













I hesitated, watching Brystion’s dark eyes
flare gold with passion.

For a moment, I was pinned beneath them, drowning in the sudden promise of things best left to the protective shadow of night. It left me raw and aching; my hips trembled with the urge to submit to him. I blinked, and realized he had moved closer.

Crap.

I stood my ground. Maybe if I didn’t move, he’d back down and I’d pass whatever preternatural bullshit test he was running.

Or maybe I was in big trouble.

His cheeks curved up in amusement as he reached out to run a lightly callused thumb over my lower lip. “Pretty Dreamer,” he crooned, leaning close so that his exquisite pout lay within inches of my lips.

Yup. Big trouble.

I swallowed hard. My brain worked overtime to come up with something . . . anything . . . to say, but all I could manage was a strangled groan, helpless against the rolling wave of pleasure that pulsed low in my belly.

The room began to spin, and I staggered backwards. My foot slipped on a loose pile of paper, my hands gripping the edge of the counter to keep from falling. The dark stranger captured my wrist, fingers digging hard enough to make the bones ache, trying to steady me, his face ashen.

“Hold on, Abby.”

I had only a moment to wonder how he knew my name before my vision faded into blackness. . . .
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Between twilight and dawn

B’twixt heaven and hell

Travel the CrossRoads

Whence the OtherFolk dwell . . .
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Cat piss and cabbages.

It was the only way to describe it, really. Even on a good day, the bookstore smelled like a mix of dust and dirty feet. The AC had coughed its last an hour ago, leaving me the proud employee of an ad hoc sauna. A drip above the lintel had forced me to keep the door closed to avoid a miniature lake from forming on the warping hardwood floor. The remainder of the morning was doomed to be a soggy, stinky mess.

The weathered sign hanging from the shutter outside read PROSPECTUS INTELLIGENTSIA TABERNUS. I called it the Pit for short. Probably unkind, but God knows the place reeked like one this morning. Still, the stale odor didn’t seem to stop my steady stream of customers from leaving wet trails and dripping umbrellas in their wakes, though I suspected their visits were more of an effort to get out of the rain than driven by any great desire to find a coverless copy of a Dean Koontz novel.

The rain let up just before lunch and with it went the last of my customers, an old man waddling into the wet with a paper sack full of ancient sailing books.

Bliss.

Time for some retro Tom Jones. I loaded up my latest playlist on the silver iPod mounted on the counter and wriggled my way to the front window, tinny speakers blaring. Flipping over the CLOSED FOR LUNCH sign, I mock strutted my way to the minifridge in the storage room for a couple of Cokes and a sandwich, my hips swaying counterpoint. I was half a can and three verses into “She’s a Lady” before the main door creaked open again.

The bells chimed in their plaintive way, somehow cutting through the rumbling growl of the music. A man drifted across the threshold. The grace of his movements caused the hair on the back of my neck to rise. He seemed a shadow, sucking up all the light from the room. The exquisite darkness of his ebony eyes swept over me, primitive and uncompromising. And overdone as all hell. Still. The silken fall of his hair just brushed the top of his shoulders and I’ve always been a sucker for good grooming and potential wangst.

What the hell. I’d bite.

“What’s new, pussycat?” I purred.

“I need to talk to Moira.” The timbre of his words pushed past me, heated and hollow.

“I’m afraid Moira isn’t here.”

His eyes narrowed, the line of his jaw shifting almost imperceptibly. The alarms in the back of my head suddenly went off. I’m not shy, but the thrum of desire that started beating through my veins as he approached the counter wasn’t normal or natural. If this guy was human I’d swear off bacon for a month.

I turned down the music in a futile attempt to distract myself from the elegant curve of his cheekbones and the smooth paleness of his skin. He glided toward me, each rolling step filled with a lazy arrogance. A faint shimmer of silver dusted his hair, fading in the damp light that trickled through the front bay window. I blinked.

He’d been traveling the CrossRoads. I’d never been there myself, but the silver snowflakes were a dead giveaway he’d been moving between worlds.

My smile was polite, but I couldn’t quite keep the stiffness from my voice. “If you’d like, I can take your information and I’ll let her know you stopped by.” I tapped my pencil on the notebook in front of me. He’d asked for Moira by name, not her official title of Protectorate. I was under no obligation to answer his questions, and as far as I was concerned, the less involved I got in the offshoots of Faery politics, the better.

Truthfully, some of the OtherFolk freaked me the hell out, especially when they insisted on walking around in broad daylight like this. For that matter, I didn’t even know what he was. Looks aside, he couldn’t have been a vampire. Even vampires with TouchStones didn’t go walking around at noon. Not like that, anyway. Fae, maybe? Lycanthrope? Oh, what difference did it make? Usually the best policy was to just be polite and wait for them to go away.

That being said, I really hated it when they started trying to magic me up. It’s rude and nothing pissed me off faster than when one of them tried to get in my face about it. I knew they couldn’t always help it, but this guy wasn’t even attempting to tamp it down. Glamour oozed out of him, the magic rolling over me in soft waves of lust. Kinda pleasant in its own way, but distracting as all get out. My mouth tightened; I was suddenly very impatient.

A frown marred his handsome features, and he looked down as though seeing me for the first time. “When will she be back?”

“She’s not here,” I repeated, a hint of annoyance creeping into my tone. I’m not exactly the most outspoken person in the world, but store clerk or not—human or not—I wasn’t some invisible piece of dog shit on the bottom of his shoe either.

“I don’t know when she’ll be back,” I added. The truth of it galled me because I really didn’t. The Faery woman had left nearly four months ago and, except for that last note taped on her office door, I hadn’t heard from her at all. But this guy didn’t need to know that. Hell, none of them needed to know that. I could barely get the OtherFolk to give me the time of day as it was. God only knew what they’d do if they realized Moira wasn’t here to hold them in line. “If you’d like to sample some of her . . . other wares, I’ll be reopening the shop around back from midnight to one A.M.”

“Will you, now?” He stepped closer and I shivered, the quiet power coiling behind the words dancing over my skin.

Sweat beaded on my forehead, cool and clammy. “They don’t call it the Midnight Marketplace for nothing.” I thrust out my chin in subtle challenge, ignoring the rising panic that fluttered at the base of my throat. Piss him off, Abby. That will be brilliant.

His face was quiet and brimming with secrets like a Cheshire cat’s. “You’re her TouchStone, aren’t you?”

“Of course I am,” I agreed pleasantly. “And now that we’ve established the obvious, let’s get back to business. Who are you?”

“Tsk.” He waggled a finger at me, and I rolled my eyes. Something about the gesture was very familiar, but if I’d met him before I couldn’t recall. Then again, I’d only been Moira’s TouchStone for six months and I’d seen an awful lot, much of which had become a muddled mess of fancy sparkles and obscenely beautiful people. Anchoring an OtherFolk to the mortal realm wasn’t an easy—or straightforward—task.

“Fine, I get it. Names have power and all that, but it makes it a bit hard to leave a message, don’t you think?” I pointed out.

A flicker of a smile showed on that perfect mouth as his gaze roamed about the bookstore. The store itself was fairly plain, but it had high arches, a giant stone fireplace with overstuffed cushions on the floor, and thick crown molding around the top where the paint was peeling off. I had told Moira the whole thing needed remodeling, or at least some fresh paint, but she insisted the place had “character.” Shabby chic, maybe. Sounded like laziness to me, but whatever. It wasn’t my store. I just worked there.

The man wandered through the stacks for a moment. I seized the opportunity to take his measure, or at least attempt to stare at his ass, which was currently encased in delectable black leather pants. Or I assumed it was, based on what I could see below the fall of his duster. Had it been anyone else wearing it, I would have said they were trying way too hard, but he was working it pretty well so I gave him a pass.

The duster hung open, inviting an easy view of his chest, a white T-shirt sticking to the muscled ridges of his abdomen. Definitely my type. His dark eyes flicked sideways at me, the edges crinkling in silent laughter, and I shrugged, not bothering to hide the fact that I’d been checking him out. Hell, he’d probably been expecting it.

He lingered over a coverless paperback about a French vampire. It was one of those overblown stories that had been really popular about ten years ago, complete with ruffling white shirts, long dark ringlets, and outrageous accents. Even a duster or two, actually. I’d thought it marvelous and horribly sexy when I’d read it, my sixteen-year-old heart near fit to bursting at the idea of some dashing angel of the night feeding from my inner thigh.

The reality had been a whole lot messier. It didn’t involve my inner thigh either.

He blew the dust off the pages, snorting softly when he read the title. I’d always thought Moira had an absolutely craptacular taste in books. From the looks of it, he agreed. My opinion of him rose a notch.

“It has a happy ending, you know,” I said.

His brow furrowed, lips pursed at me, before his attention flicked back to the book. “Does it?”

“All the good romances do.”

“There are no happy endings. And vampires are overrated, bloodsucking tools.”

“Can’t argue with that.” I sighed. “But the vamp in this one runs off with an emotionally constipated angel, so I suppose it all works out in the end. If you don’t like that sort of thing, maybe I can interest you in one of these great ‘how-to-massage’ books from the seventies. It has pictures, if that makes it easier for you to understand.”

He ignored me, his expression cryptic. “Very clever of her.” He tapped the book with his fingers.

“Clever of who?”

“Moira. Hiding in plain sight like this.” His hand made an eloquent gesture as if to encompass the room. “And all thanks to her little mortal TouchStone, so willing to throw herself away—and for what?” He pointed at me. “Rumors of a magic iPod and seven years of agelessness?”

I bristled. “Enchanted iPod, thank you very much. And what I’m willing to throw myself away for is absolutely no concern of yours.” The barb had taken, however, and I looked down at the counter before that little sliver of regret could show itself.

He chuckled softly. “Not as good as you had hoped, is it?”

“Neither is your outfit. Did you learn to dress that way in Leather for Bad Boys one-oh-one?” My upper lip curled in derision, suddenly bold in knowing my place. “Sounds to me like someone doesn’t have a TouchStone of his own.” I noted the time with a little sound of pity. 11:57 A.M. “How are those CrossRoads treating you?” I asked. At this time of day, any other folk traveling the CrossRoads sans TouchStone would have a helluva time.

“Not nearly well enough, apparently.” His gaze met mine. “Shall I show you?”

I hesitated, watching those dark eyes flare gold with power. For a moment, I was pinned beneath them, drowning in the sudden promise of things best left to the protective shadow of night. It left me raw and aching; my hips trembled with the urge to submit to him. I blinked and realized he had moved closer.

Crap.

I stood my ground. Maybe if I didn’t move, he’d back down and I’d pass whatever preternatural bullshit test he was running.

Or maybe I was in big trouble.

His cheeks curved up in amusement as he reached out to run a lightly callused thumb over my lower lip. “Pretty Dreamer,” he crooned. He leaned close to my face so that his exquisite pout lay within inches of my lips. An electric jolt shot from my breasts to my groin, sliding over my flesh with wicked intent.

Yup. Big trouble.

I swallowed hard, my eyes closing of their own volition. Inside, my brain was working overtime to come up with something—anything—to say, but all I could manage was a strangled groan. I was helpless against the rolling wave of pleasure pulsing low in my belly.

The room began to spin, and I staggered backward. My foot slipped on a loose pile of paper, and I grabbed the edge of the counter. The world tilted with a familiar lurch, and my jaw clamped down against the vertigo.

He captured my wrist, fingers digging hard enough to make the bones ache. Fire lanced all the way to my elbow as my eyes snapped open with a cry. The arrogant stranger lunged over the counter to steady me, his face ashen. Whatever he’d intended, this wasn’t it. The thought was somewhat comforting.

“Hold on, Abby,” he whispered.

I had only a moment to wonder how he knew my name before my vision faded into blackness.

. . . his fingers were sliding down my thigh, his voice husky with whispered promises as his tongue slipped into my mouth. I spread myself beneath him in wanton desperation, filled with the ache of well-used flesh. He moved over me, inside me, through me. I was losing myself in the golden thrum of his eyes as he thrust into me. Somewhere in the distance was the chiming of bells, and my bones vibrated with the implication. I fell away, wrapped in his scent and the dim edge of twilight as something snapped into place . . .

“Enough.” His voice reverberated like a thunderclap, abruptly breaking the . . . trance? Dream?

“And here I pegged you as the shy, unassuming type.” I pulled back from him as the darkness receded, gagging at another wave of dizziness. Admittedly, I hadn’t taken my seizure meds that morning, but whether the reaction was caused by my condition or his influence didn’t matter. It hadn’t felt like a seizure anyway. Balance slowly regained, I glanced up at him, and slid my hands into my pockets to hide my trembling fingers. “What the hell was that?”

Surprise flickered across his face, quickly replaced by something a bit more appraising. “I don’t know,” he said finally. “It wasn’t supposed to happen.”

His gaze lingered on me, somehow managing to be impudent and measured at the same time, but the overconfident cockiness was gone.

“Wow. I find myself strangely not reassured by that.” I crossed my arms, hunching my back protectively. I was Moira’s TouchStone, by God, marked by a sacred OtherFolk bond that should be beyond contestation and this asshat had just violated every precept that I was aware of.

I was outraged.

I was livid, even.

I was hopelessly out of my league.

The golden edges of his eyes faded away. “Are you all right?”

The sudden change in his demeanor left me suspicious. “Right as rain. Why the . . . you know?” I tapped my head and tried not to blush.

“Side effect. I’m afraid I got a little carried away.” He eyed me cautiously, all peaches-and-cream polite. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

“Understatement of the week.” I reached out, clinging to the edges of the counter like a barnacle at high tide. “And how the hell did you know who I was?”

His mouth twitched. “Name tag.”

Idiot.

I shut my eyes, cheeks burning. “Where’s a nice bottomless pit when you need one?”

A sharp rap sounded from outside and I started. The figure at the door was young and female and far too perky for a rainy day.

“Shoo,” I hissed at the stranger, uncertain of how much attention he would attract. “Shouldn’t you be moving along now? The CrossRoads will be closing any minute.”

He shrugged and leaned against the wall, a wolfish grin on his face. He raised a finger to his lips as he motioned toward the door.

I rolled my eyes. Leave it to me to attract the tall, dark, and obnoxious ones. I pointed at the sign in the window, hoping whoever it was would cut me some slack and come back after my uninvited guest had left. No such luck.

“Wow.” A head poked through the doorway. “It totally stinks in here. You should open the door or something.” Blond, top-heavy, and rather leggy on the whole, she looked like she’d wandered off the set of a Girls Gone Wild audition, wrapped up in denim cutoffs and Skechers. Her eyes were wide and imploring, the color of warm hazelnuts. Innocent.

“Ah, yes,” I said, ignoring the soft snort coming from the corner. “You know, we’re kind of closed right now.”

“Yeah, well, I need some information. Do you have any books on Celtic myths?” She breezed her way in and trotted up to the counter with the self-serving air of the young and stupid.

I chewed on the question, a low throb at the base of my skull signaling an oncoming headache. Or a seizure. Crapshoot as to which one was going to come first. I wasn’t going to get rid of the headache, but I could eliminate the pain in the ass standing in front of me. “There should be a copy of Lady Gregory’s Gods and Fighting Men back behind the mirror. It would be a good place to start. Unless you’re looking for something specific?”

“Well . . . uh. Actually, I was kinda hoping you might have something a little more . . . real?”

I raised a brow at this. Truth be told, I did; I had books that would damn near bite your nose off if you put them too close to your face. But those were locked away in the back, not for public consumption. Moira had drilled that into my head often enough, but I would have figured it out on my own. I’m lazy, but I’m not a moron.

“Real?” I mimicked.

“Yeah.” She leaned in so I could see the roots of her hair. Her voice dropped to a conspiring whisper. “You know . . . OtherFolk?” She turned her head to take in the quantity of shelves. “You have a lot of books here.” Her gaze became slightly unfocused as it slid past the corner, and I realized my visitor must be hiding behind a Glamour.

“I’m not quite sure what you mean,” I said, deciding to play dumb.

“Oh, I get it.” She winked at me. “It’s okay. Brandon sent me. Said you would set me straight. Something about TouchStones?”

“Brandon,” I repeated, my voice careful and quiet. I would have to have a little chat with that sometimes furry bartender. I don’t mind helping out, but I didn’t have time for another one of his strays. “And just how did you run into him?”

“I tried to get into the Hallows last night.” She flushed beneath my stare. “Everyone knows this town is full of weird shit. Why shouldn’t I be a part of it?”

“Did you find your way there by yourself?” I phrased it casually, but my estimation of her slowly began to rise when she nodded. There was a pretty heavy Glamour on the OtherFolk nightclub, geared toward warning away an ignorant mortal public. If she’d had the determination to push her way through it . . .

Still. Even if she was right about people being aware, I wasn’t going to go shouting it from the rooftops. The OtherFolk guard their secrets well. Spilling them was a really awesome way to end up on someone’s private shitlist. And that didn’t even include the one currently laughing his ass off in the corner.

“Listen, you don’t want to get involved with them. Trust me. It messes with your head and the only thing you’ll have when you’re done is a big pile of regret.” I held up my hand to forestall what would surely be a whining protest. “However, seeing as Brandon sent you my way, I’ll throw you a bone.” I resisted the impulse to giggle at my own pun, though something told me the werewolf wouldn’t have approved. “What did you say your name was?”

“Katy.” One perfectly waxed brow arched, daring me to make an issue of it. It would have been more impressive if the expression on her face wasn’t flitting between hope and suspicion.

“How old are you, Katy?”

“Seventeen.” I glanced over at the mirror in the corner, as though to argue with my reflection. Seventeen. Jesus. Had I ever been that eager to throw myself off the cliff? I let my gaze go slightly fuzzy, the blue of my eyes fading into the glass of the mirror, the pale, freckled face curving away into some far-off piece of my past.

Yes.

My reflection stared back without blinking. The mirror itself had always given me the creeps. It was carved of black wood with silver gilt edges, on a curved stand with a wide base. There was nothing particularly ominous about it at the moment, just my face peering from its cold depths, familiar and smooth. I shook my head and turned back to the girl.

Girl, hell. I wasn’t all that much older than she was, but her innocence nearly overwhelmed me. I was jaded and weary standing next to her like that. Funny what a difference a few seconds can make on your outlook. One moment you’re cruising along enjoying the sweet carelessness of youth, and the next you’ve got a gimpy leg and a metal plate in your head, and everything you’ve ever known is in shambles. Life can be a real bitch, I guess.

“All right. Come with me.”

She let out a muffled squeal and followed me behind the mirror. “Are there any here now? You know. Watching us?”

My hand hesitated inches away from the book I wanted. The stranger’s merriment wrapped around me like a ribbon, and I bit down hard on the inside of my cheek. “Oh, no. I don’t think so. It’s nearly noon, after all. They don’t like being caught out in the daylight hours.” I glanced behind me, avoiding the corner by the door. Her mouth twisted into a scowl of disappointment, and I gave her a wry shrug as I pulled out a volume of poetry. “Believe it or not, in a lot of ways they’re just like us. It’s not like they’re hiding in your closet or under your bed.” I paused. “Or at least, not most of them.”

Her upper lip curled as she looked at the book. “What’s this?”

“A book. And you’re going to read it.” I flipped through several pages, marking them with a couple of spare Post-its from my pocket before handing it to her.

She stared at me and then glanced at the first marked page. After a moment of silence she began to read aloud:

O see ye not yon narrow road,
So thick beset wi’ thorns and briers?
That is the Path of Righteousness,
Though after it but few inquires.

And see ye not yon braid, braid road,
That leis across the lily leven?
That is the Path of Wickedness,
Though some call it the Road to Heaven.

And see ye not yon bonny road
That winds about the fernie brae?
That is the Road to fair Elfand,
Where thou and I this night maun gae.

But, Thomas, ye shall haud your tongue
Whatever ye may hear or see;
For speak ye word in Elfyn-land,
Ye’ll ne’er win back to your ain countrie.

Her brow furrowed impatiently. “Yes, yes, I know this part. I’ve read this before, you know.”

“Then you should have some of the answers you’re looking for.” She looked at me quizzically. I sighed and went on. “How many paths are there?”

“Three. Duh.”

I closed my eyes. “Yes. What are they?”

“Faeryland, Heaven, Hell. Yeah, I get it. Light Path, Dark Path, and Middle Earth or whatever. What does it have to do with the CrossRoads?”

“Everything,” I said quietly. “Thomas stood at the CrossRoads with the Faery Queen and he chose her. Not the angels. Not the daemons. The Fae.”

“And that means?”

“The Fae are in control. Or at least they have the most influence, the most to gain from TouchStones. They are the Keepers of the CrossRoads, the liaisons between the OtherFolk and us.”

Thomas the Rhymer had been the first mortal TouchStone to record a Contract with the OtherFolk. And he had fulfilled that contract—for a full seven years—gaining the gift of Prophecy as a result. The irony of the situation wasn’t lost on me. From his perspective, the Fae were probably the most amusing of the bunch. Heaven knew just about every angel I’d ever met damn near had a stick up his ass. And really? However pretty the daemon girls are, it’s almost always a guarantee they’re going to come back and eat your soul one dark night, and who wants to deal with that?

“You can Contract with whoever you wish, of course, but the Fae watch over it all. Depending on who and what you choose, though, there may be political ramifications.” My mouth thinned. “And if it goes badly, then the Faery Protectorate has to get involved.”

She chewed on her lip thoughtfully. “And what would my Contract with Brandon be?”

I shrugged. I had no idea what sorts of things a werewolf might require of his TouchStone, though I could think of a few responsibilities she probably wouldn’t want to take on. “Regardless of the specifics of each individual Contract, the mere fact that the two of you are TouchStoned will allow him to move between our world and the CrossRoads without waiting for the Hours. Aside from that, I can’t say. Each Contract is individualized.”

Katy’s eyes darted toward the door. “So that’s what he meant. If he has a TouchStone, he doesn’t have to worry about being weaker in the daytime?”

“That’s one part of it,” I agreed. “Each Path has their own Hour, where traveling is easiest. TouchStones ease that transition. Something about having a soul, I suppose. The angels prefer Dawn. The daemons, Midnight.”

“And the Fae like Twilight, I suppose. What about noon? How does that fit in?”

“There’s a fourth Path,” I said, watching her try to work it out. “Can you tell me what it is?”

“Um, no?” She scowled. “It doesn’t say anything about a fourth Path.”

“Yes it does,” I said. “Come back and tell me when you figure it out. It’s all in there, I promise.”

Katy gave me a dubious look and clutched the book tightly. “How much is it?”

“On the house,” I said, waving her off.

“And if I do this, you’ll take me to the CrossRoads?”

“I can’t do that. Most of the Doors are hidden, so that’s something you’ll have to figure out on your own.” That, and the fact you’ve never been there, my inner voice said snidely. The Doors to the CrossRoads themselves were fluid enough—transitory gateways that opened and shut at the Hours—but finding them was another matter altogether. “Truthfully, it’s probably best if you TouchStone to Brandon first. And take it from me—read the Contract and understand just what you’re getting into. Being a TouchStone isn’t for the faint of heart.”

A fierce smile spread across her face. “I’ll be back soon.” She squinted as she peered at my shirt. “Abby?”

“That’s me,” I said dryly, pulling at my name tag. The eavesdropping man candy pointed at me and then tapped his head. I suppressed a sneer.

“Thank you so much, Abby. You won’t be disappointed, I promise.” Katy beamed at me and I couldn’t help but feel like the wolf in Red Riding Hood’s story. The better to eat you with, my dear? But no, that wasn’t right, either. I recognized that determined look in her eye, and even though I was fairly new to the whole OtherFolk scene, there was a part of me that would have loved to have had help instead of stumbling through it like I was.

And fucking it up royally, even.

“Will you be around tonight? You know, in case I figure it out?”

I snorted. There’s enthusiasm for you. “Not really. I’m going to an art gallery showing at the Waterfront. And I need to go get shoes for it first.” Small talk was not my forte, but I seemed to have momentarily adopted a friend.

“Oh,” she said. “Well, you should check out that new place on the corner of Canon and King. They’ve got some really nice stuff. And turn on the fan or something—it’s gross in here.”

“I’ll do that,” I said with a wan smile. She thanked me again and left, the door clinking shut behind her. I took a deep breath. It was entirely too damn hot in here. Of course, the main reason for that was still in the corner. Watching me.

I was going to have to remedy that soon.

“Well, this has been fun, but technically I’m working, so unless you’re going to buy something, you need to leave. Since you couldn’t be bothered to give me your name, I’ll just tell Moira that an extra from the porno version of Something Wicked This Way Comes was looking for her.”

“Extra? Hell,” he muttered. “I’d be the star.”

I coughed. “Emphasis on the word ‘comes,’ of course.”

The amusement rippled from him, rich and dark, but there wasn’t anything menacing about it now. “I suppose I deserve that. Did you want that name?”

“Color me excited,” I retorted. “Seems only fair, though. Generally I prefer a handshake and a hello before I hop into metaphysical bed with someone.”

“I don’t.” He shrugged and held out his hand. “Brystion.” He trilled the r sound, giving it an exotic rumble. Brrrist-e-on.

“Just Brystion?” I let my hand slip into his, holding my breath as I waited for the mind roll to happen again. When it didn’t, I relaxed. His skin was warm to the touch, but somehow not unpleasant even with the heat of the day.

“For now. And don’t worry about telling Moira, Abby.”

“Why?” My pulse jumped at the delicious way my name rolled off his tongue.

He smiled. “Because she already knows, now,” he said gently, shaking his head at my ignorance.

Before I could ask him what he meant, he was gone. I craned my neck toward the window, catching a glimpse of his dark form striding down the street, heedless of the oncoming drizzle—or the dull thudding of my heart.
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The woman in the painting was soft and pale and naked. There was a proud thrust to her jaw as she stared down at me, her dark eyes half-lidded and smoky with kohl. I would have had to slaughter a horde of Avon ladies in ritual sacrifice to have skin that luminous and milky white.

She was a flawless collection of curves, her nipples hard and rosy, one hand reaching up to run perfect fingers through a cascade of midnight hair. Delicate wings arched from her back. The feathers were stained a brilliant crimson and spread in guarded invitation. She was chained, bound to the bed she knelt on, the crisp edges of the sheets in violent relief against the darkness in the corners of the room. The iron did not seem to faze her, but I shivered beneath the challenge in her shadowed eyes: I will give you what you want if you give me what I need . . .

I swallowed and read the title placard, strangely grateful that I was the only one standing here at the moment. It seemed more respectful that way, a private sort of voyeurism.

Debt Paid in Full.

“No, thanks.” My eyes lingered on the graceful flare of her hip before edging over to the iron shackles at her wrists. I like my kink straightforward, but I’ve never been one for mind games. Whoever she was, the scarlet woman was formidable and wrapped in a raw sexuality I would never possess.

Still, my feet were frozen in place, her ebony gaze holding me there until it felt like I was the one in chains. I doubted she’d ever been mortal. I certainly didn’t recognize her. Not that that meant much in itself—it’s hard to pin names on people who could change shape or Glamour themselves into something else. Or refuse to give names at all. I snorted softly, my heart pattering, as Brystion materialized in my mind. I still had no idea what he’d been talking about, but then, I suppose that was nothing new. Moira’s recent absence had left me hanging in the knowledge department, proper protocol notwithstanding.

Legends and myths, half-truths and lies. All of it swirled into an obnoxious mishmash of information. Most of the OtherFolk liked it that way; it kept them mysterious and hard to pin down.

It also made them damn hard to contact, especially when I needed to call in the debts for the Marketplace. That was something Moira usually took care of, but I’d noticed that since the Protectorate had been gone, there had been a spike in items purchased on credit. I was beginning to think some of our customers were trying to take advantage of the situation.

Luckily, the highly polished marble floors of the Portsmyth Waterfront Fine Arts Gallery appeared to be free of any OtherFolk influence at the moment, and that was peachy keen with me. My attention remained locked on the winged beauty, something inside me shattering with pity.

Topher was three times a fool for trying to capture her on anything as mundane as mere canvas. In the Faery world, you never got something for nothing. If the talent burned bright enough, an OtherFolk muse might be tempted to leave behind a bit of their immortal essence, but at what cost?

A chill skittered its way down my spine, breaking me from my stupor. I welcomed the distraction, uprooting myself to move on to the next painting—Melusine Bathes.

Redheaded and petite, the subject was lounging in a massive hot tub of green and gold marble. Her torso was that of a human woman, her hips curving into the body of a silver snake. A leather corset hugged her waist, tight and glossy black, the shadows offset by a rainbow headscarf and violet teashade glasses. The snake-woman held an elegant violin to her cheek, a golden key poking from between succulent lips.

“It’s truly dreadful, isn’t it?”

I tweaked the curly red locks of the woman who suddenly brushed up against me. “I think he captured you rather well, Mel. The violin is a nice touch.”

Melanie St. James, mortal fiddler for a number of local bands—OtherFolk and otherwise—lightly punched my shoulder. “But a snake? Why a snake? I told Topher I wanted to be painted as a Faery.”

“Technically, I think Melusine was a Faery, and a rather famous one at that. She just happened to become scaly in the bathtub.” My mouth twitched. “According to Wikipedia, anyway.”

“You would know that.” Mel pushed her violet glasses farther up the bridge of her nose. “You’re late, you know. I’ve been here for over an hour.” She peered dubiously into her wine glass, swirling it with a practiced flourish. “And this stuff tastes like the bastard love child of grapes and rubbing alcohol.”

“Your first mistake was choosing wine over champagne.” I snagged a flute of the bubbly from a passing server. “And I fell asleep.” I stifled a yawn, the bubbles dancing on my tongue as I took a modest sip. I’d had every intention of catching a shower and then shoe shopping, but somehow all I’d managed was to stagger up to my apartment after work and pass out on the bed. By the time I woke up, I barely had enough time to toss on some fresh clothes and hoof it to the gallery. I wiggled my recently manicured toes in my sandals as if to prove the point.

“That is kind of weird.” I motioned at the key between her painted lips. The letters G-A-G were lightly etched on each burnished prong. “Maybe he’s trying to tell you something?”

She rolled the stem of her wine glass between her fingers, brows drawn. “Who the hell knows? I offered to set up in the corner and add a little ambiance to the place tonight, but he turned me down.”

“Not everyone can appreciate the subtle tones of Apocalyptica, I guess.” I eyed the violin case on her back with a twinge of envy. The instrument never looked like much, battered as it was, but there was always a sly gleam along the woodwork whenever the light touched it. Rumor had it Melanie had pulled a Charlie Daniels to get it, but I’d never had the courage to ask her. Some things are just private, and probing as to whether your friend really had outplayed the Devil seemed a bit rude.

“Apocalyptica uses cellos,” she corrected primly with an aggrieved sniff.

I shrugged and gestured toward the painting of the woman with the red wings. “Any idea who that is?”

“She’s hot, but no.” Melanie’s gaze lit up with mischief. “Seen yours yet?”

“Uh . . . no?”

She erupted into a fit of tipsy giggles and looped her arm through mine, steering me away like a rudderless boat. We stumbled through the roving jungle of viewers and velvet ropes. My drink nearly spilled at least half a dozen times.

“Here we are.” She tilted her head at the canvas, hazel eyes whirling in expectation.

If my goal had been to capture flies, I would have succeeded marvelously. As it was, I could only blink dumbly as my jaw slacked and the blood rushed to my face. “Ah. He seems to have made me naked.” A naked mermaid, in fact. The scales of my tail were like spun glass, luminous and shining. Dark green strands of seaweed were entwined in my auburn hair, sweeping over my shoulders and around the sculpted edges of my hips. And yes. There was my chest in all its diminutive glory.

“Christ. The least he could have done was cover them up with seashells or something,” I complained.

“I think they’re kind of cute.” Mel winked at me. “Like little teacups.” I glared at her and she laughed again. “Oh, come on. It’s not like it really matters. I doubt anyone but us would know it was you.”

I pointed to the pink and blue streaks decorating the mermaid’s tresses. “Of course not.”

“Ah, well . . . I suppose there is that.” She tapped the pencils jutting out from the bun I’d hastily twisted together as I’d run out the door. “That’s, uh, a new look for you, isn’t it? And you’re going to have to dye your bangs again.” She flicked the pencils. “The color is fading.”

“Maybe. I was actually thinking of letting them grow out.” My gaze drifted back toward the painting, myriad tiny details popping out at me, easily missed on first glance. Many of the brushstrokes were shadowy, particularly the edges around my mermaid self; it was as though I were captured in a delicate blue bubble of light, the depths fading away into inky blackness. Silhouettes of darker things lurked there as well. I wet my lips. If I peered closer, would I see them? The dark fins and gleaming teeth, the rolling dead eyes?

Trust Topher to paint the source of my nightmares.

I sipped at my champagne numbly, trying to focus on something else.

Up, Abby. Look up. A massive galleon sailed on the waves far above my piscine semblance. There was a dark figure standing at the prow, hands extended in heartsick longing toward the crashing whitecaps.

The title was Waiting for Ships. Damned if I knew what that meant, but something about the whole image had my fingers itching to touch the hidden spot above my left ear. The hair didn’t grow over it quite right anymore, but the scar tissue was slowly fading and I’d learned to hide it pretty well. Then again, I’d learned to hide a lot of things pretty well. Topher had been kind enough not to paint it, but if I squinted I could almost see it anyway.

“He really didn’t do you justice,” a dark voice drawled behind us, breaking me out of what was well on its way to becoming a rather large wallow in self-pity.

“Back for more, I see,” I said, not bothering to turn around. I could recognize that voice anywhere. “And whatever do you mean?”

“I think you know,” Brystion murmured. His soft chuckle rippled around us as he slid next to me. Our shoulders were near enough to touch, but just hovering outside the boundary of propriety. The duster was gone and the heat from his arm brushed against my skin. I heard Mel breathe in sharply when she saw him, but I didn’t look at her. I didn’t look at him either, draining the rest of my glass in a single swallow.

The three of us stood there, not moving, staring at my naked boobs for at least another five minutes.

“Well. Did you get enough of a look, or did you need to do that mind-touching thing again?” I asked bluntly.

“I told you that was an accident.” He paused, eyes lighting up with a salacious gleam. “Did you want me to?”

“Not unless you’re serving bacon for breakfast.”

He frowned, and his attention moved past me as he tilted his head toward Melanie. “Are we still on for tomorrow night?”

I did a double take as a flare of jealousy sparked through my veins.

She grinned at him, deliberately ignoring the hairy eyeball I threw at her. “Of course. You’ll be doing the second set, if that’s all right with you.”

“It’ll do.” His mouth curved up in a sly smile. “I’m going to go look around. Catch you later, Abby.”

“I’ll bet you will.” I studied my feet as he sauntered away, darting a last look at his retreating backside.

“I didn’t know you knew him.” Melanie’s eyes followed him too, glowing with blatant admiration.

“I don’t actually know who he is.” I exchanged my empty champagne glass for a full one. “He came into the Pit today. Seems a right arrogant shit, if you ask me.” My lips pursed, unwilling to reveal just how arrogant. “Although he’s certainly in the right place. Stick a ribbon on that ass and you could mount it on the wall. It’s damn near a work of art by itself.”

We ogled said body part with a companionable sigh. We weren’t the only ones. Small pockets of silence fell around the gallery as the crowd parted for him. He ignored the hungry glances and smug murmurs, taking a few unhurried moments at each painting before gliding away.

“Cheeky bugger.” I purposefully turned my back on him. “Whoever he is.”

Melanie chuckled. “Brystion is eye candy of the highest caliber, my dear, not just some OtherFolk man whore.”

“If you say so. I say if it walks like a duck—”

“You have to have heard of him,” she said incredulously. “He’s only the hottest piece of ass this side of the CrossRoads.” She watched him slip into the crowd and then sighed. “That’s a new look for him though. Normally he’s blond.”

I made a noncommittal sound. “That’s what he looked like earlier today. You said blond?” Something niggled at the back of my mind as I tried to picture him with blond hair. I couldn’t really say that I liked the effect, and yet there was something so familiar . . .

“Ah, that’s right.” I snapped my fingers. “He was the lead singer for that Dark Path band. What was it? Lolly-Folly or something?”

“Ion’s Folly,” Mel snorted. “You know, short for Brystion?”

“Maybe I should drop by the Hallows more often,” I smirked.

“Yeah, well, don’t get your hopes up. They broke up a few months ago. But you probably would have known who he was if you hadn’t been so busy trying to be Buffy the Vampire Layer the last time you were there.”

I winced. “Cute. Cut the crap, Mel. What am I dealing with?”

She took another sip of wine. “He’s an incubus, Abby.”

A ripple of unease fluttered in my belly as certain things fell into place. “Seriously? Like sits on your chest and sucks out your soul and all that?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never slept with him.” Her fingers reached up to twirl her hair, wrapping one fat curl around her thumb. “There are rumors, but from what I understand he’s pretty choosy.” She glanced over her shoulder and frowned, her tongue running over the edge of her teeth. “Strange to see him here though. He almost never hangs out on this side of the CrossRoads without a TouchStone.”

“He didn’t seem to have one earlier today.” I slid my hand over my lips with a little twitch.

“Yeah,” she agreed. “I don’t think he’s had one since the band broke up.”

“Well, maybe he just wanted to rub elbows with you.”

“I rub elbows with him nearly every night he’s at the Hallows. Believe me, I’m over it.” Her face became sly. “Why so interested? Hoping to do a little wall mounting of your own?”

“I’m not. Not really,” I amended. “He was looking for Moira earlier. I was just curious where I could find him if I needed to.” My voice was as nonchalant as a cat licking cream from its whiskers and probably about as convincing.

“I’ll bet,” she said dryly. “He’s playing a set with us tomorrow night. You should come.”

“It’s not really my scene, you know. Not since Jett’s Contract.” A shudder ran through me at the memory of the vampire’s feral grin.

“I know,” she interjected, a touch of sympathy tingeing her words. “And the bloodsucker still hangs around there, but honestly, Abby, he can’t hurt you if you don’t let him.”

“I’ll think about it.” My mind dangled a little worm of remembrance across my consciousness. “Ah, crap, I may need to stop by anyway. Brandon sent me another one.”

“Still looking for a TouchStone, eh?”

“Yeah. Not sure why he thinks I’d be such a good judge of them. This is the fourth one this month.”

“Well, maybe you need to have less stringent tests?”

“Tests? Hell, I give them a copy of True Thomas’s stuff and see if they come back. None of them have. But this one might be different.” I snagged yet another glass of champagne off a waiter’s tray. “She actually managed to make her way to the Hallows on her own.”

“Promising. What’s her name?”

“Katy. Perky and blond. Just the way he likes them.”

“Typical,” she grunted. “But whatever floats his boat, I guess. You should bring her by tomorrow.”

“Oh, no.” I shook my head. “I’m no babysitter. If Brandon wants her so badly he can damn well invite her himself.”

“All right.” She squeezed my shoulder. “I need to go, actually. I’ve got a Contract to meet in about twenty minutes. Duty calls and all that.”

Aside from her singular playing talent, Melanie also had the ability to open Doors to the CrossRoads with her music, regardless of the time of day or location, though she’d never really explained the exact mechanics of it to me. She was in nearly constant demand as a result, but she tried to balance it with short-term Contracts.

“Anyone I know?”

She shrugged. “Doubtful. I hardly know who they are half the time. They pay the fee, we Contract, and then they tell me where they want to go. And that’s that.” Her stance twisted abruptly, the way it always did when we got to a subject she didn’t really want to talk about. “You gonna be okay here?”

“I always am.”

She shifted the violin on her back with a shrug. “Sure you are. You’re a TouchStone. You practically fart moonbeams and piss rainbows. But seriously, take a night off from playing World of Warcraft and come dancing or something.” Her face sobered for a moment as she turned to go. “I think it would be a very good thing if you were seen there, even if it’s just once a week. Let people know you exist?”

“My dancing days are over, Mel,” I said, watching my best friend strut through the crowd. For a moment, I wanted to call her back, to spill the beans about everything—my inability to figure out what I was doing, that odd little note tacked on Moira’s office door . . .

Be back soon, Abby. Hold back the fort.

It hadn’t made any sense to me four months ago and it still didn’t. I also had no idea what her idea of “soon” was. The mostly immortal tended to overlook the little things—like the concept of time—I’d noticed.

In the end, I let Melanie walk away. She didn’t understand; none of my friends really did. I was the Protectorate’s golden child, wasn’t I? How pathetic would it be to admit I was failing at this too? But then, it wasn’t like I had much choice in the matter anymore. I had no one to blame but myself.

I sighed and looked at my watch. Still a little while to go before I had to go back to open the Marketplace. I craned my head above the rest of the crowd but there was no sign of Brystion—or Topher for that matter—so I wandered about the rest of the gallery, aimlessly sipping champagne.

I drifted past paintings of other friends, swept away in a haze of feathers and scales, horns and hooves. The irony of portraying humans as the very beings that surrounded them struck me as amusing. A slightly drunken giggle escaped me, attracting the attention of a sharp-nosed eggplant of a woman at the front of the gallery. Stifling another laugh, I bit down on my lip and focused on a small kiosk with a map of Portsmyth etched in sepia tones. I covered my mouth with my hand, quelling my sudden burst of strange humor. “Too much alcohol,” I murmured to myself. Too little sleep, the voice in my head retorted dryly.

You Are Here.

I looked at the red star and snorted. I certainly was. I ran my finger over the star, absently taking in the circular shape of the town, its narrow streets a remnant of an older time, with cobblestones and horse-drawn carriages, candled lanterns and muddy gutters. On impulse, I traced a path from the gallery to the Pit, pausing over the OtherFolk landmarks that I knew. They weren’t on the map, of course, but I’d found the hidden alley that led to the Hallows, the sunken garden of the Judgment Hall, and the Door at the base of the church that stood on its little hill. I’d never been through it, but I knew Moira had used it regularly. I turned away abruptly, heading back to the main exhibit, humor gone in a wave of impotent despair. Had she used it when she left this last time?

I found myself drawn to the scarlet woman again. I stood there for a long while, trying to guess what she had been thinking when it was painted. Her face was a grim reminder that I was just as bound to this place as she appeared to be, even if my chains weren’t as solid.

“I knew she was kinky, but I never thought she’d willingly submit to chains,” Brystion muttered behind me. I hadn’t heard him arrive, but the smooth timbre of his voice was more than enough to give him away.

Another flare of jealousy stung me as I looked at the woman’s pale curves. “Ex-girlfriend?” I guessed, the words clipped and taut.

He let out a deep chuff. “I’m not quite that kinky either.” He paused. “She’s my sister.”
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I looked at Brystion and then back at the painting, the unease growing in my belly. “Your sister? Would that make her a succubus?”

“Of course.” His lip curled in derision. “Figured that out all by yourself, did you?”

I shrugged. “Not really. Melanie told me what you were—the rest was my own clever deduction. That’s what friendly people do, by the way—tell each other things. You know, as opposed to leering around dark corners all mysterious.”

“Your first mistake was assuming I was friendly,” he growled, pushing the dark fall of his hair from his forehead with a sharp tug.

I snorted, the alcohol making me careless. “If invading my mind and trying to fuck me senseless isn’t friendly, I’d hate to see what happens when you actually like someone.”

The light in his eyes emptied, leaving them dark and lifeless. I suddenly wished that I’d kept my mouth shut. The earlier masque of flirtation and faux self-deprecation melted away, leaving him cold. Untouchable. Other . . .

I shook myself. No matter how damned beautiful he was, I had to remember that what I was dealing with was not human.

There was a hint of his sister about him, a pride I hadn’t seen before. His jaw tensed under my scrutiny. I reached out to touch his arm and then thought better of it. Which is really just a nice way of saying I wimped out, but there it is. “What is it?”

His mouth flattened, snaking into a tight line. “You. You’re so damned ignorant.”

I blinked. “Maybe so, but at least I’m not an arrogant prick. Or maybe I’m not quite as stupid as you think. Either way, you have a nice evening now.”

He caught my wrist as I turned to go and I took a swig of my champagne. He stroked the silver bracelet overhanging my palm. “And just what do you mean by that?” His face was as expressionless as the backside of a boulder.

I stepped back, rubbing my wrist against my skirt where his fingers had left a hot tingle.

He glared down at me, but I refused to look away, ignoring the sudden tremble in my knees. “Why, for the love of all that is holy, would Moira choose you as her representative here?”

“You’d have to ask her,” I said, the sting of shame burning my cheeks. “After all, I’m just a mere mortal.”

His nostrils flared. “I’m through playing games, Abby. Where is she?”

“You tell me. According to you I shouldn’t worry about it because ‘she already knows.’ Unless,” I said, slowly trying to piece it together, “she really doesn’t. Your funky little magic seduction thing didn’t work, did it?”

“Oh, it worked,” he muttered. “Maybe a little too well.”

I pushed a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “Well, I’m not sure what you mean. I’m certainly not on my knees if that’s what you wanted. Or is that what’s got your panties all in a bunch? Your mojo,” I said, fluttering my fingers at him, “didn’t work and now you’re all atwitter?”

He snatched my free hand with the uncompromising snap of a hawk’s talons. “Your stupidity is breathtaking. I’m surprised you’ve even managed to live this long.”

“Moot point, given that I’m rather ageless at the moment, so a howdy-do and fuck you too,” I drawled sweetly. A security guard eyed us from the front door but I waved him off, plastering a smile on my face. Getting arrested for a peace violation wasn’t going to win me any favors with Moira. Protocol of secrecy and all that. “Let. Go. Of. Me.”

Brystion’s eyes flashed gold but he did as I said. I grabbed his arm and shuffled him to a curtained alcove. There were a number of them scattered about the art gallery—comfortable little nooks of gleaming wood and bland silk, undoubtedly used to make artistic conversation over a cup of mocha pretentiousness. My gaze flicked toward him, something inside me aching as I studied his face. Whatever his issues were, they didn’t have as much to do with me as he was letting on.

Nearby, there was a bench and a little table with a pot of red dahlias on it. I set my drink on the table and wiped my damp fingers on my blouse. “No offense, but you’re pretty stupid yourself. You get caught manhandling the TouchStone of the Protectorate in a public place like this and someone is going to kick your ass.”

“You’re bluffing.”

“Try me.” I sat down, watching him take a glass of his own from a tuxedo-clad waiter. “I don’t make the rules, Brystion, but I do know that there are certain . . . protections that she has in place. She can’t afford to look weak, even if she’s not here. An attack on me is an attack on her. I may seem stupid to you, but even I know that much.” I took a dainty sip of my drink.

“And your point is?”

“I’m all you’ve got, at the moment. So be a big boy and try using your words this time.”

He tossed back the champagne like water, sliding down to sit beside me. I couldn’t help but watch the way his mouth lingered on the rim of the glass, condensation glinting down the stem. “You’re a fool.”

“You’re making this so hard for me. Do I sit here and bask in the glory of your ego or do I get up and walk out the door?” I drummed my fingers softly on the table. “Let me think.”

“You’re nowhere near as safe as you think you are.” He jabbed a finger at me. “Whatever ‘protection’ you think you’ve been afforded, don’t rely on it unless you have a way to back it up.”
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