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Okefenokee Swamp, Georgia
Present Day
Of all the helicopter pilots who could’ve flown this medevac run, why did Josh Campbell have to be the one who showed up? Edie Lang snatched a sidelong look at him. His tall, broad-shouldered form seemed to take up more than his share of the cockpit space. Or maybe her unwelcome awareness of him caused that crowded sensation.
         
His headset and tan ball cap hid most of his sun-kissed, light brown hair but emphasized his profile. Josh’s straight nose and strong chin might’ve graced a classical statue. Intently tracking the burning landscape, his eyes were green today, like his flight suit, but an intriguing mix of green and brown when he wore street clothes.
He still looked as sexy and, unfortunately, as aloof as he did three years ago, when they’d last worked together. They’d been part of a helicopter firefighting crew in Wyoming until she’d left.
Not that their history mattered now.
At least he would get her to the injured firefighter in one piece. Josh had his faults, but no one flew wildfire rescue better than he did. Although fire-generated air currents buffeted the chopper, his piloting skills, combined with a bit of magic, kept it steady above the flaming, smoky swamp.
It was his skill at other things that made her edgy.
She suddenly felt self-conscious about her grimy face and the smoke and ash stains on her fire-resistant yellow shirt and green pants, not to mention her hair that probably looked more gray than blond by now. She’d fought the wildfire until she got the injury call and switched her brain to paramedic mode.
So what if she and Josh had almost done the deed once when they worked together? That’d been a freak incident, a mistake he’d realized before they made it worse by going all the way.
It was just her bad luck this fire was so big that her crew from Colorado and his from…wherever had been rotated into Georgia to fight it.
Unfortunately, their one intimate encounter had etched itself into her memory. She knew every warm, sleek contour of the sculpted form under that flight suit. Those hard, smooth shoulders of his flowed into a firm chest and muscular, well-toned arms. The man was good with his hands in ways that had nothing to do with aviation.
Edie shifted in her seat. Best to get her mind off what had so briefly been and never would happen again.
If only his spicy aftershave didn’t remind her.
The magic they shared resonated between them, but Josh projected all the warmth of a steel door in a freezer. He probably hadn’t expected to see her again any more than she’d expected to see him.
Still, his silence was aggravating. One aborted night together didn’t give either of them a claim on the other, but they weren’t strangers. Damned if she’d put up with his attitude any longer.
“So,” she began, “when did you leave Wyoming?”
“Couple of years ago.” His offhand tone signaled boredom.
Tough for him. “Any special reason?”
“Got a better job.”
“And that would be…?”
He glanced at her, green eyes baffled and brows raised. “Does it matter?”
“We worked together for two summers,” she reminded him, trying not to sound as hurt as his reticence made her feel. Had he really blocked off their time as helitack crewmates so thoroughly? “I’m interested.”
He shrugged. “I wanted a change.”
“So what are you doing now?” Besides irritating her with his minimal responses—deliberately, she suspected.
“Jesus! You just don’t give up.” But his glance this time held wry humor and warmth that might’ve been affection.
It made Edie’s heart turn over. Momentarily speechless, she stared at him, and his gaze softened and warmed. His vibe in the magic between them seemed less distant.
Josh wrenched his eyes to the side, barriers rising again. His abrupt withdrawal left Edie feeling bereft. She swallowed hard, waiting for the needy quivers in her gut to settle. It was so not fair that he could make her feel this way after three years of noncommunication.
“I fly combat missions and medevac for the Southeastern Shire Collegium, better known as the Georgia Institute for Paranormal Research,” he said.
The mageborn organized their governing districts by shires, disguising the combined headquarters and government centers they called collegiums as Mundane businesses. The deception allowed them to live and work safely amid their Mundane neighbors. She hadn’t visited Georgia before and had never heard the Southeastern Shire Collegium’s cover name.
“So they loaned you and this chopper to the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service and reconfigured the rear for medevac?”
He shrugged. “The wildlife refuge has a helicopter service contract, but that bird was already working another fire. The Collegium mages like to be good neighbors, and some of us hang out in a little town near here, Wayfarer.”
“Yeah, I stopped there on the way in,” she managed around the lump in her throat. “Nice place.”
She might be better off if he hadn’t shown her that flash of warmth, hadn’t underscored the brief, bittersweet memory.
Wildland firefighters shared a rare camaraderie. For Edie and Josh, being mageborn should’ve created an ever deeper trust, but the man kept her at the same distance he maintained with every other woman on the fire line.
Except for that night at Compadres Gulch, when grief ripped through the firefighters’ encampment because they’d lost three of their own in a deadly burnover. She and Josh had briefly found refuge in each other’s arms, but his pager had interrupted them, summoning him to make an emergency retardant drop. He hadn’t kept his promise to return afterward.
If only she could forget that incident. He clearly had. The next day, he’d treated her with his usual cool courtesy. As though nothing had happened between them.
What an idiot she was, to regret that after so long.
Edie looked down at the burning landscape. An alligator fled a line of flame consuming the grassy area below. As she leaned closer, worried, ready to help it with just a bit of magical shielding, the big reptile slid into the water. Not that the canal provided much of a refuge with a gray layer of ash covering its surface.
Below the helicopter, charred, blackened cypress trees lined the water like ghostly sentinels. Flames would soon reach the ones the alligator had hurried past and turn them into the same sad specters.
Josh glanced down. “I saw a bear and a couple of deer running from the flames yesterday. The wildlife is suffering.”
Edie nodded. He’d always had a soft spot for the creatures of the wilderness. Too bad she remembered, because that made her soften further toward him, the last thing she needed.
“The smoke’s hard on the people in the nearby towns, too,” she said. “Bad news all around.”
He grunted in agreement, his eyes on the ground below and his barriers still up. Edie stifled a sigh. If only the fire hadn’t cut across the road. Otherwise, an ambulance could’ve come in on the track the bulldozer had made last week, sparing her and Josh this difficult encounter.
Well, difficult for her. He showed no sign of being bothered at all, and wasn’t that a smack in the ego?
The Incident Command Team had thought this area was clear, but fire could travel long distances underground in peaty soil, erupting unexpectedly where there was no one to counter it and making firefighting abominably difficult. This blaze had started from a lightning strike in the expanse now charred and blackened below them, then burned westward, only to surprise everyone by popping up at the tree line to the north near here.
“Coming up on the dozer line. I’ll set down in the middle of it,” Josh informed her.
His deep, smooth voice generated warm ripples of awareness in Edie’s chest. Blast. She focused on the ten-foot-wide, rutted track below. As the helicopter descended, adrenaline banished the warm, fidgety feeling and the memories it triggered.
         
The rotor wash kicked up ash from the area below the chopper and sent embers, smoke, and debris whirling through the air. Landing here was making the line crew’s job tougher, but with water on one side and fire on the other, the helicopter was the injured man’s only way out.
“Good thing this area’s sandy,” Josh said, “not that damned peat.” The tingle washing over her skin signaled his throwing out a magical shield to protect the helo from burning debris.
“That’s one lucky break. Though it switches to peat where that grass is over there.” In the direction she needed to go, blast it. If not for the summer’s drought, the sedge-covered, peat prairies would be underwater, and the fire wouldn’t have spread so easily.
The helicopter descended toward a clearing covered in knee-deep, yellow sedge. At the tree line to her left stood a firefighter garbed as she was, his clothes and hard hat also mottled with dirty gray.
He waved but didn’t try to approach through the debris-laden air of the small clearing.
Behind him lay the usual tall pines, red maples, black gums, and live oaks draped in Spanish moss. To the north, fire roared through the slash pines, devouring the oily saw palmetto ground cover.
A crew of ground pounders in yellow and green dug a fire line or cut trees ahead of the advancing blaze. Edie, Josh, and the firefighters had to get the wounded man out before the flames reached this area.
Josh set the bird down as easily as a sheet might float onto a mattress. “Go.”
Edie traded the helo’s comm net headset for her hard hat, grabbed her pack, and hopped out. While she and Josh performed a quick “Helicopter 892 to Bravo unit paramedic” radio check on her two-way, she slid open the back door and pulled out the folded Stokes litter and its insert. A few quick steps brought her to the low mound of sandy soil at the plowed track’s edge, clear of the rotors though not of the mess they raised in the air.
Her boot narrowly missed a smooth black object protruding from the piled-up soil. Its curved surface glowed faintly purple-red.
Weird. She started to go on, run do her job, but something about the half-buried object drew her to kneel beside it.
Cautiously, she touched it. A faint vibration penetrated her protective gloves and raised a chill on the back of her neck. This thing carried some sort of magic. They could figure out what kind later, but better not leave it for Mundanes to find. Who knew what it could cause?
“Bravo paramedic, everything okay?” Josh’s voice crackled over her radio.
Other voices broke in on the channel, so Edie flashed him a thumbs-up and jammed the cantaloupe-size orb into her pack. As she swung the pack onto her shoulder, dizziness blurred her vision. Crap, it was hot out here. A shake of her head cleared it, and she ran toward the waiting firefighter.
They quickly introduced themselves. Hurrying into the trees with Rob Dawson, Edie asked, “What happened?”
“We cut a big pine that fell the wrong way and knocked another one down on him.” The man’s dark brows drew together in his sooty face. “He’s not doing so good.”
“Let’s get to it, then.”
A flash of red at eye level warned them both to jump back. A burning chunk of wood landed between them, igniting the dry grass.
“I got this.” Dawson used his Pulaski, the combination axe and hoe tool, to churn sandy soil over the flaming spot. He jerked his head behind him. “That way. His name’s Phil Moss.”
Edie ran. Damn, but her pack felt heavy all of a sudden. No time to worry about it now, though. Through the smoke, she spotted another yellow shirt and Forest Service hard hat, a lanky, blond firefighter kneeling by a wounded comrade.
She dropped the litter and knelt beside the injured man. Soot smeared his face and his dark hair below the hard hat. His features were tight with pain.
“Hi, Phil. I’m Edie. I’m going to take care of you.”
*  *  *

Where the hell was Edie? Drumming the fingers of his free hand on his knee, Josh peered into the smoke. The flames to the north roared toward the frantically working crew. Their laboriously dug line wasn’t going to hold the blaze, not with the wind picking up. He’d adjusted the rotor controls on his upgraded Huey II to minimize backwash, but it still blew debris around. The sooner she finished her assessment and got her patient to the aircraft, the better.
His thumb hovered over the button on the control stick that would key the radio mike. He’d heard her call for help to carry the heavy litter, seen seven firefighters leave the line and run toward the trees in response. She’d be moving soon. Besides, she wouldn’t appreciate having him interrupt her while she worked. She knew they needed to get going.
What she didn’t know, never would know, was how tough he’d found sitting here while she ran into the smoke. He’d been attracted to her for a long time, back in Wyoming, even though he’d known pursuing that was stupid.
The loss of his mom, a deputy sheriff killed in the line of duty when he was eight, still raised an ache deep inside him. So did the memory of his dad’s descent into alcoholism afterward. No child of Josh’s would ever go through what he and his sisters had experienced.
Never date a women in a dangerous job was his mantra. Steering clear of them cut the pool, but there were still plenty of women who didn’t go charging into danger every day. There’d been no point in pursuing his attraction to Edie.
         
Until Compadres Gulch.
Even then, he should’ve held himself back, but he’d been so damned glad she wasn’t one of the lost. Grieving for their dead comrades, he’d needed the reassurance of her living body in his arms.
Thanks to that brief encounter, he knew every curve, every warm, smooth surface her mannish protective clothing obscured. Her faint jasmine scent under the sweat and the smoke today had evoked the memory. Her scent then had filled his nostrils while awareness of her had blown his mind and driven back the sorrow and fear.
He’d managed not to think about that time, mostly, for the past three years, but he could still feel the firm roundness of her breast in his palm, the sweet, taut nub of her nipple in his mouth…
And now he was sporting wood.

      Great. Just freaking great.
    
         
Come on, Edie.
         
The wind shifted toward the Huey, sparks flying. Embers hit the grass, igniting it, and Josh’s gut clenched. A firefighter broke from the line to smother the flames.
No need to use magic, then. Not yet. Come on—
         
At the tree line, yellow shirts appeared in the smoke, Edie and seven guys carrying the injured firefighter in the Stokes basket. Josh squinted into the dirty, gray air. Lines of strain marked Edie’s face, but eight litter bearers should’ve managed easily enough.
She looked pale, too, probably breathing hard through her bandana. Was she sick?
Clenching his fist around the control stick, he forced himself to sit still. He couldn’t jump out to help without shutting off the rotors, and doing that would mean a dangerous hot-engine restart and possibly a fatal delay for the patient.
More embers drifted toward them, only to strike an invisible buffer and fall. Edie’d erected a magical shield. As she came closer, Josh felt it. But why would that make her look so stressed?
Smoke dimmed the sunlight, the easiest energy to use for a recharge, but she should be drawing power from the surrounding swamp, siphoning energy from the plants and creatures to recharge her magic. Now her effort to do that prickled over his skin, but for some reason, it didn’t seem to be working.
Subtly, he added his magic to hers, firming the invisible barrier. Edie didn’t seem to notice. In the mingling of their power, he felt the weariness that dogged her.
She’d been fine half an hour ago. What the hell had happened?
Thirty yards from the Huey, she stumbled but caught herself without dropping her end of the litter.
Fuck. Without a copilot, he couldn’t leave the bird, and that was that.
         
Edie looked even worse at close range, pale, sweating even more than the norm for these hot conditions, stumbling. She climbed into the back, and the firefighters slid the stretcher in behind her, where seats had been removed to make space for just this eventuality. Edie started strapping it in.
The guys helped her tighten the tie-downs to the aircraft floor. Then, exchanging nods of congratulation, they drew back, but Josh noticed Edie’s hands shake as she cinched the last straps.
She told a lanky, blond guy who leaned in with a worried frown on his face, “I’ll radio back when we know more.”
The guy took a last look at his buddy, shut the door, then ran to help the crew on the fire line.
When he’d gone, Edie switched her hard hat for the headset. She worked on her patient while informing Josh, “It’s blunt force trauma to the chest, and his breathing isn’t good. His blood pressure’s dropping, and his saturated oxygen is ninety. That’s low. It looks like a collapsed lung, maybe with internal bleeding.” Her direct look told him she’d confirmed those problems magically, but she couldn’t say so in front of the Mundane patient. Except in rare circumstances, mages kept their existence secret from Mundanes rather than risk a repeat of the seventeenth-century hysteria and witch hunts known as the Burning Times. “We need the nearest hospital.”
“That’d be Wayfarer County.” Josh turned back to the instrument panel, but something plopped between the seats. He glanced down. Edie’s pack had fallen, bandages and tape spilling out. Josh grabbed and righted it, stuffing the gear inside.
Was that a rock?
Pushing her supplies down, he brushed the odd, dark stone with his fingertips. A weird magical vibe tingled through his gloves. The edges of his vision went black.

      What the hell?
    
         
Scowling, he shook the blackness off. Edie continued talking to her patient in soothing tones as she connected his oxygen mask to the tank on the cabin wall, but Josh had never seen her so pale. Maybe she was catching some kind of bug. If so, Ms. Tough Chick would work straight through it.
“Is the patient secure?” he asked.
“Yeah. Go.”
Josh lifted off. At least her voice was holding up. If she didn’t look better by the time they reached the hospital, he would strong-arm her into letting a doctor look her over.
A few minutes into the flight, Josh shook his head, blinking against black spots. Fatigue seeped into his bones. He’d been in the air only a few minutes, but he had to fight to keep his head up.
The Huey listed to the left. He jerked it back up. His hold on the stick had relaxed, though he hadn’t meant to let it.
“Josh?” Edie’s head snapped up as her patient groaned.
“Sorry.” Josh set his teeth and forced his shoulders square. Compared to the hours of combat he’d flown in a single day, this little medevac run was a cakewalk. No way he should feel so tired.
He risked another glance backward. The tiny slice of Edie’s profile visible between the seats was still pale, with beads of sweat on her forehead.
“You okay, Edie?”
“Fine.” She grabbed the water bottle off her pack and chugged it, then tore open an IV kit. Reaching to hang the bag of Ringer’s Lactate on a wall hook, she missed the hook the first time.
Fine, his ass.
         
“He’s fighting me,” Edie snapped. “Oxygen saturation is 87, BP 152 by palp. Can you push this bird any faster?”
“A bit.” He adjusted the controls to gain airspeed as he relayed the info she’d given him to the ER in Wayfarer.
The brief adrenaline rush had banished Josh’s fatigue, but as the minutes ticked by, it crept up on him again. He opened his senses, reaching for the sunlight streaming in through the windshield. The power flowing in strengthened him.
A few seconds later, it faded.
Damn, what was this? He glanced back at Edie. Judging by her slumped shoulders and pale lips, she was feeling the same weariness. She had the IV going, though.
“Not much farther,” Josh said. “How’s our patient?”
“Hanging in.”
You hang in, too, he thought. And so will I.
         
*  *  *

“Where did you go when you left our helitack crew?” Josh’s voice crackled over Edie’s headset. She blinked in surprise and tried to muster enough energy to answer.
“Edie?” Shifting in his seat, he threw her a worried look. “You with me? I asked where—”
“Yeah.” Edie watched Phil’s chest rise and fall as she chugged more water. Drawing power from the woodlands flashing by outside gained her enough strength to talk.
She pumped air into the blood pressure cuff on Phil’s arm, feeling for the radial pulse again and waiting for the needle’s waver at the top of the systole. “I joined Three Pines IHC, out of Fort Collins.”
“Helitack wasn’t good enough? You had to go be a hotshot?” The multiskilled crews ranked among the elite of wildland firefighters.
“I want to be a smokejumper. I figure hotshot experience is a step in the right direction.”
“A smokejumper,” he repeated, his voice flat. Dismay vibrated in the magic between them.
Edie shrugged. If he’d bothered to ask three years ago, she would’ve told him. He probably didn’t think women were any better suited to that than they were to digging line. Jumping out of airplanes to fight wildfires that were otherwise inaccessible likely fell under his heading of men’s work.
         
His opinion shouldn’t matter, but it stung.
She focused on Phil, whose shallow gasps didn’t seem to improve but also didn’t worsen. A collapsed lung would make the poor guy feel as though he were suffocating. His brown eyes opened, anxious and dark with pain, and flicked to her.
Her depleted power made such simple tasks as easing his pain and minimizing the bleeding difficult. At least she’d been able to dull the pain when she’d drained the excess air from his chest cavity. Too bad that was only a temporary fix. A mage doctor could’ve repaired the lung.
Leaning in so he could see her, Edie patted his shoulder. “Not much farther, Phil.”
Finally, Josh asked, “Why smokejumping?”
“Why not?” she snapped.
He said nothing, but the silence between them carried a hint of reproof. Edie sighed. After all, she’d been the one who wanted to talk earlier.
“It’s a challenge,” she said. “I like challenges.”
That was probably why she couldn’t forget Mr. Hot-and-Sexy-Almost-One-Night-Stand. The emotions between them had been intense, urgent. Until he’d been called away. Morning had brought the disappointment of waking up alone and then meeting his cool stare in the breakfast line. “The work matters, too, protecting forests there’s no other way to save.”
“Sure.” He hesitated. “It’s rough on a family, though, you being in danger.”
“My parents are okay with it, and there’s no one else affected.” Was that why he seemed so disapproving of the women firefighters, some kind of ideal wife image he wanted women to meet?
Edie glanced at Phil. His eyes were closed. Was he asleep? Even in shock, he might overhear, so she chose her words carefully. “Besides, that’s an odd sentiment from a former combat pilot who doesn’t have the calmest life now.”
Ferrying mages into battle against their deadly ghoul enemies was by no means a safe or uneventful job.
“Somebody’s gotta do it.” Josh’s brusque tone implied she’d nettled him.
“Rough on a family, though,” she quoted, and earned his scowl as a reward.
*  *  *

Josh’s vision slowly went wonkier. He hadn’t been so happy to see a helipad ahead since his Blackhawk had been shot up in Afghanistan, leaving him with a dead copilot in a bird that needed two to fly it and a twelve-man Spec Ops team to bring home safely.
Drawing on his reserves of power, recharging from the trees and sunlight again, he forced the weariness away and concentrated on bringing the bird down softly.
Not a perfect landing but good enough. He cut the engines. Edie was already untying the litter as the medical personnel moved in from the nearby ER entrance.
The orderlies had the patient strapped on a gurney in moments. Edie grabbed her gear and ran beside it, relaying information.
Josh watched her. He had no clearance to go into the working area of the ER, but Edie still didn’t look good. Better to follow her unnecessarily than to be sitting out here if she needed his help. Besides, he could use a break.
When he jumped out of the chopper, black polka-dotted his sight. He ignored it and ran after Edie. Blinking, he stared at the tall, dark-haired doctor hurrying beside the gurney. Stefan Harper? What was the Collegium’s top doctor doing here?
Whatever the reason, Josh and Edie could speak frankly to him about a magical problem like recharge difficulties. Maybe the fire had somehow caused their symptoms.
Josh squeezed between the ER doors as they closed. Edie gave him a puzzled look.
“I need to grab a soda,” he explained, and she shrugged.
They hurried past a crowded waiting room and into the treatment area. No one questioned Josh, maybe because they were all so busy and he was with a doctor.
Harper nodded a greeting, his lean face intent as he and Edie helped a nurse cut Phil’s shirt and undershirt off. “I knew he was in good hands with you flying, Josh.”
“Thanks, Doc.”
“You two know each other?” Edie’s voice sounded rough. Tired. And her pallor was worse. Damn.
“I’m on the medical staff where Josh works, at the Georgia Institute for Paranormal Research,” Harper said.
“He’s the chief physician,” Josh added.
The lightbulb went on in Edie’s eyes, and he knew she’d realized Harper was a mage. But why hadn’t she sensed his power?
Watching her, Josh finished, “Stefan Harper, Edie Lang.”
They nodded at each other across the gurney. Harper’s gaze sharpened, running over Edie in keen, professional assessment.
“We’ll check you out, too, Ms. Lang, as soon as I have our patient stabilized.”
Recharging when surrounded by sick or injured people was dangerous. Neither Josh nor Edie would risk that, and he felt her fatigue in the magic. If he did, Harper also must.
“I’m fine,” she insisted.
The doctor directed a stern glance her way. “White lips tend to get my attention. Wait here.”
Harper followed Phil’s gurney into an ER booth and pulled the curtains.
A chair stood between two of the curtained booths. Josh steered Edie to it, and she plopped down. Her failure to argue over which of them should sit was a bad sign.
A few minutes later, Harper reappeared, ordered stat x-rays, and started the process to send Phil into emergency surgery.
         
The spots in front of Josh’s eyes returned. Again, shaking his head cleared his vision, but more slowly.
Harper raised an eyebrow. “Hard day, Josh?”
“I could use a short break.”
He couldn’t fly like this, but maybe he’d be okay if he sat down and recharged properly. If not, the Collegium could send another pilot to take the Huey home, and there was an excellent mage doctor handy.
But no one else in the Collegium could fly helitack.
Harried staffers in scrubs came to wheel Phil away. Harper nodded to a petite, strawberry-blond nurse and then at Edie. “Take her to triage, Ms. Casey.”
The nurse nodded. “Come with me, miss.”
“Well, maybe.” Edie cast a doubtful look at the exit.
Josh stepped close. Lowering his voice, he said, “The recharge isn’t working. Harper knows what he’s doing, Edie. He’s the best.”
She looked up at him. The trust in her shadowed, exhausted blue eyes brought memories crashing back. With them came desire and a fierce, possessive protectiveness that momentarily cut through Josh’s weariness.
“Edie…”
Her eyes rolled back in her head. Josh whipped an arm around her waist, but the effort to hold her upright brought blackness crashing across his sight.



    

  
    
      2

The fog around Edie slowly cleared, as though something raked its heavy vapors aside. Warm fingers touched her wrist.
         
“Waking up,” a deep, smooth voice murmured. “Good.”
Had she heard that voice before? Maybe in the ER?
Josh had been there. She’d felt so tired, so worried about not being able to recharge. He’d said her name, had looked so concerned, and then…nothing.
Had she fallen against him? Or was that memory of leaning on his warm, solid frame, of having his arm around her, from before?
Edie struggled to open her eyes. The fingers on her wrist shifted to a firm, reassuring grip on her hand. She couldn’t muster enough power to tap the magic, to know if she should recognize that touch.
“Josh?” she managed, fighting the mind blur.
“No, sorry.” The man released her hand.
At last, Edie forced her eyes open. A doctor—Harper, that was his name—smiled down at her, but his brown eyes were grave.
“I passed out.” And didn’t she feel like an idiot over it? Now she was lying in a hospital room when her crew needed her.
“Afraid so. You were unconscious for almost an hour.”
Edie swallowed hard. “What’s wrong with me?”
“We don’t know yet. Emphasis on yet.” The determination in Harper’s face provided a small measure of comfort as he added, “We’ll figure this out, Edie.”
         
“Josh says you’re the best.” A high accolade from a man not given to casual praise.
“I try. How do you feel now?”
“Not bad, actually. How’s Phil, the guy we brought in?”
“Doing all right for someone with six broken ribs and a collapsed lung. It will take a while, but he’ll be fine.”
“That’s good.”
“I want to move you to the Collegium infirmary. Whatever’s going on is magical, not physical. I don’t need a battery of expensive tests to know that, but if you stay here, we’ll have to do them.”
“Okay, but…couldn’t I go back to my unit? Come in tonight, maybe? The fire—?”
His decisive head shake cut her off. “The fire has several hundred trained, fit personnel on it. You, on the other hand, needed two power infusions before you would wake up. That’s serious, Edie.”
Fear speared her heart like ice. Edie drew a shaky breath. “Someone gave me power?” She’d occasionally shared with other mages but not often, since she lived mostly among Mundanes. Better to think about that than why she’d needed the help at all. “Who?”
“I did.” Harper rubbed his jaw. “Do you remember anything strange happening at the fire, anything at all?”
When Edie shook her head, he said, “Take me through the medevac run, step by step.”
“I was digging line when I got the call. Josh came to pick me up from the west side of the swamp, and we flew to a clearing between the black and the active burn, near where the fire started. I jumped out of the chopper, grabbed the litter, and…”
Her next memory was of talking to Dawson, Phil’s buddy. How had she gotten from the chopper to him?
“What is it?” Harper asked.
“I’m not sure.” She explained the memory gap. “Maybe it’s nothing. I was thinking about the patient, focusing on what I needed to do. Maybe I wasn’t paying attention.” Though the adrenaline of a man-down call usually impressed everything vividly into her memory.
“Or maybe something did happen.” The doctor frowned. “Ghouls have become active around the swamp lately, and there are some indications they’ve taken a particular interest in it.”
Ghoul activity was never a good thing, but probably not the issue here. “I think I’d remember if I’d seen a ghoul, considering that I never actually have.”
“Good point.” Harper smiled, but his eyes seemed distant, preoccupied. “I’ll ask Josh if he noticed anything.”
“He’s here?” Had he been worried about her?
As Harper’s brows rose in surprise, Edie bit her lip. Again with the stupid reactions. She’d sounded like a teenybopper with a crush on a TV star. Idiot! Of course Josh hadn’t waited around. Harper could radio him with any questions.
“He was the one who caught you,” the doctor said, watching her, “and then he blacked out, too.”
Edie’s heart clutched. Josh. “Did touching me…?”
         
“I don’t think so, but I honestly don’t know what this is. He woke up a few minutes ago.” Harper paused. “His first question was how you were.”
Warmth whispered over Edie’s heart, driving back some of the fear. “Did he wake up, or did you boost him the way you have me?”
“A boost. He said I could tell you.” Harper stuck his hands in the pockets of his white coat. “Okay if I give him general info on your condition?”
“Josh can know whatever he wants.” That was the least she could do after he’d stepped up to help her. That he cared came as a big surprise.
But maybe he was just being nice.
Harper patted her shoulder. “We’re a bit more casual than Mundanes, so you don’t have to sign anything to that effect. I’ll go make the transfer arrangements. Meanwhile, don’t try to get out of bed without help, just in case.”
“Am I that sick?”
“It’s a precaution. We’ll boost you as needed, of course.”
“I don’t have much experience with that.” If she couldn’t recharge, what would happen to her? Fighting worry, she asked, “How long will that work?”
Harper’s lean face turned grave. “Two or three days, and each time will be slightly less effective than the time before. What worries me is that this drains your magic and then taps into your life energy. A magically depleted mage is usually the same as a Mundane, but that’s not happening with you and Josh.”
At least he hadn’t tried to sugarcoat it. Edie carefully asked, “What if you don’t figure it out within three days?”
“Let’s not worry about that until we have to.”
That likely meant something drastic. Edie bit her lip. Could she and Josh die from this?
“I promise you,” Harper said, “we absolutely will figure this out.”
He hadn’t promised her a time frame for the figuring out, but she thanked him. Harper walked out of the room.
Suddenly cold, she pulled the blankets higher. If Josh was sick because he’d helped her, she would never forgive herself.
*  *  *

Frowning, Stefan headed toward the nurses’ station. Boosting Josh and then Edie had again left him tired but he, unlike his patients, could recharge easily enough. Doing so in a hospital was dangerous to the sick and weak people all around, but finding a window so he could draw on the sunshine was safe if he was careful. Much harder would be figuring out what caused the two mages’ strange fatigue. Moving them to the Collegium, putting them in quarantine, was a logical first step, but only that.
He stopped at the lounge across from the station. As he’d expected, Griffin Dare and Valeria Banning waited for him there. Griff had texted that he needed to see Stefan.
Val lounged in one of the chairs though the back had to be too low for her tall frame. The orange glow of sunset from the big window behind her glinted off her tawny hair and flashed tiny rainbows from the square-cut diamond on her left hand. Brow furrowed and hazel eyes focused, she worked at something on her new smartphone. Stefan sensed the magical screen concealing the broadsword at her hip.
Griff stared out the window, his black hair neatly combed but flowing over his collar. His rigid shoulders implied tension. The fire and the danger it posed to Wayfarer ate at Griff, more than they would’ve if he’d still had his powers.
Stefan took a moment to watch them, to savor the affection that bloomed in his soul when he saw either of them. Finding them not touching was rare. Only touch could still activate the magical bond disrupted by the recent loss of Griff’s magic, but that wasn’t the reason they were so often in physical contact. They simply liked to touch each other.
Not that Stefan had ever asked, but he did have some observational skills.
Val smiled at him. “Hey.”
As her eyes narrowed, assessing, Griff turned from the window. He, too, peered at Stefan’s face.
“I’m fine,” Stefan assured them. “I need to recharge but not urgently. What did you need to see me about?”
“I talked to Dan Burton this afternoon,” Griff said of the Wayfarer County sheriff, “and he mentioned a firefighter being attacked and his clothes stolen near their base camp just before dawn. His buddies coming along the trail saw the struggle and chased the attacker off.”
“Good for them, but why does that bring you here?”
Griff’s expression hardened. “Burton was shaking his head over the description—muddy-looking eyes, yellow tint to the skin, ammonia stink, long fingernails. Ring a bell?”
“Shit,” Stefan breathed. “What would a ghoul want with a firefighter’s clothes?” He and his friends stared at each other in shared anger and concern.
“That would be the question,” Val said.
Griff added, “Burton said they told the guy to come here and get checked out. I wondered if you’d heard anything.”
“No, but I can ask around. Hellfire.”
The dark magic users known as ghouls had all those physical traits. The talons were retractable but could rake or pierce a victim’s body and inject a lethal venom or drain magical power. Unable to breed among themselves or digest anything but fresh kill, ghouls sometimes kidnapped Mundanes or mages to serve as breeders or occasional snacks.
“Meanwhile,” Griff said, “come to dinner. We’re having meat loaf, and there’s plenty. Your shift was supposed to be over at three. It’s now after five.”
Stefan’s mouth watered. He could almost taste that rich, tender beef and the homemade mashed potatoes Val served with it. But he shook his head. “I’m transferring a couple of patients to the Collegium clinic, so I’ll have to take a rain check on your meal invitation.”
“We have my team’s SUV,” Val said. “We could handle transportation and get things rolling faster.”
“Thanks, but I’m limiting contact to medical personnel.”
Both of his friends shot him questioning looks, but this wasn’t the place to discuss specifics. “I have a transport van on the way. You two go ahead, and I’ll see you later.”
They reluctantly agreed and headed for the elevator. Stefan let his cheerful mask drop.
Anything that could sap a mage’s recharge was potentially lethal. Until he knew how this energy drain worked, only his magically shielded medical personnel could be allowed to risk contact with Josh or Edie.
*  *  *

“He’s more worried than he’s letting on.” Valeria echoed Griff’s thoughts as they walked down the corridor toward the emergency room exit.
He ran a hand down her arm. “Yeah, and that worries me.”
At the restroom doors, she said, “I need a pit stop before we leave.”
“I’ll meet you outside, then.”
As she pushed through the door, Griff strolled toward the exit. People filled the waiting room to his left, many of them coughing. The smoke was taking its toll on Wayfarer.
He scowled. Too bad mage ethics forbade summoning a massive storm to drown that damned wildfire. Unfortunately, creating a big weather effect in one place tended to screw up weather in another big-time.
“I don’t care,” a loud, raspy voice said in the waiting area. “I must see Josh Campbell.”
Griff turned to look. A big guy in the grimy, soot-stained yellow and green garb of a wildland firefighter leaned over the admitting desk across the room, his back to the doorway. He had a fist clenched on the desk, and his broad form blocked Griff’s view of the admissions clerk.
“Sir, that information is confidential.” The woman’s voice shook.
“I’m a friend,” the big guy growled. “I want to see him now.” He shifted slightly, pounding his fist for emphasis, and Griff spotted the black, wrap-around sunglasses he wore.
Sunglasses. Indoors. Maybe to cover the muddy whites of a ghoul’s eyes. Griff hurried toward him.
“Sir, don’t force me to call security.” The slight, middle-aged woman had pushed back from the counter, out of reach.
“Hey.” Griff put some mean into the word. The big guy whirled, and the whiff of ammonia confirmed he was a ghoul.
Hell. Griff had to get him out of here before he turned nasty and hurt someone.
         
Pasting on a smile, Griff said, “I’m Josh’s brother, Bo Campbell. Come with me, and I’ll tell you what’s going on with Josh.” He didn’t dare shake hands. A touch might let the ghoul sense Griff’s magic, stifled though it was.
The ghoul followed him. Good.
If Griff had needed any further confirmation, the ghoul’s failure to question that he was Josh’s brother provided it. Josh had two sisters but no brothers. Any friend close enough to come to the hospital would know that.
As they walked, Griff’s heart beat fast. He’d never fought a ghoul without either magic or his quarterstaff, which he no longer carried. Why bother, when he couldn’t put any power into it? But having it would at least let him gain some distance against a foe that could fry him on contact.
No help for it, though. He had to protect the Mundanes in the hospital, and that meant getting this creature away from them.
They walked out the doors and into the parking lot. Thank God, it was deserted.
“I must see Josh,” the ghoul insisted, its jaw jutting. It planted its fists on its hips.
“Yeah, I got that. Just hang on a minute.” Griff turned away, taking a couple of steps he hoped looked restless while he gathered himself and gained distance.
“See, it’s like this.” He spun into a high roundhouse kick.
The ghoul tried to duck, but the top of Griff’s booted foot and his shin caught it in the temple, staggering it.
Griff followed up with a left hook. The punch connected, hard, as the ghoul’s muddy gold shield flared to life and singed Griff’s knuckles. Crap.
         
The ghoul loosed a blast of that same muddy energy. Griff ducked. His sidekick at the ghoul’s kneecap bounced off its shield, as he’d feared.
He rolled with the rebound in time to dodge another power blast. Its energy sizzled past his head and raised the hair on the back of his neck.
The ghoul grabbed him. Its talons stabbed white-hot pain into his shoulders. Ghoul magic seared his skin, and the stench of its burning stung his nose. On his knees, Griff fought to stay conscious.
He had to do something. Fight back. Somehow.
“So.” The ghoul leaned forward, its breath rotten in his face. “A mageling after all.”
No, a fucking full mage. Intensely trained, extremely dangerous. Until a month ago. Because of things like this and their mage traitor allies.
Grinning, the ghoul shook him. “Easy prey.”
Rage erupted in Griff’s veins. With it, incredibly, came a familiar stirring in his blood. Power? Or pain-induced delusion?
He had no time to think. Glaring at the ghoul, he slammed the butt of his fist hard against the side of the thing’s kneecap.
The movement raised flaming, blinding pain in his shoulder, but the ghoul screamed. Its shield dropped as it crumpled.
Griff gained his feet and snap-kicked it in the face. It fell backward.
“Griffin!” Valeria raced toward him, her drawn broadsword glowing with silver mage power. She halted in front of him and pointed her sword at the ghoul’s throat.
Searching his face with anxious eyes, she said, “I screened us, so no one will see. Are you—?”
“I’m okay,” he managed. “More or less.” Somehow, he’d driven his fist through its shielding to take out the kneecap. That shouldn’t be possible. Had his body reacted to the ghoul on instinct, summoning some last bit of power within him?
The sweet song of magic in his blood had died. Hellfire and damnation. Maybe he could get it back, once his wounds healed.
         
“Those’re bad burns.” Valeria’s worried gaze scanned him. “And those talon wounds…”
“They’re not too bad.” At least, not in the grand scheme of all the ones he’d ever had. They burned but not as badly as the reminder of everything he’d lost.
Fury flashed in Valeria’s eyes, and she tightened her lips.
A groan came from the ghoul. Griff stepped clear, fists clenching, as her sword flared with more power.
The ghoul sneered up at them. Then its eyes fixed, staring. It made a choked sound.
Muddy yellow light flared around it, an ammonia stink erupted, and a burst of flame consumed it, leaving a greasy patch behind.
Griff and Valeria stared at the stain. “Okay,” she said, eyebrows knitting. “That was really weird.”
“Yeah, and maybe smart on someone’s part.” Griff glared at the smeared pavement. His kick shouldn’t have been fatal, and ghoul bodies didn’t usually burst into flame. “We needed to question this one, find out why it wanted Josh.”
“Or, maybe, what the ghouls did to him.”
They shared a worried glance.
Valeria cupped Griff’s cheek, her fingers cool and careful. “We should tell Stefan ghouls may be involved. We need him anyway. I can fix some of this but not all.”
“No.” Griff caught her wrist to kiss her palm. The honeysuckle scent of her wafted through the burned odor and wrapped itself around his heart.
“Stefan’s busy,” he reminded her. “Do what you can, and we’ll go see a medic when we get back to the Collegium.” Her status as leader of the task force to unmask mage traitors rated an apartment there, which they used when they weren’t at their new home in Wayfarer.
Her brow wrinkled. “You know what Stefan will say about that, considering he’s right inside, but okay.”
Her lower lip trembled. She pressed her forehead to the side of his face.
He slid an arm around her waist, steadying both of them. “I’m okay, love, or I will be.”
“It’s just…you scared me.” The words had a watery sound, but she nodded.
He pressed a kiss into her hair. “I apologize for that, but not for what I did.”
She raised her head, and the argument flared in her eyes.
Firmly, he said, “You can’t tell me you wouldn’t have done the same.”
The look between them held for a long moment before she sighed. “No, I can’t.” She dropped her head to his shoulder again, and her hand moved smoothly down his back. “I told you when you were a fugitive, you were still a shire reeve at heart.” They’d met while she held that office, which amounted to being sheriff of the southeastern mages. “That’s one of the things I love about you, and I don’t think that will ever change.”
“So we’re good.” He searched her eyes. Finding them clear banished the uneasiness in his chest.
“We’re perfect.” Valeria kissed him quickly.
She held her hand above his burned, bleeding right shoulder. With his magic disabled, they couldn’t share energy as they had once before, the first time she’d treated him as a comrade instead of an outlaw.
Still, he’d not only survived the fight but won it, and he had her in his arms. This ought to help him convince her he should go into battle with her task force to hunt mages allied with ghouls.
One step at a time, though.
Meanwhile he’d think about that sensation of his magic stirring, maybe see if anything else happened. If he’d been mistaken—after all, he hadn’t exactly knocked that ghoul on its ass the way he would’ve with his former level of power—giving her false hope wouldn’t help either of them.
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It’s good to be back at the Collegium instead of in a Mundane hospital, but I can’t lie in this bed and wait to see what happens.” Perched on the side of it, still wearing his flight coverall, Josh gave Harper his most earnest look. “I can’t.”
         
“We’d prefer you didn’t. We don’t know what causes this or how long your recharges or our power infusions last. Or what drains them. We’d like to see how you do with normal, if minimal, activity. You can use the lounge we came in through. There’s a television, movies, even a game console, and a selection of books.”
The doctor handed Josh a loop of cord with a white, plastic pendant hanging from it. The pendant’s raised center was red.
“A panic button,” Harper said. “Or an SOS, if you prefer. If you start to feel unexpectedly weak, think you’re going to pass out, take a sudden fall, anything like that, sit down where you are and push the red button.”
Josh frowned down at the device. “I thought these were for old people who fell and needed help.”
“They work equally well for mages under the influence of dark magic. Will Davis has been researching since I saw you and Edie at the hospital. The kind of power drain you two are experiencing usually comes from some kind of hex, but you’d have to touch something tied to the spell.”
“I only touched the Huey controls,” Josh assured him.
“We’re checking the chopper.”
A curse on the helicopter was so unlikely that Josh started to laugh, but Harper’s grim expression stopped him.
“It’s the only thing you both touched,” the doctor said. “Meanwhile, do whatever helps you pass the time. I’ll have someone bring up a change of clothes or whatever else you want from your quarters, and you can order dinner via the tablet in your room. It also links to the archives.”
Josh mustered a grin. “I don’t get steak? Might build up the red blood cells.”
“If it’s on the dining hall menu.” Harper smiled but only for a moment. “The lavender candles in the sconces here and in the common room are bespelled to burn when you’re in the room and not when the room is empty.”
Josh sniffed. “Not bad, but it reminds me of my aunt’s sachets.”
“It’s a healing fragrance. When you go to bed, push the gray button on the intercom. It’ll pipe in, at low volume, soothing music that also has healing magic in it. You should barely hear it.”
“Doc, I’ve slept in combat zones. A little music is no problem.”
“I guess not.” Harper smiled. “A nurse will check you every couple of hours. Meanwhile, we’re all working on this. No one’s a better researcher than Will, and his time is exclusively ours until we fix this.”
“Thanks.” Earning two doctoral degrees before turning twenty-seven proved Davis was good. Josh hoped he’d be good enough. He shut his bedroom door and heard the doctor walk away.
As rooms went, this one wasn’t bad. Narrow hospital bed with crisp white sheets and a blue blanket, blue walls with forest photographs on each, and a private bath. The sun had set, limiting the view from the two windows, but he knew they overlooked the playing fields and the distant forest that marked the Collegium’s property line.
An easy chair upholstered in muted green stripes with a small table beside it occupied one corner. Josh picked up the tablet on the table. When he swiped it, the dinner menu appeared.
No steak. Too bad, but he could settle for roast beef with rice and gravy. Unfortunately, beer was not authorized for the infirmary.
The army, at least, knew the strategic value of beer for easing tension. The Collegium should consider that.
Josh wandered to the door. Might as well check out this lounge. If he couldn’t find something to occupy his attention, he’d go nuts.
He opened his door and stepped out. Sure enough, the candles in the wall sconces sprang alight. At this rate, he would soon smell like Aunt Bree’s sachets.
The lounge was maybe twenty by forty. Besides the flat-screen TV he’d noticed on the way in, it held a big leather couch, a table with seating for six, and a couple of easy chairs. The door in the wall to his right opened into the hallway. Two across the room and one to his left were for patient rooms. Sunlight from the window at the end lifted his spirits, even though he couldn’t absorb it properly.
The door to his left opened, and Edie emerged. His heart kicked. The shadows under her eyes seemed faint, and her shoulders drooped only slightly. She was holding up.
Her damp hair feathered around her newly clean face and neck, giving him an irrational urge to stroke those little tufts. She must’ve showered. She’d also changed out of the fire-resistant clothing. The loose, blue shirt she wore draped her breasts, and snug jeans hugged her hips, emphasizing the lean curves. Josh wrenched his gaze upward.
She looked into his face and froze. “Oh. I, ah, didn’t mean to bother you. I’ll just grab a book.”
“It’s no bother. I was about to look for a movie or something. I can read in my room if you’d rather be alone.”
“No, it’s okay. I’ll just take my book—”
“I’d rather you didn’t.” The words jerked out of him, abrupt and unintended.
Her eyes widened, and he quickly added, “Don’t leave on my account.” If she did, he’d be alone, with too much mental space to worry. Especially about her.
Still, she hesitated.
“It’s a big room,” he noted. “Space for us both. We’re in this together, after all.”
“I guess so.” Edie cast a doubtful look at him and turned to the bookshelf.
Headphones hung from a peg behind the television. Josh could watch whatever he wanted and not have the sound distract her. Except that he didn’t want to watch a movie alone. He wanted to watch it with her. Or talk to her.
Be with her.
Yeah, okay, that was stupid since nothing between them could go beyond casual friendship. But morale was important, and they had no one else to help keep theirs up.
Besides, Edie’d never seemed attracted to him. Except for one interlude, more like a lapse, they’d only ever been crewmates. They could fall back on that.
“Want to watch with me?” He glanced through DVDs. There were a number of romantic comedies, some old Star Trek, the Terminator movies, even a couple of silent films.
         
“Why?” Frowning, Edie held a book in both hands.
“It’ll pass the time until dinner. You ordered, right?”
“Yes.” After a moment, she walked over to him. “What are you watching?”
“You pick.” If she chose one of the seriously girlie movies, he would manage to tolerate it.
She chose a silent movie starring some guy named Buster Keaton. “My dad likes these. Ever seen one?”
“No, but I wouldn’t mind trying it out. Go ahead and sit. I’ll load it.”
Edie retreated to the corner of the brown leather sofa, leaving him the spot directly in front of the television.
Josh sat down and triggered the remote. As the opening credits rolled, Edie’s face lit up.
“You like this one,” he said.
“It’s slapstick but clever.” She threw him a smile that flicked warmth through his chest. “You’ll see.”
Josh watched a hapless bridegroom try to build a house from a kit with the boxes numbered wrong. If someone had described the movie to him, he would’ve called it lame, but Keaton’s outlandish stunts soon had him laughing.
Edie slowly lost her reserve, relaxing away from her corner seat. The lights flickered over her face, and her laugh lifted Josh’s spirits.
He liked this, he realized, sitting here with her. Too bad they were so wrong for each other.
*  *  *

Edie set her fork down. “Leaving the trays by the door feels strange, but I guess we should do it. I enjoyed the movie, Josh.”
“Me, too. I can take that tray for you.”
“Thanks, but I’ve got it.” With a pointed look, she added, “Of course, I could take yours.”
No need to let him see how spent she’d begun to feel, how drained. With shadows under his eyes and lines of weariness around his mouth, he didn’t look so great, but pointing that out wouldn’t help.
Josh lifted his hands in a no harm, no foul gesture. “Just being courteous, Edie. I know you passed the wildland firefighter physical tests. Recharge problems or not, I figure you can carry a dinner tray.”
         
Especially since they’d both receive a power infusion before bedtime. He was probably just being nice, but the more she let him do that, the harder she would find keeping her own distance.
“Okay, then.” She gave him a friendly nod and carried her tray to the rack by the hall door. “I guess I’ll see you in the morning.”
“Sure. Unless you want to play a game? There’re a bunch of Nintendo classics in that box by the TV table.”
Edie picked up her fantasy novel. Holding it, she studied Josh, but his friendly, open expression revealed nothing.
He looked so good standing there, broad-shouldered, handsome, and strong. Despite her fatigue, heat bubbled low in her belly, and her breasts tightened. But that encounter had been a mistake.
He raised an eyebrow. “Something wrong?”
“You tell me,” she replied slowly. “Josh, I enjoyed the movie, and company for dinner was nice. You don’t have to look after me, though.” Saying the next bit would hurt, but they might as well have the cards on the table. “Let’s face it, you don’t even like me.”
Shock rippled over his face. “That’s not true, Edie. I…like you fine.”
“Nice try, but most people don’t keep coworkers they like at a distance. We’re in this together, as you said, but you don’t have to pretend we’re actual friends.”
He opened his mouth as though to speak but shut it resolutely. As she turned away, he said, “We should keep an eye on each other. There’s no guarantee we can get to the red buttons in time if something goes wrong.”
“The nurses will be in at intervals.” He was really taking the chivalry bit too far. Unless…“Are you worried about going to sleep?”
“Of course not.” He grimaced. “I like systems with backups. We could be that for each other.”
“We can do that tomorrow, I guess. Meanwhile, I wouldn’t be surprised if a doctor turned up tonight. Your southeastern comrades are very diligent. Good night, Josh.”
Edie walked into her room and shut the door carefully behind her. She undressed quickly and pulled on her sleep shirt.
When she’d climbed under the covers and lay holding her book, though, the silence seemed oppressive. What if she did go to sleep and just drifted on out? That could happen if her power ran low enough.
Maybe Josh had a point.
But the nurses would be in soon. They would check regularly. Besides, what was the alternative? Sit up with Josh and make small talk?
For a moment, her heart yearned, but Edie shook her head. Nothing could come of that. Best not to depend on him, no matter how nice he was being. Aloof Josh was still his default mode.
After all, the one time she’d turned to him, he’d abandoned her—for duty, yes, but he hadn’t come back. Best to rely on the medical staff and not on a tempting flyboy who would zoom out of her life when the crisis passed.
*  *  *

In the residential wing of the main building, Stefan headed up to his own apartment. By now, Will should’ve shut down for the night. Whatever he’d found would be waiting for Stefan to review.
There’d better be something. The entire medical staff was out of ideas.
Stefan opened his door and found Will’s tall, lean form kicked back on the couch, a mug on the coffee table at his elbow.
“Hey,” Stefan began, but Will held up a finger to silence him.
“I know, babe,” Will said, his blue eyes gleaming.
That hand up by his ear must have his phone in it. Hard to tell with shaggy, blond-streaked brown hair hanging over it.
Stefan dropped his keys on the table by the door and shrugged out of his lab coat. This had been a long day but showed no sign of coming to a close anytime soon. Will wouldn’t have waited unless he had something to discuss.
“Yeah, me, too,” Will crooned into the phone. “Right. Soon. You, too, doll.”
That conversation probably made sense if a person heard both sides of it. Clearly, Will was talking to one of his numerous women.
Stefan headed for the kitchen. He’d chosen the warm tans, greens, and browns in his apartment for their soothing qualities, but tonight he needed a stimulus.
The coffeemaker was almost full, so Will must’ve started another pot. Having it ready saved time but also was a bad sign. Shaking his head, Stefan poured himself a mug, black.
He returned to the living room in time to hear Will say, “Yeah, next week. For sure. ’Night, Mia.”
As Will pocketed his phone, Stefan raised an eyebrow. “‘Mia?’ Last week it was Leigh.”
Will grinned up at him. “You know the old adage, ‘Love the one you’re with.’ Speaking of which, have you had a date in the last year? Mia has this hot friend—”
“No friends. Or friends of friends.” Having once been in love made casual flings uninteresting. Stefan would keep things light until he found the real thing again, no matter how long that took. “What’d you uncover that has you waiting around for me instead of having phone sex in your own apartment?”
“That wasn’t phone sex. You’re a doctor, and you can’t tell the difference?” Shaking his head, Will picked up his coffee. “I did find something. Sort of.”
“So spill.” Stefan braced for the high-octane sludge Will generally brewed and took a sip. Yep. The stuff was practically pure caffeine.
“I didn’t find anything on hexes. Or curses. Edie showed signs first, then Josh, right?”
“Right. I keep thinking a hex should’ve hit them at the same time, or else come from something they both touched. Edie felt sick while they were on the ground to pick up the injured man. Josh was in the air again when he noticed something wrong. That’s too long a gap for a cast hex, and the only thing they both touched, the chopper, is clean.”
Will frowned into his coffee cup. “I didn’t find anything about hexes that contradicts what you said. What I did find was a fragment from before the Burning Times, a reference to ‘uniting against the evil that drained them.’”
“From before the Burning Times, that’s likely to do with vampires. They were a lot more numerous then.” Before Mundanes had panicked over the power demonstrated when the mageborn battled back invading demons. In their fear, the Mundanes burned everything magical, including people, they could find.
“Yeah, but it’s from England. Vampires there were kind of like snakes in Ireland—just not to be found.”
“True.” Rubbing his chin, Stefan sat back. “Two mages in physical contact are exponentially stronger than the two merely standing together but not touching. I wonder if that applies to things like fighting hexes. Or whatever this is.”
“Maybe.” Will scowled into his coffee. “Too bad the books that could tell us all burned. You’ve never treated a shared hex?”
“Sure, but shared hexes take hold at the same time. They don’t spread like a virus. Josh and Edie show no signs of hex magic. Still, this sharing idea is worth a try.”
Stefan rolled his stiff shoulders. “Most hexes these days are cast in petty irritation and promptly lifted by the ones who cast them. They’re matters for civil fines, not questions of life and death.”
“It’s that bad?” Will frowned, eyebrows rising. “You really think Josh and Edie could die?”
“If we don’t figure this out in time, I’m sure they will.”
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Edie glanced at her bedside clock. One a.m. The nurse had advised her to sleep, promising someone would come with another infusion of magical energy before Edie’s power dropped dangerously. The guy had even clipped a sensor to her pajama top that would let the nurses monitor her metabolic rate.
         
She was being a wimp, letting fears get the better of her. She’d asked Josh if he was afraid to sleep. Maybe this was karmic payback. But she couldn’t help it. Deep inside, she was terrified that she’d go to sleep and never awaken.

      Get. A. Grip.
    
         
Edie rolled over and punched her pillow into shape. Every firefighter knew you could battle only so long without rest. That applied here, too.
But she would receive regular energy boosts. Regular, increasingly less effective energy boosts.
Edie bit her lip. The thought wouldn’t go away.
The cabinet in the lounge had also held jigsaw puzzles. Maybe if she started one, her mind would settle, and she could relax.
She climbed out of bed and pulled her robe on. The light on the table would be enough for her to see by, and probably wouldn’t bother Josh.
Easing the door open, Edie slipped into the lounge. The lavender candles were already lit, and she froze. Was Josh—?
“Didn’t mean to startle you,” he said, and she made out his robed shape sitting on the couch in the dimness.
She crossed the room and perched on the edge of the chair closest to him. “Couldn’t sleep?”
He shrugged. “It doesn’t seem so appealing when you can’t be sure you’ll wake up.”
“I know. I shouldn’t have said that, about being afraid to sleep. Before.”
“No big.” Another shrug. “Seems like it applies to us both, anyway.”
“Were you just sitting in the dark?”
“Thinking.” The word trailed off, sounding almost wistful where it might’ve been curt and dismissive.
She wanted to ask what had been on his mind, but in these circumstances it might’ve been something very personal.
The air between them seemed charged, making her aware of her bed-rumpled hair and the fatigue that probably shadowed her face. Sitting here in pajamas, at night, must be messing with her head.
She couldn’t help remembering another night, when Josh had looked at her with the same warmth his eyes now held.
Digging that line wouldn’t be smart. Edie fiddled with the tie on her robe. Feeling helpless played with people’s heads. Wasn’t that how the two of them had nearly ended up in the rack together, feeling hopeless and helpless over their dead friends?
“I thought I might work a jigsaw puzzle. Do you ever do that?”
“No, but my mom did.” Josh smiled, and his expression softened. “We worked them with her, my sisters and me. Sometimes my dad even…Well, it doesn’t matter.”
Sadness dimmed that appealing light in his face and stabbed at Edie’s heart. She clenched her fist against the urge to take his hand. He wouldn’t appreciate that.
“Want to work one with me?”
He shrugged. “Sure.”
They crouched in front of the cabinet. Their shoulders brushed, and Edie caught an intoxicating whiff of Josh’s spicy soap. She drew a shaky breath. It really was too bad he was so nice when he let his guard down. Seeing this side of him would make his aloof face that much harder to accept.
The cabinet turned out to contain several puzzles, a two-hundred-piece castle scene, three five-hundred-piece landscapes, and a thousand-piece underwater scene.
Edie reached for the underwater scene. “How about this one?”
“A thousand pieces? You’re kidding me.” Josh hefted the castle box. “This has a castle, knights—studly guys in armor, you women might say.”
“I prefer guys who bathe regularly.” Edie wrinkled her nose. “Besides, if we can’t work that castle one in an hour, we should go back to grade school. Aren’t you up for a challenge, flyboy?”
“Maybe.” He grinned, mischief sparking in his eyes. Edie’s foolish heart kicked as he continued, “I bet I put in more pieces than you do in the next hour.”
“You’re on.”
While she set the puzzle box up on the table and turned on the lamp, Josh snagged a bottle of water for each of them.
“Thanks, but no water on the table,” Edie said. “One spill will ruin a puzzle.”
Josh opened his mouth, then shut it abruptly.
“What?” Edie asked.
“It’s nothing.” He dragged the tray rack to the end of the table and set the water bottles on it.
“Josh…”
“It’s what Mom used to say. Forget it.” Now his smile seemed forced, but at least he wasn’t withdrawing. “Let’s get these pieces out.”
They worked in silence for the next several minutes. As usual, Edie rummaged through the box for edge pieces, methodically fitting them together.
“We should keep a chart,” she said, “so we know who did how much.”
“Yeah, ’cause I’m so smoking your ass.” He took another piece from the box.
“In your dreams.” She eyed the assortment in front of him. “Especially if you’re just trying to fit random fish together.”
Josh snorted. “This from Ms. Edge Pieces Only. Takes forever to pick those out from all the others.”
“Maybe, but each of them is guaranteed to fit with another. Do you see how many little yellow fish are in this puzzle?”
“I see how well they’re all going to lock into place. Right around my buddy Flipper, here.”
Edie took a closer look. Sure enough, the yellow fish he’d been putting together outlined one of the big dolphins shown on the box.
Josh smirked and reached for his water. “Admit it, Lang, you’re outmatched.”
“No way.” She glanced at the wall clock. “We have forty-three minutes before the hour is up.”
“Time for me to pull that much further ahead.”
“You wish.” Edie wrinkled her nose at him again.
The earlier tension between them had faded. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so relaxed around Josh.
Too bad they both had to have a lethal mystery illness to reach that point.
A shiver of fear rolled through her. Dwelling on it wouldn’t help anything, though. Edie chose another piece from the pile she’d amassed. Did it go with that blue…yes!
“My mom worked puzzles this way.” Josh’s soft voice broke the silence. “In sections. She always said you had to put the picture together to know how to frame it.”
He continued trying pieces against each other, his eyes on the task, but his barriers in the magic didn’t seem as tight or as cold. Maybe the energy drain made them too difficult to sustain.
Still, he’d offered something personal. If she pursued it, would he clam up again?
Better to go with a neutral reply. “I can see how that might work.”
“She was a deputy sheriff. I’ve sometimes wondered if she approached her cases the same way, putting bits together and then meshing them until she had a picture.”
He sounded melancholy, and Edie didn’t know how to respond to this glimpse into his soul. After a moment, she tried, “You sound as though you miss her.”
“I’m used to it.” Josh frowned at the chunks he’d assembled. “She was killed when I was eight. Drug bust went bad.”
“I’m so sorry, Josh.”
He acknowledged the comment with a nod. After a moment, he looked up at her, a direct gaze with wariness in its depths. “About the liking thing, Edie. I wasn’t being polite. I do like you.”
The words warmed her, maybe because the hope in his eyes made her believe him. His other comments about dangerous jobs flashed through her head, and the pieces clicked. “You don’t like my job, though.”
Josh hesitated, then said, “My sisters already covered the sexist opinions ground, but I won’t apologize for what I think. I grew up around cops, and I’ve been to war, and I think women should be safe. More often than not, they’re the linchpins of their families.” He paused, studying her as though he sensed the indignation about to burst from her. “I’m not asking you to agree with me.”
“That’s good.” Edie smiled to take the sting out of the words, but her throat burned with disappointment. She and Josh were as incompatible as she had suspected. Trying to talk someone out of an opinion like that seldom succeeded, so those hormones buzzing in her belly and elevating her pulse could just stand down.
At least she knew why he’d been so disapproving. It wasn’t his place to disapprove, of course, but he’d had the courtesy not to spout off about it in front of the fire crews.
“How many sisters do you have?” she asked.
“Two, both younger. Emily’s a nurse practitioner in Santa Fe, and Cath’s a Navy lawyer in Hawaii.”
Edie cast him a sly look under her lashes. “I bet I can guess which one you visit more often.”
“I don’t have time to visit either of them much. I keep thinking Em and I should head for Hawaii together, but we can’t get our schedules to match.”
“It must be nice to have sisters, though. I’m an only.”
“Are you rotten?” He rummaged in the box.
Despite what she’d learned tonight, Josh’s teasing smile generated warm tremors in her heart. Crap and double crap.
         
“A little, maybe. My parents were big believers in commitment, discipline, and teamwork.” She paused, watching him. “I did like having the dog’s undivided attention.”
His grin flashed, and Edie’s throat went dry.
“See,” he said, “rotten. If just a little.”
“Okay.” Edie smiled at him.
Their gazes locked. His softened, deepened, and Edie’s cheeks heated. Her smile faded with his. The light mood between them gave way to new awareness of his broad shoulders under the robe, of his big hand near hers on the table.
Into awareness crept memory, then loss. That intimate encounter had been so sweet, despite the pain that spurred it. It was only an illusion, though, a fantasy that would never—
Josh’s fingers brushed hers. She should pull back. One of them had to use some sense. But surely a mere touch couldn’t hurt anything.
He reached across the table to stroke her cheek with the fingers of his other hand and let them linger at her jaw. Sensation rippled down her neck, into her breasts.
“Edie,” he murmured.
Desire darkened his eyes. Feeling light-headed, Edie laced her fingers through his on the table.
Josh’s throat moved in a hard swallow, reminding her of his warm skin under her lips. When he leaned forward, she did, too.
His gaze sharpened, snapping back into focus, and loss smacked her in the heart. Before she could withdraw her hand, Josh squeezed it gently.
Her fingers felt cold now. Staring at the table, she clenched them together in her lap.
“Uh, sorry,” Josh said. “I just…” He cleared his throat. “Sorry.”
“It’s okay.” Knowing the desire wasn’t one-sided was some consolation, but the almost-kiss had broken the mood. “We’re both tired.”
She’d been too distracted to notice. Funny how disappointment swept other things to the side.
“Tired people do foolish things,” she added. Just as stressed and grieving people did. A smart woman would keep her distance. “How many pieces have you put together?”
He counted silently, his eyes keen, and the candlelight along his jaw picked up faint stubble. She knew how that stubble felt under her fingers and against her mouth…
So much for distance, damn it. Edie locked her hands together in her lap. How was she going to handle being with him constantly? She would go stir-crazy hiding in her room, and with her friends out fighting the fire, he was the only person available to talk to.
         
“Forty,” Josh said abruptly. He pushed back his chair and stood.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing, but I need to move.” Frowning, he paced up the room and back.
Could he be having similar feelings, not wanting to be involved but pressured by their surroundings? Watching him, Edie felt her frustration over the situation boil up in her throat.
“You know what, Josh? I can’t stand sitting here, cooped up in these rooms, while other people figure out what’s going to happen to us.”
“Yeah. Pretty much sucks. Why don’t we go over this ourselves?” He sat across from her again. “I don’t remember touching anything odd. You don’t either, the doc said, but maybe we’re missing something.”
“Okay. You start.”
“I got the man down call, landed at base long enough to have the Bambi bucket detached, and took off to get you.”
         
Edie nodded. Suspended on cables under a helo, Bambi buckets came in various sizes. The one Josh used let him dump three hundred gallons of water on a fire. To land with one, a chopper had to lay the bucket on the ground first, then move backward to set down without tangling the cables.
“Did you get out of the Huey?” she asked.
“No. It only took a few minutes, and I didn’t want to have to do a restart. I picked you up, we flew to the clearing, and I set down. Then you got out.”
“Right. I took the Stokes out of the back while we did our radio check. Then I grabbed my pack and headed into the trees.”
He frowned. “No, you didn’t. You knelt by the edge of the track. That’s why I asked you if you were okay.”
“You asked…” Edie’s brows rose, but the serious expression on his face stopped the question. “I don’t remember any of that.”
“You were doing something. When Harper asked me what happened, I didn’t think about that. I figured you had a bootlace loose or something.”
“Maybe I did, but I should remember it. Was I lacing my boot?”
His eyes lost focus as he thought back. “Your body blocked my view of your hands, but your arm movements were wrong for that. Your hands didn’t stay down by your shin. At one point, you leaned forward. Then you grabbed your pack and did something before you put it on.”
Was it possible she’d picked up something?
“My pack’s in my closet.” Edie pushed out of the chair and hurried toward her room. If she’d done something to cause this, how could she not remember?
Josh followed her into the room. She flipped on the overhead light before rounding the rumpled bed to reach the corner closet unit. In the bottom sat her red suitcase, the official forest service luggage for deployed personnel. One of the crew chiefs had brought it to the hospital for her.
Edie pulled it out. “I put my pack in here because there wasn’t room for both of them otherwise.”
“And leaving the suitcase on the floor would be bad?”
“For tidy people,” she answered absently, unzipping the suitcase. Sooty and stained from use, her blue canvas pack lay inside it.
“Here,” Josh said, “let’s put that on the bed so we can see better.” He scooped up the suitcase before Edie could find her feet.
“Thanks,” she said.
“No problem, milady.” Depositing his burden on the bed, Josh executed a half bow. “Chivalry is not dead, and I do bathe regularly.”
Edie would’ve laughed, but her heart was pounding too hard. Her mouth felt dry. If there was something bad in her pack, she had inflicted this weakness, however unknowingly, on him.
To cover her growing anxiety, she said, “You make a crack about purses, and you’re toast.”
“Manly men carry those. Therefore, it cannot be a purse.” Despite Josh’s quick reply, his absentminded tone implied he also was focused on the pack.
The portable fire shelter in the bottom compartment was only that. From the side compartments, she drew her usual snacks, empty water bottle, small digital camera, spare fire-resistant gloves, packet of facial tissues, radio, extra batteries, clean socks, and bandana.
“So far,” Josh noted, “so good.”
“Let’s see if that keeps up.” Edie opened the top flap and found, as expected, her stethoscope and blood pressure cuff coiled atop bandages, an IV kit, a bag of Ringer’s Lactate, and white tape. When she lifted out the IV kit, the light caught something hard and smooth. She peered inside and saw a cantaloupe-size sphere, black with a purple-red glint.
She froze as memory came crashing back.
“Edie? You okay?”
She tipped the pack so he could see. No, she was not okay. She had brought this thing, whatever it was, into the Huey. It was her fault Josh was sick.
“Holy shit,” he breathed. “I remember now. Your pack fell over, and when I straightened it, I saw that. I touched it.”
“Don’t touch it now.”
“No chance.” Josh pulled the white pendant out of his robe and pressed the button.
From the intercom by the bed, a woman’s voice said, “Help is on the way. What’s your situation?”
Edie explained, concluding, “We’re fine, but we have no idea what this thing is.”
“Do not touch it,” the nurse ordered. “I’m paging Dr. Harper.” The intercom clicked off.
Josh looked at Edie. “Score one for us since we’d already given ourselves that advice.”
“Yeah.” He could joke. This wasn’t his fault. “Josh, I’m so sorry. I touched that thing, picked it up because I thought we shouldn’t leave it for Mundanes—”
“Edie, stop.” He gripped her shoulders and directed a stern look at her. “It’s natural to touch something unusual. As for picking it up, that was the right thing to do. Suppose a firefighter had stumbled across it. Who knows what it would’ve done to a Mundane?”
“Well…” No matter how nice he chose to be, it wouldn’t change the facts.
Josh pulled her into his arms. “Stop. I mean it.”
Choking back tears of mortification and guilt, she buried her face in his neck. He tightened his grip and rested his cheek against her hair.
“That’s my girl,” he said softly. “You did the right thing. We go forward from here, no looking back.”
“I’ll try.” He felt so good in her arms, warm and solid and strong. Josh’s chest rose and fell against hers as he breathed. He would keep breathing. Somehow, she would see that he did.
“That was an order, Lang. You’ll do more than try.”
She had to chuckle. “I’m not in your chain of command.” He was starting to feel a little too good. Suddenly aware of his hard, muscular chest against her breasts and his arms holding her close, Edie drew back. Had he noticed?
Josh still held her, his eyes warm and full of concern. In a heartbeat, his concern shifted to desire. Edie’s breath caught.
He tipped up her chin. “Edie,” he murmured, lowering his head.
The hallway door to the lounge opened. “Josh? Edie?”
They sprang apart. “Here, Doc,” Josh called.
Edie’s cheeks blazed. She turned her back and took a couple of deep, slow breaths as footsteps hurried into the room behind her. Then she turned to greet Harper and a tall, shaggy-haired blond man with a couple of days’ brown beard growth shadowing his jaw.
“Will Davis, Edie Lang,” the doctor said. “Where’s the object?”
“In there.” Edie indicated her pack.
Harper peered inside. His body stiffened, and his expression turned grim. “Will, look at this.”
Davis leaned over the bed. His eyes narrowed. “Holy fucking crap.”
“What is it?” Edie demanded.
Harper nodded to Davis. The blond said, “This is a portal orb. About a month ago, ghouls tried to use one to open a portal in the interdimensional Veil and admit demons from the Void between worlds.”
“Like in the Middle Ages?” Josh asked.
“Exactly.” Davis turned to Edie. “Okay if we borrow your pack? I don’t want to touch this until I’m shielded and gloved. They suck in souls as fuel for the orb.”
Harper added, “The story’s a long one and unnecessary now, but when we destroyed it, all the people under its influence were freed. Smashing this one should break its link to you and stop its interference with your powers.”
“Davis said it sucked in souls, not magic,” Josh reminded him.
“For all we know,” the doctor replied, “this one may have been formed for a different fuel, like magic. Touching it could have allowed it to attune itself to you in some way.”
Edie’s face reflected Josh’s doubt. “Are you sure this is the cause?”
“You’re both magically drained, and you have an unusual, dangerous magical object in your pack. The possibility of that being a coincidence would be slim to none. It could also explain the ghoul looking for Josh at the hospital.”
“A ghoul was looking for me?”
“In firefighter garb. I’d meant to discuss it with you in the morning. Any other reason one might be looking for you?”
“Not that I know of.”
“The good news,” Harper said, “is that this will solve the problem. Once we smash it, you should be good to go, and the ghouls will have no reason to come after you if this is what they wanted.”
“I want to watch,” Edie announced. “I want to see my fellow mages blow that thing to smithereens.”
Harper shook his head. “If you’re there when they destroy it, there could be some sort of backlash. You’re safer here.”
Josh put an arm around Edie’s shoulders. “I’m with her. We want to be there.”
That solidarity felt good, despite its limits, but his arm made her too aware, again, of his body. As though Josh felt the same, he released her abruptly and jammed his hands in his pockets.
“I’m more concerned about how it ended up in Edie’s pack to begin with,” the doctor commented.
They told him what they remembered.
“So when it linked with you,” he said, “it blanked your memories.”
“Wait.” Josh raised his eyebrows. “How would a ghoul know we’d found it, and why me instead of Edie? Ghouls can’t scry.”
Davis scowled. “No, but mage traitors can. At a guess, they picked you because your coverall has your name on it. Once they had the ‘Campbell,’ tracking down your first name wouldn’t be tough in the circumstances. I’d bet they were scrying the swamp, looking for this thing, and saw Edie find it.”
“Traitor mages?” Edie cast a questioning look at Josh.
“Long story,” he said, “but this past summer, we learned some mages were in league with ghouls. There’s a task force, headed by Valeria Banning, to expose and capture those mages.”
Edie shook her head. “I think I like living in the mountains away from politics.”
“A sign of your sanity,” Harper commented. “Will, you can take care of this thing tomorrow, can’t you?”
“Don’t see why not. Dawn is the purest light, but the sun is strongest at noon, so we’ll do it then, like last time.”
The two men wished Edie and Josh a good night and left. Alone with Josh, Edie felt acutely conscious of her rumpled bed. He studiously did not look at it.
“I guess we should get a good night’s sleep,” Edie said. “I’ll feel better for it.”
“Me, too.” Josh hesitated. “Good night, Edie.”
“Same to you.”
He closed the door behind him, and Edie climbed into bed. Everything was going to be all right. Will Davis would see the orb destroyed, freeing her and Josh. That was great. Except that she and Josh would then return to their separate lives.
But that was for the best, wasn’t it? Distance, she reminded herself, and turned out the light.
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At eight the next morning, Edie eyed Josh across her plate of eggs and bacon. Now eating heartily, he seemed cheerful enough. Maybe he truly didn’t blame her for bringing that thing onto the helo, but that didn’t make her less responsible.
         
A tap on the door heralded their doctor. Harper pulled up a chair and sat with them.
“The orb has a crack along one side,” he said, “unlike the one from last summer. We think it was either broken, maybe in a magical backlash when they used it, or designed to attract magic. It’s also smaller than the last one. That would probably explain the differences between them.”
“Does that mean you can’t smash it?” Josh asked before Edie could.
“Oh, Will and the deputies will smash it. But you aren’t going to be there. It may try to latch onto you again.”
Edie started, “But—”
“No,” Harper said in a flat, immovable voice. “While we await the orb’s destruction, you two have another assignment. It may seem unnecessary, but I’d like to know the results if another of these things ever causes a similar problem.”
Edie glanced at Josh for agreement. “What experiment?” she asked.
“Two mages who’re touching physically are stronger than two near each other but not touching. I want you to go for a walk in the woods, holding hands, and try recharging as you walk.”
“You want us to what?” Josh demanded.
Edie stifled a rush of hurt. “You heard him,” she said before the doctor could. “He wants us to walk through the woods, holding hands, while drawing from an abundant source of life energy. I think I can tolerate it if you can.”
Oops, her irritation showed. Tough. Josh had it coming.
He shifted in his seat. “I didn’t mean that like it sounded,” he muttered. “It’s an unusual request, you have to admit.”
She answered him with a shrug. Although she kept her eyes on Harper’s impassive face, her peripheral vision caught the uneasy look Josh threw her.
“This may not help,” Harper told them, “but it won’t hurt.”
He should speak for himself. Walking through the woods and holding hands with Josh, when he was so thickheaded as to turn away from her because of her job, was going to be excruciating. But he had a point about needing to know what would happen.
“Any questions?” Harper glanced from Edie to Josh. When both shook their heads, he added, “I don’t think we need to ward you as we go through the building. If whatever this is were transmissible by air, we would’ve detected that by now.”
“You’re sure?” Josh glanced at Edie in shared concern.
“Yes. We’re keeping you in quarantine mainly to ensure you don’t accidentally touch someone.”
They’d touched each other last night. Edie’s face heated at the memory, but Harper was continuing. At least Josh seemed focused on him.
“Josh, you know the way to the woods behind the athletic field. Ms. Wells, one of our nurses, will meet the two of you by the start of the cross-country track and walk the course with you. Everyone has been alerted to stay off the track, and the gym instructors are keeping an eye out. Be sure to wear the alarm pendants.”
Edie pulled hers from under her teal shirt to show him.
“I have mine, too,” Josh said.
They made their way down the infirmary stairs and out the back door. No one else was in sight as they walked behind the main building. The ground sloped gently, then more steeply, with steps leading to a meadow some thirty feet below the building. At the edge of it stood the woods they’d come to visit.
When Edie stepped clear of the building’s shadow, sunlight flowed over her like a river of power. With a sigh, she closed her eyes and lifted her face and palms to the warmth.
“Okay,” Harper said. “I’ll see you both when you return. Ms. Wells will escort you back to the quarantine suite.”
Edie turned to Josh and found him smiling at her. Damn it, he had no business looking so tender if he didn’t intend to do anything about it.
She frowned at him. “What?”
“You.” He grinned, but his eyes glinted soft green. “You’re so open, Edie. I admire that.”
The telltale heat crawled over her cheeks. “Thanks,” she muttered. He admired her, even desired her, but wouldn’t pursue her. The aloof Josh had been easier to deal with.
He held out his hand. Edie stared at it.
“Doctor’s orders.” Josh’s grin faded. “I don’t bite.”
No, and she was overreacting. Not wanting a relationship because of her job didn’t mean he couldn’t pay her a compliment.
Edie laid her hand in Josh’s. The contact created a tiny power surge. She and Josh exchanged a glance of cautious hope before starting down the hill.
If her breath caught and heat flashed up her arm when his fingers folded around hers, that was her little secret.
His barriers weren’t up. The magic carried a faint undercurrent of confusion that made her wonder and a hint of desire that stirred warm fizzies around Edie’s heart.
Going on her first date had felt like this, but she and Josh weren’t dating. There was the little matter of stressful circumstances complicating everything, too. Once the medical problem was resolved, he would likely revert to Aloof Josh.
Edie sighed. There was no harm in enjoying a stroll in the woods on a lovely fall day with a handsome guy who was trying to be friendly.
They walked down the steps. The breeze carried the scents of pine and musty leaves, a joy after being indoors, but the faded grass looked dry and sounded brittle underfoot. “Fire loves this weather,” she noted.
“Yeah. We need a long, steady, soaking rain.”
She lifted her face to the breeze. “Nice to be outdoors, though.”
The trees and grass might be dry, but at least they weren’t on fire, like the ones in the swamp, and the air was clean. Savoring the breeze and the sunshine, Edie and Josh crossed the athletic field.
A brown-haired woman wearing jeans, a green blouse, and boots stepped out of the trees. “I’m Suzette Wells. I’m along in case you run into problems, but I’ll hang far enough back to stay out of your recharge area.”
They walked into the trees. The air felt cooler here, and leaves moving in the breeze cast flickering shadows over Josh’s face. His eyes had turned green, like the trees around them. She was a sucker for the way his eyes changed with his surroundings.
“Do you come out here often?” Edie asked Josh.
“I run the course sometimes.”
“It’s nice.” So was having his warm, callused hand holding hers. “Something here is giving me a lift. I feel better.”
“Maybe it’s the effect of being outside, but I do, too. The power’s flowing in the way it used to.” Josh’s smile lit his eyes. “It’s like leaving the ground behind, breaking through cloud cover and into the light.”
“Or coming out of a fire’s smoke to clear air.”
He squeezed her hand. “That, too.”
Their eyes met in perfect understanding, and Edie’s heart twisted. Staring at the trail ahead, she asked, “How did you get into flying?”
“The army needed rotary wing pilots, and I had the right test scores.”
“So it wasn’t something you’d always wanted?”
Josh shrugged. “I’d never thought about it. The U.S. Army puts you where it wants you. I had an ROTC scholarship to college, so I served five years after graduation. I figured I’d just do the five and bail. I didn’t know I’d find something I loved there.”
“Even under fire, in combat zones, you love it?” He must, to have his current job.
“Flying under fire’s the adrenaline rush, but it’s always important. I like knowing what I’m doing matters. The rush makes me sharper, but the need makes it worth risking, you know?”
“Umhm. That’s how I feel about trying to dig line in time to contain a fire.”
Josh hesitated. “Yeah. So how’d you get into that?”
“My folks run an outdoor adventures company outside Boulder, Colorado. They offer rafting, climbing, hunting trips, trail rides, pretty much anything you’d want. I grew up in the forests. I loved them and still do.”
“When you say it like that, firefighting is a natural progression. But trail guide would be, too.”
Edie smiled at his reluctant concession. “When I was twelve, my folks’ business burned in a wildfire. We lost everything, including four generations of family photos. My parents had to start again. I wanted to preserve the wildland and protect those who live in it, not merely enjoy it.”
She gave him a few moments of quiet to think about that before nudging the conversation along. “Why did you choose helitack?”
“I sort of fell into it. I was tired of the army, but I didn’t want to spend my time flying rich suits from one meeting to another. I heard about helitack, checked it out, and it seemed like something I could do.”
“I saw your drop Tuesday. You haven’t lost your touch.”
He flashed her a quick smile. “Even though I rarely fly helitack, I practice now and again, so thanks. Anyway, I did a lot of hunting growing up.” His smile faded, but he added, “I spent a lot of time in the woods.”
Judging by his tone, that wasn’t a happy memory. It wasn’t any of Edie’s business, either, but she wanted to know, to understand him, even if they never saw each other after this.
“Any special reason?” she asked.
“For what?”
He was dodging, raising his barriers again. The vibe in the magic between them diminished with his retreat, but she wouldn’t back away from what she’d started. “For the time in the woods, for the hunting. Take your pick.” Edie tried a friendly smile.
Josh kept his gaze on the track. “It’s complicated.”
“Would you tell me?” She squeezed his hand and stopped, looking into his tense face. “I’d really like to know, Josh.”
*  *  *

Concern flickered in Edie’s soft, blue eyes. Josh had come very close to spilling a lot last night, but he’d managed to stop because his family issues weren’t her concern.
Now, though, she was asking.
Her palm against his felt warm and sturdy, callused from hours, sometimes days at a time, wielding a Pulaski. Whatever else she was, she was steady and reliable. And kind.
Suddenly, he needed her to understand.
“Things were rough after my mom was killed. My dad…” This shouldn’t still be so tough to say. “My dad started to drink too much. He was a car salesman, a good one, until my mom died. He held it together for couple of years after that. People in Tazewell—Tennessee, where we lived—gave him work because they felt sorry for us.” Damn if that didn’t still burn, too.
“He had long stretches out of work. I’d go hunting, see what I could shoot or trap. We had Mom’s survivor benefits, but they mostly went for cigarettes or rotgut.”
Edie looked thoughtful. Josh stopped, afraid he’d already said too much. He couldn’t stand to have her pity him.
“I’m guessing,” she said, “you managed to keep everybody fed enough, clean enough, and in school enough to stay off Social Services’ radar.”
“Yeah.” If she understood that much, maybe he could trust her with more. “I was the oldest, like I said. Em and Cath didn’t really remember Mom. Or what it was like before she died.”
“But you did.”
He nodded. “Dad wasn’t a mean drunk. We can be grateful for that. But he was pretty much useless most of the time.” Edie didn’t need to know how the house stank of liquor and unwashed male and, sometimes, puke or urine.
“We did homework as early as we could, then had some kind of dinner and beat it to this little place in the woods where we’d rigged up a shelter with old boards and other stuff we scavenged. I tried to keep the girls out of the house as much as I could. Dad chain-smoked. I was afraid he’d pass out with a lit cigarette and set the place on fire. When we had time, I taught Em and Cath what I knew about magic.”
“Your sisters were lucky to have you.”
He hoped they thought so, that they’d never realized how scared he was, all the time, back then. “We got through it together.”
They walked a few more yards in silence. Nurse Wells had fallen behind, probably out of a tactful wish not to eavesdrop.
His arm brushed Edie’s from time to time, and he couldn’t help noticing how the light flickered over her face. Her short, layered hair glinted in the sunshine. The one time he’d run his fingers through it, the silky strands had seemed almost as soft as sunlight. The middle of his chest ached, but he pushed the memory aside.
“So what happened?” she asked.
“My mom’s sister came to visit when I was almost sixteen.”
“Eight years after your mom died.” Disapproval edged Edie’s quiet words.
“That sounds bad, I know, but they’d never been close, especially after Aunt Bree moved to Oregon. She came to the funeral, but Dad was fine then, so she figured we’d be okay. Anyway, she’d gone to a conference in Johnson City and met someone from Tazewell. Whoever it was gave her an earful.”
“I’ll bet.”
Josh made a swooping motion with his free hand. “She dived on our house like an A10 Warthog fighter, bundled us up, and told Dad we were in Portland whenever he got himself sober.”
If Josh lived to be a hundred, he could never repay Bree Vickers for what she’d done. Honing their magical skills had been a small part of it. The haven she’d given them had let him and his sisters focus on school enough to win scholarships, and she’d given Em and Cath the social polish girls needed to survive in high school.
“Ultimately,” he said, “Aunt Bree gave us back our dad. It took a couple of years, but he cleaned up his act. He works at the local hardware store. Seems to like it.”
“That’s great.”
“It all worked out.”
“Because of you.” Edie stopped and faced him. “Give yourself credit, Josh.”
“Aunt Bree got everything straightened out, Edie. All I did was keep the motor running, sort of.”
“You were, what, ten, when your dad started drinking?”
“Something like, but—”
“For a ten-year-old, Josh, what you did is amazing.” Sincerity shone in her face and vibrated in the magic between them.
He should make his point about how his mom and his aunt had held his family together. But the words died in his throat. Looking into Edie’s eyes, seeing the admiration and the sympathy and the attraction there, he wanted more.
He wanted her.
Josh lowered his head and kissed her.
The contact jolted his heart. Surprise flickered in the magic, then pleasure, and then Edie’s soft, warm lips parted for him. Her tongue flicked his, turning his blood to flame.
He brushed her tongue with his, then took her mouth in a deep, plundering kiss. The flood of sensation drowned his brain like a bucket drop on a campfire. When he surfaced, Edie was in his arms, her firm, high breasts crushed against his chest and her body pressed to his.
Sliding her hand into his hair, she made a wordless sound. Josh cupped her taut butt and pulled her closer.
Edie rocked against his erection, blanking his brain again.
“Oops. Sorry.” Nurse Wells had caught up to them.
Josh released Edie as she sprang free. What had possessed him? Judging by the stunned, wary look on her face, she was asking herself the same question.
Josh held out his hand. Reluctantly, Edie put hers in it. The nurse let them get about twenty paces ahead before she fell in behind them. The silence held new tension.
“You know,” Josh told Edie in a low voice, “what I just told you, that wasn’t about me.”
“I know. It was about your family.” The light in her eyes dimmed, and guilt stabbed him. Quietly, she continued, “It was about how women provided the stability in your life.”
“Yeah. It’s what I want for my kids, if I ever have any.”
“Mom-based stability.” Her voice had gone flat.
“Yes.” He had a right to want his kids to have an easier time than he’d had. Saying so shouldn’t make him feel like a jerk.
Remembering should kill the longing ache in his soul.
Edie’d been guarded around him since their almost night together, but she’d never put up walls. This time, she did. He would’ve bet a considerable sum her hand remained in his only because she saw the handclasp as a medical necessity.
She had a right to be pissed.
Being confused didn’t excuse being a jerk. The sooner they solved this medical problem and parted company, the better for both of them.
He glanced at Edie. She’d blanked her face, and he couldn’t sense anything in the magic. At least they both felt more energetic. Maybe this walk had solved the problem and they could end the quarantine.
*  *  *

Way to go, Lang. Edie scuffed at the dirt path. Once again, her heart had led her head where it knew better than to go. She’d been so carried away with her admiration for Josh and the self-deprecating way he’d told his story, she’d totally missed the point.
         
Until he so obligingly underlined it.
After a blazing kiss.
And just what the hell was up with that?
“Not much farther now,” he said. “That’s the athletic field up ahead.”
“Then we’ll see Dr. Harper. If all goes well, we should be back at work tonight.” Separately.
“Yeah. That’ll be good.”
They left the woods behind in tense silence. With beautiful sunlight streaming down and the scents of musty leaves and earth in her nose, Edie figured she should be in a good mood. But Josh’s sudden amorousness and her own annoying response to it nagged at her.
Halfway across the meadow, a chill rippled through her. Edie shivered. A tremor rocked Josh’s tall frame.
They glanced at each other. “No,” he said.
Edie’s energy, all the power she’d stored, rolled out of her as though it’d been vacuumed. She staggered.
Josh caught her against him. Suddenly pale, he still had the strength to ease them both to their knees. “Edie, it’ll be okay. Angel, look at me.”
He brought her hand to his lips. This time, magic rolled into her knuckles, up her arm. His magic, strengthening her.
“Josh, no.” She tried to tug her hand free.
Running to them, Nurse Wells called, “Josh, stop!”
He ignored her. “You’ll be okay,” he assured Edie.
She didn’t have the strength to break his hold. Panic clawed at her throat. “I don’t know how to give it back,” she told the nurse. Occasionally sharing power or raising a shield hadn’t taught her how to push back against an influx like this.
“Steady, Josh.” Wells knelt to support him, two fingers at the pulse in his throat. “Edie, let go.”
“I’m trying.” Desperately.
Josh slumped against Wells, his eyes closing, but his grip on Edie’s hand tightened.
Stefan Harper flashed into view behind him.
“Stop him,” Edie begged. “I can’t stop him.”
Harper put a hand on her wrist and one on Josh’s. Magic flowed over her fingers, and Josh’s hand relaxed.
Harper frowned. “Magic is leaching out of you both, but doubly out of him.”
“He was giving it to me.”
Josh lay unmoving in Wells’s arms. His eyes were closed in his ashen face. Orderlies with stretchers translocated into the meadow. Harper must’ve summoned them.
“Oh, please, Dr. Harper, I have to give it back. You have to help me.”
“Steady.” He gripped her hand. “Nurse Wells is boosting Josh. We’ll get you both upstairs right away. We can’t translocate into the building—security precaution—but we’re fast.”
Edie let them bundle her onto a stretcher and watched them settle Josh. He lay still, apparently unconscious. Why had he given her his power when he was draining as fast as she was?
If only she could give the power back.
*  *  *

“I’m fine,” Josh insisted. At least comparatively, he was. The room no longer spun, and his vision wasn’t foggy. He had a clear view of Edie, though he couldn’t explain why she was sitting in his room, looking worried, instead of avoiding him.
Standing by Josh’s bed, Harper told him, “You’ll stay flat until I’m sure you’re stable.” He removed his fingers from Josh’s wrist. “Your power level is coming up, but slowly. What happened out there?”
“We were about halfway across the meadow,” Josh answered, “when this chill hit, as though someone blasted me with icy air. Edie shivered. Then my magic started to drain. Fast, like it was under suction. Edie and I were still holding hands, so I felt hers go, too.”
He had to stop, catch his breath. Shit, he kept himself in combat-ready shape. What the hell could put him down so fast?
“Before that,” Edie put in, “we were both feeling better. My power levels had almost come back to normal while we were in the woods. Then it’s like we hit an invisible line and the magic just…drained.”
“It’s probably the orb,” Harper said, and Edie looked stricken.
Josh wanted to reach for her hand, but she was too far away. Not to mention, she was probably still pissed after that kiss in the woods.
“So what do we do about that?” he asked.
“We’re going to destroy it. It isn’t unusual for a magical object that attaches itself to a person to have limited range. You felt well in the woods because you were outside that range. When you came close enough, the link activated.”
“When they destroy it we’ll be okay?” Edie looked at the doctor with wary eyes that made Josh want to put his arms around her.
“You should be,” Harper said. “When we destroyed the orb last summer, the people under its influence suffered no ill effects.” He headed for the door. “I’ll check with Will, but it’s only ten now, so we have a couple of hours to go. Josh, you stay down at least another fifteen minutes. Then the two of you should go outside again, see if you can gather some more energy.”
Josh nodded, but if some curse or charm or whatever was stealing his life force, he wasn’t going to lie down and wait for it take what it wanted.
“You don’t have to watch over me, Edie. I’m fine.”
“I’m not watching over you. I’m trying to figure you out.”
She walked to the bed and settled her hip on the edge. “You’ve always been distant with the women on the crews, but I’ve never heard anyone say you were a jerk. So I don’t understand why you blow hot and cold on me. First you kiss me, then you pretty much warn me off, and then you risk your life to help me.”
Josh sighed. “Damned if I can explain it. I’m attracted to you, obviously. I always have been.”
“I guess you realize that’s mutual.” Her cheeks flushed, but she didn’t look away. “Is that why, at Compadres Gulch, you came to me?”
“I was so damned glad you weren’t dead.” Yet he’d felt guilty, disloyal to those who’d died.
She glanced away. When she looked at him again, her eyes were pained. “I was relieved to know you were in the air, that you couldn’t be one of the ones we lost. And I was ashamed to feel that way.”
Edie paused, and the hesitation in her eyes told him she was gathering her courage. “Why did you stay away that night, Josh, and then treat me as though nothing had happened?”
“You know how people talk in camp.” He shifted on the bed. He’d realized standing her up was wrong, no matter what his reasons. “I didn’t want anyone to see me leave your tent or know anything had happened between us.”
Those clearly hadn’t been her priorities, especially not if his actions bothered her three years later. “When I saw you in the chow line, I knew I’d hurt you, but I didn’t think hashing it over would change anything.”
Again, he wanted to take her hand but stopped himself. She might not want him to touch her right now. “I’m sorry, Edie. I handled everything badly.”
Edie shrugged. “What about today?”
“I wanted you to understand why I have this belief my sisters think is sexist.”
“It is,” she said with a wry smile, “but your sisters were younger than you. As you said, they didn’t remember when your mom was there. So they couldn’t notice the difference.”
“That’s exactly it. To be honest, I didn’t expect you would get it, but I had to try. Then you did, and…Hell. You know.” She’d looked so beautiful, and he’d wanted her so badly. He hadn’t stopped to think.
Edie pursed her lips. If only he could know what she was pondering, but her face gave nothing away, and her vibes in the magic were guarded. “You still haven’t told me why you gave me your power. You don’t owe me anything, you know.”
His answer would only complicate things further, but he wouldn’t lie to her. “I couldn’t stand the idea you might die.”
“So it’s better that you do? Oh, Josh.” She shook her head. “Don’t do that again.”
“I care about you, Edie.”
“Well, I care about you, but it’s not fair to foist your power on me when I don’t know how to stop it. I mean it, Josh.”
In this, she was not the boss of him. She was staring hard at him, awaiting a reply. He said, “We won’t be in that situation again, so no worries.” Josh pushed himself up to sit.
Edie stood, giving him room. “You haven’t been down fifteen minutes.”
“I’m tired of lying down. Want to work on that puzzle before we go for a stroll?”
“Sure. Why not aid and abet you in defying the good doctor?”
“That’s the spirit.” They’d cleared the air. At least they could leave here as friends.
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Edie studied Josh from under her lashes. He moved with his usual smooth economy as he worked on the jigsaw puzzle, but the shadows under his eyes had returned, thumb-wide smears above his cheekbones. The lines bracketing his mouth were another telltale sign.
         
She could sympathize. Her brain felt sluggish, and fatigue pressed on her shoulders.
The power infusions had noticeably less effect now. Cold squeezed her throat, and she forced herself to take a deep breath. Giving in to fear wouldn’t solve anything.
She reached for an oddly shaped piece that seemed to have part of a brown octopus on it. Josh reached for the one next to it, part of a white fish. Their fingertips brushed.
Awareness sparked in the contact, pleasure and regret entwined. Hers alone? Or his, too? The tightening of his mouth and the way he avoided looking at her suggested the feelings were mutual.
The octopus piece didn’t fit. Edie chose one that seemed to have seaweed on it and tried it in a different place. Close, but not quite right.
She couldn’t help noticing Josh’s hands. He had very nice hands, large and lean, his fingers straight and blunt-tipped, his palms square.
She’d felt stronger holding his hand. He’d said the contact affected him the same way.
Couldn’t two grown people put their hormones aside and help each other? They’d staked out a friendship. Maybe they should act on it.
Edie touched his knuckles. Josh froze. Slowly, his eyes lifted to her face. Inscrutable hazel, they gave away nothing about his feelings.
“I could use that contact benefit.” Guys had their pride, and this one particularly wouldn’t lean on a woman. “How about you?”
“Sure.” He folded his hand around hers and lowered his gaze to the puzzle again.
The power sparked between them. A little rush of pleasure warmed her, and the chill in her throat eased.
They continued working on the puzzle. The vibe in the magic felt more harmonious, though, as if Josh protected his privacy but wasn’t locking her out. She tried to do the same.
Someone tapped on the hall door. Harper opened it and walked to the end of the table. “I won’t allow you to be present when they destroy the orb, but if you’d like to see the preparations, you may.”
Edie glanced at Josh and could read the hell, yes in his face. She spoke for them both. “We’d like to.”
         
“All right,” Harper said. “Will and three of the deputy reeves are taking it outside. We can meet them in the woods.”
He stepped into the hall to call a nurse.
“So we’re almost clear.” Edie mustered a smile. Did her voice sound as fake-cheery to Josh as it did to her?
His gaze dropped to the table. Idly, he fitted a piece of pink sea anemone into place. “Too bad we won’t need to finish this.”
Edie had a hunch he wasn’t talking about the puzzle. Maybe that was as well. Some things just weren’t meant to be, and that made her even madder.
“Yeah, too bad.” She reached for the paper they’d used to keep score. “Now I won’t get to kick your ass after all.”
*  *  *

Josh kept a tight grip on Edie’s hand as they followed Harper into the woods. Instead of taking the cross-country track, they cut west, on a narrower path, and stepped into a grouping of eight granite monoliths, each a foot thick, ten feet tall, and four across.
Four sat at the compass points with another four, set closer in, interspersed. From above, the stones would form an eight-pointed star forty feet long and wide. The trees had been magically trained not to grow above the star formation, so full sunlight washed over the area.
Dressed in fatigues that magically reflected their surroundings, Davis nodded a greeting. So did the four deputy reeves with him, three guys whose builds ranged from burly to average and a woman almost waif thin. Although Josh recognized them all, he could name only the burly man, Hank Folsom.
The air hummed with power, but his contact with Edie conveyed her uncertainty. She lived with Mundanes. There was probably a lot about battle magic she’d never had a reason to learn. Josh laced his fingers through hers and squeezed.
She flashed him a small smile.
Folsom set an onyx pedestal in the circle’s center. Davis picked up the bag beside him and drew out the large, black orb. In the sunlight, it flashed reddish purple.
Edie’s hand tightened on Josh’s, but he barely noticed.
Davis said, “We suspect the ghouls were trying to use it in the swamp. Maybe they’d already fed souls into it, or they were bringing people there to prime it. The explosion from magical backlash could’ve cracked the orb or started the fire.”
“We found it in the area where the fire started,” Josh informed him. “It could’ve been the cause. And the swamp’s still a hell of a mess. I’d like to rejoin the fight. I bet Edie would, too.”
“Damned right,” she said.
Harper smiled. “If this goes well, we should be able to accommodate you. Ms. Wells will escort you back. I’m staying here in case they need me. We marked where you were when it drained you earlier, and we’ll wait to start until we’re sure you’re out of its range.”
“Thank you.” Edie’s gaze swept the mages in the circle. “I’m sure destroying this is dangerous, so thank you.” She glanced up at Josh.
“Yeah,” he said. “Thanks from both of us.”
Us. Josh felt a little twinge at the word that grouped him and Edie even remotely together.
         
“No big deal.” Davis grinned at Edie with a hint of flirtation. “It’s what we do.”
That was the guy’s way. Josh usually didn’t care, but this time, he battled an irrational urge to plant his fist between the assistant loremaster’s eyes.
“We’ll ward the circle,” Davis said, “and take this thing apart. I’ll let you know when it’s done.”
Josh walked out of the circle with Edie, Harper, and Ms. Wells. Harper stopped just beyond the stones, but the rest continued down the path and out of the woods.
As they climbed to the main building, Wells glanced over her shoulder. “They’ll start any minute. Let me know if you feel the least bit odd.”
“You said Will was the assistant loremaster,” Edie reminded Josh. “Why doesn’t the top loremaster do this job?”
         
Was she curious? Or worried about Davis? Not Josh’s business if she was attracted to the guy.
Josh made his voice deliberately casual. “He’s a research prodigy, but Gerry Armitage, the loremaster, has an even wider range of knowledge. If he dies suddenly, that knowledge is lost, so the assistant loremaster takes on the destruction of dangerous objects. It’s a tradition that goes back to the Burning Times.”
“I guess that makes sense. It—” Edie stumbled.
“Edie!” Pain smashed into his forehead, as though somebody sank a hatchet into it. Fighting to see, trying not to fall, he pulled her close.
Nurse Wells had her arms around them both. The three of them went down together. She was pushing power into them. It warmed his blood, but it did nothing for the agony in his head. He couldn’t see anything but pulsing red, purple, and black.
Josh clenched his teeth against a scream of pain.
Edie. He had to help Edie.
But he couldn’t focus enough to give her…Wait. She was pushing power at him. The vibe was different, not from Wells. Had to stop her.
“…transport,” Wells’s voice said in his ear. “…drain …stat.”
         
“Oh, holy fucking hell,” Harper’s voice said. “Hang on Josh, Edie. Stay with me.”
If only. Josh reached for the power Harper also offered, but it wasn’t enough. The world went black.
*  *  *

Slowly, the world swam back into being. Josh forced his heavy eyelids open.
Harper gripped his shoulder. “You’re okay.”
Josh blinked at the ceiling. He was in bed, not his room. The blue curtain to the right belonged in the infirmary, not the quarantine suite. He’d been in the woods—
“Edie.” Josh bolted upright, only to have the world turn black and reel. He clutched the bed guard for balance. “Where’s Edie?”
“I’m here.” The voice from his left was quavery, rough, and soft, but hers.
Josh let Harper ease him back to the mattress. His arms and legs felt about as strong as the proverbial wet noodles.
“Lie still,” the doctor ordered.
“Please, Josh,” Edie said.
He turned his head toward the sound. She lay in the bed to his left, behind Harper.
Harper turned so he could see them both. “The orb is linked with you more closely than we anticipated. When the demolition team blasted it, the two of you went down. We stopped immediately.”
“Is it gone?” Josh asked.
“If only. Both of your Third Eyes, your brow chakras, are inflamed. Before, they looked normal. That must be where the thing forged its connection.”
“Why?” Edie asked.
Damn, but she sounded so tired. Was she running down? About to run out?
Harper asked, “Do you understand the Third Eye’s importance?”
“An extra sense?” Edie asked.
Harper replied, “Yes, but it’s more. It’s the physical seat of your magic. The other energy centers in your body feed into it. Smashing the orb won’t solve anything unless we can sever its connection to you. We may be able to do that by retuning your chakras.”
“Like you do for mages who’ve been hurt in battle,” Josh suggested.
“Sort of, but this is more complicated. For them, we have to reenergize the affected chakras. The two of you need a full-body magical realignment. That’s rare, but there’s a way to do it. What we don’t know is whether it would sever your link to the orb. We’ve never dealt with something like this before.”
“So it’s an experiment,” Edie said.
“It can’t hurt anything,” Harper assured her. “Will and the archives staff are researching whether it should sever that link. When we finish here, I’m going to help them. We should have an answer soon.”
He glanced from one to the other. “At the least, we hope it will boost your ability to sustain a recharge.”
“You hope,” Josh said in a flat voice.
Harper nodded, his face grave. “I don’t make false promises.”
“Good to know,” Edie replied.
“You’ll receive another magic infusion in half an hour. Afterward, you can go back up to the quarantine suite if you prefer. You stay in the bed until then. Got it?”
He directed a stern look at Josh, who refused to blink. If Edie needed help—
“We’ve got it,” she agreed. At least she didn’t give Josh one of those bossy stares.
“I’ll see you in a bit.” Harper grasped the curtain hanging between the beds. “Open or shut?”
“Up to you,” Josh told Edie.
“Open, then.” She smiled at him.
With the curtain to his right pulled shut, a wall on her left, and empty beds across from them, they had as much privacy as they could expect in an infirmary ward. The nurses’ station, best he could remember, was by the door.
“Are you okay?” Worry shadowed Edie’s eyes.
“Relatively, yeah. You?”
“Not too bad.”
Her wry smile wrenched his heart. She had to be scared, but she was holding up as well as any soldier.
“I don’t want you feeding me power,” he informed her. “I appreciate it, but don’t.”
Her brows rose. “So it’s fine for you to deplete yourself dangerously on my account but not the reverse? Shall we guess what your sisters would say about that?”
“It’s not sexist. It has nothing to do with sexism.” Though a sneaky little voice in his head said she was right about Em and Cath. “Women always play that damned card.”
“It’s frequently the right one.”
“Not this time. I’m the equivalent of mage military. You’re a civilian. I protect you, not the other way around.”
“Uh-huh.” Her eyes softened, and she smiled. “You’re such a good guy, Josh. I wonder if you even see that.”
The tenderness in her face generated warmth deep in his chest. She was a sweetheart, brave and strong and kind.
“Have you noticed,” she began quietly, “we’re not snapping back as fast this time?”
“Or nearly as far.”
Their gazes met, and hers reflected the same dread, the same determination, battling inside him.
“I’m so sorry, Josh.” Edie’s eyes teared. She hastily turned her head away. “This is my fault. If I hadn’t brought that thing onto the chopper, you would be fine now.”
“Don’t. Edie, don’t cry. You’re not to blame for this.” Doctor’s orders be damned. Josh shoved back the covers and pushed himself up. His head swam for a second but then steadied. He slid out of the bed.
She shot a teary glance at him. “What’re you— Get back in bed, Josh. I’m fine.”
“My ass.”
He sat on the bed by her hip to grip her shoulders. “You listen to me. You want to blame somebody, the ghouls deserve it. And whatever demons they’re in league with. That thing has dark magic to draw a person.”
Biting her lip, she shook her head. He used his thumb to wipe away the tears at the corners of her eyes. The moisture wrenched at his heart.
“If we’re not blaming the ghouls,” he suggested, “we could blame me. If I’d set the chopper down ten feet or so from where we were, you wouldn’t have seen that orb in the first place.”
“That’s ridiculous.”
At least she was glaring, not crying. “Back atcha, angel. This is neither of our faults. It’s a wrong place, wrong time situation. We went out there to save a life, remember? And we did.”
“Yeah.” Edie wiped her eyes. “That counts for something.”
“Especially to that guy’s family.” Josh tugged her up, into his arms. “C’mere.”
She came without protest, nestling into his shoulder as though she’d done it a hundred times before. He rested his cheek against her soft, sunshine-bright hair. Holding her felt right. Comforting. As it had when he’d turned to her three years ago.
Why hadn’t he gone back to her that night? Not meshing long-term didn’t mean he couldn’t cherish what they’d shared. To have a woman like Edie attracted to him was a gift in any circumstance.
Her arms locked around his waist. “I do care about you, Josh. Whatever happens or doesn’t, I doubt that will ever change.”
The words wrapped themselves around his soul. He pressed a kiss into her hair and drew back to look at her. “I feel the same way about you.”
Edie cupped his cheek. Her gaze dropped to his mouth, then rose again as her hand slipped behind his neck.
Yes reverberated in Josh’s bones as he lowered his head.
         
Her soft, warm lips welcomed him. He brushed his mouth over hers, tasting and savoring, before fitting his lips to hers. Edie’s breath brushed his cheek. His body hardened.
Needing more, he flicked his tongue over her mouth, then between those sweet lips. Edie sighed. She sucked his tongue, and his cock throbbed. Josh stifled a groan.
He pressed soft, warm kisses over her jaw, then down her neck, and reveled in her tremors of pleasure. Edie arched against him, fingers digging into his back and neck. One finger found the tender spot behind his ear, and Josh shuddered.
Edie kissed his jaw, then his ear. He fought for sanity. They were in the frigging infirmary.
She looked up at him, and the same realization dawned in her eyes. Her cheeks flushed crimson. Staring past him, she said, “You should return to your own bed.”
“Yeah,” he murmured. Did she realize she still had her hands at his waist? “Before that nurse comes to give us an infusion and I’m busted.”
He didn’t want to let go of her. Not ever. But that was why people had brains, to keep their hearts from leading them down the wrong paths.
Josh kissed Edie’s hair again. “Like I said before, Harper’s the best. We’re going to be okay.”
“Of course we are.” She smiled, but doubt shadowed her eyes.
She didn’t believe what he’d said any more than he did.
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Edie sat on the couch with her hand in Josh’s. The lavender candles put out a soothing scent, but it did less to keep the fear at bay than his presence beside her. She couldn’t think about him too much without becoming aware of his wide shoulders so close or his muscular thighs so near.
         
He kept his eyes trained on the television, but they were unfocused. His mind was likely far away.
Why shouldn’t it be? The two of them needed magic boosts every three hours now. If Harper couldn’t figure this out soon, it would be too late for her and Josh.
He glanced at her. “Whatever happens, Edie, I’m glad we had this time.”
“So am I.” The desire and reluctant affection she felt for him welled into her throat. Edie leaned toward him as his eyes darkened.
Warm and beguiling, his lips touched hers. She kissed him back. If they could comfort each other now, they could deal with the future later.
If there was a future.
“Don’t,” Josh murmured.
“Don’t what?”
“You’re thinking too much. You went tense on me.” His lips brushed her nose, then her forehead, then her eyelids with bittersweet tenderness.
“You were thinking a minute ago.”
His lips touched hers, then hovered. “Waste of time when I have a beautiful woman in my arms.” He kissed the left corner of her mouth, then the right.
Edie caught his head and tugged his mouth back to hers. Flicking her tongue against his lips, she cupped his nape.
Josh’s tongue flicked back, teasing. Flirting.
He chuckled, and Edie laughed. She let her hands run over his wide shoulders and down his back.
Josh pulled her closer. His mouth captured hers, invading, demanding, seducing. Edie moaned.
He turned her so she lay in his arms, her breasts pressed to his hard chest. His hand kneading her butt sent flashes of fire between her legs.
Sliding her hand into his open shirt collar, against his warm, solid chest, she rose on her knees to straddle him. Josh pulled her down against his hard cock, and a flood of heat made her gasp. As though of their own accord, her hips rocked against that exquisite bulge.
Josh groaned and cupped her breast. Red haze rolled over her sight. Clutching his shoulders, she arched to press against his hand. Her tight nipples ached. More was all she could think.
         
“Whatever you want, angel,” he muttered.
The words jolted her. She must’ve spoken that plea, but this wasn’t smart. Edie struggled against the pleasure and need rolling through her body. Then Josh pressed his open mouth to her neck and laid a trail of hot kisses down it, and she stopped thinking.
She surfaced with her hands in his hair and his fingers at the top button of her shirt, directly over her breasts. His eyes sizzled with possessiveness and passion. “Say yes, Edie.”
Quivering with need, she tried to think. He was hard against her sex, even through their jeans, his hands were on her, and God, she wanted—
The doorknob turned.
Edie choked. Josh flushed. She sprang off him and pulled her knees up.
Holding a small duffel bag, Harper walked into the room. He looked from one to the other of them and raised an eyebrow. “Is this a bad time?”
“No,” Edie said quickly. He’d saved them from certain folly.
“Of course not,” Josh said hoarsely. He used the remote to shut off the television.
Harper’s expression gave nothing away. As a doctor, he probably had developed a superb poker face.
He sat in the easy chair to Edie’s right. “The good news is, we think there’s a strong chance this ritual will boost your magic and a decent one that it will sever your ties to the orb.”
“Is there a downside?” Josh asked.
“Not that we can see, but we’ll have to hurry if we want to do this tonight.” Soberly, he said, “The sooner we can free you of that thing, the better.”
Edie nodded. “So what do we do?”
“The beauty of it,” Harper replied, “is that you don’t have to do anything but sit there. Josh, you know the grove where we do the year-end conscience ritual.”
Conscience ritual? Before Edie could ask about that, Josh responded.
         
“The one where the armorer picks deadfall for beginner wands. Sure.”
“That’s the one.” Harper leaned forward in his chair. “Oak, ash, hawthorn, birch, and hazel, all trees of power, grow there. No other kinds. With fires kindled at the cardinal points, the clear quartz platform in the center emits magic in waves, like a tuning fork emits sound, that can attune a mage’s power. You’ll sit on the quartz, with your weapons or whatever other object you use to focus power.”
Crap. Edie cleared her throat. “I’m a firefighter. I don’t use a weapon. Or focus magic. I don’t need to.”
         
Harper gave her a reassuring smile. “That’s no problem. I can give you a clear quartz crystal to hold. Feeling it vibrate with the magic will help you. I treat plenty of mages who don’t regularly practice energy manipulation.”
Josh squeezed her hand, and his silent support vibrated in the weak magic current between them. She could too easily become accustomed to that support.
Of course, she wouldn’t need it as much once they were back to normal.
“I’ll be back for you in about an hour. Eat something in that time and change clothes. I brought you garments of undyed linen. The natural fabric won’t interfere with the magical currents in the grove.
“Any questions?” Harper asked.
When they shook their heads, he said, “The High Council will trigger the grove’s magic at moonrise and then leave. I’ll wait with you because I don’t want you unattended and far from the infirmary until we’re sure this is done.”
Edie couldn’t help wondering if Josh was thinking the same thing she was, that when the rite was over, whatever this was between them also would be. She wasn’t as glad about that as she’d expected to be.
*  *  *

In the hall, Stefan found Griff leaning against the wall beside Will. The two straightened when he appeared.
Will jerked a thumb at Griff. “He came to drag us out of the archives, with food as a bribe.”
“Yours or Val’s?” Stefan asked Griff.
“Hers. I’m not crazy. My fiancée was a better cook when she was ten than I’ll ever be.”
“His fiancée.” Will snickered. “Bro, you don’t need a wedding. You are so married already.”
Griff smirked. “You’re jealous I found her first.”
“More like she settled for you because I’m so booked up.”
“Like she’d ever take the runt of the litter when she could have the pick.” Griff sauntered toward the elevator.
Will and Stefan fell into step with him.
“More like she needs glasses,” Will replied. “But I’ll step aside for you. Why pick one when there are so many gorgeous, bright women just waiting for some friendly benefits?”
Stefan tuned them out. After six years on the mage most-wanted list, Griff deserved his happiness, and bantering with his friends was part of it.
They took the elevator to the ground floor and hurried through the rain to the main building, which held the staff quarters.
The three men entered the lobby area, its reception desk vacant at this hour. Griff led the way to the east door and palmed the lock plate. If he’d had his magic, he could’ve opened the door with a touch.
When Will pushed the elevator button, the doors opened. The trio stepped into the car. Griff glanced at Stefan. “You okay? You’re quiet tonight.”
“I’m hungry. Some of Val’s cooking will take care of that.”
“Absolutely,” Griff said. “We’re having tilapia with Valeria’s homemade mango chutney.”
Stefan mustered a smile. “Even better.”
“Hey,” Will began, “did you catch the ball game the other day? Cardinals rule.”
“The Braves’ll clean their clocks,” Griff said.
Stefan left them to their debate.
There was something building between Josh and Edie. Maybe it would last beyond this crisis, and maybe not, but it was definitely there. He wouldn’t have needed more than a glance to see it even if their clothing hadn’t been awry and their hair rumpled.
In the same way, he needed only a glance to see the love between Val and Griff when she greeted them at the door. There’d once been a woman who looked at him that way, one he’d hoped was his future. He hadn’t seen her in nine years, hadn’t thought of her in at least four or five, but she was on his mind today.
He let Val usher him and Will in, and he accepted the glass of wine Griff poured. He sat at the bar and let his friends’ conversation flow around him without joining in.
Maybe it was seeing Josh and Edie and worrying over them. Maybe it was being part of Griff and Val’s happiness as they built a life together. But something kept pulling Stefan’s mind back more than a decade.
He’d met her on a rainy night, in the church basement where the local folk music club met. She’d been a rising sophomore, he a second-year med student. They’d ended up at the coffee station during a break. With rain pattering on the window, as it did now, he’d offered to pour for her.
The shining curtain of her dark brown hair hung down to her shoulder blades. Bright coral lipstick highlighted her sweet mouth with its full lower lip, and she’d looked up at him with wide, gray eyes that were friendly and keenly intelligent and held just a hint of vulnerability.
“Thanks. I’m Camellia Wray,” she’d said, her clear alto wrapped in a soft southern drawl.
He’d been smitten on the spot and had barely managed to get out his own name. Within three months, they’d moved in together. Within the next two, he’d started thinking about forever.
A hand touched his shoulder. He looked into Val’s concerned hazel eyes.
“You okay?” she asked. “Griffin said you were hungry, but everyone’s at the table and you haven’t moved. You look tired.”
“Sorry. I’m distracted.” His youthful mistake wasn’t her problem, so he managed to smile. “Thanks for coming to get me.”
“Anytime. Now let’s eat.”
He followed her to the table. Cami was the past. In the present, people depended on him. Best for everyone if he focused on healing Josh and Edie and not on what might have been.
*  *  *

“I feel like a dork.” Josh scowled at the linen kilt around his waist.
“Maybe, but you look hot.” Edie jerked her eyes away. She hadn’t meant to say that.
She’d been so concerned about her short sarong that she hadn’t thought about what he might wear. The sight of him had punched hot desire into her belly, but she didn’t have to share that with him.
The kilt left his long, muscular legs and ripped torso bare. Gripping the basket hilt of a broadsword, he reminded Edie of an ancient warrior.
Unfortunately, he also looked tired, despite the magic boost they’d each received fifteen minutes earlier. So much was riding on tonight.
Embarrassment lingered in his eyes, but Josh grinned. “Back atcha, angel.”
Edie’s cheeks warmed, and she bit her lip to keep from smiling.
Josh said, “I get the whole ‘natural fabrics not interfering with the magic flow’ thing, but those natural fabrics could be made into pants.”
This from the man with sexy legs. “Just be glad we’re not Wiccans and don’t have to be skyclad for this.” Being nude outdoors together, with medical staff on hand, would way surpass embarrassing. Nude outdoors together but without the medics, on the other hand…
Josh’s smile turned mischievous. “I could go with you being skyclad.”
“If I were, you would be.”
“Deal.”
He crossed the few feet of carpet between them to tip her chin up. Cupping her cheek, he studied her with solemn eyes. “We both know tonight is probably our last chance. Whatever happens, I want you to know I’m grateful for the time we’ve spent together.”
“So am I.” Even if they ended up paying a high price for it.
Josh kissed her softly. When he looked down at her, the longing and tenderness and hope washing over his face matched the emotions roiling within her. She drew his head down for another kiss.
This one caught fire. His free arm whipped around her waist, pulling her to him, and his tongue slid into her mouth in a raw, hot demand. With a moan, Edie answered it, stroking his tongue with hers until Josh let out a strangled groan.
The heat of his body penetrated the thin linen. His bulging cock pressed into her belly, and she ached to touch it. Warm and smooth under her hands, his sleek back invited her to explore.
Someone tapped on the door. Edie would’ve jumped back, but Josh held her closer. “I need cover,” he whispered before calling, “Come in.”
Harper opened the door. Behind him stood Davis.
Harper’s expression went carefully blank. “We should go in a minute. Come out when you’re ready.”
Edie’s cheeks burned. She hadn’t felt this happy, excited, and embarrassed, all at once, since she was a teenager.
Josh grinned, then kissed her forehead and stepped back. “I gotta think about aircraft engines and torque for a minute, angel.”
He paced to the window and stared out. Edie sank into a chair to wait. Surely there was no harm in watching him while she did.
Despite their almost-intimacy, she hadn’t seen him so close to naked since their night together. If Harper hadn’t arrived, she might’ve traced the hard edges of his pecs, stroked the soft, brown hair in the center of his chest, and followed it downward over the washboard of his abs.
Maybe later. If Josh wanted. Because it was time to admit she definitely did. Even if being with him led to awful heartache later, she wanted to touch him, to join with him and be fully with him one time.
“Okay.” He turned from the window and held out his free hand. “Let’s do this.”
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Two hours later, Josh and Edie sat with their backs to each other on a pentagonal slab of clear quartz seven feet across. Harper had said they shouldn’t touch for retuning chakras, but they weren’t far apart. Josh liked it that way.
         
Maybe that made him a masochist. He was going to miss her like hell when they walked away from each other. But a growing friendship with some side benefits did not imply a good long-term match. He and Edie would be a horrible bet for a relationship.
Still, she was special. He’d be a fool to deny it. If she wanted to take those benefits to the ultimate stage before they parted, he would more than meet her halfway.
“Josh? How do you feel?”
“Better. You?”
“Also better.”
She sounded more relaxed, more hopeful. He was trying not to hope just yet, but he couldn’t entirely suppress the optimism bubbling in his head.
“It’s a beautiful night,” she said.
“Yeah. Not too cool. That’s an advantage to living in south Georgia.” He could enjoy this night even more if they were lying under the stars in each other’s arms.
With no medical staff watching over them from the grove’s edge. Harper left them alone so his presence wouldn’t interfere with the magic’s flow, but he was within shouting range. And watching range.
Sex was supposed to have magical powers in some cultures. Would he and Edie recharge faster if they—
“Josh, you okay?”
He’d fidgeted without thinking about it, bumped her. “Fine. My legs are getting a little cramped. Sorry.”
“It’s okay. I like having you touch me.”
Oh, yeah. He smiled. “Ditto.” Too bad they weren’t in a position for him to show her how much he liked touching her. For now, considering their audience, he would have to go back to thinking of engines.
         
He scanned the grove around them. The magic trees were planted in five quintets, one of each sort in each group, so they formed a pentagram.
The five quintets formed a larger pentagram. In its center, the slab of clear quartz he and Edie perched on absorbed the energy the trees and the grove’s magic generated.
Balanced across his knees, his basket-hilted broadsword hummed with power. The air vibrated with it. The quartz under his butt felt warm, not from mild air of a September midnight or the fires burning at the compass points but from the magic that suffused the air and even the ground.
“I meant to ask you about the conscience ritual you and Dr. Harper mentioned,” Edie said. “What is it?”
“At the last full moon of the year, everyone who wants to participate comes here at moonset. The High Council lights the braziers and taps the magic, the way they did tonight. Then we meditate over any regrets, anything we feel guilty about or need to make amends for, from the past year. A little while before dawn, we take slips of paper and write down anything we regret, then drop the slips into the braziers.”
“Erasing them, in a way. Clearing your consciences.”
“Exactly. They tell me the ritual grew out of some Persian goddess myth.”
“Hmm.” Long moments passed with no sound other than leaves rustling in the breeze and the fires crackling. Then Edie said, “I regret something but not from this year. I wish I’d gotten to know you better when we worked together.”
“So do I, and it’s my fault we didn’t talk more.” When this year ended, he wasn’t going to have failure to be honest with Edie on his conscience.
“I could’ve tried harder.”
“It wouldn’t have mattered.” Josh took a deep breath. Maybe it was a good thing she couldn’t see his face. “I was attracted to you almost from the beginning. I didn’t think it could go anywhere, and I don’t start things I know I won’t finish. Or lead anyone on.”
He tensed, waiting. Edie said nothing for several moments.
When she answered, her voice held none of the irritation he’d feared. “It still isn’t going anywhere, Josh. But I can tell you I’ll walk away with much warmer feelings toward you than I had before. I care about you so much more than I thought I could.”
“I can say the same. Walking away is going to be harder than I’d expected.” He was going to hate it, in fact.
“But still the right thing to do.”
The reply stung, maybe because she sounded so calm about it.
“I dated this guy,” Edie began. “He was a good guy, smart, funny, and kind, but he had ambitions. He wanted to climb the corporate ladder. Nothing wrong with that, of course, but he figured that climb needed a socially available and adept wife.”
“I’m guessing that wouldn’t include fighting wildfires all over the country in the summer.”
“Definitely not. It included giving and attending parties, dressing fashionably, and joining book clubs.”
“He was an idiot. That’s not you, and trying to cram you into that mold is crazy.”
“Is it?” she asked, her voice wry.
“Hey, I’m not trying to force you into a mold.”
“No, you aren’t.” Edie sighed. “You’re ruling me out because I don’t fit the one you like. I guess that’s marginally better, but the thing is, Josh, that runs both ways.”
“Excuse me?” How was he not a good fit for—
“I need someone who accepts me as I am and supports my ambitions.” She paused. “I need someone more flexible in his thinking than you are.”
“Okay.” She was right, no matter how much her comment stung. What mattered was that they were on the same page.
While they were being honest…“There’s one thing I’ll regret if it doesn’t happen before we leave here.” Josh took a deep breath. In for a buck, in for a bundle. “I’ll regret it if we don’t make love.”
         
After a moment of heart-stopping silence, Edie softly replied, “So will I.”
He half-turned to look at her and found her shifting to look at him.
“After all this, we deserve a celebration,” Edie told him.
“Definitely.”
Despite their awkward position, the kiss they exchanged was warm and sweet. Josh started to turn farther, to take Edie in his arms, but Harper called from the trees, “Save it for later. You don’t want to change the energy currents.”
Edie flushed crimson and dropped her head to Josh’s shoulder. “I forgot he was there.”
“Me, too. Later, angel.”
“Definitely, flyboy.”
Josh turned back around. Good thing his cross-legged position made the kilt bunch over his thighs and groin. Harper might be a doctor, but Josh preferred not to have anyone see his hard-on except the woman who caused it.
Kra-kow! The boom of an energy blast smashed the silence.
         
Josh jumped as Edie bumped his back. They turned to exchange a startled look as another blast boomed.
“What the hell?” Josh said. “That came from the direction of the main gate.”
“Stay there,” Harper called. “I’m checking.”
“Check fast,” Josh shouted back. “Edie, if we have a problem, stay behind me.”
Her eyes flashed annoyance. “If something comes at us, we’ll handle it together.”
Josh set his jaw. Edie could say what she liked, but if the need arose, he would keep her safe.
Harper ran into the clearing. “Ghoul attack. We’re going back inside.”
“That’s a damned first,” Josh muttered. Ghouls had never attacked the Collegium before.
He and Edie scrambled off the quartz slab. The firelight caught glints of fury in Harper’s eyes, and his jaw had a hard set. Edie’s eyes were huge with fear, but she held her shoulders square and her chin up.
“Is either of you strong enough to translocate?” Harper spun a shield around them all. “I can take one of you but not both.”
“Take Edie—”
A bolt of muddy gold energy slammed into the doctor’s shield. Its force staggered him, but the shield held. Josh spun his magic into it and felt Edie doing the same. The three of them turned to the main building, where ghouls rushed down the hillside and fanned out.
“Better not translocate now,” Josh pointed out. “It’ll leave you too vulnerable.” Shielding did not survive translocation. If there were ghouls around the building, they would have the advantage when the doctor and his passenger emerged from transit.
“Ghouls took out the front gate,” Harper said. “There’s an escort on the way.”
That was a good thing, too, because the three in the grove were trapped. Hell.
         
The ghouls were coming closer. Josh assessed the odds. He felt better than he had in days, but he and Edie couldn’t last long at less than full power. With his broadsword in the ready position, he stepped up beside Harper.
“Seven of them coming at us,” Josh said, his voice hard.
Tough odds when two of the three mages facing them were at less than half strength and one had no combat training. Where was the—
A flash of light in front of them heralded Valeria Banning, Griffin Dare, petite blond Chief Deputy Reeve Sybil Harrison, a sturdy deputy Josh didn’t know, and Davis.
The five ducked and rolled, evading muddy energy blasts. An instant later, the glow of shielding appeared around them, Dare and Banning sharing an aura.
The ghoul blasts rebounded from the shield Josh and his comrades held. Then the escort gained their feet and engaged.
The flash of energy blasts made seeing the fight difficult. Dare dropped back and tossed Harper a sword.
The doctor shoved his hand through his shield to grab the hilt, then expanded the protective barrier.
Dare struck at a ghoul with a glowing blade. Watching for a foe to engage, conscious of the need to keep Edie behind him, Josh felt a prickle on his neck. He glanced over his shoulder. Three ghouls ran from the trees at the edge of the clearing.
“Oh, hell. On our six,” he snapped, wheeling. “Three of them.”
Harper turned to face the new threat.
The Collegium boundaries were heavily warded, and ghouls couldn’t translocate. How the hell had they reached the trees?
Behind him, Davis said, “Let’s go.”
“What about the rest?” Harper asked.
“I’m coming back, and I’ll send reinforcements.”
Josh, Edie, and Harper let Davis’s shield merge with theirs. Davis gripped Josh’s shoulder, and Harper put an arm around Edie’s waist.
Four more ghouls fought a rearguard action beside the main building against mages who wielded glowing broadswords.
“We’re going to the main building’s back entrance,” Davis shouted over the noise of clashing magic bolts and shields. “Two guys’re shielding an area for us.”
Harper and Edie winked out. Davis reached for the space between life and death and flung himself and Josh into it.
Reality shifted. An instant of icy pressure on his chest, and then they arrived at the rear entrance. The steel doors glowed with shielding, as did the mages standing between the new arrivals and the fight.
“Everybody okay?” Davis asked.
As Edie nodded, Josh put an arm around her. “We’re good.”
“Then I’m gone.” Davis saluted them with his blade and charged toward their comrades pursuing the ghouls.
“Thanks, guys,” Harper told the shielding mages. To Edie and Josh, he said, “Let’s get inside.”
*  *  *

A few minutes later, the other mages rejoined them in the rear exit of reeve country, a wide lobby with benches that served as a staging area. Edie tried hard to control the shakes. Now that the danger had passed, reaction was setting in. Davis performed quick introductions.
Without saying anything, Josh put his arm around her. She leaned into the comforting warmth of his body.
“They’re gone,” Sybil Harrison reported. The petite blonde looked solemnly at Josh, Edie, and Harper. With a nod to the tall, dark-haired mage standing across from her, she said, “You can thank Griffin, here, for anticipating the ghouls would go for the three of you who were outside.”
“They like to take hostages if they’re going after something they know they can’t reach otherwise,” Griffin commented.
Josh said, “Like an orb in a heavily guarded building.”
“Exactly.” Griffin shook his head. “They want that thing very badly, to risk attacking here. With only a couple dozen in their group, they must’ve expected surprise to carry the day.”
“How did they get onto the grounds?” Edie asked. “I thought Collegium properties were heavily warded.”
“When they took out the front gate, that opened a gap in the ward,” said the tall, tawny-haired woman who’d been introduced as Valeria.
Josh shook his head. “That doesn’t explain how they reached the trees, which are pretty far from the front gate.”
Griffin and Valeria traded a grim look.
“Traitor mages,” Harrison supplied. “Ghouls can’t translocate, and the wards were not breached. We would know if they had been.”
“Something else weird,” Davis noted. “The bodies of the ones we killed spontaneously combusted.”
“We don’t know what they’re up to,” Harper said, “but there were rumors they were doing some kind of experiments.”
“Let’s hope they don’t learn to translocate,” Griffin commented. “They’re enough trouble already.”
“I’ll leave that to you,” Harper said. “I have patients to examine. Let’s go back to the quarantine suite.”
The group began to break up. Walking away, Edie heard Valeria ask Griffin, “How did the sword work?”
“Ran out of juice.” His carefully neutral voice seemed to cover great disappointment. “It’s not the same without my own fuel.”
“We’ll find something,” she assured him.
What was that about? Edie glanced at Josh, but he showed no sign of having heard. She dismissed the subject.
When they reached what Edie’d come to think of as her and Josh’s suite, Harper seated them on the sofa.
“Close your eyes, Josh,” he directed. He held his hand up, palm out, fingers spread, in front of Josh’s forehead. The doctor’s eyes lost focus.
After a long moment, he lowered his hand.
“The inflammation is less.” At last, he withdrew his hand. “But your power level doesn’t feel right. Have you been recharging?”
“Before the fight.” Josh glanced sideways at Edie. “I feel stronger.”
“So do I,” she agreed.
The doctor nodded acknowledgment. “Good. It seems the rite will work if we can perform it fully, but only trying to destroy the orb will confirm that. We won’t try again until you’re free of its influence. Edie, let me check you.”
He reported the same results with her. Smiling, he said, “This is a good sign. We’ll finish this tomorrow night.”
“What if they come back?” Edie asked.
“The grounds are patrolled heavily now,” Harper replied. “They won’t get in. Once the orb is destroyed, which we’ll see done once you’re free of it, they’ll have no reason to attack.”
“Except they hate us,” Josh commented.
Harper nodded. “True, but they aren’t suicidal. Order something to eat if you like. We’ll resume at moonrise tomorrow.” He wished them a good night and left the room.
Josh took Edie’s hand. “You okay? Ghouls are damned scary the first few times you see one.”
“No argument here. I’m glad you weren’t hurt.”
“Ditto. I was so damned proud of you. You’ve never been in a fight like that, but you held the shield and didn’t panic. That’s brilliant, Edie.”
“I felt useless. And scared, not brilliant.”
“Yeah, but you didn’t let it get to you. That’s courage under fire.”
The kiss started softly, a tender, grateful whisper of Josh’s mouth over hers. Edie sighed against his lips and slid her hand into the soft hair at his nape.
Josh deepened the kiss, tightening his hold on her. When he cupped her breast, Edie went momentarily blind. Then he was kissing her neck, nipping it gently, and heat pooled between her legs.
She kissed the sturdy, smooth column of his neck. Under her fingers, his muscles flexed as she explored his back. He felt so good. She wanted him in a way she’d never wanted anyone before.
Josh kissed her gently. When he raised his head, the tenderness in his eyes pierced her heart with longing. “Yes or no, angel?”
“Yes, definitely yes.”
His smile lit up his face. Edie twined her arms around his neck. Josh slipped a hand under her legs and stood. “Your place or mine?”
“Yours is closer.”
She traced his sculptured pecs, as she’d longed to do earlier, and stroked the soft, curling brown hair in the middle of his chest.
“You’re killing me.” Josh made it through the door of his room, laid her on the bed, and stretched out beside her with his arm under her head. “Beautiful Edie.”
The words and the heated look that came with them had her cheeks warming and her inner muscles clenching. She caressed his jawline with her fingertips. “I’m glad you think so. I could look at you all day and night.” Tracing the line of hair down his washboard abs with her other hand, she added, “I could touch you all day and—”
Josh’s hard, deep kiss stopped the words. His palm found her inner thigh and moved upward.
Need rocked through her. Edie’s hips lifted toward his hand. He brushed his fingers through the curls over her sex, and the touch jolted through her body. She whimpered, arching against him.
Edie tugged her mouth free and trailed kisses to his ear. “I’m on the pill,” she murmured.
“Thank God.” He released the tie at her shoulder and peeled the shift down to her waist. Staring at her breasts, Josh trailed his finger around the edge of one nipple.
He was so close but not quite where she wanted him. “Touch me, Josh.” She caught his wrist.
He let her tug his hand over her left breast. “Perfect,” he murmured. “Just like I remembered.”
He’d remembered. She’d thought she was the only—
Josh closed his mouth over the taut, aching nipple. Warm and wet and velvety, his tongue stroked her sensitive flesh. Edie gasped and clutched him to her.
Each flicking stroke shot hot echoes through her body. Writhing with pleasure and need, she choked, “Josh. Let me…”
He raised his head, eyes gleaming with possessiveness and satisfaction that stole the little breath she’d managed to draw. “Let you what, angel?” He kissed a path into the valley between her breasts and lingered there, nibbling, while she fought to think.
“…touch you. Please you.” She fumbled for the tie on his kilt.
“Oh, you do.” His knee urged her thighs apart. Gently, teasingly, he ran his fingertips along her cleft. Then he did it again, harder. Deeper. Moaning, she pushed back against his hand.
“You’re wet for me, Edie. Do you know what that does to me?”
The tie gave at last, and it was her turn to smile. She wrapped her fingers around the hard, warm length of him.
“Yes.” Watching his face, she squeezed.
Josh’s body jerked. When he groaned her name, Edie’s heart soared. A tiny drop of moisture formed on the head of his cock. She rubbed it off with her thumb, then licked the droplet.
He shuddered but slid a finger into her, stroking. “You’re so hot. So tight.”
So his, a vague corner of her brain supplied. Before panic could set in, he added another finger and wiped all thought away.
         
Her hips rocked to meet his next stroke. Taking her breast in his mouth, Josh stroked her nipple with his tongue.
“Josh!”
He made a wordless sound and drew more of her breast into his mouth. His thumb probed between the folds of her sex and found that most sensitive bundle of nerve endings. He rubbed it gently, all the while thrusting his fingers in and out.
Panting, Edie clutched him to her and moved to the rhythm he set. He’d created a current, tension spiraling like a fire devil between her clit and her breasts. The spiral tightened. The need deepened.
Then everything released in a rush.
Edie shuddered, blind and deaf, and let the rush take her.
Sometime later, the world came back. She opened her eyes. She was lying in Josh’s arms, and their rumpled garments were gone. Lazily, she let her hand drift down his chest, savoring the contrasts of smooth skin, sculpted muscles, and soft hair. As her hand slid down, the hair grew coarser.
Josh’s body quivered. He pressed his lips to her forehead. Sounding slightly breathless, he asked, “Do you know how gorgeous you are when you come?”
“Uh-uh,” she murmured against his throat. Between nips, she suggested, “Why don’t you tell me?”
He might’ve, but she’d gripped his erection. Edie stroked it with a finger and let her hand slip lower to the soft mounds of flesh between his legs. She cupped them, and Josh let out a strangled groan.
She kissed his chest and ran her tongue over one flat nipple. Again, his body jerked.
“Mmmm.” Edie scraped her teeth lightly over the tiny bud. “I love touching you, Josh.”
I love you.
         
What? Edie froze. She couldn’t love him. That would be disastrous.
“Edie?” Josh peered at her. “You okay?”
Tonight was theirs. The morning would be whatever it was, but she wouldn’t let anything spoil this time. Edie smiled and squeezed his cock. “I’m great. But I want you, Josh. I want to taste you.”
A teasing light gleamed in his eyes. “I submit.”
“Damned right, flyboy.” Holding his gaze, she licked his hard shaft.
Josh groaned. When she did it again, his body arched. His fists clenched on the sheets.
*  *  *

Edie was driving him crazy. The tiny corner of Josh’s mind still functioning realized she knew it. More, she was enjoying it.
Worse, he was about to come in her hand.
He drew her up and pressed her onto her back. “Tasting,” he said. “Great idea.” He swooped down to lick between her parted thighs.
That gasp might’ve been his name, and it gave him a rush of satisfaction.
Josh slipped his tongue between the plump folds of flesh. Edie’s body arched. Her hands caught his head, and she whimpered.
Taking his time, he explored while Edie shivered. When he slipped his tongue into her sheath, his cock throbbed at the taste. He couldn’t wait any longer.
He rose above her. She smiled, reaching up for him, and his heart clenched. Her hips lifted in invitation, but Josh watched her face as he settled into the cradle of her thighs.
Slowly, he sheathed himself. Her body drew him deeper, and her smile faded, giving way to urgency.
She was so hot and wet and tight.
So perfect. If only—
Don’t go there. Tonight, at least, she was his.
         
He was fully sheathed. Edie trembled beneath him, her eyes hot. She wrapped her legs around his waist.
Josh eased partway out, then slowly slid in again.
“Yes,” Edie gasped. “Oh, yes, Josh.” She arched up against him, and her taut nipples rubbed his chest. He cupped her breast, and Edie moaned.
Josh kissed her, fast, deep, and hard, and then rode her the same way. As they moved together, the pleasure knifed through him, and the need for it became more intense with each withdrawal.
Her restless hands roamed his back, his ass, urging him on. She was fever in his blood. He fought to focus, to hold back so she would tip first. They were both so close to the edge. Edie was breathing fast, making sexy little whimpers. Pressure built in his groin, in his balls.
The magic he and Edie shared vibrated with their mutual pleasure. His control fragmenting, Josh thrust hard. Edie gave a wordless cry, her body arching, and then her flesh tightened around his as she shuddered.
“Edie!” Josh plunged into her, shaking, and spent himself.
The next thing he knew, he was lying on top of her, still joined. Their hearts hammered in tandem, their ragged breaths mingled, and nothing in his life had ever felt so entirely right.
He was in serious trouble.
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The next night, Edie sat behind Josh on the quartz pentagon and watched the moon sink toward the horizon. When it set, she and Josh would most likely be free of each other.
         
“Not long now,” he said.
She couldn’t read his tone. They’d made love all day, but at times, she’d caught him watching her with an odd, wistful look on his face. Now he’d been very quiet for the last hour or two. “How do you feel, Josh?”
“Good. You?”
“Fine.”
If he didn’t want to talk, she wouldn’t push him. Instead, she watched the dying flames in the braziers and listened to the breeze rustling the trees and the grass.
The moon disappeared behind the trees. An energy shift tingled over her skin as the grove’s magic faded.
Harper strolled out of the trees. “How’s everybody feeling?”
“Great.” Josh sounded a little too hearty. Could he also be less than entirely overjoyed at the parting to come?
“I feel good,” Edie said.
“Let’s do a quick exam and see what we can find.” Harper repeated his examination of their Third Eyes and pronounced them normal. “I want you to stay on the grounds until the orb is destroyed, just in case it has some kind of tie to you I’m not seeing. That’ll be around noon. In the meantime, I suggest a hearty breakfast and some sleep, especially considering you’re going back to fight the fire.”
“Last night’s news said a hurricane might fix that for us,” Edie said. “It’s coming up the Florida coast.”
“Not for a few days, angel.” Josh set his hand lightly at her waist. “Let’s go eat. You coming, Doc?”
“In a minute.” Harper smiled. “I like the sunrise.”
They left him to it and walked, hand in hand, back to the infirmary. Josh still had nothing to say.
Edie squeezed his hand. “You know, you can go to your own quarters if you like. We have a clean bill of health.”
“I know.” But he laced his fingers through hers.
Whatever was bothering him, Edie didn’t figure she could pry it out. Their time together was down to hours now, maybe minutes if he chose to go home.
They walked into the infirmary and up to the quarantine suite. Josh closed the door of the lounge softly.
If he didn’t want to talk, so be it. Edie said, “I’m going to get a shower and—”
The blazing passion in Josh’s eyes stole her breath. His mouth slammed down on hers, and a tidal wave of pleasure blanked Edie’s mind. When she surfaced, her back was to the door, and Josh was kissing, licking, nipping her neck with such unpredictability and intensity that she couldn’t breathe. She could only moan and sag against him.
Josh groaned and took her mouth again. His tongue stabbed in, stroking and plundering, and need blazed through Edie’s body. She reached down and found him hard under the thin linen.
He thrust against her hand. Covering her ear with his mouth, he breathed, “Yes. Oh, yes, angel.”
Edie shivered with pleasure. His hands seemed to be everywhere, squeezing her buttocks, kneading her breasts, massaging between her legs.
When she gasped his name, Josh swung her into his arms, his face still hard with passion. He carried her into her room while Edie kissed his neck and stroked his bare chest, delighting in the way his breath stuttered.
Laying her on the bed, he untied the shoulder of her sarong. Edie caught the tie on his kilt and jerked it free.
Then Josh’s mouth covered her nipple. She couldn’t think, could only hold him to her and writhe as he settled between her thighs. He raised his head. Looking down at her with that heated possessiveness, he drove into her with a single hard, deep stroke that shot pleasure to the top of her head.
Edie cried out. Josh withdrew, thrust deeply again, and instinct took over. She moved with him in perfect rhythm that pushed the tension inside her ever higher, made her want more, feel more, until his final thrust exploded all that tension in a wild rush.
*  *  *

Edie awoke to the solid warmth of Josh’s body against hers. Drifting in the haze between sleep and awakening, she wished she could stay there. In a few hours, they would go back to their very separate lives. Knowing it was for the best didn’t make it easier.
Josh sighed in her ear. His soft, tender mouth brushed her lips. She flicked her tongue against his, welcoming him, and slid her arm around his neck.
He deepened the kiss as he rolled above her. The hard weight of his body on hers stirred awareness, pulling her closer to fully waking. Josh pressed warm, languid kisses over her face and down her neck, heating her blood.
Edie let her hands roam his smooth, muscular back. When she parted her legs, he settled between them as though they’d shared such slow, sweet awakenings for years instead of one prior day. But they’d spent most of that day right here.
The trail of leisurely kisses she pressed along his jaw had Josh sighing.
He cupped her breast, and heat flashed through her. Edie gasped. Her arms tightened around him. Chuckling, Josh whispered, “Good morning, angel,” into her ear.
“Mmm. It sure is, flyboy.”
Edie palmed his taut ass and squeezed. Josh’s hips jerked, and his cock prodded her. Smiling, she said, “It’s a very good morning.”
“We can make it better.” He nipped her lower lip.
Edie flicked her tongue over his mouth. Desire flared in Josh’s eyes. His body ground at the tender spot between her legs, and he took her mouth in a deep, plundering, possessive kiss that stole her breath.
“Edie,” he murmured, “sweet Edie.”
Her heart twisted, so she hid her face against his shoulder and breathed in his spicy scent. Caressing the length of his back, she tried to imprint the moment on her memory. Maybe she could hold on to it until she found her forever guy.
Josh looked down at her. Behind the tenderness in his eyes lay shadows, as though he also remembered they would return to their real lives today.
Edie tugged his head down to kiss him. “I want you, Josh.”
“You have me, angel.”
For now.
         
The words hovered between them, but Edie would smile even if it broke her face. This last time was not going to be marred by if only.
         
Josh’s intent gaze locked with hers as his erection pressed against her cleft. Staring into his eyes, Edie lifted her hips. His flesh slid into hers with sweet, heart-wrenching ease. The darkening of his eyes and the tension in his body revealed the same pleasure she felt from having his hard, warm cock sheathed within her.
Edie arched her back, drawing him fully inside of her. Josh let out a soft groan. He kissed her again, an intense mating of mouths that matched the mating of their bodies.
“My angel,” he said.
Tenderness, passion, and regret laced the words and vibrated in the magic between him and Edie. The mix of emotions threatened to crack her heart.
She laid her palm against his cheek and stroked her thumb over his lower lip. Josh nipped her thumb.
Watching her face, he slid partway out of her. Need spiked in Edie. Her hips rose spontaneously to meet his return thrust. Josh groaned and lowered his head beside hers.
Back and forth they went, caught up in alternating spiral of pleasure and hot craving. Needing more, needing all of him, Edie wrapped her legs around Josh’s lean, pistoning hips and matched his rhythm. Everything in her tightened with each stroke, then tightened more with the next, until she quivered with it.
“Josh,” she gasped, clutching him. “I need…”
“Me, too.” The words sounded strangled. His dear, handsome face had gone taut with the passion and the need they shared.
He gritted his teeth, and she sensed he was holding himself back by sheer willpower. Edie tightened her inner muscles, lifting so he ground against that sensitive spot.
“Edie!” With his back arching and his head flung back, Josh plunged hard and shuddered.
The next instant, the rush overwhelmed her, leaving Edie blind and deaf.
Gradually, she became aware of Josh’s weight on top of her, then of his ragged breathing in her ear. His heart pounded as hard and fast as hers.
He kissed her shoulder. “You’re amazing.”
“No.” Edie smoothed the soft, short hair at his nape. “That would be us. Together.”
She’d never felt so completely satisfied with anyone else. She and Josh had something special.
Her heart clenched, but she pushed back the grief. Time for that later.
Shifting to his side, he drew her against him. Edie laid her head on his shoulder and her arm across his chest. Josh kissed her temple.
They lay quietly while their breathing settled. As soon as they left the bed, they would dress and go back to their jobs. Their idyllic time together would end.
“Edie?”
“Hm?”
He waited until she pushed up to look him. His grave eyes made her stomach knot.
Josh pushed her hair out of her face. “Are you set on staying a firefighter or becoming a smokejumper?”
What he meant was, Would you give that up for me?
         
She would, she realized, but only for a true need, not because of irrational fear. Her chest ached as she replied, “I can’t live with a double standard, Josh. You have a dangerous job, too. If I gave up firefighting, would you stop flying helicopters and stay out of combat zones?”
He hesitated. Refusal flickered in his eyes, but he said, “Yes. I would.”
He was trying to mean it, but that hesitation betrayed him. “Flying is part of you, Josh. You love it, just as I love firefighting. How long do you think we can be happy if we force each other into molds that don’t fit?”
“Relationships involve compromise.”
“Of course they do, but only when both people agree the compromise will work. I think this one would doom us.”
His expression turned stony except for the pain in his eyes. “Okay.” Josh rolled to his feet. “Guess we should dress and go back to work.”
“Josh, can I say something?”
When he looked at her, his closed expression stabbed into her soul. “What is it?”
“I don’t mean to minimize what you and your sisters went through, but you’re looking in the wrong place for the problem. The issue wasn’t your mom. It was your dad.”
“Well, sure, but if Mom had lived—”
“No. Plenty of single fathers raise their children alone without disintegrating. Your dad, for whatever reason, lacked the spine to manage. That’s not your mom’s fault. It’s his.”
Josh’s body stiffened. Coldly, he said, “I don’t blame Mom for his drinking, Edie. You’re missing the point.”
Never, ever had she wanted so badly to shake somebody. Edie clenched her fists on the sheets.
“You’re drawing a line from your dad to you, assuming you would be the same in a similar situation.” He blinked, looking startled, and she dared to hope. “Josh, you’re a combat pilot, a veteran. You’re all about soldiering on, no matter what comes at you.”
“Little kids need their mom.”
“Yes, but they’re resilient. They cope. The parent you and your sisters needed most was your dad, and you didn’t have him.”
He stared hard at her for a long, painful moment. “I thought you understood. Clearly, you don’t.”
That icy manner of his hurt more than a shout would’ve, but she wouldn’t turn back now. “What I understand, Josh, is that if you ever were in your dad’s shoes, taking care of your kids would be your first priority.” Edie sucked in an aching breath. “You coped. You always will, and you’re not dependent on a wife for that.”
“That’s not the issue.” He stalked to the door.
“Not for you, I realize.” Maybe she shouldn’t have started this. Now that they were into it, though, she might as well say her piece. “But ask yourself what happens if someday you meet the woman you want, and she’s a cop or a soldier or—”
“A firefighter?” The edge in his voice grated.
“I didn’t say that.” Despite what his earlier question had implied, she knew better than to hope that would ever be. “People get killed crossing the street. Whatever she is, would you rather enjoy whatever time you’re given with her or pass up the chance because you’re afraid?”
“I’m not afraid. I’m careful.”
Edie shrugged. Around the lump in her throat, she said, “However you want to look at it, I hope you’ll be happy.”
The stone in his eyes softened, and his mouth twisted in a ghost of a smile. “Thanks.” Some of the tension left his shoulders. “You, too, Edie.”
Edie, not angel. They really were done here. She held the tears until the door closed behind him.
         
*  *  *

Josh zipped the duffel bag. Wearing a flight suit again, getting ready to go to work in his own apartment with its familiar dark blue and brown decor, he felt almost normal. Too bad he couldn’t look at the bed without a little stab of relief that he’d never shared it with Edie. He couldn’t shake the feeling he hadn’t handled their good-bye very well.

      Just like last time, asshole.
    
         
Maybe if he’d waited to ask her…Ah, who was he kidding? The answer would’ve been the same. He’d crossed the line they’d set, and she’d politely, but wrongheadedly, unloaded on him.
Game over. Time to reboot.
He glanced at his watch. Eighteen minutes to noon, when Davis and his team would smash the orb, putting a permanent end to the problem. Josh and Edie were supposed to wait with Harper in his office while that happened. A precaution, the doctor had said, in case the ritual hadn’t completely freed them.
Josh headed out. Most of the Collegium was working or, in the case of the academy students, in class. Deputy reeves and cadets would normally be pounding the cross-country trail, but everyone had orders to stay indoors until the destruction team had done its job.
He walked through the quiet hallways, trotted down the stairs, and crossed the grass to the infirmary.
The door to Harper’s second-floor office stood open. Tapping on the oak panel, Josh stepped inside.
Edie sat in one of the two pale green, upholstered armchairs facing the reception desk. She flashed him a brief, cool smile that stabbed him to the heart. “Good morning, Josh.”
“Morning, Edie.” She didn’t sound as though she’d come apart in his arms less than an hour earlier. But she was right.
They had to play this casually. In time, surely, it would feel casual.
Except that it never had.
Behind the desk sat the Collegium’s chief physician. “Coffee?” Harper asked.
“I can get it, thanks.” Josh poured himself a mug, added cream, and sat beside Edie.
She said, “Thank you, Dr. Harper, for everything you’ve done. Even when this was scary, I knew you would do anything you could to help us.”
Us. Strange, how that word made Josh want to put his arm around her. Instead, he said, “I couldn’t have said it better. Thanks, Doc.”
         
“It’s part of our service around here.” Harper toasted them with his mug but didn’t seem as pleased as Josh would’ve expected. “What will you do when you return to camp?”
“I’ll be flying water drops,” Josh said. Eagerness hummed in his blood. He hadn’t been aloft in three days.
“You’ll probably be glad to fly again, huh?” Edie studied her mug. “I know they’ll be happy you’re back. A friend texted me the relief pilot is costing a fortune.”
“Oh, yeah.” Maybe she understood him better than he’d realized.
“You’ll be pounding ground again, I guess.” Josh glanced at Edie. The thought of her breathing smoke, dodging flaming debris and falling trees, hit him like an icy fist to the chest.
“As soon as I’m back on the schedule,” she agreed.
The phone on Harper’s desk rang. He picked up the receiver. “Stefan Harper.”
The sounds that came out of the phone seemed agitated, but Josh couldn’t make out the words. At his side, Edie leaned a little closer to the desk.
Harper’s brows knitted. “No. That’s a bad—Yes, I know.” His frown deepened, and he seemed to be studiously ignoring Josh and Edie.
“I’ll ask,” he finally said, “and call you back.”
Josh’s gut knotted. He and Edie exchanged an alert, concerned glance.
Harper hung up the phone. “It didn’t work.”
“Excuse me?” Josh leaned forward in his chair. “How can it not work? Are Edie and I still tied to that thing?”
“My guess is no,” Harper replied, “since neither of you shows any ill effects. However, it’s resisting the power blasts they’re shooting at it, and the backwash has the flavor of mage power.”
“Ours.” Frowning, Edie said, “It isn’t siphoning more from us, though. Can’t they blast it until its stores are depleted, then smash it?”
Harper shook his head. “That might work, but Will thinks the thing may be absorbing some of the power they’re firing at it.”
“Just as one mage can absorb power from another. Crap.” Josh made himself sit still. Harper probably wouldn’t appreciate having a hole punched in his office wall.
“Will wants us to try smashing it, doesn’t he?” Edie asked before Josh could.
“Yes,” the doctor said. “I don’t recommend it. If that thing absorbed your energy, firing more at it might enable it to reconnect with you. We mages have stored dangerous magical objects for millennia. We can store this one.”
“These things are hard to make,” Edie said, “right?” When Harper nodded, she continued, “That’s an incentive for ghouls to steal one that’s already made, enough reason for attacking a place like this, where so many mages live. Even if it doesn’t open a portal, they know it can steal mage power.”
Josh said, “She’s right, much as I hate to admit it. They’ve tried once to regain that thing. They’ll try again, and they might bring Mundane hostages with them.”
“Then I’m in.” Edie’s eyes looked huge in her pale face, but determination filled them.
Josh realized she was thinking the same thing he was, remembering the damage that thing had done in starting the fire, and worrying about what else it might do.
His heart swelled with pride. He’d picked an amazing woman to…whatever they’d been doing these past days. Too bad he had to stop her.
He turned to Harper. “Doc, can you give us a minute?”
*  *  *

The door closed behind Harper, and Edie braced herself for a fight.
Josh stared hard at her. “You’re not doing this.”
“That’s not for you to say.” Edie kept her chin up and told her stomach to quiet down. She’d survived wildfires that ate miles of forest. She could do this.
“You’ve never fought in a magical battle, Edie. You have no experience manipulating this kind of energy.”
“I know the basics, even if I’m rusty at some of them. I’m not sitting up in the nice, safe building while you risk reconnecting with that…thing.” Good tone, strong, with disgust all over that last word. “We agreed, Josh, we’re in this together.”
“Leaving it to those of us with experience would be wiser.”
“So you’ve demolished a portal orb before, have you?” She threw him a skeptical look.
“You know that isn’t what I meant.”
“When people I care about face danger, I stand with them.” She put steel in the words. “Besides, I know how to blast raw energy, even if I rarely do it, and Davis thinks he can’t succeed without both of us. I. Am. In.”
The anger in his eyes would’ve melted a blast door. Only the shadow of fear behind the fury kept her temper from flaming to match his.
“What if you had kids?” he demanded. “A family?”
“This has to be done, and I have to do it, no matter how little either of us likes the idea.” If a foolish part of her wished they could be each other’s family, that was her problem. Plenty of women survived falling in love with the wrong man.
Josh’s lips tightened, and then he let out a slow breath. “If you get hurt doing this, Edie, or worse, what d’you think that’ll do to me?”
His words struck dead center in her heart. But they also struck her temper. “Your pain would be so much worse than mine if you were killed, is that what you mean, Josh?” She marched to the door. “I imagine it’ll do to you what the reverse would to me. Let’s go.”
She yanked open the door and stalked through it.
She, Josh, and Harper walked out of the building and down to the woods together. The air felt still, almost brooding. The only sound came from the crunch of their footsteps over dry leaves and twigs. No bird or animal sounds reached her.
At the standing stones, Davis greeted them.
“Edie has never destroyed anything magically,” Josh informed him. “I’m thinking those of us accustomed to wielding raw energy should handle it.”
“Josh…” Edie spoke under her breath, but not too softly for him to catch the threat in her tone.
“Ordinarily, I would agree,” the assistant loremaster said. “Since the orb was bonded to you both, however, I’ll need you both to destroy it.”
Harper asked, “What about the chance it could reconnect with them if their magic touches it?”
“It’s a risk.” Davis rubbed a hand over his face. “If you want to back out, I won’t blame you.”
Josh directed a hopeful look at Edie. “Last chance.”
Edie shrugged. “Then who would destroy that thing?” If only she felt as nonchalant as she was trying to act. “Let’s get to it.”
She and Josh followed Davis into the circle. Gleaming blood red with a purple tint in the sunlight, the orb sat on a pedestal at the circle’s center. The same group of deputy reeves who’d been there a few days ago waited among the monoliths. They nodded greetings to the newcomers.
“Edie,” Davis said, “you take the east position. Josh, you take west. You’ll hit it from two sides and maybe cut down on any directed backlash that way. I’ll hold the southern point, and Kent will take the north.” Over his shoulder, he said, “Maya, Hank, ward the circle.”
Standing behind the northern stone, the slender woman touched it. Silver energy crackled around her hand. The stone glowed. Her counterpart, a sturdy, brown-haired man, did the same by the southern stone. They walked clockwise, wispy energy trailing them, and charged each stone before returning to their starting points.
A silvery curtain of energy enclosed the circle.
“When you’re ready,” Davis said, “give the word.” He and his counterpart held their arms at shoulder level with their hands close together and their palms aimed at the stone. Josh and Edie took the same stance.
Josh cast an inquiring look at Edie. She nodded.
“Now.” Blue energy crackled around his hands.
Edie summoned the power from the woods around them and then from her own core. When she felt it humming in her veins, she visualized it around her hands. The green glow that suddenly shrouded them made her want to crow in triumph.
Josh fired what he’d drawn at the stone, and the rest of them did the same. Magic roared through Edie, invigorating and elating. She had the hang of it now. What a rush!
The orb glowed, repelling the four-way blast. Edie poured in more power. This thing had to go. She—
Something reached into her head and yanked. She choked back a yell. Her power stream faltered, then turned red.
Had to keep it going.
Josh called her name, but she barely heard him over the hum and crackle of power in the clearing. Roaring filled her ears, her power draining. Through the haze of pain and clashing energies, she saw him stagger, though his stream of magic held steady. Edie fell to her knees but pulled in more power and shoved it out.
This thing might kill her, but she would return the favor. If only Josh would be safe.
“It’s tapping into you two,” Will shouted. “Push it back.”
Edie gritted her teeth. That thing was not sinking its magical claws into her again.
“Edie!” That was Josh. “Stay with me!”
Through the haze of pain and magical energy, she saw Josh’s agonized face, his eyes dark with a combination of pain and fear for her. He couldn’t help her, though. If one of the quartet stopped, the ball would rocket in that direction from the sheer force of the magic slamming into it on all other sides.
“Edie,” he called. “Feel the power, think of grabbing it, and push.”
“I know,” she shouted back. “I’m…trying.”
“You can do it,” he yelled, his voice hoarse with effort. “Kick its ass, angel.”
She drew in more power, and then still more until it seemed to blaze in her veins. Then she flung it against that malevolent force. In the torrent, Edie gained her feet.
The red in her power and in Josh’s slowly faded.
A loud cracking noise echoed off the stones and hurt Edie’s ears.
“Shield,” Davis shouted.
Edie did her best and hoped Josh still had enough power to protect himself.
The orb shattered, pieces flying, and the magic pulverized the bits. At last! Edie drew a shuddering breath.
“Stop,” Davis called.
Edie let her power fizzle and die. Josh rushed to her. His face strained, he yanked her into his arms.
“Edie. Angel.” His mouth caught hers in a fervent kiss as their companions traded congratulations.
“That was close.” She buried her face in his neck. They’d made it through, both of them, and the orb was totally destroyed.
Josh pulled back. “You scared the crap out of me.”
“Out of me, too, but we won, Josh. We won.”
“Yeah.” He brushed back her hair but didn’t smile.
Edie knew him well enough now to realize seeing her in danger had reinforced all his fears. At least that couldn’t make anything worse. They’d officially called this thing between them done already.
Harper and his colleague, Dr. Susan Moore, were examining the other mages.
Grinning, Davis offered congratulatory high fives all around. “Once that thing had attuned itself to your power, it was also partly attuned to ours, but you overloaded it. Great job!”
They let the doctors check them over and pronounce them free of any magical taint. Harper told Edie, “When you’ve grabbed your gear, head down to the main lobby to meet Valeria and Griffin. They’re returning to Wayfarer, and they’ll drive you to camp.”
Josh would fly the Huey, of course.
Harper continued, “You should do light duty for the next three days, but I realize that’s unlikely.”
“Kind of,” Edie replied, thinking of flame and smoke and digging line.
“Call me if you feel the least bit ill,” he ordered, and wished her well.
Edie walked out of the standing stones without waiting for Josh. The sooner she got back to her real life, the better.



    

  
    
      10

Josh rolled out of his tent and stretched in the cool air.
         
To the south, billowing clouds of dark yellow smoke filled the horizon, a stark contrast to the gray predawn sky. The smell of burning pine teased his nose. The fire crews still had plenty to do.
He and Edie had arrived too late yesterday to snag assignments, but he’d be in the air today. By tonight, he’d be tired enough to crawl into his sleeping bag and drop off without thinking of who wasn’t in there with him.
On the way to the chow line, he exchanged greetings with others getting ready to go. One wave of firefighters was coming off duty soon, with others preparing to take their places.
Near the chow line, a slender young woman struggled with a large box.
Josh hurried to grab one end. “Let me help you with that.”
“Thanks.” She flipped caramel-brown hair over her shoulder and smiled. “I tried a little too hard to cut down my trips.”
“No problem. Here, I got it.” He took the box, which contained big packages of paper plates, cups, and napkins. It was more unwieldy than heavy.
Judging by her jeans and red pullover, she wasn’t fire camp personnel. “Show me where you want this. Are you one of the people from Wayfarer who’ve been helping us out?”
“Sally Beale.” With a grin that lifted his spirits, she added, “I’d offer to shake, but your hands are full, and thanks again. If you could set that over here, we’d appreciate it.”
“I’m Josh Campbell.” He followed her to the starting point of the line and set the box on the ground. “Anything else you need carried, Ms. Beale?”
“Sally, and no, thanks. Since you helped me out, can I grab you some breakfast from behind the line?”
“Thanks, but I have time.” He wouldn’t cut in front of people who’d be on their feet all day. “What do you do, Sally, when you aren’t helping feed firefighters?”
“I’m a teacher. Third grade.” Her brown eyes sparkled up at him. “I love my kids, but feeding y’all is way easier.”
She was cute and friendly, maybe just the thing to help him move on. When he strolled toward the line’s end, she walked with him, a good sign.
“I’m guessing by your outfit, you’re a pilot. You drop water on the fire?”
“Right. If necessary, I fly medevac.” With medics like Edie, who was not supposed to be on his mind today.
“So where’re you from?” Sally looked at him from under her lashes. She was definitely flirting.
“Tennessee, but I live in Brunswick.” He should step a little closer, signal his interest, but his feet kept going straight. She was bright and pretty. What was his problem?
They reached the end of the line, and Josh took his place there.
“I can’t stay but a minute,” she said. “If you have time later, I’d love to hear about some of your missions.”
“My schedule’s kind of unpredictable.” What? He should’ve told her yes, made a tentative plan. What the hell was wrong with him?
         
“You just let me know. I’ll be around.” Sally leaned a bit closer and squeezed his arm. “You watch yourself out there, Josh.”
“Thanks. Don’t work too hard.”
Sally walked away, past the big trash cans at the edge of the grass. Beside one, holding the remnants of breakfast, stood Edie. She stared at Josh with big, pained eyes.
Shit.
         
But there was no reason for guilt to sear his chest this way. Or for Edie to look so betrayed. They’d closed the book.
Less than fifteen feet separated them. He should smile, act casual. Except that he didn’t feel cheerful or casual. This was her damned fault. If she hadn’t rejected him to cling to her dangerous ambitions, they’d be together now.
Josh nodded to her and turned back to the line. When he looked again, she was gone. It was bad luck that she’d happened along then, but they weren’t going to see each other when this was over. He hadn’t done anything wrong.
Yet he found himself walking away from the line, toward the parking area. He could wish her a safe day. No harm in that, and it would smooth things over.
He jogged toward the loading trucks. “Seen the Three Pines Hotshots?” he asked a passing firefighter.
“They pulled out a minute ago,” the man replied.
Josh was too late. Maybe that was for the best.
*  *  *

Three hours later, Josh finished a series of water drops near the fire’s head. The soil here was more sand than peat, which should slow the fire’s advance toward Wayfarer, at least for a while. Last night, the blaze had jumped one of the canoe trails, and the wind was pushing it toward the town.
The radio hummed with chatter from those trying to contain the flames. Josh flew back to the canal for more water.
“Helicopter 892, this is Incident Command,” someone said. “Four hotshots are cut off and need pickup asap. Over.”
Josh thumbed the mike. “Incident Command, Helicopter 892 copies. Where are they? Over.” Edie, please, please, don’t be one of those in trouble. Whichever hotshot crew was trapped needed him, but there were several working the fire. These people didn’t have to be part of hers.
         
“Helicopter 892, they’re near Hooker Prairie, trying to protect a cluster of houses a half mile outside the refuge. Trees crowned, threw out debris, and then fire erupted in the peat. Flames crossed the access road and cut off their retreat. They’re by the canoe trail.” Incident Command relayed the coordinates.
“Roger. I’m there in three. Switching to their frequency. Over and out.”
“Hooker crew, this is Command,” the radio operator said, “Helicopter 892 is en route. ETA three. Over.”
“Hooker crew copies. Over.” Edie’s voice shattered Josh’s hope that she was safe. It sounded sharp and alert but not panicky. She would never panic, even with fire closing in.
Josh lowered the helicopter to dip the Bambi bucket in the water, then tweaked the controls so the bird rose with its load and swung toward the stranded firefighters.
He had to reach her in time. The image of her surrounded by blazing trees scalded his soul.
If she died, his life was over.
The realization stunned him. As Josh flew above the burning landscape, her words rang in his ears.

      Whatever she is, would you rather enjoy whatever time you’re given with her or pass up the chance because you’re afraid?
    
         

      I’m not afraid. I’m careful.
    
         
He was a fool.
Of course he wouldn’t dive into a bottle and abandon their kids if something happened to her. He’d been afraid to admit it, afraid to risk exactly what he was racing to prevent.
The time they might have had since yesterday morning suddenly seemed priceless.
He couldn’t let her die. He loved her.
Of course he loved her. He’d been an idiot to fight it for so long.
Peering through the smoke, he found the stream below and, to the right of it, the hotshots. They stood at the water’s edge, Edie, another woman, and two guys.
Flames a foot high danced over the peaty soil thirty feet from them on the right, while the trees on sandy ground to their left and ahead of them blazed. Embers shot toward the firefighters but mysteriously, abruptly fell short. Edie had to be magically keeping back the flame and the lethal, superheated air it generated, but she couldn’t do that forever.
“Hooker hotshots, this is Helicopter 892. I see you. I’m dropping water to buy time.” And to ease the strain on Edie’s shield. “Over.”
“Hooker hotshots copy,” Edie’s voice said. “Over.”
A drop directly above them would injure them. He flew thirty yards inland before releasing the water. Three hundred gallons splashed down on the blazing trees and soil, then rolled toward the bank, washing up against Edie’s invisible barrier and pooling on the dry peat. The fire sputtered and died, at least on the surface.
There wasn’t room in the unburned area to land properly with the bucket. He maneuvered the Huey so the bucket fell into the canoe trail. At treetop level, his skin tingled with awareness of Edie’s magic. As he’d guessed, she’d shielded the group and now held back the still lethal, superheated air.
Josh grinned with relief and merged his magic with hers. Edie’s head jerked up when she felt the connection. He nodded at her through the windshield as he descended to hover half over the water and half over land.
The hotshots ducked under the rotor. Using the skid as a step, they plunged into the back of the hovering aircraft. As Josh lifted off, he and Edie released their shields.
They all leaned over the seat to thank him, but Edie retreated first. He couldn’t turn around to get a good look or touch her while flying the aircraft.
Best he could hear over the noise when no one wore a headset, they were talking about their narrow escape, discussing the miraculous way the fire had held back until he’d arrived.
Of course, it wasn’t miraculous, exactly. It was Edie’s magic.
The sandy road at the swamp’s edge came into sight, with firefighters digging line along it. Josh descended, letting the bucket and cables touch first and moving backward until he could set down without being on top of them. Several firefighters hurried forward to untangle the bucket lines so they’d function properly for the next drop.
As Edie moved toward the door, Josh called her name and pointed to the seat beside his.
She frowned and hopped out, sliding the rear door closed.
Well, hell.
         
The right cockpit door opened, and Edie climbed into the seat. “What is it?”
Josh’s heart jolted with love and hope. He handed her a headset so they wouldn’t have to shout. “I need to talk to you, and I don’t have time to shut off the rotors and then wait for the restart. I have to head back out there.”
Her face tightened. “If this is about this morning, it’s no big deal. You have a right to talk to whoever you want.”
“Yeah, there’s the problem. I want to talk to you.” He laid his gloved hand over hers. “I want to be with you, Edie, as long as you’ll have me.”
Her eyes widened, but maybe the sudden color in her cheeks was a good sign.
“I’m not giving up flying,” he continued, “and you’re not giving up firefighting…unless you want to.” No matter how anxious saying that made him feel.
Edie regarded him skeptically. “You say that now, when we’ve just had a scare, but you’ll regret it tomorrow.”
“What I’d regret is losing you. If I hadn’t gotten there in time, I would’ve kicked myself for the rest of my life because of wasting yesterday and last night. I love you, Edie.”
Her lips parted in a dazed look, and then she grinned. “I love you, too, Josh.”
“So you’ll marry me, angel?”
“Moving pretty fast, aren’t you, flyboy?” Her grin spread, but her eyes were serious. “We have a lot to work out.”
“I know what I want, but I’ll give you whatever you need. Meanwhile, I can relocate to Colorado, or you can probably get a job at the Collegium during the off-season. Harper’s always looking for a good flight medic.”
“You’re very accommodating today.” Her brows rose, and she studied his face. “What if I want to be a combat medic?”
Please, no. But he nodded. “I’ll live with it.”
         
“Then I’ll see if the good doctor will take me on.”
Josh’s heart soared. He leaned over to kiss her, ignoring the whistles and shouts from outside the helo, audible even over the rotor noise. “I could have lost you, Edie. I’ve been an ass.”
She tugged off one fire-resistant glove and pressed her palm to his cheek. “It’s amazing what a brush with death will clarify. I really thought we were going to die out there, Josh. I was so pissed that the last time I saw you would be while you were flirting with another woman.”
“I didn’t enjoy it.”
“Good.” She grinned again.
“I’m off tonight. I’ll find us a place where we can talk.” He would make sure it was a very private place, so they wouldn’t be limited to talking.
Edie rested her forehead against his. “I’m not off duty until late.”
“We’ll manage. I love you, Edie.”
“I love you, Josh.” The kiss this time was long and sweet but not nearly as unrestrained as he wanted.
Edie’s eyes reflected his frustration. “Tonight,” she said, opening the door. “You know which tent is mine.”
“I do, and you won’t wake up alone in the morning.”
The look between them held for a long moment before Edie climbed out, to tremendous applause from the onlookers. Her cheeks turned crimson, but she waved as he took off again.
Josh smiled. Tonight couldn’t come soon enough.
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      Chapter 1

Wayfarer, Georgia
Present Day

      
        T
      
      oo late, too late, too late.
    
         
The refrain pounded through Special Agent Camellia “Mel” Wray’s brain. Each repetition slammed into her heart. She took a slow, deep breath that didn’t ease her pain or her guilt.
She should’ve been here, should’ve come when Cinda first asked her, not let work get in the way. Sick in the depths of her soul, she hitched up the knees of her gray slacks and knelt in the grass by her music teacher’s crumpled body.
On Cinda Baldwin’s other side, the medical examiner, Dr. Harry Milledge, also knelt. The thin, gray-haired man watched Mel over his glasses but said nothing, giving her time to process. Somewhere behind her, the sheriff and two of his deputies waited.
Headlights from the sheriff’s department cruisers cast harsh shadows over Cinda’s face, and the blue flashers gave her contorted features an eerie tint. Her agonized expression eliminated any hope she’d had an easy death. Mel brushed a strand of white hair off Cinda’s cold forehead.
“You all right, ma’am?” A stocky deputy who looked to be in his midtwenties crouched beside Mel. Hastily, he corrected, “I mean, Special Agent.”
Ma’am. So familiar and, in the South, so automatic. Cinda had been ma’am until Mel grew up enough to become a friend and not just a student. She’d been the only person outside the family who still called Mel by her old, more girlish nickname of Cami.
         
Mel sucked air into her tight chest. If only the night weren’t so muggy. But what could you expect in Georgia in September, a few miles from the vast, wet expanse of the Okefenokee Swamp?
“I’m fine, thank you.” Guiltier than homemade sin, as people back home would’ve said, but not about to hurl. This wasn’t the first murder scene she’d attended, just the first involving a friend. Why the hell hadn’t she driven the four-plus hours from Atlanta sooner? Her team had cracked the human trafficking ring’s code at midday, but Mel had waited for the busts, for the feel-good moment when the first of the teenaged victims was reunited with her family.
If Mel had left sooner, arrived here before Cinda’s assailant, Cinda might still be alive.
Mel locked the guilt away. Later for that. “I confirm this is Lucinda Baldwin, the owner of this property.”
At least this cottage in the woods was far enough out from the town to avoid curious onlookers. Only Mel’s silver Toyota Camry, the sheriff’s two cruisers, and an ambulance sat in the drive. The yellow crime scene tape ringing the front yard seemed unnecessary.
“How well did you know her?” The deputy had his notebook out now, and a pen.
“We’re from the same town, Essex, up in eastern North Carolina. She was my music teacher for ten years.” She was also the only person who’d encouraged Mel to pursue playing her flute even though her dad scorned it as impractical. “We kept in touch, visited once or twice a year.”
“What brings you here tonight?”
“A visit, as I said earlier. I’d planned to spend several days with her.” Mel hesitated. Saying Cinda wanted an FBI agent to check out some weird things wouldn’t win points with the locals, but they should know she had been nervous. “She said she’d seen some strange things, odd-looking people, eerie lights back in the woods at the full moon. Did she ever report any of that?”
“Not so’s I know, but I’ll check.” He pursed his lips. “Lights mighta been the local Wiccans, especially at the full moon, but you never know. Lots of strange things been seen in the swamp for centuries. Right many Indian legends about it.”
Wiccans and swamp hoodoo. Mel swallowed a sigh. No wonder the town of Wayfarer, Georgia, had a New Age weirdo reputation.
She glanced at Dr. Milledge. “What can you tell me?”
“Officially, nothing.” He waited for her nod of acknowledgment before he added, “Seeing as how you carry that federal badge, though, I don’t mind saying she has strange wounds.” He opened Cinda’s blouse to reveal four deep punctures on the right shoulder.
Mel’s head went light. She took a deep breath and forced herself to focus on the punctures and not the fact this was Cinda. “Not much blood for wounds like that.”
“No. There’s a fifth on the back of the shoulder, as though from a grip. Five more at the base of the spine with what might’ve been the thumb dead center, by eyeball estimate, on the lumbosacral plexus.”
The description, the reference to that nerve junction in the lower back, jiggled something deep in Mel’s brain, but she couldn’t bring it forward.
“Shoulder wounds are just about over the brachial plexus,” he continued, indicating the nerve junction at the right shoulder. He unbuttoned the checked cotton the rest of the way and gently folded the right side back. With one finger, he traced a deep, short abdominal cut. “Under here’s the liver.”
“The killer meant to cut out her liver?” Mel jerked her eyes aside and swallowed hard against a sick taste in her mouth. Focus, damn it. She hadn’t survived in the FBI by being squeamish.
         
Then again, a murdered friend could never be just another case. The guilt and the loss and the bone-deep outrage over what Cinda had suffered threatened to choke her. She shut her eyes to stem angry tears. Later for that, too.
Blowing out a hard breath, she looked back at the doctor. The kindness in his eyes deepened her guilt because she didn’t deserve it. If only she’d left Atlanta sooner.
“I couldn’t say what was intended,” he replied, “not from this wound alone. It’s odd, though.”
Odd, yes, and another poke in the depths of her brain, another fuzzy image she couldn’t bring clear.
“Cause of death?” Mel asked.
“No guesses.” The doctor shook his head. “Not until I take a closer look. We’re ready to transport, if you’re done.”
“Yes. Thank you, very much, for talking to me.” She might be a Fed, but she had no jurisdiction over a local murder. The sheriff and his team had allowed her this much out of professional courtesy.
Mel stood and made herself turn away. Her hands were shaking. She jammed them into her pockets.
The deputy offered her a cup of water. She took it with a word of thanks. She hadn’t realized he’d gone to get it.
“Can you help us find next of kin?” he asked.
“She doesn’t have any family left. I’m her executor.” Knowing what that might imply, she looked the deputy straight in the eye. “Aside from small personal bequests to friends—including me, unless she changed that—she left everything to the North Carolina School of the Arts.”
“But she lived here in Georgia?”
“She liked the atmosphere in Wayfarer.” Until lately. “She had a friend down here. Hettie…something with a T.”
         
“Miss Hettie Telfair?” The young man’s brows rose.
“That sounds right. I’d have to see Cinda’s address book to know for sure.”
“I guess that’s it for now, ma—uh, Special Agent.”
“‘Ma’am’ is fine.” Any term of respect would do. At age thirty, Mel had been on the job long enough to lose the insecurity that came with being young, female, and a law enforcement officer. “I’ll let you know if I think of anything else, of course.”
“We’d appreciate that.”
As the deputy pocketed his pad, Sheriff Dan Burton walked over to her.
“Odd case,” the short, burly man said.
“Yes. Worse when it’s a friend.” Mel kept her back to the bagging and lifting going on behind her. The idea of Cinda in that bag clawed at her heart. She tried to focus, convince herself this was a routine investigation. “Any witnesses?”
“The woman who called 911 was driving by when her headlights hit a white male bending over Miss Cinda. He ran right in front of the car. Description puts his age as midtwenties, height around five six, blond hair.”
He paused, frowning. “She said his eyes were purple, swore to it, but I’m thinking that’s a trick of the light.”
“Or contact lenses,” Mel said. “Some people try hard to look freakish.” Even murderers.
The sheriff eyed her speculatively, his face tense in the eerie light. “Seein’ as the deceased was a friend, you gonna try to pull the Bureau in on this case?”
Mel shook her head. “No grounds, and we both know it. I want in, though.” She met his narrowed eyes with a level stare. “Unofficially. I’m on leave from the Bureau for the next two weeks. When I saw you all here…I’m not too proud to do legwork, and I know how to take orders from the officer in charge.”
He studied her for another few seconds. “I’ll need to get a look at that will, of course. If you’re clear, I got no problem with you helping out.”
Clear meant not only that she inherited too little to be a motive for murder but also that she hadn’t had time to come here from Atlanta after work, kill Cinda, and then pretend to drive up after the sheriff’s crew arrived. That was okay. That was procedure.
         
Mel nodded. “Thank you, Sheriff Burton. You’ve been very kind. If you can suggest a motel nearby, I’ll write down my work and travel schedule for today and get out of your way.”
She’d planned to stay with Cinda, but that would never happen again. Mel set her jaw against a rush of grief.
Sometimes justice wasn’t enough. This was going to be one of those times, damn it, but seeing the killer punished was the only thing she could still do for Cinda.
*  *  *

Every turn of the chopper’s rotors, every breath Dr. Stefan Harper’s badly wounded comrade drew brought them closer to the Collegium, the mages’ base near Brunswick, and its state-of-the-art operating suite. The equipment there would give Stefan’s patient, his friend, a chance to live. If they reached the OR fast enough.
“Stay with me, Javier,” he murmured, praying the unconscious man would hear him. Stefan knelt by the stretcher, both hands over Javier’s heart. His magic infused the slight, dark-haired mage’s chest, sealing the damaged blood vessels as best he could, keeping the heart beating and the lungs pumping.
“Blood pressure,” he rapped out. He couldn’t check it himself without losing focus on his task.
“Seventy-two over forty-eight and dropping,” Ellie Ferris, the petite, blond medic kneeling across from him reported.
Hell. That was way below the bottom of normal. Over his shoulder, he called, “Someone get an ETA from the pilot.”
The shrapnel wounds in Javier’s chest were too numerous for Stefan to stop all the bleeding. They had to reach the OR fast.
“Josh says thirteen minutes, give or take,” Tasha Murdock reported grimly. Her boy-short auburn hair and long bangs were tangled, matted with sweat from the morning’s battle, but she didn’t seem to notice. “What can I do? Do you need a power boost?”
Stefan shook his head. More power wouldn’t block the leaks, and the shrapnel would wreak further havoc if he simply summoned the little bits of metal out. A sword wound would’ve been so much simpler to heal.
At least he could use magical CPR, not drive the shrapnel deeper with chest compressions and make things worse. That was too dangerous to try until they were at the OR. Unless Javier died. If that happened, magic wouldn’t work anymore, but the Mundane, or normal human, technique might.
Damn it, he could feel the BP dropping. He glanced at Ellie, who pumped air into the cuff on Javier’s arm.
“Fifty-one over thirty,” she said, her voice flat.
Hell. They weren’t going to make it. Only one very dangerous strategy might push the chopper home in time. “Get us a tailwind.”
         
“On it.” Tasha sprang toward the front. “Batten down, everybody, now,” she shouted over the rotor noise. “Darren, with me. Leslie, Max, open the doors.”
Stefan heard her as though from a distance, his attention still focused on the pale, unconscious father of two. But he couldn’t think about Javier’s kids now. Better to focus on the vitals while Tasha and Darren hooked up safety harnesses, leaned out the doors, and raised the wind.
Stefan and Ellie braced themselves while holding onto Javier’s stretcher. At least the other wounded were stable. Their injuries, various venom-tainted slashes from ghoul talons, needed more treatment but weren’t likely to be fatal.
The three others on stretchers were strapped in. By now, as the doors ground open and wind rushed through the chopper, the eleven who were uninjured or walking wounded were buckled in or hanging onto something. None objected to the risky maneuver, not when Javier’s life hung in the balance.
Midmorning sunlight streamed into the cabin. The whoosh of the rising breeze drowned the chukka-chukka of the rotors. The helo leaped forward, canted sharply to one side and jerked before the pilot mastered it again. Good. They weren’t going to crash, but would they gain enough speed?
         
The weather workers had to limit the power they poured into the atmosphere. If they didn’t, they could screw up area conditions and cause a tornado or worse. Destroying Mundane homes to save a mage was not an option.
“Someone get me our ETA,” Stefan shouted over his shoulder.
A few moments later, Max James’s deep voice said, “Ten minutes out, Doc.”
Shit. “Keep me posted on the time,” Stefan ordered.
         
Their dawn raid on the ghoul nest had better be worth it. They’d wiped it out completely, seized all documentation, but didn’t yet know whether those records contained any useful information. Like whether the ghouls’ allies, demons from the Void between worlds, still meant to open a gateway to Earth. They’d tried last month without much success and at a high cost to the mages.
“ETA, eight minutes,” Max reported.
Not fast enough. “Stay with me,” Stefan murmured. Maybe they’d get lucky and nature would boost their tail wind.
Ghoul use of dark magic left them unable to eat anything other than fresh kill or to breed among themselves, so they kidnapped mages and Mundanes as breeders. And occasionally as snacks, though they usually kept animals for food. The raiding party Javier led had liberated nine humans, two mages, and assorted livestock. It was damn good work, no matter what the captured records did or didn’t reveal.
“BP forty-six over twenty-three,” Ellie said.
Max added, “ETA, five minutes.”
Too much time.
“Radio ahead,” Stefan said. “Order a surgical team to assist me and have a suite prepped. I want the elevator on the ground floor, doors open, and a crash cart by the landing pad. When we land, this stretcher goes on a gurney, stat.”
         
Too bad they couldn’t translocate to the infirmary. Every building on the property was warded against such incursions. Or excursions, for that matter. Even if that weren’t so, the systemic shock of the maneuver would likely kill someone in Javier’s condition.
“ETA, three minutes.”
“Forty over—no reading.”
“Come on, Javy,” Stefan ground out. Steeling himself for the worst, preparing to fight it, he heard the landing gear come down. Felt the chopper descend.
Javier’s heart faltered, then stopped.
Stefan managed not to flinch at the final gurgling wheeze, the trickle of blood on his friend’s lips. The still silence of his chest.
The chopper touched down. Staffers in scrubs scrambled through the open doors, grabbing for the stretcher, pulling it onto a waiting gurney.
“Crash cart,” Stefan shouted, leaping out. Electricity plus shrapnel would cause burns, but those were easy to heal. He grabbed the paddles from a tall orderly, checked the charge, and snapped, “Clear.”
The jolt of electricity succeeded. Javier’s heart restarted.
“Bag him,” Stefan ordered as the heartbeat faltered again. He vaulted onto the gurney to straddle his patient.
Orderlies flanked them, ready to roll as soon as the respiratory bag mask was in place. Stefan started chest compressions while Susan Miller, one of his staff doctors, applied the mask.
“Go,” she said. She ran beside the gurney, pumping air into Javier’s lungs to Stefan’s count as the orderlies rushed them into the building, down the corridor to the elevator. They dropped one level for the OR and shot down the hall to it.
Dr. John Parkhurst waited there, his dark face grim in the fluorescent lights. “Callie has a team waiting in the OR. How bad?”
Stefan gave him a quick summary, too aware this all might be in vain. “Take over while I scrub.” He hopped off the gurney as John picked up the CPR.
The organic damage it caused could be corrected easily now that they were home. If only Javier’s system hadn’t endured more than it could withstand.
Stefan ran into the locker room. Yanking off his bloody fatigues, grabbing clean scrubs, he couldn’t help remembering more was at stake than one mage’s life.
The Void demons didn’t have a portal to this world. So how were they communicating with the ghouls? There had to be some method.
Maybe the demons have evolved, said the unpleasant voice of logic in his brain. We have. Why shouldn’t they?
Because stopping them was hard enough without their gaining new powers. They’d never given up easily. Odds were, they’d try to open a portal again in order to bring Void demons to Earth, bringing plague, terror and death.
If that happened, the world was seriously and totally fucked.
*  *  *

Three hours after landing, Stefan stuffed his bloody surgical gown and gloves into the disposal bin. Javier had survived the surgery. Now all they could do was wait. At least magic could speed healing, and Stefan’s very competent staff would take over that part.
Stefan had called Javier’s wife, Karen, and caught her en route from Athens. When she arrived, she would want an update, so no use trying to rest. He couldn’t anyway, not after surgery.
Instead, he wandered down to his office and through the door marked DR. STEFAN HARPER, CHIEF PHYSICIAN. The anteroom was empty. His assistant was out, probably at lunch.
         
Stefan glanced at the wall clock. Was it really just one thirty? His mind might still be keyed up, but his body felt as though he’d put in a full day’s work.
Visitors didn’t see this part of the building. They were only allowed in an area rigged to look like a paranormal research lab. The Georgia Institute for Paranormal Research was the cover identity for the mages’ Collegium, the headquarters for the Southeastern U.S. Shire. And wouldn’t there be hell to pay if Mundanes ever learned about that?
The Burning Times, the witch hunts of the seventeenth century, had provided a salutary lesson. Some humans could be trusted with the truth but only a small, almost minuscule, few. Open practice of magic was dangerous, and not only to magekind.
As Stefan had more reason than most to know.
He shoved the memory aside and sat at his desk, punching the button for voicemail. Nothing much interesting there, a couple of speaking invitations, an offer to cowrite a paper.
“Stefan,” the fourth message began in the Wayfarer sheriff’s familiar, gravelly tone, “it’s Dan Burton. We got an odd murder case here, could use some help. Deceased is missing a lot of blood and has an unknown toxin in what’s left of it.”
Now, that was intriguing. Stefan focused as the sheriff continued, “I know you’ve done some consulting. Cathy Lamb at GBI recommended you for this. If you’re interested, give me a call. Word’s out about the wounds somehow, so I’ve set up a press conference for late this afternoon. You can get an idea what they’re talking about in the Oracle.”
         
Weird wounds and strange toxins sounded ghoul-related. Stefan turned to the computer and pulled up the Wayfarer weekly Oracle newspaper’s site. The murder was splashed across the homepage. The victim was an elderly woman, a retired music teacher.
         
The sheriff’s department was withholding details. Of course they were, or at least they were trying to, but there was a reference to a purple-eyed suspect and a description of deep, curving wounds, as though made from talons.
Cold prickles rose on Stefan’s neck. Purple eyes as in Void demon host? Talons as in ghouls?
The article said the woman had moved to Wayfarer from Essex, North Carolina. That was Camellia Wray’s hometown.
He could still see Cami’s face, pale, gray eyes wide with hurt and fear as she accused him of cheating on her.
“Marry me,” he’d said in desperation, “and I’ll tell you where I go on those missing weekends.” If she would commit to him, he’d thought, maybe he could trust her with the truth. Maybe she loved him enough not to freak out if he told her he was a mage, that he went away to study magical healing techniques with a mage physician.
         
“Tell me,” she’d flung back at him, “and maybe I’ll marry you.”
         
Maybe hadn’t been enough for him to take the risk. Instead he’d kept his silence and lost her.
         
Stefan frowned at the screen. He’d been over her for years, of course, but he still remembered that kick in the gut she’d delivered, first by doubting him and then by leaving him.
He’d bet there weren’t many music teachers in a town the size of Essex.
So what if this woman had taught Cami Wray? Cami had nothing to do with this case. Even if she came to the funeral—likely with a husband and kids in tow—he wouldn’t see her because he wouldn’t attend. Thinking of her shouldn’t make his gut clench. That had to be tension from the hard day he’d had, one that was far from over.
The picture accompanying the article showed the victim’s bright eyes and kind smile. She’d lived a quiet, ordinary life but died with a weird toxin in her blood, a toxin whose nature Stefan could probably guess without seeing the labs. A toxin he needed to sample, one no Mundane doctor could properly identify.
If Stefan was right, Dan Burton and his crew would be up against a foe they couldn’t hope to beat. Stefan picked up the phone.
*  *  *

“Thanks for clearing me so quickly, Sheriff Burton.” Considering the suspicion many local cops nursed toward any and all Feds, Mel wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d sat on her request. Instead, here she was, midafternoon, the very next day. “I appreciate your bringing me in on this.”
They stood beside the corner desk he’d assigned to her, the only uncluttered one of eight in the room. With deputies serving as courtroom bailiffs, patrolling the county, and managing the press out front, she and the sheriff had only the dispatcher and clerk at the front counter for company.
“I’m glad to have the help,” Burton said. “I ran that wound pattern through the National Crime Information Center and got a match with a case up near the Great Dismal Swamp in North Carolina. Another one down in the Everglades, although not identical to ours, has similarities.”
So they couldn’t know yet whether they were hunting a serial killer. Mel nodded. “I knew the wound pattern seemed familiar. I can’t access NCIC from my laptop, so I left a message asking a colleague to do it, but he hasn’t gotten back to me yet.”
Frowning, the burly man shook his head. “Damnedest thing. Anyway, I asked the Atlanta office to bring you in on this. Brunswick office is our usual contact, but you’re already here.”
“I appreciate that, Sheriff.”
He laid a manila folder on the desk. “Copies of the reports are in here. Bottom line, we found nothin’ new.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. What can I do?”
“For starters, you can back me up at the press conference. I guess you noticed the mob out front. Dr. Milledge did the autopsy first thing this morning. I’m thinking somebody at the hospital just couldn’t help flapping their lips.”
Mel and the sheriff exchanged a glance of mutual frustration. She said, “Judging by the chatter at lunch, I’d say you’re right.”
Some people in the café—the Goddess’s Hearth, across the street from the Wayfarer Oracle newspaper, names doubtless adding to the town’s New Age-y reputation—had speculated the murder was some kind of Satanic ritual. They might be on track. Those blaming otherworldly creatures absolutely were not. What was it with this town and woo-woo?
         
“There’s other strange factors we’ve managed to keep a lid on,” Burton said. “Report’s in your file, but I’ll go ahead and tell you, most of Miss Baldwin’s blood was gone, and what was left had a strange substance in it Milledge couldn’t identify. Like the Great Dismal case.”
Mel shook her head. “‘Curiouser and curiouser,’ as the saying goes. But you think the yard is the murder scene, even with no blood?”
“We do.” Rubbing his chin, he added, “There’s signs of a struggle in the grass. Anyway, Milledge recommended a toxicology consult, so I phoned the Georgia Bureau of Investigation. Their top choice is a fellow who’s just an hour or so away. And here he is.”
Before Mel could turn, a man spoke in a rich, clear baritone behind her. “Good morning, Angela, Corey,” he said to the clerk and dispatcher.
A shiver of recognition rocked through Mel. But surely this couldn’t be Stefan Harper. She risked a quick glance over her shoulder at the man strolling around the end of the counter and into the territory reserved for those with badges and weapons. Oh, God, it was him.
Her heart skipped a beat. A buzz filled her ears, and she lost the thread of the sheriff’s comments. Stefan Harper. Voice of an archangel, hands of a sex god. Or so she’d once described him.
“Hey, Stefan.” Sheriff Burton walked forward to meet him.
Mel turned hastily back to the desk, toying with the paper in the file. She was so over him, had been for years. So why wouldn’t her breathing settle? It must be the shock of seeing him. It could only be that.
Instead of the jeans and T-shirt combo he’d favored in med school, when she’d known him, he wore a charcoal suit that fit as though it’d been tailored for him. Otherwise, he looked the same. Same thick, dark hair neatly combed but in need of a trim. Same strong chin and straight, aristocratic nose. Same serious brown eyes with gold glints that never showed in photos.
Same generous mouth so adept at arousing her body.
Once so adept. That was totally over.

      Breathe, damn it.
    
         
“Thanks for coming,” Sheriff Burton said, his gravelly voice a sharp contrast to Stefan’s almost liquid one.
“I don’t guess you’ve had a chance to go to the hospital yet.”
“No, sorry. I’ll listen in on the press conference from the back, then talk to the crime scene unit before I go to the morgue. Milledge agreed to meet me there.”
“That works. Come on, I’ll introduce you to the FBI agent working with us on this.”
Footsteps came closer. Mel steeled herself. Deep breath. In. Out. In.
         
“Stefan, this is Special Agent Wray. Mel, meet Dr. Stefan Harper, our medical consultant.”
Mel squared her shoulders and turned to greet the man who had broken her heart.



    

  
    
      As the Collegium council’s top sheriff of the southeastern United States, Valeria Banning doesn’t just take her job seriously, she takes it personally. So when a notorious traitor wanted by the authorities suddenly risks his life to save hers, she has to wonder why.
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      Chapter 1

Rural Georgia
Present Day
Not. Dead. Yet. Valeria Banning panted behind the sour-tasting gag. She still had half a chance to survive.
         
At least she’d helped that Mundane woman and her child escape the ghouls trying to kidnap them. And she’d killed two of the ghouls before the rest overpowered her. But now she was wounded, aching, and trussed like a Thanksgiving turkey in the trunk of their car.
Which came as no surprise. Seven to one odds were great for the seven. Unfortunately, she’d been the one in the equation, but no mage would turn away when humans were in danger. That went double for her as shire reeve, or sheriff, of the Southeastern U.S. mages’ Council.
At least the nausea and chills—side effects of venom—were fading as her immune system purged her blood. The talon wounds where the ghoul had injected the venom in her back still burned like flaming acid, and that wasn’t going to improve anytime soon.
Val shifted restlessly, trying to draw a deep breath. The stuffy air didn’t help. Thanks to the heat of a Georgia night in August, the sedan’s small, dark trunk felt like an oven.
Best not to think of ovens. Or the fact she was mageborn toast if she couldn’t remove the amulet her ghoul captors had hung around her neck, blocking her power. They’d tucked the pendant into her tank top, making it harder to shake off. Nice trick.
They likely meant to siphon her life energy, fueling their power and killing her. Or they might intend to rape her, force her to breed, as they often did with kidnapped mages and Mundanes. Ghouls couldn’t breed with each other and so took captives to keep their population levels high.
Her stomach did a slow, queasy twist. She swallowed against bile and paralyzing fear. She could see the bulletin now: Valeria Banning, age 27, KIA because she let a bunch of ghouls get the drop on her.
         
Hell if she was going out that way.
First step, somehow remove the pendant, tough job with her hands cuffed behind her. Second step, get these restraints off.
Before the car stopped.
She could worry later about where ghouls had gotten the amulet. Ghouls were strong at night and weak in the daylight, bound to dark magic but limited in its use. They weren’t capable of the complex magic needed to create such objects.
She tried to roll, bring her knees under her, but couldn’t find her balance as the car jounced over what sounded like a gravel road. Crap. Breathing hard, she rested a few seconds, then tried again. And again.
If she didn’t manage this, she was totally fucked.
She clenched her jaw against the pain as tightly as the gag would allow, pushed off awkwardly with her chained hands, and finally—finally!—gained her knees. Sweat ran down her face and body in rivers. She needed a minute to gather herself. If only she knew how many minutes she had.
The rough ride probably meant the driver was heading into the country. On the upside, that gave her more time to free herself. Also, heading away from town meant there would be a lot of plants and wildlife, sources of natural energy she could draw on to replenish the power the amulet had stifled.
On the ominously bad downside, ghouls only sought privacy when they wanted to play with their prey.
Her gut churned again, and a shiver of fear rippled through her. Val drew the hot, stale air in as deeply as she could. Focus, Val. Focus or die.
         
Sweat stung her eyes. She blotted it against the carpet and caught the coppery scent of blood under the more usual one of motor oil. At least there wasn’t a body jammed in here with her, thank God.
The car slowed, and the bouncing decreased. Breathing through the pain, Val bowed her back and lowered her head. The pendant dropped clear of her tank, onto the smelly carpet. So far, so good.
The heavy chain slipped down to the curve at the back of her skull. Almost off. Just a little bit more.
If she could ditch the amulet and have a few minutes to recharge, she would be able to pop her shackles and transmute them into a very big, very handy knife. Good thing they weren’t made of bespelled iron, just cheap ankle and wrist cuffs.
Pressing her cheek into the dirty carpeting over the spare tire, she scooted backward. The chain slipped down to the carpeting but tangled in her hair. Shit. She had no way to tug at it.
         
The car spun into another turn with the rasp of gravel spewing from the wheels. Val braced herself and tossed her head as hard as she could against the turn’s momentum. At last, with a painful yank on her hair, the chain slid free.
Behind the gag, she gasped in relief. Renewed power coursed through her body, though not as much as usual. The amulet lay too near. Still, she had a little strength back.
She cracked open the cuff on one wrist, but that took more power than she’d expected.
Hell, the car was slowing. She popped the other cuffs, then lay panting, drained, in the stuffy darkness.
The car stopped. Terror squeezed her throat, and she swallowed against it. She needed a minute she didn’t have to recover enough to fight. She pushed the amulet into the wheel well to hide it. That gained some distance but not nearly enough to let her recharge.
Car doors squeaked open, and footsteps crunched on gravel. Panic kicked her heartbeat up. Trying to steady it, she took as deep a breath as the gag allowed. Do or die time.
         
She flopped onto her side, hands and feet behind her, but left the gag on for the element of surprise. If she was lucky, her tawny hair flopping across her chest would hide the absence of the amulet.
When her captors opened the lid, she’d have only seconds more to prepare. She drew in a slow breath to center herself.
She’d try to knock them all back magically, then go for her sword. With the amulet off, she sensed the weapon nearby, probably inside the car. It would amplify her magic and improve her odds. Without the sword, she’d have to rely on Latin words of power to make any contact lethal. She hadn’t recovered enough to shield herself or to punch a barehanded blow through ghoul shields with enough force to kill.
The trunk latch clicked. The lid rose. Redolent with the scents of earth and plants, the thick, humid summer air hit her. There was life here, and lots of it. She drew the natural energy in like a dry sponge in water and gathered herself. Moving too soon would waste her shot.
Five faces leered down at her in the waning moon’s glow. They appeared human, but her mageborn senses caught the telltale scent of ammonia from the high levels of venom in their blood and saw, even in the faint light, the muddy whites of the ghouls’ eyes. The four males looked to be in their thirties, with the lone woman, a busty brunette, on the far side of forty.
“Get her out,” the thin, blond male on the right ordered. “I’m hungry.”
Since none of the others snarled at him, Val pegged him as the leader. His grip on the trunk’s edge showed his inch-long talons already deployed behind his fingernails, ready to suck out her life energy or rend her flesh.
Suddenly cold again, Val forced herself to shrink back inside the trunk. She needed all of them as close to her as possible. The female and the dark-haired, scrawny male at the rear had retreated a few paces.
“Pull the bitch out,” the leader snapped.
Leaning in, one male grasped her knees while the other reached for her shoulders. She thrashed against their hands, whimpering for show, but kept her struggles to a minimum. If she fought too much, they’d realize she’d freed herself.
As they pulled her out, she kept her knees bent to hide her unchained ankles. The leader slammed the trunk shut. The man holding her legs dropped them to grab her left arm while his buddy held her right.
They shoved her backward against the trunk. Her heart pounded like a jackhammer. They hadn’t noticed her ankles—probably too gripped by power lust, and maybe too confident, to be careful. Their excitement ramped up the ammonia scent, stinging her nose.
She fought panic, tried to slow her shallow, fast breathing. The leader stepped in front of her, his dark, satisfied gaze raking over Val’s body. Power flared into a muddy aura around him. His taloned hands reached for her face, and the other ghouls pressed in.

      Now.
    
         
Val blew out all her stored power like a human claymore mine. The gag disintegrated. Four of the ghouls tumbled backward and fell, dazed.
The one holding her right arm rocked back but tightened his grip. His claws spiked white heat into her shoulder. She bit back a scream. Her eyes teared as magic thickened into a muddy brown shield around him. His venom shot nauseating cold down her arm and side, raising the taste of ammonia in her mouth as the venom hit her blood.
Shuddering, she turned toward him, drawing power from the swamp before the venom made that impossible. She slammed her fist through his shield. With her palm against his chest, she thought, Morere, for Die, and pictured a bursting heart.
         
His body jerked. Face contorting, he made a gurgling sound. He clawed at her hand, raking it with new venom. The same sickening cold rolled up that arm, too.
She gritted her teeth against nausea. Twisted her fingers in his shirt to keep her grip.
Morere, she repeated.
         
Her power sputtered. Faded. His friends were stirring. Crap.
         
Suddenly, his claws retracted. His grip failed, and he fell, dead. She was free.
But his friends were on their feet.
Val stumbled over the dead ghoul and half staggered, half lunged toward the car’s rear door. Yanking it open, she grinned. Her broadsword lay on the seat, its leather-wrapped hilt against the opposite door.
Footsteps scuffed behind her. She mule-kicked backward with magic powering the move. Someone whoofed.
As she dived for the sword’s hilt, the female ghoul jerked open the opposite door and lunged across the seat. Her claws stabbed into Val’s neck.
Oh shit, oh shit. Desperate, Val grabbed the female’s wrist with both hands, but ripping the claws out could be fatal if they slashed across a vein or artery.
         
Other hands closed on Val’s shoulders to drag her out of the car. As their claws dug in, blackness rolled over her eyes and through her soul. The female’s grip tightened.
“No venom,” the leader’s voice ordered behind Val. He sounded royally pissed. “Carl already shot her with too much, and I’d planned to breed her. At least we can still feed.”
Gasping for air, Val tried to find her feet to steady her power for a final effort. She only had seconds to do it, or she was dead.
Terror chilled her blood as the four survivors slammed her back against the warm metal of the car’s hood. Tearing at her clothes, they found bare skin and sank in their claws. No venom this time, but a drain. They sucked her power like leeches, and the blackness deepened.
*  *  *

Six years of exile, seven friends dead, and fuck-all to show for it. Scowling, Griffin Dare pulled the two-liter Coke out of the refrigerator. A traitor still sat on the mages’ Southeastern U.S. Shire Council, the governing and training body for the region’s mages. That unknown bastard was working with ghouls to send unsuspecting mages to their deaths.
Griff and his team, the baker’s dozen he could trust to keep his secrets, just weren’t enough to turn the tide. When he’d gone rogue at twenty-eight, he hadn’t dreamed his fight for justice would take this long.
He took a big swallow of Coke. Too bad high-fructose corn syrup couldn’t clear the ammonialike venom from his blood. He’d acquired it, as mages often did, through ghoul-inflicted battle wounds. Unfortunately, he’d been alone, unable to reach a healer, and there’d been too much venom in him for his immune system to cleanse.
At least the soda masked the faint ammonia flavor in his mouth. Grimacing at the sweet aftertaste, he set the bottle back inside the fridge. The brief blast of cold air gave him a few seconds of relief from the night’s muggy heat.
Padding barefoot across the plank flooring, he wiped sweat off his face with one arm. Only the bedroom had air-conditioning, and he rarely used it. It cut the humidity but garbled his sense of the life energy from birds and other creatures in the nearby Okefenokee Swamp. His second-floor quarters in the abandoned, run-down chair factory didn’t look like much, but living near the swamp let his power continually recharge, helped control the venom level in his blood.
A sluggish breeze stirred the blue and green glass witch balls hanging at the windows, part of his defense system. A strand of his dark hair fell in his face, and he shoved it back, frowning at the police reports and newspaper clippings spread out on the battered walnut table. The recent increases in violent crime, especially gory murders, pointed to ghoul plans for something big, something involving dark powers.
Blood magic.
The dark of the moon, in just under two weeks, would be prime time for such a rite, but for what? And where would it happen?
The ghouls usually focused on kidnapping Mundanes or mages to breed, but they wouldn’t need blood magic for that. Was this a final push to wipe out the mages, whose numbers had dwindled while the ghouls’ grew? Even with the numerical advantage, could the ghouls manage that?
If they did, there’d be no one to stand between the ghouls and complete domination of humanity.
His second-in-command, Will Davis, was an ace researcher, with two doctoral degrees to prove it. Griff reached for his phone. Good thing using his magical tracking skills as a “psychic consultant” for the Feds had netted him an untraceable cell number.
Mage power blasted through his perimeter ward, its echo like a slap in his brain. On reflex, his personal shields flared around him, a faint shimmer in the air as he summoned his quarterstaff. The seven-foot, wrist-thick, ash shaft struck his palm, silver end caps and inlaid copper runes glowing with power on contact. He wheeled to face the threat.
The wave of power broke against his shield, then rolled past him on either side. With it came fury, fear, and a desperate cry for help.
As abruptly as it had come, it vanished. Griff remained in position with his shields up. Somewhere nearby, a mage was in trouble. Or pretended to be. How better to lure him out of hiding than to make him think a mage was in lethal danger? Shielding didn’t survive translocation, so if he answered that call, he’d be vulnerable to ambush when he arrived.
Infusing emotion in a magic wave, though, required great skill, and the intensity, the terror, in the call had felt real.
A vision flashed over his sight—darkness, a pine forest. Missy, the cashier at the bakery in the town of Wayfarer, and Todd, the bakery delivery boy, kneeling before a bloodied altar.
The scene shifted. He looked down a rutted, overgrown lane as a woman in a car behind him said, “We’re not having that fight now. Get in.”
Then he sat in the ritual grotto at the Collegium, the mages’ Georgia base, in the obsidian seat of truth, chained to it, hurting in every pore, doomed but desperate to protect a woman. From what? And who was she?
The vision winked out. Foresight was as much a curse as a gift, hard to interpret, and even harder to control. He had no time to puzzle over it now, though.
Griff shook his head, refocusing on the fading remnants of that power burst. A mage needed help. Honor, the last reminder of his old life, demanded he help, no matter the risk. He pulled power from the swamp and translocated.
Seconds later, Griff arrived in a rush of cold near the swamp, in a clearing he recognized. A clunky, blue Toyota sedan stood at the clearing’s far edge, about thirty yards away.
Four ghouls pinned a feebly struggling woman against the car’s hood. Her clothes hung in tatters. A tangle of golden brown hair hid her face, but her agony and the ghouls’ triumph vibrated in the heavy air.
That call hadn’t been a trap but a desperate Hail Mary play. Fury at the ghouls boiled in his gut.
At this distance, the woman’s magic should’ve resonated with his, but he could barely sense her. She must be dangerously drained. He had to finish this fast, get her help.
Silently, he crossed toward them, angling left.
Enraptured by their feeding, her captors didn’t notice his advance. Summoning his shield now would create a glow and alert them, and screening himself from view magically would use energy he couldn’t spare in a fight with these odds. Better to rely on stealth. They weren’t shielded, so he knew he could take one easily before they realized he was there.
A body lay near the back bumper, the green skin and reek of ammonia marking it as ghoul and dead. She’d gotten one. Good for her.
A widespread power blast might take them out, but if the bastards had absorbed too much of her energy, he might not have enough to stop them and stay on his feet. He spun his staff, drawing power from the life forces all around, then swung it like a bat into the skull of a thin, dark-haired male.
Crack. The impact vibrated up Griff’s arms as satisfaction rolled through him. One down.
         
The ghoul stiffened, then crumpled. He fell, dying, his claws raking the captive mage’s chest. The agony in her half gasp, half scream ripped into Griff’s soul. He gritted his teeth against the echo of her pain in the magic they shared.
As Griff’s shields flared around him, the other three turned to face him. Their shields sprang to life as a muddy, enveloping haze. His strike glanced off the temple of a thin, blond man. The ghoul staggered but didn’t fall. Shit.
         
The trio spread out, trying to flank him. Griff backed up. Their prisoner whimpered and collapsed against the bumper. Blood seeped from wounds in her neck, arms, torso, and inner thighs. His lips tightened. He would enjoy making these ghoul scum pay.
The female ghoul flicked out a thick baton, and the heavy-set blond whipped out nunchuks. The third ghoul, a burly, brown-haired male, popped a switchblade. Drunk with the power they’d absorbed from the mage, they wavered on their feet.
Nunchuks first. Griff watched them spin, timing them, then whipped the staff up against the connecting chain.
A twist of his wrist wrapped the chain around his staff, breaking the ghoul’s grip, and he flung the nunchuks into the night. In the same movement, he swung the staff’s low end up in an arc. The ghoul’s cheekbone and jaw shattered, partial payback for the wounded mage’s agony. With an outraged cry, the male staggered backward.
The woman lunged at Griff’s back. He pivoted to slam a side kick into her gut. Her newly fed power hadn’t stabilized, and his magic easily drove his foot through her flimsy shields. She fell backward with a gurgling sound, clutching her midsection.
Before he could follow up, the stocky knife wielder charged. Griff feinted toward the male’s face. The ghoul tried to stab under the blow. Griff slashed down against the knife arm. Bone cracked at the impact. The ghoul cried out. His knife fell to the dirt.
Griff jabbed his staff’s end into the male’s chest, easily breaching the unstable shields. Morere, Griff thought. He shoved the command along the staff, so the silver end cap flared brilliant white, and into the flesh. Sta cor, he added to stop the heart.
         
The ghoul gasped before falling near the crumpled mage. With a snap like a twig breaking, his life force snuffed out.
Two parasites down, two to go.
The female ghoul jerked to her feet. Baton in a guard position, she charged. Griff started a low, fast push with one hand, then shifted the fake-out move into a whack against her ribs. He heard one crack as she lurched sideways.
Behind him, magic flared, the injured male assimilating the power he’d stolen. Griff pivoted. An arm-size tree branch smashed through his shield. He dodged, but it scraped his shoulder.
The ghouls had absorbed the wounded mage’s power. Each was now temporarily stronger than he was. Shit. The woman shuddering against the car must’ve been at the upper end of the power scale.
         
She would be again. He’d see to it.
Her labored, whimpering breaths signaled fading strength and power. He had to finish this.
Retreating, using the swamp to cover his back, he pulled energy from the plants and animals. He focused magic through thurisaz, the P-shaped rune on his staff, amplifying his blast.
         
It struck the male ghoul in the chest, knocking him off his feet, and hurled him into a live oak by the black water. He fell, twitched, and lay still. Dead.
Three down. One left to pay back.
Depleted by the blast, Griff’s power sputtered. Hastily, he drew from the swamp again as a shriek of fury and pain came from behind him.
He wheeled. The female twitched in the dirt, then lay still. Behind her, the wounded mage sagged against the car hood with a switchblade in one hand. Her other hand was clamped to her eyes, and she made choked sounds through gritted teeth. Between her fingers seeped thick, muddy fluid. Venom.
If the ghoul had raked her eyes, every second counted.
Hurrying to her, he caught the coppery scent of blood under the stinging ammonia stench. He glanced at the dead female, and his lips twitched up into a grim half smile. The mage had either more strength or more guts than he’d thought. She’d stabbed the female in the kidney.
“They’re dead,” he told her. “You’re safe now.”
A jerky nod answered him. “Eyes.”
“Did she scratch them? I see venom on your face.” He touched her shoulder gently, feeding her power in the contact.
She gave an abrupt headshake and clenched her jaw around a sob. “Need help,” she gritted out. “Healers—”
“I have some training.” No way was he calling the Collegium authorities. He propped his staff against the car. “Let me look.”
Gently, keeping his fingers light on her shoulder, he used his other hand to tug hers from her eyes. That full, lush mouth and determined chin looked familiar, but he could worry about that later. He brushed tangled strands of hair aside to touch the swelling around one eye gently, and she winced.
“Easy.” He probed lightly with his power.
Judging by the way she squinted, she was trying to focus, to see him. He couldn’t let her. At least the swelling and reactive tears would blur his features. “No scratches, but close your eyes so the air doesn’t aggravate the burn.”
“Need healers,” she choked. “Experts.” Biting her lip, she blinked at him as though trying to clear her eyes. They suddenly widened. “You look—you’re— No!”
She wrenched back against his hold, swinging feebly at him with the knife. Tried to gather power for another burst.
Shit. He forced both arms behind her to catch her wrists in one of his hands. “You’re safe, I swear,” he said.
         
She’d suffered horribly, which made what he meant to do despicable, but she left him no choice. Clapping his hand over her eyes, he muttered, “Dormi,” and fed power into the word.
         
Asleep, she sagged against him, and he gathered her close. Taller than he’d thought, with a lithe build, she felt solid. Her bare arms under the blood looked toned. Her strength hadn’t helped her much today, though.
He would have to call Stefan, whose healing skills far surpassed his own. Then they would figure out how to return her to Collegium circles and, if necessary, confuse her about his identity. Despite her panic, she might not have actually recognized him. She could’ve been hallucinating from venom poisoning.
He slid a hand under her knees and lifted. Her head lolled back against his shoulder. Her hair fell out of her face. He saw her clearly for the first time and almost dropped her.
Despite the swelling around her eyes, he knew those strong, elegant features. He’d studied them—and her—often enough.
In his arms lay Valeria Banning, his successor as Reeve of the Southeastern U.S. Shire. He’d saved a woman duty-bound to kill him.



    

  
    
      Chapter 2

Fire seared Val’s eyes. With a gasp, she jerked upright, trying to open them. Pain flashed through her body. She choked down a cry and fell back.
         
At least she landed on pillows and a soft mattress. Definitely not ghoul hospitality.
“Easy,” a man’s deep voice said at her side. A callused hand closed gently over her clenched fist. Mage power resonated in the touch. Like sunlight in her blood, strengthening power flowed from him. “You’re safe now.”
Truth also vibrated in his touch. Along with…worry? Regret?
Before she could probe, his hand withdrew. She couldn’t sense anything now. He’d locked down his power and his emotions. She forced herself to relax.
Her eyes wouldn’t open. She raised a hand to her face and gasped at biting pain in her shoulder. Her fingers touched linen. Bandages. The air smelled of lemon verbena and lavender, healing scents. Homey ones, with a hint of bay leaf—for protection?—on the pillowcase. Not hospital smells. A droning noise and a stream of cold air hinted at a window air conditioner.
“Venom in your eyes,” the man said. “Sorry I can’t heal them fully, but at least there’s no organic damage.”
His deep voice gave her a tingly sensation, like velvet drifting over her skin, and warmed her inexplicably. She pushed herself up to sit. The movement hurt pretty much everywhere, but she felt at a disadvantage lying down.
He banked pillows behind her. Awareness of him, pleasant and also somehow familiar, prickled over her skin.
“I’m Kyle Connor,” he added. “You’re at my home near the swamp.”
“Valeria Banning.” She offered her right hand. He took it in a warm, firm grip but released it too soon for her to probe. Yet the vibes of his magic felt familiar. “Have we met before?”
“We had a couple of reeve training classes together before I chose a different career. Do you remember the fight?”
Ghouls. A tall, brave mage, who looked, who fought, like…but Griffin Dare had no reason to help her and every reason to let her die. With the damage to her eyes, she hadn’t seen the man clearly. Maybe Connor only resembled Dare, with the same height, lean, broad-shouldered build, and jet-black hair. “I assume you rescued me. Thank you, so very much.”
Yet cold fingers of unease pinched her throat. Though her vision had been blurred from the injury, she’d seen that the man fought with a quarterstaff, an antiquated weapon almost no one used. In the Southeast, where people spoke with his accent, only Griffin Dare wielded one. She had best tread carefully.
“I’m glad your summons reached me,” he said. “How did they catch you?”
“I saw a bunch of ghouls trying to kidnap a Mundane woman and her little boy in Wayfarer. I figured they meant to breed her.” Remembering brought back the anger, made her voice hard. “The kid was only seven, too young to use as a breeder.”
“But not too young to be a snack if the ghouls were running short on animals,” he said in harsh tones.
“Exactly.” She could still see the terror on the child’s round face. Ghouls could digest only fresh kill. They usually kept animals for that but weren’t above munching on mage or Mundane flesh if the opportunity arose. “I got them clear, killed two ghouls, but I was outnumbered.”
“You took out two, and there were five in the clearing.” He let out a low whistle. “Seven to one, tough odds in any case. Dicier with Mundanes to protect. Good job.”
“Thanks. The woman and her child know mages exist now, but that was better than letting the ghouls take them.”
As they’d taken Val’s parents when she was fifteen. Her mom had headed the math department at the Collegium academy, and her dad had been the Collegium’s comptroller. They’d been killed by ghouls while on a camping trip they’d taken as a romantic getaway. Val had sworn she’d fight the ghouls until her dying breath.
“Uh, where, exactly, are we?”
“At my home, as I said. I’ll help you get back to the Collegium as soon as you’re well enough to travel.”
If he knew she lived there, he probably knew she was shire reeve. Gingerly, she moved one leg. Pain flashed in her thigh, and cool linen slid over her bare skin. Something soft but not thin, like chambray, covered her upper body. Val swallowed against a jolt of fear. “What happened to my clothes?”
“They were ruined. You’re wearing one of my shirts, fresh from the laundry. Don’t worry, I didn’t take advantage.” Her rescuer brushed his hand over hers long enough to let her sense his honesty, yet again, not long enough to let her probe. Was he hiding something, like his identity as the mage world’s most notorious renegade, or was he just naturally careful?
“It’s Tuesday, about three p.m.,” he continued. “You’ve been out since a little after ten last night.”
“Better out than dead. I’m very grateful, but I should report back to the Collegium.”
“What you need most is rest.” His voice came from farther above her now, and she had a vague, magical sense of a man’s standing shape. “When the light fades enough that it won’t hurt your eyes, we’ll put fresh salve on them.”
“There’s no need for you to go to that trouble. Just give me a phone, and I’ll be out of your way.”
“Your wounds,” he said with great patience, “were tended by an expert and will heal fully in a couple of days. Then I’ll take you into town and leave you where you can call anyone you like, but I won’t have the Collegium nosing into my life, Shire Reeve Banning.”
“If you know who I am, you know the deputy reeves will be looking for me.” Not for a few days, though, not until she was due back from vacation. For now, she was on her own. Blind, hurt, and alone. Hellfire.
         
“You won’t be here that long,” he said.
Because he planned to drain her of her power when she recovered? Or sell her? Cold with fear, she forced her chin up. “Look—”
“I saved your life, Sheriff.” His voice hardened. “Have a little gratitude.”
“Of course I’m grateful.” Dread churned in her stomach, but Val could do steely tones, too. “But no honest mage would keep me here.”
Of course, Griffin Dare wasn’t honest, and this guy had way too much in common with Dare for her to trust him. Collegium annals labeled Dare a ghoul ally, though his killing ghouls today supported her doubts about that. In the past, he’d killed mages without hesitation. Yet he’d saved her. Why?
“I promise, you’re safe.” Still an edge in his voice.
“Safe and prisoner aren’t partners in my universe. If you’re hoping for a reward, I can arrange it.”
If he killed her, would anyone really miss having her around? Gene and Zara Blake, her former guardians, and Sybil, her friend and deputy would, but no one else. She’d lived for the job, pushed loneliness aside to deal with later, and now she might be out of chances.
“I don’t need a reward.” Faint footsteps, as though from bare feet on wood, retreated.
“There’s a bottle of water on the nightstand,” he said. “You bled a lot, so drink as much as you can. Bathroom’s in the back corner of the room. There’s also a tub of balm on the table for the talon wounds. You can use it as often as needed. I’d offer to help, but I assume you’d refuse.”
She gave him a curt nod.
The silence stretched. “I’ll bring dinner soon,” he finally said. “Try to rest.” A faint squeak like door hinges sounded, then the click of a latch.
Val counted to ten before pushing back the covers. Although his kindness felt genuine, it didn’t fit with holding her here. With who he very likely was. Trusting that kindness could be a fatal mistake.
A shiver of fear rippled through her, and she swallowed hard. She was damned if he decided to hold her prisoner. She wouldn’t risk her eyes by removing the bandages, so she had to use her power to sense objects in the room. Not the ideal situation but she’d cope.
Every ward had a weakness. She would find the flaw in his.
*  *  *

Slamming the bedroom door would let her know she’d gotten to him, so Griff closed it softly. A wave of his hand sealed the ward and locked her in.
“How did it go?” Stefan Harper, the Collegium’s chief physician and Griff’s closest friend, nursed a beer at the beat-up oak bar.
“She’s stubborn, as you said.”
The image of her lingered in Griff’s head. The rolled sleeves of his shirt revealed her slender, strong wrists, and the open neck showed the long line of her throat, a line he could capture so easily on canvas, though he would omit the bandage on one side.
The overall effect rivaled an ad in a kinky men’s magazine, and he knew, after helping Stefan treat her, what lay underneath the shirt. His body hardened, but he banished the image. Hell would need heaters before she gave him the time of day.
Not that he wanted her to take that kind of interest. He was done with relationships until he cleared his name. They were too dangerous, and not only for him. He had other plans for her, if she would listen to him.
The ceiling fan stirred the heavy air but didn’t cool it. He shoved his sweaty bangs out of his face.
Dark-haired and lean, Stefan pointed with his bottle. “You should knock her out, deposit her on some ER doorstep, and run like hell.”
“Which helps me how?” Griff stalked across the plank flooring to the bar. He wrapped his hand around the cold, sweating beer Stefan had set out for him.
“It gets her out of here,” Stefan said. “They’ll come looking, you know.”
“They won’t find her unless I allow it. You know both this place and I are warded against scrying.” Griff tapped his chest where the lapis lazuli Eye of Horus pendant, symbol of the Egyptian god of justice, lay under his shirt. The warded pendant hid him and everything close by. “Her being here changes nothing.”
“Except for bringing your chief pursuer inside your home and maybe upping the bounty on your life.” Stefan studied him, his brown eyes hard. “You’re planning something. Damn it, if she finds out who you are, she’ll kill you.”
Best not to admit she seemed to have her suspicions already. “Keep your voice down,” Griff said. “It’ll go through the bedroom ward. You’ve risked enough by coming here last night and again today.”
Stefan shrugged. “She’s my patient. Besides, no one suspects me. The risk was yours in contacting me. Hell, I don’t see how you’ve lived this long taking the chances you do.”
“She was hurt too badly for my healing abilities. Needed the best, and that’s you.” Griff took a long swallow of the bitter brew. “You take chances, too, Stefan. In that, we’re pot and kettle.”
Stefan grunted and shook his head. After a moment, he asked, “How’s your blood venom level today?”
“It’s down, staying in the low teens.” Any prolonged exertion, such as yesterday’s battle, ramped it up. Rest and recharging pushed it down. If the venom hit fifty-six milligrams per deciliter, it would warp his physiology, and magic, permanently. He would become a ghoul.
In theory.
In fact, he would never allow the venom in his blood to turn him, even if he had to slit his own throat to prevent it.
Griff held the cool bottle against his brow. Bringing Valeria Banning here was lunacy, as Stefan said, but a slim hope beat none.
“Once we had her blood cleansed and her wounds bandaged,” Stefan said, “we could’ve taken her to the ER at County General. I still don’t see why you balked at that.”

      I wanted her here.
    
         
Unbidden and extremely unwelcome, the truth popped into Griff’s head. She’d been the mage most likely to come after him, so he’d followed her career. Knowing the woman who hunted him could save his life someday. She’d justified her rep for guts, using her dwindling power to cover his back by stabbing that last ghoul. Besides…
“She could be a valuable ally,” he said.
“You think she’ll listen to you?”
“She’s smart. As a cadet, she wasn’t always first off the mark, but she got to the right answer faster than most.”
Her parents’ deaths at ghoul hands had shattered her world. She’d gone from cheerful and relaxed to driven and resolute, determined to keep others from suffering as she had.
Griff added, “She cared fiercely about justice. Apparently, she still does.”
“Yeah, and one of our prime suspects is her ex-guardian.”
Griff met Stefan’s dour look with one of his own. “We’re losing, Stefan. Despite everything we do, our numbers dwindle with each generation while the ghouls’ grow. They take more Mundanes every year. More of us, too.”
Stefan grimaced. “It’s worse than you know. Records from that breeding nest Banning destroyed a couple of weeks ago show the ghouls have managed to bump the rate of ghoul births to captured Mundanes above sixty percent.”
“Hellfire.” Griff’s fingers tightened on his beer in frustration. “Meanwhile, the mage gene is recessive. There’re mageborn who don’t even know they have powers, and the ghouls are seducing our kids with dark magic.”
“All unfortunately true.” Stefan shook his head. “My staff counsels the kids against it, but it’s hard to resist the orgasmic kick, and tougher to believe it’ll corrupt your blood until you turn ghoul. And it doesn’t help that young ghouls aren’t as easy to spot as mature ones.”
“Yeah. Desperate times, desperate measures.”
“Hell.” Stefan took a long drink of his beer. “You know she’s probably in there testing your wards right now. Tell me you covered that AC unit.”
“Of course I did.” Griff shrugged. “In her current condition, she couldn’t pop an unprotected windowpane.”
“That one would put her fist through the window. She’ll recover quickly, you know.”
“I have things under control.”
“We’ve controlled damned little since that godawful day you fought your way out of the Collegium.” Stefan’s lips tightened briefly. “If I hadn’t come to you about the Council—”
“More people would’ve died, you among them.” Griff shook his head. “We did what we had to. Now we have to keep hunting, be ready when the traitor on the Council makes a mistake.”
“Preferably before you get yourself killed.”
“I know what I’m doing.” He hoped. “Thanks for taking Will that amulet the ghouls used on Banning. He called earlier to say he hasn’t figured it out, so he’s asking his parents to test it in their archaeology lab. You could take him that packet on the bar and ask him to dig into the lore on dark forces, see if he can figure out the ghouls’ plan.”
Stefan’s grim look said the subject wasn’t closed, but he set his beer down and slid off the stool. “At least the blood samples I took from her may help with the antivenom.”
“How’s that going?” A vaccine that could render mages immune to venom would undercut the ghouls’ numerical superiority. Maybe it would even cleanse Griff’s blood, however unlikely that was.
“I have a crude formula I’m not ready to test.” Probing Griff’s face, Stefan’s eyes narrowed. “Watch yourself with her. That pretty face hides a will as determined as yours.”
Griff shrugged. Pretty didn’t begin to describe her. Now that he’d met her again, seen her courage and jousted verbally with her, intriguing also felt like an understatement.
         
“Be careful going back,” he said. “As you leave, take that pot on the stove to the downstairs crew. Dumpster diving hasn’t paid off lately.”
“They could get an actual meal at the shelter in town.”
“They want to be independent, I guess. They won’t take much from me if they can avoid it.” The eighteen or so homeless people living on the ground floor had created a community of sorts. He had to give them credit for trying to help each other.
Looking resigned, Stefan hoisted the pot. Griff walked him to the door and locked it behind him. The protective ward sparkled faint green for a heartbeat as Griff sealed it again.
A whisper of power, the barest hint, brushed his mind, and he smiled. She was testing the wards, as they suspected. Subtly but methodically testing. Valeria Banning had intelligence, skill, and integrity along with a lot of raw power. Even wearing only bandages and his shirt, she remained coolly self-possessed.
As for what the shirt concealed…
No. Not going there, even though the memory heated his blood. He had more important goals, and they depended on his convincing her of the truth about the traitor in the Collegium.
If he couldn’t, his best hope of security lay in wiping his info from her memory, a risky process that could leave her worse than dead if his control slipped at all.
She didn’t deserve that, and doing it would go against everything he believed. But if he couldn’t stomach that, telling her the truth would put his life and the lives of his friends directly in the Collegium’s sights.
*  *  *

Only an idiot, or maybe a Pollyanna, would trust her safety to the word of someone who was very likely a murderer. Sitting behind the door with one hand on the wall, attuned to the ward, Val waited for his return. She could break the window, escape through it, but she hadn’t been able to sense the ground. She might be too far up to jump, and in her weakened state, unable to translocate, she couldn’t outrun pursuit.
So her best chance to escape, maybe even capture the man, lay in ambushing him. Even though she still needed a few days to reach full fighting power. Magical healing could only speed recovery by so much, but she couldn’t risk waiting.
The more she thought about him, the more she believed he was Griffin Dare, no matter what name he gave her. The smart play was to proceed on that assumption until she knew otherwise.
His evasion about why he kept her here could only mean he had a purpose she wouldn’t like. Besides, if he was Dare, she had a duty to bring him in for execution. Even though he’d been condemned in his absence, without a trial. That went against her grain, but so did letting a man who’d killed mages roam free.
At least she had surprise on her side. One failure was enough for this week.
A failure he’d saved her from.
Okay, so maybe she wouldn’t hurt him if she could avoid it.
Which was a crazy thought about a man holding her prisoner, a man already sentenced to death. Even if he had rescued her.
Dare had killed too many mages to deserve mercy, no matter what else he had or hadn’t done. Five had died at his hand, including the chief councilor, as he’d fled the Collegium, and he’d killed at least two more, maybe three, since.
She rolled her tight shoulders. As a cadet, she’d met him a couple of times, and he’d treated her, as he did all the cadets, with interest and tact, even when pointing out errors. She’d admired him, maybe even had a crush on him.
She hadn’t been the only one. With his clean-cut good looks, eyes the blue of a sunlit ocean, and tall, muscular body, he’d been a walking chick magnet. And the way he moved…Even then, his skill with a quarterstaff and his tactical abilities were legend.
Then they’d become notorious. Reviled.
Val shook her head. What a waste. But maybe this man wasn’t Dare. Maybe Griffin Dare was long dead, his shredded honor mere dust on a distant wind.
Yeah, and maybe she’d win the Nobel Peace Prize this year.
Once she had him secured, she could find his phone and call for backup.
A faint ripple in the warding warned of its creator approaching. She stood and hoisted the chair, grimacing at the pain in her injured arms and shoulders.
“You’ve been busy, if not smart,” he said through the door.
Did he know she was there, or was he guessing? Or scrying? The chair’s weight dragged at her sore arms.
“I know you’re standing by the door, beside the hinges.” Amusement warmed his voice. “Where I would.”
He was laughing at her? She would kill him.
“Holding that chair has to hurt your wounded arms.” He paused. “I can stand here until your strength fails. Or I walk in, you whack me, and I drop dinner to clock you with a knockout punch.”
He’d be the one knocked out.
He sighed. “I can outwait you, and I’m not blind or hurt. Give it up and eat.”
Her arms shook. The blasted chair felt as though it were made of granite. She couldn’t hold it much longer.
Now the crazy bastard was whistling! Furious, she smashed the chair against the door. It made a satisfying crash but no cracking sound, no hint of breaking.
She was weaker than she’d known. Hell, blast, and damnation! Her one chance, gone. Tears of frustration welled in her eyes, stinging like new venom, and she gasped.
         
“What’s wrong? Valeria, what is it?”
Stumbling away from the door, she choked on a sob. Hell with that. She would not let him hear her cry.
The salty liquid seared her injured eyes, and a whimper escaped. Her foot caught on the rug and she pitched forward. When her hands struck the braided fabric, it skidded. Val crashed onto her face.
Black agony rolled over her, obliterating the world. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move.
Hands closed gently on her shoulders. Power rolled into her, dialing back the agony. Strengthening her.
“Breathe,” he urged, gently turning her onto her back. “C’mon, honey, breathe.” His arm slid under her legs, warm, bare skin to her bare skin, and he cradled her against his solid, cotton-covered chest.
“I’m not—your—honey,” she choked. Yet she couldn’t help turning toward him, resting against his strength, until the pain ebbed.
“Glad to see your grit survived the fall.” He rose, lifting her easily.
She clutched his shoulders for balance and caught scents of bay leaf and sweat. His shoulders felt wide and solid—reliable, she might’ve said if he were any other man.
“Let’s put you to bed. You’ve had enough exercise for one day. Then you can eat, and we’ll put fresh salve on your eyes.”
He wasn’t even angry. What kind of weird game was he playing, being so kind?
Worse, she felt safe in his arms, as though he were the kind of man Griffin Dare once had been, the man who’d led the mage squad who’d avenged her parents.
But that was dangerous thinking. She mustn’t let him confuse her. If he hadn’t kept her here, she wouldn’t have fallen in the first place.
If she felt safe with him, it was only because he’d rescued her, then taken care of her. Like patient-doctor dependence, a weird head game. Like Stockholm syndrome, captive attraction to captor. She had to shake it off.
“What happened?” he asked.
“I tripped.” Duh.
         
He eased her onto the bed. “Before that. When you gasped and stumbled.”
“I had a flash of eye pain.” She wasn’t about to admit she’d teared up in frustration.
He drew his arms away, straightening. For an instant, she wanted them back. Stupid, stupid.
         
He propped pillows behind her. When he drew the covers over her bare legs, the bay scent teased her nose again.
“This is your bed.” Val tensed. Sleeping in his bed felt far too intimate. Too trusting.
“It’s the only bed I’ve got. Sorry I didn’t have a chance to change the linens. They’ve had only a couple of nights’ use.” After a moment, he added, “I’m taking the couch. I told you, you’re safe here.”
Her heart beat faster with nerves, but she had to push him, had to know if he meant her harm. “Safe? Like a prisoner on death row?”
His frustration spiked in the magic between them, a punch that echoed in her own chest. It must be intense, or she wouldn’t have felt it with her power so low and no physical contact.
“More like a witness in a safe house,” he said.
“Then give me your hand so I can probe.”
“No. I carry secrets other than my own.” Before she could argue, he said, “Straighten out your legs. I have a bed tray to set over them.”
The aromas of baked chicken and warm bread made her mouth water. Her stomach growled, but she ignored it. Chicken. Meat. A knife to cut it. She could work wonders with a knife.
         
“Napkin and spoon on the left,” he said lightly. “You have chicken at nine o’clock, broccoli at noon, and a buttered roll at three. Lemonade at one o’clock beside the plate.”
“It smells good.” A little courtesy couldn’t hurt, so she added, “Thank you.” The way he’d described the food on her plate—that was a clue.
“I hope you like it. I cut everything up already, and I’m sorry, but you’ll have to make do with a spoon. I’m not giving anything sharp to someone who fights with a blade.”
Damn. She groped for the spoon. Could she transmute it into a blade? Rubbing her finger along the spoon as she heard him walk away, she summoned power. A bit came. Not nearly enough for a transmutation.
         
She sipped lemonade, and the answer hit her, the reason his description of the food mattered. Carefully she set the glass down.
The sound of his footsteps approached. A thump, then a creak, as though he’d put the chair down and sat in it. “All right?”
“Fine.” Better to know what he intended than to let him toy with her any longer. “Your sister served me lemonade when I interviewed her, not long after I became reeve three years ago.”
For a beat, a telltale moment, he hesitated. “I don’t have a sister.” His voice sounded a hair too controlled.
“You described the food locations for me easily. As though you’d dealt with someone blind before, like Caroline Dare.”
“Just common sense.”
“Common sense says if it walks like a duck, quacks like a duck…Few mages train with quarterstaves anymore, but you wield one as though you’d been born using it. You’ve expert knowledge of mage lore but don’t trust the Collegium. And you know how to describe a plate of food to a blind person. Those three factors add up to only one man.
“Cut the bullshit, Dare, and tell me what you want.”
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After a fire consumes the Ellis family fortune, the beautiful and resourceful Miranda finds herself faced with an impossible dilemma: enter a life of petty crime or watch her family succumb to poverty. But once her fiancé learns of her descent into danger—and of the strange, new powers she’s discovered—saving her family may come at the high price of her heart in this prequel to Firelight.
         
[image: ]

New York Times bestselling author Larissa Ione brings readers behind the scenes with this definitive guide to her latest epic series featuring the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse. As a bonus, this compendium includes an exclusive short story!
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In this e-book short story, Sirina Lan Maro, a fearless warrior from beyond the Rift, fights to save her world. But when her own cousin plots against her, Sirina is forced through the Rift and finds herself in nineteenth-century London. Alone and trapped in the body of a human host, she struggles to survive in this strange new world—until she meets a man who offers everything she needs…
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Chloe is hanging onto her sanity by her fingernails. While she’s always been a homebody, a near-fatal accident has ratcheted her social anxiety disorder into full-blown agoraphobia. Now a fallen angel, Nathaniel brings justice to the vilest offerings of mankind as the Weaver of Souls. Fate intervenes when Nathaniel discovers Chloe, the woman he risked his eternity to help, is now marked for death. His hands are tied. Either she dies or he pays the ultimate price for his mercy.
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After a painful divorce, Savannah White packs up her life—and her son—and moves to the idyllic town where she spent childhood summers. Dash Randall remembers Savannah as the bratty “princess” who descended upon him each June. But the teenager he remembered has grown into a gorgeous and generous woman. Dash and Savannah will need to make peace with their pasts to find a new chance for love.
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Special Agent Jess Harris has spent more than a decade trying to stop a heinous serial killer. Now her career is in need of resuscitation and her love life is dead and buried. Jess jumps at the chance to escape her current reality and advise on a case that has Birmingham, Alabama’s top cops stumped. Chief Dan Burnett will do anything to find the four young women who have gone missing before it’s too late.
The two join forces to solve the case until a startling personal message reveals that the crazed serial killer whose case she blew has followed Jess to Birmingham, adding a chilling twist to an already desperate situation, and time is swiftly running out.
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The Faces of Evil series is back with another pulse-pounding story from national bestseller Debra Webb.
The Player has mastered the art of torture and murder. The first victim is Jess’s friend, and he won’t stop there. With each new victim Jess grows closer and closer to the realization that the only way to stop the Player is to give him what he wants—and he wants her. Chief Dan Burnett is determined to give Jess her life back and to protect her. But can she walk away in order to protect everyone she loves, including the man who wants her back in his arms?
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Agent Jess Harris is back in another thrilling installment of Debra Webb’s Faces of Evil series. Jess is ready to start the next chapter in her life as the new deputy chief of Birmingham’s major crimes division. But with her first love, Chief of Police Dan Burnett, acting as her new boss, it looks like Jess won’t be able to put the past behind her that easily. Jess has focused on a new case, and her investigation has dug a little too deep, and there’s a target painted on her forehead. Will she be able to solve the crime before her own life is in jeopardy?
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