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Jake stood in front of the sign for the Franklin
County Youth Detention Center and sighed. How come he got all the
juvenile delinquent witches?

Being a monitor for the Witch Sentinel System
was supposed to be a life of excitement and reward. At least that’s
what his recruiter Duncan had said when he signed on the dotted
line. Of course, Duncan was monitor for zone eleven, which meant he
mostly got to sit around on Maui beaches.

Lots of sand in New Mexico, but that was about
where the similarities ended. And this was the second time in three
months a Sentinel alert had led him to a kid in lock-up.

It probably made sense. Uncontrolled magical
powers tended to get you in trouble.

In extreme circumstances, you grabbed the witch
and asked questions later, but since there were no signs of
impending magical disaster, Jake preferred to do surveillance
first. He was going to have to get inside.

He reached for power, and reveled in the flow of
magic. One of the good things about the New Mexico zone was an
ample power supply.

“I ask the power of earth and land,

Come on out, give me a hand.

I need a way into this dive,

Peel away years, ten and five.

Gotta do what must be done,

Make it so, Number One.”

He hoped Jean Luc didn’t mind the line rip-off.
Some witches could get away with spellwork that didn’t rhyme, but
he wasn’t one of them. And he’d gotten past the “as I will, so mote
it be” crap a long time ago.

The bit of his face he could see in his
motorbike mirror looked fourteen. Excellent. It was always easiest
to cast an illusion that was fairly close to reality. Peel fifteen
years off his looks and passing for a delinquent wasn’t going to be
a problem.

Franklin County juvie wasn’t one of the hardcore
lock-ups, so sneaking in shouldn’t be too difficult. Sneaking out
with a rescued witch in tow might be a bigger issue, but he’d cross
that bridge later.

Jake walked in the front door and muttered a
standard “don’t notice me” spell under his breath. He’d needed that
one a lot lately.

Moving to a chair in the corner, he sat down and
tried to get a read on the place. Three doors—one for staff only,
one into the detention wing, and the front door. Damn, that wasn’t
a lot of escape routes.

It was an entirely depressing space. Puke-green
walls, grunge floors, and a bunch of bureaucratic paperwork and
preachy signs blanketed over the walls. A colorful poster
advertising rehearsals for Delinquent Drama’s production of West
Side Story was the only thing that kept his eyes from squeezing
closed in self-defense.

A hand clamped down on his shoulder. Damn. The
hand belonged to a skinny black woman dressed in a guard uniform.
Her nametag said Darlene.

“Where are you supposed to be, kid?”

It took Jake a moment to remember he looked
fourteen. And delinquent. “Dunno.”

“Well, who left you out here?” Darlene looked
very grumpy. He couldn’t blame her. Puke-green walls could cause an
epidemic of cranky.

Jake tried his best tough-guy face and
shrugged.

Darlene scowled. “You’re never going to be as
tough as me, kid. Don’t even try. Where are you supposed to
be?”

The wall poster caught his eye. “Stupid drama
rehearsal.”

“You one of Romy’s kids? You must be new; I
thought I had all her kids pegged. Come on, I’ll take you in.” The
hand on his arm was a lot gentler than he’d expected.

Romy must be the do-gooder that ran the drama
program. No way the state funded anything that touchy-feely.

Darlene escorted him through the door into the
detention wing. The puke-green theme continued, with no windows to
see the desert outside. Sadly, he was no longer shocked by where
society chose to stash some of their kids. Five years ago, as a
green recruit, he’d been horrified.

He suspected his power-detection spell wasn’t
going to work very well through concrete walls, but he tried
anyhow. Nope. All he knew for sure now was that Darlene wasn’t a
witch. Of the magic-wielding variety, anyhow.

She ushered him into a big room and pointed at a
row of chairs at the back. “Sit there. Watch. Don’t move.”

Jake sprawled on a chair and got his first look
at a Delinquent Drama rehearsal. A kid with tattoos over every
visible inch of skin was currently running everyone through a dance
sequence.

He tried to think back to the time he’d flown
his sister to New York for her birthday, and they’d caught West
Side Story. Rival gangs, soppy teen love story, lots of dancing.
Tattoo Boy must be one of the gang members. If he wasn’t, casting
had totally screwed up.

Except for Darlene sitting in the corner, there
didn’t appear to be any adults present. Maybe do-gooder Romy had to
pee or something.

Time to give the power-detection spell another
crack. You only set off the Sentinel alarms if you had pretty
decent power. If his target witch was one of the kids currently
learning how to dance in formation, this was plenty close enough to
tell.

Jake muttered under his breath. A slight,
redheaded girl in the back row of dancers lit up like a Christmas
tree, to witch-sight at least. Check. Witch located.

Then the glow abruptly disappeared. Crap. One,
the girl had noticed his power-detection spell. And two, she had
enough control over her magic to lock it down and go stealth.

Normally, he was a fan of people who could
control their magic, but anyone with that kind of skill was going
to be a little trickier to rescue.

She hadn’t found him yet. However, judging from
the way she was ping-ponging off other dancers, Tattoo Boy’s
choreography wasn’t her current focus.

He’d learned a few things in his five years with
Sentinel. If you were trying to snatch a witch and run, speed was
your friend.

Grabbing power through concrete sucked, but he
did it anyhow. No way he got the two of them out of here without a
fairly jazzy piece of spellwork.

“I ask the power of earth and land,

Come on out, give me a hand.

Freeze the people in this room,

Long enough for us to zoom.

Lock down the magic of the red-haired witch,

And leave these folks with a memory switch.

Gotta do what must be done,

Make it so, Number One.”

Everyone in the room went stone-still. Awesome.
Jake jumped up from his chair, threw the immobilized girl over his
shoulder, and ran.

The freeze part of the spell would give him a
couple of minutes, but he didn’t trust the lock-down on the redhead
to hold for that long.

Tossing out a quick “don’t notice me” spell, he
ran through the front room. The clerk at the front desk never
looked up.

He felt the bundle over his shoulder start to
wiggle and cursed. Any witch who could go stealth could also
uncloak with a vengeance, and just like the Romulans, they could be
mean once weapons were online.

Throwing an ignition spell at his motorbike, he
tried to climb on and dump the girl behind him. It wasn’t the most
graceful of maneuvers, and he lost his grip.

She was out of reach in a split second and
rounded on him from several feet away. “Hands up, you bastard. What
the hell are you trying to do?”

When you were facing a monumentally pissed-off
teenage witch with sparks flying out of her fingers, and you were
straddling a gas tank, there was only one smart thing to do.

Jake was no dummy. He cut the ignition and
dropped his illusion spell. Time for an adult to take charge.
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Romy was trying not to freak. She’d hallucinated
a time or two in her life, but this wasn’t one of them. Her teenage
assailant had just aged a whole bunch.

“Who are you, and what do you want?”

The wanna-be kidnapper held his hands up. “Take
it easy. I’m here to help you.”

Romy waved her sparks closer to the gas tank.
“Try again.”

“I’m Jake. To make a long story really short,
you set off an alert with all that firepower of yours. I’m here to
take you to a better place.”

Romy took a couple more steps backward and
wished with all her heart she could get the magic to calm down. It
had been at least ten years since she’d sparked with anyone around
to see, and she needed better control if it was going to be a
potential weapon.

She tried again to focus on the stranger. “What
do you mean I set off an alert?”

“I work for the Witch Sentinel System. It’s my
job to find kids with magic in this zone and check things out—make
sure you’re in a good situation. Juvie qualifies you for immediate
rescue. I can take you someplace better.”

He didn’t look like a dirty old man or a serial
killer, but she was well aware that evil came in many shapes. She
was incredibly lucky he hadn’t grabbed one of her kids instead.
“Kidnapping’s a felony. Swiping screwed-up kids earns you a special
place in hell.”

Jake just raised an eyebrow. “You want to stay
in lock-up?”

Romy could feel the sparks flaring again. She
tried desperately to tamp them down. Surely someone inside would
notice she was missing soon. “No one wants to stay in lock-up. I’d
have left with any guy who promised me a way out. How many girls
have you taken?”

She kept inching backward. A few feet more and
she just might risk blowing him up. People who preyed on kids got
no chances in her world.

She saw Jake’s temper fire up, and then abruptly
die. “I’m not taking you for any of those reasons you’re thinking.”
His voice was suddenly very gentle. “No kid your age should even
know about stuff like that.”

“I know plenty.” Her certainty was wavering.
She’d met a few girl-snatching perverts in her time, and he wasn’t
sticking to the script.

Jake just looked at her for a minute. “You don’t
have to come with me. Most kids want to, but you don’t have to come
right now. It’s tricky for me to talk with you in juvie, but I can
probably arrange to get on your visitor list.”

His quiet offer made her ache. As a teen, she’d
spent three years in lock-up without a single visitor.

“Who are you?” she asked again, backing off
slightly from thoughts of torching him.

“I’m Jake Hayes. I work for an organization that
tries to make sure young witches get to grow up in safety. Normally
we find you before your magic lands you in trouble, but this zone
hasn’t been very well staffed. I just got assigned a couple of
months ago, but I’m truly sorry for whatever you’ve been through. I
wish we could have gotten here sooner.”

No one had called Romy a witch in ten years, but
it was hard to deny when you still had occasional sparks flying out
of your fingertips. “What, you’re some kind of witch social
worker?”

He grimaced. “Guessing you’re not a fan of
social workers. I’m the monitor for this zone. When someone uses
magic and sets off the Sentinel alerts, they send me out to assess
the situation.”

“So far, that sounds like a social worker. Lots
of assessing, no action.”

Jake started laughing. “Really. You get busted
out of lock-up by social workers a lot?”

He had a point. “So you just drop in, grab a
kid, and run?”

“Not usually. Most kids are fine, and we just
keep eyes on them as they grow up. In some cases we put secondary
supports in place. A witch-positive teacher or neighbor.”

“Witch-positive?”

“Someone who’s had exposure to witches and can
help a kid adjust. If kids have a lot of power, or control issues,
we hook them up with a trainer.”

Romy was pretty sure her sparks were finally
under control, courtesy of long, lonely practice. No one had ever
offered her a trainer, a friend, or anything else. “So why’d you
grab me?”

Jake nodded toward the Youth Center. “We figure
it’s pretty much a given that no kid should live in juvie. Or a
mental ward—occasionally we find one there, too. We get you out,
find you a better situation. Usually we place kids with families
that have experience with magic.”

Her temper had always been her enemy. She spoke
with the quiet precision that made anyone who knew her well head
for cover. “So I set off some alarm somewhere when I played with
fire, and you swoop in and take me away to some place where people
actually care?”

Jake didn’t know her well. He looked relieved.
“Yeah. I’m sorry that I’m a little late to the rescue, but I can
help you now.” He looked over at the Center. “Ideally, you come
with me before a search party comes out of there looking for
you.”

Romy swept off her ball cap and let go her
blazing fury. She could feel her hands getting hot again. She no
longer cared. “You’re about fifteen years too late riding to my
rescue, Jake. I spent three years locked up in this place, but I
got out twelve years ago.”

He just gaped.

She swung away and walked back toward the
Center, furious and aching.

She’d spent half her life wishing for a knight
in shining armor. Unfortunately for Jake, it had been the first
half. She’d stopped believing in fairy tales when the fires started
and no one rode to her rescue at all.

Darlene came barreling out the door. “Honey, are
you okay? Where’d you disappear to?”

“I’m fine. I just needed some air.”

“Uh huh. Who’s the guy?”

Romy turned around and looked at Jake. He was
still gaping. “Nobody to worry about. Just another one of those
people who wants to help a delinquent for a day.”

She opened the door to the Center and waved
Darlene inside. “So, did the kids stage a revolution while I was
gone?”

“Nope. Skate’s got them under control.”

Romy nodded. Skate had reformed a lot in the
last year, but no one messed with him. “How’s the dance number
coming?”

Darlene snickered. “Better with you out of the
back row, girlfriend.”

“I never welch on a bet. Skate earned his GED,
so I can learn a five-minute dance routine.” She hoped. It had
taken a big incentive to get Skate to crack the books. She
suspected the choreography for this particular number was his way
of getting even.

“You keep starting that last bit heading the
wrong direction. You gotta go left, then right.”

Romy sighed. “Yeah. So Skate keeps telling me.”
As an actress, her left-right dyslexia was a pain. As a dancer, it
was a major liability, but since Delinquent Drama was her
brainchild, she didn’t get the luxury of whining.

They walked back into the drama room, and Skate
looked gleeful at her return. She reminded herself she was in
charge. “Good work on the dance number, guys. Now let’s run through
the rumble scene.”

Not that most of her kids needed a lot of
practice staging a knife fight, but it was a sure-fire way to
distract Skate from her pathetic dance skills.

The Sharks and Jets cast members lined up on
opposite sides of the stage. “Remember the ground rules—no blood,
and take it easy on the body blows.”

“What is this, fighting for wimps?” That was
Manny, one of the newest additions to her program. She kept quiet
to see if the others could handle him.

Tina, the girl playing Maria, sauntered over.
“Real fights are easy. Making it look real? That’s a lot harder.
Besides, you get to die. Don’t complain.”

Manny shut up. Tina had a real way with
troublemakers—a far cry from the rebel she’d been a year ago. Her
audition for Maria had been one of Romy’s proudest moments. And
damn, the girl could sing. Almost as well as she could fight.
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Jake grabbed a beer from the fridge and plunked
down in front of his computer. He had the sneaking suspicion some
critical details had been left out of the background briefing for
his current zone assignment.

Time to rectify that. He wiggled his fingers and
prepared to do some hacking. Not that he needed an excuse, but it
was for a good cause.

First he accessed files at the Franklin County
Youth Detention Center. Their security was absurdly lax, but some
thoughtful soul had computerized twenty years of inmate records.
His red-haired girl said she’d been inside fourteen years ago. He
should be able to find her.

He ran a quick scan through the current inmates.
It was entirely possible she was fifteen and a good liar.

Unlikely, though. The look of her right after
she’d yanked off her ball cap was imprinted on his brain. Furious,
surrounded by cascades of flaming hair, and sexy as hell. He was
pretty sure his sexy-chick radar didn’t point at
fifteen-year-olds.

Confirmed. No hot redheads amongst the current
residents. He did see Tattoo Boy, though. In for three years. That
sucked. Jake couldn’t imagine living in puke green for that long
without losing his sanity.

Pulling up the historical records, he scanned
for the younger version of his fiery witch. He almost missed
her—red hair wasn’t obvious in black-and-white mug shots—but that
was the same face. Fairy-dust features, big eyes, and a really big
chip on her shoulder, even then.

He clicked into her detailed record and got his
second big surprise of the day. Romy Daniels. Romy was the name of
the woman who ran Delinquent Drama. He’d kidnapped the adult in the
room. Whoops.

Her own darn fault for hiding in the back row
and looking prepubescent.

The story in her file was exactly the kind of
thing Sentinel was supposed to prevent. A series of foster homes,
and then locked up at fourteen for repeat arson offenses. No one
would take in a kid who set fires while everyone else was
sleeping.

He tried not to beat on his laptop; it was just
the messenger. Witches with fire talents usually came into their
power as young teens—and it tended to involve a lot of accidental
firestarting. Romy probably started fires while she slept and her
control was at its lowest.

The cure for that was a couple of training
sessions and careful monitoring, not three years of lock-up in a
concrete hell.

He sent Duncan a pretty insistent instant
message. A few minutes later his friend’s face popped up on-screen.
“Hey Jake. Long time, no see. When are you going to come ogle babes
on the beach with me?”

Jake grinned. Duncan never changed. “I need to
know the inside dirt on what happened in this zone for the last
couple of decades.”

His recruiter and long-time friend frowned.
“Why, what’s up?”

“I followed an alert today. Found my witch in
juvie.”

Duncan winced. “Hate it when that happens.”

“It’s the second time in three months. And this
time my witch wasn’t in lock-up, she works there. Dunc, she
spent three years in juvie as a teen. Arson.”

“Fire witch?”

Jake nodded. “Yeah. At least four reported
firestarting incidents in the year before she got put away. How did
they miss a fire witch in this zone for that long? She should have
been setting off alerts left, right, and center.”

“I don’t know. There were some rumors about the
old guy who monitored that zone. He had a higher rate of reported
false alerts than most of us.”

Meaning he decided the kid setting off the
alarms wasn’t really a witch in need of help. Jake tried to keep a
lid on his temper. Duncan was just a messenger, too. “What
else?”

Duncan squirmed. “Now we’re moving into the
territory of really unsubstantiated rumors, but almost all of the
witches he found were boys. Sentinel keeps that kind of data pretty
quiet, though.”

That did it. “What the hell, Dunc. Two-thirds of
witches are girls. No one thought it was a bit strange when he
didn’t find any?”

“Some of the old-guard monitors have old-guard
ideas. That’s why I recruited you, remember?”

Jake definitely remembered. Duncan had followed
him around for three months, getting him drunk and talking up the
benefits of doing your civic witch duty while having an awesome
time seeing the world. He’d been a little restless, and a lot
bored, so he’d signed on.

He scowled into the monitor. “Some of that old
guard still works in Sentinel headquarters. Are they covering for
the old fart?”

Duncan sighed. “Probably. Jake, don’t do what I
think you’re gonna do.”

Jake put on his best innocent face. “And what
would that be?”

“I can’t believe you think I’d still fall for
that face.” Duncan laughed and toasted Jake with a beer. “If you do
that which shall not be named, be careful. I hear they just
installed a new firewall.”

For all his beach-sloth ways, Duncan heard a
lot. “Thanks, pal. I’ll catch you later.”

Taking a swig of his beer, Jake prepared to hack
the Sentinel system. Their security was not at all lax. It was,
however, a bit overconfident. They expected everyone to come
crashing through the front door. Any good hacker knew that was just
plain stupid.

Or at least they did once they grew up. He’d
done plenty of front-door crashing in his teenage years.

Duncan was right; Sentinel did have a new
firewall in place. Fortunately, it was the same one as the New
Mexico Police Department, and he’d finessed into that just last
month. A couple more finger wiggles, and he was in.

Viewing personnel files for Sentinel employees
was probably several kinds of illegal. That didn’t much bother him,
but he did have his own sense of ethics. He kept his nose out of
Duncan’s file, however much fun it might have been to snoop.

The historical records were supremely well
organized. Sentinel was good at paperwork. Jake located the file
for the previous monitor of the New Mexico zone. Alvin Minton. He’d
held the post for forty freaking years. That was some serious
longevity.

His personnel file held hints of issues. A
couple of suggestions that his incident reports were lacking in
detail. One letter of reprimand for slow follow-up on a
yellow-alert case. Yeah. Some poor kid sat in a mental ward for
three months while Alvin took his sweet time following up.

Jake toggled over to the main Sentinel database.
HR records might sometimes circumvent the truth, but data didn’t
lie, and Sentinel was obsessive about keeping good data
records.

He pulled up all the alert and incident reports
for the New Mexico zone during Alvin’s tenure. Deciding not to
hand-count forty years of data, he dumped everything in a
spreadsheet and ran a series of formulas and calculations.

Fifteen minutes later, he stepped away from his
laptop, his temper just barely leashed. He’d hoped Romy had been
the one kid that had slipped through the cracks. Far from it. Alvin
had dropped more kids down the cracks than he’d kept out.

In forty years, there had been 167 alerts. Alvin
had written up eighty-one of them as false alarms—and every last
one was a girl.

Jake knew what could happen to witch kids with
uncontrolled magic and no one to stand up for them. Alvin was dead,
but someone at Sentinel was going to answer for this.

He would have gone to the mat just for Romy and
the three years she lost, but she had eighty friends. And he’d bet
not all of them had survived as well as his redhead.

He sat back down at the computer. By the time he
walked into Sentinel headquarters, he was going to know what had
happened to every last one of them.
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Romy pulled her station wagon up in front of the
Center and grabbed her bag off the seat. She was perilously close
to being late, and with all the grief she gave her kids about being
on time, that wasn’t an option.

Rehearsal had run overtime, thanks to her
director’s delusions of grandeur. She loved doing community
theater, but the few people in it for the dubious glory could be
really annoying. Mental note—don’t be one of those directors. Not
that her kids would let her get away with that kind of crap.

She ran down the detention-wing hall and into
the drama room. The last thing she expected to see was the guy
who’d tried to snatch her yesterday slouched in a chair next to
Skate.

She skidded to a halt and glared. “What are you
doing here?”

He reached out a hand. “Hey, I’m Jake. I’m
hoping to start a drama program for teens up in Albuquerque, and I
heard you were the best. I came to check things out.”

Liar. “Who let you in?” Romy could see Skate’s
posture shifting to alert. She tried to ratchet down her body
language; no point getting Skate in trouble.

Jake nodded toward Darlene, in her usual post by
the door. Darlene waved and wiggled her eyebrows at Romy.

He’d smooth-talked Darlene? Romy was pretty sure
no one had accomplished that in the last decade.

“The dude says he can act, Romy,” said Skate.
“Mostly action stuff. Maybe he can help us out with the rumble
scene.”

Romy tried not to laugh. Fine. If the kids
wanted to put Jake through their own special brand of hazing, she
wasn’t going to get in their way. She looked at Jake. “You know the
basic plot for West Side Story? This is the big gang fight in Act
One.”

“Manny’s out sick,” said Skate. “He can be
Riff.”

“Hey,” Jake said. “Doesn’t he die in Act One?
Who kills him?”

Skate grinned. It wasn’t pretty. “Me.”

The gang cast members assembled. Since all eyes
were on Jake, clearly word had gotten around. Romy issued her
standard warning with a little more emphasis than usual. “No blood,
guys. Remember, this is acting.”

At a signal from Skate, the action started, and
she settled back to watch. Riff usually took a pretty decent
pounding in this scene. Darlene grinned from the doorway.

Jake made halfhearted attempts to dodge a few
blows until a pretty solid one landed. Then Romy saw his face
change. This was clearly a guy who had been in a few street fights.
She and Darlene both took several steps closer in case they needed
to step in; no one pounded on their kids. Jake saw their moves and
rolled his eyes.

In the next three minutes, Romy learned all she
needed to know about the kind of man Jake was. He had fast hands,
even faster feet, and precise control. He fought as dirty as any
kid in her group, but with the kind of restrained violence that
earned respect without doing any real harm.

Finally, Skate started to advance on Jake. It
was time for Riff to die. Instead, Skate stopped and put out his
hand. “You fight good. I can kill Riff when Manny gets back.”

Jake nodded once, tough guy to tough guy.
Fascinating, thought Romy. Skate didn’t like very many people; he
respected even fewer. She stepped forward. “All right, I think
we’ve rumbled enough for today. Now let’s run through impromptu job
interviews.”

Her guest looked totally confused. “What part of
West Side Story is that?”

Romy grinned. “It’s the part that earns these
kids the right to participate in West Side Story.”

“We have to pretend to act like regular
schmucks,” Skate said.

Well, Romy thought, that was better than several
of the words he would have used last year. She had a strict
no-swearing policy for drama rehearsals. If her kids were ever
going to pass for anything other than delinquents, they needed to
expand their vocabularies.

“I don’t get it,” Jake said.

Skate smirked. “Romy says it’s good acting
practice. If I can behave like some prissy private-school kid for a
job interview, then I must be a pretty good actor.”

Jake rubbed his ribs. “You do a great gang
thug.”

“That’s not acting.” Skate earned appreciative
snickers from his audience.

Jake considered a moment, and then reached out a
hand to Skate. “Hello, I’m Mr. Dickhead, head of hiring for
Standard Insurance. And you are?” Romy was impressed; he’d gone
from likeable guy with bad-boy edges to condescending senior
executive in three seconds flat.

Skate’s mouth hung open, so Romy stepped in to
coach. “He looks pretty obnoxious—you up to this?”

Mission accomplished; Skate’s mouth snapped shut
and he reached out to shake Jake’s hand. “I’m Michael Sykes, and
it’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Dickhead.” No sign of a smirk
anywhere. That was serious progress.

Jake gestured toward a table and two chairs
hastily set up by a couple of the kids. “Have a seat, Mr. Sykes.
Tell me about yourself.”

Romy cheered silently as Jake ran Skate through
the interview gauntlet. The questions were tough, random, and
occasionally stupid, just like your standard job interview. And
without the visual, you never would have pegged Skate as a kid from
the hood.

Then Jake’s face shifted. “One last question. It
sounds like you might be a reasonable fit for Standard Insurance,
Mr. Sykes. I’m concerned, however, about your… appearance.” He
gestured in the general direction of Skate’s tattoos.

Only Darlene’s hand on her shoulder kept Romy in
her seat. Skate was silent for a couple of seconds. Then he spoke
with calm conviction. “Tattoos don’t make the man, Mr. Dickhead.
What’s inside does.”

“Yeah, it certainly does.” Bad-boy Jake was
back. “Hell of an act there, Skate. Next time I’ll wear a skirt and
be the sexy-flirt hiring manager. Trust me, those are harder to
deal with.”

The rest of the room busted up laughing at the
idea of Jake in a skirt. Skate raised an eyebrow. “You coming
back?”

“Yeah. For a while. Gotta help you guys work on
that rumble scene.”

The buzzer sounded, ending free time. Kids filed
out, heading off to dinner, and Romy walked over to Jake. She had
no idea what to do with him. “I don’t know why you’re here, but you
earned enough points that I’m not going to have Darlene throw you
out. We need to talk.”

Jake nodded. “You hungry?”

She contemplated him a moment. “Yeah. Let me
wrap up here, and I’ll meet you out front.”

Jake left, and Darlene walked over. “What’s that
all about?”

Romy shook her head. “I have no idea. Pretty
sure he wants something, but I have no idea what.”

Darlene snorted. “Then you’re a lot dumber than
I think you are, girlfriend. Skate liked him, and so do I.”

And those were two tough gatekeepers, but
neither of them knew she could make sparks fly out of her
fingers.

Jake wanted her; Darlene had that much right.
She needed to find out why. She wasn’t a fourteen-year-old witch in
need of rescuing any more.
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Jake leaned against his bike and waited for Romy
to come out.

That had been quite the education. The bar fight
loosely disguised as a scene in a play hadn’t been a big deal, but
watching Skate handle a tough interview with brains and self
control… How the heck had Romy pulled that out of a kid from the
hood?

He watched her walk out of the building. She
still looked at him with suspicion; he was going to have to work on
that.

“When does Skate get out?” That was obviously
the last question she’d been expecting.

“In sixteen weeks, three days—why?”

“Think he’d be willing to relocate to San
Francisco?”

“I imagine he’d be thrilled to go anywhere that
wasn’t here, but why?”

Jake took out his cell phone and dialed a
friend. “Hey Mikey, it’s Jake. Quick question—you got a spot for a
new intern in about four months? Good artist, great fighter.”

Romy’s face was caught somewhere between scowl
and disbelief.

After listening a moment longer, he hung up.
Mikey hated talking on the phone. “There’s a job for him in San
Francisco if he wants it. Mikey’s a good guy. He’ll work him hard
enough there won’t be any time left to find trouble.”

“Doing what, exactly? Fighting’s the last thing
Skate needs to be messing with when he gets out.”

Only if you thought like a girl. Jake smiled.
“You can’t take fighting out of him, Romy. Mike runs a video game
design shop, about a hundred employees. Lots of fight scenes in the
games. I figure if Skate designed all those tattoos he’s wearing,
he’s a decent artist, and Mike will make sure he gets trained in
all the latest animation tools.”

Now the disbelief on Romy’s face warred with
hope. “You got him a shot at learning to design video game fight
scenes?”

He shrugged. “Seemed like it would fit him.”

Her eyes flooded. Shit, that wasn’t what he’d
been going for. He was no knight in shining armor. “There’s a
string attached.”

Now her eyes hardened; that was a lot easier to
deal with. “Name it.”

“Have dinner with me. Listen with an open mind
to what I have to say.”

“That’s it?”

Jake laughed. “What were you expecting?” On
second thought, he probably didn’t want to know. “Your ride, or
mine?”

Romy looked at his bike, and he could see desire
in her eyes. He tossed her the keys. “I’ll let you drive.”

They hopped on the bike. She was tiny enough he
could have wrapped his arms around her and driven himself, but
there was no need. He could tell she knew one end of a motorcycle
from the other, and he didn’t plan for them to stay on pavement for
long, anyhow.

Romy kicked them off and headed down the road
toward Albuquerque. There were none of the wiggles and squeals that
had come from the last girl he’d put on his bike. Just competent
driving and a grin he could see all the way through the back of her
head.

He looked around and made sure the road was
deserted. In New Mexico, that wasn’t a hard thing to come by.

“I ask the power of earth and land,

Come on out, give me a hand.

Lift us high in the daybright sky

Hard work’s done, it’s time to fly.

Gotta do what must be done,

Make it so, Number One.”

When the bike lifted of the pavement and headed
for open sky, he got his wish. Romy squealed. And wiggled.

He wrapped his arms around her securely and
killed the engine. He liked the rumble, but it made talking pretty
much impossible. “Relax. I do this with all the pretty girls.”

She sat still as stone for almost an entire
minute. Then she began to laugh. It was the sound of absolute
freedom, and the heart of why he flew. Something inside him…
yearned.

Which was more than a little disturbing. For all
the normal guy reasons, and because his mom swore he would love
once, love deeply, and marry a brunette. You didn’t argue with one
of the world’s best fortunetellers.

Leaning forward, he grabbed the handlebars.
“Hang on.” He kicked up the speed and flew into a slow vertical
loop. Romy squealed again and reached for his arms—and sparks flew
out of her fingers.

Her voice was high and panicked. “Put us down.
Now.”

Crap—big mistake. He’d been so sure she would
enjoy that. “Sorry, I won’t do it again. Nice and steady all the
way to dinner, I promise.”

“Jake. Down, please, I can’t control it for much
longer.”

She was going to be sick? Jake headed for the
ground with all possible speed. Airborne puking could be an unholy
mess.

They’d barely hit the sand before she was off
the bike and running away at top speed. Cursing, he ran after her,
and then stopped dead when she threw a fireball into the
desert.

Wow. No wonder she’d set off the Sentinel
alarms.

She turned her head back to him. “Stay back. I’m
not done, and I can’t get it under control.”

Jake watched, puzzled. She was clamping her
hands, exactly the same thing she’d done at their first meeting
when she’d been shooting sparks out of her fingertips.

He cursed profusely under his breath. The signs
were all there, and he was an idiot for missing them this long.
Fortunately, he had long practice with the required spell.

“I ask the power of earth and land,

Come on out, give me a hand.

Put up a barrier to the power,

Hold her magic quiet this hour.

Gotta do what must be done,

Make it so, Number One.”

That wouldn’t work against her will, but if she
wanted control, she should have it now.

Romy turned around slowly to face him, hands
still clenched. “What did you do?”

“A basic spell to buffer your access to power.
It should make your magic easier to control.”

She nodded, just once. “Thanks. Sorry, I have no
idea what happened.”

He sighed and kicked a rock in disgust. “What
happened is I’m an idiot. You haven’t had any training. Your
control is impressive, so I managed to forget that for long enough
to fly you into the sky and coat you with my power stream. No
untrained witch could handle that and keep her own magic
quiet.”

Romy frowned. “Your magic set off my magic?”

“Yeah. Maybe not during the first part, but when
I decided to show off and fly us in a loop, that requires a power
turbo-boost. It would have seriously zinged your channels. Looks
like when that happens, you make big fireballs.”

Her hands were trembling. “I haven’t done that
in a really long time. I was hoping maybe I’d grown out of it.”

Jake couldn’t resist his need to comfort, and he
didn’t want to think too hard about why. He sat down on the sand
and pulled her down beside him, taking her shaking hands in
his.

Magic needed to be trained, not shut down. Damn
Alvin for condemning her to ten years of trying. “Did you have
trouble with sparking as a kid?”

“All the time.” She pulled her hands out of
his.

He took them back. “Tell me about it.”

Romy sighed and looked away into the sky. “It
started on my eleventh birthday. I got really excited; Gran had one
of those inflatable bounce houses set up in the back yard, and half
my class at school had come. I was inside jumping with my best
friend Boise when the bounce house started smoking. Gran told me
later the fire had come from my fingers.”

That didn’t compute. “Your Gran knew magic?”

“She was a witch,” Romy said. “Or at least she
believed she was. She was sick, and she said it took the magic from
her. Cancer—she died six months later.”

“I’m sorry.” Jake wrapped his arm around her
shoulders.

She shrugged, but left his arm in place. “I went
into foster care after that, and the sparking happened more often.
Gran said she would teach me how to make it stop, but she didn’t
have time.”

Jake frowned. The rest he knew from her file,
but one big question wasn’t at all clear. “And where were your
parents?”

“I never knew them. Gran wasn’t my blood
relative; she took me in when I was a baby.” Her voice trembled.
“She called me the child of her heart.”

Now, Jake understood. Romy’s Gran had been a
witch, and witches took care of their own.
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Romy sat at a table with the menu up in front of
her face and stewed. She was humiliated and hungry, and that was a
bad combination.

“The lasagna’s good,” Jake said. “Or the
ravioli, or pretty much anything except the eggplant thingie.”

The waitress who had just strolled over whacked
him on the head with a menu. “Just because you don’t like
vegetables, mio caro, doesn’t mean my Franco’s eggplant parmesan
isn’t out of this world.”

Jake grinned. “Tomatoes are vegetables. I like
those.”

“Fine, I’ll bring you a bowl of tomato
sauce.”

“Put some spaghetti under it, and I’ll be a
happy man. Romy, this is Carla, the owner of this fine
establishment. Carla, this is Romy, a new friend of mine.”

Carla winked at Romy. “Collecting pretty women
again, is he?”

Romy rolled her eyes. “I’m hard to collect.
What’s good tonight?”

“Everything, bella, but the manicotti is better
than sex.” She leaned in. “And when the same man can give you both,
you should lock him up and swallow the key.”

Then she whacked Jake on the head again.
“See—you’ll never get one of these lovely girls to keep you unless
you learn how to cook.”

Romy laughed as Carla walked away. “She’s quite
the character.”

“You should meet her husband, Franco. Looks like
he played a bit part in the Godfather, but he’s a magician in the
kitchen.”

“The witchy kind of magician?” Romy spoke around
an unbelievably good bread roll.

Jake shook his head and swiped half her roll.
“Nope, just garden variety culinary genius. Carla’s the witch;
Franco still insists she must have nabbed him with a love potion.
They lived in New York until a year ago, and then moved out here
for the warm weather and the grandkids. Franco’s cooking is one of
the reasons I agreed to take this zone for Sentinel.”

Romy cast a cautious glance around. A covert
witch organization was the last thing she wanted to be talking
about in a public place.

“Relax,” Jake said. “One bite of Franco’s
cooking and no one will notice if you danced naked on the
tables.”

“You first.”

Jake sighed. “As much fun as that would be,
Carla would probably banish me, and then I wouldn’t get any
spaghetti. She’s strict like that.”

Romy told the tingles in her belly to settle
down. Why did she always go for the bad boys with a sense of humor?
This one had tried to kidnap her, for cripes sake. She needed to
work on some higher standards.

“Sounds like she runs a tight ship.” Romy
snagged another roll.

He laughed. “Just you wait until after dinner
when she gets started on you.”

“Why me? I’m not the one threatening to dance
naked in her fine restaurant.”

Jake suddenly looked very serious. “She’s one of
Sentinel’s mentors. Without the royal screw-up in this zone, you’d
have been matched with someone like her years ago—someone who could
help you access your magic and control it.”

Her control had been fine for years, until some
he-man had tried a witch snatch-and-run. “I don’t want to access my
magic; I want it to go away.”

“Why?”

She could feel her teeth clench at the
gentleness in his voice. “Because all it’s ever done is send my
life up in flames.”

“Yeah, I get that. But it doesn’t have to be
that way.”

She was an actress, dammit. No one got to churn
up her insides this way unless she meant for it to happen. Time to
change the script.

“So, tell me about the screw-ups in this zone.
Why did I get left to rot in juvie? Sounds like this organization
you work for isn’t very competent.”

Carla slid a plate of manicotti in front of her.
The smell alone could have made her beg. “When you’re done eating
this, you come see me. We’ll talk about that magic of yours.” She
walked off before Romy could say anything.

Jake motioned to her plate. “Try it.”

Carla was right. It was better than sex. When
she opened her eyes, Jake held out a forkful of spaghetti. “Now try
this. My mama’s been trying to replicate Franco’s tomato sauce for
twenty years, and she’s nowhere close.”

Actresses could always use potent experiences to
help trigger emotions onstage. The next time she needed tears on
command, she’d just imagine someone snatching her plate away before
the next bite. Food filled your belly—this was going to fill her
soul.

And wow, that was waxing far too lyrical over
some noodles. Even deliriously good ones.

“So back to the fun stuff. Let me guess. The
system screwed up, a kid or two fell through the cracks, and you’re
here to make sure it never happens again.”

Jake grimaced. “Unfortunately, it’s worse than
that. The system royally screwed up, a lot of kids fell through the
cracks, and thanks to the sexist jerk who monitored this zone for
forty years, they were almost all girls.”

Romy put down her fork slowly. She’d designed a
special place in hell for people who preyed on defenseless girls.
“How many?”

“Over eighty.”

“And what happened to these girls?”

Jake’s face got mean and hard, which caused more
odd tingles in her belly. “Most of them didn’t turn out as well as
you did. Quite a few died young. Too many turned to drugs, probably
trying to make the magic go away, or at least tune it out. One’s
doing twenty-to-life in California. A couple are married with kids
and seem pretty happy.”

“Wait. You know what happened to each of
them?”

He nodded. “Yeah. I did a little digging. I
figured the least Sentinel could do was try to clean up some of the
wreckage. There’s a lawyer heading to California tomorrow; we’ll
try to get the woman there out on time served. Most of the rest
will be assigned back to me.”

Something still wasn’t computing. “Why are they
stepping in now?”

Jake shrugged. “Want some more of my
spaghetti?”

Romy had worked with delinquents for years. That
pathetic an attempt to distract her was hardly going to work. She
took his plate and handed over the remains of her manicotti. It
wasn’t a very even trade; she’d eaten a lot faster.

“So what exactly did you hang over their heads
to get them to care about a bunch of girls they abandoned years
ago?”

“New information. Alvin monitored this sector
for forty years. Sweeping a couple of girls a year under the carpet
probably wasn’t all that hard. It wasn’t until I added up forty
years of data that the totals were pretty stark. I painted a
picture for the folks at Sentinel headquarters, that’s all.”

She had plenty of experience with bureaucratic
systems. They didn’t shift gears because some data geek showed them
a few tables and charts. Romy reached out a hand and grabbed Carla
on her way by. “What did he do? At Sentinel, to make them pay
attention.”

Carla nodded in sharp approval. “Word has it he
rode in there like an avenging angel. Threatened them with mayhem
and field staff revolt if they didn’t do what they could to clean
up the travesty.” She patted Jake’s cheek. “And that was before he
caused a little earthquake. Nice magic, my boy. I’ll go get you
some tiramisu—you earned it.”

He’d tracked down information on a bunch of lost
girls, and then thrown a witch hissy fit? Romy could feel the
tingles in her stomach mate like bunnies.

Dammit. She’d grown out of heroes a long, long
time ago, and this hero’s story had at least one pretty big hole.
“So how exactly did you come by all this data on the girls in the
first place? I’m guessing Alvin the Asshole didn’t leave a file
lying around.”

Jake just grinned. “Fortunately, no one at
headquarters thought to ask that question.”
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Romy yanked the veil off her head and picked up
the smallest flower girl, who was looking a little cranky. Because
of all the children involved in the Old Fashioned Wedding scene,
they had to keep rehearsals short, but that didn’t mean they were
any less exhausting.

Today was dress rehearsal with full costumes,
and late nineteenth century wedding apparel hadn’t been designed
with the comfort of the wearer in mind. The little girls had been
squirmy all rehearsal.

Annie Get Your Gun was one of Romy’s favorite
musicals, but she wasn’t overly fond of the scene where she had to
go flouncing around in a wedding dress. It tended to remind her of
the ending, where she got to lose a shooting duel with her
husband-to-be to soothe his ego. Tough way for a strong female role
to end.

However, you couldn’t rewrite a great musical,
even if the ending was a little behind the times. And, as Annie,
she got to sing her heart out.

Romy looked around for someone to help her out
of the wedding dress. Stupid thing had two hundred little buttons
up the back, no doubt designed to make sure the bride of the 1880’s
stayed a virgin until well past her wedding night.

“Let me help you with that, honey,” said a voice
from the sidelines. Romy turned around as Carla stepped out of the
shadows and held out a bag. “Franco had some leftover lasagna from
last night, so I brought you some.”

Romy had snuck out of the restaurant the night
before without saying good-bye to Carla. The last thing she’d
needed on top of the buzzing chemistry with Jake was a conversation
about why she didn’t want any help with her magic.

Looked like the conversation had come to her,
and Franco’s lasagna was a very good bribe. “Thanks. How do you not
weigh five hundred pounds with a husband who can cook like
that?”

Carla winked. “Really good exercise. I tell my
Franco he has to help me burn off all the calories he feeds
me.”

Romy snickered. Judging from Carla’s figure, her
husband must be a very happy man.

“The magic helps, too,” Carla said. “Good
spellwork works off a lot of pasta. That’s probably why you’re such
a skinny little thing. Jake tells me you have some pretty nice
firepower.”

“Walk outside with me, please?” No one in Romy’s
life knew about her unfortunate spark-plug alter ego. She intended
to keep it that way.

She led Carla to a patch of grass outside the
theater and sat down. “Look, I appreciate you coming down to see
me, but magic isn’t something I want to be part of my life.”

“It’s been a burden for you; I understand
that.”

Romy felt her temper flare. “Do you? Do you know
what it’s like to wake up in a house full of smoke and know you
probably started another fire? Do you know what it’s like to have
everyone think you did it on purpose? There was a baby sleeping in
one of the houses—the firemen barely got her out.”

“It’s a true crime you were left to deal with
that alone,” Carla said. “But we can’t change the past, and you’re
a grown woman now. Let me show you how to work with your
magic.”

“No. I’m sorry, I don’t know how much clearer I
can be. I don’t want this.” Romy felt miserable, but she was very
clear that magic had no place in her life.

Carla looked off into the street for a moment,
and then spoke softly. “It will get away from you again one day,
mia cara. A moment of great fear, or great emotion, and the fire
will come again.”

Romy shook her head, and tried not to think
about how she’d sparked at Jake when he’d tried to kidnap her. “I
can control it. I have to.”

Two dark-brown eyes drilled at her. “You can’t.
Do you know when I felt my magic most strongly? When I birthed my
babies—it ripped through me. Then about six months after my
youngest was born, a driver almost ran me off the road with my baby
in the back seat. I nearly incinerated him, and I’d had trained
control over my magic for a long time.”

Romy curled up and rested her forehead on her
knees. Magic had taken every good thing from her life. If Carla
spoke the truth, it denied her any kind of normal future as
well.

“Are you going to feel sorry for yourself all
day, or are you going to quit sulking and learn?”

Anger lifted Romy’s head just in time to see a
dancing ball of light float into the air off Carla’s palm. “Fire
magic doesn’t have to burn and destroy. It can be a light in the
dark, or warmth in the cold. That’s up to you.”

Romy stared at the ball of light. “My magic
isn’t soft and sweet, Carla. I make fireballs, not sweet little
globes.”

Carla’s face stormed in temper. She reached one
hand to the sky and let loose a blast of flame. “There’s nothing
tame about my magic either, girl. Let’s get that straight right
from the beginning. I can match you in power—now you learn to match
me in skill.”

Then her eyes softened. “Sorry, we fire witches
tend to have hair-trigger tempers. Your magic can be many things,
cara mia; you just need to learn to work with it, not against
it.”

Romy couldn’t name all the feelings clawing at
her throat. “And how exactly do you tame a firebolt into a
well-behaved ball of light?”

Carla twinkled. “You already know. You think you
only know how to fight your magic, but your soul knows how to dance
with it as well. You only need to go inside and listen.”

Romy could feel her eyebrows hit her hairline.
No bleeding way she was trying some kind of inner dance with a
fireball.

“Magic is instinctive, like genetic memory.”
Carla made another ball of light and floated it to Romy’s hand.
“You know how to do this; you simply need to remember. It’s in your
blood.”

Her Gran had said the same thing. Go with the
magic, Romy-girl. Your heart knows what to do.

Romy brushed away the heartache. All she’d
managed to do was get herself locked up for starting fires in her
sleep.

Carla touched her hand. “Do you know Tabletop
Rock?”

“Sure.” It was hard to miss, a mini-mountain in
the distance on her way to the Center.

“Meet me at the top tomorrow morning at nine,
and we’ll do some work together.”

“I thought you said magic was instinct.”

“It is, but you’ve been fighting what you know
for a long time. Your instincts are going to be a little wobbly for
a while.”

Romy was afraid to ask. “And why are we meeting
at the top of a big rock in the middle of nowhere?”

Carla grinned. “Because wobbly instincts in a
fire witch usually mean leaving scorch marks in unintended places.
Tabletop Rock gets hit by lightning on a regular basis, so you
probably can’t do too much damage. Wear tight-fitting
clothing.”

Now there was a comforting thought. Not.

“Be there, or I’ll track you down.” Carla stood
up. “I’ll take you back after so Franco can feed you.”

As Carla walked off, it took Romy a minute to
identify the most uncomfortable sensation crawling up her insides.
It was hope.
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Jake leaned on Romy’s station wagon and waited
for her to come out of rehearsal. He hoped the proposal he was
about to make was a good idea. For some reason he didn’t want to
examine too closely, it mattered what she thought of the work he
did.

Her eyes changed from amused to suspicious as
soon as she saw him. “What is this, Gang-up-on-Romy Day?”

That wasn’t the start he’d been aiming for. “I
was hoping I could get you to come on a field trip with me.”

“Does it involve big, flat rocks?”

“No, a cute seven-year-old. Why?” He took the
stack of papers out of her arms. His mother had tried to teach him
manners, and occasionally he remembered them.

“Carla was by earlier. She wants me to go do
magic lessons with her on Tabletop Rock tomorrow. I thought you
might be here to make sure I went.”

Go Carla, thought Jake. “Nope. Carla can handle
that all by herself. Are you going to go willingly?”

Romy sighed. “She’s bribing me with food before
and after. Does anyone ever say no to Franco’s food?”

“No one I know. So, will you come on a ride with
me? I have a check-in to do.”

He loved how Romy’s face could express three
different things at once. Right now curiosity warred with suspicion
and just a touch of fear. Only the fear confused him.

“What’s a check-in?”

“As I told you before, sometimes Sentinel places
young witches in safer homes. I rescued a sweet girl named Jolie a
couple of months ago, and I need to stop in and see how she’s
doing. I thought you might like to see the system working right for
a change.”

She was wavering, he could tell. Time to play
his ace. “I had Franco pack me some takeout.”

Romy laughed. “I should just run away with
Franco and eliminate all the middle men. Fine, I’ll go, but we take
my wheels. I don’t trust either of us on your bike for the time
being.”

Ah, that’s why she’d looked a little scared.
Fair enough. It was hard to eat on a motorbike anyhow. “That works.
It’s not too far away. You want to drive, or eat?”

She rolled her eyes and tossed her keys in the
air. “Women can multitask—I’ll drive and eat.”

She wasn’t kidding. Jake watched in appreciation
as Romy drove and twirled fettuccine on a plastic fork without
looking. “That’s impressive.”

“Community theater means a lot of driving to
different gigs. I’m always eating in the car. It was either starve,
eat nothing but burgers, or learn how to eat semi-civilized food on
the run.”

Girls. What was wrong with eating burgers all
the time? “So what exactly is community theater?”

Romy grinned. “It’s what happens when you cross
amateurs who think they might like to act with a few bitter old
professionals who are past their prime.”

“And which are you?”

She threatened to impale him with her plastic
fork. “Be nice. I’d be somewhere in the middle, I guess. I did some
professional gigs, but I never had the talent to be a star. They
like me here because I’m adaptable—I can handle pretty much any
role.”

“What role are you in right now?”

She spoke around a mouthful of food.
“Annie.”

Well, the red hair matched, but other than that,
Romy didn’t seem like great casting for a tap-dancing orphan girl.
“Community theaters don’t use kids?”

She looked confused, and then laughed. “We use
kids all the time, but I’m not that Annie; we’re doing Annie Get
Your Gun.”

That was more like it, although he figured Romy
was plenty armed and dangerous already without adding a gun to the
mix. “How’d you end up an actress?”

“I was lucky. A theater in Albuquerque needed a
redhead for a bit part right after I got out of juvie. Darlene
hooked me up. I said my two lines and schlepped enough stuff
backstage that they kept me around.”

Jake realized they were almost at the turn-off
for Jolie’s house. “Take a right, here.”

Romy ate her last bite and tossed the carton in
the back seat. “So can you tell me anything about this little
girl?”

“Some. She set off a Sentinel alert a couple of
months ago. When I went to find her, she was living with her
father. He took her to Vegas a lot.”

“You took her away from a biological parent
because he gambled?”

Jake tried to stick to the facts, and not let
his temper out. “No. Jolie has precognition—she sees bits of the
future. When she saw, and he won, he treated her like a princess.
When she didn’t see, and he lost, he locked her in a closet. She’d
been in there for two days when I found her.”

“I’ve heard worse, but I’m glad you got her out.
How’s she doing now?”

“That’s what we’re here to see. She lives in the
green house with the big black and white cat sitting on the
fence.”

As they climbed out of the car, a girl with wild
curls came running out of the house. “See Molly, I told you he was
coming,” she shouted over her shoulder.

An older woman appeared at the door and waved at
Jake. “So you did, Jolie. Invite our guests in, and we can feed
them some of those cookies you worked so hard on.”

Jolie grabbed Romy’s hand. “I saw you were
coming, so Molly let me make chocolate chip cookies. I did it
almost all by myself, she just had to put them in the oven. I
forgot about the egg, so they’re a little crumbly, but Molly says
anything with chocolate in it must be good. I hope you like
them.”

Jake grinned. Yup, Jolie was still the minor
tornado he’d rescued two months ago. He could tell she was nothing
like what Romy had been expecting. Not a surprise. Most abused kids
were pretty withdrawn and suspicious, at least for a while. Jolie
had grabbed onto the chance for a new life with both hands.

He looked over at Molly. “How’s she doing?”

She grinned. “Can’t you tell? I never get a word
in edgewise, and my kitchen looks like the Flour Wars happened in
there this morning.”

He gave her shoulders a squeeze. “You’re loving
it, aren’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

“What’s not to love? She’s adorable, always
entertaining, and she can warn me when I’m about to burn dinner or
adopt a new cat.”

Jake laughed. “What’s the story with the cat? I
saw him sitting on the fence outside.”

Molly shrugged. “He won’t come in yet, but he
sits on that fence every afternoon and waits for Jolie to come home
from school. She named him Tux because of his colors. I figure one
stray or two, not much difference.”

Jolie had dragged Romy into the kitchen and
presented her with a very homemade cookie. Jake grinned. She could
be the poster child for why the Witch Sentinel System mattered.

She looked up at Romy. “He’s going to try to
kiss you later. I think kissing is yucky.”

Jake walked over and plunked a big kiss on
Jolie’s cheek. “My kisses are never yucky, Miss Troublemaker.”

“Do you remember what we talked about, sweetie?”
Molly asked.

Jolie rolled her eyes. “Yes. I’m not supposed to
tell somebody about their future unless they want to know.” She
looked over at Romy. “So, do you want to know whether he kisses
you, or not?”

Romy shook her head. “Nope. I already know the
answer to that.”

Jolie looked interested. “Can you see the
future, too?”

Romy shook her head again and finished off the
last of her cookie.

Little girls could be persistent. “So what kind
of witch are you?”

“How do you know I’m a witch?”

Jolie looked confused. “Well, you work with
Jake, don’t you? Oh, wait.” She looked chastened. “Sorry, I think
that’s a future something, not a now something. I get confused
sometimes.”

“I don’t work with Jake,” said Romy. “I’m just
his friend, and he wanted me to meet you. Can I have another
cookie?”

Well now, thought Jake, putting his hand out for
another cookie, too. That was an interesting tidbit to tuck into
the back of his mind. Plenty of Sentinel monitors worked in pairs.
He would be more than happy to spend a little more time with his
redhead.
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Romy grumbled as she lurched up a sad excuse for
a trail. No one had bothered to mention that there was a mile-long
hike to get onto Tabletop Rock, and most of it was uphill.

Kids who spent their formative years in juvie
tended to either love or hate being in the outdoors. Give her a
good theater any day. She appreciated wide-open spaces, she just
preferred to navigate them with motorized assistance.

Or a cute guy and his flying bike… She hushed
her traitorous mind. Jake was a lot of the reason she was hiking up
some forsaken rock in the wee hours of the morning to throw around
fireballs.

The trail suddenly leveled, and she could see
Carla waving. “Good morning, did you enjoy your hike?”

Romy tried to sound more cheerful than she felt.
“Nice view. I didn’t see you on the trail; how long have you been
up here?”

Carla laughed and handed her a bagel. “Oh, I
didn’t hike up. Jake flew me in just a few minutes ago. I have
coffee to go with these bagels; it should still be hot.”

“He flew you?” Romy spluttered. “How come I had
to walk up—what is this, witch boot camp?”

“I’m sorry, mia cara, but he said you weren’t
comfortable on his bike right now.”

Romy tried not to whine, and then gave up. “If
it was a choice between that and a crack-of-dawn hike, I might have
chosen the flying.”

Carla looked up at the mid-morning sun and
handed her a coffee. “Not a morning person, I’m guessing.”

True, but she wasn’t usually an uber-grump
either. “Sorry, this whole magic thing has me nervy.”

“You’ve spent your entire life trying to make
the magic go away. You’ll see how much easier it is to work
with what’s inside you, instead of against it.”

Romy pictured weeks of early morning hikes and
groaned. “And how long will that take?”

Carla shrugged and patted the rock beside her,
motioning for Romy to sit. “Oh, an hour or two. No more than that
unless you’re outrageously stubborn, but even then, we’ll be out of
here in time for lunch.”

For the first time in her life, that whole
jaw-dropping-to-the-floor thing made literal sense. “You can teach
me how to control my magic in a couple of hours?”

“It’s not really teaching,” Carla said, looking
sad. “It’s just helping you to access what you already know. That’s
part of why Jake is so angry about what happened to you. It would
have taken so little help to prevent it.”

“I know he’s angry so many kids were abandoned.”
It was easier to think of Jake’s temper kicking on behalf of
someone else. Lots of someone elses.

“Oh, they all make him mad. But Jake isn’t one
of those people who tends to rail against the system on principle.
This is personal for him. You made it personal.”

Romy opted for naked honesty. “I don’t really
know how to feel about that.”

“I know, mia cara. And that’s just one of many
things we need to fix. But first things first. I don’t want you
sending my boy up in flames the next time he flies you in a loop or
tries to kiss you.”

There had been far too many people talking about
her kissing Jake lately. And her still traitorous head thought it
sounded like a fine idea. Sure, let’s kiss the sexy witch—there
were so many ways that could end badly.

Since they’d somehow drifted onto the one topic
that made her more uncomfortable than magic, Romy headed back to
safer ground. “So, where do I find my inner instruction manual that
knows how to tame these fireballs?”

Carla tossed a ball of light from palm to palm.
“That depends how much you trust me.”

“To feed me, entirely. Beyond that, you need to
explain what you have in mind.”

“A skeptical witch, are you? Good.” Carla sent
her ball of light upward and turned it into fireworks. “There are
two ways we can do this. Kind of like teaching a child to tie their
shoes. You can sit and talk them through it, but that’s confusing,
and requires lots of trial and error. Or you can put your hands
over the child’s hands, and guide. Faster, easier, but it requires
some trust.”

Cute, but shoes weren’t fireballs. “That just
seems like a good way to get us both scorched.”

Carla’s eyes flashed. “You don’t think I can
handle your fire?” She stood up and backed away several steps. “Go
ahead, hit me with whatever you have.”

Well there’s a shocker, thought Romy. The
Italian fire witch has a temper. “I can’t handle my fire—is it
really so shocking I don’t trust anyone else to, either?”

Carla stared for a second, and then sat back
down. “See that rock over there, the one that’s standing on
end?”

Romy saw it. The top of Tabletop was littered
with smaller rocks. This one was covered in long, black lines.

“If things head out of control, you just fire
away at that rock. It can take a few more scorch marks. I use it
for target practice all the time.”

“Target practice?”

“I’m Italian. I have a temper and a husband
who’s not perfect. When he pisses me off, I come beat up on the
rock.” Carla’s voice gentled. “You’re not the only witch who has a
hard time with her magic and strong emotions. You can borrow my
rock any time you need to. For now, I’m asking you to trust that
you can’t produce anything the rock and I can’t handle.”

Romy wasn’t sure during what part of bagels and
conversation she’d decided to let Carla help, but apparently she
had. “Okay. What do I do?”

“Close your eyes. I’ll cast a small spell to
help our magic connect. Then we’ll make a little ball of
light.”

Romy closed her eyes and hoped neither of them
lived to regret this.

“I ask the power of fire and light,

Join we two in inner sight.

The magic inborn and its flows,

What her blood already knows,

Let willing heart and mind to see.

As I will, so mote it be.”

Romy felt a jerk inside, and then a gentle
warmth she somehow knew was Carla’s guiding hands. There were no
words, just a quiet murmur of sound.

And then there was a web glowing inside her
body, streaming lines of starbright power. Romy didn’t have to be
told she was seeing the magic that lived in her. Carla’s mental
hands over hers, Romy followed the streaming lines that ran to her
fingers.

A moment of fear—this is where the sparks lived.
A touch to reassure. Slowly, ever so slowly, she let the streaming
lines reach beyond her fingertips and asked them to curl
around.

When Romy opened her eyes, a small ball of light
sat in her palm.

“Your Gran would be proud,” Jake said.

Crap. Sparks flew in Romy’s hands, and she
grabbed desperately for control.

Carla turned around and sent a fireball blazing
into the ground a foot from Jake’s toes. “Do you not know any
better than to sneak up on a fire witch? Idiot man, have I taught
you nothing?”

She turned back to Romy. “I take it back. Feel
free to use him for target practice.”

Romy’s fingers clenched with the effort to hold
in her fire. The ball of light was gone, and her heart ached from
the one small moment of magic freed.

“Do it again,” Jake said, moving closer. “Do it
while you’re angry and fighting for control.”

“I can’t.” And she couldn’t hold it much longer,
either.

Jake crouched down and cradled her face in his
hands. “You can. Magic lives in you. Be with it; make it
yours.”

Romy wasn’t sure what she saw in his eyes, but
it pushed on her to believe. Reaching her hands up over his, she
closed her eyes and tried to see the web. All she saw were sparking
ends, like someone had come and attacked her power lines with
boxcutters.

She felt Jake’s hands on her face. Magic lived
in them, just as it lived in her.

The magic was hers to embrace and command. He
believed it, and for a heartbeat, she did too. That was just long
enough.

Romy reached her hands to the sky and felt the
sparking ends snap back into place. Power poured up through her
arms and out her fingers. Just like before, she asked the magic to
curl and form a ball. This time when she opened her eyes, an orb
the size of a house hung over her head.

Her entire body vibrated with the zing of magic
unleashed and unafraid.

“Holy shit,” said Jake. “The newspaper’s going
to be printing stories about UFO sightings again.”

Romy went with her impulse. She leaned in and
kissed him.
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Jake carried bowls of minestrone to the table.
One of the serious perks of hanging out with Romy was that Carla
seemed to think she was a starving orphan. He could handle a more
regular supply of Franco’s cooking.

Romy followed with some hunks of fresh bread.
“This smells like heaven. Everyone is bribing me with good food
lately; I could get used to that.”

“Carla figured you’d be hungry after playing
with fire up on the Rock, so she sent enough for you, me, and ten
friends.”

Romy grinned. “Maybe I’ll sneak a loaf of bread
into the kids later today. Center food is only a small step up from
sawdust.”

Jake had been pondering how to quietly help out
with Romy’s kids. “Will they let outside food in if we make a
formal request?”

“I doubt anyone’s ever asked.” She frowned.
“What do you have in mind?”

He shrugged, not sure how to play this. “I
figured some good food at rehearsals might be nice. Franco could
make pizza or something.”

He had her entire attention now. “You want to
feed my kids? Why?”

“You got something against Franco’s pizza?” She
just looked at him. Damn. He’d hoped to just slide this in under
the radar, but he needed her help navigating the Center’s paperwork
monster.

“Why do you do Delinquent Drama?”

She scowled. “What’s that got to do with
pizza?”

He swiped half her slice of bread, dunked it in
olive oil, and fed it back to her. He was about to compliment her
big time, and he wanted her mouth full enough she wouldn’t
interrupt. “I think you do it for two reasons. One, to give them
some reason to get through to the next day. I figure you know
exactly what it’s like to be marking time in there.”

She just nodded and chewed.

“And two,” he continued, “I think you want them
to get some practice pretending to be somebody different than a kid
from the hood. Maybe some of it sticks, and they have a chance to
step into a different life when they get back outside.”

Now she just stared, cheeks full of bread.

He went in with his final blow. “I think you’re
a secret optimist. You mean for some of those kids to make it.”

“It’s just drama.”

Like hell it was. “Yeah, and it’s just
pizza.”

Whatever Romy was about to say got interrupted
by his computer ringing. That could only mean one thing. Everyone
else in his life called his cell. His mother used Skype—she liked
to see his face while they talked.

Then the phone in his pocket started to vibrate.
Damn. That meant Mom was serious.

“Sorry,” he said, walking over to his laptop.
“I’m being paged.”

“Sentinel alert?” Romy asked.

“No. Mom alert.” He held up his vibrating phone.
“And a fairly insistent one if she’s using multiple channels.”

Romy laughed. “Take your time—then I won’t have
anyone fighting me for the rest of the bread.”

The woman could put away enough food to please
even Franco. He clicked on the Skype button to open video chat.
“Hi, Mom. What’s the emergency?”

“Hi, sweetheart. Who’s the pretty redhead?”

Like Jolie, his mother could see bits of the
future. There were so many ways this could end badly. Jake cursed
whatever insanity had made him answer the call and tried to avoid
catastrophe. “Just a new friend, Mom.”

“I don’t think so, my son. I saw her kissing you
on a big rock, with more than one kind of magic in the air.”

Jake looked over at Romy, apology in his eyes.
She was a fascinating mix of embarrassed and horrified.

“Jacob Stanley Hayes, is that girl there right
now? Call her over where I can see her.”

He shrugged helplessly and waved Romy over. She
looked ready to impale him on her fork, but she came.

“Oh hello, dear,” said his mother. “I’m Deva,
Jake’s mother. You are indeed a pretty little thing. Good for you,
kissing my son like that. He needs a little excitement in his
life.”

“Mom.” Jake growled, but he didn’t expect it to
do any good.

“He’s a bit of a daredevil, but I imagine that’s
half the fun. He’s also one of the most steady men I know.”

To his amazement, Romy grinned. “Somehow, I
don’t think you like your men steady and predictable.”

His mother was delighted. “Indeed I don’t,
darling, but I think that maybe you do. I won’t keep you. You go
back to eating and contemplating whether you want to kiss him
again. Jake, call me soon, so I don’t have to embarrass you again.”
With that, she was gone.

Jake badly wanted a bag to pull over his head.
“I’m so sorry. My mom can be a bit overwhelming sometimes.”

Romy shook her head. “You have a mom who loves
you, Jake. Don’t apologize for that.”

Okay, now he needed a hole big enough to crawl
in. “She’s always been this big force in my life, and especially
growing up, that could sometimes be really embarrassing. My mom,
the fortuneteller.”

“Like a real one?” Romy looked fascinated.

“Yeah. No one sees more than a few bits of the
future, but she gets more than most. I always swore growing up that
she only got the parts where I was going to get into some kind of
trouble. Wreaked havoc with my dating life as a teenager.”

He reached out to tug on Romy’s hair.
“Apparently, it still is.”

She went absolutely still, and he was suddenly
very unsure of his next move. Nothing moved, not breath, not
thought. Just the touch of her hair on his fingers, and a fierce
need for more.

“I didn’t thank you for earlier today.”

She wanted to talk? Jake tried to get his verbal
brain back in motion. “Thank me for what?”

“I’m actually not entirely sure what you did.”
She looked away for a moment, as if trying to remember. “While you
were touching my face, there on the rock. I was fighting to tamp my
magic down, the way I have my whole life. I’ve never believed I
could handle it—but you did.”

He nodded. The memory of her face glowing with
hope and power unleashed was shutting down his verbal brain
again.

“I could feel some kind of flow coming from you.
Was it magic—were you helping me?”

He shook his head slowly and closed his eyes as
truth hit. He was such an idiot. His mother hadn’t called about a
kiss. She’d called because she’d seen the moment he’d fallen in
love.

“No,” he said softly. “It was just me, believing
in you.”

Her smile trembled. “Why?”

Words failed. He tugged again on her hair and
pulled her in close. The kiss shook his world.

Then he realized his world really was shaking.
“Shit.” He cupped Romy’s head under his chin. “Sorry, give me a
moment.”

The plates on the table started rattling. He
hadn’t lost control of his magic this badly since he was
sixteen.

Romy looked up, eyes huge. “We don’t get
earthquakes in New Mexico.”

“Nope. That’s me. You spark, I make the ground
shake.”

He’d managed to get the shaking down to mild
tremors, but the tears that sprung to her eyes set the shaking off
again. “Please, don’t be scared. Just give me a minute.”

She shook her head and put her hands up to his
face. “Not scared. I thought I was the only one.”

Misbehaving magic made conversations hard to
follow. “The only one what?”

“The only one with stupid leaky magic.”

“Heck, no. When I was a teenager, the ground
shook every time I kissed a girl. Apparently that’s not as romantic
as the books make it seem. Hasn’t happened in a long time,
though.”

She grinned. “I bring out your inner
teenager?”

No. She flattened him, and he hadn’t let that
happen in a very long time.
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Romy resisted the urge to throw something. It
was time to rehearse the big fire-escape love scene, and her two
lovebirds were spitting at each other.

“Tina, you’re supposed to be in love with
him.”

“Maria’s smarter than that,” snapped Tina. “She
would never fall for this little weasel.”

“That kind of disrespect doesn’t fly here; you
know that.”

“Sorry. But I can’t act what I don’t feel.”

“Sure you can. That’s the whole point of
acting.” Romy grabbed a hat off a nearby kid’s head and plunked it
down on the ladder standing in as the fire escape. She sang Tony’s
part of the “Tonight” duet, going just a little bit over the top.
It was the ultimate young-love-about-to-turn-tragic song, and she
knew how to milk a good tune.

When she finished, everyone applauded, including
Jake, who had just come in the door.

Romy ignored him, placed the cap on a chair
right about where Tony would stand, and motioned to Tina. “Sing to
the hat. Make me believe you.”

It started a little flat, but by the time Tina
hit the finale, every guy in Delinquent Drama wanted to be the
hat.

Romy dropped it on the head of the kid playing
Tony. “Now, do exactly the same thing with Rizzo.”

Tina scowled. Long experience told Romy now was
not the time to pick a fight, which left humor or bribery as her
choices. Nothing funny popped into her head, so she opted for a
bribe. Knowing Tina well, she picked a big one. “You pull this off,
you get a freebie.”

That got pretty much everyone’s attention. She
didn’t give out freebies often; they were hard on her ego. Skate
had scored the last one, and he was making her twirl and kick in
the back row of his dance number.

Tina smirked and drew a finger along Rizzo’s
cheek. “You’re not going to know what hit you, lover boy.”

Rizzo had a pretty good voice, but Tina carried
the duet on her stunning vocals. She leaned over the fire escape
and melted star-crossed teenage love over the entire room.

Romy wondered if any of her theater connections
knew someone in New York. Tina had the kind of voice that deserved
a chance at the big leagues.

Tina looked over at Romy when she finished. “I
earned my freebie.” It wasn’t a question.

“You did. That was seriously good.” Romy was
well aware there was plenty of insecure girl hiding in Tina’s
darker corners. “What do you want?”

Tina grinned and pointed at Jake. “I want you to
sing ‘Tonight’ with him.”

She’d never, ever welched on a freebie. There
was a first time for everything. “Illegal ask, Tina. It’s got to be
something I can do. No innocent bystanders.”

Tina waltzed over to Jake. “Can you sing, hot
stuff?”

Jake shrugged. “What are you going to do for me
if I do?”

“I already got the freebie.”

“From Romy. You want me to sing, I get a freebie
from you.”

Hello, no taking advantage of a minor on her
watch, Romy thought. Then she mentally backpedaled. Jake had been
nothing but awesome with her kids. There were good reasons she
assumed the worst of most people, but he’d earned a free pass. A
permanent one.

Tina was still eyeing Jake with serious
suspicion. Smart girl.

“So long as it’s not nothing illegal, okay.”

Jake walked over to Rizzo, grabbed the hat, and
plunked it on his own head. He hit Romy with a total bad-boy smile.
“You ready?”

Maria started the duet, so Romy kicked into the
first lines on autopilot. When Jake started to sing, her legs
turned to goo. She knew classically trained when she heard it. He
had the kind of voice that could travel from West Side Story to
opera and back again.

He winked, and she realized he was cycling back
through his verse. Oops. Even a totally gobsmacked actress wasn’t
supposed to miss her cues. She found her voice somewhere and let
the first half of the song pass back and forth between them.

Then they hit the second part of the duet, the
part Maria and Tony sang together. Romy sang, and Jake wove around,
above, and below her. Every word punched into her heart.

When the last note died, she was terrified and
in love. And she was pretty sure it wasn’t temporary stage
madness.

The man who’d just sung straight into her heart
turned his back on her and spoke to Tina. “You have any free time
in this joint?”

She nodded in slow motion. “Yeah. Right before
dinner.”

“Good,” Jake said. “I’ll come tomorrow.”

Tina hardly breathed. “Why?”

“I’m collecting on my freebie. We’re going to
make an audition tape.”

Romy felt the tears coming and cursed.
Quietly.

“You know a record label?” Tina was frozen in an
agony of hope.

Jake shook his head. “Nope. But I know the head
of student admissions at Julliard. I can’t promise you anything,
but I want him to hear you sing.”

Tina frowned, mystified. “What’s Julliard?”

“It’s a school where they train performing
artists. A lot of the best singers in the world have trained
there.”

“Is that where you learned?”

“Yup.”

Tina nodded once. “Okay. You sing pretty good.
I’ll make a tape for your Julliard man.”

Jake’s reply got drowned out by the dinner bell.
Tina stared at him a moment longer and then headed for the
door.

Romy pulled Jake down the hall after the exiting
herds. “She has no idea what you just offered her.”

“I know. I think they’ll take her. She sings
like a demon angel.”

Romy laughed. “I won’t even ask what that is. I
was hoping to hook her up in the theater. She has a voice that
could do Broadway.”

Jake tweaked her nose. “Theater snob. She can do
Broadway after Julliard, if that’s what she wants.”

Romy opened the door of the Center and walked
out, lacing her fingers in with his. “So why aren’t you some famous
singer?”

He shrugged. “Not quite good enough. Tina
is.”

“Repeat that performance from inside, and I know
a community theater group that would fall at your feet.”

Jake cupped her face, his eyes fierce. “That was
for an audience of one, Romy.” The kiss was almost frantic in its
demands.

Fear and longing tangled inside. The words he’d
sung into her soul rose up in welcome. She wanted this.

As she reached for his face, sparks flew out of
her fingers.

Romy watched the angry welts rising on his face
in absolute horror. Then she turned and fled.








Chapter 12

[image: tmp_08f73b4c9e7804043d03525754c68a8c_iCHmS2_html_m61dff0e0.jpg]

Firebolts from Romy’s hands crashed into the
rubble strewn on Tabletop Rock. Maybe if she fired enough of them,
whatever magical well that existed inside her would run dry.

She’d run out of tears long ago, but the magic
showed no signs of weakening.

A lifetime of fighting for control had taught
her a lot about what set off her freaky powers. Fear and anger were
the two worst, or so she’d managed to convince herself. Twenty
years of distance from the birthday bounce house had allowed her to
forget the most potent trigger of all.

Joy.

Throwing her hands high, she raged at the
sky.

“That’s a pretty impressive temper tantrum, cara
mia.”

Romy spun around. “Go away, Carla. I didn’t
climb up to the top of this rock to have company.”

Carla raised an eyebrow. “I’m not company. I
told you once that most can learn to work with their magic in an
hour or two. Seems like you need that second hour. You let me know
when you’re ready to start. I’ll just sit here and read a book
until you’re ready.”

Romy felt some of her temper drain into sheer
confusion. “You came to give me a magic lesson?”

“You don’t think you could use one?”

“He kissed me and I sparked. I burned him. I
don’t think there’s much you can do to help me fix that.”

Carla tossed over a bottle of water. “Already
did. I put a little aloe on, and he’ll be good as new. Franco’s
done worse to himself making tomato sauce. As for the rest, we’re
not going to have ourselves some kissing practice, but I’m pretty
sure I know a thing or two that can help you.”

“No.” Just thinking about the marks on Jake’s
face made Romy’s stomach slick with guilt.

“He loves you.”

Apparently her tears weren’t done after all.
“He’s going to have to love me from a distance. I won’t touch him
again.”

Carla snickered. “Good luck with that.”

And now panic was seeping in through the guilt.
“You don’t understand. I didn’t just lose control. I lost it
without any warning. I won’t put either of us in that position ever
again.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Romy.”

Like hell it wasn’t. “What, he shouldn’t have
kissed me? I’m a grown up, not a kid who needs some pretty lies. He
kissed me, and my circuits blew with no warning. I could have done
a lot worse than I did to him.”

Carla grinned. “Yup. He’s pretty glad your hands
weren’t in his pockets.”

The humor hit Romy like a Mack truck. Even as
she told herself it wasn’t remotely funny, the giggles would simply
not stop. She collapsed against a rock, held her aching sides, and
felt utterly drained.

“That’s better,” Carla said. “Now I want you to
listen to me. We’re about to have ourselves a conversation about
the birds and the bees.”

And that, thought Romy, would truly be the
cherry on the worst day of her adult life. “You hiked all the way
up here to tell me about sex? I spent three years in juvie; I don’t
think there’s much you could add.”

Carla’s smile was awfully smug. “Fine. Then you
tell me what Jake did wrong when he kissed you.”

What Jake did wrong?

“Never even occurred to you, did it? What do you
think happens to a witch when his or her hormones get all stirred
up?”

Romy tried to connect enough brain neurons to
speak. “The magic gets stirred up, too?”

Apparently that wasn’t a terrible answer.
“Exactly. Same thing happens if you stir up emotions, and double
whammy if you’ve got both going on.”

So far, none of this was news. Romy could feel
her frustration heating up again.

“Uh uh.” Carla cut her off before she could say
anything. “This is the part where you just listen. So our boy Jake
got you all juiced up—“

“I know, that, dammit! It’s not his fault—”

“Basta. Enough. Listen!” Romy knew better than
to argue with a sparking witch.

“The problem is not the stirring up of things.
Dio mio, my Franco has stirred me up plenty over the years.”

Carla reached for Romy’s hands. “You have to
have someplace to put the magic, cara mia. The more it stirs inside
you, the bigger the need to give it a place to go. I think that’s
what you did. I think you pointed your magic at Jake.”

Romy spoke very quietly. “That’s pretty obvious,
isn’t it? I burned his face.”

“That’s not what I mean. My Franco isn’t a
witch, so I speak now of something I’ve never experienced. Power
calls to power, mia cara. In your joy, and those first moments of
realizing that you loved, I think your power reached for his.”

The tears were back. “And I hurt him. Why is my
magic so awful, Carla?”

“Oh, child. It isn’t you that hurt him; it was
his own fear. You offered him everything you were, and he ducked,
just a little. Poor boy, he’s never been in love before. He
faltered for just a moment, and your magic couldn’t quite reach
his.”

Carla reached out and touched her cheek very
gently. “And then you ran and broke his heart.”

“I threw fire at him.”

“No, my sweet girl. You offered him magic, and
what flows in you is very strong. He will need to be strong to
match it, and for just a moment, he wasn’t what you needed.”

It was hard to blame Jake for that. “So he can’t
be human? He can’t hesitate at all?” Romy barely got her last words
out. “Who would want that?”

Carla’s smile was slow and sweet. “Franco did.
He’s not a witch, so it wasn’t quite the same, but it took some
time for me to get a grip on what he stirred in me, too.”

“I bet you never left burn marks on his
face.”

“No. But I did singe a couple of other pretty
interesting places.” She grinned. “He still has the shirt with my
hands imprinted on the back.”

Carla sobered. “You and Jake will need to find
your own way. Just remember that your magic calls out to his as
much as your heart does.”

“That seems like a good reason to stay far
away.”

“If I thought you were that kind of coward, I
wouldn’t have walked all the way up here to give you this little
lecture. You’ve let your magic be the boss of you for far too long.
It’s part of you, but it’s not in charge.”

Romy took a shaky breath and reached inside. The
lines of magic wobbled, but they held for her as she sent power to
her fingers. The ball of light was a little wimpy, but it would
do.

Carla nodded in approval. “Now go find that boy
of mine. He’s hurting, cara mia.”

They both turned at the rumbling in the sky.
Jake was riding in at high speed. He landed in a slide of rubber
that nearly knocked Romy off her feet.

“Molly called. Jolie is insisting there’s a
little girl who is about to start a really big fire. She says
you’ll be the one to find her, Romy. I need you to help me
look.”

Carla grabbed her things. “I’ll go to your house
and monitor the Sentinel system. I’ll call you if there’s an
alert.”

“Does Jolie know anything else?” Romy took
Jake’s hand and climbed on behind him.

“I don’t know. That’s our first stop. Hang
on.”

She didn’t have much choice.



Chapter 13
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Jake held the bike tight, flew like a madman,
and prayed this wouldn’t end badly. He thought of himself as a good
guy to have around in an emergency, but he wasn’t at all certain
this was his crisis to solve.

If Jolie was right, that was going to be the job
of the woman clinging to his back.

He slammed the bike down in Molly’s back yard
and turned to grip Romy’s shoulders. “You okay? I had to pull some
pretty serious magic to get us here fast, but I didn’t see you
sparking. I’m so sorry—for earlier, and for pulling you in like
this.”

She reached out and touched his cheek, just
once.

Her voice was quiet, but certain. “There’s a
little girl who needs us. I don’t know how I can help, but let’s go
see what we can find out.”

Jolie came out of the house, followed by Molly
carrying a plate of sandwiches.

“Thanks, Molly,” said Jake. “We may have a long
night coming.”

Jolie tugged on Romy’s hand. “Do you know where
to find the little girl?”

“Not yet, sweetie.” Romy squatted down. “I need
you to tell me a little more about what you see.”

“It’s kind of confusing. I think I’m seeing some
now stuff, and some future stuff. She’s in a dark room, and her
belly really hurts. I don’t think she’s hungry, though; maybe she’s
sick. There’s a big fire in the room, but you come and save her, so
that must be a future thing.”

“Okay, that’s a really good start. Can you tell
me more about the little girl? How old she is, or what she’s
thinking about?”

Jolie frowned. “I heard her talking to her dolly
a little. She said ‘baby, don’t be afraid’. Maybe she’s been bad,
and somebody put her in a closet, like me, only Molly says little
girls can’t be that bad.”

Jake glanced at Molly in approval, and then bent
down beside Romy. “Indeed, they can’t. Is she scared?”

“Yeah.” Jolie thought a moment. “But excited,
too. Like she’s waiting for something.”

None of this was getting them any closer to
finding a little girl about to start a fire. He tried to think
about the details his mother tended to pick up in her visions of
the future. Emotions, stray thoughts, odd environmental details.
“Can you see her at all, Jolie? Her face, or does she maybe call
herself a name?”

“No. But I think she’s kind of big. When Romy
comes to rescue her, she can’t carry her by herself, and you have
to come help.”

Great, he got to be the muscles.

Jolie frowned, confused. “That doesn’t make
sense. She’s as big as Romy when you pick her up, but she’s a
little girl, just like me.”

Jake grabbed Jolie as her eyes suddenly dilated.
He’d seen that countless times from his mother. Jolie clutched her
belly and moaned.

“What’s going on, Jake?” Romy looked close to
panic.

He wasn’t very happy himself. “She’s sharing
sensations with the other little girl.”

Jake tried not to imagine what Jolie would go
through if she stayed linked to a small girl in a room full of
fire. They needed to find the child, and now.

“It happened once before,” Molly said. “About
ten minutes ago. It lasted for almost a minute, and then stopped.”
As if on cue, Jolie stopped clutching her belly and looked up.

Romy turned white and grabbed Jake’s arm.
“Jolie. How long have you been feeling these belly aches?”

“Since just before dinner, but they hurt more
now.”

Jake could see Romy connecting the dots as he
watched. She turned to him with big eyes. “It’s not a girl, Jake. I
think it’s a woman, and she’s in labor.”

“What’s labor?” Jolie asked.

Molly answered. “It’s when a woman has a baby in
her belly, and it’s time for the baby to come out.”

Romy clutched his arm harder. “Carla said her
magic hit hard when she gave birth to her babies. If this woman is
a fire witch, that could be what triggers the fire Jolie sees.
Jake, we have to find her.”

Her urgency exploded against his frustration.
“We still have no idea who she is, or where she is.”

“Think, Jake. You said I set off the Sentinel
alarms four times as a kid.”

Now he saw it. “And there’s no way she’s a grown
fire witch and never set off an alert. She’ll be in Alvin’s
files.”

He turned to Molly. “You have a laptop, right? I
need to use it.”

Pulling his cell phone out of his pocket, he
called home. “Carla, we think the girl might be one of the ones
Asshole Alvin gave up on. I need you to log into my private files
so I can pull that data faster.” He quickly walked her through his
four-step login. “Thanks, Carla. Love you. We’ll let you know as
soon as we find her.”

He hung up. Action felt really, really good. “I
already researched where all the girls ended up. We can narrow that
down to ages likely to be pregnant and start checking the names
out.”

Molly flew out of the house, computer in hand.
It was old and clunky compared to his baby, but anything with a
keyboard would get the job done.

He brute-forced a connection to his home
computer and grabbed the data file. Eighty-one girls. Sixty-two
still living.

He looked up at Romy. “Let’s assume for now that
Jolie’s picking up on someone close by; that gets us to thirty-one
names. What’s a reasonable age range for pregnant women?”

“Could be thirteen to fifty, Jake. She’s alone
and scared—that doesn’t suggest a husband in the picture.”

His fingers flew. “Okay, that gets us down to
nineteen. I have known addresses for half.”

She grabbed his arm. “Wait. If she’s pregnant,
she’d have seen a doctor.” Her face collapsed. “Never mind, there’s
no way we could figure that out.”

There sure as hell was. “All healthcare visits
get run through a billing system. There’s only two big ones in this
state. If I cross their records with our nineteen names, maybe we
get a match.”

She looked at him like he’d gone totally insane.
“Jake, we need to find her tonight. Requesting access to that data
would take weeks.”

Jolie doubled over in pain again. Molly held her
tight and frowned at Jake. “The contractions are coming
faster.”

He shot Romy a look. “We’re not going to ask
permission.”

Billing systems had pretty good security. It
took him four-and-a-half minutes to hack into the first. He’d
picked the system that fed state Medicaid; they covered lots of
pregnant women.

He looked up in victory. “I’m in.” Romy, who had
been watching over his shoulder, stared at him in utter shock. “You
hacked into Medicaid?”

“You weren’t the only one with a misspent
youth.” He pulled his phone out of his pocket and ported the list
of names over. “Here, I need you to read me the names off one at a
time. Molly’s computer isn’t fast enough to pull down a lot of
data, so I’m going to stay in their system and look up the
names.”

Romy still looked stupefied. “This is
illegal.”

“Totally. And I have about three minutes before
their system locks me out or gets Molly in a lot of trouble, so
start reading.”

They got a hit on name number five. Aylen
Windwalker, twenty-two. Nine months pregnant and the address on
record was three blocks away.

Romy ran for Jake’s bike. “I’ll go. You call the
fire department and paramedics.”

It was a reasonable plan. Bullshit. The woman he
loved was riding off into action without him while he played
secretary. Not very damn likely.

Jake finished backing out of the system he’d
hacked and grabbed a tree branch. Normally, he preferred motorbikes
to broomsticks, but this was an emergency. Dialing 911, he lifted
off and cursed; he could already see flames in the distance.

…

Romy turned the corner toward Aylen’s address
and knew she was too late. Flames spurted from the window of a
house halfway down the street. Neighbors were already
gathering.

She skidded to a halt and ran for the door.

“There’s no one in there, lady,” a bystander
yelled. “The woman that lives there moved out weeks ago.”

Romy thought of Jolie doubled over in pain,
pulled her shirt over her face, and opened the door. She could see
flames licking across the hallway, and a terrified, very pregnant
woman behind them.

She could also feel the power inside her,
clawing to get loose. Fire was calling to fire.

Jake charged up, pulling on a leather jacket.
“I’ll go get her. You get out of here.”

She grabbed his arm. He wasn’t going to burn
again on her watch, not if she could help it. “Let me try to move
the fire away. Let me try, Jake.”

If the fire called to her, then she could call
to the fire. She ran outside the house to the broken living room
window and pulled with all the magic inside her. Here I am. Come
to me.

Flames exploded out of the living room window.
She shoved her hands up and pushed a stream of power toward the
sky. The fire followed, delighting in the new fuel source.

She heard the sound of cheers and the clang of
arriving fire trucks. Thank God. She couldn’t hold it much
longer.

Jake grabbed her shoulders. “Romy, we’re out.
You can let go now.”

Tears streamed down her face. “I can’t. I don’t
know where to put the magic. It’s going to blow soon. Get the
people back.”

He grabbed her arms. “You can. Send it to me.
I’ll put it down into the earth.”

No way. Never.

Then he put his hands on her face. “I love you,
Romy. Now trust me. I’m going to call the power, and I want you to
let it come.”

Jake threw his hands wide and reached for
magic.

“I ask the power of earth and land,

Come on out, give me a hand.

Take her magic, make it mine

Two into one, by love’s design.

Gotta do what must be done,

Make it so, Number One.”

Romy felt the fire shifting and trembled. It
knew he was there, now, and power called to power. She felt the
first helpless fraying of magic headed out of control.

And then the truth of Carla’s words hit her, and
she knew what to do. She reached for love, and let it go along with
the magic. Power sang out of her and down Jake’s fingers into the
ground. Love sang out of her into his heart.

It was a relatively small earthquake, all things
considered.
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Romy stepped out of Jake’s shower and smelled
the ends of her hair. Much better. She didn’t smell quite so
fire-roasted any more. Wrapping a red terrycloth robe around
herself twice, she walked out into the hallway. A glorious smell
was calling her name.

Jake grinned as she came into the kitchen.
“Carla delivered a care package. She figured you’d be hungry after
playing with that kind of power.”

Hungry didn’t begin to describe it. For food,
first, but she had more than one screaming need in her belly.
“Thanks for the robe.”

“Please keep it. My mother sends one every
Christmas. She swears I’ll need it one day.”

She didn’t really want to think about his
mother’s ability to see the future right now. Every hormone in her
body was singing.

Jake carried two plates to the table. “Carla
also left a message. She said to tell you ‘totally normal’. She
said you’d understand.”

Romy tried not to blush. If the way her insides
felt right now was the totally normal result of working magic,
Franco was a very lucky man. She scooped up some of the linguine as
her stomach growled loud enough for Jake to hear.

He just grinned and handed her a slice of warm
garlic bread.

“I called the hospital while you were showering.
Aylen is fine, and she gave birth to a beautiful baby girl. Molly
and Jolie are with her.”

Romy grimaced. “Did Jolie experience all the
labor? I’ve heard that can be pretty intense.”

Jake shook his head. “Molly says no; the
connection shut off right after the rescue. And she says Jolie’s
already angling to bring Aylen and the new baby home with
them.”

Oh, boy. Jolie was a force to be reckoned with.
“How does Molly feel about that?”

“She has a heart bigger than Tabletop Rock. I’d
imagine Jolie just managed to procure herself a baby sister.”

Romy could feel a soft, goopy glow sinking into
her belly that was more than just good food. Jolie was one small
witch who wouldn’t fall through the cracks. And whatever Aylen’s
past, a friend like Molly seemed like a pretty good turn for
anyone’s life to take.

“You do good, important work, Jake.”

She saw him start to shake his head, and then
stop. “Yeah. I do. And I don’t work alone.”

No. He knew an awful lot of people, from Molly
and Carla to people on the end of a phone, willing to do whatever
he asked. He was the kind of guy that made a lot of lives
better.

Even if he bent a few rules. “So when were you
going to tell me about your career as a teenage computer
hacker?”

He spoke around his linguine. “It’s a longer
career than you think.”

“People go to jail for that kind of thing.” And
no one like Jake should ever have to spend a moment in lock-up.

He leaned over and kissed her cheek. “Only if
they get caught. In my young and stupid days, that was a distinct
possibility. It isn’t any more. Sometimes what’s right and what’s
legal aren’t the same thing.”

She could hardly argue with that. Several lives
had been on the line tonight.

Including hers. She knew that now. Calling the
fire had been an act of sheer, stupid bravery.

She suspected, however, that her bravery
couldn’t hold a candle to his. “What was that spell you cast?
Sounded like a rap song.”

He shrugged. “I always thought old-fashioned
rhyming was boring.”

She closed her eyes and tried to pull the words
up. He reached for her hands and saved her the trouble.

“Take her magic, make it mine

Two into one, by love’s design.”

Romy was a novice with spells, but she was
pretty sure she had this one worked out. “You weren’t just calling
my power, were you.”

He shook his head. “It wouldn’t have been
enough.”

Reaching inside, Romy pulled magic to her
fingertips until they glowed softly. She stood up and held out her
hands. “Love me, Jake.”

He got up from the table and touched his
fingertips to hers, moving their hands up until they stood, palms
touching. She could feel the magic pulsing. This time it was she
who spoke the words.

“Take our magic, his and mine

Two into one, by love’s design.”

She felt the buzz run through her. His grin lit.
“Not bad for an amateur.”

The needs she’d managed to quiet down over
dinner were back and screaming for an outlet. What was she, a
teenage boy?

Her magic might be under control, but her
hormones definitely weren’t. “I need you to know two things. One,
you matter to me. A lot. And two, I’m fighting a really big need to
rip your clothes off. Carla says it’s a side effect of the
magic.”

He put his hands on her face. “One. I love you.
A lot.” He kissed her gently.

“Two—Franco seems to be a very happy man, so I’d
suggest you stop fighting with yourself.”

She ran her hands up under his T-shirt and felt
the earth rumble, just a little. He pulled the shirt over his head
and sent whatever self-control she had left careening into the
ditch. Her shirt followed moments after.

He swooped her up and started walking. When cool
air hit her skin, she stopped kissing him long enough to look
around. “This isn’t your bedroom.”

He shook his head. “The back yard’s private. And
given the tenuous control I have right now, I’d say we’re likely to
float sometime this evening. I’ll bang my head on the ceiling if we
stay inside.”

It took Romy a moment to figure out what he was
saying. “You fly during sex?”

He grinned. “I was sixteen the last time it
happened. If it does, don’t let go.”

She couldn’t stop the giggles as he plunked her
feet on the ground and pulled her down to the cool grass. His eyes
darkened. “Don’t let go.”

Then her need to touch and claim blew all words
away. She reached for him with magic, need, and the love she wasn’t
quite yet ready to speak.

His hands ran over her body, peeling clothes and
leaving her screaming for more. When he finally slid a hand between
her legs, she wasn’t sure whether the quaking started inside or
out.

Rolling on top of him, she reached for his hands
and laced their fingers. Then she rode and fed the fire in both of
them.








Chapter 15

[image: tmp_08f73b4c9e7804043d03525754c68a8c_iCHmS2_html_m61dff0e0.jpg]

Jake rolled over in bed and saw sunlight
streaming in the windows. Romy lay beside him, quietly snoring.

He picked up the covers gingerly and peeked down
at his body. Yup, certain important parts were still attached. And
yup, he had a couple of red hand marks on his chest. He knew
exactly when those had happened; it was a particularly fond memory
from the wee hours of the morning.

The essentials checked out, she was still
snoring, and he was starving. After last night, they’d both need
some breakfast. His culinary skills extended to bacon and eggs.

Resisting the urge to wake her, he slipped out
of bed and headed to the kitchen, pulling on a shirt and shorts on
the way. He could get really used to this.

In the kitchen, he started the bacon and checked
his phone messages. Carla had called at the crack of dawn with
status updates on everyone and an invite to Sunday dinner. His
buddy Duncan had sent a text—Sentinel had approved Jake’s personnel
request.

Excellent. The New Mexico zone was a mess, and
he needed help to clean it up. He hoped a certain redhead might be
interested.

“What are you grinning at?”

He looked over at the love of his life. She was
most definitely not a morning person. Her eyes were bleary and
barely conscious, and her hands had gotten stuck halfway through
her hair.

Perfect timing. “Want a job?”

“Sure. Can I have some coffee?”

Not just yet. He knew better than to wake her up
too fast. “I want you to work with me.”

Romy plunked into a chair at the table. “’Kay.
Does it involve food? And coffee? Begging.”

He brought over two plates of bacon and eggs and
went back for coffee. Then he sat down to eat and watch her wake
up.

About halfway through breakfast, her neurons
finally started connecting. “Awesome eggs, thanks.”

“You’re welcome.”

“What’s the green stuff in them?” Then her head
snapped up. Uh, oh. “Wait. What job? What do you mean work with
you?”

He offered up his last slice of bacon as a peace
offering. “My Sentinel zone is suffering from forty years of abuse
and neglect. It’s going to take some time to clean that up, and I
can’t do it alone. We’re incredibly lucky we found Aylen when we
did. There are at least sixty other women out there Alvin passed
over.”

She looked at him for almost a minute. He tried
not to squirm. “This isn’t where I expected the conversation to
head this morning.”

Jake, you’re an idiot. He tugged her into his
lap, and kissed her. “Good morning. Last night was pure magic, and
I love you.”

Her eyes got all gooey. Yup, a total idiot. “It
was.” She took a deep breath and curled up into his chest. “I love
you, too.”

He stroked her wild hair. “Sorry. I think the
job thing was my backward way of saying I’d like to spend a lot
more time with you. Be with me, Romy. We can figure out what that
means, but just be with me.”

“Okay.” She tilted her head back and grinned.
“You know, this means I lose my bet with Darlene.”

That was out of left field. “Why?”

“She said you’d get me into bed by the end of
the month. You’re a week early.”

“You bet on that kind of stuff?” And she’d bet
against him, which was humiliating.

“It’s lesson number one on how to survive in
puke-green walls. And while I refused to contribute to the further
delinquency of my kids by joining their betting pool, I think Skate
won.”

Jake shook his head. “Sadly, he’ll fit right in
with Mikey’s crew in San Francisco. They bet on all kinds of crazy
shit.”

His front door slammed open and Jolie came
racing down the hall. “Hi Jake, hi Romy. We’re bringing Aylen and
Gracie home from the hospital, and we stopped so you could see her.
She’s totally gorgeous and she smiles at me and everything. Come
see her.”

Molly walked into the house holding a tiny baby.
Jake grabbed Aylen’s arm and helped her to a chair. “Can I get you
anything? Is it safe to let you out of bed already?”

Aylen smiled. “I had a baby. My ancestors only
stopped for a few hours on the trail when that happened. I wanted
to come say thank you. You saved our lives last night, both of
you.”

She looked down. “I didn’t know I had the magic.
My grandmother did, but she died when I was very small. Some things
happened when I was younger, and a man came to visit, but then they
seemed to go away.”

Jake cursed Alvin for the thousandth time. Never
again. Not on his watch.

“Gracie has the magic too,” Jolie said. “I think
it’s the kind like Jake, though, where she can fly.”

Aylen’s eyes went wide. “Grandmother flew with
the spirits.” She looked at Jake. “You will help my daughter, teach
her?”

Jake looked over at Romy, who was holding the
tiny baby girl. “I don’t think she’ll be flying for a while yet,
but yeah, I’d be glad to help.”

His voice sputtered out. Romy had looked up as
he spoke—love in her eyes, and a baby in her arms. His future was
suddenly very, very clear.

The ground hardly shook at all.


Thank you!
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I hope To Love A Witch was a good read. If you
have a moment, please help others enjoy this book, too.

Review it. Help other readers choose what
to read—tell them why you liked this book. If you do write a
review, please send me an email at deborageary@gmail.com.
I’d like to gift you a copy of my next Novel Nibble as a small way
of saying thanks.

Want the next Novel Nibble? Visit
www.novelnibbles.com to
see all current nibbles and sign up for my New Releases email
list!
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