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Dedication


For Keith Swift Chima: you look at the world slant.
And that’s a good thing.
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CURVE BALLS


“Where are you off to, Alicia?” Aunt Millisandra asked as Leesha Middleton sidled past on her way to the door.


“A party,” Leesha said, purposely vague.


“I’ll be back late.” “Is the party here in town?” Aunt Millie asked. “Will there be drinking? Will you be careful?”


This was unusual. Aunt Millie wasn’t a particularly intrusive chaperone, given that she had a very clear memory of what it was like to be young, and a very poor memory of anything that had happened in the past year.


“The party is at Seph McCauley’s house,” Leesha said. “I don’t know about the drinking, but I’m always careful these days.”


Aunt Millisandra looked over the rims of her reading glasses. The glasses weren’t functional—they had no glass in them. Aunt Millie didn’t love the way the glass reflected, but she liked the look otherwise. “You look ravishing, my dear. It must be a very fancy party. I haven’t seen you wear that dress before. And the leather goggles—is that a new fashion?”


“It’s a costume,” Leesha said, brushing at her vampish dress. “For a Halloween party.”


“A costume,” Aunt Millie said, emitting a shower of sparks, signifying delight. “Is it really Halloween?” She looked around wildly. “Is it beggars’ night? Should I have candy? Oh, dear.” She brightened. “I did make muffins the other day. Maybe we can—”


“No, Aunt Millie,” Leesha said, batting out the sparks that landed on the settee. “It’s not beggars’ night. No worries. I’ll, ah, bring home candy.” Aunt Millie had many stellar qualities, but she wasn’t much of a cook. The muffins could have stood in as hockey pucks. Leesha had diverted them into the trash almost immediately. Living with a wizard who was a few cards short in her mental deck wasn’t always easy.


Blessedly, Aunt Millie moved on. “What are you supposed to be?”


“I’m a—a sort of Victorian vampire,” Leesha said.


“It’s quite fetching, dear,” Aunt Millie said. “Especially the décolletage. But . . .” She pressed her lips together in disapproval. “You have such lovely jewelry, Alicia; why is it that you always wear that snake pendant?”


Leesha touched the pendant nestled between her breasts. It was a gold snake eating its tail. A talisman against evil. “It’s a reminder to be careful who I partner up with.”


It was also a reminder of the cost of betrayal. She’d betrayed Jack Swift to the White Rose warriormaster Jessamine Longbranch. She’d partnered up with the wizard Warren Barber, whom she hated, and betrayed Jason Haley, whom she loved. Now Jason was dead, cut down by the wizard Claude d’Orsay in a battle between the underguilds and their wizard oppressors.


Nearly two years had passed, but there would be no do-overs.


Fortunately, Aunt Millie again meandered onto a new topic. “It makes sense to be choosy, especially if you plan on biting anyone. Or being bitten. The human mouth is one of the most—”


“Not going to happen,” Leesha said, cheeks burning. “I’m just hanging out with some friends.”


Aunt Millie’s face settled into disappointed lines. “I had hopes,” she said. “You haven’t had a gentleman caller since you misplaced that young man I found for you.”


“I didn’t misplace him,” Leesha said sharply. “I’ve told you. He disappeared while we were out walking in London. Maybe I’m not as charming as I thought.”


“Alicia Ann Middleton, you are the most charming young lady I know. No young man would willingly leave your side.”


Unless he was attacked and dismembered by the walking dead. Leesha shuddered.


No! I’m not going to think about that. That never happened. Why can’t I develop amnesia like every other victim of trauma?


“His family hasn’t seen him since either,” Aunt Millie said. “They’ve been terribly persistent. Why, they’ve even made some rather nasty accusations about you, dear. I think they should look closer to home for culprits. London can be a dangerous place, what with all those graveyards and barrows and ley lines.”


Right. Ley lines, Leesha thought. “Let’s not talk about that, Aunt Millie. It doesn’t make sense to dwell on things you can’t do anything about.”


That was her new rule, and it seemed to apply to so much of her past. I used to be so coldhearted and ruthless. What’s happened to me?


As if she’d overheard Leesha’s thoughts, Aunt Millie said, “I’m worried about you, Alicia. You haven’t been yourself since you went to London.”


I haven’t been myself since Jason died, Leesha thought. “I’m fine,” she said aloud as she wrapped a black velvet cape around her shoulders. “Don’t wait up. I’ll be back late.”


Trinity, Ohio, was a small town (!), so Leesha walked the few blocks to Seph McCauley’s house. The house actually belonged to his mother, the enchanter Linda Downey, but lately his parents, Downey and Leander Hastings, the wizard, had been spending most of their time in Europe. At one time, Leesha would have envied Seph, living on his own, doing as he pleased, but right now she welcomed the distraction of having Aunt Millisandra around. The constant risk of incineration kept her on her toes.


You need something to do, Leesha thought. Something to do besides mope. A quick fling might be just the ticket. Her heart beat faster. Maybe she would meet someone at this party. Someone who’d never heard of the pathetic Leesha Middleton. Who wouldn’t want to rehash old news or dig up the bodies of the dead.


She needed someone fresh.


The McCauley-Downey-Hastings home stood in a lake-side neighborhood of Victorian summer homes, built in an era when the rich birthed cottages like a cat drops kittens. Cars already lined the narrow streets nearly all the way to Aunt Millie’s. Leesha heard the party long before she saw it: usually a good sign.


Leesha’s former boyfriend, the warrior Jack Swift, was directing people in the foyer. He was co-hosting the party, along with his soul mate and sparring partner, Ellen Stephenson. Jack wore a leather vest, velvet pantaloons, and tights that showed off his warrior build.


“Looking good, Jack,” Leesha said, flouncing her skirts, showing her glamoured fangs. Sliding easily into her usual role. “Care to expose your jugular?”


Jack took a step back and raised his weapon for a two-handed sweep—it was a pear-shaped stringed instrument.


Leesha couldn’t help laughing. “What are you supposed to be?”


Jack sighed. “I’m a minstrel,” he said glumly. “Not my idea.”


Leesha could guess whose it was. “Hmm. Well, maybe you’re a warrior pretending you’re a minstrel,” she said. “Maybe that’s how you get inside the castle walls.”


Jack snorted, but the corners of his mouth twitched. Leesha knew he liked that idea.


She greeted a few Anaweir high school friends who’d either stayed in the area or come home for what promised to be a stellar Halloween party. Scanning the crowd, she saw that it was mostly people she knew, a handful of non-magical Anaweir mixed in with the younger generation of gifted Weir from all over the world. The gifted belonged to one of the five magical guilds: warriors, wizards, sorcerers, seers, and enchanters. They were like five feuding gangs linked together by their dependence on the Dragonheart, the well of power controlled by Madison Moss, a.k.a. the Dragon. She’d been ruling in absentia for the past two years while attending art school in Chicago.


You could give college a try, Leesha thought. Aunt Millie had been pushing that, as an alternative to a grand tour of Europe or a year at an ashram. But could she really hang out with a bunch of freshmen?


Q: You graduated from high school when? What have you been doing all this time?


A: Preventing power-hungry wizards from taking over the world. Also, betraying nearly everyone I care about. Losing the only boy I ever loved. You?


Leesha wandered out into the conservatory. Guests in elaborate costumes danced to a wide-ranging playlist. In the makeshift stage area, people were dragging power cords around, setting up for a band. One of them was oddly dressed for a roadie, wearing a velvet cape, vest, and cravat.


“Fitch!” Leesha said. “I didn’t know you’d be here. They don’t have parties in Cambridge?”


“Not like this party,” Fitch said, scrambling to his feet from where he’d been fussing with some sort of a connection. They shared an awkward two-handed handshake that evolved into an awkward hug.


“Will’s here, too,” Fitch said. “He drove up from Columbus for this. I think he’s in the kitchen. Jack put him to work, too.”


Will Childers and Harmon Fitch were wary of Leesha—and who could blame them? She’d sold off their lifelong friend Jack to magical traffickers. Then there was that kidnapping incident in the UK. But they’d fought on the same side in the Battle of Trinity, and they were keenly aware of Leesha’s losses in that war.


Fitch retrieved a top hat from the edge of the stage and clapped it on his head. It was probably a costume, but then again it could have been Fitch being himself.


“The red hair is a good look for you,” Leesha said, playing it safe. “And I love that suit. Where did you find that?”


“Thrift shop in Boston,” Fitch said. “East-coast thrift is top of the line.” He looked her up and down. “You look nice,” he said.


“Nice?” Leesha raised an eyebrow.


He recovered quickly. “I meant, you look devastatingly gorgeous.”


“That’s better,” Leesha said. “Are you just here for the weekend?”


Pain flickered across his face. “No, I’m here indefinitely. I’m taking a break from school.”


“Taking a break?” Leesha cocked her head. “Now? Aren’t you a sophomore? Isn’t it the middle of the semester?”


“It is,” Fitch said, “but my mom’s in the hospital again, and my sibs require their older brother’s firm hand and wise counsel right now.” Fitch was the oldest of six kids. His mother had an autoimmune disorder and had been in and out of the hospital for years. It made it hard for her to support the family; they always lived hand-to-mouth.


Leesha put her hand on his arm. “That really sucks.” She could guess how brutally hard it must be for Fitch to step away from a full-ride scholarship to Harvard.


“It’s fine,” Fitch said. “I’ll go back eventually. I’m back working in IT for Trinity College, and they’ve arranged for me to continue my research and take a few classes.” He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “I thought maybe you’d have left Trinity for someplace a little more exciting by now.”


“I’m helping Aunt Millie with some things. That’s enough excitement for me these days.” She scanned the crowd. “Did Rosie come back for the party, too?”


“No.” After a beat or two, he added, “We broke up.”


“Oh.” Way to put your foot in it, Leesha thought. She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry to hear that.”


Fitch shrugged. “She’s spending next year at an alternative school in Nepal. She wanted me to apply with her, and when I said no, she said I was choosing to be part of the problem. Things just escalated from there. Or deteriorated, depending on your viewpoint.”


A young girl dressed as a black cat rocketed around the corner carrying a massive roll of duct tape. “Fitch? I’ve got the cord taped down all along the wall. Is there any—” She broke off when she saw Leesha. “Oh! Hi, Leesha.”


“Hey, Grace,” Leesha said, grinning. “Great costume.”


“You think so?” Grace wrapped her tail around her wrist. “It’s just something I came up with from stuff I had around.”


“Those are the best kinds of costumes,” Leesha said. She gave her skirts a twitch. “This is actually my old prom dress.”


“They let you wear that for prom?” Grace exclaimed, then laughed when she saw that Leesha was kidding.


Leesha couldn’t help liking Madison Moss’s often-grouchy little sister—maybe because her mood so often mirrored Leesha’s. Madison had uprooted twelve-year-old Grace from Nowheresville, Ohio, and brought her up to Trinity to go to school. Then parked her with their cousin and gone off to art school in Chicago. No wonder Grace felt out of place and abandoned.


Kind of like me.


Jack walked past, carrying an amplifier, followed by Ellen, leading some strangers through the crowd, onto the terrace. They were all carrying musical equipment, so Leesha guessed this must be Fault Tolerant, the band Ellen had been raving about since she’d seen them at a club in downtown Cleveland.


The band members were all students at Gabriel Mandrake’s “special school” for magical mutants (the PC term was savant). Originally members of the mainline magical guilds, they’d survived a mass poisoning at a commune in Brazil that had altered their Weirstones in unique and sometimes dangerous ways. Maybe that’s what made their music so exciting. Leesha was looking forward to hearing them.


She drifted closer, watching them set up, and realized that she recognized one of the band members, a tall, broad-shouldered boy with ink-black hair and smoldering blue eyes. A smoking-hot guy, in fact, and she had an excellent memory for that breed. She’d seen him at the sword-fighting demonstration at the Medieval Faire in Trinity. He’d fought Jack and Ellen both at once. He’d lost, but he hadn’t embarrassed himself—not at all. In fact, Leesha thought, I’d rather watch him lose than watch a lot of other guys win.


What was his name?


“Jonah!” the drummer called over to him. “I thought you said you sent me the set list!” She peered at a tablet computer mounted next to her kit.


“I did,” he called back. “I can send it again if you want.”


Jonah. That was it. Jonah Kinlock.


Leesha couldn’t say exactly what made him so engaging. He hadn’t spent much time on his look: his timeworn T-shirt fit like a second skin and was tucked into battered jeans, the kind that start out indigo blue and then fade to a soft cornflower as they shrink to fit. Over the T-shirt, he wore a flannel shirt with the sleeves half-rolled, black leather gloves, and worn sneakers.


Maybe it was the way he moved, the way he chewed on his lower lip while he adjusted the tuning on his guitar, the interplay of light and shadow created by the planes of his face. There was something savage and elemental and feral in him. The fact that he was a savant only added to the intrigue.


I always go for the dangerous boys, Leesha thought.


“You’re staring,” Fitch said, nearly in her ear. “And you’re not the only one.”


Leesha whipped around to face him, and saw that Grace was fixed on Jonah, too, studying him with her usual intensity.


“I’ve met him before,” Leesha said. “At the Medieval Faire in Trinity.” She paused, but Fitch said nothing, just looked from Leesha to Jonah with an unreadable expression. “Well,” Leesha said briskly, “I’m going to go see if Will needs help in the kitchen.” Not that she knew anything about cooking, but she was good at bossing people around.


It turned out there were too many bosses in the kitchen already. When Leesha walked in, Will was busy at the sink. He was making a salad big enough to feed a small army, while pretending to ignore the raised voices leaking from the dining room next door. It was Seph McCauley and his parents.


Leesha greeted Will, slid in beside him, and picked up a paring knife, her ears wide open.


“Seph, you know we’re in favor of normalizing relations among the magical guilds,” Linda Downey was saying, “but your father and I think it’s risky to bring all of these elements together at this particular time.”


“If not now, when?” Seph said. Though she didn’t have the visual, Leesha knew he was wearing his trademark stubborn scowl, so much like his father’s. “Anyway, it’s a little late to be second-guessing me. I sent out the invitations a month ago.”


“That was before the council meeting. You heard young DeVries,” Leander Hastings said. “He blames you and Madison for his sister’s death, and for all of the other Weir killings. He threatened you.”


“I understand that,” Seph said. “But we’re in the Sanctuary, and here of all places it should be safe.”


“Since when has the Sanctuary been safe?” Downey’s voice was low and strained. “You know better than that.”


“You can’t expect me to hide from him,” Seph said, “especially since I had nothing to do with his sister’s death.”


“You do know that his father was the deadliest assassin in the Black Rose,” Hastings said. “The Sanctuary’s not much protection if the boy takes after his father. DeVries Senior never limited himself to magical weapons. He used whatever seemed most suitable to the circumstances: poison, firearms, blades, strangulation, killing charms . . .”


“Maybe Senior’s back as a vengeful ghost,” Seph said. “Maybe he’s the one behind all the murders.”


“We’re also getting an earful about the Montessori kidnapping,” Downey said. “It seems that many of the parents of the children involved believe that Gabriel Mandrake’s students had something to do with it.”


They were referring to a recent incident in which a group of gifted Trinity preschoolers on a field trip had somehow ended up trapped atop a lift bridge in industrial Cleveland. The children claimed they’d been attacked by zombies. Since the bridge was close to the Anchorage, Mandrake’s school that served savants, some parents blamed the attack on “Mandrake’s Monsters.” As co-chair of the Interguild Council committee investigating the Montessori incident, Leesha had been getting an earful herself.


“Then we find out that Mandrake’s students are going to be here, too,” Hastings said.


“Not all of them,” Seph retorted. “Maybe five? I think we have them outnumbered.” After a pause (just about now he would be rolling his eyes), Seph continued. “I’m not discounting your concerns, but I don’t think we should defer to a bunch of bigots with a lynch-mob mentality.”


“They are concerned parents,” Downey countered. “Though I admit, some of them are bigots.”


“And they’re not invited,” Seph said. “This is our party. Madison and I think it’s time we bring the guilds together in a meaningful way. It’s one thing to have an armed standoff. It’s another to actually normalize relations. We also need to stop stigmatizing savants as monsters and acknowledge the fact that what happened at Thorn Hill was not their fault.”


“We agree,” Hastings said, “and you know it.”


“If you agree, then you should be supporting what we’re doing,” Seph said. “The only way to change opinions is to encourage contact between us and them. Anyway, are you suggesting we uninvite our guests? How d’you think that would be received?”


“I’ll uninvite DeVries,” Hastings said in that voice that could knock a person flat. “You don’t have to be involved.”


“This always happens,” Seph growled. “Neither of you are on the council anymore, but whenever you’re here, people start bypassing the council and going directly to you. It makes it really hard for Madison and me to do our jobs.”


“What’s making it difficult is that Madison is in Chicago more than she’s here,” Hastings said. “All of that power brings with it obligations—obligations that she is not meeting.”


This was followed by a long, charged silence. Then Seph spoke. “Maddie never asked for this responsibility. She shouldn’t need to be here, wielding a club to get people to behave. We’re working things out in our own way.”


“Yes, but you must understand that—” Hastings began, but Seph cut in.


“My point is, you can’t ride in here and take over whenever you happen to be in the country. Either run this thing or don’t.” The swinging door between the kitchen and the dining room banged open. Seph froze in the doorway when he saw Leesha and Will, then he strode on past them and into the hall.


Whoa, Leesha thought, meeting Will’s eyes. Go, Seph.


“He’s right, you know,” Downey said, her voice carrying from the other room. “If we’re going to live in England, we’re going to have to stop second-guessing him.”


“You don’t think a bit of counsel would—”


“You don’t offer counsel, Lee,” Downey said. “You have a rather unfortunate habit of bulldozing over people. When it comes to our son, you have just run into your first brick wall. Now let’s go out and say our good-byes before we completely ruin this party.”


Leesha and Will looked at each other, stowed the salad in the refrigerator, and fled.


By now, the dancing had started, though the band wasn’t yet on stage. Nothing ventured, Leesha thought, and looked for Jonah. She found him out on the terrace with a tall girl dressed like a thirties club singer, down to the lacy gloves, finger waves, and red gardenia. A girl Leesha didn’t recognize.


Something about the intimate way they stood, leaning on the wall, heads together, talking, almost convinced Leesha not to interrupt.


But not quite. She wasn’t one to step back from a challenge. Nothing ventured, she repeated. “Jonah?” she said. “It’s Jonah, isn’t it? Remember me? Leesha Middleton? We met at the Medieval Faire.”


Jonah turned away from the wall, and his gaze flicked over her, piercing her skin like icicles. “Right. Good to see you again,” he said, as if it really wasn’t.


Leesha’s head immediately emptied. Finally, she asked, “Where’s your costume?”


“I’m with the band.”


“I am, too,” the girl said when Jonah didn’t introduce her. “I’m Emma Lee.”


“Ah, I see,” Leesha said. “So you’re not . . . actually . . . together?”


Emma and Jonah looked at each other. “No,” they said simultaneously.


“Wow,” Leesha said, not sure she believed it. “I can sure tell you’re used to harmonizing.”


Brilliant, Leesha thought. Entirely smooth.


“How about you?” Emma asked. “What are you supposed to be?” The sound of the South in her voice was unmistakable. As was the snark.


Leesha pursed her lips. “I’m a Victorian steampunk vampire, of course. Some people don’t approve of cross-dressing, but—”


“Cross-dressing?” Emma did a double take, a look of dis-belief on her face.


“You know,” Leesha went on, “wizards cross-dressing as vampires. Some people think it’s really kinky.” Leesha grinned at Emma, and Emma, somewhat reluctantly, grinned back. Her smile disappeared when Leesha turned back to Jonah. “Want to dance?”


“No, thanks,” Jonah said. “Like I said, I’m working.”


Leesha’s brain was saying, Shut up! Cut your losses and retreat. But her mouth somehow said, “You’re not working now.”


“I’m not dancing either.” Jonah turned his back and looked out at the lake.


Leesha stared at his back for a moment, then said, “Fine. No problem,” and turned and walked away, cheeks burning.


This isn’t like you, she thought, this absolutely isn’t like you. You’re the one who says no, not the other way around.


Well. Until Jason. Jason had said no to her, which she’d totally deserved. And then he’d never had another chance to say yes. Tears blurred her eyes, and she stumbled forward, heading for the powder room. But instead, of course, she ran smack into Harmon Fitch. The lower half of him, at least.


He gripped her elbows to keep her upright. Odd. She was suddenly conscious of the fact that his fingers had no sting to them. No sting at all. Somehow, that was a good thing.


Fitch read her blotchy face; she knew he must have, but he said nothing about it. Instead, he said, “Hey, glad I ran into you, ha-ha. Do you want to dance?”


“What?” Leesha said, like he was speaking Japanese.


“Dance,” Fitch repeated. “You know, shuffle around the dance floor, figuring out where to put your chin, music playing the whole time? I didn’t get in much dancing in Cambridge.”


“You want to dance with me?” Leesha squinted at him, trying to guess his agenda.


“Look, I know there’s a big height difference, but I think we can overcome that long enough to get through one dance,” Fitch said.


He saw me get the stiff-arm, Leesha thought, mortified. He’s being kind. And yet, Leesha decided, she would much rather dance than leave the field humiliated.


“I’d be delighted,” Leesha said.


They circled the floor in silence for a few minutes. Then Fitch said, “I missed this, you know.”


“Dancing with me? And here I thought this was the very first time,” Leesha said. It was, and they both knew it.


“No,” Fitch said. “I mean being here, where it’s happening. I mean the constant adrenaline, the high stakes. Saving the world, sticking up for democracy, and all that. I guess I sort of got used to living on the edge.”


“Living on the edge?” Leesha forced a smile. “That’d be me, going to Harvard. No, I think I’d rather live as far away from edges as I can get.”


Fitch grimaced, his cheeks pinking with embarrassment. “That was a stupid thing to say to you, and I’m sorry.”


“Don’t apologize,” Leesha said. “You’ve moved on. Everybody has. I’ve had two years of boredom, and I kind of like it.”


“Still,” Fitch persisted, “considering the way it was before, with wizards pushing everyone around, isn’t it better? Even though I wasn’t a major player, I felt like what we were doing mattered.”


“Yes,” she said. “It’s better.” She had to think so—otherwise Jason had died in vain. “But don’t diss what you’re doing. That’s what’s important. Going to college, living your life, becoming the educated kind of genius that can make a real difference. Those are the people who save the world. Blowing things up, setting things on fire . . . that’s overrated.”


His eyes narrowed, focused on her. He seemed to be debating whether to say anything more. “You’ve changed, since—since everything.”


“I’m a late bloomer,” Leesha said, recalling that she’d once compared Fitch to a cockroach. Why were those the memories that came back to her?


Still, as they danced, Leesha felt her pain and humiliation dwindle. Sometimes life throws you curve balls. As with evil, you never know when you’ll be blindsided by kindness. Maybe it was a pity dance, but she’d take it.
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DAY OF THE DEAD


Any sensible girl who finds out that the boy she loves is a mass murderer would have made a plan. That plan would not have been to leave him in a gazebo and then wander around in the dark woods so he could finish the job he’d started.


No. A sensible girl would have run away from Jonah Kinlock as fast as her legs could carry her; as fast as she could go in her bare feet with a sprained and throbbing ankle. A sensible girl would have been looking over her shoulder all the way back up the gravel path, worrying that he would come after her. A sensible girl would not have been crying, grieving for the boy with the magic in his voice and the blues in his eyes, mourning the loss of something that was a lie—a lie—from beginning to end.


A sensible girl would have gone straight back to the house, where there was safety in numbers. For all she knew, Rowan DeVries was still lurking about, too. The wizard’s words came back to her: We’re going to go where nobody will ever find us, and this time I’m not going to take no for an answer.


Now, at long last, she knew the truth. Jonah had been the ski-masked intruder who’d broken into the home she’d shared with her father. He’d left her tied up on the basement floor while he went looking for Tyler. He’d pretty much admitted to killing Tyler and who knows how many others on that terrible night back in the fall.


And tonight? Tonight Jonah had been ready to kill Rowan DeVries so he wouldn’t give his game away. She’d seen it in his eyes. What was she supposed to do: get back up on stage with him and play the second set at Seph McCauley’s Halloween party as if nothing had happened?


But Emma Greenwood had never been known for being sensible. She did not want to go back up to the house and talk to anyone. She was not good at keeping her feelings off her face. So instead, she hobbled along the lakeshore to where the gravel path ended at a boathouse and a sailboat bobbed alongside a dock.


Just then, her phone pinged. A text from Jonah. She couldn’t help herself. She read it.


I won’t be there for the second set. I’m not feeling well. I’m so sorry for everything. It went to Emma, Natalie, Rudy, and Alison.


“Why didn’t I think of that?” Emma muttered. She could have pled illness and taken the spare van back to the Anchorage. And do what? Pack her bags? To go where? She had money, but that was for opening her guitar workshop. She didn’t want to dribble it away on rent and groceries. Who would rent to a sixteen-year-old anyway?


Besides, try as she might, she could not jam these puzzle pieces into a picture that made sense. Little inconsistencies kept niggling at her.


Why had she survived the night of the murders? Had Jonah been scared away before he could finish the job? Even if that was the case, he’d had plenty of chances to kill her since then. It would have been ridiculously easy to drown her in the lake the night he’d rescued her from Rowan DeVries. No one would have ever known. And why, then, after saving her life, would he bring her back to the Anchorage? Did he want to keep her close by so he could take quick action if she regained her memory?


Well, she had. She had regained her memory. So why was she still alive? Didn’t he realize that the only way to keep his secret was to eliminate the last remaining witness?


True, what memory she had was imperfect—a collection of sensations and images, really. What came back most clearly was a vivid memory of Jonah Kinlock kissing her, his lips coming down on hers, the weight of his body, flat-bellied and hard-muscled, the pounding of his heart a counterpoint to her own, her insides melting, fiery-sweet. And then . . . nothing.


Kissing her! How dare he?


Maybe that never happened. Maybe that was a wish, played out in a dream.


Try as she might, she could not surface any memory of Jonah Kinlock killing anyone. And yet, he’d admitted it. Sort of.


I didn’t go to your father’s house to kill anyone. That was the last thing I wanted to happen.


Oh, really? Well, falling for my father’s murderer is the last thing I wanted to happen.


Now what? Should she go to Gabriel? She had no reason to trust him. For all she knew, Gabriel had ordered the murders himself.


Could she go to the police? What kind of evidence did she have? A sort-of confession in the gazebo that could be denied. That was something Emma couldn’t understand: why had Jonah said anything at all? He wasn’t stupid.


Anyway, Emma was not the sort of person who took her troubles to the police.


Should she have thrown in with Rowan DeVries? DeVries had hoped Emma was the witness who’d help him solve a series of recent wizard murders, including the murder of his sister. He had held Emma captive, threatening to torture her until she gave him the information he wanted. No doubt he’d get right back to it, given the opportunity.


So, no.


But DeVries was the only other person who could verify that a murder had taken place at all. Who’d seen the bodies where they’d fallen. Who’d lost his sister, just as Emma had lost the father she’d only just found. He was the only person besides Jonah who might help her piece this thing together, might help her collect enough evidence to finger the guilty.


But DeVries wouldn’t wait for evidence. He had no need to prove what he suspected, since he had no intention of going to the police either. He and the Black Rose assassins would handle this themselves.


A battle of assassins. Why should she care who won? She should just leave the field and let them have at it.


Emma shivered. The wind was picking up, and Tyler’s jacket was no longer enough to keep her warm. She could return to the house, or stay and freeze. Her shoes were still in the gazebo, but she wasn’t going back there. She’d just have to do without.


She limped back up the hill into the woods, her breath hissing out each time she put weight on her ankle. The trees crowded in close, the branches overhead thrashing. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was being watched. The back of her neck prickled and burned, and she resisted the urge to pull her hair down to cover it up.


Under the sound of the wind, she heard something else—a crunch of gravel, a small pebble rolling down the slope. Soft footfalls behind her that stopped when she did.


She shivered again, maybe more of a shudder, as the realization that she was being stalked seeped through her skin.


Her heart began to thud as panic coursed through her. Without looking back, she staggered forward, zagging off the path and limping up the hill toward the house, cursing her stupid self and her stupid dress, her twisted ankle, and every rock and stick that punished the soles of her stupid bare feet. The footsteps accelerated, and Emma limped faster. Now she could hear somebody breathing, just behind her, and she bolted through the underbrush, desperate to reach the safety of the house. It was like one of those dreams where the monster’s in pursuit, but your feet are glued to the ground.


Breaking out of the fringe of trees, she smashed right into somebody, all but knocking her down.


“Hey! Watch where you’re going!”


It was the Victorian steampunk vampire, Leesha Middleton. And, with her, the tall, red-haired boy she’d been dancing with earlier.


Leesha gripped Emma’s shoulders, steadying her. “Are you okay?” Her gray eyes narrowed as she looked Emma up and down, taking in her shoeless feet, her disheveled clothing, the hair that had escaped from her updo and was now hanging around her face. “What’s wrong?”


“I—uh—thought I heard someone creeping up on me in the woods. So I ran, and I—it was chasing me.” Her voice trailed off as she realized how lame this sounded. This was so not a story Emma wanted to share with Leesha.


“Probably kids from the high school, looking to crash the party,” Leesha said, squeezing her shoulder. “You know, small towns, Halloween. Speaking of, where’s your gorgeous and scowling friend?”


It was like Emma’s mind was frozen, along with everything else. “My—who?”


“Your godlike lead singer. The one that gave me the cold shoulder earlier. Isn’t it nearly time for your next set?”


“Oh. He—uh—he left. He wasn’t feeling well.”


“Ah.” Leesha held Emma’s gaze for a long moment, then changed the subject. Gesturing toward her companion, she said, “Have you met Harmon Fitch?”


Emma shook her head, trying to focus on Harmon Fitch. “I’m Emma Gr—Emma Lee,” she said. Leesha glowed—all of the gifted did. Fitch did not—so he was Anaweir. Leesha was small; Fitch was tall. An odd couple for sure.


The red-haired boy doffed his top hat. “Call me Fitch,” he said, shooting a look at Leesha, “steampunk vampire victim.” He wore a fancy suit along with the top hat, and carried a silver-tipped walking cane. Sweeping his cape from his shoulders, he settled it around Emma’s. “It’s kind of moth-eaten, but it’s warm.”


Emma pulled the cape closer around her, but she couldn’t seem to stop trembling.


Leesha took her elbow, and turned Emma back toward the house. “Why don’t you go on inside and warm up? We’ll be up in a minute.”


Emma set her feet, resisting. “Where are you going?”


“Seph stored some extra drinks in the boathouse,” Leesha said. “We’re going to bring them up to the house.”


“No!” Emma said. “Don’t go off by yourselves. There was—there might be—”


“Hey,” Leesha said. “We’re in the Sanctuary. There are no monsters in here. Anyway”—she smiled—“we’re not exactly defenseless.”


Some things can’t be defended against, Emma thought. “I wish you wouldn’t go out there,” she persisted.


Fitch and Leesha exchanged glances, as if they each hoped the other would handle the crazy woman. “We’ll be careful,” Leesha said. They turned away, heading downslope toward the lake.


Despite her misgivings, Emma hobbled back up to the house, where the heaters on the terrace provided a welcome warmth. Natalie and Rudy were huddled up next to one of them, heads together, talking.


“Emma!” Natalie said, brightening when she spotted her. “Have you seen Jonah? Did you get his text? Do you know what’s going on?”


I wish I did, Emma thought, shaking her head. “No idea.”


“If he wasn’t feeling well, I’m surprised he didn’t come to me,” Natalie said. “Usually I can handle anything minor. . . .” Her voice trailed off.


“We’ve texted him back, but no answer,” Rudy added. “I hope he’s okay. If he left, he must’ve taken the other van. What’s strange is that he left all his equipment here.”


Emma just stared at the two of them. She had no answers, only questions. One thought cycled through her mind: Were you part of what happened to my father?


Had she been so blinded by their common love of music that she’d missed important clues?


“Alison isn’t answering either.” Natalie swiveled, scanning the terrace and the lawn beyond. “I wish she’d get back here. We need to figure out a Plan B for the second set.”


Emma licked her lips, her thoughts flopping around like a school of beached fish. “Maybe we should just forget about the second set.”


“No,” Natalie said, lifting her chin. “Remember the name of the band: Fault Tolerant. We continue to function, even when one part fails. Anyway, we’ve already been paid, and I don’t want to give half the money back.”


Feeling a little foolish, Emma removed Fitch’s cape, folding it neatly and setting it next to her on the stone wall. Don’t say anything to anyone, she thought. Keep your head down, keep your secrets, and you’ll be all right. None of this brings Tyler back. You don’t even know who your enemies are. Anything you say can’t be unsaid. Play it safe, girl. Give yourself time to figure out what to do.


“Hey. What’s up?”


Emma flinched, and turned. It was Alison. “Isn’t it about time for the second set?” she said, stuffing the last of a slice of pizza into her mouth.


“Where have you been?” Natalie said. “We’ve been trying to figure out what to do.”


“Do? About what?” Alison said, brow furrowed.


Natalie hissed through her teeth, exasperated. “Isn’t your phone on?”


Alison pulled her phone from her pocket. “I guess not. I turned it off during the first set and forgot to turn it back on.” She scanned the screen, her eyes shifting as she read the text. Then swore violently. “Jonah’s left?” Alison looked like she’d been smacked in the head. She waved the phone. “That’s—that’s impossible.”


“Never mind,” Natalie said. “He’s not here, so we need a plan.”


Alison flung her phone onto the flagstones. It shattered into pieces.


“Whoa, Alison,” Rudy said. “Anger management, you know? If he’s sick, he’s sick.”


“Emma, you’ll just have to manage the guitar line on your own,” Natalie said. “I’ll sing my usuals, and, Rudy, you’ll have to step up to lead, I guess, for Jonah. I’ve come up with a tentative set list that we might—”


She broke off when Madison Moss shouldered her way through the French doors and onto the terrace, followed by Seph and an Anaweir boy with a football-player’s build. Madison scanned the patio and the grounds beyond, a furrow of annoyance between her brows. “Has anyone seen Grace?” she asked.


Gooseflesh rose on the back of Emma’s neck. “No,” she said. “When did you last see her?”


“We listened to your first set together, and then she said she was going out to make sure the pumpkin lamps were still lit,” Madison said. “That was a while ago. I told her to come right back. . . .” She trailed off, reading Emma’s face. “Is something wrong?”


“I just—it’s nothing,” Emma said.


“Grace is your little sister?” Rudy said.


Madison nodded. “She’s twelve, going on eighteen,” Madison said. She extended her hand out in front of her, palm down. “About this tall, with light brown hair. She was wearing a black cat costume.”


“Want us to spread out and look for her?” Rudy asked, always eager for action.


Madison wavered, then shook her head. “Seph and I will check the house again before we all fly into a panic. Grace will never forgive me if I send out a posse.” She turned to her Anaweir companion. “Will, could you keep looking around outside?”


Will nodded. “Got it.”


“Did you try her cell phone?” Rudy asked.


Madison’s lips tightened. “Where I come from, we don’t give cell phones to twelve-year-old kids.” She turned back toward the house, but just then they heard shouting from the direction of the woods, and two figures stumbling up the slope toward them.


“That’s Leesha and Fitch,” Will said. “I’ll go see what’s up.” He vaulted over the wall at the edge of the terrace without missing a step, and quickly closed the distance between them.


Emma watched with growing foreboding as the three spoke briefly, and then all turned and ran toward the house. Seph and Madison walked forward to meet them, but Emma hung back with her bandmates, not sure she wanted to hear what they had to say.


She heard it anyway. “There’s been an attack,” Fitch said. “Like—like a stabbing. Or a shooting. We’re not sure. But there’s at least three bodies in the woods between here and the lake.” He stole a quick look at Madison.


Madison went sheet-white, her blue eyes brilliant against her pale skin. “Who?” she demanded, balling her fists and taking a step toward him. “Who’s dead?”


“Hang on,” Leesha said. “We’re not entirely sure of anything.”


“I called 911,” Fitch said, “and help should be here any minute. Let’s wait until they get here.”


“Who. Is. It?” Madison repeated, light flaming up under her skin, shining through, her hair snaking around her head.


“I’m a healer,” Natalie said, coming to her feet. “Is there anyone—is there anything I can do until EMS gets here?”


Leesha just stared back at her, speechless, tears streaming down her face.


Madison Moss took off running, hair flying, her pirate skirts bunched into her fists, with Seph McCauley right on her heels, pleading with her to wait, to slow down, to at least not go out there on her own. The race ended just inside the edge of the trees. Seph circled Madison with his arms and pulled her back against his body, the magic flaring up within her underlighting the trees, flickering out into the darkness.


Emma and the others, drawn like moths to a flame, came up behind them, huddling silently, waiting.


Slowly then, Seph and Madison walked forward, and Madison dropped to her knees in the leaf litter next to a darker shape among the others. Emma’s heart plummeted to her toes. She tasted metal on the back of her tongue, the taste of blood and despair. She could not bear to look, and yet she could not tear her eyes away.


Then Madison Moss began to scream. It seemed to go on and on and on, the thread of Seph McCauley’s wizard voice running through it, their bodies merging into one shadow as he pulled her into his arms.
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MURDER IN THE MIDWEST


Emma should have left before the police arrived. But it’s hard to think clearly when you’re trying to not think at all. So, instead, she huddled on the terrace with Alison and Rudy while a fleet of emergency vehicles lined up in the driveway, spilling onto the street. After a while, Natalie returned, close-faced and tight-lipped and grim.


Once the police arrived, they herded everyone into the house and onto the terrace. A nervous-looking young officer commandeered Jonah’s voice mike. “Nobody leaves, all right? Everyone stays put until we’ve secured the crime scene, searched the area, and interviewed all potential witnesses,” she barked. “Don’t talk amongst yourselves either, or we’ll have to split you up. We want clean accounts from everyone. One of you might’ve seen something that will help us.”


Not me, Emma thought. I didn’t see anything. I don’t know anything.


Sometime during the initial confusion, Hastings and Downey had returned. Seph and his parents managed to talk Madison back to the house. The mainliners took over the kitchen, forming an impermeable barrier to outsiders.


The police established a command post in the parlor. They used yellow police tape to cordon off an area around the scene. They marked out access routes onto the grounds, and set up huge spotlights that all but turned night into day. When they funneled out into the woods, the officers proceeded cautiously, shining powerful flashlights into every dark crevice and shadow.


Trapped inside the law-enforcement bubble, Emma began packing up her equipment, hoping for a quick getaway. As if eager for something to do, Rudy and Natalie followed suit, breaking down the equipment and casing everything up. Alison just sat on the floor in a corner, arms wrapped around her knees, head tipped back, eyes closed as if pretending she were someplace else.


Emma ran her fingers over the head of Jonah’s Stratocaster, standing abandoned in its stand. He must be guilty, she thought. He must have been involved in the murders. Why else would he leave it behind? She settled it lovingly into its case, slid the strap into its compartment, closed the lid, and buckled the catches. Familiar. Automatic. Soothing.


All around them, the mainliners clustered in small groups, remarkably silent. Some stood along the edge of the terrace, watching the police deploy through the woods. Others whispered together, shooting wary looks toward the band.


“Does anybody else have the feeling that whatever goodwill might’ve resulted from the show is gone now?” Rudy said, nodding toward the clusters of partygoers.


“They can’t think we’re responsible,” Natalie muttered.


“Yes, they can,” Rudy said, rubbing his eyes. “In fact, I think we can count on it. I’ll bet nobody ever got murdered in Trinity until we came along. I’ll bet nobody even jaywalked before now.”


A ripple of excitement out in the woods caught Emma’s attention. People shouting, the crackle of radios, a rush of EMS personnel down the cordoned path. Soon, Emma could hear the thwock-thwock-thwock of a helicopter. Turning, she saw that a massive yellow chopper was setting down in the park at the end of the block.


“Looks like they’ve found somebody else,” Natalie whispered, her body as rigid as a dog on point. “Somebody who must be still alive, else they wouldn’t have sent Life Flight.”


She’s a healer to the bone, Emma thought. She can’t stand hanging back when someone is hurting.


Natalie positioned herself right beside the route they would have to take. Emma eased up beside her. Moments later, a quartet of paramedics loped up the path toward them, carrying a litter. Even Alison roused herself and joined them, looking on as the medical team swept by, one of them holding a bag of fluids high above his head.


It was Rowan DeVries, his face bloodless, lips pale, lashes dark against his skin. The thermal blanket over him was already soaked through with blood. He looked dead, but, as Natalie said, he must be still alive or why the rush?


Natalie gazed at him fixedly, her dark brows drawn together. She even brushed her fingers over his bare arm as he passed by. The nearest paramedic glared at her and shook his head.


“Hey!” she called after them. “Hang on a minute!” They didn’t break stride.


“What’s up, Natalie?” came a voice behind them. They both turned. It took Emma a moment to remember the woman’s name. It was the healer-sorcerer, Mercedes Foster.


“He’s got a serious bleed, right upper quadrant,” Natalie said, without a scrap of doubt. “Blood vessel, artery, something. If they don’t operate immediately, he’ll bleed out. But there’s no way they’re going to listen to me.”


Mercedes nodded. “Got it. And if I don’t get some Weirsbane into him, the hospital is going to have a lot of questions we don’t have answers to.” She charged after the paramedics, her thin legs pumping like pistons, her clothes flapping around her limbs like a scarecrow’s. “Rowan!” she bellowed. “Wait! I’m coming with you. That’s my son!”


Somehow, the sorcerer talked her way onto the helicopter.


Natalie was on the phone with Gabriel, and Emma half-listened to her side of the conversation. “I know, I know . . . I don’t know . . . Alison and Rudy and Emma are here with me. . . . Jonah? He sent a text after the first set. Said he wasn’t feeling well and was heading back . . . No, I haven’t heard from him since. They’ve searched the house and grounds, and he’s not here. I’ve texted him several times and even called him, but his phone just goes to voice mail. . . . All right. See you soon.” Natalie clicked off and returned her phone to her pocket. “Gabriel’s on his way. He’s bringing his lawyer.”


“I hope Jonah’s okay,” Rudy murmured.


“Just sit down and shut up,” Alison hissed. She opened her mouth as if to say something else, but changed her mind.


Emma tucked her hands under her arms, trying to warm them. “I wish we could leave,” she muttered, teeth chattering. “I really, really want to get out of here.”


And go where? She did not want to go back to the Anchorage, where she no longer knew whom to trust. She did not want to talk to the police. If they asked who she was and where she came from, it wouldn’t take long to connect her to Memphis.


Still, three people had been confirmed as dead. Two wizards, attendees at the party. And Madison Moss’s little sister. The black cat. Grace.


What was it they said on the cop shows? Jonah Kinlock had means, motive, and opportunity to kill those three people. If Emma had sounded the alarm about Jonah Kinlock sooner, maybe it wouldn’t have happened.


And yet, a voice in Emma’s head kept saying, No. She’d seen something deadly in Jonah Kinlock from the beginning. He was dangerous—but he wasn’t indiscriminate. He was like a weapon that was exceedingly accurate. She could totally imagine him cutting down wizards. Including Rowan DeVries. But she could not picture him killing a child. Especially one so close to his brother’s age.


Emma thought of the scowling young girl in the black cat costume with the blown-out knees. The way she thrust her face up into the music like a cat soaking up sun. The bitten-down nails, and the dreamy way she gazed at Jonah. Why would somebody hurt a girl like that? Could Grace have stumbled on something she shouldn’t have?


Beyond the stone wall, flashlights bobbed like fireflies in the dark, clustering together, then exploding apart, silvering the trunks and branches of the trees. Police cars lined both sides of the street, carrying emblems from surrounding communities. The Trinity police force had called in reinforcements.


Would they fingerprint witnesses? Run background checks on them? Panic flared up in her again. Emma turned, scanning the crowd of people waiting until she spotted Fitch and Leesha sitting together at the edge of the terrace.


“I’ll be right back.” Crossing the stone terrace to where they stood, Emma said, “Hey.”


They swiveled to face her. Fitch had his arm around Leesha, and her lashes were clumped up with tears.


Emma groped for words. “I don’t mean to bother you.”


Leesha blotted at her eyes with the back of her hand.


After a moment’s hesitation, Fitch said, “It’s just—this brings back a lot of memories for us.” He looked at Leesha, as if she might want to say something, but she said nothing. “There was a battle here two years ago,” he went on, “between the wizard guild and the other guilds. A number of people close to us were killed.”


He knows about the guilds, Emma thought, even though he’s not a member. Even though she was gifted, she’d only learned about them a few months ago, when she came to live with Tyler. Sometimes she felt like the only person in the dark.


Fitch was still looking at her expectantly, and Emma lost her courage. “I’m sorry. So sorry. I’ll leave you be,” she said, and went to turn away, but Fitch said, “Wait!”


Emma turned back toward them.


“Can we help you with something?” Fitch asked.


“Well . . .” Emma looked over her shoulder, to see if anyone was close enough to hear, then turned back to face them. “I really don’t want to talk to the police. And, you know, since I didn’t actually see anything, I was hoping you could just keep me out of it.”


“I’m sorry,” Fitch said, shifting his weight. “I think it’s too late for that. We already talked to them—you know, briefly. Your name was mentioned.”


“Damn.” Emma lifted her aching shoulders, then dropped them again.


Leesha and Fitch looked at each other. “Are you in trouble?” Fitch asked softly.


Why, yes, Emma thought of saying. My entire family—my daddy and grandfather—have died in the past six months, and now I’m an orphan and I don’t want the county to take custody of me.


But they had their own troubles. She wouldn’t pile on more.


“Oh, no,” Emma lied. “I just—I just don’t want to get involved.”


Leesha twisted a lock of hair around her finger. “But what if something you saw or heard might help catch the killer?”


Emma fisted her hands. “I don’t know how that could be when I didn’t see or hear anything.”


“Okay, okay,” Fitch said, raising his own hands, palms out. “Just tell them that. You’ll be fine.”


Leesha kept gazing at Emma, but her expression was less accusatory and suspicious than it was . . . sympathetic. The wizard dug her phone from her tiny pocketbook. “What’s your cell number?” she asked briskly, ready to key it in. “I’ll call you, so you’ll have my number.”


“Why?” Emma asked warily. “Why do I want your number?”


“So we can exchange fashion tips,” Leesha snapped. Then rubbed the back of her neck like it hurt. “Sorry. Snarkiness is a habit I’m trying to break.” She looked up at Emma, her smoky eyes haunted. “Sometimes,” she said, “you just need somebody to call. I’m not saying I’m that person, but at least you’ll have the number in case.” She paused. “Or if you’d rather I didn’t have your number, just take mine.”


Emma surrendered her number.


“Ms. Lee?” The voice came from behind her, startling Emma so much that she nearly fell over the low wall edging the terrace. But that was good. Otherwise, she might not have responded to the unfamiliar name at all.


She spun around to see a stocky, sandy-haired man, hands stuffed into his pants pockets, wearing a battered leather jacket and open-collared dress shirt. Despite the casual look, Emma had been on the street long enough to recognize the law.


“Emma Lee?” The officer stuck out his hand, and Emma reluctantly shook it. “I’m Ross Childers, chief of police and head of the Investigative Bureau here in Trinity.” He flipped open a leather case to display an authentic-looking badge.


“You’re the chief?” Emma blurted out.


Ross Childers shrugged. “Small department. Anyway, I like to keep my hand in. I wonder if we could sit in my car a few minutes, so I could ask you some questions about what happened here tonight.”


Emma broadened her stance, as if trying to take root. “Couldn’t you just ask me here?”


Childers rubbed his chin. “I’m just old enough to want to sit down whenever I can,” he said. “Anyway, my laptop’s in the car.”


Emma did not want to get into the police car, but couldn’t think of a reason to say no, so she followed Chief Childers around the side of the house and down the stone walkway to where police cars were lined up in the drive. The ambulances had gone.


Childers yanked open the passenger door of an unmarked car, and invited Emma in with a gesture. She settled into the seat, feeling boxed in by equipment—a bulky radio, a loaded center console. Emma immediately banged her elbow on a laptop on a swivel mount. “Ow!”


“Sorry,” Childers said, peering into the interior of the car, an apologetic expression on his face. Fast food wrappers and receipts from ATMs were scattered across the floor mats. “This thing is a mess. I didn’t expect to have guests.” Stripping off his jacket, he tossed it into the back and slid into the driver’s seat. Leaning down, he scooped up the trash, stuffing it into a plastic bag on the inside of his door. He kept fussing, tidying up, like he really was embarrassed.


Emma drew in a shaky breath, and memories flooded back. Police cars always smelled the same: a kind of sweaty, underbelly smell. Police cars were where bad things happen to people like her.


She’d had some brushes with the law back when she lived with her grandfather, Sonny Lee, in Memphis. Before he was killed. Maybe murdered. It seemed like a lifetime ago, and yet it seemed like yesterday that she was sitting in with bands in small clubs off Beale Street. Working in the shop with Sonny Lee, talking blues guitar with musicians and club owners like Mickey Munroe and Scott Somerville.


Childers noticed Emma shivering. “You cold?” He cranked up the heater to full blast, even though sweat dampened the underarms of his dress shirt. He turned down the volume on the police radio, which was chattering like mad, and swung the laptop toward himself.


“Emma Lee, right?” he asked.


When she nodded, he began hunting and pecking, ridiculously fast.


“Address?”


She had no idea. You should know things like that, she thought. I’m new, she thought of saying, but that would just invite a question about where she’d been before this.


“Um. Well, I live at the Anchorage,” she said. “In the dorms. I’m not sure of the address. It’s in downtown Cleveland.”


He stopped typing and studied her from under bushy brows. “The Anchorage? I’ve heard of that. Isn’t that the school for the arts? The one run by that music promoter—what’s his name?”


“Gabriel Mandrake. That’s the one.”


Hunt and peck. Hunt and peck. “Where’s home for you?”


“That’s it,” Emma said. “My parents died in this chemical accident in South America.”


Childers’s hands stopped moving and he looked up at her, grimacing. “That’s tough, Ms. Lee. I’m sorry to hear that.”


“It was a long time ago.” She waited, but he didn’t say anything, so she went on. “All of the students at the Anchorage lost their parents in that accident. So, you know, we have a lot in common.”


She gave up her cell number, age, date of birth. Then added, “I know people are saying I saw something, but I didn’t. I feel like you’re wasting your time.”


Chief Childers shrugged his shoulders. “I’m an old dog, Ms. Lee.”


“Emma.”


“I’m an old dog, Emma. I always do better when I follow procedures. We have a homicide checklist, and I have to go through it. That’s the thing about investigations—you never know what’s going to be helpful until it is.”


“I guess you don’t get many murders around here,” Emma said. She bit her lip, wishing she could call back the words. He probably thinks I’m playing the big-city girl. Does he know anything about the magical goings on in his little town?


But Childers seemed unruffled. “Oh, we’ve had our share of incidents over the years,” he said, rolling up his sleeves to expose massive forearms. He was in better shape than he looked. “Especially lately. Now, first off, have you talked to anybody else about what happened? Compared notes, like that?”


“No!” Emma blurted. “Well, I mean, not since the cops—the police officers—told us not to.”


“Now, how do you know Seph and Maddie?”


“I don’t. Not really.” Emma shifted on the seat, yanking at the hem of her dress.


“Who invited you to the party, then?”


“I’m—I’m with the band,” Emma said. “I play guitar.”


“Really?” Childers looked all interested. “I used to play a little guitar myself.”


“Is that so?” Emma said. Everybody used to play a little guitar, she thought.


But Childers kept on. “What kind of music do you play?”


“Blues, rock and roll, like that,” Emma said. “A lot of original stuff.”


“What’s the name of your band? Maybe I’ve heard of it.”


“Fault Tolerant.”


Childers thought a minute, then shook his head. “Nope, haven’t heard of it, but I bet I’m not the target audience. Who else was here, from the band?”


Emma gave their names.


“How’d you end up playing a gig clear out here?”


“Cleveland isn’t that far,” she said. “I guess this friend of theirs, Ellen Stephenson, heard us play downtown. So she invited us.”


“Ellen did, hmm?” Childers said, pecking out some notes.


“Do you know her?”


He nodded. “Small town. Now, walk me through what happened. What made you go outside?”


Emma’s own guilt made that question sound accusing. “We were on our break. I just—I just needed some fresh air.”


“So where’d you go?”


If only she had Jonah’s skill with the lie. “I walked down by the lake.”


“Did you see anyone else out there? You know, walking around?”


He knows! He must know, somehow. He’s just trying to trap me. Emma’s cheeks heated, and she licked her lips.


No. How could he know? Stick to your story. You saw nothing, heard nothing, know nothing. She’d learned her lesson. Admitting to anything was like pulling the thread that would unravel her whole life.


“I heard other kids out there,” she said. “I could hear people walking around, laughing, talking. But I didn’t really want to talk to anybody.”


“Why not?”


“I’d been up on stage for an hour,” Emma said. “I needed some alone time. So I didn’t really see anybody, and I wouldn’t have recognized them if I had, since I’m not from around here.”


“Where are you from?”


Why’d you go and say that? She floundered for an answer. “I—ah—I’m from Cleveland. Like I said.”


Childers rubbed his jaw. “Huh. From your voice, I would’ve guessed somewhere to the south of here.”


“My daddy was from Tennessee,” Emma said. “I guess I picked it up from him.” Childers waited, as if hoping she might say more, but Emma kept still.


“So. Fitch said something spooked you out there. What was it and where were you?”


“I feel like a fool now,” Emma said. When Childers raised an eyebrow, she rushed on. “I thought I heard something, and I panicked. That’s all.”


“Where were you then?”


“I was on my way back to the house,” Emma said.


“And what, exactly, did you hear?” Childers persisted.


“It sounded like somebody was following me.” When Childers sat waiting, hands poised above the keyboard, Emma stumbled on. “I heard footsteps, twigs snapping, like that.”


“Yet you weren’t scared before, when you heard other people out there?”


“No,” Emma said. “I guess I—I just realized that I was out there by myself and all.”


Hunt, hunt. Peck, peck, peck. “Did you have any reason to believe there was something dangerous out there?”


Emma licked her lips. “Well, it was dark. And—you know—it was Halloween.”


“What happened next?”


“Well, I ran into this girl, Leesha Middleton, and her friend. They went on to get some drinks, and I walked back to the house.”


“Ms. Middleton says you tried to keep her and Fitch from walking out there alone.” The chief paused, and when Emma said nothing, added, “Why?”


“Look, maybe it doesn’t make sense now, with the lights on, but I had this creepy feeling,” Emma said. “I’m a city girl . . . I guess I’m not used to being in the woods. I thought it might be a bear or something.”


“Did you see the bodies?” the detective asked bluntly.


“No, sir, I didn’t.”


“Did you know Grace Moss?”


“No, sir,” Emma said, her heart spasming painfully. “I mean, not really. I met her tonight for the first time.”


Childers sighed, the lines on his face deepening. “You know she’s dead.”


Emma nodded miserably.


“Somebody slashed that little girl right across the throat. At least she died quick.” A muscle in the detective’s jaw twitched. “I used to see her around town sometimes.” He cleared his throat, resting his large hands on the keyboard. “You didn’t happen to see her, down by the lake maybe?”


Emma shook her head. “I saw her in the audience when we were up on stage,” she said. “That’s the last time I saw her.” Emma hesitated. “I just can’t—” She stopped, looking down at her laced fingers. She was about to say that she couldn’t imagine anyone doing such a thing, but what was the point in that? Somebody did.


“What happened to your shoes?” Childers pointed toward the floorboards.


Emma looked down at her stockinged feet. “I kicked them off when I started running,” she said. “I don’t know where they are.”


“Are these them?” Childers held up a plastic bag containing her strappy black shoes. It must have been next to his feet, but Emma hadn’t noticed it before.


“You found them!” Emma said, reaching for the bag.


He pulled it back, out of her reach. It was then that she noticed the evidence tag on the bag. “These have been entered into evidence,” he said, his eyes searching her face. “See, they’re spattered with blood. We found them in the gazebo. There’s a lot of blood in there, too, like there was some kind of a fight.” He paused, waiting for a response.


“Really?” Emma said, thinking, This is what happens when you lie—you get caught. “I wonder how they got there.”


“I wonder,” Childers said gently. His eyes narrowed, focusing on her jacket. “What’s that all over your jacket?”


Emma looked down. The battered brown leather of Tyler’s jacket was spotted with darker red-brown stains. Instantly, she knew what it must be. Rowan’s blood. Rowan DeVries had been stabbed. And here she was, looking guilty as could be.


She scraped at one of the stains with her fingernail. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “This jacket belonged to my father. I guess I never noticed there were spots on it.” That, at least, was true.


Childers’s expression said he wasn’t fooled, not at all, and yet it was somehow kind, as if this whole thing was a problem they would work out together. “I’m going to need to borrow your jacket, Emma, and run some tests. And see if the blood on your shoes matches the stains on your jacket.”


“You think it’s blood?” Emma whispered.


“That’s what it looks like to me,” Childers said matter-of-factly.


Wordlessly, Emma shrugged Tyler’s jacket off her shoulders and handed it to Childers, who slid it inside a large plastic bag. He scribbled some notes on a tag with a marker, and attached it.


Emma shivered as the cold air hit her bare skin. Or maybe it was the realization that if she didn’t tell the truth, she’d be in more trouble than ever. And that little girl, Grace Moss, might never find justice.


Despite the roaring heater, she felt exposed, her skin pebbled with gooseflesh. Childers reached for the dashboard. “Here. Let me turn up the—”


“Can I start over?” she asked, looking down at her hands. “Can I change my story?”


“It’s your story, Emma,” Childers said. “All I want is the truth.” He paused, then continued, “Just so you know, you don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to.”


“That’s all right,” Emma said. “I’m not guilty of anything, except for being stupid.”


And so she told the truth, or most of it, anyway. About Rowan DeVries cornering her in the gazebo, and her smashing his nose, and Jonah intervening, and then each of them going their separate ways. She didn’t mention anything about her father’s death, the kidnapping, the rescue, any of that. In fact, she left out all references to murder. If they jumped to conclusions, they could do it on their own. Childers kept quiet through most of it, just asking the occasional question, tapping notes into his computer.


“How do you know DeVries?” the detective asked when Emma wound down.


Here’s where she had to lie and make it stick. “I don’t.”


“You’d never met before tonight?”


She shook her head. “No, sir, not that I recall.”


“Any idea why he might—?”


“No, sir.” Childers just sat there, looking at her, questions all over his face, so she added, “I’m just guessing here, but, you know, some people make assumptions about a girl in a band. I usually have no problem setting them straight.”


“So you’re saying that he—?”


“No!” Emma said. “Nothing like that happened. After I hit him in the nose, things went south in a hurry. And then Jonah came.”


Emma realized that it sounded very much like Jonah and Rowan were fighting over her. As if that would ever happen.


“How would you describe your relationship with Jonah Kinlock?”


“We’re in a band together. We both go to the same school.”


“Did DeVries hurt you at all?” Childers leaned forward. “If so, it’s really important that we get it on record.”


Emma thought about it. He tried to hex me, but his hex didn’t work. “Not really. I did fall and twist my ankle.”


“He didn’t push you?”


“I don’t really remember,” Emma said. “I was just trying to get out of the way.”


“No other bumps, bruises, injuries we should make a note of?”


“No.”


“So DeVries was the first to leave?”


Emma nodded.


“And nobody had stabbed anybody up to that point?”


“No,” she whispered. “As far as I know, he wasn’t hurt, except for . . . except for his nose.”


“Where you hit him.” Emma saw the chief’s gaze drop to her hands, looking for damage.


“I hit him with my head,” she said.


“What did you and Kinlock do then?”


“I left,” Emma said.


“You didn’t talk?”


“To tell you the truth, I was pretty mad at both of them, so I walked back up to the house alone. That’s when I thought I heard someone following me.”


“Did either of them seem angry enough to—to want to finish the fight later? At the end, I mean?”


Jonah had been ready to kill Rowan DeVries, until Emma talked him out of it. At least, she thought she had.


Emma shrugged, extending her hands into the airflow from the heater. “I can’t say. I guess I’m not a very good judge of people.”


“Emma? There you are!”


This time the voice came from outside the car. Emma looked up to find Gabriel Mandrake, flanked by Natalie and a man Emma didn’t know.


“What the hell is going on here?” Gabriel yanked open the passenger door, motioning to Emma to get out. She complied.


Ross Childers opened the driver’s side door, unfolding out of the car to his full height. He spoke across the roof of the car to Gabriel. “I’m Ross Childers, chief of police, Mr.—”


“I’m Gabriel Mandrake, head of school, and Ms. Lee’s guardian,” Gabriel said, the words sliding easily off his tongue. “This is my lawyer, Matt Green.”


“You always travel around with a lawyer?” Childers rubbed the back of his neck as if it pained him.


“Do you always interrogate minors without benefit of counsel or parental involvement?” Green snapped back.


“It’s not an interrogation, Mr. Green,” Childers said. “Emma—Ms. Lee—is a possible witness to a crime, and I’m asking her some questions is all.”


“And you had to drag her out here to your car to do that?” Gabriel said. “You don’t think there’s an element of intimidation in that?”


Childers seemed uncowed by Gabriel’s aggressive posture. “It’s standard procedure, Mr. Mandrake, to remove a witness to a private area without distraction, where he or she can speak without worrying about being overheard. We also like to collect witness accounts individually so they are uncontaminated by what other people say. Anyway, she came willingly. The point is, we have three young people dead and one critically injured, and not a lot to go on so far. She seemed willing to help.”


“I hope you can appreciate that Ms. Lee is one of the young people I am responsible for protecting,” Gabriel said. “I don’t know how much you know about my work with the Thorn Hill Foundation and the Anchorage, but these children are fragile.”


“Fragile?”


“Many of our students have been physically and emotionally traumatized,” Gabriel said.


“Is that so?” Childers took another look at Emma. “I didn’t know that.”


“You would know if you had gone through proper channels,” Gabriel said.


I’m not some kind of invalid, Emma wanted to shout, but since Gabriel seemed bent on yanking her out of this web of lies she was snagged in, she could hardly complain. She rubbed her arms, missing the warmth of the jacket.


“I take your point, Mr. Mandrake, but the sooner we can gather some preliminary information, the closer we’ll be to solving this thing,” Childers said, leaning his arms on the top of the car.


“It seems to me your time would be better spent conducting a thorough search of the area and collecting forensic evidence than by browbeating a vulnerable young woman,” Green said.


“I’ve got people searching the grounds,” Childers said. He shifted his gaze to Emma. “You feeling browbeaten, Emma?”


“I just want to go home,” she whispered, tears leaking from her eyes.


Childers nodded. “Ms. Lee, I appreciate your talking to me. I have your contact information, and once we get all the analysis done, I’ll probably want to have you back down to the station to answer a few more questions and sign a statement.”


Emma just nodded.


Childers groped in his pocket and came up with a battered card case. He fished out a card and handed it to Emma. “If you think of anything else—anything that might be helpful—will you call me?”


“Sure,” Emma said. “Okay.”


Emma watched him walk away. The Trinity, Ohio, chief of police seemed to be the kind of person you’d want to have on your side if you got into a jam: solid, methodical, and thorough. He was not the kind of person you’d want on the case if you were trying to hide something. Or if you just wanted to be left alone.
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DAMAGE MANAGEMENT


When Jonah Kinlock woke up covered in blood in Seph McCauley’s backyard, he suspected that he’d been set up. Maybe it was the bodies scattered all around him or the bloody daggers that lay half-buried in leaves next to each hand. Anyone who happened upon this little scene would name him the prime suspect. He needed to exit the stage.


First and foremost, Jonah thought, I have to get out of these bloody clothes. He wasn’t sure whose blood was on them, but he knew it wasn’t his own.


It wasn’t easy to think strategically with his head swimming. Whatever drug they’d used on him was still in his system. He was staggering, stumbling, shambling more than running. It was unlikely he could outrun anybody in his present state. His vision swam and blurred, like he was looking through a rain-streaked window. Was he safe to drive? He hoped so, because he didn’t see that he had any other options.


The van was parked where Jonah had left it, a block away from Seph McCauley’s house. He reached for the door handle with his gloved hand, then stopped. His gloves were smeared with blood, too. He pulled them off. He’d have to go gloveless for the time being.


Jonah knew the worst thing he could do was leave a trail. He had studied forensics as a recruit to Nightshade, Gabriel Mandrake’s network of savant assassins. Known as shadeslayers, they were tasked with putting to rest the undead survivors of the Thorn Hill poisoning. Even though those they killed were technically already dead, the authorities might not see it that way. The last thing shadeslayers needed was to be hauled in for questioning by the police. It could cause Gabriel’s whole empire to unravel.


So. It was best if these clothes didn’t come anywhere near the Anchorage. Also, it would really help if he wasn’t carrying around two bloody knives. He’d brought them with him on instinct, suspecting that if he left them at the murder scene, they would somehow lead to him.


The furniture pads Fault Tolerant used to protect their equipment in transit were piled in the back of the van. Jonah spread one over the driver’s seat and one on the backseat. He laid the knives on the pad in the backseat, dropped his bloody gloves on top, then wrapped them in the padding.


Jonah wished he could somehow leap the distance between Trinity and Cleveland, get off the road, and into hiding. He forced himself to stick close to the speed limit all the way. He made two stops between Trinity and Cleveland: first, to drop the knives into Sandusky Bay. And again, after he threw up all over himself.


For once in his life, Jonah guessed he looked totally unappealing.


He thought of texting Kenzie to warn him, give him a heads up, but didn’t dare. Cell phone records could be traced. Fortunately, it was his long-standing habit to keep location services turned off on his phone. By the time he got back on the road, his cell phone was pinging. He glanced down at the screen. Natalie. Rudy. Natalie. He powered it off.


He might have a little time before they zeroed in on him. They would be searching the woods, looking for more bodies (how many were there?) and questioning witnesses (what would Emma say?) and wondering if Jonah himself were a victim. But sooner or later, when they couldn’t locate him, they’d be calling the Anchorage to find out if he’d returned. He needed to account for where he’d been.


Being the prime suspect was different from being one of many. He had to assume he could get away with exactly nothing.


As Jonah was passing the buff brick buildings of St. Francis High School, just off the Shoreway, he made a split-second decision. It would take a little time, but it would put some evidence out of reach. Exiting the highway, he parked in a convenience store’s lot next to the school. It was an easy matter to break into the field house. Who knew his Nightshade skills were so transferable?

OEBPS/images/f0iii-01.jpg






OEBPS/images/9781473201248.jpg
\»,@ AIIHYTHIDYOS IHL @

)]
,\“IA} - ‘\\\\\ud”

o

S

: ¥ nl\\

< y - ...\,é
= .

B

8

Ll

[==]
:
:
=
[
5
S
z .
2
-
=

\@ VYVWIHD SWVITITIM YVANID =~ MU,








OEBPS/images/f0iii-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.gif





OEBPS/images/chap.jpg





OEBPS/images/chap1.jpg





