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			THE sunlight glittered on ocean waves, the air sparkled with sorcéri, and the baby he held was asleep. Sure, the beach was crowded and it would take a while to get to the front of the line. The snow cone stand was doing a brisk business. But all in all, Cullen Seabourne was having a good day . . . until the two gigglers got in line behind him.

			Both were blond. Both wore bikinis. Cullen had nothing against blonds or bikinis; he enjoyed looking at female bodies and had developed a particular fondness for blond hair. Cynna’s hair was blond. So was Ryder’s. But both his wife and his baby had hair much shorter than the polished curls on the short girl or the ironed hair on the tall one.

			But then, they hadn’t come to the beach to get their hair wet, had they?

			“She’s absolutely adorable!” the taller one cried. “How old is she?”

			Cullen wasn’t about to argue with clear and irrefutable fact, but he was sadly aware of what would come next. Both his nose and experience warned him of that. He shifted the hand on Ryder’s back, making sure his wedding ring showed. It probably wouldn’t help. “Nine months.”

			“I just love babies!” The short one beamed up at him without paying any attention to the baby Cullen was holding. “And there’s nothing sexier than a man holding a baby.”

			Her taller friend chimed in. “That is so true. I’m Meghan. What’s her name? And yours?”

			“Ryder. And Cullen.”

			“What a pretty name! Hers, I mean. Is she yours?”

			“Yes.” The pleasure that filled him at being able to give that simple answer had only grown deeper with time. It mellowed him enough to give them another chance to back out gracefully. “Not mine alone, of course. My wife’s hair is the same lovely color. Do either of you have children?”

			The short one giggled. Her friend struck a pose, running a hand along her torso suggestively. “Oh, come on. Do I look like I’ve had children?”

			“No, but I hesitated to mention the size of your breasts. Don’t worry. They’ll get larger when you’re nursing.” He turned his back on them while their mouths still hung open. A second later, they both decided they didn’t want a snow cone after all, and went in search of better prey.

			The woman in front of him—a roly-poly, dark-skinned matron of an age that made him think the three children she was shepherding through the line were grandkids—let out a loud laugh. “If you’re tired of women climbing all over you, why you wearing that little Speedo? Man as pretty as you don’t need to show off what he’s got.”

			“What, you think I’m asking for it? Isn’t that what some people say if a woman wears anything more revealing than a burka?”

			“I like you,” she announced. “What’s your name?”

			“Cullen. What’s yours?”

			“Sarah Winstead.”

			He and Sarah talked about babies and raising children while they waited their turns for snow cones. They were almost at the head of the line when the trouble started.

			There were three of them—two with brown hair, one blond. All young, male, and very fit. Early twenties, he thought, which was surely old enough to know better, but it seemed no one had taught them how to behave in public. They wore swim trunks—red, green, orange. One of them had a brand-new tattoo of the Confederate flag on his left bicep. The skin was red and puffy still.

			There were three people on the other side of the trouble, too: a man in jeans and a San Diego Padres T-shirt; a woman in a pretty green hijab, long sleeves, and a maxi skirt; and a beautiful dark-eyed boy about four years old.

			The line had stayed pretty constant behind him. There were a lot of kids, mostly with moms, a small knot of teens, an older couple holding hands. Cullen hadn’t been paying attention to them, not consciously. But he never completely shut off awareness of his surroundings when he was out in public. Not unless he had someone he trusted to watch his back, and he could count on one hand the people he trusted that much. So when the three fit young men decided to cut in front of the small family, he noticed. He didn’t do anything. Best to avoid trouble when you could, and it wasn’t his job to make the humans around him behave. But he noticed.

			The father objected. The young man with the new tattoo told him to go back to his country if he didn’t like it here. Cullen stopped listening to Sarah and stepped out of the line so he could see what was going on—using both kinds of vision.

			Pretty the sorcéri might be, but they were also distracting. He usually kept his Sight tamped down this close to those magic-churning waves—though “tamped down” wasn’t a good descriptor for the process, which was more a matter of his level of attention. When he listened to music, he didn’t stop seeing what was around him. He just stopped noticing it. Same with his two types of vision.

			Neither trio gave off the glow of magic. Good. That kept things simple. He flipped the mental switch that kept him from noticing magic as much.

			The father informed the young man that he was already in his own country. He was an American, born and raised here.

			That set off all three of the young men. “Dirty terrorist” was one of the terms they used. “Raghead” was another. The one in orange swim trunks told the woman he bet she’d be real pretty in a bikini and outlined an hourglass shape with his hands.

			The father flushed with anger. “Leave my wife alone! Leave her be!”

			“Make us!”

			“Shut up, raghead!”

			“Yeah, make us!”

			“Hey,” Sarah said. “You, there! You cut that out.” Another person—also female, one of the teenagers—objected, too. But these young men weren’t likely to listen to those who weren’t able to enforce their objections.

			They didn’t. “Shut the fuck up!” one yelled, and from another: “Mind your own business, Granny.”

			“Sarah,” Cullen said, “would you mind holding Ryder for a few minutes?”

			“Now, you just calm down. The cops—”

			“Aren’t here right now. I am, and I don’t like bullies. Would you take Ryder?”

			Sarah sighed, but accepted the baby.

			“Thanks.”

			Cullen walked toward trouble. “Hey!” he called out. “I need to explain something to you boys.”

			Confederate Flag scowled. “Who you calling a boy?”

			“Well, you don’t look like girls. If you’re transitioning, I have to say the drugs don’t seem to be working.”

			That just confused them. Cullen stopped far enough away to give himself room to move, but close enough to make his challenge clear. The fumes from all the alcohol the three had consumed made him wrinkle his nose. He hated the smell of alcoholic sweat. “Everyone else might want to step back a bit. Yes, like that, very good. Now, boys—or whatever you are—here’s what you need to know. You’re rude, crude, and not very smart, so I’ll make this simple. Go away. It would be better if you apologized first, but I’ll settle for you leaving.”

			“Oh, the queer wants us to leave!” That came from the one in green trunks. This struck his fellows as hilarious, so he made a kissy face at Cullen.

			Cullen rolled his eyes. “Two more things you need to know. First, someone has probably called the police by now. That make you ready to clear out? No? Then I’d better warn you that I’m not a good enough fighter to be sure I won’t break anything. Benedict could take you three down without inflicting any real damage, but I’m not Benedict.” He shook his head sadly. “I might break a bone or two. I’ll try not to, but it could happen. Best if you just leave.”

			Orange Trunks called him an Arab lover. Green Trunks, having discovered what he considered an insult, was sticking with it. He wanted Cullen to “kiss my ass, fag.” Confederate Flag used a word Cullen hadn’t heard used in public in years—a word that he applied to Sarah, along with a couple more choice terms implying that Cullen knew Sarah in the biblical sense. That word just really pissed Cullen off.

			“One more thing,” he said. “Your dicks are really, really small. So small I bet you have trouble finding them when you need to pee, and when you—”

			Confederate Flag threw the first punch. Cullen swayed to one side, letting the man’s roundhouse swing pull him off balance. He leaned over and snapped out one foot. It connected with Green Trunks’s stomach just as the man rushed him. As that one crumpled, Cullen spun, avoiding a blow from Orange Trunks, and bitch-slapped Confederate Flag once with his left hand and Orange Trunks twice with his right.

			Orange Trunks toppled like a small tree. Confederate Flag staggered but didn’t lose his footing, so Cullen kicked him in the stomach, too. Then he looked at the three men on the ground. Green Trunks was throwing up. No blood, so that was good. Confederate Flag was curled tightly around his gut, moaning. Orange Trunks might be unconscious.

			The whole thing might have taken ten seconds.

			Cullen had spoken truly. He wasn’t a top fighter, not among his own people. He was dancer, though . . . among other things. And he was unusually fast, even for his people. “Damn. I hope I didn’t break his neck,” he muttered, and went to check.

			Not a broken neck, Cullen determined with relief when he squatted next to the unconscious young man in orange swim trunks. The boy would wake up with one hell of a case of whiplash, but he would wake up. “Someone’s called the cops, right? We need an ambulance, too.”

			No one answered, but then, it was noisy. One of the kids who’d been in line was crying. The father was saying something to his wife, the teens were exclaiming, and almost everyone else was making some kind of racket.

			The breeze brought Cullen a familiar scent. He looked up with a smile. “Hey, there.”

			A few feet away, an amazon in a hot pink bikini accepted Ryder from Sarah. Her short, choppy hair was a shade warmer than platinum. Her sunglasses and tote were apple green; the tote was the size of a small suitcase and carried a diaper bag, among other things. Many other things. It was slung over one shoulder. A lovely shoulder, in Cullen’s opinion—strong and shapely, like her thighs and calves. What people noticed first about her, though, was her skin. The arabesques and runes covering most of it were so finely drawn and intricate they might have been spider-spun rather than tattooed—and indeed, Cynna’s ink hadn’t been applied with a needle.

			That’s what he saw with his regular vision. To the Sight, she was ablaze with magic. Some of it followed the paths laid down by her tattoos, but not all. Nowhere near all.

			Cynna was flanked by three men, two of them tall and buff. They paid Cullen not the slightest attention, which was as it should be. They were her guards, not his. She didn’t much like having guards every time she left Clanhome, but she wasn’t stupid about it. You never knew when a dworg might pop out of a gate.

			The third man was short. Very short. Also ugly, with a face as compelling in its way as a peacock’s spread tail or a head-on collision. He wore baggy swim trunks in a Hawaiian print and a disapproving scowl. “If you were gonna fight, you might have waited for me.”

			“There were only three of them,” Cullen said apologetically.

			Cynna shook her head. “I can’t take you anywhere, can I?”

			“Now, that’s exactly wrong. You can take me anytime, anywhere. Not that beach sex is a personal favorite of mine. The sand gets—”

			“Shut up, Cullen.”

			He grinned and rose. Confederate Flag was stirring. Cullen told the boy to stay down.

			“Want me to make sure of that?” the ugly man asked.

			“Thanks, Max. Don’t hit him unless you have to. The cops will surely . . . ah, here comes one now.”

			The first cop to arrive had to be a rookie, as he looked about thirteen. But he was sensible enough; he immediately summoned an ambulance and told everyone to hold on—they were all talking at him at once—and that he’d hear them out, but one at a time. Unfortunately, he started with what he thought were the victims.

			Confederate Flag—who turned out to be named Marvin—wasn’t a very good liar, but he tried. By then Green Trunks had stopped throwing up and was eager to agree with everything Marvin said about how it was all Cullen’s doing, which caused everyone else to start talking at the cop again. Before the rookie could get them straightened out, one of the beach EMTs arrived. Orange Trunks had woken up, but he did not look well. The EMT thought his jaw was broken. Then the rookie’s partner arrived. She was twenty years older, twenty pounds heavier, and not in the mood for nonsense.

			Cullen took note of all this somewhat absently, being more interested in keeping Ryder happy while Cynna obtained the much-delayed snow cone. She’d just returned with it when the older cop came up to Cullen. “Name?”

			“Cullen Seabourne.”

			“You don’t seem to have any ID on you.” Her disparaging glance made it clear what she thought of his swimwear.

			“It’s in my wife’s tote. Here, sugar”—that was to Ryder, who was chewing madly on his finger—“this will be better than Daddy’s finger.” He removed the digit, replacing it with tutti-frutti shaved ice. “No, you don’t get to hold it yourself, but you can hold it along with me.” Ryder wanted to do everything herself these days, including things that were dangerous, impossible, or both.

			Cynna had retrieved Cullen’s wallet and held it out. “Do you need to see my ID, too?”

			“Did you witness the incident?”

			“No, I arrived right afterwards with Max, Joe, and Sean.”

			Max, Joe, and Sean were right there. Joe and Sean had the sense to say nothing. Not Max. “Nice boobs.” He leered up at the officer.

			“See the uniform, Max?” Cynna said. “That means she’s a cop, which means she can arrest your ass.”

			“Hey, it’s a compliment!”

			“We’ve had this talk before.”

			“Did I ask if she wanted to fuck? I did not. I just complimented her, which is no more than common courtesy. If she did want to fuck, that would be great, but I didn’t ask, so there’s no need to get your . . .”

			Cullen stopped listening. He’d caught a glimpse of a face he recognized. Or thought he did.

			The crowd around them shifted. He got a second, better look at the man’s face—and handed Ryder and the snow cone to Cynna and took off running.
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			“YOU did what?” Lily shook her head. “Bad move, Cullen. Cops get excited when you take off running while they’re questioning you.”

			“It would have been worth it if I’d caught him.”

			Maybe. Or maybe it would have been disastrous. “If it was really the guy who gave you those shields—”

			“It was.”

			Cullen was wearing his stubborn face. Stubborn looked good on him. So did anger, arrogance, vexation, or intense focus, which were the expressions she saw most often on a face whose beauty could cause strangers to stop and stare. She tended to forget that. Mostly he just looked like Cullen to her. “Did you see his magic, then? If he was a sorcerer—”

			“I didn’t look. There were a lot of sorcéri around, so I’d tuned out on the Sight—and then he was gone, vanished in the crowd. But he saw me, too.” He frowned. “I bet he locked his power down so I wouldn’t see it.”

			“Can sorcerers do that?” Lily asked, startled.

			“Adepts could, back in the old days. Some mages, too.”

			“You only got a glimpse of him,” Benedict observed from his spot on the couch. “That’s a lot of certainty from one glimpse.”

			“Two glimpses,” Cullen said, “and I’ve spent enough time resurrecting what memories he left me of our encounter. I know what he looks like.”

			Roughly two years ago, a friend of Cullen’s had arranged a meeting between him and another sorcerer. Cullen came away from that meeting with the strongest mental shields on the planet, memories that had been tampered with, and a burning desire to find the man again. So far, he’d failed.

			Benedict leaned forward, curious. “His first name was Michael, wasn’t it? What was his last name? I’ve forgotten.”

			“Maybe because he didn’t use one. Damned sorcerers,” he muttered, sublimely unaware of any irony. “Secretive as hell, every one of ’em.”

			Lily snorted. “Shouldn’t you say, ‘every one of us’?”

			“Whatever.” Cullen brooded a moment. “I’m going to find him.”

			Lily knew why Cullen wanted to find the mysterious Michael. He was convinced the man had the Codex Arcana—aka The Book of All Magic. She just wasn’t sure that was a good idea.

			It did seem like the Codex was or had recently been on Earth, based on the Great Bitch’s efforts to find it—for which she’d needed Lily. The idea had been to wipe clean Lily’s mind and imprint a copy of the Codex on that nice, blank slate, a process that apparently only worked if the target brain belonged to a sensitive. Lately their enemy had been more interested in killing Lily than capturing her, which made Lily think the Codex wasn’t here anymore. But if she was wrong—if Cullen did find the Codex—it would change so much. Some of it for the better, sure. Who knew what kind of powerful spells such a book might hold? None of them could use adept-level spells, but Cullen was almost as good at magic as he thought he was. He’d undoubtedly be able to make use of some of them . . . if the Great Bitch gave him time to learn them.

			She wouldn’t. They were already targets. If they held the Codex, she’d throw everything she had at them, all at once.

			Probably the issue wouldn’t arise. Probably Cullen had just caught a glimpse of some guy who looked like Michael, but wasn’t him. Why would this mysterious sorcerer show up here? And even if Cullen was right—about whom he’d seen and about Michael having the Codex—the man would go poof now that he’d been spotted. He’d vanished successfully before.

			“Did you get his scent?” That was Rule, speaking from the kitchen. They’d gone for a mostly open floor plan on this floor, but from where she sat, the study and stairwell blocked her view of the kitchen.

			“He was too far away and I don’t have your nose. Not that I could recognize his scent, as the son of a bitch didn’t leave me a memory of what he smells like.”

			“Son of a bitch” was a major lupi epithet. Cullen held a grudge. “Are you out on bail?” she asked.

			“Of course not. It isn’t against the law to interrupt a cop by running away. It just takes some explaining. Are those cookies done?” He stood abruptly and started for the kitchen.

			Lily stayed put in the oversize chair that used to comprise one-third of all the furniture she owned and absently stroked the pile of orange fur draped across her lap. Dirty Harry purred loudly. She smiled. There was just something about petting a purring cat . . .

			“You think he really saw that sorcerer?” Benedict asked.

			Lily snorted. “Cullen’s always certain. He isn’t always right.”

			“True.” Benedict fell into a thoughtful silence.

			Silent was the default state for Rule’s big brother. Sometimes he overdid it, but today it felt restful. Lily wasn’t feeling terribly chatty, either, though it was good to have company. It was really good to be home.

			Home meant a lot more than it used to. Twenty-two months ago, it had been just her and Dirty Harry. Now she was married. Back then she’d been a homicide detective with the San Diego PD. Now she was a Special Agent with Unit 12 of the FBI. Back then, home had been a tiny apartment. That’s how she’d thought of her place, anyway—as home—and it had possessed the basic elements: familiarity, her bed, and a front door key she paid for. One she could turn in the lock to shut out the rest of the world.

			Then she’d met Rule and the mate bond hit. That bond had given them no choice; they had to be together. It had made more sense to share Rule’s apartment in a high-rise than to try to fit him into her place. Harry had hated it there, though he’d mellowed a bit when Rule’s son, Toby, joined them. Harry adored Toby. But they’d given up that apartment, thanks to the war the rest of the world didn’t know about, and moved to Nokolai Clanhome to stay with Rule’s father, Isen. Isen’s house was spacious and comfortable, but it had never felt like home. It wasn’t hers.

			This place was hers. Hers and Rule’s.

			Admittedly, in terms of dollars, he’d put way more into it than she had, but the only way they’d ever be financial equals would be if he lost most of his wealth. She wasn’t crazy enough to wish for that. Her new goal was to stop defining the “equal” in “equal partners” in terms of dollars. She wasn’t there yet, but she was working on it. And it was true that some of the whopping price tag for their place was his to shoulder, since the land and the guard barracks were necessary because of his position as Leidolf Rho. Even so, he’d put more into the house than she had, because he’d paid for all of the renovations. She’d contributed little except opinions.

			Turned out she had plenty of those.

			Twenty-two months ago she’d have said she didn’t care what her place looked like as long as it wasn’t cluttered, but once forced to contemplate backsplashes, closets, and lighting, she found she did have likes and dislikes. Fortunately, some of them coincided with Rule’s. Some, but not all. Who could have guessed that a man who loved contemporary design would have such a fixation on wood?

			Compromise was the name of the game in marriage. Their bedroom was not sheathed in dark, heavy wood paneling, thank God. But covering one wall in scraps of reclaimed wood—which he insisted on calling an art installation—had turned out well. Rule hadn’t gotten the open shelving he wanted in the kitchen, either. Trendy, sure, but way too cluttered for her. Why did people want to see all their stuff all the time? But she’d caved on the ceiling. Paneling a ceiling sounded weird, but Rule really wanted it, so she’d gone along. She was glad of that now. The honey-colored wood looked fantastic overhead.

			This house was nothing like her old apartment, and not just because it was so large and upscale. It had only one of the elements she’d once believed made up home—her bed, the one she shared with Rule. But she wasn’t paying for the place all by herself, and it wasn’t familiar. Not yet. They’d only been in the master suite for a couple weeks when they took off for Washington, D.C., and they’d been back from that trip for less than twenty-four hours. Yesterday was the first time she’d seen the finished second floor . . . finished except for furniture, that is, and when was she going to find time to shop for that? Or the rest of the stuff the place needed. And it didn’t matter who had a key to the front door, not when everyone and his brother felt free to drop in.

			One reason they’d bought this house was because of the land that came with it. Rule needed to be able to house the Leidolf guards he’d brought from that clan’s territory on the East Coast. Those guards had a barracks of their own, but Rule was their Rho. Lupi need contact with their Rho. They also have a limited sense of privacy and no grasp of the concept of alone time.

			And yet the moment she and Rule walked in the door again yesterday, something inside her had relaxed. Home. She was home again after more than two months on the other side of the country. She glanced at the wall separating her from the kitchen. She was hoping that being home would relax something in Rule, too. She didn’t think he’d had the nightmare last night, but she wasn’t sure.

			Dirty Harry lifted his head. He stared intently at nothing in that disconcerting way he had. Then he leaped down and headed for the French doors, one of which was open. Places to go and things to do, apparently.

			A muffled thud from the kitchen interrupted her thoughts. Since it was accompanied by Cullen’s triumphant “Ha!” she didn’t spring to her feet. She did call out a warning not to break anything.

			“Just Cullen,” Rule said, “though I don’t think he’s badly broken. Here, make yourself useful.”

			Cullen appeared carrying two mugs of coffee, trailed by a young woman with a bonfire of curls caught up on top of her head and serious black-rimmed glasses. She held a plate of cookies.

			“Here you go,” Cullen said, handing one of the mugs to Lily.

			She accepted it and made a come-along gesture with her other hand. “Come closer with those cookies, Arjenie.”

			The front door slammed open and ninety pounds of ten-year-old boy came racing in. “Hi, Dad! Hi, Lily! Damn, I’m hungry. I hope—” A pause. “Oh, shit.”

			Cullen burst out laughing. Lily kicked his calf. “Sorry,” he said, grinning. “But that was a perfect double fault.”

			Toby flushed, mortified. And not, Lily knew, because he’d cursed. Because he’d been wrong.

			When they came home from their prolonged stay on the other side of the country, they’d found a couple of changes in Rule’s son. Even before First Change, lupi tended to have more muscle mass than humans, so they weighed more than their appearance suggested. So while Toby was heavier than many ten-year-old boys, his growth spurt had him looking like a string bean. An undernourished string bean. Lily knew about growth spurts, but how could he have grown so much in only two months? Rule had assured her it wasn’t that sudden. She just hadn’t noticed how fast he was growing until they were separated for a couple months. Any day now, she thought glumly, he’d be looking down at her.

			The other change had been in his language.

			“Mark it,” Rule said, emerging from the kitchen with a tray. The tray held three more mugs of coffee, a glass of juice, an apple, and a second plate of cookies. “Quietly, please. Cynna’s putting Ryder down for a nap upstairs.”

			Toby brightened. “Can I—”

			“After your homework’s done, if Ryder’s awake and they’re still here.”

			Toby grimaced and dragged himself into the kitchen, where the Chalkboard of Doom awaited—aka the place where he had to tally his infractions.

			“What’s the big deal?” Cullen asked. “So he said a couple bad words.”

			Rule put the tray on the table. “He’s not allowed to use curse words until he’s older.”

			Cullen’s eyebrows lifted. “How very human of you. I don’t see it, myself. Why is ‘shit’ more objectionable when a kid says it than when an adult does?”

			“That’s roughly what Tom Erdquist says. Tom allows his son to curse, and Mark is Toby’s agemate and a good friend.” Rule took his coffee from the tray and sat beside Lily. “It’s not surprising Toby picked up the habit.”

			“What’s the problem?”

			“The problem is that it is a habit.”

			“Yes, and . . . ?”

			Lily shook her head. “Come on, Cullen. Think. What do you lupi value more than anything?”

			“Children,” he said promptly.

			“What character trait?”

			He frowned, bit into one of his pilfered cookies, and chewed. Just as Toby came back into the room, he spoke. “Ah. Control. A habit is by definition not behavior under conscious control. You don’t object to Toby cursing. You object to it being a habit.”

			Rule nodded.

			Toby grabbed the apple and plunked down on the big hassock. “I didn’t think it was a habit. Dad said that if I was right, I wouldn’t have any problem not cussing for a week.”

			Benedict’s eyebrows lifted. “And you agreed?”

			“He didn’t ask me to agree. He told me that if I didn’t cuss for a week, he’d lift his ban.”

			Arjenie nodded. “Sounds reasonable. How many marks on the chalkboard now?”

			The boy sighed. “Six.”

			None of them pointed out that he’d only been tallying his use of bad words since late yesterday. Clearly he was aware of that.

			“I don’t get it,” Toby said, taking a man-sized bite out of the apple. Toby was allowed to have sweets after he came home from classes as long as he ate a healthy snack first. Growing human boys burn through a lot of calories. Growing lupus boys eat like sumo wrestlers. “Why do I keep forgetting? I remember not to cuss around Grandpa.”

			“Are you wanting an answer from me?” Rule asked. “Or would you rather discover the reason yourself?”

			He thought that over. “Myself,” he said, and took another big bite.

			That was another, more subtle change, but Lily had spotted this one as it emerged over the last few months, so it didn’t come as such a shock. Toby was beginning to seek his own answers.

			“What’s the situation on the homework front?” she asked.

			“Just some geometry. We’re supposed to read the next chapter in Huckleberry Finn, but I already finished the book, so that doesn’t count.”

			“What about that paper on Nokolai history? How’s it coming?”

			He shot her a quick glance. “I guess I forgot about that.”

			She had to smile. Toby was so bad at lying. For the next few minutes they talked about his paper—how far along he was (not very) and what he needed to do next.

			Such a paper wouldn’t have been assigned had Toby still been in public school, nor would he have been allowed to write it. Clan history was not made available to the wider public. Plus Lily didn’t think fifth-graders were usually tasked with writing research papers. She sure hadn’t been.

			The war had changed things. As far as the State of California was concerned, the boy was being homeschooled now. So were most of Nokolai’s youngsters. Until last year most lupi kids had gone to public schools before First Change, but the increased threat from the Great Enemy made that unsafe. At first Nokolai had only had one full-time teacher for their daughters and the boys not old enough to be sequestered at terra tradis. Now they had four plus a bevy of volunteers.

			It was expensive. Everything about war was, she supposed. Nokolai was wealthy enough to pay its teachers, but it stretched the clan’s budget, and most of the other clans simply didn’t have the resources. Leidolf, for example. Rule had made lupi history by becoming the first of his people ever to be heir to one clan—Nokolai—and Rho of another—Leidolf. Two-mantled, they called him. His second clan was a lot poorer than Nokolai. He worried about the Leidolf kids, who couldn’t all be brought to that clanhome.

			That might change. Once Cullen and Cynna worked out the problems involved in mass production of the Triple M . . . “If you’d like me to look over your outline when you get it roughed in,” she told Toby, “I’d be glad to.”

			“I bet you’re good at outlines.”

			“Outlines are a type of list. I am the queen of lists.”

			He grinned and stood. “Can I take the cookies with me?”

			“Just a sec.” Lily grabbed one from the plate, thought about it, and grabbed a second cookie—chocolate chip, warm from the oven. Rule made great cookies. “Now you can.”

			As Toby left with the remaining cookies to wrestle with homework, Cullen was saying, “. . . what you have in mind. You decide whether we’re going big and rich, or small and hungry?”

			“Big,” Rule said unhesitatingly. “If we wanted small and hungry, we’d set up our own manufacturing firm. Have you made progress with the matrices?”

			Cullen looked smug. “That was just a matter of finding the right cleansing parameters for the crystals. I tried several, but the full-moon cleanse will work best. A couple other techniques are just as good, but they require casters with specialized knowledge. Any halfway competent coven can do a full-moon cleanse, so keeping a good supply flow should be simple and cost-effective. We’ve run some tests and confirmed that heavy silk offers sufficient insulation when shipping the cleansed crystals to the main production facility. Overnight shipping, that is. Given the constant fluctuation in magic levels—”

			“Cullen,” Lily broke in, “are you saying it’s a done deal? The Triple M works?”

			A voice spoke darkly from the second floor. “He better not be.” Cynna started down the stairs. “Dammit, Cullen, you promised—”

			“You’re here, aren’t you? I said I wouldn’t tell them without you—”

			“I was upstairs!”

			“And I didn’t. Ryder’s asleep?”

			“At last.” Cynna sighed. “Weaning is hell.”

			The question of how long to breast-feed had obsessed Cynna until Ryder began teething in earnest and she decided “to hell with the so-called experts. I like my nipples. I want to keep them.” Ryder was nine months old and eating solid food. Also occasional nonfood items, but so far she hadn’t poisoned herself. According to any number of experienced moms, Cynna said, that was the best you could hope for once they started crawling.

			“She’s still cranky about it?” Arjenie asked sympathetically.

			“Pissed as hell every nap time. Not so much at night, for some reason, but at nap time . . .” Cynna sighed and joined Cullen on the couch. “I’ve probably warped her for life. She seemed so ready to be weaned right up until I did it.”

			Cullen put an arm around her shoulders. “Teeth,” he said firmly.

			“Too true. And I guess babies all survive weaning, but I wonder if anyone has done a study of the mom survival rate.”

			“Not that weaning isn’t important,” Lily said, “but . . . the Triple M? Have you two figured out how to mass-produce it or not?”

			A smile spread over Cullen’s face. “Yeah. We have.”

			Triple M stood for Magical Mystery Machine, which was what they’d started calling the device Cullen had been working on that was intended to soak up free-floating magic. They called it that because—to Cullen’s deep and abiding frustration—he had no idea why it worked. The black dragon had agreed to teach him how to fix the array in exchange for a favor. He had not agreed to explain anything.

			Still, learning how to make the device work without the unfortunate side effects had done a lot to help Cullen get over his anger at the black dragon. Two months ago, Sam had put him in sleep and carried him off to keep him from getting involved in dragon affairs. In Sam’s mind, that had been a kindness. Dragons were secretive by nature, but some secrets they would kill to protect.

			The demand for something like the Triple M was huge. Ambient magic levels had been increasing ever since the Turning, and tech did not coexist well with magic. The dragons did a great job of soaking up excess magic, but it was a big world and there were only twenty-four dragons. Then there were magic surges. Those were a concern even in areas that had a dragon. Once in a while nodes didn’t just leak, they discharged—and those magical discharges packed a wallop.

			Cullen had made a single device that worked. The next step had been figuring out how to produce it in commercial quantities. Cullen and Cynna had worked on that together while Lily and Rule were in North Carolina. Mass production on the scale of phones or computers wasn’t possible; the device was too labor-intensive, and much of that labor required trained spellcasters. But they now believed they’d worked out how to produce the Triple M in sufficient numbers to bring in a corporate partner.

			That’s what they talked about now. Rule had definite ideas about how to handle it, thank God. None of the rest of them had a clue, but Rule would make sure they got a good deal. Nokolai held the rights to the Triple M, but for now, much of the profit would go into the joint war chest, which all the clans could draw from for war expenses.

			Maybe Leidolf would be able to house all its children and pay an adequate number of teachers soon.

			“Speaking of celebrations,” Benedict said, looping an arm around Arjenie, who’d settled beside him on the couch, “we have some news, too.”

			Rule went as suddenly still as he did on a hunt. “We? As in, both of you?”

			Benedict nodded, his stoic face softening into a smile so vulnerable it made Lily’s breath catch and her heart hitch. Her eyes flew to Rule and caught him looking at her, his eyes bright with something that looked very like how the sudden prickle in her chest felt.

			Arjenie—the opposite of stoic—wiggled in delight. “A week ago! It happened a week ago, but we wanted to tell you in person, not over the phone.”

			“Hot damn!” Cynna cried.

		

	
		
			TWO
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			THEIR congratulations woke Ryder, who set up a noncongratulatory wail. Cynna winced. “My turn,” Cullen said, standing. Before he reached the stairs, though, Toby appeared at the top of them, carrying the baby, who was chewing madly on Toby’s knuckles. “She woke up,” he said unnecessarily. “Can I—”

			Rule was grinning. “This one time, yes, if it’s okay with Cynna and Cullen.”

			“Bring her on down,” Cullen said. “We’re celebrating.”

			“We need champagne,” Rule announced. “I’ll get it. Cullen, you can get the glasses.” The two men started for the kitchen.

			“Fruit juice for me,” Arjenie called after them as Toby came down the stairs, cradling Ryder.

			Most of the things that would mark Toby as other than human wouldn’t show up until he hit puberty and First Change initiated him into the two-natured world, but a few were innate. Ten-year-old boys typically didn’t consider taking care of a baby a treat, even if it did let them postpone homework. Toby did.

			“What are we celebrating?” he asked as he held a chocolate chip cookie up to Ryder.

			“Half it,” Cynna said quickly. “She doesn’t need the whole thing.”

			The boy did that and repeated his question.

			Arjenie beamed. “In about thirty-seven weeks, you’re going to have a new baby cousin.”

			Toby whooped. Ryder looked up from her cookie, startled, then decided to make happy noises like everyone else.

			And she was happy for her friends, Lily assured herself. How could she not be? Their joy was contagious and took nothing away from her. She’d accustomed herself to the idea of not having children herself. She had Toby, didn’t she? And this would be a terrible time to turn up pregnant, in the middle of the war . . . Arjenie could stay safe at Clanhome. Lily couldn’t.

			“Thirty-seven weeks,” Lily said. “That’s a hair over nine months, so . . . next April?”

			“March thirtieth,” Arjenie said as proudly as if she’d planned it for that day on purpose. “We haven’t told my family yet. I want to tell them in person, but Benedict worries about traveling with things so unsettled, so we’re still discussing that. Can you see anything yet?”

			“See—oh, you mean, is the baby’s mind, uh, present?” Interesting question. “It doesn’t seem like there’d be anything yet for me to sense, but who knows? I’ll check.” Lily gave the coiled sense in her middle a nudge. It unfurled easily, reaching out . . . she shook her head. “Sorry, but no. Your mind is a nice, fuzzy yellow, though. Kind of like a round, fuzzy banana.” The texture meant that Lily could mindspeak Arjenie if she wanted, which was cool. She couldn’t reach slick minds. Curious, she checked out Benedict with her new sense. “And Benedict’s mind is green and furry. Most lupi minds feel like that. Like short-haired avocados.”

			Arjenie burst out laughing.

			“How about me?” Cynna said. “What does my mind look like?”

			“It’s not exactly seeing.” Her mindsense was more like a weird combination of vision and the tactile way she’d always responded to magic. “But you’re kind of like a kiwi, only mossy.” The color was a surprise. Most minds looked/felt like glowing fruit to her—many with texture, some without it. Human minds were usually a yellow fruit, however, not green. Green was the lupi color. Maybe that had something to do with Cynna being a Rhej? But the presence of texture pleased Lily. She could mindspeak her friend. “Mossy and glowing. You’re a glowing, mossy kiwi.”

			Cynna’s eyebrows lifted. “I’m radioactive?”

			“Minds always glow.”

			“I thought I’d be able to feel you sensing my mind,” Cynna said. “I’ve got shields, too. Not like Cullen’s, but still—shouldn’t I feel something?”

			“Probably not unless I actually mindspeak you.” Carefully Lily touched that glowing, mossy mind and sent a pulse along her mindsense. Her lips moved as she did. She couldn’t mindspeak clearly without that physical cue, but she didn’t have to speak out loud anymore. So how does it feel?

			Cynna’s eyes widened. “Weird. Like when Sam does it, only not. Your mind voice is . . . it sounds like you.”

			Lily heard Cynna’s response both ways—with her ears and her mindsense. She was getting used to that.

			“Can you do two of us at once?” Arjenie asked.

			She shook her head. “I can barely do one person most of the time.”

			“Do it some more,” Cynna said, leaning forward. “Tell me when you’re going to try my bike. You’ll love it, Lily.”

			Off-roading was Cynna and Cullen’s new couple thing—something they did together, without Ryder. Cynna had ridden a motorcycle before, back in her wild child days, but dirt bikes were new to her. She was a passionate convert. I think my time as a traffic cop ruined me for appreciating motorcycles, she sent.

			“But dirt bikes are different. No roads, so no road burn. No cars to smash into you.”

			That conjured one of those memories Lily tried to keep packed away. At least you wear a helmet.

			“I’m not an idiot.”

			Rule returned carrying two bottles of champagne. “Only one of you seems to be talking. I hope that means Lily’s doing her talking differently.”

			“I’m showing off,” Lily admitted.

			Cullen followed Rule, carrying the champagne flutes—the empties in one hand, one with orange juice in the other. He handed the juice to Arjenie. “The Mother’s blessings on you.”

			Arjenie flushed with pleasure. “And on you.”

			“Is that a Wiccan saying?” Lily asked. Curious, she released her touch on Cynna’s mind to reach for Cullen’s. “Huh. Cullen’s mind is not what I expected.”

			Cullen raised his brows. “I would have thought my shields would make me invisible to your mindsense.”

			“No, but you’re really faint. The glow is faint, but you’re there. Only you’re slick as black ice.”

			Cullen smirked and held out a flute for Rule to fill. “I already knew that. How about now?”

			The slickness suddenly sprouted fuzz. She slid her mindsense over it . . . fuzzy on top, icy underneath. She sent a pulse along her mindsense and laid words into the fuzzy-ice mind. What did you do?

			“Opened the shield that blocks mindspeech. Cynna’s right. You do sound like yourself when you mindspeak. I wonder if that means my brain processes what I receive through my auditory cortex?”

			“Seems like it would be routed through the language center. Or are they the same thing?”

			“Not at all. The language centers—there are two, Broca’s area and Wernicke’s area—are in—”

			“Never mind,” she said hastily before he could go into detail. Rule was holding out a champagne flute. She accepted it. “We’ll talk about all that later. Right now we need to celebrate.” No doubt they’d talk about it whether she wanted to or not. Cullen was extremely interested in her new ability. They’d discussed it twice while Lily was on the other side of the country, but with recently renewed paranoia, neither wanted to say too much on the phone. “Congratulations!” She lifted her glass in salute.

			Cullen handed a brimming flute to Cynna. “You seemed surprised by what you sensed.”

			“I thought your shields would make you invisible to my mindsense the way Tom Weng is.”

			“You mean the way he was,” Cynna said. “Dead people get the past tense.” She closed her eyes and took a sip. “My first grown-up drink in well over a year. First I was pregnant, then nursing . . . it’s only right it should be champagne.”

			“I’m not sure Weng is dead,” Lily said.

			“What?” Cynna stared. “If the fireball didn’t get him when the helicopter blew up, the fall would have.”

			“His body was never found. All the others were.”

			A silence fell. It was the children, she knew. The bodies of three children had been found in the wreckage along with those of two adults. They’d been identified through dental records, as the bodies were too badly burned for any other sort of recognition: Sharon Plummer, forty-two. One of the conspirators. Frederick South, thirty-one. The pilot. Adrian Farquhar, fifteen. A farseer or clairvoyant. Susan Thompson, thirteen. A Finder. Amanda Craig, twelve. Telepath.

			To turn their minds from that ugliness, Lily returned to her original topic. “Plus we know he can levitate.”

			Cullen cocked his head. “That was only for a few feet, though. Big difference between levitating fifteen feet and levitating a couple hundred feet up—and doing it fast enough to stay ahead of a fireball.”

			Exactly what Rule kept pointing out. “I didn’t say I knew he was alive. Just that it’s possible. Given the way all records about him vanished after—”

			“Which could have been done at any time,” Rule said, entering the room. “Perhaps we could postpone that argument, Lily. This time is for Benedict and Arjenie.” He’d filled flutes for himself and Cullen, but there was still one empty flute.

			“Is that for me?” Toby asked. The baby he held had gnawed her way through most of the half cookie she gripped in one determined fist, in the process smearing drooly cookie-stuff on Toby’s shirt.

			“Of course,” Rule said. “Though you’ll need to set Ryder down.”

			Of course? Lily looked at him, startled.

			Rule poured an inch of fizzing golden liquid into the last flute. He glanced at Lily, his eyes smiling. Amused. “It’s not as if he can develop alcoholism.”

			True, but giving even a little alcohol to a ten-year-old boy was wrong. She knew people did that in Europe, at least with wine, but this was America and . . . and what difference did that make? But just because Toby couldn’t develop alcoholism . . . and he couldn’t. Soon after he entered puberty, First Change would hit. After that, his body wouldn’t let him get so much as a buzz. But didn’t alcohol affect the developing brain? The younger someone started drinking, the greater the chances of him or her becoming an alcoholic.

			Which Toby could not do. And she was arguing with Rule in her head and he was winning. How annoying.

			Rule’s phone beeped. He pulled it out, checked the screen, and frowned. “Mike tells me company is coming.”

			“Who?”

			“Mateo Ortez. He wishes to speak with his Rho.”

			She shook her head. “I don’t recognize the name.”

			“Oddly enough, neither do I.”

			“Leidolf’s a big clan. You can’t expect to remember every name yet.” The Leidolf mantle had come to Rule only a year ago, and unexpectedly. Before that, Leidolf and Nokolai had been enemies—not quite at war, but perpetually close to it.

			Rule frowned and raised his voice slightly. “Sean.”

			The French doors at the back of the house opened and the guard stationed there looked in. Sean looked a bit like a grown-up Opie—red hair and a round, freckled face. “Yes?”

			“Who is Mateo Ortiz?”

			“He’s Leo’s son. Leo Freeman.”

			“I’ve met Leo. I don’t recall meeting Mateo.”

			“He’s been out of the country, I think. Mike could tell you more.”

			Mike was acting as Rule’s second because José hadn’t finished regrowing his leg. Mike’s own leg was back to normal now that he’d had the bone surgically straightened. “Mike isn’t here. You are. I’m asking you.”

			Sean sighed and darted a glance at Cullen, then at Benedict. “Mateo is high dominant.”
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