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      “What the hell were you
 doing out there?” Rhys asked 
through clenched teeth.


      The way he stared at me—angry and knowing and possessive—made me uncomfortable. I fought the urge to fidget by getting pissy

         right back. “So are you going to tell me why you were looking for me or what?”

      


      His eyes narrowed, and something shifted in the car. He didn’t move an inch, but suddenly he crowded me. I felt my power flare,

         panic following close behind. Oh God—if something happened to Rhys, I’d never forgive myself. I desperately tried to pull

         it together, but the more I struggled to keep it in my grip, the more it slipped away.

      


      Rhys’s fingers lifted my chin, and I opened my eyes just as his mouth touched mine. I gasped at the slow warmth that filled

         me, head to toe.

      


      “Gabrielle,” he whispered. I felt his hot breath intimately, and he gazed into my eyes as he brushed his lips against mine

         for one more delicate kiss.

      


      More. His sweet kisses didn’t satisfy my need. In fact, they only whet my appetite. . . .


      “A sexy world of kick-ass action! You’ll want to immerse yourself in MARKED BY PASSION, the first in a thrilling new series,

         complete with a smoldering hero and the toughest, sassiest heroine around.”

      


      —Veronica Wolff, author of Sword of the Highlands
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      For Parisa.


	    P.S.


      And for Nate,


      though that goes


      without saying.
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      Chapter One


      Gabrielle Sansouci Chin?”

      


      I froze. In the twelve years I’d been bartending at the Pour House, no one had ever called me anything but Gabe, much less

         pronounced Sansouci correctly—sahn-soo-si—with a French accent, to boot. But what startled me most was the use of Chin, the last name I’d dropped fifteen years ago.

      


      Eyes narrowed, I stopped stocking the refrigerator behind the bar and turned around. A tall hulk of a man stood on the other

         side of the counter with a package in his hand.

      


      It had to be the contract—I wasn’t expecting any other deliveries. My stomach lurched as I stared at the thin box. Probably

         nerves.

      


      I looked at the guy again. He was more well groomed than your typical deliveryman. Custom suit and manicured nails. More like

         Lloyd’s of London than FedEx. Weird for a courier. Gallery 415 must employ a higher quality service than most.

      


      His brow furrowed. “Are you Gabrielle Sansouci Chin?”


      “Yeah, I’m Gabrielle.” How did the gallery know my real last name? I only went by Sansouci, my mother’s maiden name. Whatever.

         As long as they sold my paintings, they could call me whatever they liked—even Chin.

      


      He nodded. “Sign here, please.”


      “No ‘I’ve got a big package for you’ or anything?” He gazed at me flatly. I couldn’t resist a glance at his crotch. “You don’t

         think your package is that big?”

      


      His eyebrows arched, but he remained impressively silent.


      Some people just didn’t appreciate humor. I waved my hand. “Give it to me.”


      He held out his clipboard, and I scrawled my name on the line he indicated. As I reached for the slim box, he pulled it back.

         “Sign here, too.”

      


      I shrugged and did as he commanded. The gallery really took pains with security. Nice—it made me feel like I was in good hands.


      “And initial here. And here.”


      “A little overkill for just a contract, don’t you think?” I glanced up at him as I scribbled “GS,” but he just stared back

         implacably. He waited until the last flourish of the pen before handing over the box.

      


      A shiver ran up my spine the moment I touched the box—so strong I almost dropped it.


      He chuckled mockingly. “Good luck,” he said, then he strode out the front door.


      Weird. I hadn’t been so nervous about this showing before. Not that I didn’t have cause for the nerves—it wasn’t often the

         premier art gallery on the West Coast offered a one-woman show to a virtually unknown artist. Only the artist that had been

         booked fell through, and Chloe Evans, the gallery’s director, had been desperate to fill the empty spot on her calendar. She’d

         seen some of my older work, but it was the first two paintings in my Enter the Light series that convinced her to take the risk.

      


      Now I just had to produce the last three paintings in the series, and I had seven weeks to do it. I suppose there was a possibility

         of failing, like if the paintings sucked or I choked.

      


      A very distant possibility. No way was I going to fuck this up. This was what I’d been working toward for the past fifteen

         years. This was how I was going to make my mark on the world.

      


      Yeah, confidence wasn’t an issue for me—not once I set my mind to something. Which made the sudden flare-up of nerves all

         the more strange. I frowned at the box.

      


      The broadsword-shaped mark on the inside of my right hipbone prickled.


      “Hey, Gabe,” Jerry called from the end of the bar. “Who was the stiff?”


      I held up the box. “Courier.”


      “Is that what I think it is?” Milo, who sat a couple seats away from Jerry, asked.


      My grin was wide and triumphant. “Hell, yeah, it’s my contract.”


      They cheered, clapping and whistling shrilly. My heart warmed. I’d known them from the beginning of my stint here. They’d

         seen me struggle to make it as an artist—they knew what this show meant to me.

      


      I didn’t want to think what it said about me that the closest I came to family were two construction workers who frequented

         the bar I worked in. Or that my biological family wouldn’t have been half as proud of me. Except for Mom, but she was dead.

      


      I blinked away the uncharacteristic moisture that gathered in my eyes as I thought of her. Fifteen years didn’t make me miss

         her any less. It didn’t erase any of the guilt over her death, either.

      


      The front door swung open, and a shaft of light broke the bar’s afternoon dimness and my dark thoughts. Clearing the emotion

         from my throat, I turned to greet the newcomer. But then I saw him, and the casual hello I’d been about to say stalled on

         my tongue.

      


      He walked in tall and broad, his medium-length brown hair fluttering from the wind outside. He moved like a warrior bent on

         conquering—I half expected to see him clutching a sword. His focused stare made my breath catch in my chest. His vivid eyes

         were the same blue as my favorite glass sculpture at the de Young Museum—bright and clear but with amazing depth.

      


      The first thing that struck me was this feeling of connection—like I knew him. Absolutely ridiculous—I’d never seen him before

         in my life. Trust me, I would have remembered.

      


      My second realization: he wasn’t what he appeared to be. He wore a fabulous suit. A businessman? No way. Businessmen didn’t

         ooze danger, and he wore power as casually as the custom-made clothes.

      


      And all that power was headed straight for me.


      For some reason, the damned birthmark on my hip tingled again. Rubbing it absently, I met him down the bar, away from Jerry

         and Milo. For privacy.

      


      Being private with him would be fun. A lot of fun. I would have liked to indulge, but with all the work I had to do it’d be

         foolish to get distracted by a man.

      


      Too bad, though.


      “Get you something to drink?” I asked.


      He studied me for a long, silent moment before he said, “A finger of scotch, please.”


      Oh, God—he had a British accent, too. Like James Bond, the ultimate bad boy, come to life.


      Did I mention my weakness for bad boys? The flutter of interest I had before flared into all-out lust. I tried not to imagine

         him rolling around in silky sheets, whispering naughty words to me in that delicious voice of his. Unfortunately, being an

         artist, my imagination is pretty active.

      


      Focus, Gabe. I resisted the urge to ask him if he had any impressive toys he’d like to share with me and got out a bottle

         of fifteen-year Laphroaig—the best scotch we stocked.

      


      I poured some into a crystal tumbler Johnny, my boss, kept for himself, covertly studying him under my lashes. He had a scar

         I hadn’t noticed on first inspection—a thin, raised line that bisected the left corner of his mouth. How did a businessman

         get a scar like that? Trip and fall against his desk?

      


      Intriguing.


      As I handed him the drink, our fingers brushed and a wave of heat rolled through me, languid and steamy and seductive. Like

         it was feeling me out. Or feeling me up. I gasped and jerked my hand away.

      


      His gaze sharpened, its intensity searing. I expected him to say something, some comment about the weirdness that just occurred.

         He just dropped a bill on the counter and walked away to a table in a dark corner.

      


      I watched him settle in the shadows. I couldn’t see more than his outline, but I knew without a doubt he still watched me.


      Bizarre. Maybe it was just me. Maybe I was subconsciously stressed because of the gallery show and was looking for an outlet.

         Had to be it.

      


      “Hey, Gabe.” Jerry held out his pint glass. “Before you go all hoity-toity on us, can you get me a refill?”


      “Sure thing.” I nodded at Milo’s glass. “Another pale ale? On the house. We’re celebrating.”


      Milo knocked back what was left of his beer and pushed his glass toward me. I drew their beers and poured a Coke for myself.

         “For the record, I’m not going hoity-toity. I still plan on working here.” It wasn’t like this one show was going to make

         me set for life. But it was the solid start I needed.

      


      “So what does this contract entail? And have you had a lawyer look at it?” Milo’s face took on an angelically calculated look.

         “Because my nephew Murphy is a lawyer.”

      


      Jerry whacked his arm. “She knows that, moron.”


      “I’m just saying I could get Murphy to look at it. We don’t want Gabe to get cheated.” He shrugged a little too nonchalantly.

         “And if when they meet and they like each other . . .”

      


      Smiling, I shook my head. He’d been trying to set me up with Murphy for years. I might have been tempted if he weren’t a lawyer.

         I wrinkled my nose. Stuffy guys weren’t my thing.

      


      I grooved on guys like Jesse. Everything about Jesse screamed naughty, from his Colin Farrell looks to his job as a mechanic.

         Not that being a mechanic made you a bad boy, but I’d stopped by his shop once and accidentally overheard enough to know some

         of the cars they were “fixing” were “relieved” from their original owners.

      


      Of course, Jesse and I didn’t date anymore. We used to get together for no-strings sex, but then things changed. He’d started

         to hint that he wanted more. I hadn’t been sure I had more to give him, so I broke up with him.

      


      I glanced at the table by the door. In appearance, the British guy was the complete opposite of Jesse. Why did I feel like

         he’d be so much more exciting?

      


      “You know”—Jerry leaned across the counter—“there’s a new guy at work who I think you’d like.”


      Returning my attention to the conversation at hand, I tipped my head and asked, “What’s he look like?”


      Frowning, he scratched his head. “He’s tall. I think.”


      “Are you talking about the Meyer kid? Hampton?” Milo snorted. “He’s no taller than me.”


      “That’s what I meant. He’s tall.”


      “I’m only tall compared to you. He’s not tall enough for Gabe. What if she wants to wear high heels?” Milo shook his head.

         “She’d tower over him.”

      


      I thought of pointing out that five nine was hardly Amazonian proportions, but I decided to stay out of this one. They’d get

         distracted soon enough.

      


      “That’s why Murphy is perfect for her. He’s six feet. Almost.”


      Height didn’t matter as much as, um, size, but I didn’t tell the guys this. I didn’t put it past Milo to make Murphy whip

         it out for a quick measurement—he was that intent on hooking me up with his nephew.

      


      “I told Murphy about you.” Milo winked at me. “He thinks you sound beautiful. I told him the real deal was even better.”


      “She’s not only beautiful, she’s exotic. Like those Eurasian models on your calendar, only her blue eyes aren’t fake.” Jerry

         turned to me. “You didn’t tell us the terms of your deal. When’s the show?”

      


      “In a couple months. I still have some canvases to finish for it.”


      “We’re so proud of you, honey,” Milo said. “You’re going to knock ’em dead.”


      “She’s going to be the next Matisse,” Jerry declared proudly.


      Maybe not quite Matisse, but one of the greats of this century.


      Wu, my father, once told me I’d never make it as an artist. I smiled in grim satisfaction at the box. I almost wished I were

         still speaking to him so I could rub this deal in his face. He’d never believed I was good enough at anything. Not a good

         enough artist. Not a good enough daughter. And certainly not a good enough Guardian.

      


      A lump formed in my throat when I remembered his harsh words the last time I’d seen him, at Mom’s funeral. That even my brother

         Paul would have made a better Guardian, and maybe he should have been marked instead of me.

      


      Yeah, well, that would have been okay with me. Because maybe then Mom would still be alive.


      My nose tingled with the onslaught of tears, and I ruthlessly suppressed them. Mom would want me to celebrate my win today.

         She wanted it for me as much as I did—maybe more. So I raised my glass. “To me. And to the two best guys in the city.”

      


      As we toasted, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and turned in time to see the mysterious Brit slip out of the

         Pour House. I frowned, which was silly—what did I have to be disappointed about? That he didn’t ask me out? Like I had time

         to date with the paintings to finish for the show.

      


      “Hey, Gabe.” Milo’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. “You know the paintings you gave us a couple years ago?”


      “Yeah.” They were bar scenes with dark shadowy figures and red swirly depths. I’d still been struggling to define my style

         at that time, but they’d been my breakthrough paintings. Only someone who knew them would recognize the two figures at the

         end of the bar in each painting as Milo and Jerry. It was in the way they slouched over the counter.

      


      “You think they’ll be worth some serious cash in a couple years?” He blushed. “Not that I’d sell mine.”


      I grinned. “Wouldn’t that be cool?”


      Jerry perked up. “You mean like we could auction them off and then buy a Greek island or something? I always wanted a Greek

         island.”

      


      Milo smacked his arm, but I just laughed. “If the paintings become that valuable, hell, sell them and I’ll paint you new ones.

         But I get to visit your island.”

      


      “Deal.” He stuck his hand out and we shook. I counted my blessings that he didn’t spit first.


      My cell phone rang. Johnny didn’t care if we took personal calls during non-peak hours. Not that he was around much to care.

         The past year he’d been traveling more and more with his young stud of a partner, Steve.

      


      I looked at the screen. It was Madame La Rochelle, my surrogate everything. Fate had smiled on me the day I went to the Shakespeare

         Garden at Golden Gate Park and sat next to her on one of the benches. Aside from offering me friendship and being a replacement

         for the mother figure I’d lost, she became my mentor.

      


      This one-woman show was all due to her. Well, her and my talent, but my talent wouldn’t have been noticed without her connections.

         Madame La Rochelle was known as the “master maker.” She’d brought dozens of great artists into the public’s eye. Including

         Yves Klein, who was famous for having women roll around in paint and throw themselves at canvases.

      


      I flipped open my phone and said in the French my mom had taught me, “Bonjour, Madame.”

      


      “Gabrielle, j’ai parlé à la directrice de la galerie,” she said without preamble. She was like that—to the point. She always said that she was too old to tiptoe around things.

         I wasn’t sure what “too old” was in actuality, but I figured it had to be close to eighty. “Elle va t’envoyer le contracte.”

      


      “I know. I have the contract here.” Too excited to maintain French, I picked up the box and waved it as if she could see.

         “I just got it like half an hour ago.”

      


      “What do you mean you got it this afternoon?” Madame said in her heavily accented English. “La directrice said she was sending it demain.”

      


      Tomorrow? I frowned at the package. “Are you sure?”


      “Mais oui, Gabrielle. You think I lie?”

      


      “No, Madame, of course not,” I said quickly. To incur her wrath was to take your life into your hands. I’d heard she’d once

         made Picasso crawl on his hands and knees to apologize for forgetting a rendezvous with her.

      


      “Alors, le contracte will arrive tomorrow. Bring it and I will have my lawyer look at it, d’accord?”

      


      “Oui, Madame.” I stared at the box on the counter.

      


      “Je te verra demain à deux heures. Ne sois pas en retard. À tout à l’heure, mon chou.”

      


      “Tomorrow at two. Got it. À demain, Madame.” I hung up and picked up the package. My stomach roiled with that nervous feeling I’d had earlier. If this wasn’t the contract,

         what was it?

      


      “One way to find out,” I muttered. I ripped off the easy open tab and upended the package. The contents of the box tumbled

         out onto the counter as if in slow motion.

      


      A scroll.


      My heart stopped, and my breath caught in my chest. It couldn’t be. Forcing myself to breathe, I closed my eyes for a long

         moment and then reopened them, fully expecting to see something different before me. But it was still there: one tattered,

         ancient scroll tied with a strap of leather. Wu’s obsession and the bane of my existence. The reason my mom died.

      


      And then it hit me—there was only one reason the scroll would be delivered to me.


      It meant my father was dead, too.


   

      Chapter Two


      Wu was dead.

      


      An unexpected wave of sadness and regret swept over me. My father was dead. I’d never feel him brush my hair out of my face

         or see him give that brief nod of approval on the rare occasion he thought I did something right.

      


      But those moments had been few and far between, especially once I’d become a teenager. And the problems between us had culminated

         in that last exchange when he said point-blank that Mom died because I was careless and out of control.

      


      The bitch of it: he was right. And as much as I rationalized that it had just been a tragic mistake, I didn’t blame him. I

         didn’t think I’d ever forgive myself, either.

      


      I looked down at the scroll and felt the old resentment rise inside me, coupled with a new fear that I might screw up again

         and get someone else killed. I’d told him I wanted nothing to do with this. Mom’s death should have proved I wasn’t suited

         to be the next Guardian. I scooped the parchment to put it back into the box before anyone saw it.

      


      As I touched it, electricity shot up through my feet. Strange. I’d never felt a static shock like that. Plus, I shouldn’t

         have felt anything through my boots. I looked down right as the earth started shaking.

      


      Earthquakes were commonplace in San Francisco. Most of them went undetected, but every now and then one hit that made you

         stand up and take notice.

      


      Like this one.


      The liquor bottles behind me rattled, the glasses on the bar danced in place, and the earth rolled under my feet. I grabbed

         the bar with my free hand and prayed the ground wouldn’t open up and swallow me. Because it felt like it might.

      


      “Whoa.” Jerry grabbed his pint glass before it jiggled off the counter.


      “This is a big one,” Milo said as his seat wobbled. “What do you think? Six-point-oh on the Richter?”


      “Nah. Feels closer to the Loma Prieta quake in ’89, and that was a six-point-nine.”


      I started to suggest we go stand in a doorway (lesson number one in earthquake safety that every Californian learned in school),

         only as I opened my mouth, more electricity coursed through me. It reverberated through every inch of my body and jetted out

         my fingertips and the top of my head.

      


      My hair crackled with static, and I could feel waves from the earth undulate up into me, filling me until I felt like I couldn’t

         breathe. I struggled to move—

      


      I couldn’t budge.


      Wu’s voice rose from my memory. Gabrielle, remember the first rule. The Guardian who protects the scroll possesses its power.

      


      Aw, hell. This wasn’t an earthquake. This was tu ch’i.


      The waves turned into what felt like scalding molten lava oozing up my body. It built in me until I thought I was going to

         erupt. I felt excruciatingly full, every single cell in my body on fire and expanding.

      


      I wanted to scream from the pain, but all I could do was gasp for air. Drowning and spinning wildly—just like I’d felt right

         before I lost control and killed my mom. Gritting my teeth, I fought against panic. I wouldn’t let it get loose and hurt someone

         again.

      


      And then it receded, a persistent throb of energy deep inside me.


      Heart still thundering, I stared down at the scroll clenched in my hand. Shit. I stuffed it back in the box, warring between wanting to get rid of it and needing to hold it close and never let it go.

      


      I shook my head. Next I’d be calling it “my precious” and slinking through dark caverns.


      “Gabe. Gabe.”

      


      Milo’s voice broke through the fog, and I looked to up find them gawking at me with concern.


      Jerry’s brow wrinkled. “Is this your first big one, Gabe? You look shaken.”


      “A little. It’s been a long time since I felt, um, that.” I ducked out from behind the bar, knowing that the earthquake hadn’t

         originated on a fault line, but from me. “I need to go to the back for a sec. Shout out if anyone needs anything.”

      


      Milo frowned at me. “You okay, Gabe?”


      “Peachy.” I tried to smile but knew I failed miserably. “I’m just going to make sure the stock back there is okay and put

         my, um, contract away.”

      


      “You sure you’re okay?” Jerry asked with a frown. “You’re walking funny.”


      Because I had to will my feet to move. My legs felt like they were encased in dirt up to my thighs. “Just off balance. Be

         right back.”

      


      I hurried away as fast as I could. Hugging the box to my chest, I closed the door to the closet Johnny called his office and

         slumped against it to collect myself.

      


      What the hell had just happened?


      Even as I asked myself, I knew. Wu was dead, I had the scroll, and now I possessed its curse. Tu ch’i. My knowledge of it was limited—I thought of it like the Force in Star Wars, only less ethereal and more tied to natural elements—but I recognized it nonetheless from the brief taste I’d had once before.

      


      My birthmark zapped me. I thought I felt the scroll shift inside the box, too, but that had to be a figment of my imagination.


      What wasn’t my imagination: the current that still reverberated inside my body. As if on cue, it swelled, and that feeling

         of drowning overwhelmed me again. Closing my eyes, I wrestled to control it before it broke free and caused another earthquake.

      


      Once I managed to will it down, I opened my eyes and found myself crouched on the floor, clutching the package.


      I needed to hide it—a temporary safe place until I could figure out a longer-term solution. I searched the office, not happy

         about leaving it here unattended. I could practically hear my father’s outrage at the mere thought. The second rule, Gabrielle, he used to say with a grave expression, is that the Guardian must keep the scroll hidden at all costs.


      “Yeah, yeah,” I muttered under my breath as I scanned the room. I understood that it was imperative to keep the scroll secret—not

         only from the population at large, since it contained knowledge humans weren’t ready for, but also from uniting with the other

         four scrolls floating around the globe. Except I figured the chances anyone would come to a dive bar in San Francisco to look

         for one—tonight—were slim.

      


      And hiding it in the office was better than keeping it behind the bar with me. I wouldn’t be able to keep an eye on it and

         serve drinks all night, and I cringed at the idea of it being accessible to so many people. In the wrong hands . . . 

      


      Well, actually I had no idea what it could do in the wrong hands. Not really. My knowledge regarding the scroll was sorely

         lacking. Beyond the myth, I only knew normal people couldn’t resist the seductive pull of tu ch’i. Too much power unless one was trained to handle it. Wu used to say without strong moral fortitude, a person could be lured

         into doing bad things with the powers.

      


      So when I was younger, my training consisted simply of combat—specialized fighting like hand-to-hand, grappling, and weapons—but

         nothing else. Every time I asked Wu about the scroll and tu ch’i, he’d blow me off by saying I wasn’t ready. That handling tu ch’i was a great responsibility not to be taken lightly and I’d yet to exhibit that kind of accountability. I guessed my moral

         fortitude was in question.

      


      I’d been almost eighteen before he relented. Actually, I nagged him into showing me. That was the day my mom died.


      I did, however, know rule number three: to unite all five scrolls was bad on a cataclysmic, world-destruction level. Though

         Wu had never been able to tell me exactly what that meant, just that no one person could handle that much power without being

         corrupted by it.

      


      There was a cranny of space behind Johnny’s Christmas decorations big enough to hide the package. Fighting the urge to continue

         to clutch the box, I dropped it back there and piled extra stuff on top to camouflage it.

      


      I cursed Wu the whole time. My older brother Paul was the one who wanted the scroll so badly—he should have gotten it. Paul

         probably knew more about the scroll than I did. He’d certainly been more aggressive about gathering knowledge, to the point

         of eavesdropping on Wu. Not that Wu noticed—he was too focused on me. Wu never noticed anything about Paul, which sucked,

         because a boy shouldn’t be ignored by his father.

      


      But I figured Wu would turn to Paul once I was gone. I never thought I’d receive the scroll—not when I ran from Los Angeles

         to San Francisco after Mom’s funeral. So what if I was the one born with the mark? It was just a freaking birthmark. You’d

         think Wu would realize this.

      


      “Stubborn fool,” I said with more anger than I’d felt in a long time—to combat the sadness I didn’t want to feel at his death.

         Which pissed me off even more. He’d pretty much disowned me. Why should I have feelings for someone who didn’t want me?

      


      The other, less savory part of me was glad he was dead. I hoped it hurt, however he’d died. He deserved no less for letting

         Mom get killed. Yeah, technically I killed her, but he could have prevented it. He’d been right there. The one in charge.

         Instead he’d let her die and then railed at me for it.

      


      How messed up was that? I shoved a box on top of the scroll and punched it.


      I remembered my mom’s lilting French accent, the way she used to stroke down the long length of my hair, and the feeling of

         total unconditional love that I hadn’t felt since. All lost because of one stupid scroll. I didn’t care how powerful or valuable

         it was, I would have traded it for more time with my mom. I would have traded my art career in a heartbeat for ten more minutes

         with her.

      


      “Damn you, Wu,” I muttered, dropping my head in my hands.


      “Already done,” someone said from behind me.


      I whirled around, automatically lowering my weight for attack the way I’d been taught so many years ago. But then I straightened

         in disbelief. “Wu?”

      


      My father rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “Not entirely true, though, is it? More like I’m in purgatory than actually damned.”


      If I’d been hitting the tequila bottle, I could have justified this as a drunken delusion. But I didn’t drink, and I knew

         what I was seeing.

      


      He was thin—thinner than he’d been fifteen years ago—but still wiry with muscle. His hair was more gray now than black, but

         it was still thick. He wore his white gi, pristine because he always ironed it (totally anal if you asked me), with a simple

         gold satin sash wrapped around his waist.

      


      For a moment, I felt relief that he wasn’t dead. But then I got pissed. Really pissed. Anger rose in a dark tide inside me,

         and I clenched my hands to keep from hitting something. “What the hell is this about? A ploy to manipulate me? I told you

         a long time ago that I wasn’t playing your games anymore.”

      


      “And I told you that I wasn’t playing any games,” he said, his voice terribly hushed.


      When I was a kid, it used to freak me out when he spoke like that. It was a sure sign that shit was about to hit the fan.

         Now it just made me want to flip him off. “What do you call this, then? I told you I didn’t want to have anything to do with

         the scroll or you. So you pretend to be dead and send me the scroll anyway?”

      


      “If I had a choice I wouldn’t have sent it to you,” he said icily. “But you’re marked. Therefore it’s yours on my passing.”


      “Excellent,” I said with bite, to cover up that his words stung. I shoved aside the stuff I’d used to hide the scroll and

         grabbed the box. “And since you haven’t died yet, you can take this back.”

      


      I threw it at him, hoping it hurt him as much as I hurt on the inside. Only the box sailed right through him.


      Right through him.


      Blinking, I looked more closely at him, noticing for the first time how he was somewhat translucent and surrounded by a glow.


      “Shit,” I said succinctly.


      He nodded. “For once you’re right about something. Only you’ve yet to comprehend how deeply in shit we are.”


   

      Chapter Three


      I didn’t believe in ghosts. Not that I disbelieved in them, but I never had cause to give them a thought one way or the other.

      


      Only now this glowy thing that resembled a Chinese Obi-Wan stood before me, and I’d thrown an inanimate object through its

         body. What other explanation was there?

      


      Well, I supposed I could be having a really bad flashback, but I didn’t do drugs. Maybe it was a shock-induced delusion. I

         closed my eyes, counted to ten, and reopened them.

      


      He was still there, scowling at me.


      I shook my head. “You can’t be here. I just don’t believe in ghosts.”


      “Yet you believe in a scroll that can lend you the ability to channel the earth’s power?”


      He had a point. “I’ve seen that for myself.”


      “And now you’ve seen a ghost.” He crossed his arms and looked at me like he was defying me to deny it.


      I couldn’t. “I—”


      “Enough,” he said abruptly. “We don’t have time to debate this. We have a lot of work to do, and we need to start right away.”


      “We?” I shook my head. “No way. You cannot implicate me in any of your troubles. I walked out, remember?”


      “You can’t walk out on destiny, Gabrielle.”


      Sigh. “Not this destiny bullshit again.”


      “You know our family was specially picked to guard this scroll.” His chest puffed out, he raised his arm and orated in his

         grand story voice. “One monk, Wei Lin, saw within the overlord’s heart and recognized he coveted the sacred scrolls, for the scrolls unlocked

            the mysteries of nature and man. One scroll for each element. Earth, fire, wood, metal, water—”

      


      “I know the story.” I rolled my eyes. “You repeated it a million times when I was a kid.”


      “You obviously don’t remember it.”


      Right. I bet I could recite it verbatim. Centuries ago, a group of monks in a secluded monastery in southeast China, battered by neighboring gangs, developed an art

            of war. As there were five elements in Chinese cosmology, there were five correlating fighting principles in the art, documented

            in five scrolls.


      Over time, the monks became so adept at harnessing the elements that they developed other abilities. Each element had its

            own set of powers, and each secret was recorded in the scrolls for future generations to learn.


      Tales of the extraordinary leaked through the provinces, until they reached the ears of one particularly ruthless overlord

            . . . “Trust me, I remember it.”

      


      Wu wagged a finger at me, clearly not convinced. “For decades Wei Lin searched until he found five men worthy to guard them—one

         man for each scroll. He marked them and then decreed that the mark would be passed down, generation to generation, to the

         next worthy one. The Scroll of the Earth was entrusted to the Chins, and the next Guardian is you. It’s an honor to bear the

         mark, Gabrielle.”

      


      “An honor?” I snorted. A curse was more like it.


      The little broadsword-shaped birthmark on my hip prickled.


      I rubbed it. If only I could rub it away. “It’s a mistake.”


      He hesitated. Then he said, “It can’t be a mistake. The mark doesn’t lie.”


      “Gee—what a vote of confidence.” I shouldn’t have cared, but it stung nevertheless.


      “Hey, Gabe.” Jerry knocked on the office door. “You okay in there?”


      I had to clear my throat a couple times before I could reply. “Yeah. Be right out.”


      “Okay, but you’ve got a customer.”


      “Right. Thank you.” I quickly strode to the box that held the scroll and busied myself hiding it again.


      “What are you doing?” Wu asked over my shoulder.


      “Putting it away for now. I have to get back to work.” I had a customer waiting, and the after-work crowd would be trickling

         in soon. Ignoring the compulsion to pick up the scroll and take it with me, I stood up and brushed my hands on my jeans.

      


      “You can’t go back to work,” he said indignantly.


      “Just watch me.” There was only one way to leave the office, and Wu was blocking it. As much as a ghost could.


      I steeled myself and walked through him. It was like walking through thick, chilled air. Closing the door, I shivered. Talk

         about freaky. I pushed my hair back and told myself to get a grip.

      


      “Closed doors don’t make any difference on this side of life,” he said from right behind me.


      Caught off guard, I spun around. Without warning, the curse bubbled up inside me, choking me with its intensity. I fought

         to keep from dropping to my knees. At least if I lost control of the power, I wouldn’t hurt Wu—he was already dead. Small

         comfort.

      


      Hands clenched, I fought to get a grip. Once I caught my breath, I hissed at him. “Leave me alone.”


      “I can’t. We must discuss your new duties—”


      “The only duties I need to take care of are waiting for me there.” I waved behind me at the bar.


      “Right now tu ch’i is coursing unrestrained through your body. You must learn to harness it, as well as recognize when to use it and how much

         to draw upon it. There are dire consequences to its misuse.”

      


      “No kidding.” Not a day passed when I didn’t replay Mom staring at me in horror as she gasped her last breath. My nose burned

         with the sudden threat of tears.

      


      Wu’s eyes, on the other hand, were filled with cold purpose. “I’m the only hope you have, Gabrielle. Without my help, you’ll

         destroy not only yourself but everything around you.”

      


      “Right, Obi-Wan. Like how you helped when Mom lay on the ground dying?” Anger evaporated my urge to cry. “Thanks, but I think

         I’ll take my chances and deal with the Force by myself.”

      


      “It’s tu ch’i, not the Force,” he said tightly. “And stop calling me Obi-Wan.”

      


      I shrugged. “I figured it was better than Yoda.”


      “Hey, Gabe,” Jerry called. “Who you talking to?”


      Oh, great. They couldn’t see Wu—I should have realized. He was a ghost. I turned around with a tight smile. “Just talking

         to myself.”

      


      Milo and Jerry exchanged worried looks before facing me with concern written all over their faces. “We know the excitement’s

         been a lot lately—”

      


      “What excitement?” Wu asked, hovering next to me.


      “—so if you want us to watch the bar while you take some time off, we could,” Milo finished. “I got that guy who was waiting

         for his beer and rang him up and everything. And I make a mean gin and tonic.”

      


      “What excitement?” Wu asked again, closer this time. It seemed ghosts had no sense of personal space.


      “I’ll make it through the night. And Vivian’s arriving at seven. But thanks for offering.” I turned so my back was to the

         guys and faced Wu. “You need to leave.”

      


      His mouth firmed. “I can’t leave. I told you, I have to teach you what you need to know about your new abilities.”


      “It’s pointless, because I’m never going to use them.” I whirled around and marched behind the bar. I could feel Jerry and

         Milo gawking at me, but I ignored them and pretended to be busy stacking glasses. It gave me the perfect opportunity to fume.

         I grabbed another couple pint glasses and turned to stack them behind me.

      


      Wu stood between me and the shelves. “You can’t turn your back on destiny.”


      “Holy shit.” I yelped and dropped both of them. Fortunately they just bounced on the rubber mat behind the bar.

      


      “Gabe!” Milo and Jerry yelled at the same time. “Are you okay?”


      “Sorry.” I waved off their concern. “I just lost my grip.”


      “Gabrielle, you were chosen to protect the scroll. The mark proves it.” Wu pointed to my hip.


      I hated that blemish. I should have had it covered with a tattoo like I’d wanted to when I first left home. The idea of being

         voluntarily poked with needles didn’t appeal to me, though.

      


      Three regulars entered the Pour House and came up to the bar. “Hey, Gabe,” they called out.


      Wu frowned. “Gabe?”


      Giving him a look that said he needed to stop harassing me or face the consequences, I turned to my customers. “The usual,

         guys?”

      


      I bent down to pull three Budweisers out of the refrigerator and felt something clammy and cold brush my skin. With a small

         yelp, I dropped a bottle. It shattered and sprayed my boots.

      


      Damn, damn, damn.


      Milo leaned over the edge of the counter and peered down at me. “Are you sure you’re okay, Gabe?”


      “Peachy,” I said through gritted teeth.


      “Gabrielle, fetching beer is beneath you.”


      I set two bottles on the counter and got a replacement for the one I dropped. “Nine bucks, guys.”


      Wu hovered in front of me, his torso sticking out of the bar. “Gabrielle, you can’t ignore me.”


      “Wanna bet?” I muttered as I pulled change from the register.


      The liquor bottles behind me began to rattle.


      “Whoa,” Jerry exclaimed. “Is that another quake?”


      “Feels smaller.” Milo pursed his lips. “Probably an aftershock.”


      I had the sneaking suspicion the seismic activity was just a ghost having a hissy fit, mostly because it felt different. More

         of a superficial shaking than something that started in the bowels of the earth. So I ignored it and helped the couple who

         walked in. By the time I served their drinks, the shaking stopped. And Wu was gone. Thank God.

      


      Jerry whistled. “I don’t think I’ve ever felt an earthquake last that long.”


      “Me either.” Milo shook his head. “The big one’s coming.”


      They clanked bottles to that. Then Jerry said, “But my stool didn’t shake. Kinda strange.”


   

      Chapter Four


      My relief at Wu’s disappearance was short-lived. All evening he kept popping up when I least expected. I dropped more beer

         bottles than I had since I first started working at the bar. The harder I tried to pull it together, the more out of control

         I spun.

      


      And if the haunting wasn’t enough, the scroll obsessed me, as well. I felt compelled to check on it every few minutes to make

         sure it was still safe and hidden away. Not that I could—it was an especially busy evening. As I poured a shot of tequila,

         I had the fleeting thought that this was what the rest of my life would be like.

      


      Depressing, to say the least.


      By the time the other bartender, Vivian, arrived, I was frazzled. Not a good thing, because dealing with Vivian was trying

         at best.

      


      In my defense, I’d tried to befriend her, but she’d never been open to it. I didn’t know why she disliked me from the moment

         she set eyes on me. All I knew was that she took pleasure in making my life hell but was a total angel whenever a man was

         around.

      


      She sauntered in half an hour late—typical for her—dragging Jesse behind her, clinging to him like a leech. Flipping her fake

         long blond hair behind her shoulder, she rubbed her boobs on his arm and shot me a mean grin.

      


      My eyes narrowed. Jesse and I were only friends now, but that didn’t mean I wanted to see my archenemy hanging on him.


      The trembling began again, a churning deep in the ground that I instinctively knew started with me and resonated down into

         the earth—not the other way around. Fear shot through me. Closing my eyes to calm myself, I fought back the welling energy

         with all my willpower. I didn’t like Vivian, but that didn’t mean I wanted to kill her, either.

      


      The quaking subsided as quickly as it stirred. I rubbed my temple, drained. Maybe a priest would be able to exorcise tu ch’i. It was like a demonic possession. Kind of. I wondered if it mattered that I wasn’t Catholic.

      


      As soon as Jesse’s gaze fell on me, he pried himself off Vivian’s arm and headed straight to my section of the bar. To her

         dismay, I’m sure.

      


      “Hey, babe.” He slid onto a stool and frowned. “What’s wrong?”


      “Just a headache,” I said with a weak smile. Without asking, I grabbed a glass to fix him his usual: mineral water with lime,

         made to look like a gin and tonic. The whole time, his puzzled gaze followed me.

      


      But I knew he wouldn’t pry even though he could tell I wasn’t myself. We respected each other’s privacy. There were trade-offs,

         of course—like I couldn’t ask him why he didn’t drink alcohol. But at times like this, respecting his past seemed a small

         price to pay. I certainly didn’t want to talk about mine.

      


      “Thanks.” He flashed me a half grin and set a bill on the bar. I don’t know how many times I’d told him he didn’t have to

         pay, but he always did. Way more than he needed to. I’d tell him to stop, but it aggravated Vivian, so I let it pass.

      


      I never said I was perfect.


      Vivian huffed and stormed off to the office, probably to deposit her things. I had a brief flare of panic, worrying about

         her finding the scroll, but Vivian would never sift through the crap in Johnny’s domain. It might mess up her manicure.

      


      “Sorry about that.” Jesse shook his head. “I met up with her outside the door and she attached herself to me.”


      “You don’t owe me any explanations.” I was used to seeing women, and occasionally men (this was San Francisco, after all), go crazy over him. It was his bad-boy look: the tattoos on his arms, leather jacket, worn jeans.

         More than that, I didn’t mind seeing him with other women. It was just Vivian I objected to.

      


      Sometimes his casual possessiveness got on my nerves. I hadn’t dated anyone in the year since I broke up with him, but I bet

         if I brought a guy around, Jesse would flip out. Especially if the guy were a dark warrior disguised in a suit.

      


      I glanced at the table where the British guy had sat and was struck by a fresh wave of disappointment that he was no longer

         around.

      


      Just as well. He seemed like he’d be high maintenance. High maintenance was the last thing I needed.


      “Are you sure you’re okay?”


      I blinked at Jesse. I’d forgotten he was there. “Just peachy.”


      “You only use ‘peachy’ when you’re anything but.”


      Something that felt an awful lot like chaos rose in my chest—something that had nothing to do with tu ch’i but was just as uncomfortable. Swallowing the panic in its wake, I picked up a rag and wiped the counter.

      


      “I struck too close to home, huh?”


      Best to change the subject. I tossed the rag aside and tried to smile. “I wasn’t expecting you tonight.”


      His lips quirked at my obvious segue, but his eyes looked sad. He played along, though. “I heard the news through the grapevine

         and I came to celebrate.”

      


      I froze as his words registered. He heard about the scroll? How? Did he see Wu? A shot of alarm coursed through me. I did

         a quick survey of the bar—it’d been a long time since Wu had made his presence known. Was he wreaking havoc behind my back?

      


      “Hey.”


      I frowned at Jesse. “What?”


      “Sure you don’t want to talk about it?” He traced the turned-down corner of my mouth. “You don’t seem yourself. I thought

         you’d be more elated about the gallery show.”

      


      The gallery show. Right. “Today’s been a little overwhelming, to tell you the truth. How did you hear? I haven’t told many people.”

      


      He cocked one eyebrow.


      Right. How silly of me. He had connections.


      “Want to know what I had in mind?” His low, rough voice made me frown. I knew he used it on purpose—to bring us back to familiar,

         sex-without-strings territory. But it just sounded wrong. It was missing something. Like a British accent.

      


      Leaning on the counter behind me, I hid my discomfort behind a friendly smile. “Celebrate, huh? What were you thinking?”


      He reached out and took my hand, his gaze on my mouth. “I thought we could go back to your place.”


      I could tell he was imagining kissing me. Sometimes when he didn’t think I was looking, he’d get that look in his eyes, like

         he longed to get me naked again, but never as blatantly as right now.

      


      And it annoyed me. What part of I don’t think we should see each other anymore was ambiguous? I was about to tell him he needed to back off when tu ch’i started to bubble up inside me, hot and molten.

      


      An image of Jesse lying on the ground, his dead gaze sightlessly accusing, popped into my mind. I recoiled with a gasp, tugging

         my hand out of his.

      


      He caught hold of my apron strings and pulled me forward before I could scramble away. “Tell me what’s going on, Gabe.”


      There was something in his eyes that I’d never seen before—something too serious. If I wanted to be honest, I’d admit that

         he’d been looking at me like that a lot lately.

      


      Honesty was overrated.


      The curse still rippled, but I didn’t feel like it was about to erupt. Still, I wasn’t going to risk touching him. I gently

         pulled my apron from his grip. “I’ve got to get back to work.”

      


      Disappointment darkened his gaze, but he flashed his crooked bad-boy grin. “Maybe I’ll stick around and walk you home. In

         case you change your mind.”

      


      I sighed. “Jesse, I’m not going to change my mind.”


      “I have a lot to offer, babe.” The words were spoken casually, but I heard the loaded meaning behind them.


      Ironically, I was saved from answering by Vivian. Feeling her death stare boring into my back, I turned around right as she

         ducked behind the bar. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her bony elbow swing wide, aiming for my midsection, and deflected

         it. She was so predictable.

      


      “Hello Viv,” I said sweetly.


      She glared at me, and I knew without a doubt that she’d witnessed my whole exchange with Jesse. She’d been trying to get him

         into her bed forever. Seeing him with me really got to her. I tried to be a better person and not feel good about that, but

         I couldn’t help gloating. Just a little.

      


      Usually I would have taunted her more, but tonight I just wanted out of there. I closed up my register and cleaned up the

         broken glass and spilled alcohol in record time. I supposed I could have let Vivian clean up—she was supposed to close, after

         all—but if I left things a mess for her, she’d retaliate tenfold. Besides, Jesse’s eyes were on me the whole time, and that

         infuriated her.

      


      “Done?” he asked when he saw me toss the rag into the bin.


      “Done. But, listen, tonight’s not good. I have a few things I need to take care of.” Going around the counter, I pressed a

         quick kiss to his cheek and walked away before he could say or do anything.

      


      I hurried to the office, put on my jacket, and unburied the box. Tu ch’i tugged at me when my hand touched the box. I tensed, waiting for it to explode to life, but it died down with a weak ripple.

         Thank God. Relieved, I turned around and found Jesse in the doorway.

      


      “What’s the package?” He nodded at the box.


      “Just some papers I got today.”


      “For your show?”


      I studied him with narrowed eyes. What was with all the questions? And why did he show up suddenly tonight? Why was he so

         insistent on going home with me? Could he know about the scroll?

      


      Tu ch’i swelled, echoing my suspicion. I fought it back, but I couldn’t help but be distrustful of Jesse’s interest. Only how much

         of my doubt was justified and how much was real?

      


      Oh, God—Wu’s crazy delusions had transferred to me along with the scroll. This was Jesse. I shook my head to dislodge the suspicions. Soon I’d believe I was being followed by black helicopters.

      


      Jesse frowned. “What’s wrong?”


      “Nothing.” I clutched the box tighter. “I’m just tired. It’s been a long day.”


      He took a step closer. “I can help you with the tension.”


      “Jesse—”


      “Come on, babe.” He snaked his arms around my waist. “Take me home with you. I miss you.”


      His embrace was warm and familiar. I waited for the zing of sexual awareness I’d always felt with him. Nothing.


      Instead, I remembered the way my body had gone up in flames at the one glancing touch of the British guy’s hand. Just thinking

         about it now made my nipples tighten, and I felt a rush of longing.

      


      But not for Jesse. And I didn’t want to give him the impression that he was the one turning me on, so I shrugged out of his

         hold and clutched the box to my abdomen as if it was a shield. “I’m too tired for this.”

      


      He stared at me; God knows what thoughts were running through his head. Then he tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear and

         said, “I’ll walk you home.”

      


      “I—”


      “Just to make sure you’re safe,” he cut into my protest.


      Normally, I would have scoffed at such an offer—I’d spent my entire childhood learning the finer points of kung fu, after

         all. But I felt shaky with the scroll on my person, and having a brawny guy with me was that much more comforting. So I nodded.

         “Okay.”

      


      The whole six blocks to my apartment, I was torn between keeping Jesse at arm’s length, worrying about whether Wu was going

         to suddenly pop out of nowhere, and being hypervigilant about having the scroll out in the open. Call me paranoid, but I had

         a weird feeling I was being watched. And not in the Brit’s hot, expectant, sexually charged kind of way. More menacing.

      


      At the rate I was going, I’d be a basket case by the end of the week.


      “You’re in a hurry tonight. You that tired?”


      No—that freaked out. I was roaming the streets with the equivalent of an atom bomb in my hands. I walked even faster. “A lot

         happened today.”

      


      “I wish—” He shook his head, shoving his hands in his jeans pockets. Instead of continuing his thought, he sped up to keep

         pace with me. “Let’s get you home.”

      


      My apartment was on the fringes, as I called it. Ten years ago, the part of the Mission where I lived was definitely dangerous;

         now it was only somewhat questionable.

      


      Apartment is kind of an exaggeration, though. It was minuscule, even by San Francisco standards. The front room fit my futon, and I

         could fry an egg and take a shower at the same time, which made it convenient that I didn’t cook.
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