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For Violette and Paul, who rebuild our house, look after our cats, and are even attempting to teach me how to dress. Definitely above and beyond!


ONE

Although both moon and stars were hidden behind cloud, the night was not as dark as it could have been. The light from streetlamps bounced off pale concrete, providing illumination enough to make the two men walking along the empty sidewalk clearly visible.

The dark-haired man shoved his hands deeper into the pockets of his brown suede jacket. “I know we didn’t have much of a choice, but I don’t like how that ended.”

“It ended the way it had to end,” the blond replied with a weary smile. And if his teeth were just a little too white and preternaturally long, there was no one there to note it. They might have been the only two men alive in the entire city. Their footsteps should have echoed … that’s how alone they seemed.

“I don’t like circumstances making my choices for me.”

“Who does?”

“You don’t seem to be having any trouble.”

“I’ve just had a lot more practice at hiding …” His voice trailed off and, frowning, he looked up.

“That’s it. Good. Lee, follow his gaze. A woman screams and …”

A plaid flannel body pillow, clearly weighted, dropped down onto the sidewalk about three feet in front of the actors.

“… and the unfortunate lady lands. Cut!” Peter Hudson moved out from behind the monitors, pulling off his headset and tossing it back in the general direction of his black canvas chair. Tina, his script supervisor, reached out and snagged the set just before it hit the pavement, her left hand marking the place she’d stopped lining her copy of the script, her eyes never leaving the page. “Mason, I liked the same old/same old thing you had going during the dialogue,” he continued as he reached the pillow. “It was a nice counterpoint to Lee’s whole mortal indignation thing.”

“Nice?” Mason Reed—aka Raymond Dark, syndicated television’s most popular vampire detective and star of Darkest Night—folded his arms, and curled a lip to expose one fake fang. “That’s the best you can do?”

“It’s after midnight,” Peter sighed. “Be thankful I can still come up with nice. Once Angela adds the echoing footsteps in post, I think the scene’ll play …” The sound of large machinery revving up reduced the rest of the director’s observation to moving lips and increasingly emphatic gestures.

Still standing on the top of the ladder from where he’d thrown the body pillow—Peter liked to be certain about lines of sight—Tony Foster caught one of the gestures aimed at him, clambered down, and ran over to the director’s side.

“I want one more take before we bring in Padma!” Mouth by Tony’s ear, Peter all but screamed to make himself heard. “Deal with it, Mr. Foster!”

“How?”

“Any way that’ll get my footage!”

Any way.

Yeah. Tony headed for the construction site. Like he didn’t know what that meant.

Promoted back in August from production assistant to TAD, trainee assistant director, Tony found himself in October still doing much the same thing he’d been doing as a PA—which surprised no one, him least of all, since Chester Bane, the notoriously frugal head of CB Productions, hadn’t yet gotten around to hiring someone to do his old job. Still, TAD meant he was now moving up in the Directors Department with a raise in pay and a clear, union-sanctified path to the director’s chair. Not necessarily a short path, but he was on it and that was the main thing. Since he’d been in the business less than a full year, he really had nothing to complain about. Besides, CB’s penny-pinching ways ensured that he was learning a lot more than he might have on a show with a larger personnel budget.

And on a show with a larger locations budget, he’d have never learned how to take advantage of roadwork in order to get a normally busy Vancouver street cleared of traffic without having to go through all the hassles at city hall or pay off-duty police officers to safely keep it that way. Half the permits. Half the money spent. Digging for a sewer line guaranteed empty streets for blocks away from the actual machinery and city hall had been more than willing to halve the inconvenience to Vancouver drivers.

There was, of course, a downside. They’d been working around the noise—construction seemed to follow the same “hurry up and wait” schedule that television did—but that machine …

Backhoe, Tony realized as he drew closer… seemed to be settling in for a long roar. Sure, they could remove the sound in post, but Peter hated looping dialogue. Mostly because Mason wasn’t particularly good at it, and the results always looked as though a big rubbery monster was due to stomp Tokyo.

Any way didn’t include actually talking to the construction crew. The foreman had made it quite clear earlier in the evening that they needn’t bother. He had a job to do and no fancy-assed, la-di-da television show was going to put him off schedule.

With that attitude in mind, Tony stopped about six meters from the backhoe and watched the huge bladed bucket bite through the asphalt. After a moment, he noticed that the operator worked in what was essentially an open cab. Noticed, after a moment more, that her line of sight didn’t extend as far down as the keys dangling off to one side of the double bank of bright yellow-and-black levers.

That could work.

Turning on one heel, he started back toward the trailers. There was always the chance the operator might glance down—it was a small chance, but given the size of the biceps on the woman, he wanted to make sure there wouldn’t be the slightest possibility she’d even begin to contemplate the thought of considering him responsible.

Call him a coward, but those arms were the size of his thighs.

Besides, he didn’t need to see the key. He knew where it was. Knew the shape it occupied in the universe. Okay, maybe the universe was going a little far, but he had local space nailed.

“Mr. Foster?”

He had to strain to hear Peter’s voice in his ear jack.

“Any time.”

Now seemed good. He concentrated and closed his fingers around a handful of keys as, behind him, the backhoe sputtered to a stop.

Wizardry, according to Arra Pelindrake, the wizard from another world who’d left him a laptop with instructions both detailed and annoyingly obscure, was all about focus. New spells required words or symbols or embarrassing contortions—Tony suspected that the wizards of Arra’s world were either double-jointed or had a vicious sense of humor. After a while—where a while generally referred to years of practice—the words, symbols, and contortions could be replaced by the wizard’s will.

Back in the summer, Tony had discovered that trying to keep a location crew alive in a haunted house could condense a while into one high-stress night. These days, if he wanted something to come to him, it came. Other spells were a different story. He was still trying to forget what happened the first time he tried a clean cantrip on his bathroom. Nothing said, Hey, I’m a weirdo! like having a date attacked by scrubbing bubbles.

As far as other spells were concerned … Well, there were surprisingly few places in and around the lower mainland to practice Powershots, given population density and the expected explosive results, but just in case he ever had to blast his way out of another haunted house, he had the theory nailed.

He reached the craft services table in time to see Lee—one hand still shoved in the pocket of his leather jacket, the other wrapped around a Styrofoam coffee cup—flirting with Karen, the craft services contractor. As Lee dipped his chin and looked up at her through a fringe of thick, dark lashes, she giggled. Actually giggled. Not a sound Tony’d ever connected to Karen before. Laugh, yes. Also swear like a sailor. But giggle? No. Lee’s answering smile and a murmured comment Tony wasn’t quite close enough to hear brought a flush to her cheeks, the rosy color under the freckles clearly visible in the double set of halogen spotlights aimed at the table.

“When you’re ready, Mr. Nicholas!”

In answer to Peter’s summons, Lee winked, drained the cup, tossed it into the nearer of the two garbage cans, turned, and half smiled as his gaze swept over Tony. Then the gaze kept sweeping, that half smile the only acknowledgment he gave.

Tony watched him walk back to where Mason and Peter were standing by the scene’s starting mark. The shadows following hard on the actor’s heels were nothing more than the result of solid objects blocking the path of both natural and artificial light. No otherworldly shadow warriors dogged his footsteps. The chill Tony felt on the back of his neck was a fall breeze, a warning that winter, such as winter was in British Columbia, was on its way. If the dead were walking, they weren’t walking here. Everything was so aggressively normal it was almost possible to believe he’d imagined Lee screaming, his body tortured from within by an insane dead wizard. Almost possible to believe he’d imagined Lee sitting in the back of an ambulance and admitting that … well, essentially admitting that when he’d kissed him, he’d been fully aware of whose lips were involved.

Of course, he’d also said that the show had to go on.

That had been August. It was now early October. The show had been going on for nearly two months and was getting very good at it. Unlike a lot of actors, Lee had always been friendly with his crew and that “friendly” had always extended to Tony. Nothing about that had changed; he treated Tony no differently than he treated Keisha, the set dresser, or Zev Sero, the music director. The kiss and the confession were safely buried under what Tony thought was one of Lee’s better performances.

Since the ladder and the pillow had been moved away from the shot, Tony assumed that Peter was doing this last take without his assistance. The backhoe keys slid off his fingertips into the garbage to lie hidden under a half-eaten muffin. Watching the boom operator—a skinny, middle-aged man named Walter Davis, who’d replaced skinny, middle-aged Hartley Skenski, who hadn’t made it out of that haunted house alive—Tony reached for a handful of marshmallow strawberries.

“Those things’ll kill you, you know.”

One of them took a shot at it.

Coughing and blowing bits of soggy pink marshmallow out of his nose, Tony glared up into the amused face of RCMP Constable Jack Elson and contemplated several responses that would get him fifteen to life. When he could talk again, self-preservation prodded him to settle for a merely moderately sarcastic, “Aren’t you out of your jurisdiction?”

Constable Elson, like CB Productions, was based in Burnaby—a part of the Greater Vancouver area about ten miles east of the city.

The constable shrugged. “I’m off duty. Heard you lot were out on the streets, thought I’d come down and take a look.”

“Quiet, please!” Adam Paelous, the first assistant director, began the familiar litany. “Let’s settle, people!”

Tony jerked his head back toward the trailers and started walking. Smiling slightly, Jack followed, snatching a couple of cookies off the corner of the table as he passed. He’d been around often enough in the last month or so that Karen, usually pit bull protective of the show’s food, no longer tried to stop him and, even more disturbing, sometime in the last few weeks Tony had started thinking of him as Jack.

“Rolling!”

Half a dozen voices, including Tony’s, echoed the word.

“Scene 19a, take three. Mark!”

The crack of the slate bounced off the buildings a couple of times and finally disappeared under the distant profanity of the road crew.

As Peter called action, Tony figured they were far enough away and murmured, “Okay, fine, now you’re here, what are you looking for?”

Jack grinned. “It’s been almost two months since you were found next to a dead body. I figured you were about due.”

He was probably kidding.

The RCMP constable had been unhappy about the verdict of Accidental Death after the Shadowlord had come and gone, but that was nothing on the way he’d felt when Tony’d finally forced open the doors to Caulfield House on that August night. He’d seen the kind of weird-and-wonderful that even television writers would have had a hard time making people believe, and what he’d seen, combined with a good cop’s ability to sift out the bullshit, had left him with no choice but to believe Tony’s promised explanation. He’d believed it. He just hadn’t liked it much.

Given his adversarial history with the police, Tony still wasn’t sure why he’d told Jack and his partner Geetha Danvers the truth about what had happened in the house—slightly edited of personal information and back story. Maybe he’d hoped that it would keep them from hanging around and scowling suspiciously at all and sundry. It had worked on Constable Danvers, not that she’d been the scowling suspiciously sort to begin with, but it had done sweet fuck-all to get Jack Elson out of his life.

“Look at them.” The constable gestured with a cookie, including actors and crew in the movement. “They’re acting like nothing happened.”

They were acting like the backhoe was quiet and that meant they could shoot, that was all they cared about. Except that wasn’t what Jack meant. Peter, Adam, Sorge—the director of photography—Mason, and Lee; they’d all been in the house. Karen and Ujjal, the genny op, had been outside trying to get in. Or get the others out. The rest of the crew had been involved only to the extent that they’d heard the stories.

Tonight they were all working to get the scene in the can as though nothing had happened.

Tony’s turn to shrug. “It’s been a while.”

“That shouldn’t matter.” Jack had taken to an expanded reality like a fangirl who knew her favorite actor was in town. Now that he believed, he suspected the supernatural of lurking around every corner. Sometimes he even spotted it. Sometimes he called Tony.

“What’s about six centimeters high and can take a bite out of a car bumper?”

“What?”

“I think I saw one in the impound yard. Maybe more than one.”

Finally recognizing the voice, Tony’d rolled over and squinted at the clock. “It’s three in the morning.”

“Does that matter? Do these things only come out between midnight and dawn? What are they?”

“How the hell should I know?”

“You’re the …” Elson’s voice—he’d still been Elson then, not yet Jack—had dropped below eavesdropping level. “… wizard.”

“Yeah. Wizard. Not a database for things that go bump in the night.”

“So you won’t tell me.”

“It’s three in the morning, for fuck’s sake!”

“Why do you keep repeating the time?”

He’d sighed. “Because it’s three in the morning.”

In a just world, Jack would have gotten discouraged by now. Or distracted.

“Bunch of hikers just spotted a Sasquatch up by Hope—probably not a real one,” Tony added quickly. “We’re old news.” A shadow moved just at the edge of the light, and he rolled his eyes. “Well, to everyone but you and him.”

Him. Kevin Groves. Their very own tabloid journalist.

Fortunately, after the house incident, Mason had hogged the spotlight, and for Mason it was all about Mason. Unfortunately, Kevin Groves had apparently heard the bits of truth nearly buried under ego.

To his great disappointment, after official statements were taken—and with three dead under mysterious circumstances, official statements were taken—no one really wanted to talk much about what had happened. They seemed almost embarrassed about having been a part of a paranormal experience, given the kind of people to whom those sorts of things generally happened. In the public perception, haunted houses came just under alien anal probes and slightly above thousand-year-old lizard babies. Group gestalt insisted on a rational explanation for everything that could possibly be given one and refused to admit to the rest, leaving Kevin Groves lurking unfulfilled around the soundstage and being regularly escorted off location shoots.

However, it was clear that an unwillingness to talk didn’t mean that anyone had actually forgotten the experience. No one ever seemed to be under a certain place on the soundstage between 11:00 and 11:15 AM or PM and Tony’s abilities were used whenever they’d save a few moments or dollars. Television people dealt with the surreal on a daily basis and had managed to work a couple more bits in with little difficulty.

It helped that Tony had been a PA back in August, bottom man on the television totem pole, so anything too bizarre coming from his position wasn’t exactly hard for them to ignore.

“I wouldn’t be so fast to dismiss Mr. Groves, if I were you,” Jack observed around a final mouthful of oatmeal raisin. “It mostly got lost in all of Mason Reed’s posturing, but don’t forget that there were interesting things said about your actions that night.”

Tony sighed. “Yes, I have vast and incredible powers.”

“You talk to dead people.”

“So? I also talk to my car and the bank machine.”

“Dead people talk to you.”

“What, you never caught an episode of Crossing Over back when it was on six or seven times a day? Apparently, dead people talk to everyone.”

“You …” He waved a hand.

Tony raised an eyebrow, the movement attaching a certain smuttiness to the unspoken part of the constable’s observation.

Jack snorted, refusing to be baited. “The word wizard was mentioned.”

“Yeah, so were the words mass hallucination and gas leak. If I’m such a mighty wizard, don’t you think I’d have better things to do than stand around on the edge of a construction zone at one o’clock in the morning?”

“What, and give up show business?” Brushing cookie crumbs off his jacket, Jack grinned, golden stubble glinting in the spill of light from the streetlamp.

The grin made Tony nervous.

It was supposed to. And knowing that didn’t help.

“I’ll go have a word with Mr. Groves.”

“I can’t stop you.”

“You know, you’re not as dumb as you look.”

Since “neither are you” would be an enormously stupid thing to say, Tony bit his tongue as the RCMP officer walked toward the reporter.

“Cut! Good, that’s got it!”

“Tony.” Adam’s voice in his ear. “Go get Padma.”

The conversation with Jack had moved him nearly back beside the trailer shared by makeup and wardrobe. He leaned in through the open door and saw it was empty but for Padma Sathaye, the victim of the week. Ready for her scene, she was sitting in the makeup chair, absently rocking it back and forth with the pointed toe of one shoe, and reading an Elizabeth Fitzroy romance novel. Sweet Savage Seas, Tony noted; one of the older ones.

“Padma? They’re ready for you.”

She murmured a distracted reply, read for a second longer, and then closed the book around a folded piece of tissue. “I’m afraid I have a bad addiction to trashy romance novels,” she told him apologetically as she stood.

“Who says they’re trashy?”

“Pretty much everybody.”

“I don’t.”

“But you wouldn’t be caught dead reading one.”

“I’ve read a couple.”

The caked blood kept her from smiling too broadly. “How very sensitive new age guy of you.”

He shrugged and stood to one side to let her pass. He’d read them because Elizabeth Fitzroy was the pseudonym of Henry Fitzroy, once Duke of Richmond and Somerset, bastard son of Henry VIII, vampire, and one of his exes.

Sort of ex.

Sort of … not.

Henry Fitzroy—Prince of Man, Prince of Darkness—was just a little on the possessive side. As far as he was concerned, Tony would always be one of his.

Mostly, that was all right by Tony. He liked to keep things friendly with all his exes. Hell, he saw Zev all the time at work and they still occasionally hung out. It used to be like that with Henry. Even a couple of months ago, he’d have given the vampire a heads up on this night shoot so they could hang together for a while, but things had cooled between them since the incident with the house.

Since it had become obvious that Henry’d developed some kind of connection with Chester Bane.

Okay, strictly speaking, things hadn’t so much cooled as Tony’d cooled things.

He didn’t like Henry becoming a part of his daytime life. He might be Henry’s, but this show, this job, was his—and Henry could just piss off and stop bonding with his boss.

He wished he had the guts to ask CB if they were still in touch.

Following Padma across the street, he noted Everett, the makeup artist, standing by the video village, a gallon of fake blood at his feet. Beside him, Alison Larkin from wardrobe sketched costumes in the air, her every gesture threatening to drench the immediate area in coffee. As far as Tony knew, she’d never lost a drop. He placed the genny op, light techs, sound techs … the greater part of his job on location was knowing where people were so he could find them if needed.

Jack and Kevin Groves seemed to have left the area. Probably not together. Hopefully not together. Unless Jack had arrested the reporter for loitering with intent.

No. Not even then. Jack knew enough that Tony wanted the reporter nowhere near him for any length of time even if that time involved handcuffs. And not in a fun way.

“Come on, people, let’s move!” Adam’s voice set the crew in motion. “We’ve only got the street for one more night and second unit’s got it all tied up!”

Padma laughed at something Lee said as she arranged herself on the pavement and Mason smacked his costar lightly on the arm. Peter shuffled the two men into position, Adam called for quiet, and they were rolling again.

Raymond Dark and James Taylor Grant stared down at the body that had just landed at their feet.

They weren’t the only ones.

Tony’s gaze flicked up to the rooftop.

Something else was watching …

Wonderful.

It was like having fucking gaydar for the supernatural.

“So I have to be careful now because I’m a player?” It was one of the last conversations he’d had with Henry before he’d stopped returning the vampire’s calls. “What was I before?”

Henry’s eyes had silvered slightly, a sign that the Hunger was near the surface. “A victim. But there’s enough of them that you had a chance of being lost in the crowd. Now, you stand out.”

He’d very nearly responded with something stupidly cliché about how he thought he’d been more than just a meal to the other man. Stomping hard on his inner drama queen, he’d snarled, “I’m not saying I don’t appreciate your help, but I’ve been taking care of myself since I was fourteen.”

“You survived …”

“Yeah, my point. Before you came along to hold my dick, I survived just fine.”

“Things are different now.”

“And that gives you the right to bite down on the rest of my life?”

“What?”

The conversation had deteriorated around then, but the point was, if Tony was sensing a supernatural watcher on the roof, he was probably sensing Henry playing Mother Hen of the Night. Sure, he hadn’t told Henry about the shoot, but Henry had new contacts in the business now.

He flipped a finger in the general direction of the feeling.

* * *

“CB Productions, can I help you? Uh-huh. Uh-huh.” Tucking the phone under her chin, Amy waved her left hand in Tony’s general direction while she doodled on a message pad with her right. “No, I’m sorry, that’s not possible.”

He crossed to her desk during the other half of the conversation and noted that up close her fingernails weren’t a uniform black. Each nail also wore a tiny, white stick-on skull.

“Look …” She methodically scratched out what she’d already written. “… why don’t I just put you through to our office manager? Okay. Just stay on the line.” Pushing the hold button, she hung up the receiver and frowned up at Tony over the blinking red light. “What are you doing here? You’re working second unit tonight.”

“CB wanted to see me.” Tony glanced around to see that Rachel Chou, the office manager, was noticeably absent. “Shouldn’t you find Rachel?”

“Why?”

He nodded toward the phone.

Amy snorted. “She’s not in the office today. That asshat can stay on hold until she gets back for all I care.”

“Nice.” Tony picked up one hand and took a closer look at the nails. “Skulls glow in the dark?”

“Uh-huh.”

“Hair, too?” White strips of hair bracketed her face. They seemed slightly greenish next to the matte black of the rest.

“Please; too tacky.” Lids lowered, she tipped her face up. “But my eye shadow does.”

Wondering why glow-in-the-dark hair was tackier than glow-in-the-dark eye shadow—and skulls—he leaned forward for a closer look.

“Don’t do it, Amy. He’ll make you watch old black-and-white movies.”

“Don’t do what?” Tony demanded, turning in time to see the door to post close and Zev start across the office.

“She looked like she was about to make an unhealthy commitment.”

“As if. And what’s wrong with black-and-white movies?” Amy leaned to the right so she could see the music director.

Zev grinned within the shadow of his dark beard. “He keeps pausing so he can comment on the way they used to set up scenes.”

She jerked her hand out of Tony’s grip. “Is he kidding?”

“No, but …”

“Dude, you’ve got to work a little harder at getting a life.”

“I used to have one.” Tony nodded toward Zev. “He broke up with me.”

“Yeah. Quel surprise.”

Shoving his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, Zev frowned thoughtfully in Tony’s general direction. “I thought you were doing second unit tonight?”

“I am.”

“CB wants to see him.” Amy’s tone suggested last requests, last meals, last rites.

“Why?”

Tony shrugged. “I don’t know.”

They turned as one toward the closed door of the boss’ office. The scuffed wood gave nothing away.

“He’s just running over the stunt with Daniel,” Amy murmured.

“Daniel’s not doing the stunt.”

“Gee …” Eyes rolled. “… I can’t see why not. Daniel’d be so convincing as a not very tall, gorgeous Indian woman.”

“Well, the not-very-tall would give him a few problems,” Zev reflected, measuring a space some two meters from the floor.

Daniel was the stunt double for both Mason and Lee. He also acted as coordinator for any stunts performed by outside talent. “Why is it when Frank writes an episode,” Tony wondered, “we always need to hire a stuntwoman?”

They turned toward the bull pen. From behind that closed door came the rhythmic sound of someone reading aloud.

Zev frowned. “Maybe he thinks the only way he can get a date is with someone used to risking her life.”

“Frank dating?” Amy shuddered. “My mind just went to the scary place.”

In the awkward silence that followed, Tony heard maniacal laughter. He might’ve been worried except it clearly came from one of the writers.

“Not a specific scary place,” Amy amended quickly.

They both turned to look at Tony. Amy was the exception to the general rule that those who’d been in the house ignored what had gone on and Zev, as an ex, had certain rights and privileges involving shared history and exploded beer bottles.

“So.” She picked at the edge of a skull, then looked up hopefully. “Seen any dead people lately?”

He’d nearly seen Henry keeping tabs on him the night before. But Henry, not being exactly dead, just differently alive, didn’t really count. “No.”

“But you’ll tell me if you do?”

At the edge of his vision, Tony could see Zev shaking his head almost hard enough to dislodge his yarmulke. “Sure …”

Zev sighed.

“… I promise.”

* * *

“Brianna has been asking after you.”

“Brianna? Really?” From the expression on CB’s face, that clearly sounded as stupid as Tony suspected. Brianna had been asking for him pretty much every time she spoke to her father. “Uh, in what context?”

CB’s eyes narrowed as he leaned back, his leather office chair creaking ominously under his weight. “In what context do you imagine, Mr. Foster?”

“Boss, I swear I never told her she was a wizard!”

“So you’ve said previously. And, once again, I believe you.” He steepled fingers the size of well-muscled bratwurst. “However, as Brianna does not, I think it’s time we move on.”

“Move on?” Tony cleared his throat and tried again an octave lower. “Move on?”

“Yes.”

No. He was not going to teach CB’s youngest daughter how to be a wizard. First, wizardry was a talent more than a skill, and while Brianna had proved sensitive to the metaphysical, he had no idea if that equaled talent. Or what, exactly, did equal talent, for that matter. Second, he was still teaching himself how to be a wizard and, frankly, as a teacher, he sucked. Scrubbing bubbles and one pissed-off cater-waiter had to be incontestable evidence of that. Third, giving this particular eight-year-old access to actual power would be like … his mind shied away from comparisons and settled on: the height of irresponsibility. No one, including her father, could control the kid now. And fourth, he’d rather have toothpicks shoved under his nails.

Mouth open to lay everything but the last point out in front of CB—not smart to give the big guy ideas—he closed it again as CB continued speaking.

“I have a friend putting together a PBS miniseries for Black History Month, so I called in some favors, and he gave my ex-wife a sizable part. She’s taking both girls to South Carolina with her. Shooting ends December twentieth. You have until then to come up with a permanent solution.”

The pause lengthened.

“Was there anything else?”

Like invasions from another world or a waxy buildup of evil?

“Um, no.”

“Good.”

* * *

“Permanent solution. Permanent solution.” Tony paused, one hand on the door leading out to the parking lot, frozen in place by the sudden memory of his mother sitting at the kitchen table twisting her hair onto multicolored rollers shaped like bones. A home perm. And the permanent solution had totally reeked. He remembered because they were called Tonys and his mother used to tease him about being a hairdresser.

Later, like around the time he hit puberty, his father stopped finding the hairdresser jokes quite so funny—Warren Beatty’s enthusiastically hetero performance in Shampoo conveniently ignored.

His father was no longer a problem given that they hadn’t spoken to each other for about ten years.

Brianna’s father, however …

The door jerked out of his hand, and he stumbled forward, slamming up against a solid body on its way in.

His way in.

Tony recognized the impact. And the black leather jacket he was currently clutching with both hands. “Lee.” Two fast steps back. He stared down at his arms still stretched out … Right. Release the jacket.

“Tony.”

Just for a second, Tony was unsure of what Lee’s next words were going to be. Just for a second, it almost looked as if the show was over for the day and reality was going to get its time in. Just for a second. Trouble was, a second later Lee pulled his hail-fellow-well-met actor-face back on.

“You okay? I didn’t realize there was someone standing there.”

“Well, why would you? You know, solid door and all and you not having X-ray vision.” X-ray vision? Could he sound any more geeklike? “I was just leaving.”

“Right. You’re doing second unit work tonight.”

Everyone seemed to know that. Were they posting his schedule now or what?

Lee shifted his motorcycle helmet from under his left arm to under his right but didn’t actually move out of the doorway. “So you were here to …”

“Meeting. I had a meeting with CB.”

“Good. I mean, it was good?”

“Yeah. I guess. Still dealing with Brianna’s reactions in the …” Shit. Never bring up the house thing with Lee.

The actor-face slipped. “In the house?”

Unless he brings it up first. “Yeah. In the house.”

Lee’s eyes closed briefly, thick lashes lying against his cheeks like the fringe on a theater curtain. Only darker. Not gold. And without the tassels. Tony realized he was babbling to himself, but he couldn’t seem to stop. They hadn’t been alone together, standing this close, since, well, since the house. For a moment, he hoped that when Lee opened his eyes, the actor-face would be gone and they could maybe start dealing with what had happened.

Lee had to make the first move because Lee was the one with the career he could lose. It was Lee’s face plastered on T-shirts worn by teenage girls and forty-year-old women who should know better. Tony was a TAD. Professionally, no one gave a crap about him.

The moment passed.

Lee opened his eyes. “Well, I have to say that it’s been nice running into you and all, but I need to get to my …” Dark brows drew in, and he waved the hand not holding the helmet.

“Dressing room?”

“Yeah.” The smile was fake. Well done, but fake. “My memory sucks some days.”

Tony reflected the smile back at him. “Old age.”

“Yeah.” The smile was still fake, but the regret flattening his words seemed real. “That has to be it.”

* * *

Tony squinted up at the top of the building, trying to count the number of people standing at the edge of the roof. Sorge’s request for a steadicam had been overruled by the budget, so there should only be two: Leah Burnett, the stuntwoman doing the fall, and Sam Tappett, one of Daniel’s safety crew. Two. Not a hard number to count. Most nights he could even do it with his shoes on. So why did he keep getting three? Not every time—because that would have made sense. Every now and then, he thought—no, cancel that, he was sure—he could see a third figure.

Not Henry.

Not tonight.

Not unless Henry had been growing an impressive set of horns in his spare time and had then developed the ability to share his personal space with mere mortals. The same actual space. Sort of superimposed.

Welcome to the wonderful world of weird.

Déjà vu all over again.

The question now: should he do anything about it and, if so, what?

It wasn’t like his spidey-sense was tingling or something in his subconscious was flailing metaphorical arms and wailing Danger, Will Robinson! Danger! He didn’t have a bad feeling about things, and he had no idea if this was a threat or some kind of symbolic wizard experience. Maybe it was something all wizards saw on top of buildings at—he checked his watch—11:17 on Thursday nights in early October and he’d just never been looking in the right place at the right time.

Still, as a general rule, when he saw things others couldn’t, the situation went south in a big way pretty fucking fast.

Unfortunately, none of the second unit crew had been in the house. They’d heard the stories, but they didn’t know. Not the way those who’d been trapped and forced to listen to hours of badly played thirties dance music knew. If he told Pam, the second unit director, that he intermittently saw a translucent, antlered figure on the roof, she’d assume controlled substances and not metaphysical visitations.

Tony hadn’t done hard drugs since just before Henry pulled him off the streets. Point of interest; he’d never seen big, see-through guys with horns while he was shooting up.

He glanced down as a gust of wind plastered a grimy piece of newspaper to his legs. Evening weather reports had mentioned a storm coming in off the Pacific, and the wind was starting to pick up, sweeping up all kinds of debris as it raced through the artificial canyons between the buildings. Before he could grab the newspaper, another gust whirled it away and slapped it up against the big blue inflated bag Leah would land on.

If Daniel thought it was too dangerous, he’d cancel the stunt regardless of the shooting schedule. Tony hurried over to where the stunt coordinator was checking the final inflation of the bag.

“It’s getting kind of windy.”

“Yes, it is.”

“Four stories is a long way to fall.”

“Uh-huh.” He straightened and bounced against the side of the bag. “That’s why they call it a high fall.”

“Yeah, it’s just that falling four stories the wind’ll have longer to throw her off …” As Daniel turned to look at him, Tony sputtered to a stop. “But you’ve taken that into account.”

“I have.” Stern features under dark stubble suddenly dissolved into a smile. “But I thank you for staying on top of things. It never hurts to have another person thinking about potential problems.” He unclipped the microphone from his collar. “Hey, Sam, what’s the wind like up there?”

“Little gusty. Not too bad.”

“What’s Leah think?”

During the pause, the antlered figured came and went and came again. It almost seemed to wave when Leah did.

“She says she’s good to go whenever you give the word.”

“We’re ready down here. Pam, we can go any time.”

“Glad to hear it.” Pam’s voice in the ear jack. “Let’s have a slate on the scene and get started!”

Tony backed away from the bag as Daniel’s people took up their positions. Since a high fall relied 100 percent on the stuntie’s ability to hit the bag safely, the stunt crew were essentially there to deal with a miss. Tony wouldn’t have wanted to see the backboard so prominently displayed were he about to jump off a roof, but, hey, that was him.

“Quiet, please, cameras are rolling.”

A repeat of “Rolling!” in half a dozen voices rippled out from the director’s chair.

“Scene 19b, high fall, take one. Mark!”

“Action.”

Far enough away now, Daniel’s voice sounded in Tony’s ear jack. “On three, Leah. One …”

Up on the roof, Sam would be echoing the count, fingers flicking up to give visual cues.

A gust of wind blew a bit of dirt in Tony’s eye. He ducked his head just in time to see that same gust about to fling a ten-centimeter piece of aluminum with a wickedly pointed end into the bag.

“Two.”

Impact wouldn’t make anything as simple as a hole. At that angle, at that speed, it was going to be a gash. And a big one.

“Three.”

The wham whoosh of impact and applause from the crew covered the sound of aluminum slapping into Tony’s palm. The jagged piece of debris had probably blown down from the construction site. Revenge of the backhoe.

“Cut!”

He looked up as Leah climbed down off the bag, Daniel, grinning broadly, reaching out a hand to steady her. The fall had clearly not been a problem; the high heels, on the other hand, were giving her a little trouble. She was smiling, definitely happy, but less overtly euphoric than a lot of stunties were after nailing a four-story fall.

She didn’t look like Padma. She looked like a stuntwoman wearing the same costume over some strategic padding.

So much for the magic of television.

It took a moment for Tony to realize she was staring at him.

No, not at him. At the piece of aluminum still in his hand.

As though she’d suddenly become aware of his attention, she lifted her head. Lifted one dark, inquiring brow.

Even the see-through guy with horns sharing her space seemed interested.


TWO

Night shoots always threw Tony’s sleeping patterns out of whack. When a guy his age got off work, he was supposed to go out and do things. He wasn’t supposed to drive straight home and fall over. It wasn’t just wrong, it was old. It was what old guys did.

Except there wasn’t a whole lot to do at 2:30 on a Thursday morning in beautiful downtown Burnaby.

Cradling a bag of overpriced groceries from the 7-Eleven, Tony kicked the door to his apartment closed and shuffled into the tiny kitchen. The shuffling was necessary because he’d started sorting laundry back on Monday, hadn’t quite finished yet, and didn’t want to start again from scratch because he’d mixed the piles. The bread and milk went into the fridge. He tucked the bottle of apple juice under his arm and carried the bag of beef jerky and the spray cheese into the living room—where living room was defined as the part of the long rectangle that contained an unmade sofa bed instead of a stove, a fridge, and a sink.

The television remote was not in the pizza box under the couch. It finally turned up on top of the bookcase by the window, half buried in the pot with the dead geranium. Raising it in triumph, he settled back against the pillows, sprayed some cheese on a piece of jerky, and started channel surfing with the mute on.

Replay of a hockey game on TSN, end of hurricane season on Outdoor Life, remake of Smokey and the Bandit …

“Which after The Longest Yard and The Dukes of Hazzard pretty much proves there is no God,” he muttered, jabbing his thumb at the remote.

… some guy eating a bug on either the Learning Channel or FOOD—he didn’t stay long enough to see if it came with a lecture on habitat or a raspberry vinaigrette—three movies he’d already seen, two he didn’t want to see, a bug eating some guy on either Discovery or Space, someone knocking at the door …

His thumb stilled.

Someone knocking at his door. Carefully. Specifically. Trying not to wake the neighbors.

It didn’t sound like Henry’s knock. He checked his watch: 2:57. Besides the vampire, who did he know who’d be up at this hour? Even tabloid journalists eventually crawled back under their rocks for a nap. It wasn’t Jack Elson or his partner; the police had a very distinctive knock.

Might be Conner, that friend of Everett’s he’d met while visiting the makeup artist in the hospital. They’d gone for coffee but hadn’t been able to hook up since—Conner worked in the props shop at one of the other Burnaby studios, and his hours were as insane as Tony’s. Maybe their schedules had finally matched up.

Of course, Conner’d have no way of knowing that.

Unless Everett had told him.

Hell, if he was going to imagine hot guys, why not drop all the way into fairy-tale land and assume it was Lee, no longer conflicted and unable to deny the blistering passion between them? Okay, for passion substitute a couple of possessed kisses—but they’d been pretty damned hot.

Another knock.

Of course, I could just get off my ass, walk a few meters, and find out. Dropping the spray cheese down in a pile of blankets by the jerky, Tony headed for the door.

There was a spell on the laptop called “Spy Hole” that allowed the wizard to see through solid objects. The first time Tony’d tried it, he’d given it a little too much juice and gotten way too good a look at Mr. Chansky across the hall in apartment eleven. Talk about being scared straight. The experience had convinced him that sometimes the old ways were the best. Leaning forward, he peered through the security peephole.

Leah Burnett.

And the translucent overlay of the big guy with antlers.

She grinned up at the lens and lifted a bag of Chinese food into Tony’s field of vision.

All right. She had his attention.

Stepping back, he opened the door.

“Hey.” She waved the bag. “I thought we should talk.”

“All three of us?”

“Three? If you have company …”

“No.” He just moved enough to stay solidly in her line of sight, blocking her view of the apartment. “You, me, and the guy sharing your space.”

Dark eyes widened. “Guy?”

“Big guy.” He held his hand about half a meter over her head.

“Really? What does this guy look like?”

“Hard to say, he’s a little fuzzy. Got a rack on him like Bambi’s dad, though.”

“And you can see him right now?”

“Not right now. He kind of comes and goes.”

“Uh-huh.” A quick glance up and down the hall. “Maybe we should discuss this inside.”

“Got something to hide?”

“Just trying to keep you out of trouble with your neighbors.”

That seemed fair. Besides, there were precautions in place in case he was actually in any danger from her. Them. Although, given the Chinese food and all, he doubted it. Opening the door all the way, Tony tucked himself up against the wall and beckoned the stuntwoman in.

The glyphs painted across the threshold were supposed to flare red and create an impenetrable barrier if danger approached—it had taken days of fine-tuning to stop them from going off for the pizza girl, Mr. Chansky, and the elderly cat who lived at the end of the hall. As Leah stepped into the apartment, they flared white, then orange, then green, then a couple of colors Tony suspected the human eye shouldn’t actually be able to see. The pattern slammed out to fill the doorway, turned gray, and fluttered to the floor.

Leah brushed at the shoulder of her jacket, the pale ash smearing across the damp fabric. “Sorry about that.” Her nose wrinkled as the smell of burned cherries momentarily overwhelmed the smell of the Chinese food. “What did you paint those on with, cherry cough syrup?”

“Yeah.” When she stared up at him in astonishment, he shrugged. Carefully. His head felt like he’d just been hit repeatedly with a rubber mallet. “Cherry was the only flavor that worked. And,” he added, hoping he sounded like he believed it was possible, “I will fireball your ass if you try anything.”

“Like what?”

“Sorry?”

She pulled the door out of his hand and closed it. “What are you expecting me to try?”

He had no idea, so he followed her farther into the apartment.

“I suppose I should be impressed that a guy your age actually sorts his laundry,” she, muttered stepping over a pile of jeans and up to the kitchen counter, where she set the bag down, shrugged out of her jacket, and started opening cupboards. “Ah. Plates.” And a moment later, “Cutlery?”

“In the drawer by the fridge.”

“Right. It’s mostly plastic.”

“They were free.”

“Fair enough.” She handed him a full plate and stepped over socks and underwear and stood staring at the rest of the apartment. “Daniel told me you were gay.”

“Yeah.”

“Way to work against the stereotype.”

“What?”

Her gesture took in the walls, the floor, and most of his furniture. “It’s beige.”

“It was beige when I got here.”

“You have a flag tacked up over the window.”

“I’m a patriotic kind of guy.”

“The only thing on the wall is a poster for Darkest Night.”

“It was free.”

“I figured. You seem to have spent everything you’ve made in the last year on that entertainment center.”

“Look …” Tony pushed the laptop to one side and set his plate down on the small square table. “… if you’re here on some weird makeover thing, I don’t want my apartment redecorated or my life rearranged.”

“You sure?”

Her smile changed the whole shape of her face. Made her look years younger. Made her eyes sparkle. Made her look like someone he’d like to get to know. Really well. Made him want to slide the sweater off her shoulders, push back the dark curls and …

… he suddenly noticed that the translucent antlered guy looked a lot more solid. Except for the horns, and the weird way his eyes had no whites, he seemed to be human. His skin tone was a little deeper than Leah’s—a regular coffee instead of a double double—he had a lot of long dark hair twisted into dreads, and he was naked. And, although it was difficult to tell for certain, given that he and Leah were still sharing the same space, remarkably well hung.

What the fuck?

Tony shook his head and Leah was once again just a not very tall stuntwoman eating chow mein in his living room. Alone. No overlay of antlered guy. Eyes narrowed, he took a step back and raised the plastic fork. “What was that?”

“A test.” She caught a bean sprout before it fell off the edge of her plate. “Ninety percent of men fail it.”

Tony did the math. “Well, good for me. I’m really most sincerely gay.”

“And yet you still can’t afford a gallon of periwinkle paint?”

“Yeah, well here’s a thought …” He moved a pile of old sides—the half-size sheets with all the background information for each day’s shoot as well as the necessary script pages—and sat on the steadier of his two folding chairs. “… unless that guy is your inner interior decorator, how about you let the beige thing go and tell me what the hell is going on?”

She thought about it for a moment, then nodded and sat on the edge of his bed. “You’re a wizard.”

Tony just barely managed to resist coming back with, I know I am, but what are you? It was just past three in the morning, for fuck’s sake. He was a little punchy. He swallowed a mouthful of beef fried rice and said: “You’re …?”

“Not.” A wave of her fork, dangling a piece of overcooked bok choi, cut off his reply. “It’s complicated. Maybe you should call your teacher, and I’ll only have to go through it once.”

“My teacher?”

“Mentor. Whatever you call the senior wizard in charge of your education.” Dark eyes sparkled again. “I’m assuming that in this brave new millennium you don’t use the word master.”

“What makes you think I have a teacher?”

Leah sighed. “You’re young. Far too young to be on your own.”

“Surprise.” He spread his hands.

Brows rose. “What happened to your teacher?”

He pushed chow mein around his plate. “I thought we were going to talk about the naked horny dude.”

Fortunately, only a little rice went up her nose. When she finished laughing and snorting and blowing her nose on the crumpled handful of toilet paper Tony’d brought from the bathroom, she said, “His name is Ryne Cyratane. It means: He Who Brings Desire and Destruction. He’s a Demonlord.”

“Oh, man.” The fork bounced as he dropped it on the table. “Not again.”

“Excuse me?”

“A few years ago, some friends of mine stopped a Demonlord from coming through in Toronto.”

“Coming through?”

“Yeah, there was this lesser demon writing the Demonlord’s name on the city in blood and …” He frowned, trying unsuccessfully to remember the specifics Henry had told him about how they’d finally defeated it. “It got complicated, but he didn’t make it.”

“Obviously.” Her tone went beyond dry to desiccated. “Well, there’s no need for you to worry about this one. I’ve got him contained.” She stood and pulled up her sweater.

“Nice tat.”

“Thank you.” It circled her navel, row after row of black glyphs spreading almost up to the edge of her ribs like ripples moving out from the point of impact. “It’s a Demongate. As long as I live, the gate stays closed and my lord is denied reentry to this world.”

“Your lord?”

“Long story.”

“Okay. Reentry?”

“He was here about four thousand years ago. For almost five hundred years, worshiped as a god, he ruled a territory in what’s now Lebanon. Ish. Same general geography anyway, near as I can figure. He had a temple, he had handmaidens, he had a lot of sex.”

That would be the desire part, Tony figured.

“Then something came up—he’s never said what—and he created a gate to return to the hell he came from. It took a lot of power. To get it, he killed everyone in the village and, with their blood, anchored the gate in his sole surviving handmaiden.”

And that would be the destruction. Tony leaned closer. The tat wasn’t black. Not exactly. It was a very, very dark red-brown. “You’re the handmaiden.”

“Handmaiden, priestess, lover; I was his …”

“Girlfriend?” He winced at her expression. “Sorry. I was just channeling Young Frankenstein, you know when Frau Blucher is explaining and … Never mind. Sorry. Totally inappropriate interruption. I’ll just, uh, be quiet now.”

She waited a moment longer.

Tony picked up his fork and ate some more rice and tried to look like there was some other idiot in his apartment who couldn’t keep his mouth shut.

“I was his most beloved.” Leah continued at last. Her fingertips lightly stroked the edges of the pattern, raising goose bumps on her skin. “He cut the gate into my flesh, glyphs written in the blood of my people, because he intended to return but would be unable to open the gate from the other side. Gates from the hells have to be opened from our side or we’d be overrun by demons in a heartbeat.”

“And they have to be asked in?” Then he remembered that he’d said he’d be quiet and he shrugged apologetically, but she seemed resigned to the interruption.

“You’re confused, that’s vampires.”

It didn’t seem like the right time to correct her. Henry went where he wanted. “Why didn’t this Ryne Citation …”

“Ryne Cyratane.”

“Right. Why didn’t he just leave the gate open?”

“Because that would have been just asking for another Demonlord to come along and try to take it over. And, before you ask, the wizard who had opened the original gate was long dead.”

“Dead wizard.” Yeah, that sounded encouraging. “Nice.”

“Probably not. Anyway, Ryne Cyratane figured that I’d be able to stand what he’d done to my people for just long enough for him to finish up his business at home and then grief and guilt would cause me to take my own life. Should I be stronger than my grief, it wouldn’t much matter because time was on his side and a human life is pitifully short to the demon kin—and, back then, pitifully short was even shorter. Unfortunately for his plans, he made a small error—although, to be fair, I was squirming a bit while he incised the protection runes.” She traced the outer ring. “He intended to protect the gate from me, to keep me from defacing the pattern, thus destroying the gate and preventing him from returning, but he ended up writing in a much more powerful and general protection.

“The gate protects itself and, in protecting itself, protects me. I can’t be injured because that would affect the gate. I can’t age because that would affect the gate. I am held as I was the day he left this world.”

“Four thousand years ago?” And that would make her … “You’re four thousand years old?”

She shrugged and sat back down on the end of the bed, retrieving her plate and looking to be in her mid-twenties at the absolute outside. Jeans. Sweater. High-tops. “More or less. Probably closer to thirty-five hundred. You lose track after a while.”

Given the whole vampires, wizards, other worlds, sentient shadows, trapped ghosts deal, he saw no reason to doubt her. Precedent suggested the world was about a hundred and eighty degrees weirder than most people suspected and, these days, nothing much surprised him. Besides, hers wasn’t the kind of story a sane person would make up. On the other hand, she did fall off buildings and set herself on fire for a living, so perhaps sanity wasn’t a given here.

“So …” He groped his way back to the beginning of the story. “… this Ryne Cyratane slaughtered everyone you knew?”

“Every single person. Even called the goatherds in from the hills.”

“I don’t want to bring up old shit, but …” Tony pushed a cashew around his plate until it slid off the edge, bounced across the table, and off onto the floor. Only then did he look up and meet her gaze. “He slaughtered everyone, and you don’t seem too upset by that.”

“What do you expect?” Her shrug was perfect twenty-first century ennui. “It happened a very long time ago. I’ve dealt. You should have seen me right afterward, I was a mess.” She widened her eyes, raised both hands, fingers spread, and shook them from side to side. “I was the crazy lady who lived in the wilderness for about three hundred years. One day I was a warning to misbehaving children, next thing I knew I was being fished out of the Nile by the servants of a priest of Thoth. He cleaned me up, brought me back to myself. He was a wizard.” Her eyes unfocused and the corners of her mouth curled into a smile as she examined the memory. “And kind of cute in a shaved head, totally fanatical sort of way.”

“What happened to him?”

“He got a little too ambitious and the governor fed him to the crocodiles.”

Crocodiles? Tony wished the threats on his life were so mundane. “Couldn’t have been much of a wizard.”

“They were very large crocodiles. And there were a lot of them.”

“What happened to you?”

Attention snapped back onto Tony’s face. “Do you really want the whole life story? Because until the last couple of centuries, it’s been pretty much centered in and around the beds of powerful men.”

It’d been more than that—frighteningly more—Tony could see a bloody history lurking behind Leah’s glib comment. But he could also see she didn’t want to share. Not a problem. He didn’t like handing out every detail of his back story either. “So this demon has been trying to get back through the gate for thirty-five hundred years.”

Dark brows drew in. “No. What makes you say that?”

“Well, he’s … you know.” He waved at where the translucent image would be and realized it hadn’t been around since Leah’s little orientation “test.”

“Oh, that. We’re connected, of course, but after all this time he knows I’m not going to kill myself, so he lives his own life. He’s probably hanging around the gate right now because of the Demonic Convergence.”

“Say what?”

“The reason I’m here.”

“Right.”

“And he’s usually around during sex.”

Tony raised the fork again.

She grinned and rolled her eyes. “Stop panicking, we’ve already established that’s not going to happen. But if it did, the energy created while I adjusted your lifestyle would go through the gate and into my lord—as long as he’s close enough to the gate at his end.”

“The Demonlord gets off through you?” That sounded just a little ethically kinky.

“Not exactly off. He gains power from sex. Always has. The man/woman variety only, though …” Her voice picked up a slightly mocking tone. “… which seems kind of limiting for a demon powered by sexual energies, but there you go.”

“You’re feeding him? With sex?” Scratch the qualifier. Tony liked to think he didn’t judge, but there was a definite ethical kink in the stuntwoman’s lifestyle.

“Well, he was my god,” Leah reminded him pointedly. “And,” she continued before he could respond, “there’ve been benefits on my side over the years. Like … the years. And a certain …” Dark eyes gleamed. “… vitality.”

“He slaughtered your people!”

“You’re going to have to let that go,” she sighed.

“Why?”

“Because it’s ancient history, it’s not important, and we have bigger problems.”

“Bigger?”

“The Demonic Convergence.” Tony could hear the capital letters in her voice. “Energies are aligning. Powerful energies. Powerful enough to crack the barriers between here and the hells.”

He had to agree that didn’t sound good. “Hells? More than one?”

“Many more.”

“Well, isn’t that just fucking great?” All at once, Chinese food seemed trivial. He put down his fork. “And these energies are powerful enough to open a Demongate?”

Her hand dropped to cradle her stomach. It was the same gesture Tony’d seen pregnant women make and in this context that creeped him right out. “Not this gate. Like I said, it’s protected. New gates will be created. Okay, not really gates, more like access points that can be exploited just long enough for something to come through.”

“One to a customer?” That sounded good.

She nodded. “But there could be hundreds of them.”

That didn’t. “Hundreds?”

“Rough estimate.” When her expression grew reassuring, Tony figured he must have looked as stunned as he felt. “But don’t worry, most of these holes will only go through a few layers, just to the closest hells. The convergent energy has to hit the same spot over and over before we get to anything much bigger than imps.” She got up, walked into the kitchen, and set her empty plate in the sink.

Empty. She’d kept eating while she was telling him about demons and Demongates and slaughter. I guess she really has gotten over it. It’s just a story to her now. Maybe someday the Shadowlord and the house would be just stories to him. Maybe. Probably not. Thirty-five hundred years was a lot longer than he’d get. He watched her rinse the plate, set it on the counter, and turn to face him.

“Well?”

“Well what?”

Her expression slid from reassuring to impatient. “Don’t you have questions?”

“Yeah. A couple.” Understatement. He had so many questions he could barely drag one free of the mess. “Okay. Imps. They’re not a problem?”

“Without a wizard they can be one hell of a problem, pardon the pun, but you should be able to deal with any that manage to get through.”

“Manage to get through?”

“Didn’t I tell you?” Leah’s sudden smile had so much wattage behind it, her Demonlord made a brief, translucent appearance, flickering in and out again before Tony fully realized he was there. “We’ll be smoothing out reality’s potholes before anything can come through. I’ll find them,” she added when he shook his head, “and you’ll close them.”

“I don’t know how!”

“I do.” She all but patted him on the head as she passed on her way back to the sofa bed. “I just needed a wizard to implement the knowledge.”

Just. As far as Tony could tell the word just didn’t belong in any sentence spoken since Leah had walked through his door. Just thirty-five hundred years old. Just got a Demongate on the old tum. Just a Demonic Convergence. Just imps. Just needed a wizard. Wait a minute … “How did you know?”

“Know?”

“That I was a wizard?”

“I felt you use your power when you kept that piece of flying metal from puncturing the bag, of course. Over the years I’ve become attuned.”

“To power?”

“Among other things.” Her expression as she looked up from rummaging in her purse was subtly smuttier than anything Tony could have ever managed. He felt his ears grow hot. Hotter when he realized she was doing it on purpose.

“Stop it.”

“Sorry. Bad habit. Sugarless gum?”

“No, thanks.” She seemed more amused than contrite. “Hang on; I thought the …” He waved a hand in the general direction of her stomach. “… the gate thing was supposed to protect you.”

Her hand slipped under her shirt again. “It does.”

“Then why did you need me out there saving your ass tonight?”

“What makes you think that you weren’t there because I needed you to be?” Three and a half millennia of confidence in the question.

“Well, I …”

“They tried to burn me at the stake once—well, actually, they tried a number of times, but in this particular instance, it rained for eight days. The wood was too wet to light, and finally one wall of my cell washed away and I escaped.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t just …”

“Fuck my way free? Devout Dominicans; a little too fond of barbeque but devout. They weren’t interested. So …” She stood and slowly walked over to stand beside his chair, pushing a pile of laundry out of the way with the side of her foot. She wasn’t exactly looming over him—she wasn’t exactly tall—but she was so there that he had to fight the urge to move away from her, to give her space. “… are you going to help me out or not?”

“Help you close up imp holes made by a Demonic Convergence?” He was amazed he got that sentence out with a straight face.

“This isn’t funny.”

Okay. Maybe not entirely a straight face.

“If a shallow hole isn’t filled in and the convergent energies keep hitting it and making it deeper, then something a lot more demonic could get through. If that happens, people will die.”

That took care of the smiling. “I figured.” Nikki, Alan, Charlie, Rahal, Tom, Brenda, Hartley … “They always seem to.”

“Yeah, they do.” Her palm cupped his cheek for a second and he saw thousands of years of people dying while she lived on. He’d have jerked back, but she was gone before he could move, sitting once again on the end of the sofa bed. It had happened so fast he could almost convince himself he’d imagined it. In fact, he had every intention of convincing himself he’d imagined it.

“So …” She leaned back on her elbows, crossed her legs, and kicked one sneakered foot in the air. “… what happened to your teacher?”

And here they were back at the beginning. And why not answer? It seemed he owed Leah a confidence or two. “She went back to her own world.”

“Her own world. Another world?” Leah asked when he nodded. “Not a hell?”

There were wizards nailed to a blackboard. “Not exactly.”

“Damn.” Apparently, after living for so long, nothing much surprised her either. Tony appreciated how much that simplified things. “Reality’s getting a little crowded.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Now.” Her foot kicked out and pointed. “Your turn.”

So he told her. About the Shadowlord because that was tied up with the whole wizard thing but mostly about Arra and how he hadn’t wanted to leave and she hadn’t been able to stay. “But she left a lot of information on her laptop about how to be a wizard and I’ve been …” He stopped when Leah raised a hand. “What?”
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