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"I’m Not Letting Magellan Get His Hands On You Again. Not Ever."

His eyes flickered from blue-gray to green, and, briefly, to glittering black. Nikodemus was playing with the top button of her sweater, not even thinking about what he was doing, she thought. All he’d done was trace some lines with his fingertip, but her skin felt hot wherever he’d touched her. Her gaze met his. Could he be any more gorgeous? Apparently, yes.

His smile was pure seduction. He unfastened the top button. “What do you think, Carson? The two of us. Should we?”

She blinked. A proposition. He’d just propositioned her.

“Come on, sweetheart.”

My God, she was actually thinking about it. He slid a finger between the halves of her sweater until the second button stopped him. 

“You’re making me hot,” he whispered. “Hot and bothered.” His hand was inside her sweater now, and more buttons were open. “Let’s do this.”

Why not, she thought. One way or another, she was probably going to die pretty soon. If not directly from Magellan’s poison then from the withdrawal and if that didn’t get her, then Kynan would find her. Why not see what sex would be like with Nikodemus?

She lifted her hands and drew her fingers through his hair . . .
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Glossary

Blood-twins: A bonded pair of fiends who share a permanent magical connection. They may be biologically related and/or same-sex. Antisocial and prone to psychosis.

Copa: A plant derivative of a yellow-ochre color when processed. Has a mild psychotropic effect on the Kin, who use it for relaxation. For mages, the drug increases magical abilities and is highly addictive.

Cracking (a talisman): A mage or witch may crack open a talisman in order to absorb the life force therein and magically prolong his or her life. Requires a sacrificial murder.

Demon: Any one of a number of shape-shifting magical beings whose chief characteristic is, as far as the magekind are concerned, the ability to possess and control a human.

Fiend: A subspecies of demon. Before relations with the magekind exploded into war, they frequently bonded with the magekind.

Kin: What fiends collectively call each other. Socially divided into various factions seeking power over other warlord-led factions. The Kin connect with other Kin via psychic links, often collectively. They typically possess multiple physical forms, at least one of which is recognizably human.

Mage: A male who possesses magic. A sorcerer. See also magekind.

Magekind: Humans who possess magic. The magekind arose to protect vanilla humans from the depredations of demons, a very real threat.

Mageheld: A fiend or other demon who is under the complete control of one of the magekind.

Severing: The act of removing a mageheld from the control of a mage or witch, through the use of magic.

Talisman: A usually small object into which a mage has enclosed the life force of fiend, typically against the fiend’s will. A talisman confers additional magical power on the mage who has it. Sometimes requires an additional sacrifice. See also cracking (a talisman).

Vanilla: A human with no magic or, pejoratively, one of the magekind with little power.

Warlord: A fiend who leads some number of other fiends, who have sworn fealty. Usually a natural leader possessing far more magic than others of the Kin.

Witch: A human female who possesses magic. A sorceress. See also magekind.


Chapter 1

Someone was following her. Carson recognized him from her stop at the sidewalk coffee vendor twenty minutes ago. She was at a Chinatown intersection, waiting for the walk signal to change color. And so was he. The same man. For one thing, his height was unmistakable. People crowded the corner, waiting like she was. When she glanced over her shoulder, she recognized him because she’d seen him twice already. His gaze swept across her, and she looked away quickly. Her heart beat so hard and so fast she had to breathe through her mouth. Streaks of color flashed at the edges of her vision, a sure precursor to total debilitation. If Magellan had sent him, she was as good as dead.

Please, she thought. Don’t let me have an episode. Not now.

Her coffee was long gone, even though she clutched her empty cardboard cup, and she still had a splitting headache. In an hour, maybe less, she’d be prostrate, unable to do anything but lie in a darkened room and wait for her episode to fade. The outside clamor wasn’t helping. She wasn’t used to the noise or the sheer number of people around her. Carson rarely spent time in public. Almost never. By herself? Absolutely never. Even if she weren’t being followed, she’d be keeping her arms in close, her empty coffee cup almost touching her chest. On edge and at sea no matter what. Now she wasn’t sure she’d be able to stay on her feet long enough to make it back to the doorway where she’d spent the night.

More than anything, she wanted to go home, take a shower, and curl up in her bed, in her room, in her house and feel safe. Her longing for the familiar brought a lump to her throat. She couldn’t go home. Ever. Instead, she knew things she wished she didn’t and had seen things she wished she hadn’t. Yesterday she’d been living in a Tiburon mansion with the staff of fifteen it took to look after Álvaro Magellan. Today she was in San Francisco with a hundred dollars and clothes that used to belong to someone else.

The light changed. For half a breath, no one moved. Two cars and a bike messenger zoomed through the intersection on the red. Normal, everyday people surged forward, and Carson went with them. The man following her crossed to the opposite side of the street. Halfway down the block, the crowd thinned. Carson stopped outside a jewelry store and stared at the window. But she watched his reflection in the glass, not the display, trying to think what to do.

The tall, muscled, long-limbed man in faded jeans, an old T-shirt, and cowboy boots looked too scruffy to work for Magellan. She wasn’t one of the paid staff, but she worked for Magellan, too, just like everyone else in the house. Álvaro Magellan took on the yes, sir type. But the words yes, sir would never pass this guy’s lips. His jeans were pale along his thighs and white at his knees. A twoday growth of beard shadowed his cheeks. He had the kind of dark hair that probably lightened several shades someplace with a real summer. A haircut would not be amiss.

The shop window didn’t reflect the color of his eyes. He was too far away for that, but she could see him slouching against a wall like a Calvin Klein model. Her pulse slowed enough for her to breathe through her nose again. Her headache got worse. She took a few steps along the display window but moved her head to keep his reflection in view. For all she knew, he was some lowlife looking to snatch her purse. If she was lucky, that’s what he wanted.

She moved to the next store, pretending interest in a series of porcelain cats. She didn’t see Mr. Cowboy Boots’s reflection in the window anymore. Maybe he’d settled on someone else’s purse.

The proprietor of a sidewalk display of Long-Life Happy Balls held out a hand and circled the chiming metal balls around his palm. She looked up to acknowledge him, but his face vanished behind streaks of orange. Her skin prickled in a wave from the top of her head to the backs of her legs and along her neck. Cantonese pitched and rolled in her ears, and for an instant she understood the words. Then the meaning flashed out of her head, and all she heard was the impenetrable rhythm of a language born on the Asian subcontinent. Cantonese was dying out in China, displaced by Mandarin. But here, in cities like San Francisco, with Asian populations that immigrated during the gold rush and after, Chinese meant Cantonese.

Traffic sounds whirred in the background, horns blared, wheels rolled over asphalt, engines accelerated. Carbon particulates gave the air a sharp scent. Pigeons cooed from eaves, and she heard the Doppler shift of conversation and tinny vocals from iPod earbuds as people flowed around her. Music from one of the open shop doors floated over the noise. She concentrated on breathing, but her headache didn’t recede.

“Well, well, well,” said a voice behind her. The words were soft and mellow. “If it isn’t Magellan’s witch.”

Her symptoms vanished in a single instant of clarity. The streaking colors, the distorted sounds, the chill in the pit of her stomach blinked out of existence. Her thoughts cleared. She was miles from home. In San Francisco. In Chinatown. Half a block past the intersection of California and Grant streets and about a mile from the doorway where she’d spent last night. If she were to keep walking, she’d end up in the bay. Magellan knew she was gone, but he didn’t know where. He couldn’t. He’d never imagine she could make it all the way into San Francisco on her own. He thought she was helpless. Yesterday, she left everything behind, her purse, her clothes, her books, and her medication. All she took was the cash she’d snatched from the drawer on her way out. Today, a stranger was following her. He wasn’t one of Magellan’s suits. And he wasn’t a purse snatcher because he knew Álvaro Magellan’s name.

Carson turned, and Mr. Cowboy Boots smiled at her with a friendly, open grin. “Every girl just loves to be called a witch,” she said. “Thanks so much for the compliment. Really.” Close up, he was even better-looking than she’d thought. “Who are you?” she asked. “And why are you following me?”

“Hm,” he said with another friendly smile, but drawing out the sound so it was plain he was going to lie. “Nikodemus.”

“No last name?”

“No.”

The pain came back, throbbing again, along with the sensation that her hair was electrified. When he said his name, his eyelids lowered halfway, but his gaze moved from her head to her feet and then back, at last, to her face. She’d been around men enough to know that, among other things, his perusal was a sexual assessment.

Nikodemus.

Nikodemus. What a crock. She tightened her grip on the scuffed black purse she’d pulled out of a bin at Goodwill. Her knees shook. Her body felt like it might just float away. He was good-looking, she hadn’t mistaken that. He also wasn’t what she expected of someone with a name straight from one of Magellan’s papers. His eyes were gray with a hint of blue. His jeans fit tight around lean hips and thighs. Probably Nikodemus wasn’t his real name. The name was probably his way of convincing her he knew Magellan. Another shiver streaked through her. He was dangerous. That much she knew. She pushed past him, heart pounding.

“Where are you going?” he said to her back. “That’s pretty rude, you know.”

She took maybe three steps, and there he was, walking backward on the sidewalk in front of her so she had to look at him and everyone else had to get out of his way. Her breath caught in her lungs, and the deficit made her light-headed.

“Sweetheart,” he said, extending his arms wide. His voice invited her attention, begged for it in a beguiling tenor. “Why are you walking away?”

She kept walking but dug in her purse for a dollar. Her fingers shook. If anyone was watching and she gave him a dollar, maybe they’d think he was panhandling her instead of deliberately meeting up with her. She looked for money in the bottom of her bag, her fingers brushing the object nestled at the bottom, and she flinched. The little figurine felt hot. “Whoever you are, go away.” Her voice trembled, too. She found a dollar and stopped to extend it to him. The paper quivered in the air. “If you’re a friend of Álvaro Magellan, I don’t want anything to do with you.”

He clutched his chest with both hands and pretended to stumble. “A friend?”

“Quit bothering me.” She glanced around like she was looking for a police officer. “Take this. Go away. Please.”

He smiled. Despite the scruffy appearance and too-long hair, his teeth were white and even. “Thanks.” He took the dollar. “Carson.”

When he moved his head, she noticed he wore a star ruby in one ear. The cabochon winked like an eye in the shifting light. She froze, arrested by the thought of the gemstone watching her.

“Don’t you think we ought to talk about what you’re doing here? All by yourself?” he said.

“No. I don’t.”

“I do.” He must have been six-three at least, which made him a foot taller than her. The odds were against her. Considering her headache was shifting toward the debilitating, she wasn’t going to outrun him, let alone win a physical struggle. He leaned toward her. “Magellan is number one on my hate list, Carson. If he’s on yours, too, we really need to talk.”

Her knuckles hurt from squeezing the strap of her purse. She stared up and into his face, a lot farther up than she expected. “Not here.”

He smiled. “I’m starving,” he said. “How about that restaurant across the street?”

Five minutes later, Carson was staring at a menu, with no idea what any of the words meant. She had no connection to the culture that understood spring rolls or General Tso’s chicken or ma po tofu. Magellan never ate out, and, therefore, neither had she. Sometimes the staff ordered out, but she never got invited. She lived in a no-woman’s land. Not exactly on staff, but definitely not one of the family, either. She sat on the chair facing the wall, but perched sideways because she wasn’t stupid enough to put her unprotected back to a door she couldn’t see. The dim light in the restaurant eased her headache a depressingly small amount.

Nikodemus slouched on the chair against the wall. Heads had turned when they walked in, male and female heads, because this was San Francisco, and he had the kind of presence that made people stare. She found that disconcerting. He grinned at her, not even bothering to look at the menu. “Carson Philips, as I live and breathe.”

She gazed at him, at a loss for words. If her head wasn’t pounding so hard, she might already have figured out why he was calling himself Nikodemus. With no last name. That wasn’t a name you just picked at random. Not when that name featured prominently in the myths Magellan studied. He’d written an entire paper on the subject of Nikodemus and the rituals attributed to his worship. The thing is, this Nikodemus, or whoever he was, didn’t look all that dangerous now. He was young. Much closer to her age than Magellan’s. He looked like someone who’d be fun to be around. He looked like someone who’d be interesting to know.

“Talk,” he said.

“You must be from Harvard or Yale,” she said.

He snorted. “Hardly.”

She concentrated, but she was seeing flashes of color again. She willed them to go away. “A collector? Someone who lost out to Magellan at an auction?” She peered at his face through streaking colors. “Someone who acquires artifacts?”

He grinned. “No, no, and no.”

Their waitress came. He ordered in Chinese without looking at the menu. This time she didn’t get even a glimmer of understanding. The words and their meaning remained impenetrable. Carson pointed to an item that was cheap and didn’t sound too exotic. Afterward, there wasn’t anything to do except look in the teapot to check the color of the water, even though it was too soon for it to be drinkable tea. She leaned back. Nikodemus was watching her, his head tipped to one side. Her headache made her feel stupid and slow. 

“Why were you following me?” she asked.

He cocked his head and looked at her like she was stupid, and maybe right now she was. She could hardly think straight. He shrugged. “You’re Magellan’s witch.”

“At least you’re not calling me something worse.” Carson threw herself against her chair and then wished she hadn’t. The sudden movement made her head hurt. “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t call me that.”

“I think you know what I mean.”

She rubbed her temples. “Actually, I don’t.”

“Let’s see if I can clarify for you.” He pretended to think. “Carson Philips, you’re a witch.”

He sounded like he meant something more than name-calling by that, but his exact meaning refused to come clear in her overstimulated brain. She wondered if he’d read Magellan’s paper on Nikodemus. He must have. “Right,” she said. “I’m a witch about like you’re a fiend thought to have first manifested in the Gobi Desert five thousand years ago.”

He didn’t even crack a smile. “I like the weather here better.” 

“Hardy har har.” She guessed he was about thirty, maybe younger. “How did you find me?” she asked.

“Why are you running from Magellan?”

“Who said I was?” Her fingers trembled, so she pressed her palms to the white tablecloth and stared at the backs of her hands. “Can’t a girl go shopping if she wants?” She sounded light-hearted, but her hands looked tense. She tried to relax her fingers and couldn’t. He knew she was running from Magellan. How? How did he know anything about her, a stranger, when she barely knew the people who lived with her? After what she’d seen, she didn’t know if she could trust their waitress, let alone Nikodemus with no last name.

“Maybe I can help,” he said. And when she looked up, she couldn’t stop the absurd thought that maybe he could. He leaned toward her. “Why don’t you start by telling me about Magellan.”

She couldn’t feel the right side of her head anymore. Staring at the star ruby in his ear helped her focus. The throbbing pain dampened. “My parents died,” she said. “I’ve lived with him since I was eight.” Lived with him was about all it had been, too. Álvaro Magellan had been about as distant as any person could be from a child. “He made sure I knew he had a legal obligation to take care of me. If it hadn’t been for my parents naming him my guardian or whatever, he wouldn’t have had anything to do with me. So he fed me. Put a roof over my head. Paid for my clothes. Gave me an allowance. There was a string of nannies until I was twelve, a new one every year just about, and I was constantly warned never to bother him. Ever. There were huge areas of the house I was forbidden to enter. God forbid he should ever accidentally see me.” She snorted. “I was closer to the cook than Magellan.”

He pulled the paper wrapper off a pair of wooden chopsticks and broke them apart. “Bet he had you homeschooled.”

Why was he so certain? “I couldn’t go to a regular school.”

“No letting the likes of you run free in the world.”

She wasn’t sure what he meant. The likes of you. Just like she wasn’t sure what he meant by calling her a witch. She didn’t want to know. “A normal school would have been too stressful for me.”

“Right,” he said. Only he didn’t sound like he agreed with her.

“It’s true.” She’d spent her childhood and most of her young adulthood going to specialists who did tests, who poked and prodded her and handed out pills in a rainbow of colors that did nothing to stop the headaches. They got worse, and their sequelae longer lasting and more severe. “Idiopathic migraine with accompanying fatigue.”

“Uh-huh.”

She licked her lips. He made her feel like her life was a lie. Which, actually, it seemed to have been. “He spent a lot of money on specialists.”

“Yeah, Magellan’s a great guy.” He examined his chopsticks. Gray eyes with a hint of blue. Like the sky before morning had completely arrived. Really pretty eyes, she thought. “Upstanding citizen. The fucker.”

“I don’t think he liked children very much.”

“Like I said.”

Carson breathed in slowly. Did his dislike of Magellan give her sufficient reason to tell him more? And if so, how much? She didn’t know. All she knew was she spent last night in a doorway, and hating Álvaro Magellan wasn’t such a bad thing to have in common with someone. “His work comes first.”

“His work.” Nikodemus didn’t sound mellow anymore. He threw the chopsticks on the table. His T-shirt, imprinted with the text “Alcatraz Federal Penitentiary,” fit snug against his torso. Whenever he moved, muscles flexed somewhere. “You help him with his work, don’t you?”

She winced because his voice hurt her ears. “Sometimes. He’s famous, as you must know. Preeminent,” she amended. She thought about leaving and almost stood up. Except, if she left, what then? “He’s the world’s foremost authority on the desert-fiend myth.” She tried to decide from his expression how much he knew about Magellan and his arcane expertise. She couldn’t tell. “People write to him constantly, asking for his opinion on some artifact or source of the myth. Wanting reprints of his papers. They write in with all kinds of crazy ideas. Someone has to answer the mail and keep things organized.” 

Nikodemus stared at her too long with eyes that held more than just the chill of anger. She held his gaze. Looking away first meant you were weak. It was like admitting you were less, and she never let anyone make her feel less. Not even Magellan. Nikodemus’s eyes were a fortress. He could look out, but she’d never get in. She checked the tea again. It was still too pale to drink. “You think he studies myths about desert-fiends?” she heard him say.

Carson looked up and locked gazes with him again. He didn’t seem so affable now. “Of course that’s what he does.” It wasn’t. She knew that now, and Nikodemus, or whatever his real name was, seemed to know that, too. Her body started to shake. She didn’t know what was safe to say or do.

He shook his head. “That’s rich. That’s really rich, Carson. Next thing you’ll be telling me you don’t deserve to die.”


Chapter 2

The waitress, a pretty Chinese woman no older than Carson herself, brought their soup and spring rolls, which didn’t look much like rolls to her. Nikodemus looked the woman up and down. In leisurely fashion. Their waitress couldn’t take her eyes off him. Carson knew about men and flirting. Sometimes, not often, one of the men who worked for Magellan flirted with her. And once he’d had a visiting scholar stay with him for a while. That went a little beyond flirting, so she wasn’t entirely ignorant about men. The waitress—she was really very pretty—said something to him in Chinese. He replied in Chinese, and the two of them laughed. He watched the waitress walk away.

There was silence while they ate their soup. She didn’t touch the rolls, but Nikodemus did. He wasn’t exactly handsome, it was just his physical presence. Well, yes, actually, he was handsome. Just not like Magellan’s assistants, with their Italian suits and short hair. Carson couldn’t help but stare at a man so different from the ones she’d grown up around. Long hair, for one thing. The earring. An easy smile. A confident air. 

When he was done with his soup and the spring rolls—he ate them all, including hers after she declined to try them—he looked at his wrist. He didn’t have a watch, but the motion conveyed his meaning. His gaze was intense on her face. The star in his earring flashed in the light. “Tell me why you need my help, and while you’re at it, you can add in why I shouldn’t kill you right now for helping him in his work.”

For an instant her world contracted. “I don’t understand,” she said when she realized she hadn’t misheard the threat. Her chest fluttered, and she had trouble breathing again. All she could think was he wouldn’t try anything in a restaurant. Not in public. Her head hurt, a stabbing pain behind her eyes. He wasn’t going to help her. All this time running from Magellan and she ended up with someone else who wanted to kill her. Underneath the table, she scrubbed her sweaty palms on her jeans. “I haven’t done anything to you.”

“What’s to understand?” He moved his head to get his hair off his forehead. His hair was a dozen shades of brown. If he kept it properly short, it wouldn’t bother him. “All you have to say is Nikodemus, I want—whatever it is you want—and you shouldn’t kill me because—whatever you think that is. Easy.” 

The waitress brought their entrees. She gave Nikodemus a slip of paper and spoke in a stream of Chinese that included the English words cell phone. She placed a fork by Carson’s plate while Nikodemus slipped her number in his wallet. His gaze sidled to the waitress as he picked up his chopsticks. He’d ordered something with tentacles, she saw. It smelled foreign and savory. He helped himself to rice and spooned some of his food onto the rice. She picked up her fork. Bits of fried chicken with vegetables sat on her plate in a shiny, sticky red sauce. Her stomach turned. She wasn’t hungry anyway.

“How bad can it be?” he asked. He sounded sympathetic, and despite everything, because of everything, she wanted that to be true. She wanted someone on her side. She didn’t want to be alone. “Just say it. I can’t possibly think any less of you afterward than I do already.” He waited while Carson tried to figure out how to start. The thing was, she couldn’t reconcile her urge to like and trust him with the fact that he’d threatened to kill her, all in his easygoing voice. Like it was no big deal. Like he had every right to feel that way. She should leave him to the waitress. Except he’d follow her and kill her, right? She swallowed the lump in her throat and almost couldn’t.

“Okay, then,” he said after she’d opened and closed her mouth twice. “Maybe this will help. This morning, the top items on my to-do list were these.” He held his palm in front of his face. “Eat breakfast.” He made a little check motion on his palm. “Get laid.” Another check mark on his palm. “Kill Álvaro Magellan. Did not do that.” He went back to his meal. All Carson could do was watch, hypnotized by his beautiful eyes. “You’re on that list, too. In fourth place. Kill Carson Philips.”

“Me?”

“Yeah, you.”

“Why?” She used her fork to rearrange the food on her plate. He had to be either an academic or an artifact dealer. She couldn’t make herself accept any other possibility. Since he didn’t seem the scholarly type, she figured he had to be a dealer. Of the shady variety. “Did I write you a rude letter? Tell you we didn’t want to buy your fake Babylonian figurine straight from the grave of Hammurabi himself?”

“If I had an artifact, it wouldn’t be fake.” His gaze locked with hers. “Maybe today I can get three out of the four. I’d rather kill Magellan, but offing Magellan’s witch would make this a top-ten day for me. Does that help? Because despite any impression you might have of me, Carson, I am not patient.”

“Why do you keep calling me a witch?” she said softly.

One eyebrow lifted. His chopsticks stopped halfway to his mouth. “Sweetheart, you are in some serious denial.”

Carson was shaking again, so she put down her fork and clasped her hands on her lap. “All right,” she said evenly. “Whatever you say. I’m a witch.” She wondered if his behavior was normal. She might not get out much, but she read books and magazines. She read the paper. She even watched TV sometimes. God knows Magellan wasn’t a role model for normal behavior. Nikodemus knew that, she kept thinking. He knew an awful lot about Magellan. “I need help,” she whispered.

He cocked his head. “Why?”

She looked Nikodemus in the eye and said, “He’s insane.” There wasn’t any other explanation. At least not one she was prepared to broach just yet.

He ate a bite of tentacle. “Insane like he thinks he’s a potted plant, or insane like a crazed killer?” He glanced at the ceiling, pretending to think. “Oh, wait. He is a killer.” His gray-blue eyes returned to her, colder than before. For a moment, she thought she saw something else in his eyes. Movement of some sort. But that was crazy. Nobody had eyes like that. “Seriously, Carson, talk, or else all you’re doing is wasting my time, and that pisses me off.”

Orange flashes filled her vision. Nikodemus touched her shoulder, and the throbbing pain eased. She knew, intellectually, the two things—his touching her and her pain easing—were unrelated, but that didn’t stop her from making the connection. 

“Carson,” he said in a softer voice. “Talk to me. I can’t help you if you don’t talk to me.”

The gentleness of his voice struck hard. He didn’t mean it, but she was desperate to believe he did. She forced herself to look at him and discovered she was a wretched liar. Lying meant keeping track of what she said and remembering when reality had to be altered to fit any lie she tried on him. What she told or didn’t tell. Her head hurt too much to lie. Half-truths would have to do. “I think he believes in fiends and magic.”

He scratched his chin, nodding. “Explains the hobby.”

“Is your name really Nikodemus?”

He made a face. “What difference does that make?”

“Well, it’s just . . . a coincidence, I suppose.” On her lap, her fingers curled into fists. She thought about Magellan’s paper on Nikodemus and the ritual he’d described in it. She started feeling shaky again, as if the world was going to dissolve around her. “I think he believes there really is an ancient fiend called Nikodemus—”

“Potted plant, is he?” Nikodemus had a European face with a hint of something else. His cheekbones were high, his mouth sensitive. Not Spanish, she thought, but something exotic. Some unusual blend of heritage. But no way was he Chinese.

“You don’t study the myths, do you? You just collect the artifacts, am I right?” she asked.

“What myths would that be?”

“About fiends. Desert-fiends, I mean, not the kind from the Bible. His fiends came first. He’s obsessed with them, you know.”

His mouth quirked, then stilled. “That’s a pretty funny obsession, if you ask me. No wonder you ran away from him.”

“They can control a person’s will and even take over their bodies.”

“Ooh, scary,” he said, not looking at all scared. He glanced around the restaurant. “How many pod people do you think are here?”

“They’re evil incarnate.” She leaned toward him, her attention on his face, alert to any change that would tell her he didn’t think Magellan was crazy at all. “But a mage, a sorcerer, can control them and keep them from harming people.” Or a witch, she thought. A witch could control them, too.

He looked at her, totally calm. “Is that right?”

“I think he’s convinced fiends exist and that they can be controlled with the proper magical . . . baloney.” She wriggled her fingers in the air.

One eyebrow arched. “Baloney?”

“Hocus-pocus.” She mustn’t let him think she believed any of this. She stood firmly on the side of rationality and logic. Any other position was pure insanity. “Artifacts, incantations, all the things Magellan collects and writes about. Mystical stuff our ancestors believed in up to a few hundred or thousand years ago.”

“Supernatural creatures who take over a person’s will, like in The Exorcist, you mean?” She nodded, and he laughed. “That’s a bunch of bullshit, Carson. Do a three-sixty with a human’s head, she doesn’t keep calling you names. She dies.” He put his hands around his throat and made a choking sound.

She wanted to laugh, but she couldn’t. Her stomach was acting up again, churning away. He reached for her, touched her shoulder again, and she felt better just from the distraction of the contact. “What if Magellan has started believing in fiends? I know it’s ridiculous, but what if he’s gone insane?”

“Well, now,” he said, letting his fingers slide off her. Almost immediately, her headache pulsed again. “All that stuff about fiends living among us, that’s pretty interesting.” He poured himself tea. Was he smiling? She wasn’t sure. “To be honest, so far I haven’t heard anything to make me think he’s insane. There are plenty of normal, sane, but misguided people who believe in that kind of shit.”

Carson surrendered to the tremble of her breath through the words. She couldn’t stop her emotion, but she kept her body and expression still. “I saw Magellan kill a man.”

“A man?” Nikodemus tipped up her cup and filled it, too.

She lifted her hands, remembering the sheen of red on his fingers. “Yes. It was a man.”

He pushed her tea toward her. His fingers were slender, with nails almost too long. She remembered reading somewhere that guitar players kept their nails long. She wondered if he was a musician. Teacup in hand, he leaned against his chair and stared at her with one arm folded over his chest. “Are you saying he thought the guy was one of those desert-fiends?”

“Maybe.” She stared at the table. “Maybe, yes.”

“What’s a fiend look like? Are you sure it was a man?” His gaze held hers. She’d never seen eyes of such a pure, piercing color. That, along with her headache, made her dizzy. Someone with eyes like his could take your heart with one lingering glance.

“Yes, of course.”

Something flickered behind his eyes. “How do you know?”

“Because it wasn’t a woman. Because it was someone I knew.” She took a deep breath, and even though she wanted to, she didn’t tell him the rest. He already wasn’t convinced about anything she’d said. “He used to work for Magellan. Magellan told me to go to my room, and I did. But I didn’t stay there.” She couldn’t tell him anything else. What if she was wrong? What if she was the insane one? “I ran.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

She knew her hesitation made her seem deceptive. A liar. But she had to be cautious. With her head hurting the way it was, she needed more time than usual to get her thoughts together about what to say and what to leave out. She shook her head. “I called on my cell, but when his car came down the hill, looking for me, it rang, and I threw the phone away. I was afraid they’d find me if I kept it with me.” She took a steadying breath. “So, I got on a bus and ended up here.” All of which represented a gross understatement of the most terrifying night of her life.

He drank some tea. The space around them got very quiet. Whatever he was thinking wasn’t pleasant, she thought. After another sip, he put down his cup and said, “Are you fucking with me, or could you be for real?”

“What do you mean?” A breeze cooled her cheek when the restaurant door opened. She pushed away her plate with its sticky blood-red sauce. The smell was making her ill, and she could not afford to be sick. Not now. “Magellan killed a man. I saw it. I saw him do it.” The clench of the body, the sound, the awful sound that still grated in her ears. “According to you,” she said in a low voice, “maybe it’s not the first time.”

“No shit, Sherlock.” He took another bite of his lunch.

She stared at the ruby in his ear. Star rubies were critical to the ancient rituals Magellan was working so hard to reproduce. Was that a coincidence, too? The way Nikodemus’s name was a coincidence? His eyes flickered, and nobody’s eyes flickered between colors, from gray-blue to silver-black. She said, “Maybe I’m the one who’s going insane.”

Nikodemus leaned back like he didn’t want to be too close to a woman who was losing her hold on sanity. “What else, Carson?”

She closed her eyes, seeing the room with Magellan in the center, blood glistening on his hands, dripping down. Horror rushed up as fresh and new as ever. “Please help me,” she whispered. He was calling himself Nikodemus. His eyes weren’t normal. That had to mean something. She choked back a sob. This was no time to break down. She had to hold herself together a while longer. “I ran away from Magellan, and nobody ever leaves him.”

He reached into a front pocket of his jeans, pulled out a hundred dollars, and threw it on the table. “Incoming,” he said. He grabbed her hand and yanked her to her feet. “If you want to live until you convince me you’re serious, move.”

Carson turned her head, and her heart dropped to her stomach. Two men had just come into the restaurant. They looked like investment bankers. They wore dark Italian-made suits and polished oxfords, and their hair was short. Very short. One of them wore sunglasses. The other had a hand shoved inside his suit jacket, reaching for something. She recognized them both. Kynan and Tibold. Magellan had recently hired Tibold, but Kynan had been with Magellan forever, and he’d always frightened her. He was big and heavily muscled, with pale brown eyes so beautiful your breath caught until you saw the hate behind them. He had a way of looking at her that made her feel like she was naked.

Neither of them stopped for the pretty waitress who’d given Nikodemus her phone number, and they ignored her gesture to an open table. Their heads swiveled, looking around the restaurant, searching.

For half a second she refused to believe she was in danger, but then the part of her brain responsible for self-preservation took over. They were looking for her, and that couldn’t be good. Kynan saw her first, and the moment his attention locked on her, her spine turned to ice. 

“Magellan doesn’t mess around, does he?” Nikodemus said. “He sicced the big dogs on you.” He pointed to a glass door with a heavy push bar across the middle and the words “Fire Exit” in big black letters on the upper pane. “That way.”

Tibold shouted when she and Nikodemus headed for the exit. Tibold slammed into the waitress, and they both reeled back. A bowl of rice went airborne. Kynan jumped onto a table and launched himself. He seemed to stay in the air an inhumanly long time.

Customers shouted and dove for cover from flying food and broken glass and plates. Nikodemus upended their table and kicked it toward the leaping man. Then, hand clamped around hers, he hauled ass out the fire exit with her stumbling behind him, trying to keep her balance. They exited onto a narrow street closed to traffic, the alarm blaring.

“Magellan sent them,” she said. She was shaking again, worse than before. Thinking about what Kynan would do to her if he caught her made her sick. “They’re going to kill me.”

“You’re a fucking genius,” Nikodemus said. He shot a glance at either end of the street, then back to the exit door. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t move. The hair on the back of Carson’s neck stood up. Goose bumps prickled along her forearms.

The alarm cut off.

Light seared her eyes, just once, like a camera flash going off. Kynan, by far the larger of the two, reached the fire exit on the run. He put out his hand to press the crash bar and nothing happened. He punched the handle again, but the door didn’t budge. Tibold joined him. His sunglasses were gone. Kynan stared through the glass and connected with Carson. She took a step back. Kynan’s mouth contorted in rage. He redoubled his assault on the door.

Nikodemus laughed like he’d known the door was going to jam and was enjoying the hell out of watching the two men bang away on it. He grabbed her hand and pulled her toward the cross street. Carson ran to keep up.

Behind them, something exploded. She stumbled as the air around them concussed. He grabbed her, spun her around to put her back to the brick wall, and flattened himself against her, his torso trapping her with her head toward the restaurant side where the fire-exit door had exploded. She breathed in his scent, a desert-dry heat that rose from him and enveloped her. At least her head stopped pounding. She could feel the hum of his breath in and out of his lungs. Glass, bits of masonry, and metal rained down.

“Kynan’s coming for me,” she whispered. Magellan had taken Kynan off his leash and sent him after her. She shook because she’d always known there was something fundamentally wrong with Kynan. 

“Breathe,” Nikodemus said, stroking a hand along the outside of her arm. “Don’t panic on me. You’re just picking up their emotion, that’s all. A couple of mageheld fiends, Carson. Nothing I can’t handle.” She realized she’d been chanting her fears out loud. He’s coming to kill me. He’s coming to kill me. He’s coming to kill me. His body pressed against hers. “Do you need me to take control, Carson?”

That got her attention. Her head cleared, and so did some of her terror. This whole situation was just insane. Completely insane. She wanted to be far away from here. Her muscles twitched with the urge to run. She needed to be away from the nightmare her life had become.

He pushed off the wall as Kynan and Tibold charged into the alley. The light hit their eyes just right and turned their pupils shiny orange. She was seeing things now, because people’s eyes didn’t change color. No way. Tibold jerked back like he’d been hit. With a grunt of surprise, he fell hard on the pavement. Kynan never missed stride. Tibold sat on the ground, hands pressed to his chest, gasping like he couldn’t breathe while Kynan charged on, staring at her the whole time.

What was left of the metal push bar from the door had landed near Carson’s feet. She grabbed it, because something was better than no weapon at all. The metal chilled her palm.

Nikodemus ran toward Kynan, then spun and, using the force from his spin, coldcocked him with a furious backhand. She heard the crunch of bone giving way. Nikodemus kept moving until he was behind Kynan. He wrapped his arms around Kynan’s neck and chin and wrenched hard. Kynan threw him over his shoulder and staggered, blood pouring from his broken nose. Meanwhile, Tibold was back on his feet. He propelled himself at Nikodemus.

Carson screamed a warning, and that made Kynan’s head whip toward her. His broken face was healing right before her eyes. He pointed at her and grinned.

Nikodemus had Tibold in a headlock. His arms strained. Bone cracked, and when Nikodemus let go, Tibold’s body hit the ground and didn’t move. Nikodemus knelt and did something with his hand. The body jerked once.

Someone roared. Kynan, Carson realized. He shot toward her so fast she didn’t have time to think. She swung her metal bar as hard as she could. She was going to die, she thought. But not without a fight. 

The jagged end of the bar caught Kynan’s cheek and tore through his skin. He grabbed his face, eyes burning like a furnace, and Carson felt the world turn upside-down. She couldn’t move. Her brain was locked tight against her. Kynan’s eyes boiled as red as the blood oozing over his fingers.

“Don’t worry,” Kynan said. “I’m going to take my time with you. It might be hours before I kill you.”

Behind him, Nikodemus was on his feet. He didn’t look any friendlier than Kynan. He flung out a hand, and Kynan’s body bowed toward her. Her paralysis shattered. Kynan whirled to Nikodemus, who was circling around them. 

Carson’s headache returned with a vengeance. She was practically blind from the pain. Her stomach burned. Her mouth tasted bitter, metallic, and sour. Her vision wavered. No matter how hard she blinked, Kynan looked more like a deformed lion than a man. His eyes glowed; his upper face protruded, or maybe his jaw receded. He started running toward Nikodemus. Steam rose from his feet. Beneath her the pavement rippled. 

Kynan snarled, a rumbling sound that buzzed in her ears and vibrated in her chest. He leapt toward Nikodemus, arms outstretched, fingers curled into talons. Carson grabbed her metal bar with both hands and darted toward Kynan, shouting with inchoate rage. She swung the bar with all her might and hit the back of his head with a crack like a gun shot. Her joints hurt from the impact. Kynan staggered. 

Heat bubbled around her, burning her. Her skin sizzled, and she was sure her head was going to explode like the fire-exit door. Pain enveloped her, and she screamed. The heat came from Nikodemus. It gathered around him, coalesced, and flashed outward. She didn’t see anything, but she felt the push on her body like a punch. Kynan flipped head over heels and hit the ground, sliding backward, smoke curling out of his mouth and wide-open eyes. He lurched to his feet, normal now. No animalistic face or body. Only his normal, beautiful, hate-filled face. Carson held her bar like a baseball bat.

“Come on!” Nikodemus sprinted, grabbing her wrist as he passed her. She clenched the length of metal as they exited onto the main street and slowed to a normal pace. He pushed through the crowd, jostling people as they went. “You can drop that now,” he said.

She looked at the bar. “No.”

Nikodemus shrugged. “Suit yourself.”

Down the hill, a No. 1 California bus moved through traffic, less than a block away. Bodies pressed in on her, carrying her toward the bus stop, whether she wanted to go or not. Nikodemus was ahead of her, moving through the crowd easily because he was tall and acted like he owned the sidewalk. The pain in her head was a dull ache, but she still had the visual disturbances and the sensation that the air around her was crackling with electricity. Her fingers and palm hurt from gripping the bar, but she didn’t want to be without a weapon ever again. Having a weapon was all that kept her from breaking down.

Nikodemus was past the bus stop. He looked over his shoulder, saw how far back she was, and stopped. Carson headed for the unaware crowd at the bus stop. She wanted out of here. Away. Far away from Kynan and visual hallucinations and exploding doors. Sweat trickled down her back, and her shoulders were one huge knot of tension. Someone bumped into her, pushing to get ahead of her in the line of waiting riders.

The bus stopped and the door whooshed open. Nikodemus scanned the crowd, looking away from her for just a moment. One advantage of being short was she fit into a gap in the line of passengers. She got on, dug out quarters, and paid the fare. Standing room only. Her jaw clenched. So many people, bodies pressed together without regard to age or gender or propriety.

On the sidewalk, Nikodemus headed back the way they’d come. She walked to the rear of the bus, into the thick of people who lived every day of their lives without wondering if they were going insane. Nikodemus scanned the street, and then he shoved a man with a briefcase and shouted. He whirled. His mouth was tense, eyes darting everywhere. He called out again. Her name. 

As the last passengers paid their fares, panic grabbed her by the throat. He’d fought in that alley and kept Kynan and Tibold away from her. From her. She was insane if she thought Kynan wasn’t going to find her again. He wasn’t going to give up. She knew it. As for Nikodemus’s intentions, if someone was going to kill her, better him than Kynan.

At the last minute, she leaned over the seated passengers and banged her fist on the window. Nikodemus turned around. Their gazes met, and swear to God, she felt like he was right there in her head. He dashed for the bus and got on just as the doors were closing. He flashed a Metro card at the driver and joined her at the back of the bus. He stood close. Too close. No more than six inches between their bodies, and there wasn’t room to back up.

Nikodemus smiled. “You whacked Kynan a good one,” he said.

She tilted her chin so she could see his face. “He deserved it.”

His smile flashed into a grin. “You can play on my team anytime.”

The bus lurched and headed up the hill. And Carson’s head was full of Nikodemus, who might or might not be five thousand years old.

She gripped her metal bar and prayed he wasn’t planning how to kill her.


Chapter 3

Nikodemus grabbed the witch’s hand and got off the bus at Polk Street, an area transforming from down-and-out to up-and-coming. This was a commercial/residential area: restaurants, used bookstores, a corner grocery, a bakery, a chain store with a pharmacy. Most of the upper stories of the buildings were apartments. She kept a step behind him, but he could tell she was having trouble walking a straight line.

He turned around and drew her toward him. She came without resistance. He pressed a finger to her forehead. The noise of traffic receded. No more distant sirens or people talking. Just a moment of perfect silence he wished would last forever. Her eyes were heartbreakingly clear. An intense gaze, even filled with pain. Considering Kynan Aijan had been trying to kill her, she was holding up damned well. “You gonna be okay?” he asked.

She swayed toward him, not as unsteady as before, but not entirely steady, either. “Sure,” she said. And then she laughed, but not like something was funny. “Unless you decide to kill me, after all.”

“I don’t kill people when they’re helpless. You have my word on that.” He smiled, because he wasn’t sure how much she knew, which he guessed was jack shit, and how much she was figuring out on her own, which was possibly more than he thought. “It’s okay,” he said. Damn, but she was pretty. Exactly his type. He put his arms around her and drew her close. Her metal bar banged against his leg. “Honest.”

“Why should I believe you?” She clung to him like they were soon-to-be-lovers only she didn’t realize that’s what he was thinking. Okay, maybe she did. She pushed away, fighting back tears.

“Sweetheart.” He brushed the back of his fingers along her cheek. She didn’t turn her face to the contact. Too bad, because her skin was soft, and the contact gave him a rush. At the moment, her magic was practically nonexistent, and that made her feel enticingly human. “Who else do you have to trust? More to the point, come to think of it, who else has your back where Kynan is concerned?” 

She looked into his face, staring hard because it was getting dark and she didn’t see as well in the dark as he did. “Nobody.”

“Then why not me?”

“I don’t know you,” she said softly. She touched his earring. Wasn’t that just like a witch to go straight for the object of power? “You could have let Kynan take me. But you didn’t. Why not?”

“A grave misjudgment on my part,” he said, smiling so she’d know he was joking. Kind of. “But then, I’m known for my open mind. Look, you can trust me, but if you decide for whatever reason that you can’t, then whack me with that bar, okay? Deal?” She nodded, and he took her hand in his, and they started walking again. Slowly, until she was steadier on her feet.

They walked uphill past Lafayette Park, turned a corner, and continued along a treelined street to his narrow Edwardian with no front yard and twenty steps to the door. At the top of the stairs, he pulled a set of keys from his pocket and fit his key to the lock. He stood aside to let her in. While he bent for the mail, she looked around. His house had good proportions and he watched her take in the high ceilings, the chandelier overhead, the hardwood floors, and the wooden florets around the windows and doors. She appeared fascinated by the medallions painted with woodland faces that interrupted the straight line of the crown molding. Had she guessed what they were? To the left, stairs led to a second floor. A hall extended rearward to the right of the stairs, and through an arched passage on a hard right, he could just see the bowed windows of the room that fronted his street.

Mail in hand, he flipped on the light. Carson closed her eyes and kept them that way. When she opened them again, she stared hard at the nearest painted-face medallion. She rubbed her eyes. “Where is this?”
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