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Introduction

YEARS AGO, WHEN I FIRST LAUNCHED MY WEBSITE, I WANTED to do something that would thank readers for their support. I decided to try my hand at e-serials - writing a novella and posting chapters as I went. I asked readers what they wanted, and they said ‘a story about the guys.’ The result was Savage, a prequel to Bitten covering the rather unique childhood of the male lead, Clayton Danvers.

The e-serials became an annual tradition. I’d poll readers, then write them a story. Savage was followed by a sequel,  Ascension. Then that was followed by another prequel to  Bitten, Beginnings, which tells the story of how Clay met Elena. In 2005, I changed tracks and instead offered twelve short stories, again on topics or characters chosen by readers. The next year was my first ‘non-prequel’ novella: The Case of El Chupacabra, an investigation by my spellcasters Paige Winterbourne and Lucas Cortez.

As much as readers seemed to appreciate the online fiction, the number-one question I got was: When will they be in book form? I said that I’d only publish them if I could make it a charitable endeavor. I expected it would take years  before I’d be in a position to do that, but in 2007, my publishers made me an offer.

The first volume, Men of the Otherworld, was all about my werewolf Pack guys. This is volume two, Tales of the Otherworld, and it covers a lot of the stories that readers heard mentioned in the books, but never got a chance to see. There’s a new story, too. I polled readers for their choice of characters to narrate the new novella, and the winner was Eve Levine. Bewitched tells the tale of her romance with Kristof.

All of my proceeds from these volumes are going to World Literacy of Canada, a nonprofit voluntary organization dedicated to promoting international development and social justice (www.worldlit.ca). The stories were originally intended as a gift to readers and now they’ll be ’re-gifted’ to a worthy cause. And there is still plenty of free fiction on my website and maybe more to come in the future!




Rebirth

AARON STUMBLED FROM THE TAVERN AND GASPED as the first blast of cold air slapped him. He paused in the doorway and took a deep breath. Geoffrey jostled him from behind, and Aaron gave him a good-natured shoulder that sent his friend staggering back.

‘Move it, you big ox,’ John said, kneeing Aaron in the rear.

‘Just push me out of the way.’ Aaron shot a grin over his shoulder. ‘Or maybe you should squeeze past instead. You’re skinny enough.’

Aaron stepped onto the cobblestone street and grimaced. So much for fresh air. The narrow street stank of shit - horse shit, dog shit, human shit; that’s what came of living so close you couldn’t take a crap without piling it on someone else’s. Give him farm life any day. Plenty of shit there, too, but at least there was room to spread it around.

He squinted up and down the street, his ale-soaked brain struggling to remember which way they’d come. That was another problem with towns. You couldn’t see  a damn thing. The buildings not only crowded your view, they crowded out the moonlight, and the lanterns dotting the street added more smoke than light.

‘Inn’s this way,’ Geoffrey said, smacking Aaron’s arm. ‘Come on before the mistress locks the door.’

She had locked them out the last time, and it had been a long, cold night on the street. Aaron and Geoffrey came to the city every other month, bringing goods to market. They’d finished their work this morning, but their families didn’t expect them back until Sunday night, knowing that any young man who stayed home to help his parents on the farm deserved time to sample the cosmopolitan treats he was forgoing.

One of those ‘treats’ peered out from a side street as they passed. She met Aaron’s gaze and batted her lashes in what he supposed was meant to be a come-hither look, but seemed more like soot caught in her eyes. She couldn’t have been more than twelve, the bodice of her dirty dress stuffed to simulate the curves she wouldn’t see for another few years ... if she lived that long.

Aaron walked over, and pressed a few coins into the whore’s palm. A look - part relief, part trepidation - sparked in her eyes, then they clouded with confusion as he returned to his friends.

John bumped against him. ‘How drunk are you? You forgot to take what you paid for.’

‘Oh, Aaron never has to pay for it,’ Geoffrey said. ‘When a tart sees him coming, she closes her purse and opens her legs.’

‘If you don’t want it, I’ll take it.’

John started to turn, but Aaron grabbed his shoulders and steered him forward.

‘What?’John grumbled. ‘It’s paid for.’

As they stumbled past an alley, a whimper snaked out from the darkness, followed by the crack of a fist hitting flesh.

Aaron stopped.

‘Ya gotta have more than that,’ a voice rumbled. ‘Find it... or I will.’

‘Aaron ...’ Geoffrey said, plucking Aaron’s sleeve.

‘It’s none of your business. And, for once, let’s leave it that way, or we’ll spend another night on the street.’

Aaron brushed his friend off and strode into the alley. As he walked, his steps steadied, the effects of the ale sloughing off as he focused on the voices. He pulled himself up to his full height and peeled off his jacket. That was often enough - tower over the thug and flex his muscles, and most decided they really didn’t need that few pence tonight after all. As he approached the black-haired lout and quaking shopkeeper, his gaze went to the ruffian’s hands, looking for a weapon. Nothing. Good.

Aaron grabbed the man’s shoulder. ‘You want to rob someone? Try me.’

The lout’s hand slammed forward. A flash of metal.  Where had that come—?


The blade drove into his chest. Aaron shoved the man away and staggered back. His hands went to his chest. Blood pumped out over his fingers. The man came at him again, but the sound of running footsteps made him think better of it and he ran off into the darkness.

‘Aaron? Aaron!’

Aaron tried to take a step, but faltered and hit the wall. He stood there, knees locked, forcing himself to stay upright. Then he crumpled.

 



Aaron twisted in his bed. The damned thing dug into both of his shoulders and butted against the top of his head and bottoms of his feet. Inns. Cram as many people into a room as they can, and if you’re more than average height, well, that’s not the inn’s fault.

Eyes still closed, he took a deep breath. Flowers and a faint musty smell. The mistress probably set out fresh blooms to cover the stink, so she wouldn’t have to change the bedding more than once a month.

He should open his eyes. He knew that - but he also knew that first blare of morning sun was going to feel like Satan’s imps stabbing his eyes with pitchforks. He shouldn’t drink so much. He wasn’t used to it, and he paid for his folly every morning after.

Speaking of folly ... He let out a groan as he remembered the man in the alley. Next time he decided to rescue someone, he’d take an extra moment to make damned sure the lout wasn’t concealing a knife. Now he really didn’t want to get up. He’d been stabbed in the chest once before, and it had taken him weeks to recover.

The last time, he’d been unable to lift anything heavier than a piglet for a month. His father had to do all the chores, and he’d kept sighing and muttering ‘Aaron, Aaron, Aaron,’ his weathered face wrinkling.  But he kept his gaze down when he said it, to cover the pride in his eyes.

‘A big strong boy with a good heart,’ he’d boast to the neighbors when he thought Aaron couldn’t hear. ‘What more could a father want?’

‘God gave you strength,’ his mother always said. ‘Always remember that it’s a gift, and gifts from God are to be used in his service. Help those less fortunate than you, and you’ll please him.’

Helping others, though, did not mean getting stabbed and being unable to help his father. His mother would be very firm about that.

‘Be careful, Aaron,’ she’d say. ‘You’re too quick to act. Take a moment to think as well.’

Maybe he could persuade one of his brothers to come back home for a month and help. Even as the thought occurred, though, he dismissed it. They had their own families and jobs and farms. He was the only one left. His father relied on him.

He groaned again.

Enough of that. Time to grit his teeth and get up.

He pulled up his knees and they struck something with a hollow thwack. He opened one eye. The wavering glow of candlelight cast a dim glow in the dark room. Was it still night?

He reached sideways to brace himself as he sat up, and his hand smacked against wood. A bed with sides on it? Had Geoffrey and the others dumped him in a horse trough again?

He opened the other eye. Then, grabbing the sides, he heaved himself up, bracing for the throb of pain through his chest. It didn’t come.

Had he dreamed the stabbing? His fingers moved to his chest. It felt fine ... fine and whole. That damned cheap ale was giving him nightmares now.

He sat up and blinked. He was in a dark, empty room, lit only by a few candles. It looked vaguely familiar. There was a board across his boxlike bed, pushed sideways away from his head and chest; that’s what he’d hit his knees on. A black-robed figure sat near his feet, head bent forward in sleep.

Aaron rubbed his eyes. Where the hell was he? It looked familiar. Then he blinked as the memory clicked. It looked like the inside of the family mausoleum. Well, not really a mausoleum; it was made of rough-hewn wood. A mausoleum for a farmer’s family was ridiculous, as every neighbor had at some point whispered to another. But that was the condition of marriage his mother had made.

‘My children must be buried aboveground,’ she’d told his father. ‘It is our way.’

His father hadn’t argued. Who knew what her ways were? She was a Jew and a foreigner, and all he knew was that this beautiful young woman he’d met in London was willing to marry a forty-year-old bachelor and bear his sons. She could have said she wanted him to build her a tower to the moon, and he’d have done it.

As for why Aaron was waking up in the mausoleum ... well, obviously the ale was giving him nightmares. Damn. He’d really hoped the stabbing part of his evening had been the dream, not the waking.

He went to lie back down when his knees knocked the board again, this time sending it clattering to the floor. The figure in the chair jumped up, her hood falling  back, and he saw a dark-haired woman, gracefully sliding into middle age - his mother.

‘Aaron!’

She rushed to him, hands grabbing his shoulders, fingers digging in. Her face loomed over his - blotchy with tears, eyes swollen, hair bedraggled.

‘Say something,’ she whispered. ‘Please.’

‘I drank too much. Again.’

Her arms flew around him, head going to his chest, burrowing in, shoulders convulsing in a silent sob.

‘I prayed it would be you,’ she whispered. ‘I know it’s not right for a mother to have favorites, but I always hoped that if God chose one of my children for the blessing, I hoped it would be you. And then after...’ She hiccuped a sob. ‘I prayed, Aaron. I prayed you’d be the one.’

‘What one?’ He pulled back to look at her. ‘I really think I drank too much. Maybe if I go back to sleep—’

He tried to lie down, but her fingers dug into his shoulders.

‘No! There’s no time. Your father wants to seal the coffin. It’s been three days. It must be sealed.’

‘Seal? Coffin?’ Aaron looked down. ‘I’m sleeping in a coffin?’

His mother took his hand and pressed it to a spot above her breast. ‘What do you feel, Aaron?’

His fingers almost trembled with the beat of her racing heart. Before he could answer, she moved the fingers to his own breast... and they went still.

‘Now what do you feel?’

‘Noth—Bloody hell!’ He jumped, almost tumbling back into the coffin. ‘What—’

‘You’re alive. A different kind of life, Aaron, but you are alive, and that’s all that matters.’

‘All that—? I’m not breathing! I don’t have a—’

‘You died, and you’ve been born again. It’s a gift of my blood, told to each woman before she weds. Every generation, only a few are blessed. They die, and return to live again ... to live and live, and nothing can kill them. A blessing beyond measure.’

‘So I’m alive?’ He chewed his lip, then nodded. ‘All right. But what do we tell Father?’

Her gaze dropped. ‘We can’t tell him, Aaron. You can’t ever see him again.’ She hugged him again. ‘I’m so sorry, but he wouldn’t understand. What you are ... they have a name for it. They do not understand it.’

‘What am I?’ he asked slowly.

When his mother didn’t answer, he reached up, wrapped his hands around her upper arms, and pulled her away from him, his gaze going to hers.

‘Mother, what am I?’

She wouldn’t look him in the eye. ‘They call it a ... a vampire, Aaron, but they don’t understand—’

‘A vampire?’

‘It is not what they think, Aaron. You are not some soulless demon. You are still my son - still as good and as God-fearing a man as you ever were.’

He forced her chin up, to meet her eyes. ‘And the blood-taking, Mother? Is that a lie, too?’

‘You must feed, yes. On human blood. But it is only feeding, like taking milk from a cow or eggs from a hen. You’ll do no harm.’

‘So I don’t need to kill?’

A long hesitation before she hurried on, words tumbling out, almost incomprehensible. ‘Only once a year, before the anniversary of your death.’

‘And if I do not?’

Her gaze met his then, eyes blazing. ‘You must, Aaron. You must!’

‘Kill another person to prolong my own life?’

She hesitated again, and the struggle in her eyes sliced him to the core - the conscience of a moral woman at battle with the ferocious instinct of a mother.

‘You can make careful choices,’ she said softly ‘Find those who are dying, and relieve them of their suffering. It is only once a year, Aaron. There are people - many people - who are not long for this earth. Take their lives and do some good with it. Honor God in that way, and he will understand.’


God? Aaron bit back the word before it flew from his mouth. He suspected God had very little to do with this ‘blessing,’ but if his mother had convinced herself that it was so, then he would not destroy her faith by questioning the origin of this taint in her blood. And, as he sat there, holding her, listening to her cry, he knew he would not destroy her hope either. He’d been a loving, loyal son in life, and so he would be in this nonlife.

She said he couldn’t see his father, which meant she’d expect him to leave. If he were to decide his new life lay in the New World before the year was up, she would understand.

He had a year. A year of feeding on the blood of men. But if she was right, and it did them no harm, he could stomach that. He would visit her, and feign  contentment for her, and before the year was up, he would leave and let her believe he was still walking this earth, somewhere. That much he could do for her.

 



Aaron slunk through the alley looking for passed-out drunks. Like a stray dog rooting for scraps in the trash.  He’d been a vampire for nearly a month now, and it wasn’t getting any easier. Instinct showed him how to feed, but he despised every second of it.

It didn’t seem to have much effect on the humans - his mother had been right about that. Yet skulking through alleys like a scavenger, preying on the weak ... It made his stomach churn. Or it would, if his stomach could still churn. The only thing his gut did these days was complain when he wasn’t paying it enough attention.

As a human, he’d always been able to skip a meal or two during harvest, to work from dawn until dusk and eat when he had time. But now he was at the mercy of his appetite. If he was but an hour or two late, his whole body revolted, turning sluggish and slow, leaving him stumbling through back roads looking for food.

As he walked, a cry came from the dark end of an adjoining alley. He went still, the old urge taking over, homing in on the sound like a cow hearing the bawl of her calf. Though these days, it was more like a hawk healing the squeal of a mouse, he thought. From savior to predator. A blessing indeed. He kicked a stone into the wall and watched a rat scurry off. Then the cry came again. His head lifted, the old instinct refusing to buckle under the new order.

He stopped in midstep and tilted his head. And why should it buckle? Was he not impervious to harm? So his mother had claimed. Perhaps the time had come to test that. What was the worst that could happen? He’d get another blade between the ribs and be free. But if he couldn’t die, then there was nothing to keep him from doing the same thing he would have done a month ago ... and, this time, claim a blood bounty from the would-be predator.

The thug snarled something to the woman in his grasp, and Aaron’s lips parted, canines lengthening. He ran his tongue over them. This was one meal he wouldn’t mind taking.

 



Six months later, Aaron slid along the darkened road, his feet making no sound. He’d learned that his new body came custom-made for hunting. Ahead of him swaggered a man. Proud of yourself, aren’t you, Aaron thought. It takes a brave man to beat a whore.


The world was full of predators. If you knew where to look, you could find one any day of the week, and with very little effort. Aaron no longer worried about the effects of his blood-taking. If one of his victims suffered a bruised neck or a day or two of weakness, he wouldn’t feel guilty. It was a world of difference from slinking through alleys. He had his power back, and his pride.

His mother had noticed the change almost immediately.

‘See,’ she said, when he visited her. ‘You are adjusting. You are living.’

And he would continue to live, for another half-year. He’d already begun hinting about traveling to the New World, and his mother was pleased, seeing this as a sign that he was planning for his future.

A couple rounded the corner and headed Aaron’s way, and his bearing changed, shoulders lifting, stride shortening, the smooth glide vanishing. A friendly smile and tip of his head as the couple passed. He walked another half-dozen steps, glanced over his shoulder at them, then swung his gaze around, slow and careful. When he was certain he was alone, the predator returned.

As Aaron drew close enough to hear the clomp of the man’s boots, his fangs began to extend. An automatic reaction, like salivating. He forced himself to think of something else - of where he’d spend the night - and the canines retracted.

When his quarry hit a T-intersection at the end of the lane, Aaron closed his eyes to test yet another developing skill. He counted to twenty, then looked. The man was gone. He turned left, his gut said. He hurried to the crossroad and looked each way. There, ten yards to the left, was the man.

Aaron smiled. It’d been weeks since he’d guessed wrong. He hadn’t figured out how he could track people. It seemed like a sixth sense, being able to ‘feel’ a presence, as if the pulse of life were vibrating through the air. Lately he’d even begun to be able to separate presences, and could track a target through a small group.

As he drew closer to his quarry, he slid into the shadows. No real need to hide. He was, after all,  impervious to harm. Still, there was no sense in calling attention to himself. A slow glide through the shadows, then, once he was close enough to smell the man’s unwashed body, he’d swoop out and snatch him up, and his victim would be unconscious before he was even sure he’d been attacked. Like a hawk diving for a mouse.


Something whispered behind him. Aaron swung around and focused on the sound with a speed and precision that still astounded him. Yet no one was there. He didn’t need his eyes and ears to tell him that. He sensed it - or, more accurately, failed to sense anyone.

He replayed the sound in his mind. The whisper of leaves? The rustle of blowing paper? Both logical explanations ... except that he’d been plagued by these odd noises behind him for days now. Aaron took a harder look around. Every sense told him there was no living being there, and yet...

He shook off his unease and loped off to catch up with his dinner.

 



Aaron took one last gulp of blood, shivering as the heat of it streamed down his throat. Then, with more reluctance than he cared to admit, he ran his tongue over the puncture wounds to stop the blood flow. He lifted his head and eased back on his haunches.

‘You can take more than that.’

Aaron whirled. There, less than a foot away, stood a woman, one who gave off no sense of life; who had slipped up on him as quietly as a phantom. Her dark  green woolen cloak blended into the shadows, only accentuating her copper red hair and pale skin. Under the cloak, Aaron caught a glimpse of a dress as finely made as the cloak, spun from the kind of cloud-soft wool he’d only ever seen in shops.

She wasn’t beautiful, and she had to be almost as old as his mother, but there was something about her that dared him to look away. Maybe the piercing stare of her green eyes or the arrogant tilt to her sharp chin or the bemused smile on her lips - or maybe it was all of those things, challenging his brain to figure out what the combination meant.

‘You can take more than that,’ she said again. When he only stared, she arched her brows. ‘Well?’

‘You’re a vampire,’ he said slowly.

A slight roll of her eyes. ‘I should hope so. Do you have many humans popping round to give you pointers on blood-taking?’

‘You’ve been following me.’

A graceful shrug of her shoulders. ‘Curiosity. The curse of our race. Live long enough, and anything new tickles your fancy. And you certainly are new. Hereditary, I presume?’

When his brows knitted, she said, ‘Vampirism is in your bloodline?’

‘Is there any other way?’

‘Yes, but you don’t strike me as the kind of young man who would choose such a thing.’

His lip curled. ‘Who would choose such a thing?’

Another elegant shrug, then she waved at the unconscious man. ‘You can feed more without killing him. Quite a bit more. It’s easier that way, so  you don’t need to hunt every night.’ Her gaze met his. ‘Unless you like to hunt every night?’

When he didn’t answer, she continued. ‘Whether one enjoys the hunt or not, nightly can be taxing and inconvenient. Continue feeding, then, and I will—’

‘I don’t want to kill him.’

An exasperated sigh. ‘May I finish? I was about to say that I will show you how to stop before you pose any danger to his life.’ An arch of the brows. ‘Acceptable?’

He nodded, but did nothing.

Her lips twisted in a smile. ‘Here, let me turn my back and give you some privacy.’

He waited until she’d turned around, then repositioned himself on the other side of the man so he could see her while feeding. Several times he stopped drinking, not trusting her to tell him when to cease. With exasperated patience, she had him continually check the man’s pulse. When it finally fluttered, she told him to stop.

He closed his eyes, and luxuriated in the warm heaviness of a full stomach.

‘Better?’ she said.

He opened his eyes to see her watching him. He blinked, forced his fangs to retract, and got to his feet.

‘I can teach you more,’ she said, voice almost a purr.

‘Thank you, but no. I don’t - won’t - need it.’

He expected her to press for an explanation, but she just studied him, then nodded - that same infuriating half-smile on her lips.

‘You don’t intend to make your first kill,’ she said. ‘That would be quite a waste, don’t you think?’

He didn’t answer.

‘Well, perhaps then, if you are in your final months,  you could use some companionship. It’s difficult talking to people now, always worrying that they’ll see what you are, never quite able to stop thinking about what  they are.’

‘I’d prefer to be left alone.’

A polite nod. ‘As you wish.’

With that, she walked away.

 



As the months passed, Aaron found himself thinking of the red-haired vampire. He’d be feeding and imagine her voice, telling him how to watch for signs that he’d drunk too much. Or he’d be darting through a busy market, always nervous about getting too close to humans, and he’d wonder if such caution was necessary. Could they see that he wasn’t breathing? Would they sense that his heart didn’t beat? She could have eased his anxieties with tips for blending into the human world.

Mostly, though, he thought about her when he was sitting in the corner of a bar or waking in an inn, surrounded by strangers, not daring to say more than a word or two. For a man who’d always valued the company of others, this was the worst part of his new life: the loneliness.

Now and then, he’d hear a whisper or a rustle behind him, and he’d turn to look for her. Then he’d see the newspaper blowing past or the dead leaves scraping against a window pane, and he’d tell himself that what he felt was relief.

 



As the anniversary of his death approached, Aaron’s resolve didn’t falter. He enacted the final step of his  plan, telling his mother that he was setting out for the New World, which she’d come to expect after his months of talking about it. Once gone, he couldn’t send a post and risk his father recognizing his handwriting, but his mother understood that, and bid him farewell with only a few tears.

He hated deceiving her, but given the choice between lying to her and breaking her heart, he supposed God would forgive him the falsehood. As for whether God would forgive the rest... well, Aaron refused to fret over it. He’d done the best he could with the hand fate had dealt him and, if God condemned him for his choices, that was his decision.

He was sitting in a tavern, enjoying an ale - a good  ale, in a good tavern; surely he deserved that much in his final days. Most of what he’d earned doing odd jobs over the last year he’d given to his mother. One of his brothers had moved his family home to help with the farm, but Aaron still liked to contribute. On his last visit, though, his mother had given the money back and told him to put it to good use in the New World. So he’d donated most to charity, and was indulging himself with the remainder.

As the tavern door swung open, the tavern’s patrons turned to gawk and Aaron turned with them. The moment he saw that flash of copper hair, he couldn’t help smiling. He covered it with a gulp of beer as the red-haired vampire swept toward his table.

She cast a suspicious glance at the stool and brushed it off before sitting.

‘Ale?’ he said, lifting his mug.

She only arched one brow, as if she couldn’t believe he’d ask.

‘They might have wine,’ he said.

‘If they do, I’m quite certain I don’t want it.’ Her gaze locked with his. ‘You haven’t changed your mind, I see.’

‘Nope.’

Again, that keen stare. ‘You aren’t brooding, are you?’

‘Nope.’

‘Good, because there is nothing duller than a brooding vampire.’ She adjusted her skirts. ‘Since we are to drink together, introductions are in order. Cassandra DuCharme.’

‘Aaron.’ He hesitated, then grunted. ‘Darnell. Aaron Darnell.’

She nodded and waited while he polished off a quarter of his mug, then said, ‘What if I were to offer you a way out?’

‘A way out of what?’

‘That vexing moral quandary you’ve mired yourself in. A way to take a life without feeling guilty about it.’

‘It’s not guilt—’

‘Yes, yes.’She fluttered her hands. ‘It’s wrong. Morally reprehensible. Violates the Sixth Commandment and all that. But what if there was a loophole? A way to continue living?’

‘Not interested.’

Another soul-searching stare, then a sigh. ‘You are a stubborn one, aren’t you? Better than brooding, I suppose. Humor me, then. I believe I have found a way for you to live; at least do me the courtesy of hearing my suggestion, as payment for my earlier assistance.’

‘It won’t change my mind, but you can tell me if you like.’

She recited an address. ‘Go there and take a look. I believe you’ll see something that would interest you. How much longer do you have before your anniversary?’

‘Eight days.’

‘Perfect. Take three. Spend some time at that address. Then meet me here again, at midnight.’

 



Three days later, she was already in the tavern when he arrived, and had a mug of ale waiting for him.

‘Well?’ she said.

He shrugged.

‘What? You did see what I meant, didn’t you? It’s the home of a grave-robber. One who supplies corpses to the medical schools. Very fresh corpses.’

‘He kills people and sells the bodies.’

‘And that doesn’t give you any ideas?’

‘If you mean killing him, I might as well. If I’m already damned, there’s no harm in it, and if God has forgiven me for the rest, he’ll forgive me for that. Either way, the world will be better off.’

‘Good,’ she said, settling back in her chair. ‘So you’ll kill him and—’

‘Oh, I’ll kill him. But as a man, not a vampire.’

The red-haired vampire slumped forward, looking ready to beat her head against the tabletop, and Aaron almost choked on his beer, as he struggled not to laugh.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘But I said I am resolved.’

‘No, you’re stubborn, and I don’t know why I’m wasting my time trying to change your mind.’

‘Because you’re bored? Looking for a challenge?’ His lips curved in a slow grin. ‘Or because I look like something you might want to decorate your bed with?’

She gave an unladylike snort. ‘My tastes don’t run to farm boys.’

Aaron only leaned back, stretching his legs. ‘Explain this, then,’ she said, leaning closer. ‘You obviously feel compelled to do these acts of...’ A shrug. ‘Charity, I suppose, perhaps through guilt or a misplaced sense of altruism. But you do them and you enjoy them. You will kill this grave robber to help others, yet you refuse to do it in a way that would prolong your life, and allow you to continue helping others. Does that make sense?’

He sipped his beer and gave a soft grunt.

‘No, it does not.’ She slapped her gloves on the table.

‘I would propose, then, that you take this grave-robber’s life, as a vampire, and live for another year, since you already intend to kill him.’

Again, Aaron only grunted. After a moment, he agreed to give it some thought.

 



Two days later, Aaron was in the grave-robber’s house, kneeling behind him, draining the last dregs of blood from his body.

‘Make sure you take it all,’ Cassandra said. ‘If you leave any, it won’t work.’

He did as she said, then leaned back, closed his eyes, and shuddered.

‘And so you have another year,’ she murmured.

He opened one eye. ‘But that’s it. Just one more.’

‘Yes, yes, of course,’ she said. ‘Now, come. All this bloodletting has made me hungry. Hunt with me.’

He watched her walk away, then rose and followed her into his new life... at least for another year.




Bewitched

THERE ARE MANY LIFE LESSONS MY MOTHER NEVER taught me, including how to deal with assassins. I’d been operating in the supernatural black market for less than a year, and already I had a bounty on my head. I hadn’t yet decided whether that was a sign of success or stupidity.

I’d spent the afternoon teaching defensive spells to suburbanite teen witches who’d be better off learning karate. Given that it took them five minutes to cast a successful binding spell, I really hoped they never got cornered in a dark alley. But their mommies wanted them to learn - and were too busy to teach the girls themselves - so I obliged ... for a price.

But as happy as I was to leave the Stepford-family world of suburbia behind, it was a lot safer than my own neighborhood, where daytime gunfire added a nice touch of ambiance, but also meant that my corpse in the middle of the sidewalk wouldn’t be all that out of place. In the last few days, I’d discovered every alternate route to my apartment, and knew  which would be cloaked by shadows at every time of day.

I took one of them now, casting sensing spells as I went and using my Aspicio powers to peer through corners before I stepped around them.

Each cautious step drove nails into my ego. If I was under siege, I had to fight back. And I would, if it was just some guy who mistook me for a helpless young woman. But this was Terrance Foley, boss of the nastiest half-demon gang in Chicago. When he wanted a supernatural dead, most of them just picked up a gun and saved him the trouble.

I wasn’t stupid enough to piss off a guy like that. Just stupid enough to do business with him and expect a fair deal.

He didn’t seem to have sent any goons after me so far. From what I’d heard, it was a closed contract, meaning he wouldn’t pay an enterprising freelancer to kill me. Which at least narrowed it down a little.

I was about to step out of the alley when a black BMW sedan pulled up in front of my building. I pulled back into the alley and watched the car through the wall. I’m a dual-parentage supernatural - a witch on my mother’s side, and an Aspicio half-demon thanks to my dad. If I had to pick one, I’d keep my witch blood - spells are a lot more versatile. My half-demon power is limited to sight, including a weak form of X-ray vision. Handy at times like this.

The rear passenger door of the BMW opened and a man stepped out. Mid-thirties, about six foot two. Broad shoulders not quite concealed by a perfectly tailored suit. Blond hair and bright blue eyes. An imposing figure.  Good-looking, too, if you went for the cool Germanic type. I didn’t.

I’d never seen the guy before, but I knew who he was - or who his family was, at least. The Nasts. Leaders of the premier North American Cabal - a cutthroat corporation whose business practices made Terrance Foley look like a schoolyard thug.

I knew the Nasts had an office in Chicago. But while they might control the black market, they never dirtied their hands with it personally. And now a Nast was walking into my building. Without an entourage. Without even a bodyguard.

I was tempted to stroll in after him and satisfy my curiosity. But caring to live another day, I decided I really wasn’t that curious, reversed course, and headed back the way I’d come.

I’d just made it to the street behind mine when yet another black car pulled up to the curb, this one a Lincoln and a few years older than the Beamer, meaning someone a few rungs lower. And indeed, the guy who stepped out was a few rungs lower - on both the social and the evolutionary scale. Big bruiser. Ill-fitting suit. Steroid-induced acne.

He spotted me before I could back up.

‘Eve Levine?’ he called. ‘Mr Foley would like to speak to you.’

The thug opened the back door and waved me in. I strode forward, but stopped short of ‘grab and abduct’ distance.

‘Did he lose my number again?’ I said. ‘Here, let me give it to you. Got a pencil?’

‘Get in the car.’

‘I would, but the question is whether I’ll get out of it again. Tell Mr Foley if he wants to talk to me, he can take me to dinner. Anthony’s. Five blocks over. I’m sure your driver can find it.’

His left eye twitched. Could just be a tic. Could be a half-demon tell, too, meaning he was about to launch his power. A binding spell kiboshed that plan. He froze, scowl and all.

‘Don’t,’ I said. ‘I may be the new kid on the block, but Mr Foley knows I’m not stupid enough to get in that car. If he told you to make me, then apparently you’re expendable. My guess, though, is that he just told you to give it a shot. You did. I put up a fight. You decided that a public meeting was a reasonable alternative. Safe for me, and safe for Mr Foley.’

I released the spell. He grunted something that could be agreement and got back into the car. I waited until it drove off, then hailed a taxi. An extra expense I couldn’t really afford, but under the circumstances, I’d budget it under health insurance.

 



Anthony’s was an Italian restaurant on the boundary between my neighborhood and respectability. Not fancy, but nice enough, with good home-style cooking. The kind of place once frequented by Al Capone. Foley looked right at home.

He started to stand as I approached, then stopped himself as he remembered that I was six feet tall and he wasn’t.

‘Eve,’ he said, and motioned for his guard to pull out my chair. ‘Gorgeous as always.’

I wasn’t gorgeous. I was young, and Foley was at the age where the two terms were interchangeable, which was where the problem had started.

His gaze slithered over me. ‘You should wear green more often. It brings out your...’ He struggled for a way to end the compliment. Since I have dark hair and dark eyes, there’s no way to finish that line, so he settled for ‘beauty.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I sat and folded my hands on the table, leaning toward him and lowering my voice. ‘Still not interested, Mr Foley. As I’ve said before, don’t take it personally. I don’t mix business and pleasure. Ever. If you’ve done your homework on me, you know that.’

‘But our business has concluded.’

‘No, when you finish paying me for that amulet, our business will have concluded.’

He leaned toward me and smiled, all teeth. ‘When you stop being such a stuck-up bitch, I’ll finish paying for it. If you’re going to charge that much for a cheap piece of jewelry, then I expect more in the bargain.’

‘The Amulet of Bathin is a one-of-a-kind relic that’ll give your shamans enough juice to astral-project past the best Cabal security. I offered it at fair market value and you agreed to my terms. If it’s not performing as promised, then I’ll take it back and return your deposit.’

‘I’ve misplaced it.’

My hands clenched under the table, nails digging in, reminding me to keep my cool. That’s never easy. I don’t deal well with authority. Never have, starting with my mother. She’d been seduced by a demon and  forced to bear his child. At least, that was the story she told the Coven. Once, when she’d popped a few too many Valium, she admitted to me that she’d summoned my father herself, wanted his child. A single act of rebellion, quickly regretted, leaving me to pay the price.

Not surprising that I didn’t have much respect for my mother after that. Not surprising that I hadn’t seen much point in following Coven rules. Not surprising that I got kicked out on my ass as soon as I was old enough to leave. Not surprising that my mother didn’t lift a finger to help me when I did. And, not surprising that when every black market contact had told me not to do business with Terrance Foley, I ignored them. I was Eve Levine, dark-magic prodigy and daughter of the lord demon Balam. I could handle a middle-aged half-demon thug like Foley. Only I couldn’t. And if I wanted to live long enough to smarten up, it was time to swallow my pride.

‘Maybe it was overpriced,’ I said, as calmly as I could.

He smiled, victory sparking in his eyes. ‘It was.’

‘All right then.’ I stood. ‘You keep the amulet, and I’ll keep the deposit. We’re square.’

 



Would he leave it at that? I didn’t know Foley well enough to tell. Which meant I hadn’t known him well enough to do business with. At least I was a fast learner. Next time I found something that valuable, I’d rinse the dollar signs from my eyes and find a buyer I trusted. Well, one I trusted well enough to do business with.

Foley didn’t have his goons follow me from the restaurant, which I supposed was a good sign. I high-tailed it back to my apartment, though. I’d make a few calls, see if word on the street changed and, if not, it’d be moving day. That didn’t bother me; I never stayed in one place long. It was the running-away part I hated.

When I reached my apartment door, I cast a sensing spell. It came back positive. Someone was inside.

I readied an energy bolt, then moved against the door, bringing my face closer. A spot cleared, like a dirty peephole. Inside, I could see ... gray cloth.

The door opened. My hand flew up, spell ready.

‘Ms Levine.’

I looked up into impossibly blue eyes and felt a double shot of recognition. The first told me he was the Nast I’d seen earlier. The second said he was a sorcerer - a racial warning system. Witches and sorcerers have never been the best of friends.

‘Come in,’ he said, moving back.

I hesitated, then stepped inside. ‘Something tells me we’re doing this wrong, considering it’s my apartment.’

No hint of a smile warmed those icy eyes. He only dipped his chin, acknowledging the point. ‘My apologies for breaking in. There were some unsavory characters in the hall. This seemed wiser. I used a spell so I wouldn’t damage the lock.’

‘You know witch magic?’ That’s rare for sorcerers. Rarer still for Cabal ones.

He shrugged. ‘A little. Very little, I’m afraid, which is why I’m here.’ He extended a hand. ‘Kristof Nast.’

Now my internal warning system screamed louder  than a banshee’s wail. This wasn’t just some Nast VP, second cousin twice removed. It was the CEO’s oldest son, the heir to the empire. I couldn’t even imagine what he was doing in my apartment. I was pretty sure I didn’t want to find out.

When I didn’t respond, he just stood there, hand out, waiting until I shook it.

‘Look, whatever you think I’ve done—’ I began.

‘I’m not Terrance Foley, Ms Levine. If you’d done something to displease my Cabal, I would hardly show up myself.’

So he knew about Terrance? What had he heard? I was tempted to ask, but wisely kept my mouth shut until I could venture a calm ‘How can I help you, Mr Nast?’

‘I want training. Witch magic training. I believe you offer that?’

I headed into the living room, taking a moment to compose myself. He couldn’t even be bothered to come up with a credible lie? I was in serious, serious shit. I racked my brain to think of something, anything, I could have done to piss off a Cabal. But on the scale of badasses, I ranked about a four. Okay, maybe a three, but I was working on it. Still, I’d done nothing to warrant the attention of any Cabal, let alone the Nasts. Which meant someone was spreading stories.

‘What have you heard?’ I said as he took a seat on my couch.

‘That you’re a good teacher. Not the best, but that’s understandable, given your youth. You’re discreet, though, which is my most important requirement.’

‘You really want witch training?’

Those cool eyes met mine. ‘That’s what I said, isn’t it?’ ‘I know your Cabal has its resident witch. Olivia Enwright. She’s decent enough. Why come to me?’

He gave me a look that said if I was honestly asking, then maybe I wasn’t as bright as he’d hoped. No Cabal sorcerer would ever admit that he saw value in witch magic. Not openly, at least, meaning he couldn’t use a Cabal witch’s services.

‘I’m a mediocre spellcaster,’ Nast said. ‘My position doesn’t require any particular knowledge or aptitude in that area. However, there are facets of witch magic I could use in other areas of my life.’

‘Such as?’

That cool look again, handsome face impassive. He didn’t say ‘None of your damn business,’ but I heard the words loud and clear.

He went on, ‘Corporate headquarters are in Los Angeles, as I’m sure you know. If I could persuade you to relocate there temporarily, that would be ideal. It’s not required, though. I have monthly meetings at our office here. We could schedule our lessons then. I’ll ask, though, that we meet in a hotel. If we are seen, it’ll be presumed I’m having an affair, which no one will question.’

My gaze dropped to his hand.

‘I’m not married,’ he said. ‘Nor am I in a relationship. I meant affair in the broadest definition of the word. Now, if that is acceptable, we should discuss terms.’

I shook my head and stood. ‘Not interested. Sorry. I appreciate that you considered me. I’m grateful for the offer. Blah-blah-blah. But no.’

‘And your objection is?’

‘Everything.’

I headed for the door. When he didn’t follow, I went back to see him looking out the window as he tucked his pager back into his pocket, having presumably called for his car.

‘Yes, the view sucks,’ I said. ‘If you’re going to point out that my apartment is a shitty hole, I already know that. If you’re going to suggest that I could afford better with your offer, don’t bother. I like where I am and I don’t want an upgrade - not in apartments, not in clientele. I already tried that, and I learned my lesson.’

‘I’m not Terrance Foley, Ms Levine.’

‘No, you’re a whole other level of scary. Now, if you’ll excuse me...’

‘Will you walk me down?’

‘Elevator on the left. Door straight down the hall.’

He turned that icy gaze on me and, to my shame, I felt my gut chill under it. As much as I wanted to tell him to go to hell, I didn’t dare.

‘Fine,’ I said. ‘I’ll walk you out.’

 



When we stepped from the building, there was indeed a car waiting. For me, not him. Foley’s goons sat in their idling Lincoln.

I stopped dead, then backed up into the shadows of the doorway.

‘You son of a bitch,’ I said.

His brows lifted. He didn’t hear that one a lot, I suppose. Not to his face anyway.

‘Is this a threat?’ I said.

‘Of course not. I merely asked you to walk me down—’

‘Because you saw them waiting. You’re telling me I’d better agree to your terms or they won’t be the worst of my problems. Or maybe they will. Turn you down and you’ll turn me over.’ I glowered up at him. ‘I dealt with you fairly. You brought me an offer. I refused it politely and respectfully.’

‘You did. And I’m asking you to reconsider.’

‘Go to hell, Nast. I—’

‘I’m not threatening you, Ms Levine. I’m simply pointing out that this isn’t a one-way deal. Yes, you can help me, but I believe I can help you as well.’ He glanced at the goons, who’d turned to gape at us through the tinted glass. ‘Would you like me to take care of this problem for you?’

‘No.’

Another brow arch. ‘I think you would. In fact, I think you’d like it very much.’

‘And, in return, I’d owe you. I may be young, but I’m not an idiot. I’m not about to get into anyone’s debt, especially yours.’

I walked back into the building.

 



I packed my bags and moved out that night. In this life, you learn to rent only furnished apartments. And you learn to budget for the occasional forfeit of that ‘last month’s rent’ paid in advance.

I checked into a hotel. A decent Holiday Inn. I’d earned enough from my deal with Foley to afford it,  even if he hadn’t paid full price. A bigger move - straight out of the state - was a definite possibility, but a last resort. I still had a few irons in the fire in Chicago, not to mention that very sweet teaching gig with the suburban witchlings.

I woke up at eight to my pager beeping. Two calls. One was from the Coven leader, Ruth Winterbourne. The other was John Weiss, a necromancer I’d done a job with a few weeks ago. I walked a block to a pay phone before calling Weiss back.

‘Eve. I got you. Good.’ He sounded out of breath.

‘What’s up?’

‘I owe you money.’

‘Huh?’

‘That last job. The spells I sold for you. You thought I took more than my cut. I was sure I hadn’t, but I was just doing some banking, and I realized I screwed up. I owe you three hundred. I’m so sorry.’

‘Okay...’

‘Can I send the money the usual way? Western Union? You’ll have it by noon. And, again, I’m really sorry. It was an honest mistake. I hope we can work together again soon.’

‘Okay...’

We talked for another minute. After I hung up, I stood there, wondering what that had been about.

I’d been sure Weiss had screwed me over with the payout. I’d called him on it, but it hadn’t been a big enough deal to cause trouble over. Just another lesson learned, and I’d moved him off my list of contacts.

Did he have something he needed help with now? Realized he shouldn’t have burned this bridge so  fast? Yep. I was pretty sure I’d get another call in a day or two, with a new job offer. Whether I took it remained to be seen.

 



I called Ruth next. She had a council meeting in Illinois next week. Was I still in Chicago? Could she drop by and see me? Paige was coming and she kept asking about me and they’d love to see me if I was free.

I said I wasn’t in Chicago anymore. That lie came harder than any I’d told in months. I wanted to see them - God, I wanted to see them. I missed babysitting Paige. I missed talking to Ruth. But I couldn’t let Ruth see how I lived now. I wasn’t ashamed of it—I just didn’t want to upset her. She didn’t deserve that.

Growing up in the Coven as a half-demon was an experience I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy. The Coven prides itself on using only white magic - when it uses magic at all - and I was the embodiment of everything opposite. Or that’s what my mother told me. Looking back now, I’m not sure how much of it was unwarranted prejudice, and how much of it I earned.

My mother tried to ‘warn’ me in hopes of curbing my powers and turning me into a docile little witch who would make her look good. Her witch sisters already treated her with suspicion for having had a demon’s child, willingly or not. So she wanted me to prove that there was nothing wrong with me. I was just like every other Coven girl. And in expecting me to react that way, she’d proven how little she’d known her only child.

The Coven witches did treat me differently. I didn’t imagine that. My earliest memories were of sitting alone at Coven meetings, watching the other girls play, knowing that if I went over, their mothers would whisk them away. They didn’t mistreat me, but I knew they were watching, waiting to see what effect the taint of my demon blood might have. If I’d been the good little girl my mother wanted, maybe they’d have come to realize there was nothing wrong with me. But I couldn’t be that girl. They expected me to be bad, so I complied.

On the scale of bad children, I’d have rated about a four. I misbehaved. I disobeyed. I caused trouble. But I was hardly the embodiment of demonic evil. When the adults shunned me, though, the other girls saw an easy target for every bad impulse they had. They tormented me and bullied me and blamed me for everything that went wrong, even stealing things just to plant them in my room.

The worse they got, the worse I got. I had only one ally in the Coven. Ruth Winterbourne. But it wasn’t enough. Her influence was too little, too late, and I grew up knowing that the only person I could trust - really trust - was myself.

By the time I was a teenager, I was trolling the black markets of Boston, buying - and often stealing - dark-magic grimoires, immersing myself in that side of our world. The Coven kicked me out and I’d found myself adrift in a world with only one tool for survival: magic. I was a powerful witch and half-demon, and that was how I would survive.
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After breakfast, I headed over to the Lincoln Park campus of DePaul University. No, I wasn’t a student. I’d gotten my high school diploma and knew better than to push my luck. I had a coffee date with Molly Crane, a witch a couple of years younger than me, who was a DePaul student. Also a first-rate spoiled brat and second-rate spellcaster, but with the kind of connections that meant I could spare an hour for a weekly coffee with her. I even picked up the tab sometimes.

When I found Molly outside our usual spot, she was sitting with her aunt, Lavina Crane, Chicago’s most notorious dark witch. A former teacher, Lavina now traded in the black market. She’d still take on the occasional student, though. Very occasional. Lavina Crane was the reason I’d moved to Chicago. I’d practically offered myself into indentured servitude for a chance to train under her. She’d taken one look at my resume and told me to come back in five years.

‘Eve!’ Molly said, leaping up. She embraced and air-kissed me, bangle bracelets chattering. ‘Aunt Lavina drove in from Kenilworth this morning to talk to you.’

‘That’ll be all, Molly,’ Lavina said, dismissing her with a wave.

Molly motioned that she’d be inside waiting.

‘You’ve done the impossible, Eve Levine,’ Lavina said when Molly was gone. ‘You’ve impressed me. That’s rare for any witch. But a Coven witch?’ Her plucked brows disappeared under her hair. ‘I never thought I’d see the day. I take it you’re still interested in training under me?’

I gaped, then cleared my throat. ‘Sure. I mean, of course. I’d be honored.’

‘Good. We’ll start next week. My house. Two o’clock Wednesday. Same terms as before. You’ll run errands for me - courier my goods about, convince debtors that delayed payment isn’t good for their health, that sort of thing. Agreed?’

I nodded. She handed me her card, with her home address and phone number, and penciled me into her Day-Timer.

 



I found Molly inside, changing cassette tapes in her Walkman.

‘When do you start?’ she asked as I sat down.

‘Next week.’

‘Damn, you’re so lucky. I’m her sister’s kid and I’ll be lucky if she agrees to train me. You’ll pass along what you learn, right?’

‘Sure.’ I sipped my coffee. ‘I don’t know what you told her about me, but thanks. I owe you.’

Molly grinned, her pixie face lighting up. ‘I’ll take the IOU, but I didn’t do more than put in a good word for you. You did all the work on this one. Hot damn, did you do the work. I know you’ve got nerve, Eve, but this was ballsy, even for you.’

‘How did you hear about it?’ I asked carefully, having no idea what she meant.

‘From Aunt Lavina, when she called and asked to set up a meeting with you. She says she got a call before she even picked up the newspaper. The second it hit the newsstands, the grapevine was popping.’

‘Newspaper?’

I saw a folded Chicago Tribune two tables away. I went over and grabbed it.

‘You didn’t know it made the news?’ Molly said as I spread the paper. ‘Not major city news, but for supernaturals, it might as well have been the front page.’

When I tried to flip through, she took the paper and turned to an article. ‘Local Businessman Electrocuted.’ Terrance Foley, fifty-eight, had died in his home last night, the apparent victim of an electrical malfunction ...

‘Electrical malfunction.’ Molly chortled. ‘No malfunction there. Your energy bolt works just fine. Setting the scene to look like an accident, though? Genius. And getting past his security? Aunt Lavina was totally blown away. That’s the kind of thing a Cabal can pull off, but a lone witch?’ She whistled. ‘You showed ’em, Eve. With one strike, you jumped clear into the ranks of “don’t mess with me, motherfucker.”’

I nodded, still staring at the article. I guess that explained Weiss’s behavior this morning.

‘And everyone knows it was me?’ I said.

‘Duh. The missing Amulet of Bathin? With a curse-stone left in its place? Kinda gave it away. Take credit for the killing, get that amulet back, and collect your assassin fee from the Nasts. One sweet deal.’

‘Assassin fee.’

‘You didn’t think anyone would know about that? I’m sure that’s what the Nasts were hoping - that no one would connect them to this - but Foley’s men saw you talking to Kristof Nast yesterday.’ She grinned. ‘Is Kristof as hot as they say?’

‘I wouldn’t exactly use the word hot.’

‘Mmm, power is always hot. He’s single, too. Did you know that? His wife took off a few years ago. Left him with two little boys. Single daddy. Sexy older guy. Multimillionaire tycoon.’ She sighed. ‘Too bad he’s a sorcerer.’

‘Tragic.’ I checked my watch. ‘Whoops, gotta run. Same time next week?’

‘Absolutely. Better yet, let’s do lunch. My treat.’ She beamed at me like I was her new best friend. Which I suppose I was. Not my choice for a bosom buddy, but Molly was useful, so I agreed we’d get together next week.

 



I walked around the campus, trying to decide my next move. Every supernatural knew where the Nasts’ Chicago office was - on prime downtown property. And if I walked in there, I’d be kicked out on my ass so hard I wouldn’t be able to sit down for a week. I could do it to make a statement, let him know I was looking for him. A bold move, but not necessarily a bright one.

I was pacing a walkway between two buildings when a shadow stretched out beside mine. I glanced over to see Kristof Nast and tried not to look surprised.

He kept pace beside me for at least a minute, then said, ‘You’re welcome.’

‘I didn’t thank you, and I’m not going to. I never asked you to do that for me. And if you think that puts me in your debt—’

‘It doesn’t. The gift came with no strings attached.’

I snorted. ‘Right. I don’t know what your game is—’  ‘My game is business. The wooing of a potential contract employee, hired to train me in basic witch magic.’

He’d stopped walking, meaning I had to stop and turn to face him.

‘Terrance Foley was becoming a nuisance,’ he continued. ‘My father has wanted to be rid of him for years. I found a way to do it without clearly laying his death at our door. Mr Foley’s colleagues may believe I hired you to kill him, and I’m sure my father will realize it, but our colleagues will never believe a Nast would enter into such business with a witch. You helped me and, in return, I freed you from a dangerous situation and cemented your local reputation. One could argue that I gave more than I received, but for me, that’s a standard business practice when dealing with reluctant potential employees.’

‘Killing their enemies?’

An elegant shrug. ‘If necessary. It’s usually simpler than that. Make their legal problems disappear. Resolve their debts - monetary or otherwise. Send them on an overdue vacation with their spouse. All I expect in return is their attention and consideration. They don’t particularly wish to work for me, so I’m trying to change their mind.’

‘And if you don’t?’

‘Then I chalk it up to the cost of running a business. But I’m hoping that won’t happen here. I can be very useful, Ms Levine, as you’ve seen. I think you could use a little of my help and, even more, a little of my experience, because the lack of that is clearly what got you into trouble in the first place.’

‘What got me into trouble was doing business with a lech who wouldn’t take no for an answer.’

‘Exactly.’

I glanced up at him sharply.

He waved to a bench. ‘May we sit so I can explain where you went wrong with Mr Foley? I know you don’t want my advice, so it comes at no cost or obligation.’

I strode to the bench and sat.

He took the other end. ‘I presume Terrance Foley showed an interest in you from your first meeting? Made a pass? Complimented your appearance? Flirted?’

‘Yes, but if I refused to work for every guy who did that—’

‘I’m sure it would greatly reduce your clientele pool. However, what you failed to consider was Mr Foley’s pride.’

‘If you’re saying I led him on, I didn’t. I was clear from the start. I don’t mix business and pleasure.’

‘Which only increased the challenge and the value of the conquest. The harder you resisted, the greater the humiliation. It was no longer a matter of wanting to bed you. He had to.’

I could say that was totally unfair and I shouldn’t have to deal with shit like that just because I was a young woman. But he had a point.

‘Furthermore,’ he continued, ‘when the situation became dangerous, you should have struck. Fast and hard. He double-crossed you in a business deal, and everyone was waiting to see how you’d handle it. Running away?’ He shook his head.

‘I—’

‘You resisted your natural urge to fight back and did what you thought was the sensible thing.’ He glanced over at me. ‘Am I right?’

I said nothing.

‘Your first instinct was correct. Act on it next time.’

‘Kill anyone who double-crosses me?’

Those cool eyes met mine. ‘Is that a problem?’

‘No.’

‘I didn’t think so. Initially, yes, you’ll have to use lethal force. After that, you can rely on your reputation, show mercy where it’s warranted.’

His pager went off. He looked at it, frowning, then stood. ‘I’m afraid I need to cut this meeting short. Warning you against doing business with powerful men isn’t, I suppose, the best way to convince you to work for me. However, as I’m sure you’ve noticed, you won’t have the same problem with me as you did with Mr Foley. You’re an attractive young woman, but...’

‘I’m a witch. Therefore, off the menu.’

He shrugged. ‘I don’t share the common prejudice against witches. But, like you, I don’t mix business and pleasure. This is business. So, may I suggest a trial run? A single lesson when I return for next month’s meeting?’

He took out a card and wrote a number on the back. ‘That’s my private line, unmonitored by the Cabal. I’ll ask that you use it - and only it - to contact me. If it rings through to the answering service, hang up. I’m in town on the twentieth. I’d appreciate a call the week before.’

I took the card.
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As much as I chafed at getting career pointers from a sorcerer, I could use the help. The supernatural underground was a tricky place to maneuver, and an easy place to get lost.

When I’d marched out into the world, I’d discovered I wasn’t nearly the badass I thought I was. I had the instinct, as Nast said, but not the experience to use it.

Lacking that experience, though, I knew better than to leap into bed - even figuratively - with a guy like Kristof Nast. So in the weeks that followed, as I set myself up in a new apartment, I discreetly asked around about him, and what I got only confirmed my own impressions. The two words that came up most often were ruthless and fair. Exactly the qualities I wanted in a business mentor.

Everyone agreed on something else, too - that even if he hadn’t been the CEO’s eldest son, he’d have been the Cabal’s best choice for its future. He didn’t coast on his birthright. He worked his ass off and earned his position. I respected that.

A week before he was due to return to Chicago, I called and set an appointment.

 



The morning of our first lesson, Nast couriered a hotel key to my new apartment. He didn’t tell me not to saunter over there, flashing my key through the front lobby, but the fact that he sent it, rather than having me pick it up at the desk, conveyed the same message. He was fine with people thinking he was having an affair. Not so fine with them knowing a  witch was on the other side of that hotel room door. That was fair. I didn’t want anyone thinking I was sleeping with him either. It wouldn’t do our reputations any favors.

So I used cover and blur spells to get into the hotel and up to the room. It was a good hotel, of course, with a suite, which I figured he’d chosen intentionally, sparing the awkwardness of working together in a room with a huge bed. A nice touch, as were the cold drinks and sandwiches he’d had brought up before I arrived.

Our appointment was for seven. He arrived two minutes early, knocking before letting himself in. He took off his suit jacket, but left his shoes on and didn’t loosen his tie. He was dressed for business, and this was an extension of that.

He greeted me and asked how I was. Did I have any trouble finding the hotel? Was it satisfactory? Were the snacks to my liking? Nothing remotely personal.

‘Before we begin, we should discuss compensation,’ he said.

‘What did you have in mind?’

‘You may set the price.’

I laughed. ‘What if I say ten grand a lesson?’

He took out his wallet. ‘I presume cash is satisfactory? I’d prefer not to leave a paper trail.’

As he counted off bills, I tried not to gape. I’d never even seen thousand-dollar bills.

‘You’re kidding, right?’ I said. ‘I’m good, but I’m not that good.’

‘No, I’m sure you aren’t.’ He held out the money.

I eyed it. ‘If I take that, then I owe you, don’t I? Overpay me and I’m in your debt.’

‘Naturally.’

I plucked one bill from the bunch and pocketed it.

‘Never give anyone the chance to place you in his debt,’ he said, folding the remaining bills back into his wallet. ‘And never miss the opportunity to put him into yours. Now, I believe the next lesson is mine, Ms Levine.’

‘Eve, please. I know you’re just trying to be respectful, but every time I hear Ms Levine, I think my mother’s around.’

‘All right then. I’ll return the informality. It’s Kristof.’

‘I bet no one ever calls you Kris, do they?’

‘They don’t.’

‘Do I dare ask what happens if they do?’

A hint of what could be a smile. ‘You’d have to try it and find out.’

‘Something tells me that’s a lesson I don’t want to learn.’

I waved him into the living room.

 



I agreed to continue the lessons. There was no reason not to. He was exactly the kind of student I’d expected - hardworking, if not terribly adept. He was like the kid in class whom I would have ignored. Never late. Never off sick. Never overeager or enthusiastic, but dedicated, polite, and respectful, plowing through the work on sheer determination. Boring as hell, with the personality of a department store mannequin.

I shouldn’t say that. Ruth would have said it was cruel and he didn’t deserve that. I’d take a hundred of Kristof Nast over one of the suburban brats I was teaching.  Still, there were times when I wasn’t really sure I was teaching an actual person. Every now and then I’d catch a shimmer of wit or character under that frosty exterior, but it always vanished so fast I was convinced it was just my mind playing tricks.

The spells Nast wanted to know were simple ones. Too simple. Basic protective magic and healing potions. It made sense to choose easy magic - with his weak spellcasting powers, he wasn’t going to be able to cast stronger witch spells - but this wasn’t the sort of magic needed by a guy with a team of bodyguards and a whole Cabal hospital at his disposal. I began to suspect I really was being wooed as a potential employee - one who does more than spellcasting lessons. Nast’s father had thought he was clever, hiring a witch assassin. Was that his real goal? Groom me as a sleeper agent?

If it was a killer he wanted, he’d come to the wrong woman. I didn’t have a problem with the concept, but there was a big difference between killing a thug who was already gunning for me and killing a stranger for cash. That’s where I drew the line.

For now, I was content to teach him simple spells, especially at a grand a pop. The professional advice was a huge bonus. While I appreciated Lavina’s teachings, we didn’t share a similar worldview. Nast’s style was more my own.

He’d begin or conclude every lesson by giving me one of his own. That’s what he was doing one summer afternoon. He had an important business dinner at eight, so he’d bumped our appointment up to four. He’d walked in and said, ‘I hear Lavina wants to wrest control  of Dhamphir from the Granville family. I suppose she expects your help with that.’

Dhamphir was a black-market magic shop that fronted as a nightclub, and both incarnations were very successful. I didn’t ask how Nast heard that. I wasn’t surprised, though. He was like the lion sunning himself on the highest rock, watching all the lesser beasts scamper around the waterhole. He never involved himself in their daily business, but no part of it escaped his notice.
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