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Dedication





  To Peter Cooper.




  Thanks for seeing the potential all those many years ago.




  




  To Neal Levin.




  Thanks for resurrecting and perfecting it.Prelude




  




  The two men walked the crowded Manhattan streets with guarded care. One led, his dull brown eyes averted, darting everywhere, but they always slid away before another’s gaze could capture him. Beneath a torn and crusted flannel jacket—one that had long ago ceased to be useful—his shoulders hunched and tensed. His careworn face was haunted as he clutched his companion’s hand. Suddenly, as if nirvana were in sight, he dashed for a night-shrouded alley, dragging the other man behind. As they scurried away, billowing steam rose from out of nowhere to cut the alley off from view of the street.




  Dropping into a crouch in the shadow of a dumpster, the vagrant ran trembling hands through his lank hair, the color indeterminate beneath years of grime. “They’re following us, they are…hurts, the burning hurts, the eyes sting…they can’t help it you know…nope, they can’t help it, in their nature…no one sees them but Angus and Angus says to run, he says ‘Gerry’—that’s me, buddy—‘Gerry, just run, because they’re right behind you.’ They have to do it, but we can’t let them see us…have to hide, buddy, have to hide.” Gerry continued to babble, forgetting for a moment that he was trying to avoid attention. He punctuated his words by wildly slashing his hands through the air. One clanged against the battered and rusted side of the trash bin. Beside him, his friend sat placidly, unmoving save for the occasional sluggish blink, until finally the vacant-eyed unfortunate rolled his head to stare with vague interest at the sound. Gerry just kept muttering.




  “Come on, can’t stay here, he’ll sniff us out…yeah regular bloodhound, gotta move, buddy, can’t let them get us…Sell our body parts to the voodoo guy down on Christopher Street he will…I betcha he will…or something like that.”




  Gerry had to haul his friend up, grunting and cursing as the simpleton slowly came to his feet, his watery blue eyes showing nothing as he moved through the world in a dream state. Nothing Gerry tried could draw him into a more hurried pace. They went up the fire escape and then in, climbing through a gap offered by a once-boarded window three stories up. Looking back only once, Gerry trembled as the alley continued to fill with an unnatural fog.




  “…Long time ago, this used to be a brothel, you know, doesn’t look like much now, but the best five bucks I ever spent…ain’t no more ‘birds’ here…hehehe…but maybe we can find a pigeon…pigeon would go real nice right now…. Naw, gotta keep moving, can’t let him see us…no, that wouldn’t be good, no way. Come on, buddy, have to hide, for Chrissake!” Gerry ended his fractured diatribe and began to sing to himself. Song had always been a comfort to him, no matter what his situation. He sang softly all the way up twenty-five flights of stairs. His companion only hummed, very low and disjointed, as he rubbed the empty ring finger on his left hand. He did not even look up when they burst through the door leading to the rooftop.




  Dark, ominous clouds hung low on the horizon, thrown into stark relief by the glow of distant lightning. In the immediate area, the static built to an uncomfortable charge, making the air crackle like an angry insect swarm. Gasping and jerking his hand out of Gerry’s grip, the silent one huddled in a crumbling corner of the rooftop, transfixed by the flashes. Frantically, he continued to stroke his finger, bobbing back and forth with growing agitation. His battered soul had climbed out of limbo only to perch on the edge of insanity, unaware of the tingle across his scalp and the way every unhindered hair on his body rose. A shock of matted black hair set off his pale, stark face like a mask and faded blue eyes glowed like a beacon in the darkness. His shackled potential was more than tempting. What it drew down upon him was beyond anything his fractured mind could take. Insanity claimed the man completely.




  Beside him, Gerry yipped like a startled dog, ending with a gurgle and a gaping mouth. His eyes grew wild and his blue-tinged tongue swelled until it protruded from his lips. Slowly, as if lifted at the end of an invisible and powerful arm, Gerry rose in the air until he dangled above a large pile of rubble. It felt as if something crushed his chest until he felt bones break and flesh rip. His brown eyes darkened with despair and tried to plead eloquently with the thin air, for his arrested voice could not.




  In moments it was over. A sharp shake, like a rat in a terrier’s jaws, and Gerry’s neck snapped. His body fell from the air, his lifeblood streaming over the pile of masonry as if it were an ancient altar and he the sacrifice; the only thing missing was the chanting.




  Drifting from above the corpse to hover instead over the supine form of the now-mad man was a cold, dark shadow—a density that made the patch of night around it darker than could be accounted for by the clouds, a swath of blackness that was not lightened by the periodic flickers in the sky. A menacing presence added to the weight of the humidity and a feeling of waiting filled the night.




  Heralded by an explosive clap of thunder, a truly amazing display of lightning crackled across the evening sky, lighting up everything below it with a cold, harsh glare. In that energized flash a homeless man whose name had long ago been forgotten completed an act of slow death that had begun with his life on the streets—and Lucien Blank was born. Both wore the same face.




  Unnoticed by the world, a gaunt figure rose, as if compelled, from the corner of a crumbling roof and raised its eyes to the universe. With trance-like motions, it ripped away the filthy, tattered clothes it wore, dropping them carelessly from numb fingers. A startling transformation took place when it closed its eyes and raised its arms to the sky. The pure electrical power dancing through the heavens rushed toward the naked embrace, sending streams of raw current through the emaciated form, scorching the very air as the man twitched and screamed with the awesome energy. Ruthlessly, he was remolded by the pure, burning power, held upright as his very shape was sculpted by the demanding, brutal force.




  As if this were a signal, the clouds let loose a flood of freezing rain to drench




  the skyline. The new creation merely stood beneath the violent downpour and shed the final remnants of its former self as completely as it had discarded its clothing just moments before. The thunderstorm rinsed away the thick, encrusted dirt from twitching limbs that grew less skeletal with each passing second. Black, matted hair fell away in clumps, leaving only smooth, silvery stubble. When the last strands floated away toward the gutter, the transformed creature collapsed with the same abruptness as a marionette whose strings had been cut, banging the back of its head on the broken masonry.




  The hovering power swelled with malevolent anticipation, a growing darkness against the clouds of the city sky. All was in order; now to complete the picture. Materializing in the corner where earlier the man had huddled, positioned as if it had been franticly hidden beneath the rubble, was a monogrammed wallet filled with identification. Quickly, more items appeared, setting the stage with appropriate props. In the stairwell, expensive but commonplace clothes were artfully scattered, as if dropped in a panic by startled thieves. In the alley, a briefcase full of documents waited to be found. Among the contents was a newly signed lease for a building in Chinatown. The name on the lease was Lucien Blank.




  The victim’s memories—what was left of them—were wiped clean, disrupted by the immense force that had been released this night, leaving its mind ready for the power to shape. Enough clues and identification had been scattered to ensure that even without a memory, this new creation would be positioned well enough to be effective.




  The timing was perfect; just as the last dregs of energy were used, a helicopter passed overhead. In a flash of lightning, an illusion of movement fluttered by the door to the stairwell, drawing the pilot’s eye. The plan was well begun as the police helicopter engaged its spotlight, discovering the “crime scene.”




  The power known as Olcas faded into the background to bide its time. While it rebuilt its strength, it would use its leisure to sculpt this new tool, as well as to gather its resources. As Lucien Blank was taken away on a stretcher, one last burst of lightning lit the scene brilliantly. There was time—plenty of time.




  




  
Chapter 1





  Tossing restlessly as the grey, pre-dawn light crept into her room, Kara smoothed back her damp, tangled bangs. As she lay strung out from yet another troubled night, her mind circled again to the growing pile of collection notices on her desk. Any day now, she feared a foreclosure notice would join them. Each time the mailman turned up their front walk, Kara held her breath, and each night she stared at the ceiling, wondering what would come with the next day.




  Her parents were already stressed over her father’s health. Once he’d grown too ill to work, keeping their financial head above water had gotten harder and harder. It didn’t help that each time they turned around, some household crisis complicated matters. Last week it was the death of the refrigerator; the week before that it was burst pipes. Now there was a balloon payment due on the mortgage, and they did not have it.




  Kara did the best she could. Moving back home and getting a job helped, but she had been foolish to think it would be enough. She’d tried hiring out with Quicksilver for parties and events, but there wasn’t enough demand for a solo violinist to make the effort lucrative. Busking in the subway hadn’t been much better; way too erratic, no matter how good she was. Finally, she had been fortunate. An instructor left the school where Kara had learned her craft, and the Director offered her the position.




  Her entire salary, minus her own small expenses, went toward her father’s medical bills just so Mathair could put her wages toward everything else. But Kara didn’t make all that much as a music teacher, and her schedule made it difficult to hold down a second job. She had had four since she’d left…since she’d come home. Always, she juggled her obligations, shorting herself on sleep and a personal life, quiting the sword training she’d used for exercise and enjoyment, anything to make a complicate job schedule work, until something gave and she found herself without a part-time job once more.




  It had happened again last night. The scene replayed itself in her mind.




  




  




  The store was really busy. Kara tried to scurry past the front counter while Mr. Amed was helping Mrs. Kopeki. Maybe he wouldn’t notice her; maybe he didn’t know she wasn’t already here. Maybe she would wake up tomorrow and Papa would be magically as healthy as a twenty-year-old again. Yeah, right!




  “Kara…I would like a word with you in my office once you’ve clocked in.” Mr. Amed’s voice was calm and pleasant, but Kara was in no doubt that that was only because of all the customers.




  “Yes, Mr. Amed.” She could feel the blood drain from her face. She had tried so hard to be on time…she would have made it too, if Amy Perkins’ mother hadn’t cornered her outside the Music Center to hint that Precious Amy should definitely have her own solo in the next recital. Kara squelched her anger. She didn’t have the energy for it right now; besides, it wouldn’t make any difference. Throwing her purse into one of the battered lockers lined up along the far wall, Kara yanked her smock over her head and punched her time card. She couldn’t hold back her dejected sigh as she left the locker room and headed for Mr. Amed’s office.




  “Kara, what are we doing here, yet again?”




  How did he always manage to sound so unruffled? “I’m sorry, Mr. Amed. It w…”




  “Don’t say it! Don’t even say it! We both know it is not true.” Okay…unruffled until she opened her mouth and said the wrong thing. Gone was the pleasantness; her boss’s words were biting. “Am I not a reasonable man, Kara? Have I not given you a job you desperately need? All I ask in return is that you actually be here to do it!




  “Do you realize that in the month you’ve worked here you have called out no less than three times? And that you have been late six times? We are not just talking about a few minutes here or a few there, you are half-an-hour late today, Kara. What more do you want of me?”




  Kara didn’t even attempt to respond; it would only infuriate him more. By will alone she kept herself calm and composed, standing there silently as he went on and on. The only way she could even hope to come out of this still holding her job was if she didn’t antagonize him any more.




  “You receive more preferential treatment than any other girl who works for me because I respect your family and I understand what you are all going through, but I have a business to run here. I need to know that my staff is reliable, dependable. What am I to do?”




  He went on for another fifteen minutes; she called out too often at the last minute…she couldn’t work the schedules he gave her…she was consistently late or having to leave early… Kara had to admit how bad it sounded. She was ashamed to be seen in such a light, regardless of the legitimate reasons, but what choice did she have? Papa came first.




  Determined to give Mr. Amed no further cause to be dissatisfied with her, Kara threw herself into her tasks that night. Fronting the aisles with efficiency and speed, restocking the soft drink cooler without being reminded, putting away the returns in record time. By the time she punched her time card she was exhausted. And yet it was for nothing. She was chatting with Susie, the other cashier working that night, as they both started down the stairs to leave.




  “A moment, Kara,” Mr. Amed’s neutral voice rang out from his office, startling both of them. “Susie, we will meet you down by the door.”




  “Yes, sir?” Kara stopped at the threshold.




  Mr. Amed held something out to her and she felt dread settle heavily upon her chest. When he finally spoke, she could clearly hear his regret. “I’m sorry, Kara, truly, but I must let you go.”




  She just stared at him, and the check in his hand, without even the energy to try and mask the bleakness of her expression. What would she tell her parents? They would understand, there was no doubt of that, but it was going to add to their already considerable worries.




  “Take it.” He stood and came closer, the envelope before him.




  Kara could hear the hint of compassion beneath his unyielding tone, though it would not do her much good. Friendships aside, this was business, and no matter how bad Mr. Amed felt, or how much of a family friend he was, he was a businessman first. With numb fingers, she took the check from him, only half noticing that it was a full week’s pay, even though the pay period had just begun.




  “But…”




  “Just take it and go, my dear. I may have to let you go, but that does not mean I do not understand what you are going through. It is the least I can do.”




  It didn’t feel right, just taking the extra money. They might be having difficulties, but the O’Keefes had their pride. “I will work out the rest of the week.”




  “No. Do not even bother to say so; something else will only come up.” His tone was not cruel, but it hurt Kara just the same, knowing he was likely right. “Now go on, before Susie gets tired of waiting.”




  




  




  Guilt pricked Kara as the memory played through her thoughts. She sighed, feeling yet another tension headache coming on. Despite her best intentions, this continued to happen, even when Papa was feeling well. Her unconventional schedule at the Music Center always complicated any part-time job she tried to hold. She supposed it was selfish, really, refusing to give up her teaching position. What she made in a week didn’t come close to what her father used to bring home with overtime from the docks. It would make much more sense to quit and get two full-time jobs somewhere else. Even at minimum wage, an arrangement like that would bring in more money than teaching did. But could she bring herself to sacrifice her music right along with everything else? It was such an important part of her—vital, even.




  The thought alone made her ill. Kara pushed aside the matter and threw off the tangled blankets. Her eyes wandered the room in desperate hope for some inspiration she might have overlooked before. The dense shadows lessened as the morning light grew, but even in the pitch darkness of a mere hour ago, Kara knew what lay in each corner of her room. In the past few weeks, everything she owned had been measured with a critical eye that revealed nothing of much worth. She knew the lack of potential in her short life’s assorted landmarks. She was surrounded by childhood toys that bore the scars of youthful affection, the high school mementos that held meaning only for her, her battered practice swords, and a jewelry box containing nothing of intrinsic value. There was nothing…nothing at all that could be translated into financial resources. Unless…unless she bowed beneath her earlier admission and gave up her music.




  A gracefully curved silhouette by the window captured Kara’s eye and wouldn’t let it go. Her heart clenched and she felt icy tingles run across her shoulder. Could that be the only answer? Had she reached the point where she could not dismiss the traitorous idea that had first come to her two weeks ago? It had been impossible then, but if she gave notice at the center, there would be nothing to prevent her.




  Kara swallowed against surging nausea and climbed from her cold bed to run a hand across the leather case containing Quicksilver. The violin was her only legacy from her grandfather, handed over to her by her father when she had learned enough to do it justice. It was one of Papa’s few comforts in these trying times. She looked toward the growing pile of papers on her desk. They stood out in stark whiteness against the thinning dark, pushing her to make the hardest decision she had yet to face in her twenty-three years.




  Dressing quickly, she spared a glance at the alarm clock. It was barely 6 a.m. For a moment, Kara nearly lost her resolve. Nothing would be open at this time of day, but if she didn’t leave now she risked discovery and her plans would end before they’d even begun. Choking back a sob, Kara grabbed the case in one hand, her jacket in the other, and hurried out her bedroom door. Papa would never forgive her, but Quicksilver was the only thing she possessed of any value, besides her family. To Kara, there was no contest between the two.




  




  




  As she made her way through the near-deserted streets of Richmond Hill, Cliodna moved with purpose, her muscles taut and her gaze intent. Tension swirled about her like a gathering storm. She was so wound up, in fact, that she hadn’t stopped to wonder at how long it had been since she had thought of herself by that name; the name that belonged to another life, the name of her oath. It made no matter how dusty it was with disuse: she was a hunter today, and the name went along with those primal skills. Her ancient birthright threatened to show through her glamor’s thinning veil, glorious and terrifying.




  “Come on, catling! Must I wait all day?” she muttered, her voice lovelier than an angel’s, though her raw nerves gave it an edge. “Busy are we, then? Never mind…I’ll just find out for myself, shall I? What are a few less hours to make a difference?”




  The woman struggled to rein in her frustration. The tension was taking its toll. It wasn’t the cat’s fault. All Cliodna knew was that she was driven and anxious…had been for some time now, years even, though it had gotten worse over the last week. There was nothing so distinct as a vision or an omen to blame. That would be easier to bear; a nice clear mental image to reveal the precise threat to her charges.




  But no, that would be too easy, make too much sense.




  Tossing her fiery tresses, she stalked the sleeping neighborhood, hunting threats. Her attempts to control her agitation were abandoned. If she’d had a tail, it would be twitching.




  She made a final circuit of the block before stopping in front of a house intimately familiar to her, though that knowledge would have shocked those living there. The green trim was faded, the white siding was dingy with the passage of time, but the place was clean and tidy despite its obvious age. Everything about it, from the green plaque and its brass street numbers, to the neat flowerbeds, marked this place as more a home than simply a house. True, one that had seen a touch too much strife, but a home nonetheless.




  With an ease born of centuries of practice, Cliodna reached out her esoteric skills, caressing the magical tripwires that laced the structure. In seconds, the protections were revitalized, mage energy making them glitter as the sun brightened the morning sky. She doubted any beyond herself could see her handiwork, but then, she was the one needing reassurance right now. Perhaps with the wards at full force, she would shed some of her anxiety. Perhaps…




  Cliodna sighed. Her eyes scanned the façade, coming to settle on the second floor. There, in an upper window, a frantic little marmalade cat pawed at the glass. And here she had been thinking such uncharitable thoughts about the creature. It calmed immediately as she caught its eye, going from clawing at the pane to rubbing against it.




  “No fret, catling,” she murmured reassuringly. “There’s no help for it. Soon enough…”




  The cat went wild, mewing pitifully as Cliodna turned away, until she could hear the ruckus even from the street. She swore and tensed once more. The distance might be too great to convey particulars, but something was definitely wrong.




  Caught up in the second-story antics, Cliodna barely fell back in time, hiding herself across the street in plain sight, cloaked by the Fe-Feida, supernatural mists older than time itself. She swore yet again, much more creatively this time, as a young girl slipped out the front door, clearly taking great efforts to close it quietly. With a trained eye, Cliodna took in every detail. There were no tears streaming down the youthful cheeks, but the amber eyes were feverishly bright and the jaw clenched. Her too-pale face glowed beneath waves of tousled, dark brown hair.




  For a long moment, the girl stood on the stoop, her expression haunted. Cliodna experienced a disquieting thrill. Cradled in the girl’s arms was an item that radiated both age and power. An object more familiar to Cliodna than it was to the girl herself.




  Damn! What was going on? Cliodna could sense the lass’s turmoil from here, nearly tangible upon swirling currents of raw power. Knowing something of her troubles, Cliodna could well understand the strain, the burden on those slight shoulders, hunched and taut. Yet something more was wrong here. This was not an early start to the day, not with the fatalistic tension charging the air.




  “What merry chase do we begin now, child?” She murmured to herself as she waited for the girl put some distance between them before falling in behind.




  




  




  Energy pulsed, flowing through the rooftop greenhouse in ever-diminishing waves. Fear and pain and hunger flavored the air as Lucien drew one final rune on the naked belly of his slave, careful to exactly duplicate the lines prescribed in his newest tome. It was done.




  Normally, he wouldn’t bother performing the cleansing rite to protect the slave against the demon he’d summoned. But she still held some use for him. Were she left unprotected, the creature would feed on her indiscriminately through the link she’d been instrumental in forging.




  Wiping her blood from his fingertip, he motioned for her to rise and turned back to gather up the newest gem of his secret library. The book had been quite a find. Well worth the outrageous sum he paid for the auction lot of items that were useless to him, bid upon for just this treasure. Closer examination revealed it to be a grimoire on summoning lesser demons.




  A cold smile lit his face as he looked in the shadowy corner of the greenhouse, where his very first demon slowly absorbed the bowl of blood Lucien had tapped from the slave. Yes, precious, drain it dry, Lucien thought smugly, just a little more and you will be bound to me completely.




  Lucien turned away as the last drop of crimson faded from the bowl. The ritual was complete. He need waste no more of his morning on it. With the demon secured against rebellion, there was nothing more to do here; now Lucien would please himself.




  “Return to the room, girl, and wait for me as you have been taught.”




  Without even looking, he picked up her robe and tossed it toward her, magnanimously allowing her to dress before she crossed the long expanse of roof to reenter the building. Yes, he was very pleased with the morning’s results. Besides, it amused him to be gracious; it unsettled her so.




  Power thrummed through him, glorious and addictive; there could never be enough. Lucien sauntered to the parapet wall edging the roof and stopped to scan the city spread before him. His black satin robe fluttered in the autumn breeze revealing bare flesh beneath, as smooth and perfect as polished marble. Irreverently, the wind ruffled his white-blonde hair, but nothing could dispel the intensity of his expression. There were thousands upon thousands of energy sources hidden away in this modern warren of society, waiting for him to claim them. He couldn’t see them, but he knew they were there. From those that pulsed most gently, to others that pounded like a drum beat. The knowledge taunted him.




  And then there was the city itself. It had taken his life, his identity, his well being, and only by extreme determination had he reclaimed any of it. His teeth clenched and the muscles of his jaw worked silently. Ten years had passed since he’d lost his memory, and he had barely scratched the surface of the man he had been. Much had been taken from him and little reclaimed, but it would not be thus much longer. With each passing day, he grew stronger, more powerful, and soon he would unleash his simmering retribution. Let the creature that was New York City think he had been cowed…when he discovered the key to the dark, cryptic knowledge in his collection, Lucien would possess every bit of power within his reach. Only then would he be finished with this place. With that power he would be reborn and the city’s arrogant skyscrapers would be nothing more than rubble beneath his feet.




  Contemptuously turning his back on the skyline, Lucien descended into his lair.




  He did not stop on the top floor, though that was where the girl waited for him. She was but a slave and he the master. Whenever he chose to join her in their playroom, he would find her naked, on her knees, her back to the door and her forehead planted firmly on the ground. There would be an array of implements beside her—carefully arranged by her own hand—all ready for his use. He knew she would remain that way until he arrived, not moving for anything, lest he come in to find her not ready for him. That had happened once. It would not happen again…. Today, it amused him to picture her trembling with the strain throughout the long hours, not knowing when he would enter.




  For now he went past, taking the stairs down two flights to his office on the second floor. He had a business to consider, after all, aside from his private goals. Perhaps today was the day for some hunting? He had not circulated much lately. Time to put in an appearance at Sotherby’s, or better yet, Swann’s Galleries, closer to the Village. Not that he expected to find much. The general auctions were an indulgence. As an estate broker, his official work was tied into the daily obituaries. But the offerings were rather sparse recently. Of course, he didn’t really expect much before the holidays; that was when despair and excitement churned things up nicely. In the meantime, he made a token appearance now and then, and worked on expanding his private collection.




  Taking a moment to clean up in the attached bathroom, a naked Lucien returned to his office and opened the Victorian wardrobe by the door. Inside was the outfit he’d left there before going up to the roof this morning, a black silk shirt and pressed slacks that would be perfect for his planned excursion. Dressing quickly, Lucien pulled on a charcoal grey blazer to finish the ensemble and considered his reflection in the antique mirror angled in the corner. Quite respectable, as devastating as ever, but then, he had expected nothing less than perfection.




  Lucien wasted no more time on appearance. He settled down at his desk and flipped open the classifieds. One or two promising auctions caught his eye, but most singularly lacked any potential to forward his professional or personal interests. He would take himself to a few, throw out a couple of bids, and then return to the Village to browse through the pawnshops. Maybe he could find something there to salvage the day; much of his private library came from such ventures.




  Unfolding himself gracefully from his chair, Lucien tore the page from the paper and placed it folded in the pocket of his blazer. It had taken him years to expand his resources and rebuild the life he had nearly lost on a rain-drenched rooftop a decade ago. There had been plenty of time to plan his vengeance when he was learning to walk again. The hour of retribution was nearly here.




  




  




  Running aching fingers through his curly, silver-shot red hair, Patrick O’Keefe shifted himself carefully on the paper-covered exam table. He was merely here for a check-up and test results, but just sitting there fully clothed gave him flashbacks to his months of cancer treatments. The sensation was unsettling.




  “Where the hell are ye, Arn?”




  Each second he sat there, he expected the jab of a needle or some other discomfort. He hated the feel of his sweat-moistened palms sticking to the paper. Each time he moved, the protective cover crackled with a noise that grated on his nerves. It would be quite some time before he could sit on an examination table without experiencing extreme anxiety—if ever.




  The truth was he didn’t really want to know if he was out of remission. Patrick was tired of cancer and medication running his life. If the cancer was going to win anyway, he wanted to enjoy the time he had left, not spend it fighting until he didn’t know which made him feel worse: the treatment or the disease. He’d only shown up because he’d promised Arn. With anyone else, Patrick would have probably broken that promise; all of this unsettled him that much. But it wasn’t anyone else. Arn Barnert was his best friend.




  When Kate, the physician’s assistant, brought Patrick to this room to wait, she had told him Arn would be with him in just a moment. After an hour, Patrick was beyond ready to give up. The nurse hadn’t even been in yet to take care of the normal stuff she did before the doctor saw him. He was anxious enough as it was, without that break in routine.




  Gripped by an overwhelming desire to be elsewhere, Patrick stepped off the exam table and reached for the jacket he’d draped over the chair. It was time to go home now, to the comfort of his wife and daughter. Besides, the longer he waited, the more certain he was that he didn’t want to hear the results.




  He had intended to invite Arn to lunch when this was over, but the way he felt right now food probably wasn’t such a good idea. Before he could reach for the handle, the door opened, as if on cue.




  “And where do you think you’re going?” Dr. Arnold Barnert stood with one hand still on the knob and the other one planted on his hip. “Didn’t Katie tell you I’d be right in? I would have been in sooner but Mrs. Taylor called,” Arn looked like he was caught between amusement and annoyance. “Apparently she found wherever her husband hid her copy of The Physician’s Desk Reference.




  “Why is it the woman has enough intelligence to figure out most of what’s in there, but lacks the common sense to finish reading the description before letting herself get worked up?”




  Just standing there, self-consciously shifting his weight from one foot to the other like a guilty child, trying to figure out which direction held his best chance at escape, Patrick chuckled dutifully.




  “I swear that woman can be a nuisance. She kept me on the phone for half-an-hour this time. I’m going to have to call her husband and tell him to come up with a better hiding place.” Then, without even a pause, Arn reached for the chart on the door with one hand and pushed Patrick back toward the table with the other. “So, back to you. Have a seat, my friend, you know the drill.”




  With a sigh, Patrick settled himself back on the table and watched as Arn turned toward his equipment. He’d almost gotten away. Resigned, he started rolling up his sleeve. They went through this every time he came in. Arn didn’t even need to prompt him anymore. Perhaps that was why mental alarms began to go off when, instead of pulling out the cuff Patrick expected, Arn turned around with a rubber tourniquet in his hands. There was a syringe ready on the counter behind him. Normally Arn didn’t draw the blood samples, but this was obviously an ambush. Patrick’s panic must have written itself clearly across his face.




  “Now, Pat, just relax,” Arn said, as he reached for the arm Patrick had conveniently exposed for him, “there is nothing to worry about. I just need a little more blood. There was a mix-up at the lab and they need to redo some of the tests.”




  “An’ is that supposed to reassure me, then?” Patrick asked, trying to keep the fear out of his voice. “‘Do’na worry, sir, there’s nothin’ wrong with yer tests, savin’ the people runnin’ them are incompetent.’ ’Tis na much o’ a sellin’ point, Arn.”




  The doctor chuckled deeply and finished what he was doing, shutting Patrick up by simply filling his mouth with a thermometer. “That’s enough of that, Mr. O’Keefe. Now be good and keep your mouth shut long enough for me to take your temperature. Once we finish the rest of the routine I’m treating you to lunch.” Patrick was too distracted by his thoughts to refuse the invitation or even notice his friend’s efforts to shake him of his mood. He sat with the thermometer clenched between his teeth, and wondered if it was just coincidence that the tests that would tell him he had a clean bill of health had to be redone.




  




  




  




  
Chapter 2





  Halfway through his second fruitless auction of the day, his eyes expressionless and his mind wandering, Lucien rose abruptly and indiscreetly in the middle of the bidding on an ornate vase attributed to the Ming period. He had wasted his time; there was absolutely nothing here he considered of value—economic or otherwise—and his own final bid had just been topped on an antique, but otherwise unremarkable desk he sensed held some mildly interesting secrets in a trick drawer. Nothing else in the lots even vaguely interested him, and he had made enough of a token appearance today.




  As he made his way to the exit, those directly around him glared at his departure from auction etiquette. The man at the door moved toward him, obviously intent on ending the disturbance.




  “Excuse me, sir…” the man got no further. Caught beneath the withering, contemptuous gaze that Lucien had perfected in the last decade, the poor attendant turned gray and unconsciously stepped back to his post. The man scrambled to open the door with the anxious air of a servant who is fearful he hasn’t moved quickly enough.




  Determined he would get some enjoyment out of the afternoon, Lucien strolled obtrusively down the aisle, taking perverse pleasure in the commotion he was causing.




  “Thank you, my kind man.” Lucien projected his voice throughout the room with the skill of a trained thespian. The entire auction buzzed with varying degrees of annoyance, anger, and even a bit of amusement here and there.




  Unable to ignore the commotion in the house, the auctioneer slammed his gavel down on the podium, completely missing its stand.




  “Sir,” he enunciated very carefully into the microphone, “if it is your intention to leave, kindly do so…quietly and immediately! We would like to get back to the business at hand.”




  Stopping just inside the doorway, Lucien half-turned toward the man. A ghost of smugness settled across his features and he inclined his head slightly to the auctioneer with the type of self-important conceit one would expect from thirteenth-century nobility. Lucien could sense the official go rigid behind his podium as the door slammed behind him with a reverberating thud. A malevolent smile wreathed about his face and his exit from the room was accompanied by the priceless sound of shattering china, followed by the most gratifying uproar.




  With just a parting thought and the smallest expenditure of power, Lucien blurred the memories of those in the auction room. They would remember everything that had just taken place, and most likely would be agitated over it for weeks, but from this second on they would never connect the dignified and always correct Lucien Blank with the crass individual who had disrupted this afternoon’s proceedings and caused the destruction of the ancient vase. After all, while it was mildly amusing to work up the rabble like that, he still needed to maintain his respectable public image; it wouldn’t do to alienate those he needed to deal with in his business. Still, that had been extremely satisfying!




  




  




  The sign above the quaint storefront read simply: YESTERDAY’S DREAMS. If not for the universal triple-globe symbol on the sign—a declaration of pawnshops everywhere since the time of the Medicis—she would never have noticed the place. As Kara hesitantly opened the door, there was no out-of-place whine of a motion sensor, just the musical tinkling of a bell.




  “Hello?” she called out quietly. Clutching the polished leather case to her chest, she very nearly hoped there was no answer. “Is anyone there?” This time it came out almost a whisper. With an odd, sinking relief she turned to leave.




  It wasn’t as if she wanted to have to do this anyway. She had been wandering the city since early morning. It was now late afternoon. Her feet were worn raw and worry had her stomach clenched tighter than a miser’s fist…and all for nothing if she walked out now. Kara stopped and fought with her conscience.




  “Be right there, dearie!” a woman called from the back.




  A faint whimper slipped past Kara’s lips as she looked over her shoulder, clutching her burden even closer. As she waited, Kara could hear the woman singing as she finished whatever occupied her in the back. The voice was soft and lilting, very pleasant to the ear. Somehow it soothed Kara and made her feel safe among all this cared-for age. As she looked around, it occurred to her that every item was like a slice from another time, with each piece painstakingly preserved. Even the building showed its advanced age in the tiny details, from the rich, warm glow of the wainscoting to the intricately carved crown molding, which was clearly a custom job. Modern builders just didn’t spend time or money on that kind of rich detail anymore.




  In no way did this place resemble any of the smoky and ill-lit shops she had tried to force herself to enter throughout the day. At all of them it had been clear, through the dirty plate-glass windows and the various depths of dust blanketing every surface inside, that the items left there meant nothing but a fee to the shop owners. She had turned away from them all, unable to bear the thought of carrying Quicksilver through those doors, let alone leaving her behind.




  More than once Kara had been ready to give up and go home. That was, until something drew her down this quiet street, as she made her way to the subway. Once there, she loitered in the pocket haven, not quite ready to brave the bustle and frenetic activity waiting for her on Canal Street. Between the shops packed with industrial goods, the Chinatown merchants with their wall-niche stores, and all those eager consumers looking for a bargain, the crush of pedestrians was more than Kara had been able to face.




  But here, here was a sanctuary. Surrounded by peaceful brownstones, on this tree-lined street, Kara felt she could breathe deep for the first time that day. More at ease, she followed her impulse and ended up in front of this shop; now that she was inside, she didn’t know whether to be glad, or rue the fact.




  She drew her mind away from that uncomfortable thought and began to look at the old photographs hanging behind the orderly counter. At first she thought they all contained the same woman, but that just wasn’t possible; they obviously spanned a period of at least seventy years. Each one featured the shop, a woman, and various others.




  Kara’s favorite photograph was one of the more recent ones. Judging by the style of the clothes, it was most likely from the early sixties. In it was one of the women, looking ageless, her head a mass of red gold curls and braids and her bright green eyes sparkling. There was a mischievous smile on her lips and beside her stood a young man in a green cardigan. He looked disturbingly familiar. In the picture, he stared at the woman with a look of adoration that bordered on worship. The two of them were posed in the middle of some kind of dance. Both the man and the woman were tall and gracefully slender; she could almost picture the fluid motions that would have followed the captured image. Such a pleasant moment caught for all time, with hazy, warm colors and sunshine. The picture held a promise of hope.




  “Hallo, love, can I help ye?” the melodious voice called out through the velvet curtain. Startled, Kara stepped back, feeling guilty.




  As the curtain moved aside, a shiver ran down her spine. If she didn’t know better, she would have sworn this was the woman from the picture…looking no older than she had then, at least thirty years ago. Two sets of identically merry green eyes waited patiently for her response, as the woman stood with the photograph visible just beyond her shoulder. Shaking off her shock, Kara admitted how silly she was being; plenty of people looked like a younger version of their relatives. It was uncanny though—the only obvious difference was the hairstyle and clothes.




  The pawnbroker interrupted her reverie.




  “Can I help ye?” she repeated with a smile and just a bit of concern.




  “Uh, yes. Please….” Kara hesitated even more; surely there was some other way. But no, she had exhausted all the possibilities. “How much will you give me for this?”




  “Well then, give it here an’ let’s have a look at it.” The woman held out her hands but did not reach for the case. Rather, she waited for Kara to relinquish it, as if knowing how hard this was for her. With extreme reluctance, at least on Kara’s part, the instrument case exchanged hands.




  “They call me Maggie, Maggie McCormick.” The woman’s soothing voice, combined with the care she took in handling the instrument, did much to put Kara at ease. “But please, just call me Maggie.”




  In her preoccupation, Kara didn’t offer her name in return. She watched intently as Maggie fingered the strings of her precious violin. The woman seemed particularly interested in the brass nameplates on the case. Kara dared not hope that would stop her from buying it, although the thought was tempting.




  “Well, ’tis no Stradivarius,” Maggie continued, as if she hadn’t even noticed the lack of exchange, “but ye’ve taken good care o’ it.”




  “Thank you.” The compliment was a kick in the gut to Kara. She could already feel a piece of her heart grow sick, even before they agreed upon a price.




  “Are ye sure ye want to give it up, dear?”




  Kara could feel the weight of Maggie’s stare as she waited for an answer. Her own eyes could not leave Quicksilver’s mahogany finish. It had been her Grandda’s fiddle, and it meant more to Papa than the entire world. He had, in turn, passed it to her on the day her instructors at the Music Center declared her skill had surpassed anything they could teach her.




  She could still picture Papa that day. That was the last time she had seen him in reasonably good health, on the evening of her final student recital. The image was engraved on her memory.




  




  




  There he stood, a tall burly man more at home on a dock than in a concert hall. Kara hadn’t been sure if he would be able to make it to her last performance. He’d been sick recently and he’d told her he might have some problems getting off of work because of it.




  Kara rushed down the hall to meet him. She hadn’t wanted to let on how disappointed she’d been that he couldn’t be there. Even with Mathair inside, it just wouldn’t have been the same without him. Papa had always been the one there to push her when she’d gotten lazy, or was frustrated with a difficult piece. She wouldn’t be here today without him.




  As she got closer, his expression made her heart sing. It had been some time since she’d seen such joy on his face. He’d been so tired and worried lately. Now his eyes sparkled with satisfaction and he nearly vibrated with suppressed energy. Papa was clearly excited and proud, and it was all because of her.




  It was then that she noticed what he held: Quicksilver, in a new leather case. Mounted on the lid were two engraved brass nameplates; the first was the name of the violin, the second was her own: Kara O’Keefe.




  She knew how Papa felt about that fiddle; she didn’t feel she was worthy to call it her own. Besides, it was Papa’s, left to him by his father. How could she accept it? There were tears in her eyes as Kara hid her hands behind her.




  Letting loose a great belly laugh, her father held out the instrument insistently.




  “Come now, lass,” he said. “There are but two things o’ this world I love more than my fiddle here, an’ only one o’ them can play!” He gently tugged her hands forward and laid upon them the violin.




  “Take Quicksilver an’ play her well, Kara,” he continued, “for each time ye do, ye’ll be playin’ her for me.” He hugged both her and the violin as she cried. She didn’t know if her tears were because she was happy or sad.




  




  




  “Dear, are ye sure ye want to give her up?” the woman repeated patiently, snapping Kara back to the present.




  No. Of course, she didn’t want to give up the fiddle, but she would for Papa. That long-ago day, she put aside her old violin and had never played upon any other since she’d taken up Quicksilver. The instrument meant that much to her. Well, it was only fitting; Papa’s greatest gift to her would be the one to save them all.




  “Yes,” Kara answered after just a moment of thought. “I think I must.” She couldn’t quite read the expression on Maggie’s face. Uncomfortable, she looked away.




  “Well, she looks as well used as she does cared for,” Maggie responded. “Why do’na ye make her sing for me? Just so I can hear her tone, o’ course.” It was more of a demand than a request, though a well-meaning one. Kara reached apprehensively for the violin. Carefully tuning the strings, she took this time for her own farewell. How many times had Quicksilver sung for her, soothing sorrows and celebrating joys? And how many times had the two of them removed the grimace of pain from Papa’s face, if only for a moment? Too many to count. Kara clung to the hope that this last duet would pay for the peace Papa needed to truly heal, leaving him to enjoy his life.




  She began softly, barely drawing the bow across the strings. With each full-bodied, heartfelt note, Kara and Quicksilver gave voice to their joint suffering—the agony of watching Papa waste away, the weight of the bills and collection notices stacking up at home, and the sorrow of helplessly watching both parents suffer, powerless to help. As she continued, the rising, haunting tune unfolded with no predetermined path to restrict it. Mingled with the sorrow was Kara’s own exuberance for life, which even her heartache could not quell. The music took on its own life, filling the shop and carrying the two women along, leaving them in a kind of shock as it ended of its own accord.




  Silence….




  “Goodness, my dear!” Though deeply moved, Maggie recovered first. “How can ye bear to be parted? That fiddle there’s o’ a piece with yer soul.”




  Still in the thrall of the performance, Kara couldn’t respond. Lowering the violin from its perch beneath her chin, she let the dark brown curtain of her hair fall forward to shadow her bleak amber eyes. She could not stand to let this woman know how her heart was dying. She had played the music her father loved to hear and only now did she understand why he’d given her Quicksilver in the first place. Some things weren’t about skill or learning, they were about resonance, and if nothing else, she and Quicksilver resonated. This was how the instrument deserved to be played. But there was no other choice. Drawing resolve around her, Kara quickly handed back the violin.




  “How much?” she asked when she was able to speak, her voice carefully neutral. She didn’t let herself entertain the thought of leaving with the violin, not when the money it brought would solve at least their most pressing financial problems.




  “Well now, love,” the thoughtful look on Maggie’s face left a feeling of sinking dread in Kara’s stomach. “I’ll have to take a look at my records in the back…. Do ye have somewhere ye have to be?”




  Confused, Kara shook her head just slightly. “Umm, no…why?”




  “Nothin’ to worry ye,” Maggie smiled. “’Tis just…well I’m ashamed to say it, but my records an’ back room are nowhere near as organized as my shop. This may take a little while.”




  Once more Kara was tempted to make some kind of excuse; she could always tell the woman that she had a pupil waiting for her. The very thought made her cringe, though, as it forced her to wonder what was she going to tell Mr. Cohen, the director of the Music Center, if she went through with this.




  Maggie may have given her the perfect opening, but Kara could not take advantage of it. This sacrifice was necessary or she never would have come in the first place.




  “I can wait.” It seemed to her that Maggie’s disorganized records were only a pretense, but she could see no reason behind it. Not that it mattered; it was late in the day, and highly unlikely Kara would seek out another shop if she were unsuccessful here.




  “Good!” It was impossible not to return the smile that accompanied the response. “Ye’re welcome to browse while I’m diggin’ in the back.” Maggie disappeared through the curtain without a further word.




  Breathing deep for the first time, Kara lost herself in the scent of citrus oil and cedar, threaded with a whiff of peppermint. This was like another world, a haven from the harsh, acrid odors of the city, an island of peace and beauty that even time did not seem to invade.




  Everywhere light glowed off of polished wood and rich, vibrant colors. From the Chippendale end tables to the Wedgwood china in its graceful, glass-fronted armoire, the place brimmed with treasures. In a corner she spied a sword in a detailed scabbard that made her palm itch for the feel of the swept hilt in her grip. There were even some clothes that would make her friends drool, or at least those who were involved with costuming and period pieces. Kara looked around her, noticing that not one thing in the shop was anything less than an antique.




  In the window was Kara’s favorite item: an old lapboard with a polished cherry finish. It was well crafted, with a tapestry bottom padded for the comfort of the writer, a built-in space for an inkwell (filled), and a rest for the quill (occupied). Around the writing surface was an etching of what looked like forget-me-nots and shamrocks, a small touch that gave the lapboard a simple charm. It had all been carefully maintained, looking as if someone had just set it down. She almost expected a Victorian lady to come sweeping through to finish a passionate letter to her intended. Kara carefully lifted the top and fingered the textured ivory parchment inside. It told its own tales, without the aid of a writer with a pen. Caressing the sides of the desk, she could almost picture herself beneath its elegance, sitting in a window seat with a quiet countryside to distract her eyes or inspire them. She grinned at her own fancy.




  Any one item in this room was most likely worth a fortune. Kara thought most of it must have been there for years. She couldn’t imagine anyone selling this stuff recently when just about all of it would bring quite a price from a collector, or even a museum. Of course, she also saw the sense in it; those options were permanent. Even though it wouldn’t bring as much money, at least a pawnshop offered the slim hope of someday recovering the treasure left behind. If Quicksilver went into a collection somewhere Kara would never see her again.




  Not even wanting to think about it, Kara once again wandered over to look at the photograph behind the counter. Something bothered her about the picture; the man seemed so familiar. She wondered who he was. The picture wasn’t that clear, but she felt she should know him. Not much else had changed from then to now: the shop, the street, and even the woman, looked the same. The only real differences were the items in the window and the absence of the man. Looking closer, Kara realized what else bothered her about the snapshot: in the very spot the lapboard now sat, there was a violin that looked hauntingly like Quicksilver. Well, at least that meant that Maggie bought them from time to time—and sold them. That thought did not hearten Kara at all, even if it did get her mind off the man.




  




  




  On a side street in the Village, Lucien Blank, with a look in his eyes that bordered on obsession, did his best to remain unnoticed. He had come searching for items of power. It had been his plan to spend the afternoon leisurely combing a few pawnshops without too much expectation of finding anything, but hoping to be surprised. At this moment, he wasn’t merely surprised, but downright astounded; his eyes fairly burned with covetous desire. With extreme restraint, he held his place and considered what to do next.




  “It seems this day will not be such a waste as I thought.” Menace was heavy in his voice as Lucien carefully scrutinized the quiet street. In the midst of his usual rounds, something drew him to this block with a strength he could not resist—any more than he could defy gravity or the need to breathe. He was unfamiliar with this particular pawnshop. Hunger rippled through him. Whatever led him here was far more powerful than any item he had ever encountered. He must have it! The question was, how? Mundane signs of residual power trails hung in the air like heat waves—trails that were already dispersing. When they were gone there would be nothing to trace. The item hadn’t been in the shop for long. Perhaps the pawnbroker would turn it away. He had no idea what the object was, but he was determined that it would end up in his possession.




  Lucien moved casually down the dusky street toward the store in question. In his thoughts was the rudimentary plan to enter and “browse” until he could get a look at the treasure he coveted. Perhaps he could manage to buy it himself, if the owner didn’t intend to come back for it. Of course, that was assuming both that the item itself was being offered for pawn, rather than something else, and that the transaction hadn’t yet been completed. There were too many variables. Lucien had the feeling this would be no conventional acquisition.




  Unnoticed, Lucien leaned close enough to peer in the window, only to have a series of disturbing shocks ripple across his personal shields. The occurrence itself was unsettling enough, but each time the shields received a jolt it was like an electric flash going off before his eyes. Nothing had ever caused such a reaction before; something wasn’t right.




  It was a small thing and caused no pain. Lucien saw no reason to believe it could harm him. Discounting it as an annoyance, he brought his attention back to the pawnshop, eyes riveted on those inside. Through the window he could see the usual clutter of mismatched items, but he wasn’t interested in the bartered dreams of desperate people. His eyes focused on the two women standing directly opposite the window he was peering in, one facing his direction, the other with her back to him. He couldn’t make out much else. That was when he put his finger on what was wrong: He could sense absolutely nothing from the other side of the glass. It was like looking at something on the television, or in a photograph; he could see what was there, but it was missing some of its dimensions.




  As he watched, the pawnbroker walked into the back room, leaving the young woman alone. Now was the perfect time to approach her. Trying to disregard his uneasy feelings, Lucien reached for the door handle. Before his hand connected he realized two things: the immense power trail that had drawn him here seemed to end abruptly at the door, and so did his attempt to enter. Like one who had once grabbed a red-hot poker, Lucien Blank was warned now by the tingling of every nerve ending in his palm that it wasn’t a good idea to grasp that knob. Whoever owned this store had more in common with Lucien than earning a livelihood from things no longer wanted; the shields on the shop spoke of more than a passing knowledge of magic. If he tried to even touch this door, not only would he experience extreme unpleasantness on several mental and physical levels, but he would set off an unknown number of alarms. That definitely did not suit his intentions.




  Lucien nearly trembled with anger and frustration. Power possessed by someone other than himself both drew him and taunted him. He must have it all! How to go about securing this little morsel, Lucien couldn’t say. Somehow he must enter this place without giving away his own nature. If one power item had passed through this door, without him being able to sense it beyond the threshold, then there was no telling what else might be within. He had to have that item. If it was powerful enough to leave such a residue, imagine what its full strength must be! Lucien hurried on as if he’d changed his mind about entering, pulling out his cell phone as he went. He had cultivated tools for just such events as this; it was time to use one of them.




  




  




  “How are ye doin’, dearie?” Kara jumped as the woman poked her head through the curtain. She had practically forgotten Maggie was back there. “Sorry about that, just thought ye might like a bit o’ tea while ye’re waitin’….”




  “Yes,” Kara nervously nodded. She felt like the woman had caught her snooping. “That would be nice.”




  “Good, come on back an’ fix it up the way ye like,” Maggie held back the curtain for her, “then ye can either brin’ it out there, or sit in the back an’ relax while I continue my hunt.”




  At that suggestion, Kara stopped. It was one thing to accept the offer of a cup of tea, but to intrude in the shopkeeper’s private space…she wasn’t sure.




  “Come now,” Maggie smiled kindly, “I do’na mind either way, but why should ye stand here waitin’ when the comfortable chairs are in the back?




  “Unless, o’ course, ye want to look around some more?”




  Kara shook her head, growing extremely uncertain about the situation.




  “Is it takin’ too long, dearie? Is there someone waitin’ on ye?”




  “No, it’s fine,” Kara answered. “I guess this place just feels so personal; it’s like I’m intruding.”




  Maggie’s laughter flowed like music. “Do’na be ridiculous, love! No need to be uncomfortable. Most o’ the memories here are’na even mine. They all belong to other people. Besides, I have to do the paperwork in the back, anyway. Please, come an’ relax.” She gently pulled Kara forward. “It will’na be much longer, an’ to be truthful, ye look ready to drop.”




  Kara followed her into another world. Surprisingly, it seemed newer than the one she had just left. In carefully locked, wire-mesh bins were all the items Kara would have expected to find outside in the store. Each piece was carefully tagged and just as well cared for as anything in the front. In this back room were guitars (electric and acoustic), paintings, and beautiful quilts carefully folded in blanket bags. There were even some books tucked away in a corner, well dusted even back here. If this was disorderly, she was curious to see what orderly was like. She did have to admit the corner of the desk, just visible in the next room, groaned beneath mounds of papers. On top was a buyer’s guide for classical instruments. Next to that was Quicksilver. Kara looked hurriedly away.




  “Over here, love,” Maggie led the way. “I do’na have a true kitchen down here, but the electric kettle does me fine. If I need anythin’ else, why I just run upstairs.” The woman seemed to be trying to reassure Kara that she was not impinging on private space. Maggie rinsed out a mug in the utility sink and handed it to her. “The fixin’s are right over there; just help yerself.”




  Leaving her to her tea, Maggie returned to the desk in the back office, seemingly checking what she found in the buyer’s guide against other sources.




  “I do’na mean to make ye wait so long,” Maggie apologized, “but I must admit, I firmly believe in givin’ a person what an item is worth. It canna hurt me, an’ most definitely helps them.




  “If ye do’na mind my askin’, why are ye givin’ her up?”




  Kara took her time fixing the tea, all the while trying to think of an answer she would feel comfortable giving. Her tongue betrayed her while she was thinking.
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