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  Dedication




  For Maegan,




  even though there’s no hockey in this one.




  Chapter 1




  "William, what have you done now?" Erica Wellstone watched her brother as he paced the kitchen with jerky movements.




  "You always blame me." He glared at her. "You never ask for my side, never ask if anyone might have done something to me."




  "Fine." Erica closed her eyes and took a deep breath. "What's wrong? Has someone hurt you?"




  "No."




  "Then what is it?"




  "I've … gotten myself into a hole. But I'll get out."




  She narrowed her gray eyes. "You were gambling again, weren't you?" Instead of anger, her eyes filled with hurt. "William, you promised. You said you'd been getting counseling, that you found ways to avoid it."




  "It's the last game, Erica." His voice was flat and his hand shook as he dragged it through limp blond hair. "The last game I will ever play and the stakes were too high, too incredible to resist."




  "How?" She tried to submerge the hurt under anger. "You don’t have any money, and I won't give you any, you know that." She almost—almost—missed the flicker of guilt over his face. A weight settled in her chest, heavy enough to make her slide down the wall to the floor. "Oh, William, please. You didn't steal it from me, did you?"




  "I'll handle it."




  Erica closed her eyes against sudden, hot tears. "William …."




  "I didn't steal any money, Erica." He fell to his knees in front of her. "I swear to God, I didn't do that. I wouldn't steal from you. Besides, we weren't betting money, not all the time."




  "Then what?" She forced herself to look at him. "What did you bet with?"




  "It doesn't matter." He stood up and strode to the door. "Look, I'll be back in a few days. It'll all be fixed when I get back, all right?"




  "William, who is it? Just tell me." She didn't care if she was begging. "I'll pay the debt. Then you and I, we'll work something out. I don’t care about money, you know that. You're my brother, I want to help you."




  "No." William shook his head. "I won't take money from you, and it's not about money anyway. I'll be back in a few days."




  "No." Erica bit her lip and forced herself to ignore the ball of pain in her chest as she stood. "No, William. I've had enough. Don’t come back. I don't want to see you again until you've gotten away from all of this. It's caused nothing but hurt and I can't stand it anymore."




  William stared at her, his blue eyes reflecting both hurt and resignation. "I understand. I do love you, Erica, and I'm very sorry. I will fix this, and then I'll come back, you'll see. Then no more gambling, no more … no more anything like that."




  "Just go, William." Erica turned her back to him. "I don't want empty promises."




  She didn't know how long she stood there, waiting for the door to close. When it did, the gentle click echoed in her head.




  * * * *




  




  Jordan Castle scanned the other players at the table. It was rare for him to socialize, but it was necessaryon occasion. Even a vampire needed to maintain contacts, no matter how much it grated on him.




  "I'll take two." Caleb von Sturban, another vampire, sat to Jordan's right. Caleb placed two cards face down on the table. The woman sitting opposite, a witch named Danara, slid two new cards from the top of the deck and passed them to him. Caleb's face was impassive as he studied the new hand.




  




  




  Fiona, a female vampire, studied her hand for a few moments before exchanging three cards. Jordan handed one card to Danara and added a new one to those in his hand. Like the others, he gave no reaction. He nodded and the betting began.




  The first hour or so had involved monetary stakes, but now they'd moved past it. Abilities and services were now the currency.




  Caleb won the hand but Jordan was unconcerned. He'd bet a night of hunting, no real hardship. The game went on a while longer, and the stakes grew higher, until Danara stood after a final hand.




  "Well, gentlemen and lady, if you'll excuse me, I must go."




  "Better luck next time, Danara." Fiona grinned and the witch gave her a wry look before leaving. Jordan remained at the table with Fiona and Caleb.




  "So, Jordan, what's on your mind?" Fiona asked as she riffled the cards.




  "I'm wondering when Caleb will collect on his hunt."




  "Relax, Jordan." Caleb leaned back in his chair. "Not for a while. I prefer to do my own hunting."




  "Jordan, you're a terrible liar." Fiona laughed and took a drink of dark wine. "You're wondering about that man who was here last time. Wondering when you'll be able to collect on that."




  Jordan's eyes darkened. "He was a low-level witch. I've been unable to find him. It's maddening."




  Fiona rolled her eyes. "For heaven's sake, Jordan, hire a private detective. Search the man's name. Askaround; you have your contacts, although I know how you hate to mix with the unwashed masses."




  Jordan gave her a baleful look. "I have. I keep finding out where he's been, not where he is."




  Caleb raised an eyebrow. "You haven't found out anything? That's unusual. How did he know where to find us?"




  Jordan sat back and shrugged. "Who knows? He had the password, knew where to find us. I shouldn’t have let him in. He was desperate; an addict."




  "You thought you could take advantage." Fiona gave him an arch look.




  "I did, " Jordan agreed.




  "If he's so powerless, if he's so …." Fiona searched for a word. "If he's so unimportant, why do you even care? What could he possibly have promised that you're so anxious to collect?"




  Jordan was silent, his golden-brown eyes fixed on his own glass of wine, then told her.




  Caleb snorted and Fiona goggled.




  "What do you mean?" she asked. "That's impossible."




  "I was intrigued." Jordan shrugged. " He seemed serious, and I thought it would be some kind of trick, but I was curious. Now I'm angry."




  "How could he do something like that?" Caleb was skeptical.




  "I don't know. He wrote his bet down and placed it. I won the hand and told him I wanted it within a week." Jordan's eyes darkened. "It's been three. I can't find him."




  "Use those vaunted hunting skills of yours." Fiona finished her wine. "If you'll pardon me, I need to go."




  "Be careful. Dawn isn't so far away."




  * * * *




  




  Erica sat at the kitchen table, head bowed over her tea. She hadn't heard anything from or about William since he'd left nearly three weeks ago, and still had no idea what he might have done. He'd gambled before, and lost money before, but this felt different. William had been upset about previous losses, but he'd been flat outscared this time.




  Scared of what, she wondered. The easiest answer would be that he'd gotten in debt to some sort of gangster, or borrowed money from a loan shark, but she had a feeling that wasn't the answer. William had insisted that it wasn’t about money.




  You can't keep protecting him, she reminded herself. You can't fix this.




  




  She knew that, but she'd always protected her younger brother to some degree, and old habits were hard to break. When he'd been a teenager, frustrated with his limited power, she'd supported all of his efforts to develop them, but he'd never been able to stick with anything long enough to see results. He was her brother, though, and she'd refused to lose faith, or to let him give up.




  After their parents had died, he'd seemed even more lost than Erica had felt. They were both adults, but still, their parents had been young and their deaths had shocked them both to the core. Erica had provided as much stability as she could for him, but she guessed that it hadn't been enough. Maybe nothing would have been.




  Erica allowed herself one last sigh before forcing herself up and away from the table. Since she'd last seen her brother, she hadn't gone to her studio, too upset to paint. Knowing that sitting in the room unable to create anything would make her feel worse, she'd tried to distract herself and attend to other things. Enough time had gone by, she decided. She took her tea down to her studio, the one place she could rely on to find some peace, some serenity.




  There was no peace today. Her hand went to her chest as she stared at the wreckage.




  Canvases lay scattered on the floor, brushes and cloths tossed like so much debris from a storm. The room had been torn apart; her closet and cabinet had been left open and the contents gone through with a heavy hand.




  The box. My box. Oh, God. The thought spurred Erica into motion and she flew across the room. She went to the closet and dropped to her knees, searching for the box she kept there. After a moment of panic, she felt the hard corners of the wooden box under the pile of rags. Hands trembling, she pulled the box out and opened it. When she saw the prism inside, she nearly cried with relief.




  She set the box down and picked up the glass piece. It was unharmed; no chips, scratches or fractures marred the clear glass. When she felt steady again, she stood and walked over to her painting area. She brushed the dust off a small table and laid the prism on it, then moved the table closer to the window. Sunlight streamed in, hit the prism, and then separated into its component colors against the white wall.




  She sighed in relief, then gave a shaky laugh; she knew she was being silly. There was nothing magical about the prism. It was a plain piece of glass that could be used to illustrate a scientific principle. Even so, she was relieved to find hers was unbroken and she could use it to paint again.




  Erica's magic, though weak, had enhanced her natural artistic ability. She'd wanted to be an artist from the first time she'd picked up a paintbrush as a child. Like a sponge, she had absorbed lessons in technique, lighting, perspective, art history—anything to do with art. She had learned to sketch, to use charcoals and chalks, watercolors and oil paints. Once a picture was done, she would use her power to add the finishing touch.




  Any critic who saw her work marveled at the unusual technique, and Erica knew to smile enigmatically and divert any questions. She kept a low profile, not caring for the trappings of fame, and handled the sales herself.




  Surveying the room and the contents strewn on the floor, she sighed. No time like the present to fix it, she decided, and after returning the prism to its home, turned to the task at hand.




  William must have done it, and she felt a pang of sadness at the realization. Whatever or whomever he owed, he had come here to find a painting that would fulfill his debt. She couldn’t even be angry at him, not anymore. She could only hope that whatever he'd taken, it had done what he'd needed.




  It wasn’t until she heard the rain that she realized she'd lost track of the time. She stretched and tried to focus. The room was nearly back to rights; luckily nothing had been broken. Despite his desperate search, William had apparently been careful not to cause any real damage.




  No physical damage, at least, she thought grimly. Erica decided she'd had enough. She needed food or she'd have a raging headache, the beginning of which was already creeping in. Perhaps tomorrow she'd be ready to paint again.




  




  Chapter 2




  Four weeks after he'd abandoned his wager with Jordan Castle, William watched his sister in the mirror. It was one of the few magic skills over which he'd managed to develop a degree of control. He was relieved to see her painting again.




  He'd used it a few days ago, and guilt had washed over him when he had seen her reaction to her studio, which he had trashed during his manic search for a picture of what he needed. There were dozens of painting sand sketches, and he'd been stunned to find there wasn't a single one that would help him.




  He'd been tempted to take her prism and a painting and try to fix it himself, but he knew it would never work. Erica's power was one neither of them fully understood, and one he could never imitate. Even if he could put some sort of glamour or illusion on a picture, it would fade after a time. A vampire as old and strong as Jordan Castle would probably detect it immediately; William wouldn't even have time to get out the door.




  Christ, he thought. What am I going to do? He could see only two options. One, confess everything to Erica and ask to her to do a painting. The idea turned his stomach; he'd long ago promised himself that hew ould keep his problems far away from his sister. This bet had been the closest he'd ever come to breaking that promise and he refused to go further. So that brought him to his second option, which was to explain to Castle what he'd intended. Castle might commission a painting from Erica. Then again, William thought glumly, Castle might rip him apart a limb at a time.




  A third option—running—came into his head. He wasn't sure how long Castle's reach was, but it was tempting to see if he could evade it. It was really the only choice, wasn't it, he reasoned with himself. Erica wouldn't help, she'd already said so, and even if he could convince her, she'd never be able to paint anything quickly enough. Castle must be furious, and William knew he didn't have the power to fight him. He'd already kept himself safe for four weeks, three past Castle's deadline.




  He got up from the table in the small, grimy restaurant. It looked like the type of place people went into because they knew no one else would, so he'd gone inside. Now it was time to leave. The one risk would be stopping to get money, but he'd need it.




  The night was overcast, dark and muggy. William turned towards the corner and choked to a stop.




  "Going somewhere, Mr. Wellstone?"




  "Mr. Castle." William felt the sweat break out, drop by drop, on his forehead.




  "You owe me a debt, Mr. Wellstone."




  "Yes, sir."




  "You're late."




  "Yes, I know, I—"




  "I gave you a grace period as I was feeling generous. The feeling is gone." Castle stepped closer and William felt like he couldn't breathe. "I'm here to collect. Where is it?"




  "I was going … I can't …."




  "No, you can't go." Castle's eyes glowed, golden in the half-dark. "You made a bet, Mr. Wellstone. I expect to be paid."




  "I … my sister, sir." A piece of William's soul curled in on itself in shame and embarrassment.




  "What about your sister? She doesn't owe me anything."




  "I was …." William swallowed. "She's an artist, a painter. I was going to get—"




  "A picture." Jordan finished the sentence, sarcasm hanging from each word. "How very original." He grabbed the other man by the neck. "Did you think that would be enough? That I would be satisfied with something I could get myself on any rack of postcards?"




  Jordan tried to control the fury that seethed through him. He hadn't realized how much he had wanted what had been promised until it was denied.




  "No, sir, please." William fought for air. "My sister … she can paint … with light … real sunlight …."




  




  "Don't lie to me." Jordan tightened his grip.




  "I'm not." William put a useless hand on Jordan's wrist, knew he'd never be able to move the vampire's arm. "She's … a witch." He drew in a short, strangled breath. "Please … real light … for you …."




  Jordan debated and then let go. He watched as the other man gasped for breath and tried to tamp down his annoyance.




  "Take me to her."




  William jerked up, his eyes wide. "No, please. I'll go to her and tell her, get her to paint. Please, she has nothing to do with this."




  "She does now." Jordan gave him a savage grin and a harsh laugh. "You are the weakest person I think I've ever met. Even now, the only reason you don’t want me to come is because you're afraid of your sister. For God's sake, Wellstone, at least pretend to act like a man."




  William said nothing as he rose to his feet and moved to Castle's car at the vampire's direction. He gave directions in a flat, empty voice.
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