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      Ride the roan to find the patriarch’s tears.

      Pour out a blessing to bury one’s fears.

      As above, so below,

      Circle of iron to cast down your foe.
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      I opened my eyes and stared up at the ceiling above the unfamiliar four-poster bed where I lay. That ceiling was fussily ornate, obviously Victorian, with decorative plaster molding shaped by skilled hands into intricate patterns of leaves and flowers. I didn’t recognize the design, but I still knew exactly where I must be.

      The house in Boulder that belonged to my evil bio-grandmother.

      Because I’d blacked out almost as soon as our eyes met while I stood on the back porch of my rented house in Santa Fe — no doubt thanks to some kind of unconsciousness spell she must have cast on me — I had no idea how I’d gotten from there to here. Had she snapped her fingers and sent me to her home by means of her incredibly strong magic, or had she simply thrown me in the back of a car and driven me to Colorado? A relative newcomer to New Mexico, I’d never made the trip, but I seemed to vaguely recall that it took about six hours to drive from Santa Fe to Denver.

      Incongruously, the thought that floated into my mind next was, I’m going to die, and I never even got to have sex with Isaac Zamora.

      Isaac. He must have been frantic by now; I didn’t know how long I’d been unconscious, but a hand-painted lamp that gave the ceiling a run for its money in sheer overdone ugliness glowed on the bedside table, and the world beyond the room’s tall windows was dark. Night had fallen while I lay here, which meant at least five or six hours must have passed. It had only been a little after one o’clock on a mild November afternoon when Michael Covenant and Audrey Barrett escorted me to my house so I could pick up the art supplies I needed for a storyboard project I was working on. Isaac and I had thought the presence of those experienced demon hunters would be enough to protect me from any inhuman attacks, but obviously, we’d underestimated our opponent.

      Were Audrey and Michael all right? Just before the world faded around me, I’d seen them lying in the driveway, unconscious…or worse.

      Panic flared through me, even as I tried to tell myself they must be okay, that although my grandmother’s demon minions had gotten the drop on them, Michael and Audrey were still wrapped in spells of protection and wore amulets to shield them from attack by evil forces. It wasn’t possible that the demons had killed them.

      Or…was it? After all, those charms and talismans didn’t seem to have done a very good job of shielding their wearers from their demonic attackers.

      Also, because Isaac knew as well as I did that my bio-grandmother hadn’t scrupled at sending demons after her long-lost granddaughter, he would have every reason to believe the worst must have happened to me. Maybe Michael and Audrey were dead, and Isaac now thought I’d suffered the same cruel fate, even though there wouldn’t have been a body left for him to find.

      Why I hadn’t been killed, I really didn’t know. Or was Isaac’s and my previous theory that my biological grandmother was looking for me because she wanted me to become a part of her coven the real one? That would explain why I was still breathing, why I hadn’t been added to what I had to assume was a long list of former victims.

      Whatever was going on, I wasn’t going to solve it by lying here and doing my best Sleeping Beauty impression.

      I sat up, noting that I still wore the same sweater and jeans I’d had on when I’d gone to my  rented house. The ankle boots I’d been wearing, however, had been removed — probably because my grandmother hadn’t wanted me to mess up the obviously antique silk crazy quilt that covered the bed.

      A quick glance told me the boots hadn’t been spirited away to prevent me from making my escape, but instead sat on the floor next to a wing chair in the small turret off to one side of the room. That small turret room had a series of tall, stained glass windows that were probably spectacular in daylight with the sun streaming through them.

      While I didn’t know Boulder very well — actually, not really at all, since I’d never been here before — I still knew there were a lot of Victorian and Craftsman-style houses in the mountain town that had been built during Colorado’s gold and silver rush days. Clearly, my grandmother had made one of those homes her residence.

      And even though I knew it was probably an exercise in futility, I went ahead and slid off the bed, noting a momentary flash of dizziness as I did so. The after-effects of whatever spell she’d cast on me, I guessed, and put a hand on one of the bedposts to steady myself.

      To my relief, the second of vertigo passed quickly enough, and I padded in my sock feet over to the door and put my hand on the knob.

      As I’d guessed, it was locked. It appeared my grandmother wanted me to cool my heels in here until she deemed it was time to grant me an audience.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t going to try anyway.

      Isaac had told me on more than one occasion that I was a powerful witch, but I still wasn’t quite sure I believed him. True, by this point, I’d managed to dispatch several demons, and yet I thought I could chalk up my success in those confrontations to sheer dumb luck more than any true skill at wielding magic. I’d learned spells of protection and defense from him, since we’d been focused on keeping me safe from demons more than attempting to do anything terribly showy, but maybe it was time for me to flex my abilities and see what else I might be capable of.

      Besides, since poor Isaac probably had no idea where to find me, and therefore I couldn’t count on a rescue any time soon, it seemed I needed to take matters into my own hands.

      So I put my hand on the doorknob and pulled in a breath. I didn’t know any spells to unlock doors, but maybe sheer force of will might be enough to free me from my way too overdone prison.

      Focusing every ounce of energy I possessed on the crystal doorknob beneath my fingertips, I willed it to turn, to open so I could slip out of the room before anyone noticed. Maybe my grandmother believed I would remain unconscious for much longer than I actually had, or maybe she was busy downstairs watching Jeopardy or doing something else that would keep her mostly preoccupied — raising the spirits of the dead or summoning demons or whatever.

      Either way, it seemed like this was probably my best chance to get out of here. I’d grab my boots and make a run for it, find a sympathetic neighbor who would let me use their phone so I could call Isaac and let him know I was okay…if on the lam from a vengeful practitioner of magic who made the Wicked Witch of the West look like the Tooth Fairy.

      Problem was, the doorknob wouldn’t budge.

      Come on, damn it, I thought at the thing, willing it once again to turn. Hurling curses probably wasn’t the best way to focus my magic, but I had to believe that anyone who was trying to score me on style was missing the point.

      But all my anger and gritted teeth didn’t seem to make a damn bit of difference. The doorknob was so thoroughly stuck in place, it felt as though someone had poured Loctite into the mechanism.

      After about a minute or so of this, I retreated, panting slightly. You wouldn’t have thought trying to turn a doorknob would require so much mental and physical effort, but I’d been putting my all into getting it to move.

      Obviously, I needed to take a different tack here.

      For a moment, I stood there, doing my best to calm my breathing so I could listen to the sounds of the house around me. As far as I could tell, it was completely silent, which meant…what? That Ms. Powers — I assumed that must be my bio-grandmother’s last name, since her daughter was Mina Powers — had locked me up and then gone off to the theater or the opera, or maybe bingo night?

      Considering all the effort she’d just gone to in order to scoop me up, that scenario didn’t seem very likely. Maybe she was downstairs reading and feeling smug about the way she’d been able to kidnap me right off my own back porch, or possibly my earlier guess about her watching Jeopardy had been right on the money…no pun intended.

      I couldn’t tell much from the room where I was currently trapped, but I got the feeling the house was large, one of those extravagant homes built in the nineteenth century by men flush with gold money and ready to flaunt their wealth to their friends and neighbors. If that was the case, I probably wouldn’t be able to hear the sounds of a TV drifting up the stairs, not behind a locked door the way I currently was.

      Well, doors weren’t the only way to get in and out of a space.

      After turning around, I surveyed my surroundings a bit more closely. The bed was a big four-poster with carving on its posts and head- and footboards. On either side of the bed were a pair of marble-topped tables, and a tall matching dresser stood against the far wall.

      A quick inspection of all the drawers proved them to be empty. Not that I’d actually expected my bio-grandmother to leave me a rope ladder or anything nearly so handy, but even a few sets of sheets might have been enough to help me with my escape.

      Obviously, though, she wasn’t going to be quite so careless.

      My eyes narrowed as I stared at the stained-glass windows. I hated the thought of breaking them — even though stained glass wasn’t really my style — but luckily, that sort of reckless destruction probably wouldn’t be necessary. The windows in the turret were the focal point of the room, true, and yet they weren’t the only ones in the space. No, a pair of tall windows flanked the chest of drawers on the other side of the room, these ones ordinary enough glass, although I could tell they were also original to the house, the panes thick and showing just a few bubbles. Breaking them also felt like something of a crime, but I wasn’t going to let respect for antiques get in the way of my escape.

      The chest was way too heavy for me to lift and break the glass, but the bedside tables were just that — simple tables with one drawer, easy enough to grab and throw at a window. Yes, doing so would make a hell of a lot of noise, but I had to hope my bio-grandmother was far enough away that she shouldn’t be able to get here in time to stop me.

      Well, unless she could fly, in which case I’d be in a whole different world of trouble.

      I’d just have to be fast.

      At least I’d already spotted a large tree outside one of the windows, meaning I’d have a place to land once I broke the glass. My tree-climbing days were pretty far in the past, but I had to hope it would be like riding a bicycle.

      And anyway, I didn’t have much of a choice.

      I grabbed the closer of the two tables and picked it up. The thing was a lot heavier than it looked, probably thanks to its marble top, but desperation had a tendency to lend a person strength, and I didn’t dare drag it in case the noise managed to filter downstairs to my bio-grandmother.

      Teeth clenched with effort, I carried the table over to the window, then set it down so I could gather my strength. After all, I knew I’d only get one shot at this.

      The bottom of the window was about two feet off the floor. I figured my best bet would be to aim a little higher than that, just because I knew if my aim was off a little and the table hit the bottom of the sill, it might not have the full force needed to break the glass.

      All right, then. Time to pretend I was at the Scottish Games, throwing the caber or something.

      I grasped the table with both hands and flung it with all my strength at the window. It should have gone flying through the glass and hit the tree outside.

      Only…it didn’t.

      No, it wasn’t as though it bounced right off, like someone trying to break shatterproof glass with a chair, a visual I’d seen in several different disaster movies. Instead, the table hit an invisible barrier and then slipped from my hands, sliding along the window panes as though it was gliding over smooth ice. As I stared, open-mouthed, the table floated into the air, moved across the room, and then settled itself back in its rightful place next to the bed.

      What the hell?

      Before I could react or even begin to decide what I should do next, the bedroom door opened. Standing there was the red-haired woman who’d confronted me at my house in Santa Fe, a woman who looked at least twenty-five years younger than someone of her age — which I guessed should probably be in her mid-seventies, considering I was thirty-one and my bio-mother had perished at the ripe old age of twenty-two — had any right to be.

      She smiled, her full mouth eerily similar to mine…and to her late daughter’s.

      “Hello, Penny,” she said, echoing the same mocking greeting she’d given me just before she cast the spell or whatever it was that had knocked me out back in Santa Fe. “My name is Virginia Powers. I think it’s time we had a little talk.”
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      There hadn’t been any thought of trying to overpower her. Not when I knew what she was capable of, the kind of magic she had at her command. Isaac had insisted I was a powerful witch, but I knew I didn’t stand a chance against someone like Virginia Powers, a woman who’d been practicing the dark arts for much longer than I’d been alive.

      We sat in the parlor, which was exactly that kind of space in every sense of the word. It was decorated with more of those overly ornate Victorian antiques, and the walls were papered in what looked like a reproduction of William Morris’s Tree of Life pattern, gorgeous in its own way, but far too oppressive when used in such extravagant amounts.

      Virginia had offered me tea and I’d said no in clipped tones. No way in the world was I going to trust anything she tried to serve me…and the secret little smile she gave me as I turned down her offer told me she knew exactly what I’d been thinking.

      “What do you want?” I asked, not bothering to curb the harsh edge to my tone. This wasn’t the kind of situation where I gave a damn about being polite.

      Her smile might have broadened ever so slightly. “Why, to meet my granddaughter,” she said, her voice containing all the calm mine so woefully lacked. “Is there anything wrong with that?”

      I gave her a disbelieving look. “Well, I think the police in Santa Fe and Boulder might have a little problem with the way you kidnapped me,” I returned.

      Possibly I’d hoped to dismay her just a little by reminding her of how many crimes she’d committed today, but clearly, Virginia wasn’t at all worried that she might have stepped over the edge of the law by a mile or two. No, she just lifted a perfectly groomed eyebrow, looking completely unperturbed.

      “Oh, I don’t think I need to worry about them,” she said. “This is a family matter, after all, and the police generally don’t like to interfere in such things. And if you hadn’t made it so difficult for me to get in touch with you — all those protection charms and candles and talismans — I wouldn’t have had to resort to such extreme measures.”

      For a second or two, all I could do was stare back at her. Was she really trying to make this my fault?

      The woman had balls, I’d give her that.

      Luckily, Kara Briggs, who’d raised me and who I’d thought was my biological mother until very recently, had given me plenty of practice in dealing with gaslighting narcissists, so I refused to be intimidated. I settled against the back of the armchair where I sat and said, my tone acid, “Well, people tend to overreact when you send demons after them.”

      Unlike me, Virginia had a teacup sitting on the little side table next to a wing chair that matched mine. Without replying, she lifted the cup — hand-painted china, probably antique, although I didn’t recognize the pattern — took a sip, and then sent me another of those sticky little smiles.

      “Oh, they had no intention of hurting you,” she said. “They are my servants, no different than if I’d sent the butler to fetch you.”

      I couldn’t help raising an eyebrow. “You have a butler?”

      “No,” she said calmly. “Someone who comes in to clean once a week, but otherwise, I manage on my own.”

      With a little demon assistance, I added mentally, although I didn’t bother to point that out to her. And while I could have added that having a demon on your doorstep wasn’t quite the same as opening the door to find Alfred the butler there or whatever, I had to admit that Malphas — the first demon she’d sent after me, back in a time that felt roughly a hundred years ago but had only been late September — had at first looked like a perfectly ordinary human. Okay, a perfectly ordinary GQ cover model, but still.

      For a moment, I wondered if I should bring up the berserk drivers who’d tried to run me off the road a few weeks ago, then decided it wasn’t worth the effort. Clearly, my bio-grandmother was the sort of person who didn’t think she was capable of committing any wrongs, no matter how awful what she’d done might have looked to an outside observer.

      In that way, she really was eerily similar to the woman who’d carried me for nine months and who’d made sure we never had an emotional connection to one another.

      “Okay,” I said, this time doing my best to sound as calm as I could. Inside, I seethed with anger — and with worry about Isaac, who must have been getting more frantic about what had happened to me with every passing moment — and yet giving in to my rage wouldn’t solve anything. My unwelcome companion might have the upper hand here, but there was no point in signaling that obvious power imbalance with every word I uttered. “You said this was a family matter. Care to elaborate?”

      Once again, she made me wait while she helped herself to another sip of tea. Then she smiled again, the expression appearing almost genuine.

      Or at least, genuine to anyone who didn’t know what she was capable of.

      “You’re my granddaughter,” she said simply. “When Mina left — ”

      “Yeah, about that,” I broke in. “The police report said the two of you had quarreled and she’d disappeared. What were you arguing about?”

      For the first time, the faintest of frowns creased the nearly perfect creamy skin of Virginia’s brow. Once again, I had to wonder what magical equivalent of Botox she’d been using to keep herself looking so young. Whatever it was, I had to admit it was very impressive.

      Or maybe it wasn’t a magical cream or serum at all. For all I knew, she was hiding a portrait in the attic, one that showed her true age, Boulder’s version of Dorian Gray.

      “A young man,” Virginia said smoothly. “Mina was a headstrong young woman, and she didn’t like that I didn’t approve of the man she’d been seeing. We argued over the matter, and she told me to stop trying to control her life. The next day when I woke up, she was gone.”

      Under ordinary circumstances, this story didn’t sound too implausible. After all, people had to deal with parents who disapproved of their romantic choices all the time.

      However, this was Mina Powers we were talking about. Nothing in any of the visions I’d seen of her had shown even a single glimpse of a man who might have been her boyfriend or even a fiancé. No, she’d seemed sadly, singularly alone as she went about her quest to hide the sword and the orb, making sure they couldn’t be found by anyone who wasn’t of her bloodline.

      Obviously, Virginia was lying about why her daughter had fled Boulder. Exactly why, I didn’t yet know, but I had to believe that long-ago quarrel must have had something to do with magic, and maybe the very artifacts Mina had so carefully hidden.

      “Really?” I said, not bothering to keep the skepticism from my tone. “How…Victorian of you. Matches the house, I suppose.”

      Her mouth thinned. “You’re a witch,” she said, her voice now a bit too taut, just like her preternaturally youthful jaw. “You must know that we need to be careful who we associate with, who we allow into our lives.”

      I had a flash of Isaac then — his calm dark eyes, the lean and elegant bones of his face...his apparently unending supply of patience and support.

      And yes, love.

      Meeting him had been purely an accident — or at least, I’d thought so at the time. His cousin Joy had sent me to see him because I’d found an old pair of spectacles that gave me strange visions of a lonely red rock canyon, and she’d thought that because Isaac was a brujo — a male witch — he would be the best person to give me some advice on a situation that was clearly magical.

      I hadn’t expected to be attracted to him…to have him become the companion and loving friend my ex-husband Dave had never been. Not lovers yet, because Isaac was still dealing with the aftermath of the car accident that had nearly killed him three years before and left him wheelchair-bound until very recently, but we’d been on our way.

      Well, until Virginia Powers had stepped in and decided it was time to indulge in a little casual kidnapping.

      “I suppose so,” I said, doing my best to sound neutral. While it might have been emotionally satisfying to confront her and tell her I knew she was lying about her daughter’s real reasons for leaving Boulder, I guessed it would be a better idea to play along for now. “What kind of guy was he? A real loser?”

      “Not someone who was fit to be with my daughter,” Virginia replied, her tone an odd mixture of primness and utter inflexibility. She might have been lying through her teeth, but she was doing a pretty good job of it. “That’s all you need to know.”

      Oh, there was so much more I wanted to know. Unfortunately, I doubted my bio-grandmother would be willing to tell me any of it. She obviously had only a fleeting relationship with the truth.

      For a moment, I remained silent. Then I said, guessing that it should sound like a natural enough question, “But why would my biological mother decide she needed to donate her eggs? If she ran away because you were forbidding her to have a relationship with someone, it seems as though it would make more sense for her to arrange to meet up with the guy someplace far away from Boulder — a place where you couldn’t interfere — not give her eggs away to some random fertility clinic.”

      Virginia’s mouth compressed ever so slightly at my words. “You were not raised in a witch family,” she said, “and so I suppose I can forgive your ignorance. We need to keep our bloodlines pure, or our powers can become diluted over time. I have no doubt that Mina donated her eggs precisely because she knew doing so was the sort of thing that would anger me the most. She always was contrary.”

      No big surprise, considering my bio-grandmother seemed to be the poster child for bad mothering. And I had to admit to myself that I was just as contrary as Mina had ever been, probably thanks to the lack of emotional support I’d gotten from the woman who raised me. My rebellion might have come in subtler forms, like majoring in art when Kara Briggs wanted me to major in business or law, or marrying Dave, whom she’d deemed utterly plebeian, but still, the deeply buried motivations behind my actions were probably very similar.

      “Well, my bloodline sure isn’t pure,” I remarked then. “My father’s a great guy, but he’s definitely not a witch.”

      Surprisingly, Virginia didn’t seem too put out by my comment. “No, he’s not,” she said. “And if I’d known of your existence before very recently, I still would have held back and waited to see what — if anything — you’d inherited of the Powers’ magical gifts. But you came to New Mexico, and your powers flared out in my visions like someone lighting a candle in a dark room.”

      So that’s what had happened. It sure sounded as though if I’d stayed in Southern California and meekly accepted Dave’s infidelity rather than walking out and filing for divorce as soon as I could find a lawyer, Virginia Powers might never have learned of my existence at all. My chi would have continued to be blocked, the magic I’d inherited hidden forever.

      Honestly, that sounded like a pretty good outcome right about now.

      But no — I knew deep down that wasn’t true at all. Yes, I would have been a much happier camper if Virginia had never entered my life, and yet despite all the trouble she’d caused me, I wouldn’t trade being with Isaac Zamora for anything in the world.

      Even being trapped here with this terrible old woman.

      “And so you decided to bring me home,” I said.

      She nodded, now looking pleased that I’d apparently accepted the situation. I hadn’t — not by a long shot — although I wasn’t about to let her know that. As far as I could tell, she had insanely powerful magical talents, but that didn’t mean she was a mind reader. She couldn’t see the secrets I held in my heart.

      Thank God.

      “Yes,” she said. “You’re getting a very late start on things, but that doesn’t mean you can’t still come into the fullness of your powers, given the proper instruction.”

      From her tone, she apparently didn’t think the instruction Isaac had given me was proper at all. Then again, most of what he’d taught me so far had been focused on keeping me protected from Virginia Powers and her minions, so I supposed I could see why she might not be overly pleased with the direction my magic was going.

      And, although I knew she would never tell me the truth even if asked point-blank, I had to believe she’d also realized one of Mina’s eggs had been used to conceive the half-brother I’d never known about until recently, and when his work brought him to Denver, she’d decided to kill him when she realized he didn’t possess the witchy talents she prized so much. Why she couldn’t have left him to live his life in peace, I had no idea, except that I got the impression Virginia Powers didn’t much like loose ends.

      “What if I don’t care about my ‘powers’?” I asked, and her expression grew pained.

      “You should care,” she said. “The gifts you’ve inherited are very precious things, talents that should be nurtured and encouraged.”

      I shrugged. My nonchalance was mostly affectation; I did want to learn much more about how to work with my magic…only not from her.

      However, that careless lift of my shoulders served its purpose, because she scowled, clearly annoyed that I cared so little for something that obviously seemed to be the center of her world.

      But since she didn’t appear to be the sort of person who allowed her emotions to get the better of her, almost immediately her expression smoothed, and her lips curved in something that was almost but not quite a smile.

      “With time, you’ll learn why this is so important,” she said. “But for now, I have someone I’d like you to meet.”

      Those words, so innocuous on the surface, made me tense up right away. Considering the types of creatures Virginia Powers tended to associate with, I thought my caution was understandable.

      “Oh?” I said, doing my best to sound unconcerned. “Who? Another demon?”

      Now she smiled for real. “No, someone much better than that.” She paused there and called out, “Destiny!”

      Almost at once, a woman entered the parlor. Her coppery hair was nearly the same shade as mine but much longer, hanging to right above her waist. And her eye color was the same too, gray with just the faintest hint of green. I recognized her features as well, since they nearly mirrored mine…and those of a woman who’d died before I was even born.

      “Penny,” Virginia said in tones of sheer triumph, “I’d like you to meet your sister, Destiny.”
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      It felt as though an eternity passed as I stared at this woman who almost appeared to be my twin. Yes, there were subtle differences between the two of us — for one thing, I guessed she had to be four or five years younger than I was, putting her in her middle or late twenties, and she was model-thin whereas I was slender without being skinny — but despite that, the similarities were almost overwhelming.

      “S-sister?” I stammered, even as I wished I didn’t sound quite so gobsmacked. “How is that possible?”

      Virginia didn’t answer me at once, but instead turned toward her other granddaughter and said, “Destiny, come and sit with us. It’s time we all came together as a family.”

      Still without speaking, my previously unknown sister went over to the couch — an enormous Victorian-style sofa with carved wood along the back and on the legs, and upholstered in a gaudy floral print in shades of blue and rose — and took a seat. Her expression was curious as she appeared to look me up and down, but it seemed clear to me that she was quite fine with allowing her grandmother to guide the conversation.

      With Destiny settled on the couch, Virginia shifted her focus back to me. “It’s very simple,” she said. “Although I didn’t know exactly what had happened to my daughter, I was able to trace her to Albuquerque, and then I discovered that she’d donated her eggs to a fertility clinic there. A little more detective work led me to Dr. Lightman’s clinic in Los Angeles.”

      “Where my parents got their donor egg,” I murmured.

      “Exactly. Dr. Lightman was in the process of retiring and closing down the clinic, and Mina’s remaining eggs were supposed to be discarded.”

      “But they weren’t, it looks like,” I said, and Virginia gave a self-satisfied nod.

      “No,” she replied. “I…convinced…one of the lab techs to give them to me instead, and I brought them back here to Boulder with me. Once I’d located a suitable donor to fertilize the egg, Destiny was conceived.”

      While it was on the tip of my tongue to ask my bio-grandmother how she’d “convinced” that unknown tech to give her the eggs, I decided to hold off. Maybe she’d put the whammy on them, or maybe she’d offered a substantial bribe. Judging by my ostentatious surroundings, it sure looked as though she could afford it.

      Through all this, Destiny appeared remarkably unaffected by our topic of conversation. It seemed likely enough that she’d known the truth about her origins from the beginning and had no reason to feel embarrassed about the situation, whereas I’d only recently discovered that the woman who’d raised me didn’t have any genetic connection to me at all.

      “‘Suitable donor’?” I echoed, knowing my lip curled as I asked the question. True, I supposed it wasn’t any different from a woman poring over the sperm donor catalogue at a fertility clinic, but the phrase bothered me for some indefinable reason.

      Destiny shifted on the sofa and spoke for the first time. Her voice was a little higher than mine, soft, almost breathy. It was the voice of a woman who’d spent her entire life in the shadow of someone much stronger-willed.

      “Grandmother wanted to make sure the family powers bred true,” she said. “So she waited until she could find a male practitioner of magic who was okay with donating his sperm.”

      Those words sounded odd to me, considering the matter-of-fact way they’d been delivered, but again, Destiny had had her entire life to get used to the way she’d been conceived. “Who was he?” I asked, frankly curious.

      “Someone who was willing to provide the genetic material I needed,” Virginia cut in. “Destiny knows his name, but that is all. He’s never been a part of her life.”

      “And you’re okay with that?” I asked my half-sister, frankly curious.

      Her thin shoulders lifted, and her gaze wouldn’t quite meet mine. “It’s fine,” she replied, her tone so neutral that I guessed it really wasn’t all that fine, not deep down. And who could fault her for that? Growing up with Virginia Powers as your only close relative had to be kind of a downer, to say the least.

      However, the way my unexpected half-sister had been conceived was the least of my worries. I returned my attention to Virginia — I knew I would never allow myself to think of her as my grandmother, at least not in any way that wasn’t purely biological — and said, “And does Destiny know that you had our mother murdered?”

      She stiffened, but Virginia didn’t even bat an eyelash. “I’m afraid you have the story a bit wrong,” she replied smoothly. “Yes, I sent that demon to hunt Mina down and bring her home, but he got over-zealous and ended up killing her when she resisted. That was why he buried her in that canyon — he wanted to hide the evidence of his malfeasance. And his ploy actually worked for a while, since I couldn’t detect any trace of her, no matter how hard I tried. It wasn’t until the FBI reached out to me and informed me that they’d identified her remains that I realized what had actually happened.”

      On the surface, I supposed her story was plausible enough. Problem was, Malphas — the demon in question — had told me to my face that he’d murdered Mina on Virginia’s orders. It might have been a sad commentary on my level of trust for Virginia Powers…in other words, none at all…and yet I knew the demon’s words had held the ring of truth. She’d been furious that Mina had defied her, and so had decided to make her pay the ultimate price for her supposed betrayal.

      Why Virginia had taken it into her head to seize her wayward daughter’s remaining eggs so she could get herself a witchy granddaughter, I wasn’t sure. Maybe she’d realized after her daughter was gone that she would have no one to carry on her legacy, so when she discovered that Mina had left that part of herself behind, she’d hatched the scheme to conceive Destiny — and, I guessed, make sure her granddaughter didn’t possess her mother’s fiercely independent spirit.

      At least, that was how my half-sister appeared to me…quiet, almost cowed, clearly lacking the spirit to stand up to her grandmother in any tangible way. Oddly, Destiny hadn’t seemed at all surprised by my presence here, but maybe that was because Virginia had already informed her of my existence, and so I hadn’t been the unexpected revelation that Destiny herself was.

      “Suppose that is true,” I said, and was secretly satisfied to see the way Virginia’s mouth compressed once again, as though she wanted to retort that I didn’t know what I was talking about. “Suppose your interest in having me here is completely benign. Has it occurred to you that I’m a grown woman with a life of my own, a career?”

      Now her lip curled. “Earning a pittance creating drawings for movies no one will ever see? I wouldn’t exactly call that a career.”

      I bristled. All right, I’d just recently started working as a storyboard artist after getting fired from my job as a prop shopper, something I’d been doing for more than seven years, but I knew I was good at making storyboards and that I’d be able to earn much more than I currently was after I had a few more projects under my belt and had a more established portfolio. As for no one seeing the movies I’d worked on, I thought that was a stretch. Yes, they were art-house fare rather than multi-million-dollar blockbusters, but that didn’t mean they weren’t worthy.

      Before I could say anything in rebuttal, however, she went on, “And as for that ‘life’ of yours, you just started over in Santa Fe. There’s absolutely no reason why you couldn’t do the same thing here.”

      “Nothing except that I have personal connections with people in Santa Fe, whereas I don’t know a soul in Boulder,” I protested.

      She reached for her teacup again and took another sip. “You’re speaking of Isaac Zamora, I suppose. He’s entirely unworthy of you, a man who earns a living by selling silly crystals to stupid tourists and performing useless rituals for deluded souls who think he can actually help them with their problems.”

      Of all the —

      I gathered a breath and reminded myself that I was severely outgunned here. The true extent of Virginia Powers’ magical gifts was still an unknown, but I did know she was no one I wanted to mess with. And Destiny was a complete cipher. If she was even half as powerful as her grandmother — or the mother we’d unwittingly shared — then she wasn’t anyone I had any desire to cross.

      But Virginia was just plain wrong about Isaac. I couldn’t comment on whether the crystals he sold had any real powers or not, but I knew the rituals he performed for his private clients were the real thing. Why, the lawyer in Santa Fe — Brooke Knowles — who was helping me with the fallout from my ex-husband’s untimely death at the hands of one of Virginia’s demons was a woman Isaac had helped with her infertility issues. She and her husband now had a young son thanks to Isaac’s intervention, a child who wouldn’t even exist if it hadn’t been for those so-called “useless” rituals.

      “What, are you threatened that I’m involved with a brujo?” I asked, not bothering to keep the derision out of my voice.

      On the sofa a few feet away, Destiny pulled in a startled hiss of a breath, as though she couldn’t believe someone would challenge her grandmother so directly. But I told myself that if Virginia had wanted to kill me, she would have done so already, and therefore pissing her off didn’t worry me too much.

      No, she’d brought me to Boulder for an entirely different reason than removing me from this mortal coil…even if I couldn’t begin to guess what that reason might be.

      Looking singularly unperturbed, she responded, “Threatened? Hardly. I just think you can do much better than a half-crippled brujo from Santa Fe.”

      “I suppose Boulder is just crawling with eligible wizards,” I said, and couldn’t help sending a quick glance in Destiny’s directions. Maybe I was reading the situation incorrectly, but it sure seemed to me that she was currently unattached.

      “Relationships are highly overrated,” Virginia drawled. “It’s much more important that you focus on your magic.”

      Her remark clarified a few things for me. I’d wondered who my grandfather might be, but Virginia’s words seemed to indicate he’d never existed at all, except as yet another sperm donor. The practice had been around for a long time, after all, and if she’d wanted offspring who would carry on the family gifts but didn’t want to bother with the messiness of a personal relationship, having a session with the old turkey baster had probably been the perfect solution for her.

      “Right, my magic,” I said. “Is it so hard for you to understand that it’s just not that important to me?”

      Again, not really a lie. Oh, sure, I wanted to develop the talents I’d supposedly inherited and learn something beyond all the protection charms Isaac had taught me, but if my practice ended there, I wouldn’t be completely broken-hearted. After all, I’d come into my magic as an adult with a life of my own. It wasn’t as though I’d been raised thinking magic was the be-all, end-all of existence the way Destiny apparently had.

      Although Virginia had been wearing a not very friendly half-smile during most of the previous exchange, her expression now turned cold and still. “That’s a foolish and ill-informed thing for you to say,” she returned, gray eyes looking like chips of polar ice. “Magic is the most important thing in the world. Do you have any idea how rare these gifts are that you possess? Why, you’re one in a million at least, probably more.”

      I recalled the conversation I’d had with Michael Covenant right before Virginia and her demon minions appeared to kidnap me. Some of the things he’d said about magic really hadn’t jibed with what Isaac had told me, and Michael had explained that having those sorts of gifts wasn’t quite as rare as some people might believe, that they were spread out through a population which, in general, saw no reason to even attempt to use them. That explained why he was able to use magic to some extent, and his wife Audrey as well.

      Somehow, I had a feeling Virginia Powers wouldn’t have much use for Michael Covenant’s theories about magic being more commonplace than many believed.

      Arguing most likely wouldn’t change her mind, though, and so I said, “I haven’t run the numbers, so I’ll have to take your word on that.” I paused there, hoping the brief hesitation would let her know what I thought of her supposed “word.” “But I think you need to consider that forcing a person to do something they don’t want to do isn’t the best way to engender enthusiasm — especially when you forcibly kidnap them and make their friends and family worry for nothing.”

      Virginia’s eyes narrowed. Tone grudging, she said, “I’ll send word to Isaac that you’re all right. Is that acceptable?”

      Not really. That is, of course I wanted him to know I was still alive and unharmed, but what I truly wanted was to get the hell out of here.

      Unfortunately, it didn’t look as though my bio-grandmother intended to set me loose any time soon, so I figured I’d better accept her offer. It wouldn’t stop Isaac’s worrying completely, and yet at least it would reassure him that I hadn’t been roasted on a spit and fed to a bunch of ravenous demons or something.

      “Barely acceptable,” I said, and was pleased to see her eyes narrow even further. “But it’s something.”

      “Good,” she said, and set down her teacup so she could rise from the armchair where she sat. “I’ll make sure he knows you’re safe and will be here in Boulder for the time being. But it’s late, so I think it’s time we all went to bed.”

      Late? My gaze strayed to the carved clock on the walnut mantel. It wasn’t even ten o’clock yet, not exactly what I’d call bedtime when I usually didn’t hit the sack until eleven or even midnight most days. But it seemed Virginia was an early-to-bed, early-to-rise sort of person, and honestly, I was just fine with ending this interview. I didn’t really like the idea of having to spend the night in that fussy Victorian bedroom, but I knew I needed some time alone to think.

      “I don’t have any luggage,” I pointed out, and Virginia smiled.

      “Yes, you do,” she replied. “We brought along your suitcase when we fetched you.”

      Right. I’d gone home to pack more things for what had looked as though it might be an extended stay at Isaac’s house, since Michael had said it wasn’t safe for me to be alone in my rental. That meant I had clean underwear and some more sweaters and jeans and socks, although all my toiletries were at Isaac’s place.

      “And you’ll find anything else you need in the bathroom that adjoins your room,” Virginia continued, somehow anticipating my next question, the one about how the heck I was supposed to brush my teeth or moisturize my face. “Destiny will take you upstairs.”

      Obediently, my half-sister got up from the sofa and waited for me. Since it seemed clear our little convo was over, I didn’t protest, only rose as well and followed her out of the parlor and back up the grand staircase, one that looked as though it had been built expressly to allow women in elaborate bustle dresses to descend in splendor to a ball or a fancy dinner party.

      Against that backdrop, Destiny’s and my jeans and sweaters looked pretty plain. Once we’d passed the landing and were safely out of earshot, I said, “Do you always do everything she says?”

      A look of almost panic crossed over features that still appeared way too similar to mine. “Grandmother knows what she’s doing. I know it seems awful, the way she brought you here, but it’s really all for the best.”

      “You mean the way she kidnapped me?” I asked dryly, and Destiny glanced away from me, clearly not eager to maintain eye contact.

      “I know that’s what it looks like, but — ”

      “It’s not what it ‘looks like,’” I broke in. “It’s what happened. You can try to make it sound all pretty with talk of family and magic and whatever, but it doesn’t change the fact that she kidnapped me and had her demons assault my friends.”

      “Your friends are okay,” Destiny said hastily. “The demons only knocked them out.”

      While that news was a relief, I couldn’t help raising an eyebrow. “You know this how?”

      Because, while that awful scene in the driveway of my rented house was still something of a blur, I knew my half-sister hadn’t been there.

      “Grandmother told me,” she replied. “She told me what happened when she went to get you.”

      Unfortunately, I didn’t have Destiny’s faith in Virginia Powers’ truthfulness. She could have whitewashed the situation as best she could so it wouldn’t sound quite so terrible.

      But I also realized that if something awful really had happened to Michael and Audrey, and Destiny eventually found out, then her grandmother’s credibility would have been shot to hell.

      “Well, that’s good to hear,” I said, my tone as neutral as I could make it. “Because they definitely didn’t deserve to get caught in the middle of all this.”
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