called to me. I’d bet the last hundred in my wallet that trouble followed her like a cat after cream. I wanted to get to know a girl like that.

Apparently, so did her date. “It’s just some drunk,” the guy said. “He won’t even know we’re here.”

“I changed my mind,” she said. “Let me go.”

The guy smacked his lips a couple of times, which grossed me out no end. It was a good thing my stomach was empty, especially when I heard his sales pitch.

“C’mon, baby,” he said. “You know you want to.” Charming.

The girl pushed him away. “I said no, Brad.”

“And I said yes,” Brad replied.

I stepped out of the stall, unwilling to be witness to Brad’s borderline attempted date rape any longer. Besides, I kind of liked the idea of playing knight errant for a change.

“She’s not interested,” I said. I crossed to the sink, washed my hands, and splashed cold water on my face. There was something about the girl that bothered me, but I couldn’t get a fix on it.

When Brad looked away, the girl kneed him in the groin so hard he fell on the floor, gasping.

Evidently, no knight in shining armor was needed. I liked her even more. I stepped over Brad’s prone form and extended my hand to the girl. “Hi, I’m Nyx.”

She took it and a tingle went through my hand and a few other places. I was wrong. Her eyes were green, not blue. Even better.

“I’m Meadow,” she said. The lilting sound of her voice sent the vibrations through me again.

“Hippie mom?” I asked.

“No, lunatic,” she told me.

It must have been clear I wasn’t following, so she elaborated. “Lunatic mom, not hippie mom. My mom’s way too young to be part of the peace generation. She did go through a grunge phase, though.”

I ignored Brad’s bitching and moaning and concentrated on Meadow. “Wanna get out of here?”

You’d be surprised how many times that line actually has worked, but I wasn’t really counting on it to work on Meadow. Despite the fact that she’d been playing grab-ass with a creep like Brad, she seemed intelligent enough.

She smiled at me. “I don’t think so.”

“Listen, Nyx,” Brad blustered from the floor. “Meadow is mine.”

I raised an eyebrow. “She doesn’t seem to think so.”

“Wanna dance?” She gave me a smile so dazzling that my head spun.

I nodded and grabbed her hand and we exited the bathroom, ignoring Brad as we went.

The music hit my bloodstream as potently as any alcohol. I lost myself to the rhythm as Meadow swayed in front of me. Heads turned to enjoy the view. I couldn’t blame them.

The tap on my shoulder wasn’t completely unexpected. I knew Brad would come looking for us eventually. His hurt pride wouldn’t allow him to slink off, no matter how much the kick to the balls had made him want to.

I took my time turning around. Brad would probably take a swing the minute I did and he didn’t disappoint me. Mortals were so predictable.

I ducked and his fist slammed into the dancer behind me.

Dancer-dude shoved a burly-looking guy, who flew into a couple making out. That guy moved his girlfriend out of the way and shoved the burly guy. Burly guy flew into a group of girls and they shoved him back into the crowd. Burly guy bounced around like the ball in a giant pinball machine. Pretty soon there were punches being thrown wherever I looked. Two girls rolled around on the floor, pulling each other’s hair. That’s when it became a serious bar fight.

I looked around for Meadow but couldn’t see her in the brawling crowd. I finally spotted her as she made her way to the bar, but then I lost sight of her when Brad took another swing at me. That punch connected to my jaw. I bit my tongue hard, and blood spurted into my mouth.

I grinned at him and hit him in the gut. I was no longer a tearstained child, drenched in my mother’s blood. Blood didn’t frighten me any longer. Time had hardened me. I wasn’t just a survivor. I was a fighter. There was a knife hidden in my boot, but I didn’t need it to fight a mortal.

Someone slammed into me and I lost my balance, but I was holding my own. I’d learned to fight a long time ago and I’d learned to fight dirty. Things were going well, too well, it turned out. Someone behind me hit me over the head with what felt like an anvil, but was probably just a barstool. I went limp as the world exploded behind my eyes. I shook it off and tried to stand, but that douche bag Brad put a knife in my heart.

And I’m not exaggerating the excellence of his aim. His blow went straight to my heart. It should have been a killing blow, but instead it felt like my heart was being squeezed by a giant fist. I stood there staring at him like an idiot as my blood dripped onto the floor. My aunts always said that I’d come to a bad end, but that was more of a promise than a prophecy.

“Was she worth dying over?” Brad stood over me. “I guess you’ll never know.” Ah, there it was. Although luck was always on my left shoulder, calamity kept her company on the right.

The world wasn’t any better or any worse today than it was two hundred years ago. Mortals still killed each other in the name of their god, money, or sex.

Some things never changed.

“That hurt,” I finally said, right before I passed out.

I bet you’re wondering what kind of phony asshole I was or if I was crazy or high or both. I have been those things at one time or another, but that was the old me. The new me was one thing and that is truthful. I couldn’t die, no matter how much I wanted to.

When I came to, I heard Meadow and Brad talking—arguing actually. I opened my eyes and saw two of everything, so I closed my eyes while I listened to their conversation.

“We can’t just leave him,” Meadow protested.

“I’m outta here,” Brad said. “My dad will kill me if this hits the papers.”

“I’m staying,” Meadow said.

“Suit yourself,” Brad said. “It’s your life, what you have left of it.”

If I ever saw that Brad guy again, I was going to curse him with an STD he’d never forget. I passed out again.

When I came to again, I was on the floor, but there was a guy taking my pulse.

“I’m an EMT,” he said. I detected a slight slur to his words. He’d been drinking.

“Sure you are,” I said.

“I’m off-duty,” he said. Like I’d let a drunk corpse chaser work on me.

Meadow was kneeling there beside me, but there was only one of her this time. She was holding my other hand.

I sat up and almost gave the EMT a coronary. Brad was gone, which wasn’t surprising. There were a bunch of people standing around me, but they didn’t concern me. Meadow and the EMT had hopefully blocked me from the crowd’s curious eyes—and if not, the dark bar and substantial amounts of alcohol that had been consumed would do the rest.

My jacket was on but my shirt had been ripped open, probably to get to the wound, but I didn’t care about that. My rib cage ached and my jeans were smeared with blood. I touched a hand to my chest to make sure my mother’s chain was there. It was made of such fine silver that most of the time I forgot I even had it on. I relaxed a fraction when I felt its weight, like a breath, light and warm, at the back of my neck.

“Your wound,” the EMT said. “It’s gone.” I’d been skewered like a pig and would have another scar to add to my collection, but he didn’t see that. I’d used a little magic to convince him otherwise.

“My jacket must have taken the worst of it,” I lied quickly.

“Yeah, his motorcycle jacket is practically in tatters,” Meadow said. “But he’s barely scratched.” It hurt to look into her green eyes. I realized what was familiar about her. She looked just like Amalie, but Amalie had been dead for a hundred years. I shook off the feeling of déjà vu.

I liked a girl who knew how to ad-lib. She had to see the gaping hole in my chest. I didn’t have the strength to glamour both of them. I was intrigued by the matter-of-fact way she was handling my near-death. If I were a normal guy, that is. There was no way she could have known about me.

“It’s not a motorcycle jacket,” I replied. “It’s a World War Two fighter pilot jacket.” There were healing amulets sewn into it. I needed the amulets before I passed out from the pain.

“I’ll take him home,” she said. “He’ll be fine.”

“Meadow’s right,” I said. Her momentary lack of recognition of the name confirmed what I’d already suspected. Meadow was definitely not her real name. Probably something she told losers like Brad.

“A scratch?” The EMT was dumbfounded. “But there’s blood all over the floor, all over him, all over everything.”

“Yeah, I bleed a lot,” I said.

“He’s a hemophiliac,” Meadow said. For a minute, I thought she’d oversold it, but the EMT bought it. The crowd dispersed after they all realized there was nothing exciting to see.

I scrambled to my feet and grabbed my jacket. “It’s been fun, but I’ve gotta go.” The sharp pain to my heart reminded me how stupid it had been to make a sudden movement, but I needed to make my exit before the cops got there. Or someone much much worse.

On the way out, I didn’t see any surveillance cameras, which was a relief and another reason I gave holes like the Red Dragon my business.

The street was deserted, but it wouldn’t stay that way long. Bar fights brought the cops, usually with sirens blaring, so I took it as a good sign that it was quiet.

I looked younger than my driver’s license indicated, but that was to throw off the Wyrd Sisters or anyone else they sent looking for me. They’d managed to garner quite a bit of information about me, including the fact that I liked a lager now and then. My current driver’s license said I was twenty-five, but I wasn’t sure it would stand up to official scrutiny.

I’d grabbed a handful of cocktail napkins, but I had a feeling they wouldn’t be nearly enough to stem the blood flowing down my chest. Though I’d made it out of the bar without any problems, the girl caught up with me two blocks away.

“Wait up,” she called out. I kept walking, hunched over from the pain.

The original goal of the night was to meet my contact and get wasted, but now I just wanted to get the hell out of Dodge. Or Minneapolis. At least long enough to lick my wounds. I’d need every bit of strength for what I had planned. Meadow, or whatever her real name was, stayed close on my heels.

“I don’t know how to say this politely,” I said. “But get lost.” A strange girl who looked like my dead ex? That smelled like trouble.

I kept one hand firmly on my wound and tried not to think about how my blood was slowly soaking a cheap bar napkin. It had started to snow and I blew on my other hand to try to warm it. Minneapolis was cold as Hades, but I didn’t think my aunts would expect me here.

“I know a safe place,” she said, panting a little as she caught up with me. “You’re fast. It took me a few blocks to find you.”

I swayed and stumbled and she grabbed me to help me stay upright. I moved away from her. “I can walk on my own,” I croaked.

“Suit yourself.”

We walked in silence for a moment.

She was so close that our arms brushed and I could smell her fresh citrusy scent. It didn’t seem like her. I had expected her perfume to be something that suggested smooth whiskey and rumpled sheets.

“My car’s this way,” she said.

I wasn’t sure I could trust her, but I was definitely attracted to her. It had been a long time since I’d felt anything that strongly. I shook my head to clear it.

It was the floral barrette that decided it for me. It looked like it belonged on a third-grader. I went along with her, even though my instinct warned me against it. I could pick up my Caddy in the morning. I’d made sure no one would spot it and if anyone tried to touch it, they’d regret it.

“What makes you think I need a safe place to stay?”

“The fact that you only had fifty dollars, no credit card, fake ID,” she replied. She handed me my worn leather wallet.

I shot her a look. “I had a hundred in my wallet, not fifty.”

“I wasn’t going to keep it,” she said, offended. “I wanted to see if Nyx was your real name.”

I hesitated. She was cute, more than cute really, and I barely had enough money on me for a bus ticket out of there.

“So what’s your real name?” I asked.

“What gave it away?”

I’d surprised her. Good. “You aren’t as clever as you think you are,” I said. What gave it away was that she waited a beat too long before she answered to Meadow. “What’s the con?”

“It’s not a con,” she replied. “I’ll explain in the car.”

The distant wail of sirens made my decision easy. The scenery would be better with Meadow than where the cops would take me. I seriously doubted I’d find out her real name. I didn’t really blame her. Names had power.

For instance, Nyx wasn’t my real name, either, but I had taken it after the last time Gaston had found me, and I’d grown fond of it. I’d found myself reaching for that name more than any other, giving it out as easily as normal people did their given names. Regular Joes handed out their true names like verbal party favors instead of what they really were, secrets they should guard with their lives.

We came alongside a cherry-red Lexus with a license plate that read ZOOM-ZMM.
         

Meadow opened the passenger door and gestured for me to get in. I slid in cautiously.

“I don’t give people phony names,” I told her. A lie, but she didn’t have to know that. “You were Meadow earlier. What’s your story?”
         

She shrugged. “My name is Elizabeth. My real name.” She looked me up and down. “You should see a doctor.”

“No doctors,” I said. She didn’t seem surprised. Was she a poor little rich girl who picked up criminals for kicks? Not that I was a criminal, but I wasn’t the kind of boy you brought home to meet the folks, either.

“I’ll take you to the cottage.” She started the car and pulled out without bothering to look in the mirror. I winced, but it didn’t slow her down. She gripped the wheel tightly, and I noticed her long slender fingers had nails that were bitten to the quick.

She drove without fear, taking the turns on the icy road with cavalier abandon. I didn’t find it appealing, especially after she took a speed bump at fifty and my head went all fuzzy.

“Elizabeth, do you mind slowing down?” I said. I didn’t believe that she’d given me her real name this time, either, but I liked the name Elizabeth.

She didn’t answer, but she did slow down. When she turned a corner, though, jarring pain radiated out from my heart to my head. That was the last thing I remembered before I passed out.




    

  
    
      
Chapter Two


When I woke up, the car had stopped. Elizabeth was on the phone arguing with someone. I hadn’t known her long, but I could already tell arguing was a habit. She saw I was awake and hung up with an angry snap.

“Let’s go,” she said.

I moved too quickly and got a sharp reminder I’d recently been stabbed. “I’ll be fine in the car.”

“It’s twenty below,” Elizabeth replied. “You’ll freeze to death.”

She opened the car door for me and slipped an arm around my shoulders.

I shrugged it off. “I can walk.” I lifted my shirt and examined the wound. The amulets had done their job: The bleeding had turned to an ooze.

I climbed out slowly, stiff from being all scrunched up in the seat. I stood there on shaky legs and blinked in the cold moonlight.

The enormous three-story house in front of me must be the “cottage” she had mentioned. It was a mansion really. Only the wealthy would have the nerve to call it a cottage. Just beyond, a lake gleamed a silvery blue in the moonlight.

“Where are we?”

For a tiny second, it seemed as though she wasn’t going to answer me. Wild thoughts of abduction and murder flashed through my mind. I knew I was being paranoid, but with relatives like mine, who could blame me?

“Lake Harriet,” Elizabeth said, and when there wasn’t a hint of recognition on my face she added, “Where we live. In Minneapolis. Minnesota.” The sarcasm in her voice was hard to miss.

I shot her a dirty look. “I know where I am. I just didn’t recognize this part of the city.” Besides, I hadn’t been out that long, not long enough to leave Minneapolis completely.

I wondered what I was getting myself into. I was pretty sure it wasn’t going to play out like my new favorite fantasy, which involved Elizabeth, a bed, and a bottle of tequila.

I managed to walk inside without assistance, although it hurt to breathe if I moved too quickly.

The place was posh, with white marble in the entryway and long curvy staircases leading to what I assumed were equally luxurious bedrooms. I wondered briefly which one was Elizabeth’s, but turned my attention to my host.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” she said. I followed her to the kitchen. She gestured to a bar stool. “Sit down and take off your shirt.”

“Why?”

“So I can ravage you,” she said sarcastically. “Why do you think? So I can clean your stab wound.”

I took off my jacket and shirt carefully, but a piece of my shirt got stuck on a bit of dried blood and Red Dragon cocktail napkin and I winced.

She grabbed a clean dish towel and ran it under the hot water.

“This is going to hurt,” she warned.

“You don’t have to sound so happy about it,” I replied. She placed the towel on my chest gently, but I let out a whimper anyway. Not very manly of me. I couldn’t be killed, but I could feel vast amounts of pain.

She escorted me to the great room, which looked like it was decorated by someone’s rich old grandmother, but featured an outrageously expensive sound system and carpet so thick it felt like I was walking on pillows. I usually avoided places that smelled of money and smugness, and this place reeked of both.

I wandered over to the bookshelf and eyed the photos. Elizabeth as a debutante in a white gown, posed with a laughing older man and woman. Another one of a handsome young man with curly blond hair and brown eyes.

I picked up the photo of the young man to examine it more closely. “Attractive-looking guy,” I commented.

She took the frame out of my hands and stared down at it, her expression unreadable. “Yes, he is,” she finally said. She put it back on the shelf, clearly trying to tell me the subject was closed.

But I didn’t listen. “Who is he?”

“It’s my brother,” she said.

“Your brother?” I wasn’t going to get any more information from her, so I let the subject drop.

She was cute and I was definitely attracted to her, but a few hours earlier she’d been making out with the guy who stabbed me. It should have been a turnoff, but my libido didn’t seem to realize that. I was reacting to the resemblance to Amalie.

“Nice place,” I commented. “Is it just you here?”

Elizabeth hesitated. She took a seat on the comfy-looking sofa and I did the same. “No,” she said. But she didn’t elaborate.

I sat next to her, close enough that our legs bumped.

She changed the subject. “Would you like a shower? Something to eat?”

One of the rules of living on your own was to never turn down free food. The other was to watch your back. I had a feeling there was nothing free about my supper or this situation. She wanted something from me, but what? I decided to play along, for now.

My stomach growled and Elizabeth giggled. “I’ll take that as a yes. I know a place that makes a mean burger.”

She ordered the food and then said, “I’ll show you where you can clean up before you eat.”

The guest room was as luxurious as the rest of the house and had a killer view of the lake. The landscape hanging on the wall looked like an original Turner, and the four-poster bed had to be a couple of hundred years old. She handed me a towel and a robe and left.

I hung my jacket on the back of the chair—within easy reach—stripped off my jeans and shirt and threw them on the floor, and took a shower to get some of the crusted blood off me. I mumbled a quick little spell to further assist in the healing process.

Magic is hereditary. All the books in the world can’t teach you magic if it’s not in your blood. There was magic in my blood, strong magic. The magic of the great and powerful Wyrd family. My family’s thing was that there were no boys born into the Wyrd line, only girls. Strictly matriarchal. Until me.

People in my family lived longer than most. And I would live longer than anybody. Whether I wanted to or not.

I was toweling off when there was a knock on the door. Elizabeth entered without waiting for a response. I grabbed a robe and put it on. I wasn’t a prude, but I didn’t want any questions about the scars that studded my body.

“Dinner’s here,” she said. “But I thought you might appreciate something clean to wear.” She handed me some sweats and a T-shirt.

“I guess you can order anything for delivery these days,” I joked, but I was wondering where they’d come from. They were well used but clean.

She cleared her throat. “They belong to my brother. He’s…out of town.”

“That’s very hospitable of you.” Very hospitable. Suspiciously so. Why would a young woman invite a total stranger home?

She seemed to read my mind. “I can take care of myself. Just because I’m friendly doesn’t mean I’m stupid.”

I nodded to let her know I understood. I waited, but she didn’t show any signs of leaving, so I finally shrugged on the sweats and took off the robe.

She was staring. “Enjoying the view?” I asked.

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, I am.”

I felt too exposed, so I grabbed the tee and put it on. She was a complication I didn’t need, but my body responded, even while my brain told me to run.

I needed to get out of that room and fast. “You mentioned food?” I said. “I’m starving.”

I followed her down the stairs, enjoying the view the whole way. I finally remembered to check my libido at the door and make sure I wasn’t walking into a trap.

“I thought we could eat in the family room,” she said. “The dining room is so stuffy.”

“Nice place,” I commented. There were no signs of any magical allegiance. I had pegged Elizabeth as a mortal, but I’d been wrong before.

There were four Houses in the magical world, and all members were descended from a god. The old gods had faded away when Christianity took hold, but their progeny lived on, less than gods but more than mortals.

They eventually organized into the House of Fates, the House of Zeus, the House of Poseidon, and the House of Hades. Nobody knew where the old gods were now, but there were plenty of rumors. All that was left were the magical creatures, concealed from or ignored by the ordinary world.

There were bagfuls of delicious-smelling greasiness on the coffee table, but my gaze kept returning to Elizabeth.

She still wore that ridiculous floral barrette and I had to stop myself from unfastening it and running my fingers through her hair. She had a body it would take me a long time to get to know. She caught me staring at her.

“You look hungry,” she said. “Eat. I ordered plenty.”

If she only knew what I was really hungry for. I was instantly attracted to her, but I knew getting involved would be a bad idea. It wasn’t love at first sight. I didn’t believe in falling in love, especially not the first time you got a look at someone.

I mean, how could you see the sum of someone’s soul by a quick glimpse into her eyes? I needed at least a dinner and a movie first. But lust at first sight? That I believed in.

She caught me staring and blushed. I was practically salivating over her, like a cartoon big bad wolf over a succulent little pork chop.

The burger was as good as promised, so juicy and tender I had to refrain from licking the plate. Once full, I realized I was incredibly weary. The knife wound throbbed, which reminded me how stupid I’d been. It had been nearly six months since the last contact from my aunts. It was almost like I wanted to be found, calling attention to myself that way.

Drifts almost covered the windows, which only added to the claustrophobic feeling. We were snowed in. I had to force myself not to think about how the white flakes slowly covering the windows made me feel like I was being buried alive.

I hated the damned snow and even more, I hated the feeling of being trapped. I was in Minneapolis to settle a score with my mother’s killers and find my thread of fate. A thread of fate is your life force; when it’s cut, you die. Problem was, mine was missing.

I was sure my thread of fate was hidden in one of my mother’s charms. She never took that necklace off. It had disappeared after her death, when I hadn’t been thinking clearly. I’d found the chain six months later, but the charms had already been sold several times over by then.  

 The silver chain was cold against my skin. I couldn’t bring myself to touch the charm hanging on the end. It was the only charm I’d found. I’d been so sure that the diamond-studded key held the answer, but it wasn’t the one I needed. The one hiding my fate.

“There are some board games in the game room,” she said. “I’ll go get them.”

“I’ll go with you,” I said.

The game room contained a pool table and a bookshelf filled with the souvenirs of someone’s childhood: Monopoly, Twister, worn baseball mitts, and a couple of adventure novels. There were several video game consoles and a television set up in front of an old couch. It was an adolescent boy’s dream room.

”Did your family spend a lot of time in here?”

“We used to,” she said. Her voice was clipped, signaling she didn’t want to talk about it.

“What should we do to pass the time?” I asked.

She moved away from me every time I took a step closer to her. She didn’t seem the nervous type. I was finally getting the idea that she didn’t have the same activity in mind as I did.

“Video games?” she suggested. “I bet I can kick your ass in Zelda.”

The game had barely booted up when the lights flickered and went out. I stubbed my toe on something and swore.

“Hang on a minute. There are some candles around here somewhere,” she said. A match flared and her face came into view, looking ghostly by candlelight.

She handed me a candle and then lit a few more until the room was illuminated. She crossed the room and rummaged through the board games. “We can play until the lights come back on.”

She set up the board on the coffee table and tossed me a couple of pillows. I knew she expected me to sit across from her, but I took a spot next to her on the floor.

I had thought of one way to forget all about my cabin fever. My rule was to never get involved, but I was a man, too, and it had been a long time since I’d touched a woman and even longer since I’d slept with one. One night with Elizabeth would be worth the risk. I’d leave in the morning before anyone could catch up to me.

I touched her face. “You have the softest skin.”

She handed me the dice. “You go first.”

I put the dice down, carefully. “I’m going to kiss you now,” I told her.

“Nyx, this is a bad idea,” she said in a small voice.

“You’re not attracted to me?” I knew she was, but wanted to see if she’d deny it.

“It’s not that. It’s not a good idea to—”

“I think it’s a very good idea.” I bent and kissed her, maneuvering her toward the couch as I did. In the back of my mind, I wondered why my defenses were down, but the thought slipped away.

As I kissed her again, I heard eerie laughter. At first I thought it was just my imagination, but the sound came again.

“Did you hear that?” I asked.

“It was probably just the wind,” she replied, but her voice was shaking.

“I don’t think so.” I went to the window and looked out, but the falling snow obscured my vision.

“There’s no one out there, not in this storm,” Elizabeth insisted.

“I heard something,” I said stubbornly.

I listened again, but there was only the sound of the wind roaring through the trees. By the expression on Elizabeth’s face, the mood was ruined.

“I think you should go.”

What had her so spooked?

“There’s a storm raging outside,” I said. “Where would I go?”

She relented. “Okay, but you need to leave in the morning. Early.” She kept glancing at the door when she said it. Was she expecting a boyfriend to come home soon?

A door slammed and a young woman walked into the room.

“Sorry, I didn’t know you had company,” she said. She was an attractive brunette with razor-sharp cheeks and fey eyes to match her pixie haircut. She had a drop of magic running through her veins, but so little that she probably wasn’t even aware of it.

Elizabeth glared at her. “Well, I do.”

I gave her an inquiring look and she made introductions. “Nyx, this is my roommate, Jenny. Jenny, Nyx.”

I cleared my throat. “Nice to meet you, Jenny.”

She ignored me and turned to Elizabeth. “If you’re okay, I’m going to bed.”

“We’re fine, Jenny,” Elizabeth said.

“Don’t stay up too late,” Jenny told her sweetly. But before Jenny left, she glared at me. I glared right back.

“You didn’t mention you had a roommate,” I said, after I was sure Jenny wasn’t eavesdropping in the hallway.

Elizabeth shrugged. “I didn’t think it was important.” She grabbed a deck of cards. “Want to play?”

“Why not?” I grabbed the deck, cut the cards, and shuffled.

“Where did you learn to do that?” she asked.

“I lived in Monte Carlo for a couple of years.”

“Where else have you lived?”

“We moved around a lot when I was a kid.” Before she’d died, my mother and I had lived in too many cities to count. It wasn’t safe to stay in one place for too long.

“We?”

“My mother and me.” I studied my hand. I could have closed my eyes and told you what cards I had, but I didn’t want Elizabeth to see my expression.

“What was she like?”

I cleared my throat, which had grown closed. “Great.”

I had a clear flash of my mother’s face, glowing from the light of the paper lanterns lighting the evening sky. We celebrated the summer solstice in Poland with thousands of strangers, but I wasn’t the only one watching my mother’s face instead of the sky lanterns.

I kept a suitable poker face and changed the subject. “Are we playing or what?”

We played several games, but she showed no sign of tiring. She didn’t show signs of anything really. Most people had a tell, something that gave them away when they had a good hand. They tugged on their ears or leaned back in their chairs, something.

I regretted mentioning my mother, even briefly. The memories would be hard to keep at bay.

I stood and stretched. “I need some air.”

“I’ll go with you,” she said quickly.

Outside, the freezing air cleared my head of things I was better off not remembering. There was a swing on the front porch and Elizabeth sat there. It looked way too inviting, so I took a backless stool across from her. A luminous moon hung low in the sky, but was slowly being blotted out by delicate flakes of snow.

I nudged the swing with my foot and set it to rocking. I touched her shoulder and brushed away a clump of snow. I was making excuses to touch her. “We should go inside,” I said. “It’s getting cold.”

“I thought you wanted some fresh air,” she said, exasperated.

I was twitchy. It was hard to stay in the same room with her and not get ideas I shouldn’t have, even with a throbbing headache. I was in Minneapolis for one thing and it wasn’t a girl, even one as beautiful as Elizabeth.

I suppressed a yawn. She took that as a hint and stood. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

Once in my room, I couldn’t sleep. I crossed to the window and stared out at the frozen water below before I finally crawled into bed and collapsed.

*  *  *


When I woke, the sun shone through the slats in the closed blinds. I looked around, disoriented, until I remembered the previous night’s events and why I wasn’t in my less-than-luxurious room at the Drake. My freshly laundered clothes were neatly folded at the foot of the bed. It bothered me that someone had been in and out of the room without waking me.

I got dressed and wandered into the kitchen, drawn there by the smell of frying bacon.

Jenny was standing in front of the stove. I could feel her scowling, even though her back remained firmly turned.

“Smells good,” I offered tentatively. “I guess the power’s back on.”

She ignored my attempt at small talk. “There’s juice and coffee in the dining room,” she said. “I’ll bring you in a plate.” There were bar stools tucked neatly under the countertop in the kitchen, but I didn’t press my luck and obediently went into the dining room.

I poured a cup of coffee and sat. When I spied a folded-up newspaper on the table, I grabbed it and scanned it for any description of last night’s escapade. There was a small entry in the police blotter about the bar fight, but no mention of a stabbing.

From Jenny’s reaction, I wasn’t the first freeloader to stay the night. I wondered exactly how many moochers had crossed the threshold. My curiosity was soon satisfied.

Jenny handed me a plate with such force that my scrambled eggs nearly slid off.

I righted the plate and saved my eggs. “Where’s Elizabeth?” I wanted to say good-bye before I left.

She paused. “Elizabeth is out shopping.”

She wasn’t going to tell me anything. The name did fall smoothly off Jenny’s tongue, though. Maybe Elizabeth was her real name.
         

“I have my eye on you,” Jenny said. She shot me a squinty look. “I know your type.”

I looked up from my paper. “Exactly how many of my type have there been?” Her hostility didn’t bother me. Compared with my aunt Morta, she was a walk in the park.

She gave me another look. “Six,” she said. “There have been six others in as many weeks. All sponges. Out for what they could get.”

I was lucky number seven. Interesting. Elizabeth had been here at least six weeks and had brought home six stray puppies. Who or what was she looking for?

“What does Elizabeth get out of it? Besides the obvious.”

That stumped her for a minute. “She’s kindhearted. Like me.”

I nearly snorted coffee through my nose. Jenny seemed about as charitable as a cobra, but it was Elizabeth who really intrigued me. She was a strange mixture of street and sweet. You always had to watch the sweet ones.




    

  
    
      
Chapter Three


Elizabeth was back before I’d finished my scrambled eggs.

“No luck?” I asked as I scooped up the last bit of egg with my buttery toast. Crabby or not, Jenny was an excellent cook.

I looked up from my food just in time to catch the look the two of them exchanged. Elizabeth was tight-lipped and unsmiling.

She wasn’t carrying any bags. I’d never met a girl yet who came back from a mall empty-handed, at least not the ones with money to burn.

When she shrugged off her coat, I could see she wore a low-cut top and a tight skirt. Her hair was slicked back, and the floral barrette had disappeared. It was the little things that changed her into a completely different person. Actors often had that same ability to transform into someone else at the drop of a hat.

Mom and I had spent the summer I was twelve working for a traveling theater troupe that, ironically enough, was performing “the Scottish play.” Mom always said Shakespeare hadn’t gotten much right, except that they were witches. She’d also hinted that Shakespeare had had a crush on my aunt Nona.

When we were on the run, my mother would only use magic as a last resort, for fear her sisters would sense it and use it to track us down. I stuck to the same rules. No sense asking for trouble.

“No luck shopping, he means,” Jenny said, breaking my reverie. Idle conversation, or was she letting Elizabeth know what alibi she’d given me?

I was a suspicious bastard the best of times. My gut told me to cut and run. “Thank you for the hospitality,” I said. “But it’s time I go.”

“Do you have to leave?” Elizabeth fiddled with her purse strap.

“Why did you bring me here?” I asked.

She hesitated. “I felt responsible,” she said. “I mean, because you got stabbed.”

“You didn’t do it,” I said. “And I feel much better today.”

Although I felt the same pain as anyone, I did mend quickly.

“We thought you could stay with us for a few days,” Elizabeth said. “Just until you get on your feet. Unless there’s somewhere else you have to go? Family or friends?”

“There’s no one,” I said. “But I can’t stick around.” She couldn’t seem to make up her mind if she wanted me to stay or to go.

I’d learned a long time ago not to try to tell anyone the truth about myself. The one time I did, I’d ended up involuntarily committed to a mental health facility. But back then, there was nothing healthy about the place I’d been. I shuddered at the memory. That was the last time I’d opened my mouth about living forever. Or close enough. I’d live until I found my thread of fate or my aunts did.

Being an immortal was like walking around talking in a language that nobody understood anymore. My aunts were the only other people I knew of who’d lived for centuries. My mother had been the only one in history who had been ballsy enough to try to outwit her sisters.

I had a plan when I came to Minneapolis. I’d been alive a long time and Minneapolis in winter seemed like the perfect place to die, but on my terms, not anybody else’s.

Elizabeth was a complication. She intrigued me, which was an emotion I hadn’t felt in a long time. But I didn’t need complications. I needed revenge.

“Why not?”

“I need to find a job,” I replied.

“We’ll find something for you to do,” Elizabeth promised.

“Like what?” I raised an eyebrow. I wasn’t exactly employable, at least not doing anything legal.

She paused, a bit too theatrically.

“Why don’t we have him sort through Mr. K’s papers?” Elizabeth asked, too casually.

“That’s a great idea!” Jenny replied without any hesitation.

It was tricky, practiced spontaneity, and she didn’t quite pull it off.

“I haven’t even said yes yet,” I said. “And what kind of papers are we talking about?”

“Historical documents,” she replied, like that cleared it up for me.

“I’ll think about it,” I replied. “In the meantime, I need to go out to pick up a few things.”

They were both staring at me curiously, so I added, “Smokes, maybe a razor.” I didn’t smoke. They didn’t need to know where I was really going, which was out the door as fast as I could.

Bolting was kind of a shitty thing to do, considering Elizabeth had given me a place to stay, but I didn’t have the energy for a scene. She was clearly used to getting her own way.

“Why don’t you stay here until you make up your mind?” Elizabeth said, “It’s almost four. I need to make a call anyway.”

Four P.M.? I’d slept most of the day away. It didn’t give me much time. I was almost out of cash.
         

I went back to my room and took a long hot shower. The chest wound looked like it was healing pretty well, but it hurt when the water hit the crusted wound.

After I toweled off and dressed, I noticed that someone had placed a bouquet of hothouse flowers in a crystal vase on my nightstand. I plucked a rose and inhaled. It was one of the soulless new strains that didn’t have any scent, but it would have to do. I shrugged on my jacket and placed the rose inside my jacket, where it would be safe.

I wondered if I could find a place to make an offering. A place of magic and luck would be preferable, but I would settle for an altar to Lady Fortuna.

Nobody believed in magic anymore, anyway, unless it happened in the pages of a book.

Some people still believed in Lady Luck, though. My mother had many names. The Greeks called her Tyche. The Romans called her Fortuna. She was the fourth Fate, the youngest Wyrd Sister, Lady Fortuna.

There were few reminders of my mother’s power floating around. I’d found altars in Vegas, Atlantic City, and the back rooms of several restaurants in San Francisco’s Chinatown. I left an offering in every city. It was my way of remembering her.

I took a bus from the posh suburb where Elizabeth lived and got out a few streets from where I’d parked the Caddy. It started up right away. The car was my prized possession, a purple 1956 Cadillac Eldorado convertible, so I was relieved no one had messed with it. The wards I’d put on it would have discouraged all but the most determined vandals.

I cruised around Minneapolis, but finally ended up wandering into a bingo game at the Uptown VFW. Not exactly high-stakes gambling, but there was a certain amount of luck involved, so it would have to do. It was twenty dollars for fifteen games, which depleted my cash considerably.

I played a couple of games and won a hundred bucks. I didn’t always win, but I was my mother’s son, after all. I left the rose next to my board and collected my winnings.

A chill wind hit me as soon as I stepped onto the street, and I turned my collar up against the falling snow. My ungloved hands were already freezing.

I found a grocery store and picked up a razor, some chocolate, and a cheap pair of gloves. The store was nearly deserted, except for a bored clerk at the front. I was walking down the neat rows of canned goods, heading for the refrigerated section, when the lights flickered.

I froze when I saw a familiar figure reflected in the glass of the display case. He was blond, with watery blue eyes and pale skin. His nose, pink from the cold, made him look like a cuddly rabbit. In reality, he was the farthest thing from cuddly that I could think of.

Gaston, my aunts’ errand boy, was a general pain in the ass. He was also a Tracker, one of the best. He could sniff out his prey better than any hound dog. He had just enough magic in his blood to be dangerous.

He turned, stared straight at me, and took a swig out of a bottle of orange soda. Gaston had been drinking nectar of the gods since he’d started tracking for my aunts. It kept him alive, but it also kept him crazy.

He flipped the bottle top over and over and I noticed the Parsi logo, or Parcae—another word for the Fates. My aunts were nothing if not subtle.

I tensed, waiting to see if my disguise had held. I’d dyed my hair, turning its normal brown to the color of black licorice. Just to be certain, I’d paid a bloody king’s ransom for an occulo spell, which would hide my identity from anyone looking for me. The essence of what made me me would be concealed. The medicine woman I’d bought it from was the last one in America who could work an occulo spell.
         

It was impossible to hide the magic coursing through my blood, but the medicine woman had assured me that a casual observer would see a low-level magician from the House of Zeus, nothing more. “But you must be careful of the eyes,” she had warned me.

“You changed the color,” I objected.

“The eyes hold the secrets of the soul,” she replied. “That is something a spell cannot conceal.”

Sunglasses helped to conceal my eyes. I wore them whenever possible, but it worried me that the spell wasn’t foolproof. Would it hold or would I find myself running from the Fates’ Tracker again?

The spell held and Gaston paid for his purchases and left without giving me a second glance.

I added a lottery scratcher to my purchases. I would need all the luck I could get. The ticket was a winner, so I turned it in and pocketed the cash.

I’d obtained the occulo spell after Gaston found me last time. Despite the frigid weather, I was sweating as I remembered our last little visit. He had hunted me down on the beach on a remote island in the South Pacific. It belonged to some celebrity who had probably forgotten he even owned it.

I had been following a lead about a coral fish that the celebrity was supposed to have at his house on the island. The lead didn’t pan out, which meant I hadn’t found my mother’s charms. I was almost certain that my thread of fate was hidden in one of those charms.

I’d decided to take advantage of the celebrity’s absence and take a little vacation on his deserted tropical island. I never knew when my aunts would lash out at the nearest innocent bystander.

I had three aunts, all of whom wanted to kill me, but Morta was the one who wanted to make me suffer first.

I’d been lying on the beach, watching the fish dart through the azure water, when a shadow fell over me. I’d thought I would be safe there. I was wrong.

“Son of Fortuna,” Gaston said. “Time’s up.”

“How did you find me?” It was too late to run.

But Gaston didn’t try to kill me that time. He’d learned it wouldn’t work.

Instead, he just gave me a particularly nasty smile. “You know what I want. Just give it to me and your aunts will leave you alone.”

“I don’t have it. How many times do we have to go over this?”

“As many as it takes,” Gaston replied. “Your aunts’ patience is wearing thin.”

“Tell the Wyrd Sisters that I don’t have what they’re looking for,” I said. “And even if I did, I wouldn’t tell those hell-ridden hags.”

He shrugged. “Suit yourself. I’m just here to deliver the message.” My aunts. The three Fates: famous meddlers, witches, and keepers of the threads of fate for the human and magical worlds alike. Nona spun the thread, Decima measured the thread, and Morta cut the thread of fate, which ended a life. Only the gods were more powerful than the Fates, and they’d faded away a long time ago.

What many people don’t know was that there used to be a fourth Fate. Fortuna, the sister who added a bit of luck to the mix. Fortuna, the forgotten Fate.

The human world was bereft of luck. Fate had killed luck and I had watched it happen. Her sisters had made sure my mother’s role as the fourth Fate had been obscured by time, wiped from history. They’d torn down her legacy as surely as the pharaohs of old Egypt had destroyed their predecessors’ temples.

Morta was the one who really had it in for me. She probably sharpened those scissors of hers, just waiting for the day she finally found the silver thread my mother had stolen and hidden. The silver thread that Morta was supposed to have cut when I was a baby, but my mother stole it and hid it away. The three witches had been looking for it, and me, ever since.

Morta cut my mother’s thread when I was twenty, which was also the year I’d stopped physically aging. I didn’t know why. I just knew I was stuck unable to die, probably forever. Or at least until I found my thread.

Shakespeare had been alive when my mother was born. In fact, he knew my aunts, which explained a lot about Macbeth.
         

I didn’t want to think about that right now. I didn’t know what I was going to do when I found my thread, but I didn’t want them to make that decision for me. I’d never feel safe, not with those three hags at my back at every turn.

My mother lost her job the day I was born. Her family, my three aunts, took one look at me and the evidence of my gender and promptly fired her. In the history of our family, there had never been a male born to one of the Sisters of Fate. Until me.

My hands clenched, but I managed to remain calm. “Deliver the message and get out of my sight.”

I realized that Gaston had been speaking for quite some time. I’d missed part of it, but it seemed to be running along the lines of how much he’d relish the day my time was up.

“So you don’t have anything new to say?” I interrupted him.

He stared at me, nonplussed. “Did you not listen to anything I have said?”

“Not really,” I replied.

“Morta wants your head on a platter,” he summarized.

I shrugged. “She’s wanted that since the day I was born.”

“This is different,” he said. “I think this time she means it.”

“I’m alone,” I said bitterly. “She murdered the only person I’ve ever loved. There’s nothing left.”

He just chuckled. “Poor dumb son of Fortuna. Didn’t you know? Your mother’s little stunt won’t save you for much longer.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked. Mom never told me who my father was, so the only family I had in the world wanted me dead. “It’s not like my mom had the chance to give me all the deets on the crazy relatives,” I continued. “Since they killed her.”

They couldn’t kill me, but they could make my life pretty miserable. My aunts’ job, as far as I could tell, was to play one giant game of Red Light, Green Light with the world. Morta’s job, which entailed lots of slicing and dicing with those enormous golden shears of hers, was to give someone a permanent red light. She wasn’t Death exactly, but those scissors of hers gave Death the signal where and when to show up. Morta would snip a thread and Death would mosey on down to collect the soul.

Gaston grinned evilly. “There are ways to make an immortal less, well, immortal. Very unpleasant ways. Make it easy on yourself and give me the thread.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said. My disbelief had made him laugh harder. “For the millionth time. I. Don’t. Have. It.”

He’d left me bloody and beaten, but alive. The worst part was that I could tell he really enjoyed his work. Half of the scars on my body were courtesy of Gaston, my aunts’ Tracker.

Why had he let me go? Experience told me that it was only because my aunts had something worse planned for me.

I knew I wouldn’t be so lucky next time. I needed to face my aunts. I’d been on the run for two hundred years. I was tired of running.

I came back to the present and realized I’d gripped the chocolate bar so tightly, it had snapped in half.

I was in Minneapolis, my aunts’ territory. The Fates could live anywhere. Why had they chosen Minnesota?

It was time to fight. But although I knew I’d be fighting a war I’d be sure to lose, I needed to arm myself for battle. Gaston had said it himself. The aunts had power and I needed it. I knew exactly where to start.
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