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      PROLOGUE

      
      He watched the girl stumble from the motel office, room key glinting under the harsh lights of the parking lot. Lightning flashed,
         illuminating her figure. Tall and slender, barely more than a teen, too young to be out alone in a place like this, on a night
         like this.
      

      
      Thunder rumbled and crashed. The parking lot lights flickered and buzzed. Sheets of ice-cold rain battered the girl. She kept
         walking, oblivious, as her long hair whipped against her face.
      

      
      She paid no attention to the storm. No attention to the dark. No attention to him, standing across the road, watching.

      
      So young. So confident. So foolish.

      
      The girl stopped at her room and jammed the key into the lock. When it didn’t work the first time, she cast an unlock spell.
         The door swung open. She staggered inside.
      

      
      So young. So powerful. And, at this moment, so broken.

      
      Perhaps he could use that.

      
      The girl had just solved the murders of three young women in a nearby town. On the surface, the deaths were unremarkable.
         Humans killed each other all the time. As it turned out, the first two fit the usual pattern—pointless deaths, tragic for
         a few, meaningless to everyone else. The third was different. She’d been
      
      
      
      killed by a half-demon spirit, escaped from her hell dimension. A mere shade should not be able to do such a thing. But the
         half-demon had help, powerful help, and her escape was yet another sign that what he’d foreseen was inevitable.
      

      
      For years, mortal supernaturals had whispered about signs and portents. The impossible becoming possible. Humans learning
         magic. New races evolving within a generation. Bitten werewolves passing their genes to their offspring. A clairvoyant of
         unsurpassed power, born from a dead mother. As one who had observed for millennia, he knew these were not new occurrences.
         Merely rare. Yet with so many in quick succession, even the demonic and the celestial had taken note. Some believed. Others
         did not, but saw opportunity in the growing unrest.
      

      
      Now mortal supernaturals who believed the signs were coalescing under one man. A man with a dream that could change the world.
         Or destroy it. The demonic and the celestial took note of that, too. They whispered. They conspired. They chose a side.
      

      
      The girl in the motel room knew nothing of this. She’d sent the half-demon shade back to her hell and considered the matter
         closed, except for the details that obsessed her now, ones that had nothing to do with the gathering storm.
      

      
      Before the half-demon shade was banished from the living world, she’d exacted revenge by telling the authorities who had killed
         the first two young women—the mother of one. It had been accidental. A struggle, the gun goes off. It concerned him not at
         all. But it did concern the girl in the motel room. She’d been the one who learned the truth. The half-demon shade simply
         acted on her findings. Now the girl couldn’t stop thinking about the woman she’d inadvertently sent to prison. Couldn’t stop
         thinking about the child, alone now, mother dead, grandmother accused of her murder.
      

      
      
      It mattered not a whit in the larger scheme of things. In a few days, the girl in the motel room would be swept into the maelstrom
         brewing in the supernatural world. She would play a role. A critical role. A dangerous role.
      

      
      Now inside the room, the girl flicked on the light, only to have it go out again as the power failed. She cast a light ball.

      
      Thank God for my spells, he heard her think.
      

      
      She paused then and images flickered through her mind. Images of the accused woman and the orphaned child. Of the girl’s own
         mother and father, whose long-ago deaths she felt responsible for. Of a man she’d begun to care for, killed by the half-demon
         shade.
      

      
      Guilt. Anguish. Despair.

      
      Then a clear thought. If I could fix even one thing, and give Kayla back her grandmother, I’d gladly give up my powers.

      
      He smiled. Yes, he could definitely use that.

   



      
      
      ONE

      
      Sitting cross-legged on my motel bed in the dark, I cast my light-ball spell for the twentieth time. As I recited the incantation,
         I waited for the mental click that told me it had worked. When that didn’t come, I opened my eyes, still expecting to see
         the glowing ball floating over my fingers. It didn’t matter that I hadn’t seen it the first nineteen times. It was a damned
         light-ball spell, so simple I usually didn’t even need to finish the incantation before it worked.
      

      
      The room stayed dark.

      
      On a chair by the bed, Adam mumbled and shifted in his sleep. Adam Vasic, Exustio half-demon, the guy I’d been in love with
         since I was twelve, now my best friend. He’d followed me when I took off in a tantrum of guilt and grief, snuck into my motel
         room, and quietly fell asleep.
      

      
      He was close to waking now, and even my whispered incantations had him fussing. He needed sleep, not more of my angst, so
         I slid from the room.
      

      
      I stepped outside. It was a wet spring night, the earlier storm gone, whipping winds and a bone-chilling cold left behind.
         I walked over to Adam’s Jeep, parked beside my vintage Triumph motorcycle. I peered through the back of his vehicle, in case
         I’d left a sweater there. All I could see was his duffel bag, and I didn’t want to break in and go through his stuff, which
         was proof that I really wasn’t myself tonight.
      

      
      A soda machine glowed across the motel lot. I wasn’t thirsty, but I had change in my pocket and it gave me a destination.
         After sloshing through one puddle in the dark, I didn’t bother trying to avoid the rest, just trudged along, icy water soaking
         my sneakers.
      

      
      When gravel crackled to my left, I spun and spotted a shape darting behind the motel. Which reminded me … Besides losing my
         powers, I was also the target of a witch-hunter. Apparently she’d found me again.
      

      
      I glanced toward my room. I should get Adam. Without my spells, I was—

      
      Powerless? Hardly. I was six feet tall and in great shape. The witch-hunter was a scrawny mouse of a girl, barely an adult,
         barely five-foot-five, with no apparent supernatural powers.
      

      
      I took another step, careful now, and instinctively started whispering a sensing spell under my breath. Then I stopped.

      
      Do it the old-fashioned way. Look and listen.

      
      I did, but couldn’t hear anything. Peering around the corner didn’t help. Then gravel crunched overhead.

      
      On the roof. A trick she’d pulled before. I should have been prepared.

      
      I looked around. There had to be a fire escape or trash bins I could climb—

      
      A loud noise sent me spinning, back to the wall, hands lifted for a spell. Tires squealed as a car roared past the motel.

      
      I looked down at my fingers, still outstretched, ready to cast. I inhaled sharply and clenched my fists.

      
      What if she did have a gun? Sure, I knew some martial arts, but I was no black belt. I’d learned grudgingly, knowing my spells
         were better than any roundhouse kick.
      

      
      
      I’d love to bring this kid down on my own, but the important thing was to stop her before she targeted another witch. Time
         to get backup.
      

      
      I was two doors from my room when a hand clamped on my shoulder. I spun, fingers flying up in a useless knockback spell.

      
      It was a man, a huge guy, at least three hundred pounds and a few inches taller than me. Beard stubble covered his fleshy
         face. He smelled like he’d showered in Jack Daniel’s.
      

      
      “You got a dollar?” he said. “I’m hungry.” He pointed at the vending machine. “I don’t got a dollar.”

      
      “Neither do I,” I said.

      
      He grabbed my arm and yanked me, his other arm going around my waist as he pulled me against him. I froze. Just froze, my
         brain stuttering through all the spells I couldn’t cast, refusing to offer any alternatives.
      

      
      “Let her go,” said a familiar voice.

      
      Adam walked over, hands at his sides, fingers glowing faintly, gaze fixed on the man. I snapped to my senses and elbow-jabbed
         the guy, who fell back, whining, “I just wanted a dollar.”
      

      
      Adam is my height and well built, but he’s no muscle-bound bruiser. Still the guy shrunk, then slithered off to his room.

      
      “Well, that was humiliating,” I said. “Tell you what, I’ll buy that new top for your Jeep if you promise never to tell anyone
         you rescued me from a drunk asking for spare change.”
      

      
      He didn’t smile. Just studied me, then said, “Let’s get inside.”

      
      “Can’t. My little witch-hunter has returned. She’s up on the roof. I was just coming in to get you for backup.”

      
      That gave him pause, but he only nodded, then peered up at the dark rooftop. “I’ll go around the rear and climb up. You cover
         the front.”
      

      
      I should have warned him that I was spell-free. I really should have. I didn’t.

      
      
      A few minutes later, gravel crunched on the roof again and I tensed, but it was only Adam. He walked to the front, hunkered
         down, and motioned me over.
      

      
      “No sign of her,” he whispered. “But I can’t see shit. Can you toss up a light ball?”

      
      “Is there a flashlight in the Jeep?” I asked. “That’d be easier.”

      
      “Sure.” He dropped the keys into my hand. “Glove box.”

   



      
      
      TWO

      
      I retrieved the flashlight, but it didn’t help. The girl was gone.
      

      
      “Lot of ground to cover,” Adam said after he’d climbed off the roof. “It’s all farm fields behind the motel. My guess is she
         parked on a nearby road. We’ll split up. You’ve got your light ball and I have the flashlight.”
      

      
      I let him get a few paces away before I said, “I don’t have my light ball.”

      
      “Hmm?”

      
      “My spells,” I said. “They’re … gone.”

      
      “Shit.” He paused. “That damned poison.” I’d been having spell problems for a few days, after being poisoned. “Okay, come
         on.”
      

      
      We’d barely set out when the whine of a car engine sounded to the west. It stopped, then started again.

      
      Adam smiled. “Someone doesn’t have a four-by-four. Got herself stuck in the mud.”

      
      We broke into a jog, but before we got close the engine roared as the car broke free. A flash of brake lights. Then darkness
         as the car tore away, headlights off.
      

      
      “She’ll be back,” Adam said.

      
      “I don’t want to wait. We need to go after her.”

      
      
      “And we will, after you’ve paid another visit to Dr. Lee to find out why the hell that poison isn’t out of your system yet.”

      
      I stopped walking. “It’s not the poison. My spells were working fine earlier.”

      
      “And you’ve lost them again because you should still be in the hospital, recuperating.” He put his arm around my shoulders,
         propelling me forward. “You’re going back to—”
      

      
      “My spells aren’t weak. They’re gone. I … I gave them up.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Last night, I said I’d give my powers to undo what happened with Kayla. The Fates must have taken me up on it.”

      
      “How? You can’t just make a wish and have it come true.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Let’s go inside and get some rest, then
         head over to Dr. Lee—”
      

      
      I pulled from his grip. “Don’t patronize me, Adam.”

      
      Hints of amber sparked in his brown eyes. He got his temper under control before opening his mouth, and when he did, his tone
         was low, words measured.
      

      
      “I’m not patronizing you, Savannah. I’m trying to calm you down and get you inside so you can think rationally.”

      
      “Rationally?”

      
      “Yes, rationally. You had spell blackouts because you were poisoned. Now your spells are gone again, and you insist it’s not
         the poison, but a wish you made because you’re feeling shitty about what happened in Columbus?”
      

      
      “I know it sounds crazy—”

      
      “You’ve got an assassin on your trail, Savannah, and if your spells are on the fritz—”

      
      “They aren’t on the fritz. They’re gone. I can feel it. My powers—” My voice cracked. “They’re gone.”
      

      
      He reached out, as if he wanted to hug me, but only gripped my upper arms, thumbs rubbing, comforting me at arm’s length.
         The back of my throat ached. I wanted that hug. Needed that hug. Any other time, I’d have gotten it, one friend comforting
         another. But it was as if something had changed after Columbus, and this was all he could offer.
      

      
      I stepped back and his hands fell to his sides. Spots of color touched his cheeks as he awkwardly shoved his hands into his
         pockets.
      

      
      “Okay,” he said. “Well, I think you’re wrong. You’re still very upset and you’re—”

      
      “Overreacting?”

      
      His gaze met mine. “No, I think you have every reason to be upset. You feel responsible for what happened—even if you aren’t—and
         this is your way of punishing yourself.” He lifted his hands against my protest. “But there’s an easy way to settle it. You
         said you offered the bargain to set Paula free. So, let’s go back to Columbus and see what’s happened.”
      

      
      Columbus, Washington, is about an hour over the border from Portland, the city we call home. My bosses—and former guardians—Paige
         Winterbourne and Lucas Cortez were on vacation in Hawaii and Adam had been away at a conference, so I’d gone to Columbus alone
         to investigate the murder of three young women, and had left five dead bodies in my wake. None of them died at my hands, but
         with the exception of Tiffany Radu—a witch killed by the hunter—all would still be alive if I had never set foot in Columbus.
      

      
      It had been a setup. Leah O’Donnell, a half-demon from my past, had escaped her hell dimension and convinced a necromancer
         to zap her into the body of a young PI our firm had worked with before. She’d killed the third victim, Claire Kennedy, and
         staged it to look like the work of the same person who’d murdered Ginny Thompson and Brandi Degas months earlier. Then she’d added occult overtones to bring me to Columbus to investigate.
      

      
      Leah hadn’t even wanted me. She’d only wanted to get close enough to lower my defenses, and poison me, then call my mother. My dead mother. Who somehow
         had the power to keep Leah out of hell. I had no idea how, just as I had no idea how Leah managed to escape. It’s like Adam
         said about my “bargain”—even in our supernatural world, stuff like that doesn’t happen. But it had.
      

      
      When I’d arrived in Columbus a week ago, I’d written it off as a zombie town—dead but still functioning. With the sawmill
         closed, it was dying. There was no doubt of that. But it was still a town and the people there had become real to me.
      

      
      I’d wreaked havoc here. I hadn’t meant to. But I hadn’t seen through Leah’s ploy until she’d killed the others. I hadn’t solved
         the case fast enough to stop her before she could send proof of Paula’s guilt to the police. Then Paula was arrested and her
         granddaughter, Kayla, was shuttled off by social services.
      

      
      So as Adam drove us into town, I sunk into my seat. The real Savannah Levine seemed to have fled with my powers, leaving a
         shell as nervous and fretful as any Coven witch. When he tapped the brakes, my arms flew out, as if bracing for a high-speed
         collision.
      

      
      “Isn’t that Paula?” he said.

      
      “Wh-what?” I twisted to look up and down Main Street.

      
      He backed up the Jeep and pointed. “There.”

      
      I followed his finger to the diner. Through the window, I could see the server, Lorraine, at the counter, filling coffee for
         two of the regulars. It was as if the past week never happened and I was right back where I’d started, waltzing in, cocky
         as ever, thinking I’d trick the ignorant locals into sharing a few tips about the murders.
      

      
      
      “That is them, isn’t it?” Adam said.

      
      My gaze tripped across the diner patrons and stopped on two at a corner table. A tiny nine-year-old girl with a blond ponytail
         and her forty-year-old doppelganger shared a Belgian waffle dripping with strawberry sauce.
      

      
      “Oh my God,” I whispered.

      
      The last time I’d seen Kayla—was it only yesterday?—she’d been getting into a social worker’s car, refusing to look at me,
         being trucked off to a foster home while her grandmother sat in a jail cell.
      

      
      “This doesn’t mean you really cut a deal with the Fates,” Adam said.

      
      “What?” I blinked at him, and it took a moment to realize what he was saying.

      
      “Bail,” I whispered.

      
      “No, I don’t mean—”

      
      “But that would make sense, wouldn’t it?” A lot more sense than giving up my powers so she could be home with her granddaughter.

      
      “I think it’s too soon for bail. My guess is that they realized it was an accident and dropped the charges—without any divine
         intervention.” He parked and swung open the door. “One way to find out.”
      

      
      I let him get to the diner, then thought of Kayla and Paula glancing out to see me hiding in the Jeep. I owed them an explanation—or
         the best I could manage under the circumstances.
      

      
      Adam heard the clunk of my door opening and waited for me. As we walked into the diner together, Lorraine called out a hearty
         hello. Paula turned first. Her gaze met mine and my heart stopped.
      

      
      Paula said something to Kayla. The little girl glanced over her shoulder. I braced myself. She saw me and her thin face broke
         into a grin. She leapt up as if she was going to hug me, catching herself at the last moment, to stand there, staring up at
         me with her solemn blue eyes.
      

      
      “I’m sorry I was mean to you yesterday,” she said. “I made a mistake.”

      
      I stared at her, thinking It’s real. This is real. Paula isn’t just out on bail. She’s free.

      
      The smile disappeared from Kayla’s face and her eyes clouded. Worried that her apology hadn’t been accepted.

      
      I quickly bent and gave her a hug. “We all made mistakes,” I whispered. “I’m just happy this one has been fixed.”

      
      Kayla slid into the booth. She looked at the spot next to her, then at me. Any other child would have patted the seat and
         urged me in. Kayla wasn’t any other child.
      

      
      I smiled and sat beside her. Adam took the spot beside Paula. Lorraine brought over coffee for Adam and me, and promised bacon
         and eggs to follow.
      

      
      “Breakfast of champions,” she said. “For our champion detective.”

      
      Paula smiled and reached out, resting her hands on mine. “Thank you, Savannah. I knew you hadn’t done what they said. I wouldn’t
         blame you if you had, but I knew you hadn’t.”
      

      
      “So what happened?” I asked.

      
      She glanced at Kayla. “Could you run next door to the drug store, honey? Get us some toothpaste? I think we’re out.”

      
      “We aren’t.”

      
      “I’d like—”

      
      “I know all about what happened, Grandma. The social worker lady explained it.”

      
      “Just humor me then, okay?” Paula took a five from her purse. “Get some candy for yourself, too. Just nothing hard or sticky.”

      
      
      “If I’m getting toothpaste, I don’t need to worry about my teeth.”

      
      Paula sighed and waved her off. Once the little girl was gone, Paula gave us the short version of events.

      
      Ginny’s lover, Cody Radu, had been blamed for the murders. All of them. The police had received an anonymous tip, searched
         his house, and found a discarded suicide note confessing to the murders. They’d also found the gun that killed Ginny and Brandi,
         plus evidence that Cody had been the one who’d accused Paula. The police theory was that he’d planned to confess and kill
         himself, then realized he might still be able to get out of it by framing Paula. When things went wrong, he’d killed the guard
         and the homeless man to cover his tracks, before realizing suicide was his only option.
      

      
      Was it a perfect theory? No. But it was reasonable and blamed a dead guy that everyone had hated, while freeing a beloved
         member of the community. Good enough.
      

      
      “So they let me go,” Paula said. “Not only that, but while I was talking to the officer doing my release paperwork, we got
         to chatting about my days working for Chief Bruyn. This officer told me they’d just lost their cleaning lady. Next thing I
         know, I’ve got the position.” She smiled. “I bet I’m the first person to walk in there in handcuffs and leave with a new job.”
      

      
      “That’s great,” Adam said. “When do you start?”

      
      “Next week. In the meantime, I’m going to look for a new place to live. Get Kayla and me out of Columbus and start fresh,
         just like I wanted.” Another smile, one that made her look as young as her granddaughter. “I keep pinching myself, thinking
         I’m going to wake up back in that cell. It’s amazing how much can change in a day.”
      

      
      How much indeed.

      
      When Kayla returned, we ate breakfast. Then, before we left, I excused myself to use the restroom and Paula followed.

      
      
      When we got inside, she lowered her voice and said, “I don’t know if you had anything to do with this—”

      
      “I—”

      
      “I don’t know and I’m better off not knowing. But Cody was already dead, and he did kill the others. He must have. That guard and Michael and Claire Kennedy, maybe even Tiffany. Part of me is always going
         to feel like I got away with something I shouldn’t have, but I do believe Kayla is better off with me free.”
      

      
      “She is,” I said. “Infinitely better.”

      
      Paula dropped her gaze, then squeezed my arm and murmured, “Thank you.”

      
      Back at the table, I gave Kayla my e-mail address and she made me promise to come see her in her new home.

      
      Once we were back in the Jeep, I said to Adam, “I’d really like to stay in contact with her. I know this sounds weird, but
         earlier, before all this happened, I started thinking I wanted to … make a college scholarship fund or something for her.
         With my trust fund, I have the money.”
      

      
      “I don’t think it’s weird at all. I’d say I think it’s nice, but I might get smacked for that.”

      
      “Don’t worry. I’m not in a smacking mood.” And probably wouldn’t be for a while. I took a deep breath. “So, I guess I’m screwed,
         aren’t I? I offered a deal and the Fates took me up on it. I don’t think I’d back out now even if I could.”
      

      
      “If the Fates really did this, then they’re the ones who screwed up. You didn’t make any deal. You were upset and vulnerable.
         Yes, you wanted to fix this problem, but not at that cost. If they took advantage of that—”
      

      
      The heat of his fury simmered between us, and I basked in it. I wanted this so badly. Someone to say it wasn’t my fault. To
         be angry for me.
      

      
      
      He reached out, his warm hand squeezing mine. “We’ll fix this.”

      
      I looked at him, his eyes dark, his voice harsh with determination. God, I loved him. I could insist I was okay with just
         being friends, that I’d find someone else and get over him, but I was fooling myself. There was no getting past this. I loved
         him, and fifty years from now we could be married to other people, never exchanged so much as a kiss, and I’d still look into
         his eyes and know he was the one. He’d always be the one.
      

      
      He leaned across the seat, pulling me into a fierce hug. “It’ll be okay. I promise.”

      
      One last squeeze, then he released me and put the Jeep into gear. “Let’s get back to the motel before the manager calls a
         tow truck to remove the motorcycle parked inside one of his rooms.”
      

      
      “Hey, I wasn’t leaving it outside at a place like that. Can we hold off on the motel, though? There’s one more stop we need to make.”
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