
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Unchained

      Feathers and Fire Book 1

    

    




      
        Shayne Silvers

      

    

    
      
        [image: Argento Publishing, LLC]
        [image: Argento Publishing, LLC]
      

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

      Shayne Silvers

      Unchained

      Feathers and Fire Book 1

      © 2017, Shayne Silvers / Argento Publishing, LLC

      info@shaynesilvers.com

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. This book contains material protected under International and Federal Copyright Laws and Treaties. Any unauthorized reprint or use of this material is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without express written permission from the author / publisher.

      [image: ]
* * *

      For updates on new releases, promotions, and updates, please sign up for my mailing list by clicking the ‘Get My Free Book!’ Button on my WEBSITE.

      [image: Created with Vellum]Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Chapter 34

        

        
          Chapter 35

        

        
          Chapter 36

        

        
          Chapter 37

        

        
          Chapter 38

        

        
          Chapter 39

        

        
          Chapter 40

        

        
          Chapter 41

        

        
          Chapter 42

        

        
          Chapter 43

        

        
          Chapter 44

        

        
          Chapter 45

        

        
          Chapter 46

        

        
          Chapter 47

        

        
          Chapter 48

        

        
          Chapter 49

        

      

      
        
          MAKE A DIFFERENCE

        

        
          ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

        

        
          ABOUT THE AUTHOR

        

        
          BOOKS BY SHAYNE SILVERS

        

      

      
        
          OBSIDIAN SON (NATE TEMPLE SERIES BOOK 1)

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain pelted my hair, plastering loose strands of it to my forehead as I panted, eyes darting from tree to tree, terrified of each shifting branch, splash of water, and whistle of wind slipping through the nightscape around us. But… I was somewhat excited, too.

      Somewhat.

      “Easy, girl. All will be well,” the big man creeping just ahead of me, murmured.

      “You said we were going to get ice cream!” I hissed at him, failing to compose myself, but careful to keep my voice low and my eyes alert. “I’m not ready for this!” I had been trained to fight, with my hands, with weapons, and with my magic. But I had never taken an active role in a hunt before. I’d always been the getaway driver for my mentor.

      The man grunted, grey eyes scanning the trees as he slipped through the tall grass. “And did we not get ice cream before coming here? Because I think I see some in your hair.”

      “You know what I mean, Roland. You tricked me.” I checked the tips of my loose hair, saw nothing, and scowled at his back.

      “The Lord does not give us a greater burden than we can shoulder.”

      I muttered dark things under my breath, wiping the water from my eyes. Again. My new shirt was going to be ruined. Silk never fared well in the rain. My choice of shoes wasn’t much better. Boots, yes, but distressed, fashionable boots. Not work boots designed for the rain and mud. Definitely not monster hunting boots for our evening excursion through one of Kansas City’s wooded parks. I realized I was forcibly distracting myself, keeping my mind busy with mundane thoughts to avoid my very real anxiety. Because whenever I grew nervous, an imagined nightmare always—

      A church looming before me. Rain pouring down. Night sky and a glowing moon overhead. I was all alone. Crying on the cold, stone steps, and infant in a cardboard box—

      I forced the nightmare away, breathing heavily. “You know I hate it when you talk like that,” I whispered to him, trying to regain my composure. I wasn’t angry with him, but was growing increasingly uncomfortable with our situation after my brief flashback of fear.

      “Doesn’t mean it shouldn’t be said,” he said kindly. “I think we’re close. Be alert. Remember your training. Banish your fears. I am here. And the Lord is here. He always is.”

      So, he had noticed my sudden anxiety. “Maybe I should just go back to the car. I know I’ve trained, but I really don’t think—”

      A shape of fur, fangs, and claws launched from the shadows towards me, cutting off my words as it snarled, thirsty for my blood.

      And my nightmare slipped back into my thoughts like a veiled assassin, a wraith hoping to hold me still for the monster to eat. I froze, unable to move. Twin sticks of power abruptly erupted into being in my clenched fists, but my fear swamped me with that stupid nightmare, the sticks held at my side, useless to save me.

      Right before the beast’s claws reached me, it grunted as something batted it from the air, sending it flying sideways. It struck a tree with another grunt and an angry whine of pain.

      I fell to my knees right into a puddle, arms shaking, breathing fast.

      My sticks crackled in the rain like live cattle prods, except their entire length was the electrical section — at least to anyone other than me. I could hold them without pain.

      Magic was a part of me, coursing through my veins whether I wanted it or not, and Roland had spent many years teaching me how to master it. But I had never been able to fully master the nightmare inside me, and in moments of fear, it always won, overriding my training.

      The fact that I had resorted to weapons — like the ones he had trained me with — rather than a burst of flame, was startling. It was good in the fact that my body’s reflexes knew enough to call up a defense even without my direct command, but bad in the fact that it was the worst form of defense for the situation presented. I could have very easily done as Roland did, and hurt it from a distance. But I hadn’t. Because of my stupid block.

      Roland placed a calloused palm on my shoulder, and I flinched. “Easy, see? I am here.” But he did frown at my choice of weapons, the reprimand silent but loud in my mind. I let out a shaky breath, forcing my fear back down. It was all in my head, but still, it wasn’t easy. Fear could be like that.

      I focused on Roland’s implied lesson. Close combat weapons — even magically-powered ones — were for last resorts. I averted my eyes in very real shame. I knew these things. He didn’t even need to tell me them. But when that damned nightmare caught hold of me, all my training went out the window. It haunted me like a shadow, waiting for moments just like this, as if trying to kill me. A form of psychological suicide? But it was why I constantly refused to join Roland on his hunts. He knew about it. And although he was trying to help me overcome that fear, he never pressed too hard.

      Rain continued to sizzle as it struck my batons. I didn’t let them go, using them as a totem to build my confidence back up. I slowly lifted my eyes to nod at him as I climbed back to my feet.

      That’s when I saw the second set of eyes in the shadows, right before they flew out of the darkness towards Roland’s back. I threw one of my batons and missed, but that pretty much let Roland know that an unfriendly was behind him. Either that or I had just failed to murder my mentor at point-blank range. He whirled to confront the monster, expecting another aerial assault as he unleashed a ball of fire that splashed over the tree at chest height, washing the trunk in blue flames. But this monster was tricky. It hadn’t planned on tackling Roland, but had merely jumped out of the darkness to get closer, no doubt learning from its fallen comrade, who still lay unmoving against the tree behind me.

      His coat shone like midnight clouds with hints of lightning flashing in the depths of thick, wiry fur. The coat of dew dotting his fur reflected the moonlight, giving him a faint sheen as if covered in fresh oil. He was tall, easily hip height at the shoulder, and barrel chested, his rump much leaner than the rest of his body. He — I assumed male from the long, thick mane around his neck — had a very long snout, much longer and wider than any werewolf I had ever seen. Amazingly, and beyond my control, I realized he was beautiful.

      But most of the natural world’s lethal hunters were beautiful.

      He landed in a wet puddle a pace in front of Roland, juked to the right, and then to the left, racing past the big man, biting into his hamstrings on his way by.

      A wash of anger rolled over me at seeing my mentor injured, dousing my fear, and I swung my baton down as hard as I could. It struck the beast in the rump as it tried to dart back to cover — a typical wolf tactic. My blow singed his hair and shattered bone. The creature collapsed into a puddle of mud with a yelp, instinctively snapping his jaws over his shoulder to bite whatever had hit him.

      I let him. But mostly out of dumb luck as I heard Roland hiss in pain, falling to the ground.

      The monster’s jaws clamped around my baton, and there was an immediate explosion of teeth and blood that sent him flying several feet away into the tall brush, yipping, screaming, and staggering. Before he slipped out of sight, I noticed that his lower jaw was simply gone, from the contact of his saliva on my electrified magical batons. Then he managed to limp into the woods with more pitiful yowls, but I had no mind to chase him. Roland — that titan of a man, my mentor — was hurt. I could smell copper in the air, and knew we had to get out of here. Fast. Because we had anticipated only one of the monsters. But there had been two of them, and they hadn’t been the run-of-the-mill werewolves we had been warned about. If there were two, perhaps there were more. And they were evidently the prehistoric cousin of any werewolf I had ever seen or read about.

      Roland hissed again as he stared down at his leg, growling with both pain and anger. My eyes darted back to the first monster, wary of another attack. It almost looked like a werewolf, but bigger. Much bigger. He didn’t move, but I saw he was breathing. He had a notch in his right ear and a jagged scar on his long snout. Part of me wanted to go over to him and torture him. Slowly. Use his pain to finally drown my nightmare, my fear. The fear that had caused Roland’s injury. My lack of inner-strength had not only put me in danger, but had hurt my mentor, my friend.

      I shivered, forcing the thought away. That was cold. Not me. Sure, I was no stranger to fighting, but that had always been in a ring. Practicing. Sparring. Never life or death.

      But I suddenly realized something very dark about myself in the chill, rainy night. Although I was terrified, I felt a deep ocean of anger manifest inside me, wanting only to dispense justice as I saw fit. To use that rage to battle my own demons. As if feeding one would starve the other, reminding me of the Cherokee Indian Legend Roland had once told me.

      An old Cherokee man was teaching his grandson about life. “A fight is going on inside me,” he told the boy. “It is a terrible fight between two wolves. One is evil — he is anger, envy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.” After a few moments to make sure he had the boy’s undivided attention, he continued.

      “The other wolf is good — he is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion, and faith. The same fight is going on inside of you, boy, and inside of every other person, too.”

      The grandson thought about this for a few minutes before replying. “Which wolf will win?”

      The old Cherokee man simply said, “The one you feed, boy. The one you feed…”

      And I felt like feeding one of my wolves today, by killing this one.
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      I took a step closer to the beast, and the magical stick I had thrown was suddenly back in my empty fist. I clenched them both, and they flared brighter.

      I was a wizard, so I wasn’t really holding anything. I had created energy constructs with my magic, and used them like the familiar escrimas I so often trained with — two short sticks about twelve inches long each, wielded in either hand. They were quick and brutal with their efficiency, especially under my experienced control. Roland had taught me to train with all sorts of weapons as well as with my magic, encouraging me never to rely on one tool in my belt.

      “Stop!” Roland commanded from behind me, and I realized I was only a pace or two away from the monster now. I slowly turned, as if waking up from a dream. “That is not the way,” Roland growled. “Killing cannot be cold, premeditated. It must be fair, swift, and in response to a crime, never initiated solely from emotion. You know this.” His eyes glittered in the moonlight, both with anger and pain.

      I realized I was panting as I stared back at him, momentarily lost in my emotional storm. I had wanted so badly to make up for my mistake. For my failure. For my weakness. The batons winked out of existence as I consciously realized that I had been about to murder the beast. For hurting my friend. Roland was right.

      That was murder.

      “Help me, girl.”

      I urgently strode over to him, helping him to his feet with a supporting shoulder tucked under one of his arms. This got blood all over my shirt from his hands, but the silk was beyond saving anyway. Roland’s leg was a sheet of blood, looking worse as a result of the rain. Still, that much blood wasn’t good. “I’m so sorry, Roland. We need to get you fixed up,” I said, woodenly.

      “Aye, I reckon so. This wasn’t your fault, Callie,” he growled, trying to place some weight on his injured leg. His leg gave out, and he almost brought us both down to the ground, but I locked my legs, spinning us around in an awkward shuffle to support his sudden dead weight.

      I was staring at him, making sure he was okay when I saw his eyes widen, staring over my shoulder. I tried to turn my head, not able to maneuver quickly while holding him up. A blast of light flashed out from Roland’s palm, and I heard a yelp of pain behind me, then a loud crack.

      I managed to finally turn enough to see, and found one of the wolves nailed to the tree. It was the one missing half his jaw. The other beast — the one I had thought unconscious — was simply gone. Which terrified me. Was he watching us right now? Waiting to attack Roland the second I turned my back? But even injured, I knew Roland had nothing to fear from a single wolf — one he had already wounded. Likely, it had simply fled. But it was unnerving that the injured wolf had returned to save it. That spoke of cunning. And that concerned me. Monsters weren’t particularly loyal. Wolves were kind of the exception to that, working in packs, but again, these didn’t resemble the typical werewolf.

      Three flickering daggers pinned the wolf to the tree. Two held the monster’s legs splayed out to either side, his tail hanging straight down between his legs to rest in a muddy puddle near the roots. The third glowing dagger had hit the wolf-creature right in the throat below his ruined jaw, and his arms now hung limp at his sides, while his head hung over his chest, painting his black coat with a crimson shine.

      I shivered uncontrollably, and we both crashed to the ground. Roland groaned, but not just in pain. His eyes were fixed to the tree with a look of disgust and shame. I stared up at the wolf, frowning. His positioning looked almost like…

      “A Petrine Cross…” Roland whispered, sounding ashamed, and disgusted that he had accidentally made such a sign. Even though it hadn’t been his intent, of course. I had been about to say it looked like an inverted cross, not realizing it had an actual term.

      It did look blasphemous, though, and I knew many atheists, humanists, and the occult used it.

      “You were acting on instinct, it’s not like you chose for him to land like that,” I whispered, shivering. Blood dripped freely from the wolf’s ruined mouth, staining the pools beneath the monster crimson. He was dead.

      I wanted to run. To just sit there. To do something. To do nothing. I didn’t know what to do.

      It wasn’t the unfortunate symbol that bothered me. Well, not just that. It was death. I had assisted in the murder of another creature, even if it had been trying to kill us.

      “It will fade, girl. Shock. This wasn’t a man. He was a monster.” His eyes looked troubled.

      “Aren’t we all?” I whispered, more to myself.

      He flicked a steely glare my way, and I could see the pain dancing in the back of his eyes overshadowed by his anger at my statement. “Not like that. He would be a monster even if he wasn’t a Freak. He was a monster for what he did, not for what he is. There is a difference.”

      I nodded slowly, thankfully. Because the monster was some flavor of werewolf, or shifter. And I was a wizard. As was Roland. I already struggled with my feelings, my place in this world. I felt stained, unclean, because we weren’t like anyone else. We were different from the Regulars — the term we had applied to those who didn’t have magic in their blood. But some of us did have magic in our blood. We were Freaks, as some of the conspiracy theorists called us — those who did believe magic was real. They considered us abominations. Nightmares.

      We were outcasts.

      Roland was studying me, looking ready to chastise me further. Or to comfort me. I didn’t want either. I decided I wanted out of here. And Roland was hurt. He needed to be out of here. What was I doing sitting here feeling sorry for myself?

      I climbed to my feet, reaching out a hand towards Roland. He looked from my hand to my face. “Search him. He was our target, not the other one. I never heard anything about a wolf with a notched ear. Lord willing, he has what we seek.” I let out a shaky breath, meeting his eyes. I saw only resolve. The eyes of my master giving a command that he expected obeyed. Or else. I turned, walking up to the wolf. He hadn’t shifted back to human, and the blue daggers still flickered with icy heat, the blood burned to crust around the edges of the wound.

      I turned, frowning at Roland. “Do wolves wear fanny packs?” I asked, sarcasm trying to replace my disgust and anxiety.

      That brought a faint smirk. “Check his neck. Under the fur. He wouldn’t have risked leaving it out of his sight.”

      I turned back to the wolf, frowning as I carefully stepped around the bloody mud puddle. The flickering blades vanished, and the wolf crashed to the ground, right into the puddle, splashing me with dirty, bloody water. All over my fucking boots.

      “God—” I began to curse, knowing he had done it on purpose.

      A flicker of pain tugged at my ear, changing my curse to a yelp.

      “We do not use the Lord’s name in vain,” Roland recited, voice full of practiced warning.

      I pulled my hand from my ear, expecting to see blood. It felt hot to the touch, but he hadn’t broken skin. I locked angry eyes on him. “You could have dropped him before, or given me a heads-up.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” he asked. I turned my back on him. The monster was now a naked man, lying at the base of the tree. And I saw that he was wearing a leather necklace with a small key below the gory hole where his jaw had been. I bit back my tongue, and quickly snatched it, giving it a sharp tug to break the cord, avoiding looking above his neck at the grisly wound.

      I shivered, walking urgently back up to Roland, very aware of the uncomfortable, wriggling sensation in my stomach that was trying to persuade me to vomit for a good half-hour straight. I handed him the key, and he let out a sigh of relief before pocketing it. “Good. At least some good came of this cursed night.” I reached out a hand, and he accepted begrudgingly. I tugged him up so he could support at least some of his weight on his good leg. He growled a lot, grunts and hisses escaping his lips, but I managed to get his heavily muscled arm draped back over my shoulder, and began shuffling us back to his car. It wasn’t that far. Half a mile, maybe.

      “Let’s get you to a hospital. Then we—”

      “The church,” he corrected. “No hospitals.”

      “But—”

      “The church,” he repeated with grim finality.

      I sighed, leading him into the darkness. “You owe me a new shirt.”

      He didn’t miss a beat. “Perhaps you will dress better next time, girl.” Stubborn old man, I thought to myself.

      But I listened.

      After all, one must listen to one’s elders…
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      Abundant Angel Catholic Church was an old, old building, made entirely of stone, brick, and mortar. It stood out from its neighbors on a hill between downtown Kansas City and the Plaza. A fifty-something year old man sat behind his desk, listening to Roland. Father David was a good guy, and although his office was clinically bare, it felt warm and soothing. I — as usual during meetings between these two — sat on a couch to the side of the room, doing my mime impersonation while Roland chose what to share.

      And what not to share with the good father.

      Because Roland was a man of the Catholic Church, one of the Vatican’s fabled Shepherds. I was just here to learn from him. His student. Despite spending the better part of a decade training with him, I had never felt truly comfortable in churches. I wasn’t against them, per se, but I wasn’t entirely open to them either. Well, after tonight, it seemed I did work for the church. Even if only as a temporary employee. Because I had no desire to become a Shepherd like Roland.

      Up until this evening, Roland had simply been training me, for personal reasons, or so he said. The wolves tonight had been the first time he had taken me out on a job where I was allowed to participate. I had been his driver before, even able to watch hunts from a distance, but never to stand by his side.

      I had thought we were going for ice cream tonight, a celebration of me being his best student, or something. But Roland was old school, and he had silently, sneakily taken me on a trial by fire. To assist Kansas City’s Shepherd on a hunt.

      The Vatican had twelve Shepherds, and their job was to wander the earth, from church to church, helping to serve those in need. Usually with an Old Testament-flavored hug and a kiss. They took care of all the dark stuff: exorcisms, abductions, vampires, possessions, monsters, and anything else that didn’t fit well into the mainstream narrative. Not that the typical Priest believed in these things, but when the Vatican sent an order, the church and Priests obeyed. But Father David did believe. He knew there were monsters out there, but only because Roland had spent close to a decade here. Longer than most Shepherds spent in one particular church.

      And that was all because of little old me.

      He had saved my life once, and I quickly discovered that the price of my salvation was to become his student. He had decided to stick around town after that, rather than hopping all over the world like his brother Shepherds. And he found his home in Abundant Angel Catholic Church with Father David.

      But Father David had been no stranger to me. Because he had also saved my life once when I was a very, very small child.

      I had spent years thinking of conspiracies that could have brought these two men together, intermeshed in a secretive plot to save my eternal soul, but had given up years and years ago, finally admitting how crazy I sounded. Simply put, I wasn’t that special. After telling Roland about my experience with Father David, he had simply said, ‘The Lord works in mysterious ways.’ And since Roland would never, ever lie about anything related to his god, I dropped it, and accepted that I was the luckiest woman in the world. Father David had once saved me, just doing his job, but Roland’s arrival almost fifteen years later had brought us crashing back together like magnets. Maybe Divine Intervention was real, but that was more than I wanted to think about.

      “You found it?” Father David asked, snapping me out of my reverie. He had short, thinning blonde hair and light eyes. He was as tall as a door, and sported no muscle to speak of, but I knew he jogged religiously. Ha.

      Roland grunted, shifting slightly in his wooden chair. He was a big man, built like an aged blacksmith, complete with black buzzed hair, a short, thick beard, and scarred knuckles. His face was hard, but kind. Loyal. Steadfast. He had bandaged himself up in his office before we came up here to talk with Father David. I had no idea why we were wasting time up here, though. Roland should have been at the hospital or something. Shepherds were immune to things like werewolf and vampire venom, but he was still leaking his holy wine all over the Father’s chair. But telling Roland what he should be doing was a good way to learn firsthand the various uses of the word smite.

      Understanding this from experience, I picked up a magazine and leaned back into the couch, pretending to read, and silently betting on how long it would take for Roland to pass out from his injuries. That would show him.

      I heard him set a metal object on the desk, and glanced up over the rim of the magazine. The key I had grabbed from the wolf. My Detective Comics hat came on as my mind rehashed the questions that plagued me since our meeting with the wolves. Where had the other wolf gone? Had the injured one attacked us to create a diversion so the other could escape? But the injured one had held the key, so that just didn’t make any sense…

      Father David’s lips tightened, but he made no move to touch the blood-stained key. “Have you checked the contents of the box?”

      Roland shook his head. “We were… preoccupied.”

      I snorted at his understatement. “You almost had your damned leg torn off,” I muttered under my breath, but I knew Roland had heard me, if not the Priest.

      “We…” Father David repeated slowly. “Is Callie officially working for you, now?”

      “No,” I said at the same time that Roland said, “yes.”

      We locked eyes with each other, and Roland chuckled before turning back to Father David. “Your magazine is upside down, girl,” he called over his shoulder. I scowled at his back, tossing the magazine back to the table with a whispered curse. “In a way, she works for me,” he amended.

      “I… see.” It was clear that Father David didn’t see. I didn’t see. Because I wasn’t going to be a Shepherd, bowing and scraping to a bunch of dusty old skeletons in Italy. Never. If Roland hadn’t been injured, I would have shoved one of my energy sticks down his throat. Well… I would have tried.

      “We will attempt to see if the key works after we leave here, but I wanted to speak with you first. The Vatican needs to know that there was more than one of them tonight, and that one escaped before justice could be delivered. They need to know that their information was faulty. Which caused me great harm,” he added in a tone as dry as gravel. “From now on, I do this my way. They will be notified once I’m finished with my good work, and will not interfere,” he leaned forward slowly, hulking over the desk, “until I say they can.”

      Father David shivered, licking his lips, even though it had nothing to do with him, because he wasn’t involved with Roland’s work. They were two arms of the same being that was controlled by the Vatican, and neither was in charge of the other. Father David was likely imagining sending that threatening message to the Vatican, and them possibly taking out their displeasure on the messenger rather than Roland.

      “I will do as you ask, but… couldn’t you have sent that message yourself? Perhaps you want to call in assistance,” he said nervously.

      Roland met his gaze, unflinching, but Father David’s shoulders stiffened. “Do you question me, Father?” he asked softly. Very softly. Like the sound a katana makes when leaving the sheath. Or a lone dead leaf dragging across concrete on Halloween night.

      It wasn’t a threat. It was just Roland’s way. He had one person who questioned him. His old master. The only other one he listened to was God. Or, I guess the Vatican. But even they couldn’t control him completely, and judging by his track record, they saw no need to press the issue. He accepted and denied jobs at will. No one questioned why anymore. Everyone else was not worthy of his time. Even if on the same side. Hell, he was the only Shepherd allowed to set up a permanent base rather than travel the world on call.

      “My apologies, Roland. I’m just trying to understand. Surely, you could have called them on your drive, and you could have seen to your injury before coming to me. I meant no offense, old friend.” And I knew he hadn’t. But something that wasn’t said by Roland was that this was a big extension of trust, a silent statement of his opinion of Father David. Neither said anything, but I knew Father David would eventually see that.

      But, like a depressing number of stupid, hairy men in the world, Roland just sat there in silence like a moss-covered boulder in a stream, unrelenting. It was almost laughable.

      Not feeling like dying today, I didn’t laugh, though.

      Roland pocketed the key, and staggered to his feet. “Keep this talk between us and the Vatican. And lock the doors, Father. We’ll see ourselves out.”

      Father David opened his mouth, but Roland was already shuffling away, fiery eyes latching onto me as he jerked his head for me to follow. I shot one last look at Father David, shrugged apologetically, and then followed my mentor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      “Somebody’s grouchy today. Need a Band-Aid? Or do you want me to kiss it—”

      “Enough, girl. Let’s get this over with.” We stepped out of the church to stare up at the full moon through a haze of light rain misting down on us. We were already soaked, so I didn’t really care at this point. “You’re driving this time. I’ll have one of the sisters clean my vehicle.” Because he had bled all over it, and now he wanted to bleed all over mine. But I very wisely didn’t say that part. Still, I did let my mouth run a little. I had a little more leeway than others when it came to speaking my mind to Roland. And I wanted to avenge his unfair treatment of Father David. And because it was fun pestering the old hawk.

      “Of course,” I said. His steely gaze locked onto mine, and I put on my best mask of innocence and obedience, something all daughters learn from manipulating their fathers. “It’s just that old men can’t see well at night. You said you wanted to get there quickly, and you don’t have your glasses with you,” I added in a syrupy tone, patting him on the shoulder before I quickly slipped away, sure to stay on his bad side so he couldn’t pummel me with a Bible or something.

      “One of these days, girl…” he muttered, but he was smiling to himself, shaking his head. He couldn’t argue with me, because I had slipped in a little rationality. Arguing that would only make him look ignorant. He knew my moves, though. I would pay for it later. But that was our relationship.

      I winked at him, climbing into my Chevy S10 pickup truck.

      He collapsed into the passenger side, much less gracefully than usual, and I saw that his bandage featured a large crimson stain. “We should probably get you checked out before—”

      “Drive, girl.” Before I could ask, he spouted off the address — which was in a questionable section of town — and then stared out the window with a stubborn grimace on his face. Likely of pain. Rather than argue, I drove. Because the faster we got this over with, the faster we got him taken care of. And I was still shaken up about the night. The fighting. The death. The fear. They were coming back to me now that we were heading back out into danger.

      I turned up the music, dipping my head to the bass as we drove. I could listen to anything with a good beat. Except Country music. For whatever reason, it made my skin crawl. I could acknowledge the skill of the singer, but would still forever hate the music itself. Even though I lived in Missouri, where everyone seemed to love it, I couldn’t stand it. At all.

      Roland slammed a hand down on the volume knob, shutting it off as he shot an incredulous stare at me. I frowned, but turned my attention back to the road. “What?”

      “Do you even listen to the words?” he managed, grinding his teeth.

      I frowned, replaying the song in my head. A slow smile crept onto my face. “It’s called rap, Roland. It’s not 1940 anymore. Rittz is one of my favorites. I like the beat. Keeps me focused.”

      “Not when I’m in the vehicle. We’ll listen to good, wholesome, quality music.” He began fiddling with the dial. I rolled my eyes as I navigated a left turn, mentally tracing the address in my head. I was pretty good with driving in the city. Only rarely did I need to use my phone or GPS. Because I had been Roland’s driver for quite some time, now. And sometimes that entailed fast escapes from surviving monsters.

      Everything was going well until he stopped fidgeting with the radio, and leaned back with a contented sigh. I jerked the wheel to the right, carelessly bumping up over the curb on the side of the street as I shoved the truck into park. I ignored his gasp of pain. “No,” I said flatly.

      His gaze darted around the truck, searching for threats. Seeing none, he turned back to me. I met his eyes and slowly reached down to the volume knob. I pressed it all the way in, shutting down the stereo like he had. I let out a slow sigh, overly dramatic, and then turned back to him. “That will never happen again,” I whispered.

      “Country music?” he asked, voice incredulous.

      “Never again, Roland. Or I’ll buy you a walker right now. With tennis balls on the legs for safety. And you can shuffle your handicapped ass down to the storage units by yourself.”

      “Language…” he warned.

      I pressed the unlock button on the doors, folding my arms over my breasts. He shook his head at me in disbelief for a few seconds, and then began to bark out a deep laugh. He held up his hands in surrender. “Fine. But no gangster music either. We’re not drug-dealing hoodlums.”

      “And we aren’t inbred, drunk rednecks.”

      “Just because someone listens to Country music does not make them inbred, drunk, or a redneck,” he shook his head, eyes full of judgment.

      I smiled at him, batting my eyelashes as I flashed my teeth victoriously. “By that logic, listening to Rap does not suddenly make one become a drug-dealing hoodlum…”

      His scowl hardened, seeing his argument turned back on him. He grunted, neither in agreement nor disagreement. “Fine. No music.”

      “Damn right,” I said, pulling the truck back out into the street.

      “Language,” he repeated, “and I’m telling your father about this. Terry will not be pleased to hear his daughter is a drug-dealing hoodlum.” He was smiling.

      “The Vatican wouldn’t like to hear that you’re a drunk, inbred redneck, either.” His light laughter changed to a hiss as the truck bounced off the curb, pressing his injured leg into the door. “Sorry,” I murmured, actually feeling guilty as I glanced down at the growing crimson stain. It was my fault he had been injured in the first place, and my fault I hurt him further with my careless driving. The familiar teasing was helping me avoid my own fears. And other worries bothered me as well.

      Why had he made his threat to Father David sound like the injury was only the fault of the church? Sure, their information had been faulty, but he had been hurt because of my distractions, yet he hadn’t said a word about that. Was that because he was protecting me from them for some reason? But then he had told Father David that I worked for him, in a way. Which was contradictory if he was trying to keep me away from them.

      Or did he genuinely believe that the entire blame lay on the church for handing him incorrect information? I wasn’t even sure what the hell was so important about this key, but I had long ago learned that the only way to get all the information was to tell him I wanted to fully join his cause, which I didn’t. So, I sat in silence, thinking, analyzing as I drove.

      Ten minutes later, we pulled up to a pair of worn-down storage unit buildings. One of those that didn’t even have a fence around the property, despite sitting dead center in the middle of a shady warren of crime-infested streets.

      Which meant one of three things: no one used these buildings for anything important, the important units were marked — tagged with spray-paint — to let any would-be thieves know which ones were owned by which gangs, or this sorry collection of buildings had one hell of a security system.

      My eyes tracked to several lampposts overlooking the buildings, only to find broken messes of wires and plastic where the once-functional security cameras had stood. Well, option three was out.

      “At least no one will see we were here,” I said.

      Roland wasn’t listening to me, instead, scanning the streets, the dark shadows, and the area behind us — as if we had just landed in the middle of a war zone, or as if we had been walking through the woods when suddenly every single biological creature went dead silent after a veritable symphony of sound.

      What had he not told me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      Roland grumbled under his breath as he climbed out of the truck. “Stay alert, Miss Penrose.”

      “It’s Girl to you. Only my friends call me Miss Penrose,” I said, slamming the door as I climbed out.

      “Must not hear it very often, then.” He smiled absently.

      If he didn’t look so pathetic I would have thrown a rock at him. “Watch it, old one—”

      He flinched as if struck, rounding on me. “What did you just say?”

      I took an instinctive step back at the fierceness in his eyes. “I just… called you old… It’s not the first time, and definitely won’t be the last,” I added defensively. Maybe the pain was really getting to him. But in that moment, I finally understood what others saw in him. His enemies. Before he killed them. Or read them scripture. I thought I had known the look he gave them, assuming it was a slightly stronger version of the withering glare I got during training.

      But I was wrong.

      Those looks from training were a loving smile compared to this. “Have a care with your words, and stay alert,” he finally said, turning back to the storage units, scanning the tall grass on either side of the two buildings, searching for a crowd of devil ninja nuns or something.

      What had earned that look? Calling him old? I did that all the time. In response to him always calling me girl. Petty, but when someone kicked your ass all day every day, you delivered what punches you could, when you could, however you could. So, I teased him relentlessly about his age.

      It wasn’t that he looked old. But he looked… hard. Like a gnarled piece of ancient driftwood. Still solid, not rotting or decaying, but tough as shit.

      Old one was what I had said. How was that any different from any other way I had called him old? But before I could press that thought, I realized he was already shambling into the center of the storage unit buildings. The grouchy bastard was going to bleed out, and in this part of town, I wouldn’t be finding help any time soon.

      “Why don’t you have a shield, yet?” he spoke softly, not sounding pleased as his eyes continued to track our surroundings.

      I shrugged, then realized he obviously wasn’t watching me. “I don’t know. Haven’t really needed one before tonight. And I can always throw one up when I need it—”

      “Unless you’re too scared to act or are out of magic. That’s why you need a construct bound to your flesh. That needs only a subconscious thought to activate. For those other times.”

      I kicked a rock with my boot. He didn’t say it out loud, but he meant times like tonight, when I had frozen up. “I’m not fond of getting a tattoo…” I finally admitted.

      He growled under his breath. “You are getting one whether you like it or not.”

      “Unless I choose not to become like you.”

      He stopped in his tracks, slowly turning back to face me.

      I averted my eyes, surprised that his look of shock threatened to overwhelm me with guilt. This wasn’t an old argument, but I had never said it so bluntly. “It’s just… I don’t think this is really my thing. Tonight was proof. I was terrified. The whole time. I felt like I had never trained before. I couldn’t think. I got you injured. I started training with you to learn how to protect myself, not to work for the fucking Vatican.” I threw my hands up, frustrated.

      “We will talk about this. Later. But you’re getting that tattoo, Shepherd or not. It protects.”

      And he was walking again. Well, shuffling awkwardly. I nodded stubbornly, following him. He knew I didn’t want to be like him, a Shepherd, but it seemed some deeply hidden part of him hadn’t believed my repeated statements to this fact. I kicked another rock. That was his problem. Nothing I could do about it if he wanted to pretend otherwise.

      Gang signs were tagged on almost every storage unit, all different symbols, but a few were marked out and replaced with another. Those looked to have been recently vandalized. Likely a message to the original gang, hey, we took your stuff. Polite, really.

      Roland finally approached a locker that was devoid of both spray paint and damage. Which was odd to see. It was so bare that by comparison with the others, it looked like it had never been used. Or that it was a brand-new door. Roland wasted no time, shoving the key we had taken into the lock. He met my eyes, nodded once, and then flung open the door. On instinct, I had my energy sticks out. Roland studied the storage unit, and seeing no threat, turned back to me. His eyes locked onto my hands and he chuckled.

      “I like those better, but you shouldn’t default to short-range weapons first,” he said, and then turned back to the storage unit.

      I frowned, glancing down at my hands. Instead of two escrimas like I has used earlier, I now held two kamas — the same size as the escrimas, but with a long, arced blade on the ends, like small one-handed scythes. They had originally been created to cut weeds in ancient Japan, but like most things, man had found a way to turn them into weapons. But they were easy to use. Fast, light, fluid, adaptable, and lethal. A more… final version of the sticks I typically defaulted to, although I knew how to use these just as well. The reason I liked these was that I could incorporate them into my weapons-free training with only minor adaptations, altering my simple punches and blocks into lethal counterattacks. Bleed the enemy with a thousand cuts, every move a slice, Roland’s words drifted from my memory, having heard it a hundred times.

      Roland had made sure I was well-versed in the art of self-defense, and after several years, had finally told me — begrudgingly — that despite my small size, I stood a decent chance of not being helplessly beaten and molested in a dark alley one day. Like the day he had found me as a young teen, barely saving me from an attack exactly like that.

      That comment had lit me on fire. And it had been two years ago.

      But old Roland knew how to press my buttons, light my fuse, and motivate me where few others had succeeded.

      Because that idle comment had killed my momentary pride, and I had decided to stick with him, hungering to learn more. Not just with weapons, but with my magic.

      I wondered — for the millionth time — if his process was the longest conversion to religion he had ever had to endure. Like a test from God.

      Roland was cursing. Well, not cursing like I would curse, but muttering darkly under his breath from inside the storage unit. I had once offered to tutor him on cursing, but his stony scowl had been answer enough. I stepped inside the unit — my blades lighting the space — to find him reading a small, dirty, rumpled slip of paper. It looked to have been forgotten in a corner.

      “What is it?” I asked hesitantly.

      He met my eyes; his own were bloodshot, and distant. “It’s gone.”

      Then he fell down, the paper fluttering in the air to land on a dark stain on the ground. I shifted my kama to see that it was a small pool of blood. Right where Roland had been standing. His wound had soaked through the bandage, and he was losing blood fast.

      I snatched up the piece of paper, reading it with a frown before shoving it into my pocket. I didn’t know what he had been looking for here, but it wasn’t that slip of paper.

      There was no way in hell I could pick him up alone. He outweighed me by at least a hundred pounds.

      Desperately, I plucked out my cell phone and made a call to my best friend, Claire Stone. She was closest to us, even though I would have loved to call my dad. I spoke woodenly, only stating the facts, and then hung up, unable to answer her twenty questions for fear of breaking down.

      The night seemed particularly ominous and threatening as I waited for her to arrive. One of God’s Shepherds was on the ground, unconscious, wounded, in a dangerous section of town. And only I stood between him and the terrors of the night—

      Wolves began to howl. A lot of them. And not far away.

      As I stared out at the night, guarding the open door, praying for all I was worth that Claire hurried — because with those howls, I knew there was no chance of me leaving — my nightmare began to hammer into my mind like a boxer beating a heavy bag.

      Rain. A doorway before me. Night air on my cheeks. I was all alone…

      Again.
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      I watched Roland sleep as I sat on the couch in my two-bedroom apartment’s living room. We hadn’t wanted to try squeezing him through the narrow hallway leading to the spare bedroom, finding it easier to set him on the fold-out couch in the living room. We had moved a nightstand beside his bed, and it currently held drinks, medicine, iodine, a box of latex gloves, and a metal bowl full of bloody rags, a few syringes, a used sewing needle, and discarded strands of thread.

      Fearing he would harm himself further if he woke to find himself surrounded by strangers, we had decided to keep him here until he woke up. My apartment building was near the Roaster’s Block Apartments — a revamped Folger’s Coffee plant — on Broadway in downtown Kansas City’s Financial District. The air still smelled of roasting coffee beans, which I loved.

      I crumpled the paper from the storage unit in my fist. I understood none of its relevance, but it was obviously important. A hint on how to retrieve whatever it was that Roland had expected to find in that storage unit. If we hadn’t wasted so much time at the church—

      “I did all that I could,” Claire said in a soft, comforting whisper, sitting beside me on the couch facing his sleeping form. “He isn’t an animal, so my equipment was less than ideal, but I’ll raid the shelves tomorrow morning. I have everything I need for a day or two, but I would like to see about a few other things that may help if he starts showing signs of infection…”

      Claire Stone worked for the Kansas City Zoo as their head veterinarian, despite her young age. She was terrified of almost everything, shy as all hell, but smart as a tack, which was how she’d won her job over the other competitors. She loved animals. And making things feel better. She was a saint in that way, but not too prim that we hadn’t often gotten into trouble together. I had known her as far back as I could remember, having play dates with her as children, and I was lucky to have her as my best friend. We had been through a lot together, and she knew all my secrets.

      She was petite, with long, platinum blonde hair that made me want to kill her, and had a narrow face that always seemed to be professionally touched up with layers of makeup. But I was one of the rare people to have seen her without cosmetics and she’d still been beautiful. Damn her. Her green eyes twinkled with an inner happiness most days, but right now, with her sense of purpose completed for the time being, she looked ready to bolt.

      I hadn’t called her tonight because of her medical skills, but because she was my only real friend. And she had been closest to us. Her skills hadn’t even crossed my mind, to be honest. I had intended to get Roland to a hospital no matter what he said.

      But Claire had taken one look at Roland, and all of her usual meekness had evaporated. She had helped me tug him from the storage unit into the backseat of her tiny Jetta, and then climbed right in beside him, immediately going to work as she ordered me to drive.

      I had been in too much shock to argue, but I was pretty sure she had saved his life.

      I placed a palm on her thigh and squeezed in silent gratitude, not trusting myself to speak. She let out a pained breath at seeing me like this. Claire had the biggest heart I had ever seen. Simply put, she was the bestest.

      Even though she didn’t know what this was all about, she could sense the emotions ripping through me, and she had found me at the end of my rope in the storage unit, struggling against my stupid, stupid nightmare and that incessant howling. But the howls had ceased the moment Claire had arrived, as if giving up. But wolves only gave up when beaten soundly.

      Then again, they hadn’t attacked me in the twenty minutes I crouched there in the dark storage unit, even though they were so close I could practically feel them prowling around in the darkness dozens of feet away. Why hadn’t they attacked? Had they just been trying to scare me? With the stench of so much blood, they should have been all over me. But they had just howled, relentlessly.

      Almost like an alarm. A call.

      To their Alpha, perhaps? But he hadn’t shown, so maybe they had just given up.

      Trouble was, I just didn’t know. Without Roland to help, I was out of my depth.

      I was simply grateful that Claire hadn’t found me sobbing uncontrollably in the corner, overcome by the relentless repetition of my nightmare, brought on by my fear and the similar sensory details of the storage unit to my dream.

      I patted her thigh. “He’s a tough old root,” I whispered, not wanting to wake him. “He’ll likely wake up bitching about merely needing a quick nap. Or demanding some prayer time.”

      A queasy look crossed Claire’s features. “You really shouldn’t joke about that. It’s very important to him…” she shivered, eyes darting to his chest. It was now covered by a sheet, but I still grew distant thinking about it. Who would have imagined to find that?

      He had seemed almost dead, pale from blood loss, and when we had stripped him out of his wet clothes, we had seen his chest.

      Gooseflesh pebbled over my arms at the memory. His chest had been… carved. That was the only way to say it. Etched with runes, symbols, numbered Bible verse references, quotes of scripture, and odd symbols I had never seen before, but suspected had something to do with the church. But why would the church carve him up? And why would he let them?

      It had been a few hours, and I had been unable to sleep, even knowing we had maybe a few hours until sunrise. The rain had continued through the night, but even that hadn’t been enough to make me drowsy. Because my friend was hurt. The one person who I thought couldn’t be hurt.

      I had made coffee earlier, and Claire had refilled it twice without me taking a sip. I felt Claire place a blanket over me, and didn’t protest. I was cold, what with my damp clothes. My eyelids grew heavy, but I needed to stay awake for Roland. In case he needed me.

      I saw Claire watching Roland like a hawk out of the corner of my eye. She had feared to move him, saying he was too weak, and that any movement might break open the stitches, causing him to bleed out. As he was, he would survive, but he had a long road to recovery. Unless… what had she said? Oh, right. Infection. Something about mud…

      I felt sluggish, and my blinks grew slower.

      Infection… not with lycanthropy — the werewolf gene, because he was immune… Something else…

      I stopped blinking, resting my eyes for a few seconds. Coffee… I should drink my…

      Claire is such a good friend… Remember when we used to…

      And with that unfinished thought, I fell asleep.
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      Claire and I rode down the street, laughing as the wind tugged our hair back. This was the last year we would be stuck on bikes, ready to drive next year. If we passed our tests, of course.

      We were best friends, and soon, we would have our freedom. Earlier in the day, we had ridden past our childhood treehouse, laughing as we remembered the silly blood oath we had taken, slicing our palms and shaking hands to prove our undying friendship. But we were almost grown up now, ready to get cars of our very own, and today was soon to become just another memory, like the treehouse.

      We were on our way back from the pool, and had decided to swing by the gas station to grab slushies. We had spent an hour riding around aimlessly, and were now in a darker section of town, but I knew we were close to our neighborhood, we just needed to find the right turn.

      “This doesn’t look right, Callie,” Claire mumbled, ever the worry-wart.

      “We’re fine. We have to be close,” I said, scanning the street signs. I saw a trio of older boys standing just outside a lamppost, because dusk had fallen a while ago, and we both knew we were going to get yelled at for breaking curfew. “Hey, look. We could ask them.”

      Claire began to protest, but I pedaled faster, ignoring her. We had to be close. These guys would—

      When I was about fifty feet away, they all looked up at me in unison, smoking their cigarettes, and I suddenly felt a voice inside me urging me not to talk to them, but to instead turn around. I pulled my brakes, coasting to a stop, trying to look casual. The boys watched, smiling.

      But it wasn’t a pleasant smile, and I suddenly realized that they looked older than I had thought, and Claire and I were still in our swimsuits with a t-shirt and shorts over the top. That wasn’t any different from wearing underwear beneath my clothes, but for some reason, tonight, right here, right now, it did feel different. Very different.

      I gave them a polite wave as I began to turn around. Claire looked absolutely terrified as she sat on her bike a few paces away, encouraging me with her eyes to get the hell out of here.

      The boys… no, men, began to call out to us. Claire and I began to pedal faster, and those voices grew increasingly persistent, almost angry. And we no longer pretended to be casual, instead pumping for all we were worth as we fled. They were on foot, after all, and we had bikes.

      But somehow, they were on us in moments, chasing us into a dark alley.

      One of them was suddenly directly beside me, grasping my handlebars, and I flew forward into a dumpster, my shorts tearing at the sudden motion. My head rang, and I tasted blood on my lips from where my face had hit the metal, but before I could climb to my feet I was yanked up by my arm, and a long, wet tongue licked the blood off my face.

      Horrified and disgusted, I tried to jump back, only to realize he was too strong. I heard Claire screaming from a dozen feet away, and something washed over me.

      I lost my mind in my panic, and lashed out with… something I couldn’t explain.

      A wave of fire erupted around the hand holding my arm, and I had a single moment to notice that his teeth were entirely too long before he was engulfed in flame. The boys holding Claire shouted out in alarm, and were soon running away.

      Claire stood in a shadow beside a dumpster, sobbing, eyes glowing in the moonlight as she stared down at the burning boy at my feet, listening with dazed eyes as he whimpered in agony. Claire’s shirt and bikini top were entirely gone, exposing her plump breasts to the cool night air, and despite her obsession with decency, she didn’t seem to notice, just continued to stare down at my feet as the boy slowly ceased moving.

      I heard a metallic sound, like a knife grinding against stone, like when my father sharpened his pocket knife or filet knife for fishing. A sharp whisper. We both whirled at the sound to see the two boys now at the end of the alley collapsing to their knees without a noise of protest.

      A cloaked man stood before them with a long pipe in his hands that caught the moonlight. He stared at us, although I couldn’t see his face.

      Then I noticed a flash of crimson on the silver pipe, and realized that it wasn’t a pipe at all. Judging by the color, it was a sword. The boys at his feet finally toppled down on their faces, and dust motes rose in the air. He idly kicked them with a boot, sheathed his sword, and slowly approached, holding his hands above his head to show they were nowhere near his weapon.

      I heard a small sound beside me and looked down to see the fire had gone out, and only a pile of ash filled the pile of burnt clothing at my feet.

      Where the boy had been.

      The world tilted, and I began to fall, but strong arms suddenly caught me, and despite my delirium, I lashed out again, trying to copy what I had done with the boy, remembering the last strong hand that had gripped my forearm and the tongue that had touched my face.

      The fire flared to existence, but disappeared almost instantly, the hand not releasing me, and instead, seeming to steady me on my feet. Once settled, it released, and I felt the man step back, turning to take off his cloak and blindly hand it to Claire who still stood motionless. Except for the involuntary shaking of her shoulders. The motion snapped her out of it, abruptly aware of her nudity, and she snatched at the coat.

      I stared at the man, now able to see his face. It was a tough face, like old wood, crinkles at his eyes now that he wasn’t wearing a hooded coat. He looked like a dockworker, or an old-school sailor. When he spoke, his voice was low, rough, and… kind.

      “You two are very lucky. Those men were dangerous.”

      I stared at him. He had used past tense. Were… He… he had killed them. And he had obviously seen the fire, and he carried a damned sword of all things, and he spoke to me as if they had merely been bullies, not intent on raping us. I must have said as much out loud, because he answered after shooting a thoughtful look at Claire, who had simply sat down in the alley, staring at the spot where the burning boy had been.

      “Rape would have been the kindest thing they did to you.” He glanced from Claire to me again. “We need to be away from here. Follow me.” He took one look at our bikes and frowned. They were mangled, bent frames, and one of the wheels was simply gone. “Might as well leave them here,” he muttered absently, unclipping the small pouch from the handlebars of my bike…

      Surely, I hadn’t done that to the bike. It looked like it had been run over by a truck.

      I pulled Claire to her feet, checking on her as the man took several steps closer to the alley mouth, warily studying the night, as if he expected a crowd to suddenly appear.

      Claire listened to me numbly, nodding at my words, even if her eyes never saw my face. She was in shock. I supported her weight, clenching the coat to cover her.

      Then I turned back to the man. “He… licked me. And he was fast. Too fast.”

      The man nodded, not turning to look at me. “Vampires,” he said absently. “I’ve been tracking them for days.”

      I blinked at him, and Claire began to sob softly. “Vampires aren’t real,” I mumbled.

      “Neither are wizards, girl.”

      Claire shivered, eyes coming into focus, staring right at me with a terrified intensity, body tensing under my support as if she wanted to flee. She had seen the fire. But I didn’t want to believe it. Couldn’t believe it. Wizard?

      “Exactly,” I said, bluffing weakly. “What’s your name? What did you do to them?”

      He was silent for a few moments, and then began to chuckle mirthlessly. “My name is Roland Haviar. And it looks like I may be in town longer than I originally planned… Kansas City,” he mused to himself, taking a deep breath. “Might be fun.”

      I gasped as something unseen suddenly wrapped around my waist, and the world went black, the moon eaten alive for a heartbeat. Then we were standing in my front yard. The pack from my bike rested at my feet, open, and a single piece of paper sat unfolded on the top. Eyes wild, I darted to grab it before the wind could take it.

      It was my report card, and my name and address was typed at the top, like usual. I had been hiding a B+ from my mom and dad, not wanting to show them yet.

      A voice came to me on the breeze. “We will talk soon, girl. Soon… Hold your tongue.”

      Then it was all I could do to drag a sobbing Claire into my house, tucking her neatly into my bed. I washed my face, careful to remove any traces of blood, and woke my father — who had fallen asleep on his recliner waiting for us — to tell him that Claire was spending the night. He had watched me, angry at first, but the look on my face must have made him nervous, because he didn’t ask a question. He just went to the kitchen, made himself a pot of coffee, and sat back in his recliner, staring out the front window.

      With a shotgun leaning against his recliner, as if daring anyone to step onto our lawn.
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      I woke up with a sharp gasp, panting as I scanned the room, blinking wildly as the dream still gripped me. Then I saw Roland, and Claire. She had been folded up on the other end of the couch, but had woken at the sudden noise, eyes darting to Roland anxiously. She let out a breath, holding out a hand to me.

      “Easy, Callie.” She said, noticing the panic in my eyes. She glanced over my shoulder, squinting. “It’s only been an hour.” She frowned at me guiltily. “I must have fallen asleep, too. But only for ten minutes,” she added, blushing lightly.

      I nodded, spotting my coffee on the table. I reached for it, not caring that it was lukewarm, and downed it. Then I stood, walking over to Roland. He hadn’t stirred, and looked to be sleeping well. More color to his cheeks.

      “Did you have a bad dream? Not surprising,” Claire said, drinking her own coffee.

      I nodded. “The night we first met Roland,” I said, still staring down at Roland from the foot of his bed. It felt like I had slept for hours. I was still tired, but I had been in a deep sleep, feeling as if I had been suddenly jolted awake, and so I felt slightly delirious.

      “That’s when it all began. Your… training,” Claire said, knowing the story well.

      I nodded tiredly. “Yes.”

      Roland had returned the next day, and after a brief misunderstanding with my dad’s shotgun, had been invited inside to talk. Roland proceeded to tell us — Claire included, since she had seen everything the night before — that my talents were nothing to be afraid of, but that I would require training so as not to hurt myself or those around me. Although baffled, my parents had ultimately backed me up in my decision, and Roland had decided to stick around Kansas City for a while to train me. That had been almost ten years ago. He was like a second father to me. I had been afraid that Claire would run screaming, but she hadn’t, because she kicked too much ass to abandon me. Or she had a monumentally stupid blind spot when it came to friendships. I realized I was smiling at that thought. I really was a lucky girl.

      I turned to Claire. “Are you doing okay?”

      She just stared at me for a moment, before her face began to flush. “No, Callie. I’m not. What the hell is going on? I’m fucking terrified. I’ve never had to work on a real person before.” Tears began to fill her eyes, and I felt my heart breaking. “That could have been you, Callie. I don’t know what I would have done…” she trailed off, wiping her eyes with the blanket.

      “I know, Claire. I’m scared, too. All we can do now is hope for him to wake up soon. Figure this all out together, okay?” she nodded dejectedly, and I turned back to Roland, feeling my nightmare lurking in the depths of my mind, waiting to strike.

      It was just too much.

      I tried to decide what to do — call my dad, Father David, or just continue to sit there like a lump on a log, trying to stay awake — when I saw Roland’s eyes slowly open.

      He remained motionless, and if I hadn’t been staring at his face, I wouldn’t have even noticed a difference in his breathing. Because nothing else had changed. As if he had woken that way on purpose, silently scanning his surroundings in case he was still in danger, before revealing his subterfuge.

      I pinched his leg — the good one — and he grunted. Claire jumped, dropping her cup as her hand shot to her mouth. She wasn’t good with surprises. Like I said, almost anything could startle her.

      Roland locked angry eyes on me, and then tried to get up. I flung out my hand, latching him down to the bed with a light rope of magic. “Stop. You’re hurt.” It felt good to take out some of my frustration on him. I wanted answers, and I would get them. Now.

      “I don’t have time for this,” he rumbled in a low tone. “Do you think I can’t break your magic?” he asked with a sneer.

      I shrugged. “You do that before we finish talking, and that won’t be the only thing finished.”

      He stared at me as if I had admitted to murdering kittens in my spare time. I just gave him a slow, double nod, unblinking. I wasn’t about to have him stubbornly get up, stand with almighty confidence, and then have his fucking leg fall off or him bleed out on my floor, making more work for me. Although my heart was racing with relief, and a million questions, I folded my arms, waiting with a cool gaze.

      He sighed in resignation. “Fine. Let’s talk. Then I’ll get up. Remove this.”

      I waited for a moment, studying him suspiciously. Then I let the magic go. One, because he could have bent me over his knee and paddled my ass if he wanted to — injured or not — and two, because if he said he would do something, he did it. Big on promises, Roland was.

      “We aren’t safe here.”

      I blinked at him. “Nowhere in the world is safe in your eyes.”

      He grunted in agreement. “Still, they beat us back to the storage unit. They have a piece of the artifact. Must have been the other wolf we saw. The one that escaped. He must have had his own key. I should have thought of that.” His look might or might not have been accusing. Or maybe that was just how I imagined it, because in my mind, it had been my fault. He would have handled both of them alone with no problem if it hadn’t been for me distracting him, forcing him into trying to be a focused warrior and a distracted teacher at the same time. But his words made sense. The other wolf wouldn’t have lasted long missing his jaw. He had come back to free his friend, so his friend could race back to the storage unit, and take…

      “Are you ready to tell me exactly what tonight was about? What is this artifact? Because you aren’t going anywhere.”

      “Are you a doctor?”

      I smiled acidly, pointing a thumb over my shoulder. “No, but she is.” He knew Claire. They had met several times after that fateful night during dinners at my dad’s place.

      Claire squeaked at his sudden raptor’s glare, but managed an authoritative nod a moment later. He muttered angrily, not at her, but about the situation itself, and about not needing two mothers. Still, he mumbled loud enough for her to hear, and her face began to storm over. I felt a genuine smile splitting my cheeks as I waited. Claire was scared of pretty much everything, but challenge her intellect? You would die. By acid. Then fire. Your ashes tossed into a shallow, open grave.

      “Seventeen stitches, deep muscle lacerations, and shredded cartilage. Oh, and your thigh has a hairline fracture, and you lost two pints of blood.” She took a step closer. “You try to walk out of this room right now, and you die. Twenty minutes, tops. If you’re lucky.”

      I pretended to shoot a basketball, leaving my hands up in the air like the badass players do when they make a beautiful shot. Roland frowned at me, obviously not getting it, but Claire gave me a light laugh.

      When I looked back, Roland was scowling even further, but he leveled a calculating look at me, thinking, assessing, and the wolfish smile that slowly spread across his face made me take an involuntary step back.

      “Okay, get me some of that coffee. Or I walk. And I die.”
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      Claire had gotten him coffee, given him a quick checkup, and then agreed that he should be fine sitting up, but she looked distant, thoughtful as she spoke, as if confused about something.

      Roland sipped his coffee in silence, finishing the whole thing as we fidgeted on the couch. Claire had even grabbed my hand for comfort, concerned by his statement of leaving.

      I let her. Not because I wanted it. No. Because she needed it. That was all…

      “I am a Shepherd. And you are my student. It was bound to happen sooner or later,” he murmured, as if speaking to himself, resigning himself to a decision he did not like.

      One bit.

      I waited, watching him. Shepherd. They fought monsters, saved children, exorcised Demons, and converted people to Christianity in their spare time. All without a cape. It wasn’t my thing, but he had taught me, taken me up when I had needed help, and against his typical lifestyle, had decided to stick around in Kansas City long after he normally would have left to find a new town, a new church, more lost souls. He was naturally a vagabond. A wanderer.

      Except… that had changed when he found me so many years ago. He had stayed in Kansas City since. Completely unheard of among the other Shepherds.

      “I’m not signing up. I already told you,” I reminded him, but I did feel like I owed him.

      He nodded absently, not seeming to listen or care, lost in his own thoughts. He idly lifted the sheet, realizing he was shirtless.

      Then he looked up at me. I met his eyes, not sure if I should look ashamed, or guilty, or satisfied at having taken care of him. Saving his life. “Are we going to talk about that, Edward Scissorhands?”

      He shook his head, and then caught me off guard with a change of topic. “You have a gift from God, Callie.”

      I grunted noncommittally. “If you say so…”

      His features tightened in disapproval, but he knew my reluctance well. “Refusing to accept the truth does not change the truth. We have gifts, and we choose how to use them, for good or evil.” I nodded. I could agree with that much, and had told him so numerous times. “Some make different choices than we have. The easy way out.” Again, I nodded. None of this was new.

      “So, what is this artifact?”

      “You saw the paper?”

      “Yes,” I said, sounding much calmer than I felt.

      “The artifact we sought, was one of three religious pieces that when united, and fitted together incorrectly, can open a portal to Hell itself. It is said it can also open the gates to Purgatory. The artifact can be pieced together in three different ways…”

      I blinked, reading between the not so subtle lines. “Wait, you mean that these things can open a portal to Hell, Purgatory, or… Heaven?”

      He nodded. “And grant the builder great powers.”

      I shook my head. “Then why were you so casual about it? Taking me out on my first job for something so important… Are you insane?”

      “Everything I pursue is important, Callie…” His eyes locked onto me, as if implying a much deeper meaning, but I didn’t care to go back to the church topic, or the job offer.

      “Well, like I told you, we wasted a lot of time. Running to go visit Father David, getting ice cream.” I frowned. “And how the hell did a werewolf get his hands on one of the pieces?”

      “We had thought them all locked away, in different corners of the world, warded from detection. But strange things have been happening lately. Something to do with St. Louis destabilizing places of power, but I can’t get a clear answer on what, exactly, that is. Regardless, many dangerous objects have found their way onto the Black Market lately, and whoever has money is buying them up as fast as possible.” He growled to himself after a breath or two of silence. “Until that piece of paper, I wasn’t even confident that the storage unit held one of these artifacts. But I could sense it there. It had been there for a brief time, and it was unstable. I do not know why. Or how. Just that it was.”

      “What is it? What does it look like?”

      I could see the struggle in his eyes, debating how much to share with me. “A spear…”

      I frowned, and then a very prickly feeling began to crawl up my neck. “You’re kidding me. There is no way you’re letting me handle something like that.” I began to panic. Me, not even religious, protecting the spear… “Say it. Out loud. What spear?” I asked in a whisper.

      Claire was frowning, glancing from one to the other.

      Roland nodded, removing all doubt. “The spear that pierced Jesus Christ on the cross. The Spear of Longinus.”

      Rather than committing that name to memory, I focused on preventing myself from screaming incoherently. This was beyond insane. But… if I didn’t help him, he would do it himself, and die from blood loss. I knew it.

      Unable to think straight, I stood and began to pace. “Claire says you’ll be fine in a week. Surely, it can wait that long. Something like this? Or you can call one of the other Shepherds,” I said, not sure if any of them were even close to Kansas City.

      He was shaking his head, and winced as he subconsciously tried to move his leg. “No time. That paper sealed the deal. It was the confirmation for a seat at the auction I was going to attend tomorro—” he cut off abruptly, face pale. “How long was I unconscious?” he asked, suddenly anxious. Claire stood, leaving the room on soft feet, as if not wanting to be part of the conversation. Or the argument.

      “Calm down. It’s early, early morning. We were attacked last night, technically.”

      He let out a relieved breath. “The auction is tonight. You must be there to buy the second piece of the spear. At any cost. I can’t imagine anyone will be there who can outbid us, but you must be alert. Monsters will be there, like none you have ever seen before.”

      I was already shaking my head. “No way. I won’t fit in, and I don’t have money like that.”

      He shot me a cool smile. “I’ll take care of the money. I’ll give you my account number. If you do not go, then I will go. The church already has a reservation much like the one found in the storage unit. No name.” It was an icy promise. Just like I had thought he would. I tried to compose myself. All I had to do was get the piece and get it to him. Pretend it was something else. I could do that for one night. Buy it with the church’s money, and get out. An errand girl.

      But I found myself angry, clenching my fists, hating being forced into anything. “I don’t want to do what you do, Roland. I’m only here to learn magic!” I shouted.

      “Sometimes the Lord calls on us to be more.”

      “Your sales tactics are rusty. I’ve told you a billion times that I don’t want to be like you.”

      His eyes tightened, and I realized how it had sounded. I hadn’t meant it personally. I had meant his job, but I could tell it was too late to take back, and I didn’t want to take it back if it got my point across. No one had ever called me a master orator.

      “Be that as it may, you are all we have. Or… I will go. Even if I die doing it. We cannot let that piece fall into the wrong hands.”

      Claire placed a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see her holding up a nice dress and I almost snapped at her. She had gone to my closet at first mention of the auction, finding me something suitable to wear, knowing that would have been my next argument. Roland smiled delightedly, acknowledging Claire with a newfound appreciation.

      “Fine. Only to save the world,” I said sarcastically, “but this is temporary. Because you are a crippled, conniving, good-for-nothing, old man.”

      He didn’t look happy, more relieved than anything, but he did smile lightly at my words. Christ, he really had been willing to die getting the piece of the spear if I declined.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but I held up a hand. “If you can talk, you can eat. And you probably need to relieve yourself. There’s a bedpan next to you, Gramps.” His face turned back to stone and I smiled sickly sweet at him.

      “You’re the one with white hair. If anyone looks old, it’s you.”

      I smiled darkly. “With a cherub face like this? Fat chance.”

      I was only doing this so he wouldn’t kill himself, and I didn’t like the idea of a Door to Hell opening in my city. All I had to do was get one of these pieces, foiling any plans to open doors to celestial realms, and let him lock it away where no one could find it. I wasn’t a Shepherd. Never would be. After tonight, that was abundantly clear. I didn’t have the mettle for it. I didn’t want to be like him. I just wanted to learn magic, and how to defend myself. That was it.

      “Soup is beside you in the Tupperware. And a plastic spoon. And a napkin. Then you will sleep. If you try to stand, I’ll break your other leg. I’ll be back later to check on you. Sweet dreams.”

      And I stormed out of the room, snatching Claire’s sleeve on the way.

      “We need to find you a dress. You’re going with me.”

      Her arm jerked in terror, but I didn’t let up, dragging her into my room, magic tingling around my free hand as I felt myself losing control. I was scared shitless. And I needed a second set of eyes. Even if it was only a set of eyes as scared as mine.
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      I sat at our favorite bar, wrapping my light trench coat around me like a robe. Underneath, I was dressed way nicer than any of the other customers. I was waiting for Claire, and had wanted a drink to calm my nerves. Not being able to bear any more time around Roland, with his endless list of reminders and advice, I had fled to our favorite drinking hole. Never dressed like this, I thought to myself with an amused grin as I sipped my dirty martini.

      We had slept in shifts, making sure one of us was always awake in case Roland needed something, which he hated. I had made sure to be extra motherly on my shifts, informing him that it wasn’t good to grind his dentures like that, which had made his face turn a purple I had never seen before on a human. It was small recompense.

      Claire had run to the zoo to pick up a few things just in case, but seemed surprised that he wasn’t infected, and didn’t look to be leaning towards future infection. Which sounded hunky-dory to me, until she repeated that it didn’t change his condition, and that although his fracture was minor, he would need to stay off it for quite some time, and really should go to a doctor for an x-ray, just in case. He had grown tight-lipped at that, but didn’t outright deny her.

      Beneath her clinical demeanor, I could sense Claire was terrified, just like she had told me. So was I, but I tried to think about it from her perspective. She was a Regular. No magic whatsoever. And despite that handicap, she seemed to excel, almost radiating confidence, infecting me with brighter cheer than I wanted to have.

      If Claire, a Regular, could walk into a den of monsters looking unafraid, then I could, as well. I tried to apply that rationale to my nightmares, wondering how to make it help me. Claire seemed to be acknowledging the facts, and although unhappy about them, she still embraced them. She had told me there was no point in focusing on why she was afraid. That fear wasn’t going anywhere, so she accepted that what we were doing was terrifying, and that was that. All that was left was to get the piece of the spear and get the job done.

      She was a gem. Truly.

      I had come to the bar to clear my head — not only to get away from Roland — and try to embrace my own fears, wondering if Claire was wiser than I had ever thought. My nightmare still nagged at me, lurking in the shadows, but it was slightly muted after allowing myself to focus on it several times throughout the day, riding the memory, so to speak.

      I was still scared, and nowhere near her level of mastery, but I did feel better. More in control.

      I sipped my drink, waiting for Claire to arrive. I wasn’t intending to get drunk, although the idea did slightly appeal. Anything to overcome my trepidation. But one drink couldn’t hurt. Maybe two, if Claire didn’t hurry up. I wasn’t much of a drinker. I liked drinking for taste, not results. Except when I was about to enter a den of monsters. Then, I would drink for results. Just enough to calm my nerves.

      “Why so serious?” a voice murmured from my right. I turned, masking my features. And blinked.

      A nerdy, but handsome man, close in age to me, was smiling back. He wore chic Ray-Ban glasses, and didn’t fit into the crowd of locals. He drank a whisky, judging by the color of the amber liquid and the short glass. He was in decent shape, and his messy, coal-colored hair caught the light, making it shine. His eyes were a deep brown, and he was clean-shaven. He wore well-fitting jeans, a pair of Adidas sneakers, and a Game of Thrones t-shirt.

      The bar wasn’t exactly a dive or anything, but it was typically full of frat boys bathed in Axe body spray or old working men. An occasional suit would walk in, due to the proximity of the financial district, but would rapidly find an excuse to leave, searching out a trendier pond to graze at. This man wasn’t the typical patron. Not unusual compared to anywhere else, but not usual for this place.

      Then again, I was wearing a sleek dress and heels, and I had noticed a dozen dirty looks upon sitting down, even though several of those faces soon recognized me as one of their own, suddenly baffled at my clothing. “Quoting Heath Ledger’s Joker is not the best pickup line. Not at all.” I said, since it was obvious no one else was going to talk to either of us.

      The other reason Claire and I came here was because of the owner, Martha. A sharp-tongued old woman who cursed like a sailor and loved Claire and me as if we were her own daughters. She rolled her eyes behind the bar in my peripheral vision, but I didn’t draw attention to her.

      He blushed, nodding after a moment. “Point taken. You just looked very serious. All dressed up, and no one here to take you anywhere,” he smiled warmly. Not creepily. Not even seeming to hit on me. Just observing. He also sat two chairs away, when anyone hitting on me would have already swooped in for the kill, taking my look as a sign I was about to toss my panties to the ground. Martha watched in the mirror, pretending to dust bottles, humming to the music in the background. She averted her eyes when I looked at her.

      “I’m waiting for someone.”

      “Bad habit, that,” he said, turning back to face the bar, glancing up at the TV in the corner, taking a slow sip of his drink.

      “What’s a bad habit?” I smiled in spite of myself. Just friendly conversation.

      “Waiting. Really bad habit. Trust me.”

      “Oh?”

      He turned to me, face overly serious. “Yes. Since you are so interested in me, I guess I’ll go to lunch with you tomorrow.” He plucked out a pocket-sized Moleskine journal — of all things — and thumbed through it for a few seconds before setting it down beside his drink. He really was a nerd! “Yes. I’m free tomorrow. Let’s say noon at Jim’s. A steakhouse on the Plaza.”

      I couldn’t help it. I let out a laugh. “Very clever. Why not just ask me to do something tonight?”

      “Because you’re obviously busy, and I’d rather not be jumped by your date. I might look strong,” he leaned closer, as if to whisper conspiratorially. “But I’m not. And fishing for late night hook-ups isn’t really my style.”

      “Style, eh?” I said, glancing at his outfit.

      He nodded, still with the mock serious face. “Game of Thrones is awesome,” he said defensively. “Anyone can take a girl home. Not everyone can show a girl a fun time during the day. Plus, this isn’t my local spot. I’m only here because my sister picked it at random.” He pointed over a shoulder where a trio of pretty girls were talking to a few boys in a booth, playing a drinking game of some kind. They looked younger than the man beside me. He rolled his eyes as I looked back at him, knowing what I had seen over his shoulder. “Plus, asking a girl out for the night is a good way for me to get taken advantage of. I know the tricks your kind plays,” he smiled. I just stared at him, intrigued. His eyes flicked over my shoulder. “I think she’s waiting for you, but doesn’t want to ruin our chance at budding romance. I’ll see you tomorrow…” he drew out the silent question.

      “Callie,” I answered, turning to see Claire standing in the doorway, grinning at me, nodding excitedly at the man beside me.

      “Callie,” he repeated the name like it was succulent chocolate. “Is that short for Calliope?”

      “Sure,” I laughed, even though it wasn’t remotely close. I did that often — misled people, because it seemed everyone I met felt they needed to guess what Callie was short for.

      His smile stretched thoughtfully. “My name’s Johnathan. I’ll see you there. And have a good time tonight,” he said, turning back to the bar. “Can I get another, please? This is for the servers tonight,” he said, setting down a folded bill by his drink. Martha stared at it for a second, and then, smiling, moved to take his glass. Johnathan casually grabbed her hand, and before Martha could pull it away, he kissed it. “And that’s for me.”

      I stared at him for a moment, then burst out laughing as Martha began cursing him up and down. He smiled back, as if expecting full well how she would react.

      “Yes, I imagine you will…” I turned to go, shaking my head as Claire beamed at me from the doorway, nodding her approval. She also wore a coat to cover her evening attire, but her hair looked exquisite. She had done it herself, the bitch.

      My thoughts drifted back to Johnathan as Claire tugged me out the door. Well, that was… interesting. I had never had anyone hit on me at a bar only to ask me to lunch. Maybe it was a sign that tonight wasn’t going to be so bad.
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      We stood at the top of a grand staircase, white marble cascading down to an atrium that sparkled with signs of wealth.

      The atrium held a sea of tuxedos, evening gowns, and well-dressed servers with polished silver trays. Bouquets of aromatic flowers decorated the room in ornate vases, filling the air with soothing hints of spring, but it was overpowered by the musk of cologne and heavy perfume from the attending masses. A crystal chandelier was suspended over the crowd, easily ten feet tall, the lower end hanging fifteen feet from the ground, and sparkling like a thousand camera flashes. Claire and I stood before the crowd as they turned to appraise the newest guests. The host had timed it so that each new party entered the event alone, victim to appraising stares from the already present guests. And there was a slight hush in conversation as they turned to judge us. I spotted a few lanyards around necks. Reporters, of course. The string quartet continued playing, but the sudden drop in conversation was unsettling, like we had rudely interrupted something important.

      The sea of bodies watching us glistened with sparkling throats, begemmed fingers, and precious metal watches, like a dragon’s treasure trove. If dragons existed, of course.

      My knees locked rigid as those eyes roved over me. Social situations didn’t typically make me uncomfortable, but the knowledge of how much money these people represented made me feel grossly out of place. And the fact that I expected some of them were monsters, as Roland had warned, didn’t help.

      I took slow, measured breaths, calming myself, bending my knees slightly so as not to pass out. Claire — just as nervous as myself — placed a comforting palm on my lower back, which was exposed to my tailbone. My black dress clung to me like oil had been poured down my shoulders, falling into place as the contours of my body dictated. Not indecent, but leaving little to the imagination. Roland had insisted on it after seeing it on me. It exuded elegance and, I hoped, incited a small sense of trepidation in those below eyeing me. It made me look bold, daring, commanding. Roland had said I would need that slight edge. Rather than him reminding me that he would attend if I didn’t wear it, I had accepted the inevitable.

      My thick, wavy white hair cascaded down my shoulders, freshly curled and now coated with sparkling hair spray that Claire had blasted me with in her car on the way over. It reflected the light below like drops of dew in a morning field. Claire had insisted on that. As nervous as she had been to join me, she had declared — more to herself than me — that if we were going to go to a place like this, we were going to do it right. We might never have the chance again.

      She wore a lacy, well-fitting, full-necked dress that left her arms entirely bare. Her heels were tall, making her look average in height, a little shorter than me, and they were bedecked with green and crystal stones — fake, of course — and she wore a flashy bracelet of similar design. Still, they were good knockoffs. Assessing the crowd staring up at us, I had a feeling that they would be able to instantly tell faux from real gems. Still, they would have to get a good look up close to discern that. And I wasn’t too keen on anyone getting that close.

      I felt like I was on my first day in a new prison yard.

      Or like I was a lone wolf stumbling onto a pack of hardened killers.

      It wasn’t just the attention of so many people striking at once, or the amount of money those faces represented, although that was extremely uncomfortable.

      It was that I kept coming back to the fact that at least a handful of these people were not as they seemed. Killers and monsters, in truth.

      The silence of speech stretched, seeming to overpower the jaunty tones of the violins still playing in one corner of the gathering. Then the strangest thing happened.

      One man laughed.

      A great booming laughter full of a physical joy, not just idle amusement. I saw Claire’s shoulders tighten out of the corner of my eye, and I took a subconscious step toward the laughter, searching for the man, as if placing my foot between him and Claire. She murmured thankfully to me under her breath, and I felt her begin to relax. I finally spotted him by the bar, swirling a glass of opaque green alcohol in one hand.

      He wore a bespoke suit of a distinguished pattern I doubted would ever be found on a rack anywhere, and his crisp white shirt seemed to glow in the soothing lighting. His tan hands contrasted with the white cuffs barely peeking out of the deep blue — almost black — coat. His other hand was absently twirling a coin around his fingers, rolling it over each knuckle before it disappeared into his palm, and then reappeared near his thumbs to begin the process all over again — the coin resembling a stone falling down the waterfall of his knuckles.

      My tight, challenging glare trailed up to find that he was the only one not wearing a tie, or a tuxedo. His collared shirt flared open at the neck, revealing an expanse of tanned skin and a bare tease of blonde chest hair, short enough to still reveal the curves of a muscular chest. He wasn’t large, but he looked deceptively strong… functional strength, not gym strength. The breadth of his shoulders confirmed this. His shirt flared out, the collars like daggers resting over his jacket.

      A scruffy blonde beard only emphasized a brilliantly white-toothed smirk of amusement, and his eyes…

      My breath caught, my anger stuttering like a candle in a breeze.

      Those eyes — although not looking at me — were the greenest I had ever seen, seeming to almost glow, absorbing and reflecting the light around him like emeralds. Faint creases marred the corners of his eyes, belying that he was no stranger to laughter. But as I saw that face, I realized something for the first time, and I felt my breath catch again.

      He wasn’t laughing at me. Or at Claire.

      He was laughing…

      At everyone else. But more than just them. Almost as if he was laughing at the world, the room, the city, their ideals, their fears, their joys, their existence. At the looks the people were giving me. As if approving of the reactions Claire and I had elicited… but over that approval was sheer, utter amusement at their thinly veiled looks of judgment.

      Very few turned to look at him, but I could tell they all wanted to. It almost seemed as if those in the room knew who he was, despised him, hated him, even, and didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of acknowledging his outburst. Or risk the result of disrespecting him, or drawing any more attention to themselves than they already had. They acted as those surviving a storm — it was easier to ride the waves than scream at the sky.

      Those around him gave him a discreet, but wide berth. Several paces around him remained free of bodies, and he sat leaning against the bar as if this was entirely usual — his element — the natural order of the world.

      Time seemed to return to normal, knowing now that I wasn’t the source of his amusement, but that my entrance — and the reaction it had caused — was the source. He finally met my eyes and I almost took a step back. He slowly lifted his glass, dipped his head, and then turned back to the bar with another chuckle — judging by the light shake of his shoulders.

      I didn’t know whether to thank him or hate him. His laughter had been tainted with such arrogance and disdain that it was hard not to feel some of it directed my way.

      But I had also noticed a hard glint in the depths of his eyes — of one willing to break the world to get what he wanted. He was dangerous.

      Perhaps he was my enemy. One of those Roland had warned me against. Maybe he had been laughing at me. At my impudence of coming here to take what he had declared as his.

      Sounds of conversation quickly resumed — as if the crowd was eager to replace the memory of his laughter — and I felt Claire let out a breath. After a deep breath of my own, I began to descend the stairs, keeping my chin high as Roland had taught me. I just wanted this to be over with. Make my bid, win the artifact, and get the fuck out of here. This wasn’t my world. I felt like a dolphin that had just slipped into the tank with killer whales.

      We entered the crowd, wading around the dozens of small circles of those familiar with each other — speaking softly, laughing lightly, touching an arm here, fussing with a shoulder there, admiring jewelry. All fake motions of friendship, because a polite form of murder shone in those eyes. Friends today, enemies tomorrow. None of these people cared for each other. They were here for one reason, to annihilate their ‘friends’ by outbidding them for some overpriced piece of art. And to smile lightly at each other as they did it. Until the next auction, where the tables could turn and they could come out on bottom. It was a game to these people.

      Their one source of entertainment.

      Claire had snatched up a flute of champagne from a server silently slipping through the crowd, and noticing the discreet stares following us, I did the same. We met eyes, and I nodded. I motioned her closer to the bar where, thanks to the arrogant man who had laughed, there was a little more open space. As we neared, crowds shifted subtly, not wanting to appear to be associating with us. I caught a few disdainful sniffs here and there from other women, especially those attached to a well-dressed man who seemed to pay a bit too much attention to our passing.

      Lechers.

      I growled to myself, but kept my face carefully composed, a smiling mask for Claire. She was breathing quickly, but doing a good job of hiding it. I smiled warmly at her.

      “You look beautiful. We’ll be out of here soon. Don’t worry. You’re doing fine.”

      She nodded weakly, taking comfort in my words, and not believing a one of them. To the others, her face displayed no unease, looking more like disdain, which fit in well here. But I knew she wanted to have fun. The feeling in the air was shattering her dream of a fun night.

      I couldn’t blame her. I felt like I had just walked into a room of frat boys and sorority girls naked as the day I was born. Hungry and jealous gazes pinning us like darts on a board. But I was used to that. I wasn’t conceited, but I knew I was a pretty woman. Not overly so, but I was aware of the effect I had on men. Claire, on the other hand, was beautiful, but refused to hear a word of it.

      But anyone interested in nabbing us up as a pretty piece of arm candy was in for a rude surprise. I cared about what was underneath their green eyes, their broad shoulders, and their well-tailored—

      I realized I was reciting the arrogant bachelor’s looks, and felt my face flush with embarrassment. I let out a breath, masking my face with a sip of cool champagne. I didn’t give one shit about how handsome he was — although, like any girl, I did appreciate pretty packages. Still, none of that mattered if the man on the inside was a cave troll, intent on only the pursuit of a casual, hormone-infused night.

      Regaining my composure, I lowered my flute, and found the green-eyed man staring at me curiously, still knuckling the coin idly. He saw that I had noticed him, and flashed me a polite smile. Nothing more. But it seemed naturally tinted with mischief. Not directed at me, but like the sound of his voice had been — directed at everything around him. As if the world was one big joke to him. I opened my mouth to tell him in no uncertain terms that I didn’t appreciate him eyeing me when someone lightly rested their hand on my shoulder. I had time to notice the green-eyed man’s eyes crinkle at the edges, all sense of humor evaporating. I whirled, ready to instantly go on defense.
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      A handsome older gentleman stared at me with incredulity in his hazel eyes, but his face slowly morphed to confusion. “Constance?” the man frowned, staring from my hair to my face. I didn’t recognize him, and he seemed to be suddenly realizing that he didn’t recognize me either. He dropped his hand and took a polite half-step back, well before it would have seemed inappropriate. His hand fell to his side with a slight bend to his arm, as if used to resting there.

      A distant part of me familiar to training with weapons realized it was where a sword would rest in the old days, a man placing his hand on the hilt of a blade.

      But, of course, those days were long gone. People didn’t walk around with swords anymore.

      I shook my head in answer to the mistaken name. He let out a breath, and gave me a disarming smile, his weathered face now resembling a loving grandfather doting on his grandchild. “My apologies. You looked like someone that I once knew—”

      A light, but deep gong cut him off, and the violins faded in a rehearsed closure, as did all conversation. I turned to see a man standing at the top of another set of stairs, opposite from where we had entered. He was a short man, and although dressed better than the servers, he still presented himself subserviently to the guests before him. “The auction will commence in a few moments. If you could please take your seats.” A low murmur responded as the crowd slowly drifted towards the open doors behind the speaker. The stairs were half that of the ones we had entered, and led into an old theater, complete with velvet seats that I could see from my spot near the bar.

      I made no move as I turned back to the man who had mistaken me. But he was gone. Claire was frowning as her eyes stared deeper into the crowd that had all mingled together now, no longer in small pockets as everyone hastened to take their seats.

      Claire turned to me, frowning, and then shrugged. She accepted another flute of champagne and handed me a paddle, the one they had handed me upon entering. Claire had taken it from me in silence, so that my hands would be free to act if necessary. I had two daggers sheathed to my inner thigh. Of course, I would have to reveal a flash of pale leg to reach them, but I could do it quickly, and with minimal motion. I had practiced before finally deciding on the garment. And anyone staring at my sudden reveal of flesh would be too distracted to notice the daggers suddenly hurtling towards his or her face.

      I accepted the paddle, and another flute of champagne, even though mine was only half gone, and we followed the crowd. Everyone seemed eager to be seated, but no one touched shoulders. Respectfully compact. You never knew who you might be bumping with this many modern-day nobles surrounding you.

      No one bothered us as Claire led us to our seats, but I did feel several sets of eyes following us. I hadn’t seen the green-eyed man or the older gentleman who had mistaken me for Constance. The name had meant nothing to me, but I had heard similar lines like that too many times to count when men were trying to pick up a woman. Perhaps he was one of those who liked much younger women to dote on him. Not uncommon. A light touch, a sense of familiarity with a tossed-out name, a flash of wealth, and then an apology and smirk — which often resulted in many weaker women feeling suddenly self-conscious enough to flirt back, not realizing that they were subconsciously competing with this other named woman for the stranger’s interest.

      As much trickery and work as men put into picking up women with lame psychological ploys, it was a wonder that none of them realized that if they applied that much honest effort into genuinely attracting a woman, they would likely be swimming with options. I shook my head softly, hair tickling my lower back as I sat down. Claire was already seated, leaving me the aisle.

      I leaned back in my chair, watching as events unfolded. A broad array of paintings, jewelry, knickknacks, manuscripts, and sculpted pieces of art decorated the stage with meticulous placement. My eyes studied the display, aware to make sure my eyes never rested on one piece too long, because I could feel eyes on my back, watching me watch the stage, as if curious what a young woman would be interested in buying — and even more, what that young woman had done to come into enough money to play here, and who that woman might be, and how deep her pockets were.

      I took a deep breath, pressing those concerns down. Then I saw it. An odd piece of wood in a glass case, looking like a broken shaft of a weapon, jagged on either end. The center section of the spear Roland had told me to acquire.

      Part of the spear that had pierced Jesus’ side during his crucifixion. I felt my breath catch, but hid it well with a sip of champagne. It looked so… ordinary. A length of old wood like a broken broom handle.

      But I shifted my eyes almost immediately, settling my attention on an old book, which was apparently the first item up for auction, because the tuxedoed man from the stairs began to speak, welcoming us, thanking us for attending, and without further ado, launching into a brief description of the book. A projector screen hung behind the man, over twenty feet tall, and the screen showed video footage revolving around the book three dimensionally, a pair of white gloves slowly opening the thick aged leather cover, and briefly turning a few pages with practiced care for all of us to see. Clever, letting everyone feel like they were inspecting it.

      No one stood near the book now, belying that they had recorded the video prior to auction. As the man opened the item up for bidding, the video repeated on a loop. Faint, almost unnoticeable piano music drifted on the air from the atrium we had just left. This had the odd effect of dispersing the heavy silence in the room while also not coming close to overpowering the bidding within. Just loud enough to let one miss the heavy, anxious silence in the room.

      I could practically taste the greed filling the air. No one showed it on their faces, but it was obvious to me. Claire breathed a whisper that could not have been heard even by the older woman on her opposite side. “This place…” she breathed, rubbing her arms slowly so as not to attract attention of the auctioneer.

      Sure that the auctioneer wasn’t looking our way, I nodded, and squeezed her leg lightly.

      My gaze tracked the guests, eyeing, assessing, wondering what I was supposed to be on alert for. One of those mutated werewolves? A vampire? Something else?

      I caught the strange older gentleman who had mistaken me for this Constance studying me, but he slowly turned away as he noticed me looking back. My eyes moved on, earrings tinkling slightly as I moved. I hoped the dangling reflection of light didn’t catch the auctioneer’s attention, and made sure to move my head more slowly.

      I saw no threats at all. No one seemed to be paying attention to me anymore. Maybe they just didn’t know of me, which suited me just fine.

      A throat cleared loudly, when no one but the auctioneer had been making a noise, using only their paddles to catch his attention for a particular bid. I saw a paddle in the front rise up, holding the numeral 1 for all to see. He must have been the first one here, or something. Glancing down, I saw that mine was number 504. Frowning, I considered that there definitely weren’t five hundred people here, so how was my number so much higher than his?

      “Quarter of a million,” an almost familiar voice said, but I couldn’t see him. It reminded me of the laughing man I had seen outside, even though I hadn’t heard that man speak.

      I saw several patrons grimace with distaste at the words, and a flash of disapproval crossed the auctioneer’s face as he turned to look for the voice.

      His face momentarily froze, and then instantly transformed into a sickly smile as he nodded politely. Then he turned back to the crowd.

      “Quarter of a million dollars. Going once… twice…” no one even looked interested in competing with the ridiculous bid. “Thrice. Sold, to Master Temple.” I couldn’t see the man, but the auctioneer nodded at this Master Temple, and then maneuvered to the next item on the list.

      Claire had tensed up in her chair at hearing the name, and I frowned over at her. The name had sounded familiar for some reason. As if I had heard it on the news or something. Perhaps he was a politician running for office. I didn’t care. That didn’t matter tonight. But Claire looked as if she had suddenly realized something very obvious. She met my eyes, trying to impart something to me that I didn’t comprehend. I shrugged discreetly, mouthing later and turned back to the auctioneer. Roland’s item was waiting next after the current item, and I was more concerned with the butterflies in my stomach, preparing to bid on an item that would likely cost more than I had ever imagined.
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      A small bidding war had ensued over the second item, but to be honest, I was paying more attention to how they bid, and the looks of calm confidence on their faces as they did so, hoping I could duplicate it, and that I wouldn’t be drawing a target on my back as I did.

      But I was pretty sure that part was going to happen no matter how confident I acted.

      I had received too many calculating looks from the same people, even though they appeared to be entirely normal, not monsters. And I caught that same friendly old man who had thought he recognized me, glancing at me, muttering under his breath. Three different times now.

      They finally called my item, and I did my best to keep my face neutral, disinterested. They didn’t have the story right, at all, thank god. The auctioneer described it as the broken haft of an axe taken from the Romans thousands of years ago, but that was about as close as he got. The video footage on the projector screen zoomed in to reveal some faded script carved into the wood, but it wasn’t legible.

      I was merely glad the auctioneer had maintained his neutral tone while describing it. Roland had told me the true story wouldn’t be revealed, but I had feared for it anyway. The bidding began, and I took a slow breath, squeezing Claire’s thigh as she began to fidget slightly. She almost squeaked, both in surprise and embarrassment, but she did visibly relax.

      I waited, allowing those interested to bid as they would, not wanting to attract attention to it. Bids were exchanged casually back and forth, but many dropped interest, more focused on other items, some paintings, it seemed, coming down the queue once this piece of wood was finished. Mostly, the men seemed to want my item. Likely, thinking it would be cool to own part of a two-thousand-year-old weapon haft.

      When it was apparent that most were ready to move on, and the auctioneer repeated his request for a second bid, I raised my paddle with a bored sigh for those around me. The auctioneer nodded, and those around me blinked in surprise. I leaned closer to Claire, murmuring lightly, appearing more interested in the conversation with her than the bidding. Just a bored trust-fund heir, spending daddy’s money. Nothing more to see.

      Someone bumped it up by five-thousand, also looking bored. I sighed, forcing a lethargic sigh on my face, as if debasing myself by raising my paddle. The auctioneer noticed, and his eyes scanned the crowd, asking for the next higher bid. I did the same, lazily scanning the crowd, until my eyes locked onto the green-eyed man from the bar. He was staring right at me.

      He was in the front row, and only visible as the people between us just happened to be seated in a way that — with him turned around — we had an unimpeded line of sight with each other. Before, he had just been the back of a head.

      He studied me with a quizzical grin, breaking the unspoken protocol of sitting respectfully and staring towards the auctioneer. He casually flung his paddle up like he was tossing a pair of dice in a back-alley bet, never shifting his gaze from mine.

      But his smile did stretch, seeming to challenge me.

      I felt my face flush with heat, but I was almost confident that nothing showed.

      Claire had gone very still beside me. We were still well under the hundred-thousand-dollar mark that Roland had anticipated I would have to pay if I played my cards right — maintaining my illusion of boredom and a lack of any real interest in the item. I held his gaze, feeling a sudden stubborn streak as I raised my paddle, and before I knew it, I spoke loud enough for all to hear.

      Because the room had gone deathly silent as soon as the green-eyed devil had bid.

      “One hundred thousand.” The words rolled off my tongue without conscious thought, and Claire flinched subtly.

      The man’s eyes sparkled at the sudden game. Exactly what I didn’t want.

      But a new face caught my attention. The hazel-eyed gentleman who had thought he knew me as his friend, Constance. “One hundred fifty thousand,” he said, raising his paddle. I turned back to the green-eyed man with a scowl, as if it were all his fault, but in reality, I knew it was mine. I had shown too much interest by suddenly bumping it up to six figures. The green-eyed devil arched a brow at me, as if encouraging me to beat the old man.

      “Two hundred,” I said boldly, and felt Claire’s fingers squeeze my thigh like a vise.

      “What are you doing?” she hissed under her breath.

      “Winning,” I said, not turning to look at her.

      “Quarter of a million,” the green-eyed man grinned, looking very interested in the unexpected game he saw before him. I deflated, thinking furiously. I knew I could hit that amount, but that was already much higher than Roland had anticipated, and I didn’t want to draw ire by bidding higher than I knew I could afford. Roland had been adamant that we could cover it, but he hadn’t shared a number with me, and I wasn’t about to make the church look a fool by suddenly writing a check they couldn’t — or wouldn’t — cash.

      And my mind suddenly came to an entirely different conclusion. This man was only bidding because I seemed interested, almost as if bragging to get my attention. Okay. Time to teach the prick a lesson. This was something I could do. Familiar. Not fangs and claw, but manipulating another person. I sighed openly, and flashed him a guilty smile, feigning defeat.

      He studied me thoughtfully, smile slowly fading as he realized that his brief game was now concluding. He finally turned back to the auctioneer with a casual shrug. I waited until the auctioneer began to open his mouth, and with perfect timing, I spoke loudly, feeling excited as I changed the rules of the game, changed the game itself.

      “Three hundred,” I said, my tone laced with desperation.

      He whipped around so fast I thought he was in danger of falling out of his chair. I batted my eyelashes at him and shrugged.

      His interest was definitely ignited now, and a faint smile crept back onto his face, seeing that the game might not yet be over. But that was okay. He didn’t know I had changed the rules of the game. I was going to bleed this arrogant asshole. The room was as silent as a tomb now, the auctioneer looking both delighted and surprised.

      “Five hundred,” the man said, watching me.

      I didn’t have to fake my response at that, eyebrows climbing up my forehead. I let out an obvious sigh of defeat this time. He really didn’t like to lose. A perfect mark. Then I turned to Claire, shaking my head with a tight-lipped frown. It was so silent that I heard the man grunt this time as he turned back to the front.

      But he hadn’t learned well.

      “Seven hundred,” I said in a casual tone, waiting until he was fully facing the front again.

      Stunned grunts echoed throughout the room, especially from the older man who had quickly dropped out after his single bid. He was openly staring at me now, muttering under his breath, but aside from a quick glance, I turned back to the green-eyed man.

      “You sure you can play this game?” his cool voice was softly spoken, but full of confidence, as if it was bred in his bones.

      I turned to the auctioneer, showing him my paddle number. I hoped I was flush enough, or I was about to become the laughing stock of the city. He consulted a tablet before him, and his face paled considerably. He looked back up at me with a slight frown as if both confused and thoughtful, but then he gave the green-eyed man a single nod. The man blinked, then turned back to me. “One million,” he growled, and he said it like he was slamming the gates of hell closed.

      This time, I didn’t even react. I just stared at him. But he wasn’t about to turn around again. I felt the angry stares on me, but also some very approving stares. This man wasn’t loved here, and they liked the fact that someone was bleeding him. He continued staring at me as the auctioneer asked in a nervous voice if there was a higher bid. No one replied. I kept my face utterly neutral, uncaring, staring into those deep green eyes. I think I was still smiling though, but it wasn’t in my eyes. And the man could see that. He stared at me, uncaring about the item any longer, as if transfixed only by me, trying to categorize me.

      “Sold,” the auctioneer said in a shaking voice. The green-eyed man continued watching me for a time, but seeing no reaction on my face, finally turned back around. The auctioneer continued after a deep breath. “We will take a brief break to refill drinks, as the next several items are open only to those with the right marking. A lavender oval on the bottom of your paddle.”

      Several glanced down at their paddles with frowns, not having realized the items they had been holding out for were part of a VIP auction afterwards, likely assuming all the items on the stage would be available to them. But then again, those who had the appropriate marking likely hadn’t needed to be told. Roland hadn’t mentioned this, but seeing as how my item had already gone up for auction, he must have known it wouldn’t have gone to the VIP bidding. But this meant Roland had very deep pockets. Or the church did, because I had the required marking — as did the green-eyed man.

      But my game was only just beginning, even if he didn’t yet know it. Allowing your mark to think they had won was part of the process. I stood, needlessly straightened my dress, and held out a hand for Claire, who looked weak in the knees and pale in the face. We exited with the rest of the crowd, and I felt their eyes latching onto my paddle, acknowledging the marking with disgusted scowls. Unsurprisingly, it was the same people who had shot me the most arrogant looks earlier.

      Evidently, they weren’t pleased to learn that the young woman who they had openly dismissed had deeper pockets. I smiled politely — not smugly — at each one, and exited, heading straight for the bar. I knew he would come to me there.

      Claire followed, desperately trying to keep her mouth shut by the looks of it.

      “What were you doing?” she finally whispered in a low tone.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but a familiar voice spoke behind me. “I was wondering the same thing.”

      I turned to see the green-eyed man studying me curiously with his relentless gaze. Not rude, but commanding. A reporter hung patiently behind him, waiting for an opportunity to speak with him. I smiled back. “Just wanted to see how badly you wanted a foot-long.”

      His lips tightened, and Claire coughed, trying to mask her sudden laughter. I continued to stare at the man, and a slow smile began to creep across his face. “Witty and pretty,” he murmured as if to himself, but loud enough for me to hear.

      I noticed a slight commotion a dozen or so paces away. I turned my neck, frowning at the odd sight, because up until now everyone had been very composed. It was the older gentleman, but I couldn’t see who he was talking to. I did see he had a fistful of another man’s suit, veins prominent on his fist. “I see you, demo—”

      Then the older gentleman erupted in flames. I gasped, jumping back a step, dropping my hands instinctively, realizing too late that I held my magical escrimas for all to see. But thankfully, no one paid a lick of attention to me, they were all too busy screaming and running from the burning man.

      But the green-eyed man — who had also been staring in stunned disbelief at the burning man — suddenly flinched, his eyes flicking down to my fists, equally shocked.
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      Shit. He had seen me do magic. Or he was wondering where I had hidden forearm length cattle prods under my dress. But I knew better. He knew.

      I couldn’t think of a reliable way to deter a Regular from what he had seen from only a pace away. An animalistic roar erupted on the other side of the room, and I saw a body fly from that direction, clipping the chandelier with its head on the way, and then crashing limply on top of the piano. Everyone was screaming now. Claire was dancing from foot to foot, terrified of the madness, but fearing to leave my side, trusting I could keep her safe. But I was distracted by the green-eyed man. He looked… anticipatory as he stared after the roar.

      He shot me a withering look. “Hope you know how to handle those foot-longs,” he muttered, and then he turned, bumping right into the reporter, who looked shocked at the carnage. “Run, woman!” he gripped her by the shoulders, gently shoving her towards the exit. She complied, glancing over her shoulder one last time before fleeing. Then the green-eyed man was running. But not with the crowd and the reporter. He was running towards the echoing roar, and the sudden shrieks and heavy thumps of flesh striking flesh that accompanied it.

      My nightmare began to whisper in my ears, but I squashed it with effort. I didn’t have time to be scared. Claire was in danger. Hell, I was in danger. So were all these innocents.

      The crowd was almost entirely gone now, bounding up the steps that led back outside, leaving me clear to finally see the source of the roaring sound. I blinked, brain short-circuiting.

      A fucking ten-foot-tall brown grizzly bear was fighting one of the werewolf-like creatures I had encountered with Roland. The wolf yelped as the massive bear claw sliced into his shoulder, sending him sliding into the discarded pile of instruments that had been abandoned when the musicians fled.

      Out of nowhere, a pale man flew from a shadowed hallway to land on the bear’s back, biting down into the thick fur of his neck. And then I saw the green-eyed man, and I stilled, speechless. He was holding twin coils in his fist, like ropes, but made of pure energy. Magic. Just like my sticks. One looked to be fire, the other ice, and he was… laughing. He was a wizard, too?

      Claire was urgently tugging at my sleeve, trying to drag me away from the chaos. I met her terrified eyes and pointed behind the bar. “Hide.” Whatever was going on might give me an opportunity. An opportune distraction.

      “What? Let’s get out of—Callie, wait!” she hissed as I jogged closer to the green-eyed man. He was a wizard. Like me. And whatever was going on, there was only two of our kind and three other flavors of Freak. And that wizard had won the piece of the spear. I needed to keep him alive.

      So that I could steal it from him later.

      The bear casually threw off the creature worrying at his neck, sending him clear across the room towards the piano, and then locked eyes on the green-eyed Indiana Jones wizard. “Nate Temple…” it snarled, looking as if it had bitten something unpleasant. “This is not your concern.”

      Nate Temple… Master Temple? That was who the green-eyed man was? Although I recognized the name, I still couldn’t place where I had heard it before.

      Temple shrugged. “Sometimes an animal just needs to be put down.” I could hear amusement in his tone, as if he were back in the auction room, not facing a giant talking werebear. In the middle of Kansas City. In an old theater.

      I calmly stepped up beside him, and the bear shifted his eyes to me in surprise. “And who are you, little girl?”

      I swallowed nervously, trying to bite down my fear. “I hear bear jerky is all the rage. Never had the chance to try it, though. Must be my lucky night.” I was surprised to hear my voice had no tremor.

      Temple chuckled, as if hearing a small child make an impressively ridiculous boast. Then he took a step to stand between us. “Probably not the best practice dummy to learn on,” he said to me. “I’ve got this.”

      My nightmare pressed against me, forcing its way to the forefront of my mind, and I struggled against it. The bear snarled at the two of us, but more so at Temple. “I will suck the marrow—”

      “Suck on this, ass-clown.” And Temple lashed out with his whips, scouring the bear across both cheeks with them. The bear howled as he shook his snout, blood and burnt fur marring his face, but he managed to lunge towards Temple. And me.

      I brought up my sticks, but they were suddenly longer, like spears — as if my subconscious mind realized that I didn’t want to get too close to the killing machine. Making my sticks longer didn’t increase the weight. They still felt feather-light in my palms.

      But I remained frozen in place, battling the nightmare, hands shaking with terror. Rain. Darkness. A massive door slowly opening before me…

      Temple flicked his gaze my way, frowned, and then I was suddenly sliding across the floor on my ass, my dress tearing at the sudden motion. Even though I squawked in surprise, I noticed that it hadn’t been an attack, because his blast had gently knocked me on my rear, and then scooted me across the marble floor. I slowed to a stop near the bar, and was cursing under my breath. The swift maneuver had shocked me so much that my nightmare shifted to a faint hum, overclouded by anger. I scrambled to return to the fight when I heard a shriek behind me.

      I whirled, bringing up my spears, ignoring the roars, crashing, and sounds of destruction behind me. I came face to face with the pale man the bear had tossed across the room, the one who had been gnawing on his neck. He was standing behind Claire, somehow none the worse for wear, and gripping her by the throat. Long black claws extended from his fingers to press against her thin flesh, an ounce of pressure away from opening a vein. I slowly lowered my spears, not wanting to startle him. His resulting smile was chilly, revealing a long set of canines. Vampire.

      I had never actually seen one up close before. I had seen a lot of shifters, but vampires had never really been a topic with Roland. Either because they weren’t a big problem here or because he dealt with them before they had a chance to cross my studies. He had told me that someone had come to town a few months ago to shut down the ruling faction, but he hadn’t spared many details beyond that. It had been the same time that a concert had caused much attention in the news. Some kind of terrorist attack or something. For some reason, something about that event tugged at me, but I forcefully banished the thought.

      “There’s a good girl,” the vampire cooed, as if to calm a nervous dog.

      I carefully controlled my breathing, unsure if I was fast enough to stop him before he opened Claire’s neck. I was quickly coming to the realization that I would have to kill someone for the first time in my life. The fact that he was a monster didn’t make a difference to me. I would still be taking a life. Or Claire would lose hers. Or I would lose mine. But someone was likely going to die, no matter how much it made me want to empty my stomach. I had practiced for many years, and was very good at fighting, but that had been practice. No real danger. One wrong move here could get someone killed. Would get someone killed.

      “Get rid of them,” the vampire warned, careful to keep himself hidden behind Claire. Her eyes were wide with horror, and she was panting, standing on her toes as if that would save her. She wasn’t wearing her shoes any longer. The vampire was much taller than her, so he had to crouch down to stay protected. I released my spears, not able to force myself to do anything heroic. Because if I didn’t move fast enough, Claire would die. And I didn’t have the mentality to just take a life. I would hesitate. Falter at the last second. I just knew it. Or I would miss with my attack and accidentally kill her myself. Why did I agree to come here? I’m not ready!

      Just then, I noticed a pair of eyes skulking up behind the unsuspecting vampire, staring from me to his back, licking his lips. He was still a good distance away, but he was stealthy, and drawing closer. I risked a closer look as the vampire averted his eyes from me for a moment. The wolf was the same shifter I had seen last night. He had the same notch in his right ear, and scar on his muzzle. The one that got away. The one who had likely returned to the storage unit to take the piece of the spear. An enemy. He snarled silently as he settled eyes on me, and his intent shot towards the unsuspecting vampire, as if granting me a silent truce. Even though he obviously hated to make the choice. He didn’t want a taste of my sticks, especially with me forewarned. He had seen what they could do with his friend. He would go after the easier meat, his gaze said.

      All this happened in the blink of an eye. I could still hear the sounds of battle behind me, but it sounded distant, as if they had moved into a different room, or one of them was fleeing.

      Either way, I was alone, and Claire was hostage, and I couldn’t be certain the wolf wouldn’t exact his revenge on me, or kill all three of us.
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      The vampire grinned at me, pushing Claire ahead of him as he made to walk past me, aiming for the auction room. And I suddenly realized that in the chaos, it was likely no one had remained behind to guard the items from the auction. The piece of the spear. I held my hands up, backing away from the vampire, but angling myself to slowly put myself between him and the auction room, as if I thought he had intended to take us both prisoner.

      To add to this illusion, I stopped masking my fears, which wasn’t difficult. “Please, just don’t hurt us… You can take us until you get what you want, but we aren’t even supposed to be here. I’m just a student!” I continued ambling backwards, flicking terrified eyes about the room, even letting myself stumble once I hit the steps, and letting out a startled sob as I made sure to break my heel in the process.

      He took the bait, grinning hungrily, sensing weakened prey. “Keep going,” he hissed, sounding more confident now, and eager to get two for the price of one.

      I nodded quickly. “Our Master will be furious when he finds out we’re here,” I pressed with a genuine sob — not at my lie, but at my true fear that Claire was going to die. She was sobbing openly, supported only by the vampire’s grip on her shoulder, now. Better than her neck.

      It’s okay, Claire, I encouraged in my mind, trying to let her hear me through my eyes. But I didn’t dare let my face show anything but fear for the vampire. She didn’t get it, though, judging by the wild look to her eyes, pure terror. My act was too good.

      We were almost at the doors to the auction room. The wolf was less than ten feet behind the vampire, creeping up the steps, but now almost out of my sight as I had angled myself to keep the vampire between us. I saw only his bushy tail flicking slowly back and forth as he stalked closer, careful not to let his claws betray him. One click of those claws and the vampire would hear, because vampires had incredible hearing.

      “Master?” the vampire asked distractedly, eyes focused over my shoulder through the doors at the top of the stairs to make sure he wasn’t heading into an ambush.

      I nodded eagerly. “Yes.”

      “Who is your master, my sweet?”

      “Master Temple,” I whispered, pointedly jerking my gaze to his right as I let out a squeal.

      He gasped, jerking his head to look as he released Claire. I lashed out with a coil of air to snatch Claire’s ankle and yank her behind me into the auction room. She screamed as she slid by me in a tangle of limbs, but bruises would fade. Death was permanent. She crashed into something, but I didn’t dare risk a look.

      The vampire whirled back to face me with a snarl of fury, but he missed one minor detail. The wolf, sailing at his back, both monsters at the top of the stairs, now. My distraction, and the angle I had guided him to had been silently coordinated to benefit the wolf, like a true member of his pack.

      Right before he hit, the vampire spun, some sixth sense notifying him, but he was too late. Not wanting to risk the winner coming after us, I clapped my hands together the way Roland had shown me. A glowing cross of pure light erupted before me, the size of my palm. Less than a heartbeat later, it screamed through the air, wailing as it doubled, trebled, and quadrupled in size as it gained speed.

      The wolf hit the vampire in the shoulder, fangs sinking deep.

      The vampire shoved his hand into the wolf’s belly, claws sinking deep into furred flesh.

      And my little cross struck them both.

      The acrid scent of burned flesh and hair filled the air as they both screamed, flying across the room to hammer into the stairs on the opposite side of the atrium, and then tumble up the steps with grunts of pain before they disappeared through the open door leading to the main lobby.

      I didn’t wait to see if either had survived. I kicked off my broken shoes and burst through the doorway on bare feet. Claire was on all fours, shaking her head amidst a tumbled mass of knocked over chairs at the back of the auction room. I used magic to yank her to her feet and support her, checking for injury. She mumbled she was fine, but I could feel the terror still pulsing off of her. I supported her weight, leading us both to the stage at the far end of the room, scanning the treasured items warily, but keeping my eyes to the shadows, hoping no one else was here. I needed that spear.

      A yellow fog slowly drifted across the stage, almost like a malfunctioning smoke machine, but a sudden scent of rotten eggs filled the air, pulling my attention away from the broken theatrical equipment. What was that smell? Was there some other monster here? I flicked my gaze about, even checking behind us as I struggled to support Claire, walking faster now. I saw nothing, but noticed that the roars of fighting had died down. Temple and the bear must be gone.

      I turned back to the stage and halted with a gasp. The yellow fog was much thicker now, and had materialized into a humanoid shape directly in front of the spear.

      I called up my magic on instinct, and then hurled one of my energy spears. Claire squeaked, startled at my sudden attack.

      As if alerted by Claire’s sound, the smoky apparition shifted slightly to the right, its legs not moving, merely leaning its body. An arm darted out to catch my spear, and I felt my stomach cramp in instant pain. The yellow-smoke figure slowly turned to face me, eyes white pits of fire, and mouth a void of darkness. It blinked, which looked odd, eyes simply disappearing for a moment, and the shifting smoke seemed to freeze for a heartbeat, unmoving. Then it began to shift and undulate freely, mouth stretching into a smile. In its other hand, it held the spear piece. My spear should have popped out of existence by now, but it continued to crackle in its fist, as if trying to shock the being holding it. But nothing happened, other than waves of pain crashing through me.

      Though I was gasping, my stomach cramping in agony, I refused to turn away, willing to do whatever I could to protect Claire, if only for a few more moments, even if it meant using my body as a shield. As I stared through tear-filled eyes, I couldn’t tell whether the creature was a man or woman, because it was made of the shifting yellow fog. But twin pinpoints of light flared like tiny suns where nipples would have been, and long hair flowed over its shoulders. Its lower body grew indistinct, just a thicker cloud of the yellow fog below the waist.

      It smiled at me, then squeezed the fist holding my stick. I collapsed, every bone in my body suddenly aching with a pain similar to banging a shin against a table, but it happened in every fiber of my body, simultaneously.

      Claire had fallen with me, no longer supported. As I lay in the middle of the aisle, I managed to swivel my head enough to see the Demon take a step towards us. His next step would carry him off the stage, and a few steps after that would mark our deaths.

      “Hey! Quit grasping my shaft like that,” a bold voice called out from behind me.

      Temple. I recognized his voice. I felt a change in his magic, but without turning to look, I couldn’t tell what it was, and I didn’t dare turn away from the smoky apparition. What I thought to be Nate’s whips hammered into the floor with the ominous, steady drumbeat of a taunt, and it was coming closer. The creature roared defiantly at Temple, but took a step back.

      “Don’t want to play?” Temple chuckled as he drew closer, still cracking his whips in that consistent beat. I could feel the floor shaking with it, and the smell of singed carpet mixed with the nauseating rotten eggs smell.

      The creature snarled, jaws opening wider, and fiery wings exploded out from its back, easily a dozen feet long each, liquid fire dripping from the blazing feathers, burning into the floor of the stage. Then it fled, the thicker cloud below it suddenly carrying it into the wings of the theater.

      Temple cursed, rushing up beside us. “You okay?” he asked, suddenly staring down at me. His eyes flicked from Claire to me quickly, then off to where the creature had fled.

      “Yes,” I whispered, the pain racking me was slowly fading as the Demon drew further away.

      “Okay. Good. Was that you who took care of the other two?” he asked, sounding impressed, even if still glancing back to the stage every second or two. His eyes danced with a wild lust for pursuit. I mumbled a yes, relieved to see Claire breathing deeply, climbing to her knees beside me. “Well done. Sit tight. The bear fled, so you’re safe. I’ll be right back. Don’t leave. I want to make sure the Demon actually left.”

      I could tell that he was torn between going after the creature and staying here, but the fact that so many monsters had so blatantly revealed themselves let him know that his purchase was a lot more important than he had initially thought. After a moment of inner struggle, he left.

      I crawled to all fours, ignoring the pain like Roland had taught me, and tugged Claire the rest of the way to her feet. She had mostly recovered, at least enough to walk. She was still scared, but no longer physically restricted.

      “What are you doing? He told us to wait.”

      “Yeah. I don’t feel like doing that. We’re leaving. Now. I don’t know Temple, and we need to go tell Roland what happened. Maybe he’ll know what to do.”

      Claire studied the look in my eyes for a moment, shivered, and then nodded. Ready to flee, I hesitated at a sudden thought, and slowly turned. Then I dashed up to the stage, and grabbed an item, clutching it to my side. Claire simply shook her head, motioning for me to hurry.

      I didn’t bother with trying to find our jackets. One, because I didn’t want to waste time, but two, because I had left them under the name Church, so I had no fear of the police tracking us down later. We made quick time getting out of the building and to the street, seeing none of the monsters from earlier, but several injured people in torn evening wear huddled against the walls, sobbing and whimpering. Some of the bodies were motionless, severely injured or unconscious. I didn’t look too closely at them, assuming some were likely dead. Sirens blared nearby, no doubt on their way here. Dozens of people stood in the wet streets, staring at the theater in disbelief. Some even in clothes that implied they had been there, but most were the usual foot traffic asking the obvious attendees what the hell had happened. The reporter Nate had pushed was staring at the entrance, as if in shock. Her eyes locked onto us, recognizing us.

      Rather than being scooped up into an interview, I turned right to walk down the sidewalk. I guided Claire down the first alley, and we weakly jogged a couple streets over where Claire had parked her car. No one followed us. The black Jetta was like a breath of fresh air, and I realized I had been fearing to find monsters waiting for us, or cops wanting to ask questions. But, of course, no one knew us from Adam, and no one driving a Jetta could have afforded to go to the auction. Moments later, we were inside the car, Claire shivering in the passenger seat, staring ahead with dead eyes as tears streaked down her face. I hoped she was okay, but I couldn’t worry about her right now. I had to get us to safety first.

      My first day working for the church had been a failure.
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      Roland listened in disbelief as I told him about the auction. Claire sat on the couch behind us, rubbing her neck where the vampire had grabbed her, eyes very distant, and she was shivering. I didn’t blame her. It would probably bruise, but the memory alone would be enough for her to shrink in on herself for a good long while. She had done better than she believed, and seeing her strength had allowed me to become stronger, gaining a foothold on my own fears.

      Roland had laughed out loud as I reached the part about my ruthless bidding tactics. He hadn’t been very pleased that Temple outbid me, but hadn’t seemed too surprised to hear that someone had, either. Almost as if to say it had been worth a shot. But the laughter ceased at hearing of the events following the bidding.

      “Who has the relic now?” he asked, snapping me back into the moment. The item I had taken from the stage sat on his lap.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. Either that fire creature or Temple. I didn’t stick around to find out.” I discreetly pointed a thumb at Claire where she wouldn’t notice, and Roland nodded. But I felt guilty doing it, as if encouraging him to believe I would have stayed otherwise. Because that wasn’t true. I had been terrified. Just as terrified as Claire.

      “Even without her, you did right to run. I…” his eyes grew inward, thinking silent thoughts. “I didn’t anticipate an Agent of Hell or another wizard. Although I’m not surprised to hear it. I should have gone with you.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And died. That would have been so helpful.”

      He pinned me to my chair with a look, and although it was intimidating, he knew I was right. Still, I didn’t move from my chair.

      Then the rest of his words hit me. “Wait, an Agent of Hell?” I asked in a low hiss, my scalp tingling with anxiety. “The smoke thing was a Demon?”

      He nodded, face grim. “I shouldn’t have sent you into that. I thought—”

      “That I wouldn’t fuck up so badly,” I finished for him.

      He didn’t even blink at my curse. “No. Even I would have been ill prepared for such a night.”

      I frowned, wondering if he was lying to make me feel better, but thinking back on the night, I reconsidered. Perhaps he was being truthful. It had been one hell of a turnout, so to speak.

      “This man who thought he knew you. He was the first killed?”

      I nodded, feeling sick to my stomach. “He seemed to know the murderer. He was accusing him of something right before everything went to he—” I amended my words, “sideways.” Roland nodded, thinking as he scratched his chin, and then grimacing as he subconsciously tried to shift his leg under the blankets. He wasn’t a man to sit still for long periods.

      Claire had checked on him before zoning out, seeming to need the familiar routine actions to keep her from collapsing under her fright. His wounds were worse, almost as if infected. But after a few long minutes of study on a microscope that she pulled out of her bag, Claire had mumbled that something seemed to be holding back — even fighting — the infection. She had finally shrugged, saying she had done all that she could and that he needed his rest or he might lose the leg. Then she had stumbled over to the couch, and hadn’t spoken since.

      “A Demon,” I murmured, sipping a cup of tea in my hands. Roland grunted. “But how?” I continued, frustrated. “Shouldn’t Angels be taking care of stuff like that?”

      Roland met my eyes, watching me for a few moments, as if debating how much to tell me. He opened his mouth, but was interrupted as someone knocked on the door.

      Claire squeaked, tugging up a blanket around her knees, her hair spilling down around her shoulders at the sudden motion.

      I gave Roland a slow nod and climbed to my feet. “Who is it?” I called out, loud enough for them to hear me. It was late, and I wasn’t expecting visitors.

      “Nate Temple. But anyone who screws me out of a million dollars and then steals my book gets to call me Master,” he added with a mirthless chuckle.

      “Go away,” I said, glancing back at Roland, who was studying me curiously.

      “No,” he said, sounding amused at my response.

      I was about to threaten to call the cops when Roland spoke up. “Let him enter. I may not be able to stand, but Master Temple isn’t one to dismiss lightly…”

      I blinked at him in surprise. “You know him?”

      Roland was a few seconds in responding, and Temple knocked on the door, harder. “I’ve heard stories…” was all Roland said, staring at the door as if expecting Jesus or the Devil to walk through.

      I let out a frustrated sigh, not particularly eager about letting him in. Either he was going to yell at me for costing him money, or make fun of my attempt to hang out with grownups.

      But everyone had to pay the piper eventually. And I had taken the book as leverage against him in case he did manage to get the spear. I pulled the door open to see him standing there, holding a bottle of wine in one hand and a takeout bag in the other. I frowned at the items, and he smiled politely.

      “Thought we might have a bit to talk about,” he said, striding past me into the room. “Thief.”

      He stopped dead at seeing Roland, shoulders suddenly flexing beneath his now disheveled suit coat. “Another wizard,” he muttered under his breath. I couldn’t tell if he sounded angry, alarmed, or intrigued.

      The gleam in his eyes made me think of all those emotions, if that was possible.

      “As long as it’s good wine,” I said, snatching the bottle from his unsuspecting hands and striding into the kitchen. It was then that I realized I wore only a long tee, hanging below mid-thigh, but not suitable for entertaining guests. I was too used to being around Roland and Claire. I could strut around naked for all Roland would be aware of. He had long ago given up on domesticating me. Probably because he quickly learned that the more he pressed, the harder I pressed back. So, I could have danced around topless and his gaze never would have strayed lower than my chin. Claire, of course, was my childhood friend, and we had helped each other dress up for various events for decades. Like sisters.

      Still, I was suddenly glad Nate had brought wine.

      Because tonight promised to get interesting.
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      I had poured everyone a glass of wine, except for Roland. He got a juice box. Because I freaking loved juice boxes. The ones my parents used to give me as a kid when I was well-behaved. Being a responsible adult, I had seen no reason to discontinue the reward system.

      Bad day? Juice box.

      Great day? Juice box.

      Sad? Juice box.

      Happy? Juice box.

      Bored? Juice box.

      My reward system wasn’t very complicated.

      Roland didn’t appreciate my offer. He must have had a shitty childhood, never earning rewards. That, or his parents had told him juice boxes are from the devil. Understandably, that neglected child had grown up to become a Shepherd as a result. To save the world from demonic people like me. Who loved juice boxes.

      “I have a question before we get into the details, and you give me my book back,” Nate said.

      Roland nodded.

      “Did tonight’s events have something to do with you three or is it something I did?”

      Roland let out a frustrated sigh. “It is my fault. I—”

      “Thank god,” Nate interrupted, and then took a deep swallow of wine. His eyes tracked the room, then studied each of our faces as if cataloging what he saw. “This is what that feels like…” he murmured to himself, as if having a revelation of some kind.

      Claire cocked her head, squinting at his words.

      He noticed, and shot her a dazzling smile. “You looked particularly elegant tonight. And you didn’t run screaming when you saw monsters,” he added, tapping a lip. “Tough broad,” he complimented. I blinked. From elegant to broad. He needed to use some of his money to learn manners. He turned away from Claire to study Roland, not seeming aware of the reaction he had caused. Because Claire was grinning from ear to ear, idly wiping a loose strand of hair from her face. I lifted an eyebrow at her, silently chastising her. She quickly took a sip of her wine, hiding her embarrassment.

      I turned back to Temple, expecting to see a rogue grin, and wanting to let him know in no uncertain terms that I didn’t appreciate his candor. But he was still staring at Roland, idly swirling the wine in his glass. I opened my mouth to pepper him with questions, like where the hell the spear was, for starters.

      “Who are you guys?” he asked Roland.

      Roland looked to be debating how much to say. “I work for the church. Callie is my student.”

      Nate blinked. “The church?” Then he leaned back in his chair, crossing his legs as his other hand reached into his pocket. Roland tensed as if expecting a gun. Nate smiled. “Easy. Just a coin. Helps keep me focused. Grounded. Better than those lame fidget spinners.”

      Claire discreetly shoved the fidget spinner she had been playing with earlier under a pillow, and I bit back a grin.

      But Roland was staring at the coin with a suddenly very alarmed look on his face. Nate hesitated, a guarded mask abruptly slamming over his earlier smiles.

      “I don’t mean anyone here any harm,” Nate said, slowly sliding the coin back into his pocket, a deeply considering look on his face, as if surprised and concerned at Roland’s reaction.

      Roland slowly nodded, gaze burning a hole in Nate’s pocket.

      Looking from one man to the other, I realized I wasn’t going to get an answer if they continued their duel of unspoken conversations. “Did you get my stick?”

      Nate flinched, as if surprised to hear I was still in the room, which instantly rankled me. But then those eyes swiveled my way. I felt like I had been pinned to my chair by daggers. But I kept my body erect, hoping he didn’t realize the effect he had with that look. There was a touch of madness in those emerald eyes. Maybe not madness, but… danger. Recklessness. Finality. Something that made my hair want to stand up. I couldn’t quite pin it down, but I knew destruction followed in his footsteps. And judging by Roland’s reaction, he knew it, too, even if he thought so for different reasons. Whatever that coin had been had startled him.

      “No, I didn’t get the stick. The Demon took it.” He studied me. “What is it, really?”

      I deferred to Roland, waving a hand at him. “Ask him. I’m just a temp worker.”

      For some reason, that made Nate burst out in laughter. “You and me both, kid.”

      Roland ignored Nate’s outburst, likely disappointed in my words. I don’t know why, but Nate’s comment hadn’t offended me like it should have. Maybe it was his tone. It had sounded more like he had heard an inside joke. “Go ahead, Gandalf. Tell me what you will, and I’ll tell you if I’ll help. Either way, I am leaving with the book I paid for,” he added, smirking my way.

      I thought I saw Roland mouth the word Rider as Nate took another drink of his wine, but he was too far away for me to hear, and I was crap at reading lips. Claire and I had tried doing that together when in school, and quickly seeing how terrible I was at it, she had refused to communicate with me at all until I agreed. Handwritten notes became our go to after that.

      “One hears a lot about you, Temple…” Roland began in a conversational tone.

      Nate waved a hand dismissively. “We’re not here about me. We’re here about your stick. The one Callie, here, made me overpay for,” he turned to me with an intense look, but I couldn’t tell if it was anger or acknowledgment of a well-delivered blow, “and that I didn’t actually take possession of. Then she stole my book.” He casually pointed at Roland’s lap.

      Roland nodded, resting his hand on the book possessively. “The… stick is dangerous. I am a Shepherd for the Vatican.” No reaction from Nate. “I intended to get the stick and hand it over to them so they could lock it away where none could reach it.”

      Nate blinked, and I noticed what seemed like a look of startled relief in his eyes as I studied the profile of his face. As if sensing my attention, he turned to me, frowning further. Then he glanced back at Claire, who lifted up her hands in surrender. “I’m just being a good friend. Trying to keep him alive.”

      Nate turned back to Roland, then took in the items on the night stand beside his bed. “You’re dying?”

      Roland grimaced. “She’s being dramatic. Just a scratch.” Claire sniffed angrily, and Roland’s eyes tightened. “Maybe more than a scratch, but all will be well in time.”

      Nate tapped his lips thoughtfully, as if debating something. “I have a… friend who might be able to fix you up,” he finally offered, coming to some inner decision.

      I suddenly grew very excited. “That would be great. Then you can get back to this on your own, Roland. I’m in way over my head, if you can’t tell—”

      “Thank you, but no,” he told Nate, ignoring me.

      I stared at him, my mouth hanging open. “What? Why the hell not?” I blurted.

      “No offense,” Roland said, looking at Nate, “but I don’t know you well enough to accept that kind of a gift.”

      Nate shrugged, not pressing the issue, but seeming to understand why Roland reacted the way he had. “Offer is there. No obligation, repayment, or oath. A gift. Truly.”

      Roland shook his head slowly. “Again, no thank you… Master Temple.”

      Nate leaned back in his chair. “Right. You have a problem with a stick. A Demon likely has it, but some kind of mutant werewolf, a vampire, and a freaking werebear tried to get it. Oh, and don’t forget the Nephilim.”

      I jumped to my feet. “What?” I shouted.

      Nate nodded, studying Roland with a frown. “The first one to die tonight. Offspring of an Angel and a human. I never saw his murderer, but I know a Nephilim when I see one.”

      Roland sighed with regret, but I thought I heard him mouth you would know, under his breath. Nate’s attention snapped to Roland, and he nodded agreement.

      “The one who called me Constance?” I asked, more to myself than anyone in the room, because I couldn’t wrap my head around any of this.

      Nate nodded. “A lot of people want your stick. You’re injured. You’re a doctor. And you’re a thieving wizard in training.” He said none of this harshly, simply stating facts as he pointed to each of us. “It sure looks like you could use a hand.” He stood to leave. “Enjoy the food. Drink my wine. Discuss. If you want my help, call me.” The arrogance was so casual that I felt blood begin to pound in my ears this time, even though I could tell he wasn’t consciously trying to be rude. Confidence just oozed form his pores. “I’ll tell you a secret. I’ve heard rumors about a stick in town. I came here to see if they were true. Until Callie bumped up the price, I wasn’t going to play the game. But her clever bidding attracted my… attention,” he added, smiling lightly at her. “I was just going to lock it away where none could get at it. Seeing as how that’s your goal, too, maybe we could work together. But with you injured, and you in training, I’d like a more involved role. I don’t like taking orders, especially not from someone working for someone else.” He tossed a card on the table. “Call me if you want.” Then he chuckled to himself. “Maybe even if you don’t. Oh, and you can deliver the book to my hotel. Address is on the card.”

      Then he was walking away. As he passed Claire, he winked at her. “Nice fidget spinner,” he whispered loud enough for everyone to hear, and then he was closing the door behind him, whistling softly.
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      We spent a great deal of time talking. Who were the confirmed interested parties? Why were they interested? How did anyone, or everyone, seem to know about the spear? Why did they want it? Who was working for whom? And could we trust Nate Temple?

      “I don’t like repeating myself,” Roland grumbled. “I cannot aid you yet.” He shot a scowl at Claire as if it were her fault, but she just folded her arms and let out another sniff, which was becoming common. Nate’s whirlwind arrival had done more to break her out of her troubles than anything I had done, which was frustrating. She seemed to have newfound confidence, eager for me to work with him.

      Roland continued. “Temple is our best bet, for now. Even though it boils my blood to admit it. You will need help. Without the piece from the auction, at least we can get the other two. We must keep them away from each other. We can’t allow the three to reunite. For good or evil. Disaster lies in every direction, even if a squadron of Angels wanted to use it…” he added as an afterthought.

      I opened my mouth to argue, especially hearing that Angels could enter the game, ready to restate that this was way more than I should be helping with, but Claire cut in. “Temple is very well known. I didn’t know he was a wizard, but learning that, it seems to connect a lot of the bizarre stories and rumors surrounding him. He must have contacts that can help. Even though this isn’t his city. And I think he’s telling the truth,” she said the last softly.

      As much as it pained me to admit, I agreed, despite him likely being an asshole of the highest rank.

      But a small, insistent part of me latched onto a different thought. He was a wizard, and apparently, a very powerful one. I had felt his strength, and seen him take on a werebear without breaking a sweat. Then, he had chased the Demon. It took brass balls to do something like that.

      And Roland was nervous around him. Around that coin of his, especially.

      Spending time around Nate could teach me a lot of things. Maybe even give me the chance to build my own confidence without all the religious rules Roland demanded. If even a fraction of his arrogance rubbed off on me, I would have enough to rival any Hollywood celebrity. The thought made me smile. This wasn’t something I was going to say out loud in front of Roland. But I was eager to see what I could learn from him — both magically, and to help me overcome my fears. The persistent nightmare that struck me whenever the consequences were real.

      Generally, confidence wasn’t a problem for me, but when it came to the real world fighting I had seen lately, I knew I had held myself back because of my fear. Uncertainty gripped me, even though it was irrational. Maybe Nate could help me overcome that.

      “There is no hope for it but to go to the wolves.” Roland had made some phone calls, and had found nothing beneficial about the other two pieces of the spear. But we knew the wolves had snuck back to the storage unit to pick up the one we tried to get last night. I almost hoped I hadn’t killed the one from the auction, because right now, he was my only lead. “Vampires, the wolves, the bear, and Nephilim. They were all at the auction, so all are suspect, even though I have no confirmation any of them have a piece. You must check. We can’t eliminate anyone as a suspect until we know for certain.” He studied me. “Are you ready for the task?”

      I hesitated. Was I terrified? Yes. Taking on the wolves was one thing, and in a direct confrontation, I thought I would be fine, but stealing from them? Pestering the other monsters? That was an act of war.

      “I… would like to think on it.”

      Roland watched me. As did Claire. “Don’t think too long, girl,” he said not unkindly, but with a very serious look on his face.

      I nodded, and headed to my room. I needed to get some sleep. Perhaps I would have an answer when I woke.
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      I stretched my legs in the parking lot of my apartment. I had woken earlier than I thought I would, and wanted to burn off some steam. I did a few jumping jacks to warm up, and then checked my phone. I had a missed call from an unknown number, but shrugged it off. Telemarketers had gotten my number a few weeks back, and it was almost a daily occurrence now. I slipped the phone into my armband, and began to jog. The church was only about fifteen minutes away by a light jog, and then I could say good morning to Father David, letting him know I was heading downstairs to train, and give him an update on Roland.

      I worked out religiously, using it as a form of meditation, and after the past two nights, I needed some fucking tranquility, dammit.

      I didn’t sprint or try to set any records, I just moved, stretching out my strides in a steady pace, appreciating the burn, and knowing that someday soon, working out would become a requirement to maintain my body. Not yet, but I didn’t want to be caught by surprise.

      I decided I would take an hour to see my dad today. It had been a week, and he always seemed to make me feel better. Grounding my anxiety.

      I let my mind wander, breathing deeply. My nightmare. I had beaten it, kind of. It had still almost gotten me killed, but seeing Claire’s resolve, and then her in very real danger had silenced it. For the most part. Which was a huge accomplishment.

      But thinking of my dad and the nightmare together brought back memories. He and my mom were — indirectly, of course — the reason I had the nightmares. Which made them sound like bad people, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Terry and Sarah Penrose were some of the kindest people I had ever met.

      Remembering how focusing on my nightmare seemed to have helped me gain some self-control, I decided to try the same here, going back to the source of the nightmare itself. A jog would be the perfect time to do so, as I would be completely uninterrupted for the next fifteen minutes or so.

      I grew up much as any middle-class American girl. Small neighborhood. Outskirts of the big city. Parents who worked hard but didn’t make a ton. And kids behind every door on my street.

      That’s how I first met Claire.

      She had been a neighbor and we had fast become friends at a very young age, getting into all sorts of trouble together over the following years. But when I was ten-years-old, my life had taken a turn… I remembered it now in full detail.

      Claire and I were playing on the swings in her back yard. Her mom came out with a small tray of sandwiches and a smile — only to tease Claire with a small piece of paper in her other hand. A baby picture.

      She had been pudgy, rosy cheeked, and looked like a little old man. I thought to myself — as they laughed back and forth — that I had never seen a picture like that before. Of me, as a baby.

      I asked my parents about it that evening. They turned to each other, smiles still plastered on their faces, but their eyes didn’t smile. I began to wonder if I had done something wrong with my chores. But that wasn’t the case. They wrapped me up in blankets, hugs, kisses, and carried me into the living room.

      After two cups of hot chocolate brimming with marshmallows, they finally stopped stalling, and told me a story. They had adopted me.

      For years and years, they had tried to have a baby, but had been unsuccessful. They then tried adoption agency after adoption agency, even hitting up churches in their area, to see if anyone knew an affordable way for them to adopt.

      But none of the answers helped them.

      It was too expensive. My parents needed to take all three siblings or none — when they barely had enough money for one baby. Teenaged foster children that had gone through very challenging struggles, and needed one of my parents to stay home to watch over and supervise. But my parents couldn’t afford that reduction in income.

      And they wanted a baby.

      After years of trying, they gave up.

      More than a year went by, when one day, a man from one of the churches they had approached called to ask if they were still interested or if they had found another solution. My parents hadn’t held out much hope, but agreed to at least go to the church.

      Abundant Angel Catholic Church.

      That was when they met Father David — the same man that now worked with Roland. But Roland wasn’t in the picture yet. That would come years later…

      Father David told them a story, about finding me on the steps of their church in a rainstorm a few weeks prior. He had opened the door, found me there, and immediately took me in, making sure I was healthy while he worked out the legalities of what he needed to do.

      The Vatican helped him take guardianship of me while he searched out potential parents.

      And purely by happenstance, my parents had been near the top of the list, and the people ahead of them had already found other solutions. If they said no, he had arrangements to send me to an orphanage in Utah, of all places. So, Terry and Sarah Penrose became parents to a very young, white-haired toddler. And they had never looked back. Because there was nothing to look back on. No one had ever found an explanation for my appearance, but it was assumed that I was the progeny of a prostitute, or a druggie, or any number of sad stories.

      But I was healthy with a bubbling temperament, and that’s all the Penrose’s cared about.

      That night was the first time I had my nightmare, reimagining the things I had been told, but in a much darker light. Usually with shadows slipping through the darkness, or laughter behind me, or a sense of my biological mother being relieved as soon as she sat me down on the steps and banged on the door to the church.

      Typical childhood fancy. Make something worse than what it was, when in fact, I had absolutely nothing to complain about. Terry and Sarah Penrose had been the best of parents. Not rich in coin, but what they lacked in deposit accounts at a bank, they made up for with their savings accounts.

      Because for years and years, they had been investing a little bit of love into an imaginary savings account in their hearts, waiting for the day that they could give that savings account to their baby, even though they had long ago given up hope.

      To be honest, I now considered myself to be the luckiest girl in the world. And to hell with my shitty past. Never had parents loved a child more than they loved me, and if they hadn’t told me, I never would have known. I wouldn’t have believed it if anyone else had told me.

      That’s how much love they had in their savings accounts.

      But… the fear still gripped me. Why had my biological mother given me up? Had I not been pretty enough? Had I behaved like a nightmare? Had she simply not cared for me? Had my father made her give me up? The possibilities were endless, but my fears stemmed from one facet of all of them.

      Someone hadn’t loved me enough to take care of me, and that had to mean that for some reason I wasn’t good enough.

      I had received help, seen psychologists, and as the years went by, studied my own self-help books in order to squash this feeling. Rationally, I knew it didn’t matter. But it never hit me at moments of rational thought. Only when I wasn’t looking. When surprised, afraid, overwhelmed, stressed, or caught off guard. That’s when it sucker-punched me.

      Like my very own monster under my bed… in the dark bedroom of my mind.

      I felt a small tear on my cheek and wiped it away. Not a tear of sadness, but… one of joy, remembering how much they had loved me, all the things we had done, trips we had taken. Biological or not, they were my true parents. My mother had died of cancer in my late teens, but if there was a Heaven, I knew she was smiling down on me now. I wanted to make her proud.

      And with a slight stumble, I realized that I felt relieved. Focusing on their love had helped me. The nightmare still lurked, but it was almost as if remembering their love had locked the door on it. I could still hear it, scrabbling against the door, but it couldn’t reach me as easily.

      I smiled.

      And heard a crash from the alley behind me. I whirled instinctively, hand rushing to my chest. The church loomed up behind me, fifty yards away.

      But that fifty yards may as well have been a mile as the monster smiled at me. A Demon.

      She was cloaked in yellowish fog, and tucked against the wall as if wanting to stay hidden from prying eyes if possible. I slowly began to back up, thinking furiously. She smiled, or seemed to smile, the smoke shifting and eddying around her as she glided closer, matching me.

      “Stand still or I will kill you here, in sight of your church,” she hissed in a low tone.

      I stopped, hoping and fearing that someone from the church or the adjacent buildings would see the monster. The scent of rotten eggs slowly drifted my way, a gentle breeze having prevented me from sensing it before she startled me. “What do you want?” I managed.

      She studied me, form rippling. Her breasts were much more prominent now, and her hips were visible, wide child bearing hips. “Cease your meddling, child. Or you shall meet your Maker.”

      I ignored the sudden wave of goose-flesh over my arms, and took a cautious step back. “I am not meddling. You have your piece of the spear. I have none,” I said, continuing to walk backwards. She was growing angry, her fingers slowly extending in white-hot claws

      But I stayed to the center of the alley leading up to the back of the church. She would have to step out into the open, and I was ready to scream for all I was worth, or cast a big boom of magic that would draw people running from blocks away if I had to.

      “Stay still, child. You’re in over your head. I have no quarrel with you, yet. But that can always change. Stop moving!”

      I didn’t.

      Instead, I turned and ran as fast as I could. She let out a roar behind me, and I darted to the right as a lance of flame flew past me, crashing into an invisible wall in midair, splashing over an unseen shield of some sort. I didn’t have time to question that as I pumped my legs faster, racing past the space where the fire had hit. I crossed the property line, darting back and forth, staring at the door to the church. Surely, a Demon couldn’t—

      The sounds behind me had stopped, and the stench was gone. I risked a glance over my shoulder to see I was all alone. My eyes darted back and forth as I backed away, eager to get inside. Then it hit me. I had crossed the property line of the church. That’s where the fire had hit. The air directly above the property line of the church, almost as if an invisible dome rose up from that blessed line on the ground. I had thought the church itself would be safe, but hadn’t considered the property around the church. But it made sense. It had acted as a wall against her, even though I wasn’t religious. It had still protected me. I felt my ass bump into a wall and almost jumped out of my skin before realizing it was the door to the church. With one last look, I slipped inside, panting as I sank to the floor.

      I definitely needed help. And I needed to warn Father David about this.
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      I ran into Sister Agatha almost immediately. She looked scared to death. She must have heard the sounds outside.

      “Oh, dear child. We tried to call you. I was preparing to leave to visit my family out of town, but I’m so glad the Lord brought us together first.”

      I blinked at the onslaught. “What?”

      “Father David was attacked last night. He’s in the hospital. Didn’t you check your messages?”

      I shook my head, feeling numb. I had thought the missed unknown call had been another telemarketer. “Is he okay?” I asked, mind racing. “Take me to him. Please.” Roland couldn’t visit him. I was all he had. I needed to know what happened.

      “Of course, child. I’ll take you myself.”

      Thankfully, she had parked out front. She took my fear of the Demon as merely a result of the shock of hearing that Father David was hurt. I didn’t dissuade her, and didn’t see any Demons waiting for me. We reached St. Luke’s Hospital in less than five minutes since it was practically across the street, and were standing outside his room only minutes after parking. The waiting room had held several familiar faces, all from the church. They nodded sadly at me as I raced past them.

      The nurse assessed me, glanced at the Sister beside me, and seemed to deem me trustworthy. “He was severely beaten early this morning. Luckily, the janitor found him in his office. He was awake, but delirious. He’s sleeping now, but I think he will make a swift recovery. He did sustain some serious damage to his ribs.” I nodded, lips tight as she opened the door. “Do not wake him.”

      “Has… has he said anything?”

      She studied me, deciding if I needed to know that information. The Sister’s presence sold her, because she answered as I stared at his motionless form. “He kept repeating help her, and I’m so sorry, Father.” She glanced at him, shaking her head. “Like I said, head trauma can bring about the most bizarre statements. I once heard a man — fully awake — telling me it was of vital importance that he speak to President Hoover. This was last year,” she shook her head sadly. “Don’t worry child. We’ll look after him. He needs rest to heal.”

      Sister Agatha was sobbing beside me, clutching her rosary as she prayed under her breath.

      “Thank you.”

      “As long as you can be as considerate as the other guest he had, I’ll let you go in to see him.”

      I was suddenly standing directly in front of her, holding her upper arm. “He had another guest?”

      The startled look on her face slowly morphed to an understanding, but still displeased look at me gripping her arm. “Yes. Shortly after he arrived. A young man. He was here long enough to pray beside him, and then left. I watched him the entire time. You aren’t the only one to love this man,” she added softly.

      I nodded, releasing her. “I’m sorry. This is just… unbelievable,” I whispered. Had it been Nate? Surely the Demon hadn’t come by. She had said a young man, but there weren’t any young men that worked for the church. A relative?

      I realized the nurse had left, so I slowly approached Father David, wondering what the hell I was going to tell Roland, and how it was related to my troubles. Could it be a simple theft? I asked Sister Agatha this, feeling her standing behind me, still murmuring her prayers.

      “The office was in shambles, and although the donation box was left untouched, several of the golden crosses Father David adored were missing from his desk. The police will find out for sure.”

      I nodded, taking one last look at Father David. His face was scratched and bruised, and he had a bandage wrapped around his temples. “Can you have the police watch over him?”

      “I will ask.”

      “Thank you. Can you take me back, please?”

      “Yes, my dear,” she said, placing an arm around my shoulders and guiding me away. I would call Roland on the way home. He had to know about this. Immediately.

      Theft? Or the Demon?

      I had no idea, but I did have suspicions…
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      Roland hadn’t answered the phone. Claire had answered hers on the first ring, whispering angrily as she told me that whatever I needed to tell him could wait. He hadn’t been sleeping enough in her opinion, and whatever I would tell him would likely keep him up for hours. I knew she was right, so hadn’t badgered her about it. But I did make her promise to call me the moment he woke up. Having nothing else to do, I had decided to go train while I waited for him to wake.

      I took slow, deep breaths, eyeing the empty stone room before me. Sweat dripped down my brow, and my hair was slick at the base of my neck, sweating under the weight of my thick ponytail. I had been training with weapons in the adjacent room for the past twenty-five minutes, losing myself in the forms that were ingrained into my memory after so many years. Anything to avoid thoughts of Father David.

      I took another, deeper, breath, clearing my head, blocking out all sensory evidence but the cool, rough stone beneath my feet.

      I fed my thoughts into a single image. That of a feather. A single white feather floating before a black velvet background. As thoughts, fears, and emotions buffeted me, I fed them into the feather, growing it finer, more detailed. The feather ruffled slightly with each onslaught until it finally calmed, slowly rotating in my mind.

      All was calm.

      I was calm.

      My muscles tingled with anticipation, finely attuned to my surroundings, one with them, but separate from them. I watched my body as if a spirit looking down on it.

      A light, pleasant, familiar chime pierced the silence.

      Before the sound had time to cease, I moved.

      I sprinted for all I was worth as the empty room began to abruptly change. A pillar of stone erupted from the floor, but I was already jumping for it, and as my foot touched the rising stone, I rode the momentum up a dozen feet into the air before flipping forward without looking ahead, sensing my surroundings with an inner sight I couldn’t describe. Habit. Muscle memory.

      My feet landed lightly on a second pillar just as it finished rising up from beyond the first pillar. I paused, cocking my head slightly, and then dove forward at a minute signal. A stone slammed down from the ceiling, hammering into the pillar I had just vacated as I drifted through the air like a puff of dandelion.

      At least that was what I felt, weightless for a breath or two before I flung out my hands at a faint noise, latching onto a wooden horizontal pole that suddenly dropped down from above me. My momentum carried me forward, swinging one time before I let go to once again sail through the air. I caught the next beam just as it dropped from the ceiling, swinging entirely up and around until my body momentarily displayed a handstand on top of the second beam. Then I calmly folded in on myself in one practiced, controlled motion, leaving me crouching on the second beam where I had just been swinging. Any mistake in timing or instinct and I would fall.

      I waited. For seconds or minutes, I wasn’t consciously aware, trained only to focus on my immediate senses, not time — the crashing stones behind and below me as they pounded into each other, ready to crush me if I had made a mistake. A faint steady grinding of gears controlled the arena, and I was aware of each minute sound — as familiar to me as a mother’s laughter would be to a child.

      That thought threatened to derail my focus. You never heard your true mother’s laughter…

      I squashed the thought with my newfound control — not perfect control, but enough.

      Long familiar questions whispered in my ears despite my defenses. Why had I been abandoned? What kind of parents could do such a thing? Was something wrong with me? Was I not good enough for them? I forced it back down easier this time, but it was distracting.

      Ridiculous or not, that last question always hit me at the worst possible moments, and it was why I doubted myself. Why I didn’t want to be a Shepherd. Well, one of the reasons, anyway. It was why I trained. To become good enough. Even though deep down I knew that question would return, and I would mess things—

      I almost missed my cue, but at the last moment, I recognized the warning sound and moved, lunging back out into open air right as a trio of spears erupted into the space I had just been crouching, the wooden bar having dropped away a heartbeat after I leapt. I was back in the void, blocking out all fear. I could do this easier when I was only training. It was those other times when my focus failed.

      When it mattered.

      My fingers latched onto crevices carved into a third pillar, easily twenty yards from where I had begun this race. My body struck the rock, the pain acknowledged as if it had been someone else’s body. But I didn’t wait. I instantly began scrabbling laterally and down, avoiding stone projectiles that abruptly pelted the stone I was climbing down, following me in hot pursuit as I clambered down the pillar. My feet touched the ground and I rolled backwards on instinct as I felt the ground vibrate, feeling my now-calm face scowl in distant surprise.

      Fire erupted from the grate where I had been standing, only for a moment, but I realized I suddenly had more to worry about than the once familiar grates erupting with never before seen fire. Because I was still standing on a large section of grate that had never been here before.

      He had changed the room.

      The grinding of stone was my only warning.

      I turned and sprinted as fast as I could. Wooden spikes exploded from the floor in a rolling wave that chased me until I dove onto plain stone and off the new grated flooring.

      Unless he had changed other things, too…

      I paused, waiting, eyes darting about. Then twin sticks coalesced in my fists, crackling with energy as I heard familiar territorial growls behind me. I spun to face my opponents, ignoring their grotesquely monstrous grins.

      Gargoyles.

      They resembled winged goblins, none of those feline-looking beasts this time.

      But they each wielded stone spears — points condensing to a microscopic tip. Not practice spears this time. Another surprise. They would draw blood if I wasn’t fast enough. I smiled back at them, or, at least I felt my face smile.

      The gargoyles attacked in concert. One dove for my face, wings spread wide, while another ran at me so as to approach from an opposite angle than the flying one. The third, center gargoyle stayed in place, brandishing daggers in each thick, three-fingered set of claws.

      I dropped to my knees, flicking one of my sticks high to stab the flying gargoyle in the stomach, and the other stick flung out to my side, blocking a spear thrust. I realized my weapons were no longer escrimas, but three-foot-long spears that tore through the gargoyles like paper, leaving piles of gravel and dust where the gargoyles had once been. On instinct, I flung up my hand ahead of me, discarding the spear that had stabbed the airborne gargoyle as I remembered the third attacker. I began the first step to cast a shield of light, but was surprised when a shadow bloomed into existence before my palm before it should have, revealing a black fan of power that seemed to suck light from around me. The fan resembled the one I usually trained with when practicing wrist dexterity.

      Stone daggers hammered into the delicate looking fan and disintegrated to nothing as black crackles of power rolled over the projectiles, seeming to eat the organic blades. The gargoyle stared in surprise. I almost did as well, but training and instinct took over. I flung the fan with a thought, this time actually using my magic. It flew from my wrist, sailing straight through the gargoyle’s neck as smoothly as a scalpel in a surgeon’s hands.

      The fan was suddenly back before my palm, and I stared down at it as the gargoyle crumbled to gravel in my peripheral vision. It seemed to be made of feathers. Inky black feathers, the opposite of the pure white feather I imagined when clearing my head during meditation.

      But I hadn’t consciously chosen to make it. I heard the familiar sounds of the training room grinding down to rest, and let out a breath. Those fears of mine had almost gotten me hurt. And that hadn’t happened during training for a very long—

      Soft clapping came from a small set of speakers off to the side of the room. A stone-colored mesh partition rolled up from the wall — camouflaged to look like the rest of the wall — and disappeared into the ceiling, revealing a digital screen. Roland watched me from his bed back at my apartment. “Well done, Callie. Well done. Looks like you found your shield…” he was grinning. “And to think that I used to tease you about your propensity for pretty things. Fans,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      A faint smile tugged at my lips, remembering all too well his comments on my love for the fan, but I didn’t answer his question about where it had come from, because I didn’t know how to do so. “Like you told me about the changes to the room?”

      His eyebrows furrowed. “What would be the fun — or gain — in that? You’re here to learn, not to memorize rehearsed movements. You’ve already memorized the ones we have, so I changed them.” He shrugged as if answering why rain was wet.

      I nodded slowly, but still wasn’t happy about it. “I was just trying to let off some steam. Clear my head. What if I hadn’t been paying attention?” I almost wished I could take it back as soon as it left my lips.

      He just looked at me. Darkly, if that was possible.

      I muttered under my breath. Where was the damned remote to turn off the video feed? Then I remembered Father David. My eyes shot to the screen, suddenly nervous. He noticed, and gave me a sad nod. “I received word already. I called some policemen to watch over him. Not Shepherds, but better than nothing. They owed me a favor.” He smiled sadly at me. “It changes nothing, Callie. If anything, it only convinces me we are doing the right thing. We will talk this afternoon. Claire is threatening to force-feed me baby food if I don’t eat her soup,” he muttered, and then hung up as I heard Claire shouting at him in the background.

      He didn’t give me time to warn him about the Demon I had run into. “Goddamn—”

      “Naughty, naughty warrior nun,” a different voice said from across the room.

      I whirled, unleashing one of my sticks like a throwing spear, the black fan blooming into existence before my palm again, seeming to rattle forebodingly.
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      Nate Temple casually leaned to the side in a lazy dodge, arms still folded across his chest. My spear flew past his shoulder, but I called it back before it could hit the wall behind him.

      I didn’t release the fan, though, staring at him in disbelief.

      “How did you—”

      “I know a guy who has a…” he seemed to be searching for his answer, still grinning, “professional relationship with your Father David.” His face grew somber in a flash. “Callie, I need to tell you something—”

      “It was you,” I whispered.

      He blinked, caught off guard. “What?”

      “You were at the hospital. Or your friend.”

      He frowned in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

      I studied him in silence, confused myself. Because I could tell he had no idea what I was talking about. “Father David was attacked. He’s in the hospital, and he had a visitor before I arrived. The man prayed and left.”

      Nate looked very concerned. “Dammit. I’m sorry, Callie. I’ve never met Father David.” Before I could press him, he held up a hand. “And my friend is an old man,” he added. “Really, really old.” He waited until I finally nodded. “Is he okay?”

      I let out a breath. I believed him. But that didn’t make me feel any better. I answered his question with another nod. Sensing I didn’t want to talk, because I was now wiping my eyes against the stupid tears clouding my vision, he began studying the room around me, giving me space. The fan continued to hover before me as I cleaned up my face. A few moments later, he cleared his throat. “I need to tell you something.” I turned, waiting. “The wolf from the auction was found dead. He was stabbed to death by a jagged piece of wood.” I gasped. That… ruined everything. Our plans… “He was last seen meeting with the vampires. To sell them something.” He met my eyes meaningfully.

      I thought out loud. “Why would a wolf sell to the vampires?”

      Nate shrugged. “I’ll do some digging. But something stinks about all this.”

      I nodded, suddenly angry. My lead was dead, but at least we knew who he had sold his piece to. Then another thought hit me. I looked up at Nate. “Then we need to go after the vampires.” He nodded in agreement. “How do you know this?”

      He pointed to his ears. “I listen. To the streets. You should never rely on only one source of information. I like to be thorough.” I found myself nodding without thinking. That was good advice. Relying on only one source of information had started this whole mess. The Vatican had given Roland faulty information, which ultimately led to his injury, and me tossed in the deep end of the pool without a life jacket. Nate was studying the room again, nodding to himself before speaking.

      “You were very—”

      “Good, I know.”

      His eyes seemed to gather the light of the room, twinkling with amusement. “I was going to say precise.”

      I met his smile with my own, but was distantly upset that he had been spying on me and that I hadn’t noticed. A small part of me seemed to catch his mood, against my will. He was being playful. Maybe he always wears that faint grin, I thought to myself, watching as he began to approach, studying the fan floating before me.

      He moved like smoke. I don’t mean to say he moved fast, or was creeping around like a ninja or anything, he just walked. But the way he walked reminded me of smoke, unconsciously stepping around gravel without glancing down, not disturbing a single element of my training room. Of course, the Sisters would be down here later to clean up. At least, I think it was them who cleaned up. In the beginning of my training so many years ago, that task had fallen to me. But as my training progressed, I had less time for cleaning, what with school and my increased training regimen.

      I realized he was almost immediately in front of me, now, staring down at my fan curiously, smoothly stepping in a circle to inspect all sides, as if he had completely forgotten the sweaty girl in yoga pants and a sports bra. My shirt was on the bench.

      My face reddened further as that thought registered. Not my attire, but the fact that I had been annoyed he was more interested in my fan than me.

      In a blink, I made the fan vanish. He sighed, tapping his lips as he finally met my gaze. “Where did you learn that?”

      “The Lord provides,” I muttered, turning my back on him. I still hadn’t made my decision about Nate, and I had wanted peace and quiet to think, not the subject of my thoughts to come pester me.

      “Right. The Lord.”

      “Do you not believe?” I asked in my most pious tone.

      That caught him up short. He studied me, now, no longer smiling. “That’s above my pay grade,” he finally said, but I sensed an ocean of conversation buried under the short response. Not as if he was purposely evading my question out of rudeness, or even cynicism, but as if that was a conversation he would have with someone he knew a lot better than he knew me. Maybe something he was still chewing over.

      Which brought me up short.

      Roland had trained me for years, and I had seen many supernaturals, or Freaks, as we were lovingly called, over the years. The dangerous ones, from a distance as he hunted them. But a few years ago, Roland had slowly begun to introduce me to… friendly Freaks. Those he trusted. Not his friends, but friendly to him. To the church.

      Granted, my training had been biased, working for a church, but the whole religion thing seemed pretty cut and dried to me, even though it made me uncomfortable. I saw it much the same as vampires. Yes, I knew they were real, but that didn’t mean I wanted to go be friends with them, or begin worshipping them. It was more of a respectful acknowledgment.

      And I had thought that most held the same view.

      But Nate had seemed stunned to hear that there even was a church that fought the bad guys, and he seemed very in tune with the supernatural community, judging by his reactions at the auction, and Roland’s reaction to Nate himself.

      He was supposedly well-known in the magical community. The damned shifter bear had even known of him. As had the vampire. And the Demon had fled rather than battle him. I hadn’t ever seen a Demonic creature run from Roland, and he worked for the church.

      So, who was this wizard, obviously well-off, obviously strong, obviously well-known by both the good and bad guys, but who didn’t know about the Vatican Shepherds? It made no sense.

      He was watching me as if trying to read my thoughts.

      “Okay, I’ll help you,” he said. “On one condition.”

      My gaze tightened. “I didn’t ask for a favor,” I managed not to actually growl as I said it, but I was angry at his tone, as if he had offered to do me a big favor. I took a breath, counting to three in my head. “I have no standing to negotiate. Work that out with Roland.”

      “I don’t think you want to bring him into this negotiation.”

      I blinked. “Why the hell wouldn’t I want to tell my boss about you trying to haggle with me?”

      He looked on the verge of laughter. “If we get the Cruci-sticks, you owe me dinner. If we don’t…” he shrugged. “I doubt dinner would matter. Oh, and my book.”

      I just stared at him. “Are you really hitting on me less than twelve hours after we met? After stalking me to my home and then stalking me here to the church? Bribing or extorting your way in through the doors to make it down here to a level only a handful of people know about?”

      “One—million—dollars,” he said softly. I wanted to growl at him. He was obviously good for it, but I knew he wasn’t ever going to let me live it down. “I think a pleasant dinner is a fair trade. And you get your Cruci-sticks. Everything you wanted. For the price of an innocent dinner.”

      “You shouldn’t call them that,” I said, referring to his nickname for the spear. “Smiting is a hobby of his.” I turned my back on him, heading to the bench where my water bottle and towel were. I quickly wiped my face and took a big drink, trying to calm myself. I had hoped he would be different, even though I had no reason to think so. I hardly knew him.

      “Hey, you’re a church girl,” he said to my back, sounding suddenly curious. “Do you know the different ways to use smite in a sentence? It’s always bothered me, and… my friend was asking about it once,” he added, lamely.

      I glanced over my shoulder, and then shook my head as I resumed wiping away my sweat. I heard him sigh behind me, but he didn’t follow me to the bench.

      After the Demon encounter and Father David’s attack, it was becoming blatantly obvious that I needed Nate’s help. And he had made the dinner sound innocent. But even if it had been a ploy for a date, I did need his help in this. Roland was out of the race, and I was liable to break down at the worst possible moment if that stupid memory crept up on me. If gaining his help cost me to suffer for an hour, it was worth it. Besides, he had things to teach me. Magic and self-confidence. Those whips had looked pretty handy.

      “Fine,” I said, my back still turned to him. But I heard the door closing from the opposite side of the room the moment I spoke. I spun, eyes wide. What the hell? Had I pissed him off by not answering his asinine smiting question?

      I tore through the training room, bursting through the doors. No one stood in the hallway, so I pounded up the old stone steps, racing through three flights of spiraling stairs before I came to a digital scanner on the wall. I slapped my sweaty palm against it, impatiently waiting as it read my biometric signature. The door whisked open and I let the dilapidated-seeming door close behind me, leaving me in a side corridor of the church. Nothing moved. I bolted through a side door, the overcast clouds much brighter than the gloomy dungeon I had been in for the past hour.

      I didn’t run head-first into a Demon, but I did find Nate leaning against a tree, eating an apple. Two Sisters walked the grounds, not far enough away for me to tell him how I really felt, but I stalked closer to him, face a thunderhead.

      “I have enough women problems already, trust me. Last thing I need is another one. It’s just dinner. Get over yourself, kid,” he said before I could even open my mouth.

      Then he turned his back on me and began walking away. I stared at his back in disbelief, knowing that anything I said would only make me sound like… a child throwing a tantrum. But then I remembered the Demon. I flung out a hand, even though he couldn’t see me. “Nate, wait!”

      He paused, glancing back at me. Not wanting to be overheard, I took a few steps closer. Seeing this, he turned, frowning curiously. “A Demon attacked me earlier. On my way to the church. Keep your eyes open.”

      He nodded slowly, but didn’t look all that concerned. “There’s always demons over our shoulders, Callie. I always keep my eyes open.” Then he continued walking away, calling over his shoulder. “Meet me tonight at my hotel. The concierge will take you up to my rooms. We need to plan our robbery of the vampires. Be thinking about it, because we move tonight. Oh, and don’t use your real name at the hotel. And wear a hat or something.”

      I stomped back inside, sliding the stone carving — that looked like a dozen others spanning the hallway — to the side, and pounding my code in the keypad to head back down to the training room. The door slid open and I walked through, waiting for it to close before I descended. Heavy bag. That’s what I needed. Let off some steam.

      As I entered the room at the base of the stairs, an echoing whisper caught my ears.

      “If I had been hitting on you, you would have known it by the pile of discarded clothes lying at your feet…”

      I whirled, stunned. How the hell had he gotten back in here? I raced up the stairs, ready to shout, scream, yell, and hit him for his arrogance. But as I reached the biometric scanner, I saw no one. I frowned, thinking furiously. He hadn’t returned, or else the keypad would register that someone had just opened it. But as I touched the settings tab on the screen, I realized that the only clocked opening of the door was my own. No other.

      So how had I just heard him whispering to me?

      And…

      How had he gotten down here in the first place?

      I would definitely have to teach him some manners, thinking he was bold enough to tell me how I would react at him flirting with me. Please. Better men than him had tried, and partly succeeded in attracting my attention. At least for a time.

      But as I stomped down the stairs again, I realized another thing. I was smiling absently as I replayed our back and forth arguments.

      I forced my smile away. Heavy bag. Definitely heavy bag.

      But I knew one thing. Temple had some tricks to teach me. Some things that even Roland apparently didn’t know. And that dinner was the ticket to learning them.
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      I walked into the restaurant just before noon, scanning the customers nervously. To be honest, I wasn’t sure why I had decided to go, other than the fact that it was a slice of normal in an otherwise chaotic chain of recent events. Father David in the hospital, a Demon stalking me…

      And the encounter with Nate had caught me off guard. Not wanting to be sucked into his words, I had decided that I did indeed deserve a date, even if it was innocent. Worst case, I would get some practice for my hopefully upcoming dinner with Nate. Not that I particularly wanted dinner with Nate, but dinner with him meant we had succeeded.

      And I needed to succeed. At all costs, according to Roland.

      I saw Johnathan sitting at a table in the back. He had already spotted me, and was smiling with pleasure as he motioned me closer. I dipped my head at the hostess, pointing to him, and she smiled back, waving me on.

      I made my way to the table, somewhat nervous. It had been a while since I had gone on a date, and I didn’t feel particularly clever or coy today. I had too many other things on my mind. I decided to simply relax and have a good time.

      “You look great,” he smiled, motioning for me to sit down.

      “Thanks. You don’t look too shabby yourself,” I smiled. He was wearing a casual dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a tight-fitting pair of jeans. I could tell that his clothes — although casual and less nerdy than he had worn at the bar — were of fine quality.

      He chuckled, sitting down only after I had seated myself. I had wanted to wear a light dress, but knowing that the choice would imply I attached great importance to our date, I had chosen to go with a nice pair of jeans and a loose blouse. Dressed nicely, but no nicer than if I had decided to run to Target, or something.

      Two glasses of iced tea sat on the table. He noticed my look and smiled guiltily. “Seemed like a decent guess, but order whatever you want,” he said hurriedly.

      I nodded, considering. I almost wanted to order something different just to trip him up, but iced tea did sound good. A waitress approached, smiling at me. “Could I have a slice of lemon, please?” The waitress nodded, departing quickly. That would work. Not entirely accepting his order, but not rejecting it, either.

      He smiled at me knowingly — at least it seemed that way. But perhaps it was just amusement, and I was overly paranoid after my rough morning.

      “So, Callie, what do you do when not dressed extravagantly at lousy bars?”

      I smiled. “I work at a church.”

      He grimaced. “Oh.”

      I wanted to burst out laughing, imagining his train of thought. A train dying in a fiery explosion as he realized he had asked a religious girl out on a lunch date. “I’m not religious. I just work there part-time as an office manager of sorts. A glorified secretary, really,” I lied.

      His grin slowly returned. “That sounds…” he struggled to find a complimentary word.

      “Boring?” I asked softly.

      He opened his mouth to deny it, but then seemed to drop all pretenses. “Horrible, actually.”

      I began laughing. “Well, seems like you have the right of it. And I’m glad you were honest. I like that.”

      “I’ll always be honest,” he said. I arched a brow at him, and his grin turned guilty. “Okay, you caught me. I almost lied there, but I’m usually very honest. Blunt, even.”

      I waved off his concern as the waitress returned. I ordered a salad, not because I was one of those die-hard calorie counters or anything, but because I hadn’t had a chance to look at the menu, and it sounded refreshing after my workout. And considering our likely activities tonight, I didn’t want a heavy meal.

      All in all, our lunch progressed like a game of chess. At least for me.

      We passed the time in idle chatter, him peppering me with questions, seeming very interested in getting to know me. And not just the typical cliché date checklist. He asked insightful questions, almost as if he had taken a psychology class on how to impress women the right way. At the same time, I hadn’t once caught an innuendo that he wanted more. And I had provided him plenty of openings to use as he would. To test him. But he glazed over those without pause, pressing me on other things. What kind of person I was. What I wanted to be when I grew up. That, with a smile on his face to quash the retort that I was already grown up.

      “Me, I want to be a firefighter, or a fire engine.” Then he flashed me a roguish grin, making fun of himself, and repeating what every three-year-old boy would have said.

      “I’m not really sure what I want to be when I… grow up.”

      Before we had gotten into talking, I had subconsciously probed him with my magic, wondering if he was a Freak like me. I knew he wasn’t a wizard or shifter, and was almost surprised to find out that he was just a Regular.

      I had tried dating Regulars in the past, but it had never worked out. Despite how nice they were, the goals that drove them were entirely alien to me, even though I didn’t quite know what my goals were. They wanted money, or a nice job, or a big family, or the nicest car or house on the block.

      But… all of those things just sounded like purgatory to me. Boring. And dating a Regular would mean I had to hide the biggest part of myself from them.

      Not even considering the few Regulars that had suddenly grown very interested to hear I worked at a church, almost as if it were a sign that I was immediately fertile, ready to settle down, be obedient, and start cranking out babies. A beautiful, tame cat to be placed on a shelf, or tucked inside an expensive minivan or Cadillac Escalade.

      Those dates had ended very quickly, much to their shock.

      So, a small part of me grew very disappointed to find that this interesting nerd would ultimately lead to another life of boredom. Not that I was looking for my one true love, but knowing it was destined for failure from the start kind of put a speed-bump on the date. Even though he didn’t know it yet.

      I maintained my façade through the conversation, keeping these thoughts from my face, but I found him watching me more intently, almost as if sensing something. I bit back a sigh, answering his questions and asking a few of my own, hoping I wasn’t sounding rude or uncaring.

      But my thoughts wandered.

      I had even tried dating Freaks a few times. They were fine, but a consistent trait usually seemed to rear up, even if well-hidden at first. It was that every single Freak I had met ultimately wound up wanting more from the world. More power. More fame. More something. And they saw my magic as a tool to achieve that. They all seemed power-hungry.

      So, my love life was pretty nonexistent. Regulars were too boring, Freaks were too power-hungry. Like Goldilocks, one bed was too soft, another too hard, one porridge was too cold, another too hot. I had yet to find the one that was just right.

      Then again, I knew I had baggage of my own. A broken past that haunted me.

      I realized that the conversation had faded, and that I was absently staring off towards the doors, waiting for a cue to leave. We had finished our meals, and although I had had a good time, I realized I was ready to get back to the task at hand, to meet up with Nate to plan—

      “I have an admission to make, and you might think I’m crazy for it…” He adjusted his glasses on his nose, a nervous gesture.

      I sighed inwardly. He was going to profess his undying love for me, or a request for a second date, or his grand plans at achieving greatness in the Regular world. Although that was great for him, it held zero interest to me. I opened my mouth to politely tell him that I really had to go.

      “I think…” his eyes darted around the room, as if verifying we were alone, “magic is real.” He leaned closer. “Call me crazy, but I’ve watched a lot of videos that make me believe it must be real.” He studied my face, waiting for a reaction.

      I simply stared at him as if he had sprouted horns. He must have taken my reaction poorly, because he quickly pressed on. “I’m not some conspiracy theorist, but I’ve spent quite a bit of time researching it…”

      Maybe not your typical Regular after all… I could imagine this handsome nerd spending hours trolling the dark web for proof of magic. It almost made me smile.

      “That is… very brave for you to admit.”

      He grunted, shrugging off my statement. “It’s not like you’re one of them.” His eyes grew faraway. “I’ve seen things myself, too. Unexplainable things. Truly amazing things. Just imagine how much better the world would be if they didn’t have to hide it… They must be real.” He added this last with a firm voice, then seeing my calm reaction, he leaned closer again. “What do you think, Callie?” he asked excitedly. “Am I nuts?”

      I hesitated for a long time, taking calm breaths, using my power to check him again. I sensed nothing familiar about him. Not a wizard, not a shifter, not a vampire. Just a particularly observant Regular. I finally nodded. “I… believe it’s real, too. But I’m not sure the world is ready to hear it yet.”

      His smile was positively stunning. I hid my own smile by taking a drink. “I knew I couldn’t be the only one. I just wish I knew one of them so that I could help them. Talk to them about it.”

      I nodded absently. “Keep your eyes out, but be careful. I’m sure many of them wouldn’t want to be discovered. Might even be alarmed that you believe…” I trailed off, trying to impart a warning.

      He nodded agreement. “True. But there has to be a way I can convince them I don’t mean any harm.” He adjusted his glasses again, preparing to stand before realizing that would be rude. “I’m sorry. I forgot. It’s just… my mind is running a million miles an hour, now.” He smiled sheepishly.

      “I need to get going anyway. We should… do this again sometime.”

      He nodded as he stood, then held out a hand. I took it, still searching for a tingle of something, wondering if I knew enough to check for every flavor of supernatural, but I knew I could only tell what I had experienced. Still, perhaps I could sense something different, even if I didn’t know what it was. Other than the familiar tingle of excitement from grabbing the hand of someone new, exciting, and fresh — that of a new man — I felt nothing alarming.

      I mentally kicked myself for being so paranoid. I didn’t want to live my life like Roland.

      Johnathan walked me to my truck, and left as if floating a foot above the ground, his excitement over a comrade in arms overshadowing our date. I smiled to myself as I started my truck.

      Whenever boys came into the picture, there was really only one thing a girl could do.

      Talk to daddy.
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      As I left the restaurant, I turned on the air in the truck. The humidity outside caused fog to invade the windshield after barely a minute. I had a good twenty-minute drive ahead of me to reach my dad’s house, but with the spear business for Roland, a Demon, and Father David injured, I felt it important to see him. He kept me grounded during stressful times. My anchor.

      So, I used the drive to try and clear my head, because my dad was good at reading me, and could pester like no one’s business.

      But I also wanted to master my nightmare, or daymare, I guess. I didn’t want to make a fool of myself in front of Nate, freezing up at the worst possible moment. I decided to go back to the beginning in my mind again, rationalize the sequence of events, ruthlessly showing myself that I had nothing to be afraid of. It was just a stupid fear.

      It couldn’t hurt me. With a deep breath, I let the fear in.

      A church. Rain pouring down. Streetlight glowing over me like my own moon. Crying. A door slowly opening before me—

      I braved the storm, and then did it again.

      And again. And again. Numbing myself to its effects.

      After ten minutes, I was breathing deeply, but… I found that the last time I had braved it without an ounce of fear, remembering Claire’s strength, and using it as a beacon. An example.

      I thought of Roland, standing beside me, training me, holding me up. And my smile stretched wider. I was doing it, I smiled to myself, noticing I was at my dad’s exit on the highway.

      I can do this!

      Still smiling, I exited the highway, turning down the air a little bit as I thought about all the good things in my life. A kick-ass, nerdy best friend. A great childhood. Loving daddy waiting to see me in a few minutes. My now-deceased mother watching over me jealously as I drove to see her true love, her husband. I could imagine her feigned glare even now.

      My mother had worked at a hospital, and had been a saint in her own right. She had taught me the importance of beauty.

      Inner beauty.

      But inner beauty came from confidence and pride — which she determined was through how one presented themselves for the world to see. Dress nicely, not like a slob, she had reprimanded me often. She had taught me fashion from a young age. Not to chase trends, but to hunt down the garments and accessories that spoke to me. She believed they drifted in the world like broken whispers of my soul, and that it was my duty as a woman to reclaim them.

      I smiled, thanking her silently, as my thoughts drifted to the man she had loved most.

      My father worked at a community college in town, a professor of Mythology. He spent his days dealing with students simply trying to fill out one of their general education requirements, but he enjoyed it, and constantly declared that he was the luckiest man alive. To do something he loved for no other reason than that he loved it. He had always taught me that there was truth to myths, or if not truth, at least valid lessons to learn. He treated religion, philosophy, and myth as different sides of the same pyramid, not religious himself.

      And thanks to Roland, he knew my secrets, and loved me anyway. As had my mom.

      I shook my head, feeling marginally better. Embracing my fears had helped me, acknowledging my demons in a moment of peace, so that, hopefully, when they struck again I would be better armored. We would see.
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      I pulled up to the small house and parked in the driveway. Nothing fancy, just a two-story, cookie-cutter, urban sprawl home, complete with a small yard and freshly cleaned siding. A pickup truck similar to mine, older, yet kept in immaculate shape, sat parked in the drive.

      My father sat on the porch, eyes dancing with joy as I climbed out of the truck. I smiled back, quickly jogging up to the covered porch. It was going to storm soon, judging by the clouds. It had been raining for weeks, pretty much non-stop.

      “Callie,” my dad smiled, patting the chair beside him. Terry Penrose was a solid man, filling the space on the porch like a king looking over his fiefdom. He wasn’t a harsh lord, but he exuded pride and protection over his minions — his garden. Even if it was a small pride, he owned it. And he treated that garden as well as he had treated me in my childhood. He was a man with a lot of love. This was his house, by thunder, and nothing could say otherwise. Two rocking chairs and a small table were all that decorated the wide, covered porch. We usually sat to watch storms together, drinking coffee and munching on cookies, snuggled under blankets to protect ourselves from the mist of ricocheting raindrops or strong winds. One of our favorite pastimes.

      Especially after my mother, Sarah, had died of cancer years ago.

      Well, even before that. But there had been three chairs, then.

      “You look troubled, honey…” he said, studying me.

      I nodded, deciding not to try and hide it. “I had another of those daydreams. While I was training.” He let out a fatherly sigh and held out his arms. I smiled, feeling seven years old again as I raced up the steps and wrapped him in a big hug. The protective cloud of musk aftershave wrapped me up protectively.

      That smell was a sense of comfort to me. Familiarity. He had worn it forever. Because my mother had loved it. He had tried changing it a few years ago, and I had reacted like he was having a mid-life crisis, refusing to let him. He had been shocked at first, until he saw my very real tears. Then he had wrapped me up in a hug just like this one. I had tried to convince him to buy a sports car rather than change that cologne, that cologne that was buried in my soul, a smell of comfort, protection, love, and family.

      He didn’t buy the car, but he didn’t change his cologne, either.

      “It wasn’t that bad. It just caught me off guard,” I mumbled into his chest, inhaling the cologne and trying to absorb strength from his physical solidity.

      “Tell me about it,” he said, unfolding his arms and motioning towards my chair.

      I had a coffee cup shoved in my hands before I knew it, and found myself talking, letting it all out, allowing him to help shoulder the weight that had been pressing me down. I told him about the last few days, leaving out the dangerous details that I didn’t want him to concern himself with. He listened patiently, nodding as he gave me his undivided attention.

      “I just… I keep freezing up. I know all these things,” I waved my hands with a hiss of exasperation. I saw no neighbors, and was turned enough so that anything I did could be concealed. I suddenly had an energy stick in my hand, but dimmed down to a less powerful level so that it barely glowed. Then I shifted it to a kama, the single-handed scythe. Then I let it stretch out into a small spear. As I did this, my black fan bloomed into existence above my other palm, rippling slightly in a breeze that was nonexistent. My dad shook his head wistfully, smiling.

      “Incredible, honey. Truly. If you had any idea how envious I am…”

      I sighed, letting it all go. “I know, daddy. It’s just… I can be in complete control of myself, but the moment I know there is no safety net, that stupid dream sideswipes me. Raw emotion. Raw fear, even though I know it’s stupid, it hits me fresh every time. I’m…” I looked down at my feet. “I’m just not cut out for this.”

      Silence stretched until I finally looked up. My father wasn’t even looking at me, but was instead staring out at the first drops of rain from the saturated clouds overhead, blinking slowly and breathing deeply, enjoying the moment.

      “Dad?”

      He blinked, and looked over at me. “Yes, dear?”

      I frowned back, feeling a bit of frustration creep up on me. “I was talking to you.”

      “I know. I was listening. You didn’t ask me a question.” I knew he could sense my growing anger, but he continued in his mellow tone. “I had a friend once. Had been in the school system for a long time, and had built up a great pension. Brilliant professor. Could retire at any time. But you know what he talked about most?”

      I took a sip of my coffee, trying not to take my frustration out on him. “No, what?”

      “How he didn’t know how he was going to be able to budget playing golf three days a week instead of four once he retired. And how he would only be able to eat out for dinner twice a week at his favorite restaurant.” He drank some of his coffee, still watching the rain. Tranquility just seemed to roll off of him in waves.

      “Sounds like he should get his priorities straight,” I muttered.

      “Perhaps. I had another friend,” he continued, without missing a beat. “He was very smart, top in his class in school. Great athlete, too. Used to spend a lot of time talking about how unfair it was that a classmate had the same skills as him, but got all the attention of a college they both wanted to attend, when he couldn’t even get the time of day from their admissions department.”

      I rolled my eyes, understanding. “Right. I get it, dad. You’re politely telling me to stop complaining.”

      He held up a finger. “No. That last one was me, by the way.” He winked at me. “What I’m saying is that you don’t have to be like anyone else, whether they are similar or different. You are your own person. The greatest enemy is often your perception of how you should be. But the greatest form of enlightenment is your rock-solid understanding of what you are, not what others have made of the cards they were dealt in life.” He took another sip, finally meeting my eyes. “Knowing your I is the most valuable lesson you could possibly learn. And there is no I in Roland, or he, she, they, or even them.”

      I let out a breath, nodding slowly. “It doesn’t matter what I can do, what I can’t do, what others do, what they don’t do… Just find my I.” He nodded.

      “It’s a tough journey, but each step — difficult or simple — gets you closer. You just have to start fucking walking, not looking around at others.”

      And that, ladies and gentlemen, was Terry Penrose. My dad.

      Slipping curse words into lessons like an invisible ninja. He was infamous for it in his class lectures. And believe it or not, his students excelled in his classes over other professors of the same curriculum, even though my dad graded harsher than any of them. He just had a way with his words. I never could predict where he was going, what he would say. Even though in hindsight it always felt obvious.

      But he had a point. I knew this, of course. Similar — but different — conversations with my dad had helped me understand that I didn’t want to work for the Shepherds long term — that I didn’t want to become one. But I hadn’t continued my fucking walk, subconsciously thinking that I still needed to do something similar to Roland with the skills I had been taught.

      But maybe I didn’t.

      It was something to think about. “Thanks, Professor Daddy.”

      He grunted, leaning back into his chair, continuing to watch the rain, which now fell heavier.
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      “I went on a lunch date today.”

      He frowned at the rain. “Must be a second date if it was for lunch.”

      I smiled, shaking my head. “That’s just the thing. We met last night at a bar. He didn’t hit on me, but instead asked if I would join him for lunch today. Strangest thing I’ve ever seen.”

      He grunted. “Be wary of clever men, Callie. You never know the games they play.”

      I smiled, rolling my eyes. “I know, dad. He was… nice. A Regular. But…” I looked up at him with a sober expression, “he believes magic is real. That Freaks are real…”

      “That’s not common. For a Regular.” The word seemed to taste foul in his mouth, since he was one of them. But he liked the term for me even less. Freak. Still, he was very aware of the magical world, and the years I had spent training with Roland had essentially encouraged him to extend a branch of friendship — if not family — to the steadfast Shepherd. Even though my dad didn’t understand why I was encouraged to train like a ninja monk in addition to my magical training as a wizard. My dad also wasn’t the religious type. Especially not after my mother died of cancer. He and God were not on speaking terms after that — not that they were before, but definitely not after. “You’re sure he’s not… like you?”

      I shrugged. “I didn’t pick up on anything.”

      “Well, keep your eyes open.”

      I nodded, enjoying the steady rain, remembering many nights sitting right here, sipping cocoa or coffee as we watched the storms together. I needed to tell my dad some of what was going on. Not all, but some. “Roland is hurt,” I began softly. My father looked instantly concerned, eyes flicking to the front yard as if expecting an immediate invasion from the man’s enemies. I waved a hand. “He should be fine in a few weeks. But… he needs my help.”

      My father appeared relieved that we weren’t in immediate danger, but that relief didn’t last long at mention of him needing my help. “I thought you didn’t work for him…”

      I nodded, sipping my coffee. “I don’t. But…” I had to be careful here. I couldn’t tell my father too much. One, because he would go grab his guns and insist on joining me to keep his little girl safe. Two, because I didn’t want him knowing any more than necessary so he couldn’t be used against me later if things went badly. Someone had gone after Father David. Also, I didn’t work for the church. And he needed to know that. “There is a time sensitive issue at hand that he needs my help with. Just gathering a few items for him. Shouldn’t be a big deal.” My father didn’t look convinced. I pressed on, noticing the twitch to his fingers, understanding that he was thinking of his guns in the safe upstairs. “I have help. Experienced help. He doesn’t work with Roland, but he’s pretty well known in the community, apparently.”

      He nodded slowly, fingers relaxing against his thigh. He took a sip of his coffee, face guarded. He finally let out a sigh, waving a hand as if to change the topic. “Listen to Roland’s partner, then, Callie. If he knows his business, let him handle it.” I nodded absently, not pointing out his misconception. I agreed with his thoughts, though. Kind of.

      Because I would have loved to leave it to Nate, but at the same time, he had first said he intended to take the items away himself — even if only to keep them safe — and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. He was feared in the Freak community, although I only knew of him in passing news articles — which was bizarre. He was some kind of technology tycoon. An heir to a powerful family, if I recalled correctly. I needed to remedy my lack of knowledge. To be sure.

      But he didn’t work for the church. For Roland. And I trusted Roland. He had been my second father for so long that I couldn’t betray his trust by letting Nate take care of the problem. So, I was going to stick by his side come hell or high water. To make sure his ego didn’t get ahead of him, and that Roland’s wishes were met. It was the least I could do since I still considered his injury my fault. And I could use Nate as a safety net, to possibly help me overcome my fear.

      “Hear about the hubbub at that auction last night?” my father asked, chuckling. “Serves those rich bastards right. Running and screaming from the building like that. I hope it knocked them down a peg. Probably just a rat or something…” he chuckled again, sipping his coffee as he watched the rain — which was slowly relenting, but would still soak me if I stepped out from under the covered porch.

      I kept my face composed. Deep in his eyes I sensed a hesitation, so squashed it immediately. “Probably just a bat or something,” I smiled, shaking my head. “It was in a dusty old building.”

      His shoulders relaxed and he let out a grunt. “I hear that Master Nate Temple graced our city with his presence.” The emphasis on the title dripped with disdain. It was a rather odd title. I’d have to ask him about it. “St. Louis isn’t enough for him?” my dad continued in a grumble, more to himself than anything.

      I finished off my coffee and poured another. I offered my dad a refill, and he took it, but I wanted to shift topics. “How are you, Dad?” I asked, shooting him a look of concern mixed with a hint of command, like my mother used to do.

      “Flaming women,” my dad grinned. “Can always see through your lies.” He winked at me, a deep love shining through his brash tone. “I’m fine. Working hard, as usual. Punk kids get harder to teach every year.” He shot me a look that might or might not have included me in that demographic, then laughed at my scowl.

      “And the bank is leaving you alone?”

      He nodded absently. “Yes, I’m all caught up, mother…” he said, feigning meekness.

      “Okay. Let me know if you need anything, dad.”

      “Saint Deep Pockets is still paying the mortgage, as he has for the last five years, ever since your mother…” he trailed off at mention of her, likely also at mention of his mysterious benefactor, the person who had been silently paying his mortgage for the past few years. He thought it was a charity from Abundant Angel, but Father David had confirmed that it wasn’t. Then his suspicion shifted to coworkers, or the university itself. He had worked there for a long time now, and assumed that someone was doing it discreetly because of his pride. He had rejected several gifts they had tried to give him when she was first diagnosed.

      I let him think as he would. No reason to tell him the truth. He would just put a stop to it. The point was, my parents had spent more on their house than they should have, because they were both working and money hadn’t been as tight. But with my mother’s death and the real estate bubble almost a decade ago, the household income had been significantly reduced since she had made more money than him, and thinking themselves immortal, they hadn’t created a backup plan. Life insurance, or anything like that. Then there had been the hospital bills.

      I chose to help in the only way I could. Although I didn’t specifically work for the church, Roland made sure I was paid, since he took up most of my time with training, and I spent time helping the church run things, clean up, and other various duties.

      But Roland was no saint. He also knew that the financial strain on my father had pushed me hard, and knowing a teenager so well, had decided to intervene before his emotional, unstable wizard in training considered using her powers for possibly… nefarious reasons. Like finding ways to make money on the side that might touch gray or even black areas of the law.

      Roland was a good man. I had, of course, been frustrated with his plan at first, but it had grown on me. I didn’t have time to work, not with going to school and training with him, and I did help out at the church.

      A small apartment had come with my training once I became a legal adult. So that I could be close to Roland and the church. To make my commute easier. But I knew it was more than that. He wanted to keep an eye on me. He had told me long ago that the church occasionally sought out wizards not attached to the Academy — the ruling body of wizards in our world. He tried to help these struggling wizards as best as he could, because rogue wizards had a knack for going black or gray, maybe not necessarily warlocks — those dark, selfish wizards who became notoriously evil — but would at the least cause problems, attracting attention and bringing the Academy down on the city as they sought to ‘fix’ the problem their way. Which ended up giving everyone in the Freak Metro area a headache… or worse.

      Those rogue wizards were often handled by the church — Roland — before they could attract attention, though. At least, that was how it worked here in Kansas City, since Roland was here full time. I wasn’t sure if it was typical of the other Shepherds to handle rogue wizards, but it was typical of Roland. Like a Wild West Sheriff, taking the law into his own hands. Like he had with me.

      And if the young wizard didn’t want to listen?

      Roland let the Academy know. And they swooped in before any more harm could be done.

      The thing that had caught me off guard the most about Nate was that he seemed to have no idea that the Shepherds even existed. With someone so well-known in both communities, shouldn’t he at least be aware of them, or were the Shepherds truly that secretive?

      I glanced over at my father, knowing it was about time for me to leave. I still needed to run a few errands before meeting up with Nate. “Do you know much about this Nate Temple? I want to say I’ve heard his name a few times in the news, but I never really paid attention.”

      My father nodded absently, shrugging with a slight sneer on his lips. “Billionaire heir. Playboy. Rogue. One of those celebrity types you hear about in those tabloid magazines. He was in town a few months back during that concert attack. Snuck into the show and was caught on camera getting an uppercut to the stones,” he said, almost crying with laughter.

      I knew I had heard something about a concert. I wondered what he had really been doing in town, though. I’d have to check.

      “In other words, an upstanding citizen. Moral, valiant, and an example of what we peasants should emulate.” My father grunted.

      “Right.”

      “He owns a company of some kind, right?”

      “Temple Industries…” he began, watching a car drive by our house. “There was something in the news about it shutting down. His parents ran it for a long time, and I heard nothing but great things about it. Lot of jobs brought to the city, and their products weren’t sold at ridiculously unaffordable prices. Still, they made a killing.” He shrugged. “Then it shut down shortly after his parents died. I heard he was trying to rebuild it under a new name. Grimm something. I think he’s still looking for money to get it rolling.”

      That was odd. I had watched him drop a fortune last night without batting an eye. “You said he was a billionaire.”

      “Was… When Temple Industries collapsed, so did the money, although I’m sure he still has plenty. But starting such a big company isn’t cheap. And he likely doesn’t want to spend all his money on it. Better to spread the risk.”

      I could feel the disdain in his voice. He wasn’t a fan of the rich. Not an enemy of them either, but he didn’t trust them very far. He was cynical. Which wasn’t hard when all one heard about these rich celebrities was in the tabloids, news of them getting drunk in public, and doing a million other ridiculous things while skating away with only a slap on the wrist where the general public would have ended up behind bars. He felt the same way about politicians. My dad was old school. Honest work. Honest money. Honest government. That was what he wanted. I nodded absently, but noticed him frowning. “But I did hear something about him opening a school of some kind,” he added.

      “Like a prep school or something?” I asked. It made sense. A rich man catering to his kind.

      But my dad was shaking his head. “That was my first thought, too, but I don’t think that’s the case at all. I even read that many of the wealthy elite tried to get into the school, thinking the same thing, but they were refused. Caused quite an uproar.” My father sounded proud. “I think it’s quite the opposite, really. For those less fortunate.”

      I sipped my coffee, thinking. Why would he waste time opening a school while trying to open a new company? My instincts instantly went in another direction, knowing he was a wizard. Was he… building an army of some kind? Was the school a front for something else?

      My dad continued. “I would love to hate him, and there are plenty of wild stories around him, but he seems to have… changed. After his parents died.” He shrugged, not knowing the answer. “I don’t hear near as much as I used to about him. But I hear about these things. I work with teachers, after all,” he said, rolling his eyes. “Maybe his parents dying and the company crumbling gave him a wake-up call. Either way, I hear this school is the talk of the town. All the fanciest gadgets, uniforms and everything. The Headmaster is an old cop, of all things…” he murmured to himself, but I could sense the interest in his voice. A school with that kind of backing could be a career opportunity worth a move.

      “I think you’re too old to switch schools, dad. And the Cardinals suck.”

      His shoulders tightened immediately at the first comment, but then he let out a drawn-out chuckle at the mention of baseball, which was his escape. “Raised Royal,” he murmured as if swearing an oath to a Queen in medieval times. He loved the Kansas City Royals. “Just thoughts of a better life,” he smiled. “But be careful of poking an old bear, Callie,” he warned, not missing my snide comment about his age. “We still have claws, and don’t like to be woken up from our dreams…” he growled playfully.

      I hid my instinctive reaction at the word bear, remembering the werebear from the auction. “Well, I need to head out. Don’t want Roland sending the Sisters after me.”

      My father shivered. “Understood, Sister Callie.”

      I punched him in the arm and set my cup down. Then I gave him a big hug, inhaling his musky aftershave for good luck. It felt like wrapping armor over my fears. Another layer of protection.

      “You wearing that? To work for the church?” he complained.

      I held out my hands, displaying my outfit. “What’s wrong with my clothes?” I asked in a warning tone.

      He chuckled. “Nothing. Just not very… churchy.”

      “Like I said, this is temporary. And don’t worry, I’m not a churchy kind of gal.”

      He smiled approvingly. “Go get ‘em, Callie.”

      I nodded, kissed his stubbled cheek, and made sure to rub off some of my makeup on his collar, which he hated, and then I left.

      Sometimes a daughter needs her daddy to help her put on her armor. Even when he doesn’t know it.
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      I entered the marbled foyer of the nicest hotel I had ever seen. The Ambassador Hotel. Gilt trailed the ceilings and marble pillars — not unlike those I would have expected in the Parthenon in Greece thousands of years ago — held up the frescoed ceiling.

      Men and women — employees — in immaculately pristine suits stood with hands behind their backs, speaking quietly and subserviently with guests as they passed by. I walked up to the desk, plucking off my sunglasses as I opened my mouth to speak, feeling out of place in the jeans and dark t-shirt I had changed into. But I had worn a light disguise — sunglasses and a fedora — per Nate’s request.

      “Madame Upchurch, please follow me. Master Temple is expecting you.” A middle-aged man with dark, perfectly combed hair scooped up a package from beneath the desk, slipping it behind his back as he smiled at me. His name tag said Manager underneath the name Richard.

      I blinked at the name he had used to address me, and the fact that I hadn’t said anything to him yet. “Expecting me, is he?” I said in a frosty tone.

      “Um. Yes?” Richard’s smile slipped. “He is in the penthouse, if you will please follow me?” And he began walking to one of the elevators. I watched him warily, wondering what was in the package as I followed him into the elevator. He slipped a card into the wall above the floor buttons, and a small panel slid back on the metal screen, revealing an additional set of floors not visible before. I blinked, quietly impressed. I didn’t know Kansas City had things like this. It was like a Bond movie. He pressed the highest button, the panel slowly slid closed, and he removed his keycard.

      His hands began to move, bringing the package before him as his other hand reached for the opening. I slammed him against the wall, forearm across his throat as I snatched the package away, breathing quickly. “Don’t move,” I warned, not trusting his shifting, now terrified eyes.

      “Ah. Okay. Please. I was asked to deliver it to you. I didn’t mean to—”

      He cut off as I tore the top of the package away, glancing inside quickly.

      I blinked, then took a quick step backwards, releasing him.

      I looked up. “What is the meaning of this?”

      Richard was still up against the wall, remaining very still as he stared at me nervously. “I—I’m unsure, Madame. Master Temple requested I deliver it to you.” His eyes caught a look in the open package and he visibly relaxed, slowly lifting his head to meet my eyes, all sense of nervousness gone, replaced by offense and mild reproof. “It appears to be a garment. Very dangerous.”

      Then he very pompously turned his back on me, rubbing his throat as he let out a sniff.

      I stared down at the package, slipping my hand inside to feel the sleek, dark green fabric of a dress. My anger slowly returned, but for different reasons now. He was… trying to bribe me with shiny clothes? It looked like Nate was about to get his first lesson on manners in a few minutes.

      The door slid open and Richard stepped out as quick as a snake, holding out a hand in introduction. “Madame Upchurch, welcome to Master Temple’s suite.”

      My anger faltered as I took in the wide-open space, complete with expensive furniture, priceless art, and even a baby grand piano sidled up against the wall-to-wall windows overlooking the city below. The marble floors gleamed where expensive rugs weren’t covering them. Nate sat on a couch in a living area, swirling a glass of greenish liquid as he smiled at me. I started, realizing he wasn’t alone. A blonde man sat watching him, drinking a bottle of beer. He didn’t turn to look at me, merely waited in silence.

      Nate shifted his attention to the manager. “You will find something for your troubles on the table, Richard. I thank you, and apologize in advance. Judging by the look on her face, I was right?” he asked, not even trying to hide a smirk.

      Richard’s face was all smiles. “Madame Upchurch was a perfect Lady, Master Temple.” But he did swipe up a plain envelope on a side table before he departed. He faced ahead, still smiling as the doors closed. He didn’t look at me once.

      Nate was barefoot in expensive-looking black jeans that emphasized his legs nicely. He wore a white t-shirt that looked like it had a black — feathered, of all things — unicorn shattering a rainbow with his long, barbed horn. I couldn’t read the words below the image, but it didn’t look like any of the cartoon unicorns I had ever seen. It looked like a straight-up killing machine.

      I glanced at the very tall, heavily muscled man sitting in a chair opposite him, but angled so that I could only see the profile of his face. He had long blonde hair, a thick, bushy beard, and as he turned to face me, one icy blue eye regarded me curiously. I instinctively took a step back. He was missing a freaking eye? That was a tragedy on such a handsome man.

      He didn’t look offended at my reaction, but instead gave me a warm, welcoming smile. He stood, dipping his head politely, an old-world gesture. Even that slight motion made the muscles under his tee stress the fabric, and I noticed pronounced veins trailing down his forearms to where a small rune of some sort was tattooed on his wrist. He wore working-man jeans and military styled boots, stylishly unlaced. “I’ll be around, Nate.”

      “No, you won’t. For once in your life, Gunnar, listen to me.” Nate said, exasperated. “The situation is delicate, and you have more than enough to deal with in St. Louis. I’ll be finished here shortly. Your help here has been valuable, but we’ve got it from here.”

      “That auction didn’t sound… delicate,” the man said, frowning at Nate. He looked ready to pummel someone with his fists, but maybe that was just his muscles. He didn’t sound angry, but he did sound determined. Did Nate work for this man? Danger oozed from him, as if violence was only a heartbeat away. There was something… raw about him. Primal. “Not even considering the news with the wolves and fangers…” he trailed off cryptically.

      “We can handle it. Just stick around until we leave, in case Richard returns. Turn some music on, too. I left some chew toys in the bedroom for you if you get bored.” Gunnar scowled at that, but Nate ignored it. “Once Callie and I are finished here, I’ll head home. We have much to… discuss.” He said the last part guardedly.

      Gunnar grunted, as if that were the biggest understatement of the year. “Fine. But we’re only a phone call away if you need it. Don’t do anything stupid. We can’t afford it.”

      Nate rolled his eyes. “You know me—”

      “That’s why I’m belaboring the obvious, Nate,” the man grumbled as he rolled his eye. He handed Nate a small cloth bag without a word. Nate pocketed it with a nod. Then Gunnar turned, dipped his head at me, and began walking down another hallway deeper into the suite. “I’ll grab my things. Make sure Ashley is ready to go.”

      “I’ve been ready to leave,” a new voice spoke from behind me. I flinched, rounding on her, eyebrows furrowing as I saw a small red-headed woman smiling at me from a hallway I hadn’t noticed. She didn’t look dangerous, not with that smile and those secretary glasses. She was maybe a hundred pounds, but curvy enough to make me jealous.

      But as I studied her eyes, I felt a sense of danger radiating from her. Not directed at me. Not directed at anyone. Just… there. She had a similar tattoo as Gunnar, and subconsciously rubbed at it as she dipped her head at me. “I didn’t mean to frighten you, Miss… Upchurch, is it?” her eyes twinkled with amusement, letting me know she found the name ridiculous. “My name is Ashley. I keep that big brute of a cyclops in line. He’s not potty-trained yet.”

      I nodded, feeling a smile creep onto my face as Gunnar growled something unintelligible in the background. Nate piped in his agreement with the big man, and Ashley flashed me one last smile before turning away. “I better go make sure he’s not chewing on the furniture or marking his territory. See you, Nate. Soon.” It didn’t sound like a request, but Nate chuckled.

      I turned to see him shaking his head at her as she walked past him after Gunnar. “Don’t let anyone see you leave. We’re having an important meeting, remember?” Ashley snorted in response, waving a middle finger over her head in answer, which made Nate laugh out loud. He took a sip of his drink before turning back to me.

      I put a fist on my hip, waving the package at him. “What the hell—”

      “The color will bring out your eyes. Hungry? We have much to discuss.” He downed his drink, and stood, briskly striding deeper into the suite and around a corner.

      I spluttered angrily, but had no choice but to follow him. I wasn’t going to yell at his back. No, he was going to look me in the eyes as I brought him down a peg.

      The smell of savory steak wafted in the air as I followed the sound of his bare feet on the marble floors. “Temple,” I began, gritting my teeth, but cut off as I noticed we weren’t alone. How many fucking people were hidden in here?

      Two cooks were in the kitchen, one plucking two steaks out of a pan while the other prepared a bowl of salad on the counter. They didn’t raise their eyes, but I wasn’t about to cause a scene in front of them. Nate turned to smile at me, as if knowing very well what he had done.

      The bastard.

      I smiled back, showing teeth as I carelessly tossed the package into the corner, near a trashcan. Nate’s face tightened, but he seemed more amused than anything. He clapped his hands lightly, and the chefs bowed. I hadn’t realized that they had finished, and were standing still before their creations, eyes downcast, hands clasped in front of them.

      “It smells delicious. I think Madame Upchurch and I can fend for ourselves from here on out. Go see Richard. He has something for you.” They curtsied, and were soon leaving the way I had just come in. They even murmured politely as they passed me.

      This was ridiculous. No one needed this kind of retinue in a freaking hotel. Why not just order burgers and fries from room service? I wasn’t here to be dazzled by his money.

      I opened my mouth to say so, but Nate spoke first.

      “If I had my way, I’d order a pizza and be done with it. But…” his eyes trailed off, scanning the city. “People expect a certain something from me. Maintaining that perception keeps them from wondering what else I may be doing. And that’s become very important to me lately,” he said, sounding distracted.

      He turned to me. “Of course, I can have them whip up a pizza if you don’t want steak and salad,” he offered. I shook my head slowly, suddenly seeing a new side of him at the tone, as if I was meeting the real Nate for the first time. He held out a hand to a sliding glass door. “It’s a nice night, and they have a table outside if you’d like some fresh air. Or,” he motioned to the stools at the kitchen island, “we can just chow down here.”

      “Outside sounds nice. It’s finally stopped raining.”

      He wandered over to a small open bar, doing something with a spoon, a cube of sugar, a glass pitcher of ice water, and a bottle of green liquor. “What would you like to drink?”

      “I’ll take one of those.”

      He paused, then glanced over his shoulder. “You like absinthe?” he asked, sounding surprised.

      I shrugged. “Never had it before.”

      He turned back to his creation. “I’ll make you one, but if you don’t like it, be honest. I can always make something else. I pay for the whole cart either way, so might as well sample as much as we can.”

      Which sounded oddly enough like a segue into getting drunk. Not his tone, but the words.

      That wasn’t going to happen. I glanced out the windows as he worked. Food did sound good. Maybe not a whole steak, but that smell had alerted my stomach, and it was informing me that it would consider mutiny if I didn’t at least sample the food. And those chefs had taken the time to make it. It would be rude to not eat.

      But it would have to be a quick meal. Sunset was a few hours away, and we needed to get moving before that. With the wolf selling his spear to the vampires, I was confident we would be doing a little staking tonight. We had to be finished robbing the vampires before sunset, before they woke up. I realized for the first time that I was hungry to take them on, not afraid.

      Because someone needed to pay for hurting Father David.

      Staking vampires would sate my appetite better than sampling Nate’s steak.

      I set my Fedora down on the counter. I wouldn’t be needing it.
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      We finished our meal, casually getting to know each other a bit better. It felt more like a polite job interview than a date, because we had been around each other a handful of times over the past few days. He didn’t press me on anything in particular, and seemed to be purposely keeping the conversation on surface topics, not trying to dig into my past, my association with Roland, or even me personally — like one normally does on a date.

      It was entirely professional, even if it was strained — on my end. He seemed completely content with the conversation, which was baffling, because I had expected flirting, arrogance. Instead, I was enjoying myself.

      I had read up on Temple before heading over here. He was known for depraved parties, raucous public intoxications, and alleged trouble with the law that he always seemed to skate from. Even some trouble with the FBI. Then something hit me. Gunnar, the man who had been here. That name had been mentioned with the FBI a few years ago when Nate had been accused of something. Gunnar had taken the fall for it, and had been released from the Bureau over it.

      “Do you work for the FBI?” I asked lightly, not wanting to ruin the mood, but curious.

      Nate grunted. “No way. Gunnar used to, but was forced into early retirement. He works at Shift now, but he and Ashley also run a business on the side.”

      I had been wanting to bring up Shift — the name of the school he had recently founded. “He’s a werewolf. So is Ashley. Do you work for them?” I was having trouble piecing together the news articles with what I had seen of the man before me.

      Nate blinked at me, but I didn’t know if it was because of my observation or my question. “You know that from three minutes of conversation with them? Must have run into werewolves in the past to be able to pick up on that.”

      I shrugged. Ashley’s teasing comments had confirmed my initial instincts, but he was right. I had known a few wolves from bad dates.

      Nate set his fork down, leaning forward on his elbows. “I don’t work for Gunnar. He doesn’t work for me. We’re old friends. He likes to mother me. And Ashley likes to mother him. They’re engaged.” He watched me, waiting for any other questions I might have.

      “Okay,” I finally said.

      He nodded. “Now, you wanted to know why the wolf was killed. I wasn’t able to get confirmation, but I do have a theory. Let me back up a bit so it all makes sense.” I nodded, sipping my own drink. It was quite good, this absinthe. Strong, but refreshing. “Gunnar and Ashley swung by to check on me early this morning since I didn’t return to St. Louis after the auction. I told them about the chaos and the strange looking werewolf. They didn’t believe me about the wolf so they tracked his pack down to see if I was lying. That’s how they learned about the sale with the vampires. These strange wolves were very open about talking to Gunnar and Ashley, probably because he’s the Alpha of St. Louis, and although different, they are still kind of in the same gene pool. It should be noted that they repeatedly warned Gunnar and Ashley to get out of town, before they got in over their heads.” Nate met my eyes, underlining the significance. I nodded. The wolves were scared of something. But what the hell could scare a pack of wolves?

      “The pack had originally planned to sell a broken piece of a spear to the vampire at the auction, but the Nephilim’s murder messed that up, because everyone freaked out, feeling they had been set up.” I blinked in disbelief. Had Roland known about this? That a second piece of the spear had been at the auction?

      Nate continued. “The wolf and vampire you met made peace after the auction, and completed their exchange. When Gunnar finally tracked the wolf from the auction down, he found him dead, brutally killed by a jagged piece of wood that may or may not resemble a broken broom handle.” I nodded distantly, following the chain of events, and struggling to hide my amazement. I felt a faint frustration that his friends had been working behind my back, but at the same time, this information was crucially important. “I told you this already, but since we didn’t know why, Gunnar went back out to the wolf pack.” He paused, taking a drink. “They were gone. Every one of them. They took the same advice they gave Gunnar and ran. Wolves don’t do that.”

      “I’ve never heard of a pack of wolves running. Ever,” I agreed. “We’ll just have to ask the vampires what happened. Then kindly ask them for their piece of the spear.”

      Nate smiled at that. “You told me you were attacked by the Demon outside the church…” I nodded. “And Father David was also attacked.” I nodded again, watching him. “I’m thinking they ran from a third party, not the vampires. I think the Demon hunted that wolf down, and finding him without the spear, killed him. And the rest of the wolves fled. I can think of little else that would cause an entire pack to flee their homes. The Demon would have recognized the wolf from the auction. It makes sense. To me, anyway.” He turned to me, waiting for my opinion.

      I found myself nodding. It did make sense. The Demon had one piece from the auction, and could be systematically going after anyone else who had a piece.

      “Looks like we’re going vampire robbing, then. Before the Demon decides to.”

      “I’m glad you agree, because I have a plan to get your Cruci-stick.”

      “So do I. And it doesn’t include a sleazy dress,” I scowled.

      “Sleazy? Did you even look at it?” he asked, smiling. I shook my head. “It covers more flesh than the dress you wore at the auction.” He waved a hand. “The dress wasn’t for tonight anyway. It was a contingency plan. I would have sent it to the church, or your home, but thought this would be less invasive. It matches a tie I have picked out, if it comes to that. A disguise if the opportunity arises. That’s the only reason I picked it up. I’ll tell you about it later. Unless plans change and another one pops up.” He shrugged absently.

      I watched him curiously. At first, I had thought it to be some kind of bribe, or him bragging about his money, trying to impress me like some cheesy romance movie. But he didn’t look remotely confounded at my reaction. Sure, he looked amused, but I sensed nothing flirtatious about him. He seemed genuinely honest about the garment.

      He flashed me a grin. “Although I would recommend hanging it up so it doesn’t get wrinkly. Just in case we do need it.”

      “I suppose it’s a ten-thousand-dollar dress, complete with expensive jewelry?” I asked drily.

      He frowned. “I think the dress was fifty bucks. Ashley picked it out on her way over. And you can get your own damned jewelry. I can critique jewelry, but I have no idea how to pick it out ahead of time,” he admitted, watching me curiously. “Did you think I was trying to bribe you or something?” He leaned back in his chair, frowning. “Well, I guess I can see that,” he nodded to himself, holding his hands out at the suite. “This is all a disguise, as are most things I do. It’s expected of me. And if I deliver what is expected, no one pays any further attention. Like I told you earlier. If someone like me showed up, went to McDonalds, and rented a room at the Holiday Inn, we would have reporters all over the place. More so than now, anyway,” he muttered with a grimace.

      And he was right. There had been a horde of reporters and journalists outside the hotel when I had arrived. Luckily, they hadn’t thought I had anything to do with Nate or they would have molested me for a story. “Want to hear my plan?” I asked.

      He leaned forward, grinning like a shark, listening as I shared it with him. He began to laugh, and then nodded. “I like it. And you have someone to cover for you?”

      “Yep.”

      He clapped his hands. “Good. The manager thinks I’m hosting a small party up here with Madame Upchurch, Gunnar, and Ashley. It’s one of the reasons I had them stick around until you got here, so that Richard would see them here still.” He glanced out the window, then turned back to me. “Looks like we better get started.”

      I nodded, but wanted to add one thing. “No more assistance from your friends, although I appreciate it.”

      Nate studied me, then finally nodded. “I never intended them to help. They did that on their own, out of curiosity with the mutant wolves. They’re good at sniffing things out. He did warn me that they aren’t just wolves. He didn’t know what else, but he wanted me to warn you. In case they come back.” I nodded, wondering if Roland would know anything about that. “If I have advice, I want you to really listen to me. My friends are not without their skills, and sometimes that could help us achieve a goal with a lot less risk. Promise me that you will at least consider it if I bring it up.”

      I finally nodded, conceding. But I could always decline the help. After listening, of course. I wanted his help, but the more strangers helping us out, the more uneasy I grew. Because relying too much on Nate’s help wouldn’t help me in the long run. Because eventually, he would leave, and I would be the one to pay the consequences of anyone we pissed off together. I needed to do this my way. Not out of stubbornness, but to let the monsters of Kansas City fear me, and not just Nate Temple and friends. I wondered if he understood that.

      Satisfied with my agreement, he guided me back into the penthouse and out of the kitchen.

      I left the package with the dress on the floor, a subtle statement. He rolled his eyes.

      Instead of taking the elevator down, he inserted a key, and pressed a button for the roof. I frowned at him, but didn’t speak. Trust. I needed to give him a little.

      He smiled at my obvious impatience. “I know where the vampires are holed up. I can get us there quickly, and without the gaggle of reporters knowing I even left the hotel.” He winked at me. “Alibi, remember? Gunnar may or may not have let slip that I was thinking of opening a chapter for my school here. To the reporters. Loose-lipped werewolves,” he feigned annoyance. “You should confirm your alibi before we go,” he said, as the elevator whisked us toward the roof.

      I nodded slowly, wondering what the hell I had gotten myself into. Why were we heading to the roof? But I pulled out my phone to text Claire, and tell her my plan was a go.

      I finished my text, and followed Nate onto the roof as the elevator door opened.

      A set of comfy-looking lawn furniture stood in the center of a flat section of the roof, a bottle of wine and two glasses resting on the table’s surface. I frowned as Nate walked up, deftly opened the bottle, and then poured a little into each glass. He held one out to me as he took another. He also had pink lipstick in one hand. “Put a little of this on first,” he said, reading the bottle of wine with a grunt of regret.

      “What the hell is this?”

      He sighed. “Distraction, remember? I had the manager bring all of this up here, because I hinted to him that at some point after my meeting with everyone tonight, I was hoping to dazzle Madame Upchurch with my charm.” He held out the glass. “Paint your lips, and then take a drink. For luck. And so any curious eyes can see that we did indeed spend a bit of time up here.”

      I took the glass hesitantly, put on a bit of lipstick, just enough to leave an imprint on the rim when I took a sip, and then tossed the lipstick off the roof with a meaningful glare at him. He laughed, and then lifted his glass. I did the same. We clinked lightly, and each took a sip. I stared down at the glass in surprise. This was very nice wine. Judging by the look on his face, he looked disappointed that he couldn’t sample more, and his previous sigh of regret when reading the bottle made much more sense. But he took both our glasses and set them carefully on the table. I noticed that the base of the glasses actually slid into a holder of sorts built into the table, as did the bottle itself.

      So that the glasses wouldn’t tip over in the wind.

      I frowned at him suspiciously. “You must have done this a few times before. I’ve never seen any drink coasters like that before.”

      He shrugged, holding out his hand. “Do you trust me?”

      I shook my head, folding my arms as I studied the roof. There were no zip lines or anything. No parachutes tucked away, so what the hell were we doing up here?

      He faced me, squaring his shoulders, as his eyes danced with mischief. “I want to show you something. I think you’re strong enough to do it yourself. Unless you and Roland already know it, but I doubt it. I only figured it out by accident. Ever heard of Shadow Walking?”

      I frowned, then shook my head.

      “I’ll show you how. It will allow you to go almost anywhere you want in a blink. Wizard thing. Academy secret.”

      “I thought you hated the Academy…”

      “I do. That doesn’t mean they don’t know some handy tricks. Tools, remember?”

      He winked. And then with a sharp crack in the air, he was suddenly gone. I had felt a moment of him harnessing his magic, and even recognized the steps he had taken to do… whatever he had just done. Had he made himself invisible? I crouched warily, my energy sticks flashing into existence in my fists as I stared at the spot he had been standing. He cleared his throat.

      Directly behind me. Without thought, I released my sticks and duplicated what he had done before disappearing.

      There was a loud crack, the world flashed dark for a moment, and then I was suddenly back on the roof, only ten feet away from where I had been standing, ten feet further from the throat that had cleared behind me, and I was facing a very surprised Nate as he spun to face me.

      I gasped, staring down at my chest in wonder.

      Nate laughed excitedly. “Quick learner, indeed. You just Shadow Walked.” His eyes twinkled. Then he glanced down at a digital watch, not something I would have expected on him. “Right on time. Now, want to do it again? This time, I’ll drive.” His grin was much darker this time, hungry, and ready for violence. I nodded back, not realizing at first that I was also smiling back as I walked up to him, holding out my hand.

      My fingers tingled as they touched his, but not just from magic.

      A hint of danger. A splash of anticipation. And a pinch of controlled fear tinted my grin.

      Then the world winked out, and we were gone, leaving an empty roof and a couple of wine glasses.
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      We knelt in a patch of grass before a large wide hedge, crouching in a meticulously landscaped lawn. I was panting excitedly from the thrill of Shadow Walking, but my eyes assessed our surroundings out of habit. No one was near, so I squeezed Nate’s hand in gratitude for showing me such a beautiful piece of magic, before I let go.

      Nate murmured to me in a soft voice, crouched down low. “Feel free to share with Roland, but keep quiet about it around others. The skill loses strength if everyone knows it.”

      I nodded absently, something bothering me about the statement. “Thank you,”

      Then it hit me. I remembered that this was the way Roland had transported Claire and I to my front lawn the first night we had met, when he had saved me from the vampires. But he hadn’t shown it to me since. Curious. But Nate — a stranger — had shown it to me, of his own free will.

      Nate grunted at my thanks, peering over my shoulder to stare at a large mansion on the outskirts of town. “That wasn’t so hard, was it? Much better than driving.” He was smiling as he said it. Still, I punched his arm for good measure, earning another light laugh for my efforts.

      “Will they know we arrived?”

      Nate shook his head. “No, unless they saw us appear here. But their guards should be on the opposite side of the house if my timetables are right.”

      I blinked at him. “You’ve been here enough to scout their timetables?”

      He grunted. “Of course. No need to go in blind. I needed to be sure they were here, see how many guards they had.” He shrugged. “I had nothing else going on today.”

      “What if you were caught?” I hissed in a low tone, but I felt a slither of guilt. While I had been sipping coffee with my dad and going on a date, Nate, the supposed worthless, untrustworthy playboy, had been working.

      “I wasn’t caught,” he grinned. “I’m practiced at this kind of thing.”

      “And if they had caught you earlier, I never would have known,” I muttered, my guilt shifting to mild anger that he had gone ahead without me while I was out with my father. It made me feel incompetent. I hadn’t considered scouting the place first. Well, I had thought that was what we would do right before invading their fortress. Surprise attack.

      But I couldn’t help feeling like I had made a rookie mistake, and that Roland would have been disappointed.

      Nate grasped my shoulder. “Don’t worry. I didn’t have any doubt, I just wanted to check everything out first. To keep you safe.”

      “I don’t need protection.”

      He studied me thoughtfully, no doubt remembering Roland’s accusing eyes, and the silent warning that I be kept safe. But he nodded. “Okay. I won’t do it again.”

      I grunted. “How many guards are there?”

      “A dozen,” he whispered back, studying the house as he pulled out the small bag Gunnar had given him. I frowned down at it.

      “How do we handle a dozen guards without waking up the vampires?” I could feel the plan falling apart in my head already. One pull of a trigger, or one shout, and everything could fall to pieces. He pressed his fingers into my hand, and I almost flinched. I looked down to see he had placed six marbles in my palm.

      “Throw one within a few feet of a guard, and it will send them to the drunk tank at the jail.”

      “How in the hell?” I said, eyes wide.

      He grinned. “A prototype from my new company. It Shadow Walks them wherever I program it. In this case, I had Gunnar program it.” He shrugged.

      I shook my head in wonder, but then I thought about it. “We’re going to send a dozen armed guards into a cell, and, what, hope the police are paying attention? What if they talk?”

      Nate grinned like a wolf. “Oh, the police will have a lot of questions for them. Twelve men suddenly showing up in the drunk tank? But they wouldn’t dare talk. Their masters,” he pointed a thumb at the house, “would make the rest of their lives a living nightmare of pain. And who would believe them if they did talk? Hey, I was guarding a vampire’s house and suddenly I wasn’t there anymore. Can you let me out, please?” he grinned at me.

      “And their guns?” I hissed.

      “The marbles won’t take the guns. I tested them already. It will leave anything metallic behind, quite forcefully.” Then he chuckled. “Let’s hope none of them have fillings.” Then he was suddenly moving, darting to a tall hedge closer to the house.

      I blinked in disbelief. But I hadn’t thought of fillings. I had thought of screws and pins inside an old broken arm or leg. But I didn’t have time to worry about that as he darted ahead again.

      Scanning the gardens, I pursued him swiftly, eyes out for any of the guards, palms sweating on the marbles, hoping sweat didn’t set them off. I didn’t want to end up in jail, especially not with a dozen guards.

      I quickly reached his side to find him frowning down at his watch. “Any second now,” he whispered. “Get ready.” He motioned towards my marbles. “Make sure it breaks on contact.”

      I nodded nervously, watching the corner of the house, realizing we were right next to a path circling the building. The minutes stretched, and the sun crept closer to the horizon. I began to grow antsy, shooting a quick look at Nate.

      “Where are they?” he murmured under his breath. “Even if my timing was off, we should have seen someone by now. Follow me.”

      He darted across the path, and was suddenly leaning against the house itself. My stomach threatened to climb out of my throat. He was standing in plain sight!

      But I followed him, not wanting to be left behind. He waited for me, then let out a breath. He jerked his head around the corner, no doubt searching for guards. But instead of pulling back, he let out a grunt, and boldly walked out into the open.

      I tried to grasp his arm, but he shook me off and disappeared.

      I crouched, leaning around the corner to find him kneeling over a body.

      My eyes widened, but I saw two more bodies not further along, one tucked under a bush. They were all concealed from obvious view to anyone looking out from inside the house, but since we were right on top of them, they were perfectly visible to us. Nate looked troubled as he glanced back at me.

      “We aren’t the only ones here,” I whispered, creeping closer.

      He nodded, tight lipped. “Maybe you should hang back. Let me—”

      “No,” I said stubbornly. “You’re the sidekick here.”

      He stared at me, face incredulous. Then he let out a weak grin, and dipped his head. “Let’s go check out inside. If we see a vamp, don’t use the spheres.”

      “Spheres? You mean your small balls?” I smirked at him.

      A momentary look of murder flashed across his face, but he nodded. “Yes, those. My tiny, fragile, deadly balls.”

      “Got it. I can handle a vampire.”

      “How about a kiss?”

      My heart suddenly double-timed, wondering if I had heard him right. Had he just casually asked me for a good-luck kiss? Really? I kept my tone neutral. “A kiss?”

      He frowned at me. “Kiss. A group of vampires. They’re called a kiss. Like a gaggle of geese. Rampage of rhinos. A murder of—”

      “I get it, nature boy,” I said, feeling my cheeks redden. “Just never heard it before. Roland calls them a coven.”

      “Covens are witches,” he snorted, eyeing me again, as if suddenly doubting my ability to help.

      “Kiss, coven. Doesn’t matter. They all die the same.”

      Those words seemed to reassure him. “That they do. Stake to the heart, holy water, fire, decapitation, or a religious gizmo if you’re into that sort of thing.”

      I nodded. “Let’s do it.”

      We stalked around the edge of the house, keeping our eyes out for any guards. Just because we had seen some down, that didn’t mean that the rest weren’t guarding the rest of the house, and suddenly wondering what had happened to their friends.

      But we saw no one as we came upon the back door. Nate nodded once at me, then glanced up at the sky. We were getting close to sunset. We wanted to be well gone by then. If there was anything left to find here, since someone had obviously beaten us. A shiver of fear raced down my neck, imaging the Demon jumping out of the bushes to kill us. But I smelled no rotten eggs.

      Nate darted through the door. I counted to five, quickly, and followed him in. Darkness enveloped us as we crept through a kitchen, staying close to the walls. Not a sound could be heard. No fighting, no footsteps, not even the smell of blood. What was going on? As we moved, I began to hear the faint sounds of classical music from deeper in the house, as if coming from the basement. Where the vampires would be found.

      We crept on, following the music, slipping through the halls, and for the first time, I realized Nate was still barefoot. I blinked at that, and almost burst out laughing. Here we were, creeping through a vampire’s house, with guards already dead at the scene, trying to rob them, possibly kill them. And the dangerous billionaire wizard looked like a homeless hippie, and the non-religious church secretary was terrified out of her wits on her first real solo hunt for the Vatican.

      Fucking ridiculous.

      But I kept that to myself, following Nate. He glanced around a corner, leaned back, and frowned at me, motioning me closer. I did, reaching his side. “There are six dead bodies in the living room ahead. Not a bullet fired, although they’re still armed, and if I’m the luckiest man alive, the spear is sitting on the table right next to them.” He shook his head. “It’s a trap.”

      I grabbed his arm. “We can’t leave it here. Even if it is a trap. If we can grab even one of the pieces, the rest will be useless. Then this whole thing can be finished.”

      “Or we could both die. Roland won’t like that.”

      I smiled at him, ignoring my racing heart. “If that happens, you’ll be dead. No need to be scared of the old man.”

      He grunted, and let out a sigh. “Just stay behind—Callie!” he hissed as I darted past him into the living room.
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      Not a soul moved in the room, but the overwhelming stench of blood finally hit me.

      These men hadn’t died easily. Well, they had been killed quickly, unable to even let off a shot, but their ends had been brutal. Throats ripped entirely out of their necks. I even saw a limb beside the lamp, still holding a rifle. What could have done this? The Demon? Another kiss of vampires?

      Whatever it had been, it was efficient and ruthless. That much was obvious.

      But I could see the shaft of wood sitting on the table, just like Nate had said. I darted forward, ready to grab it and Shadow Walk out of here the moment I had it. Then I saw that one end was a metal point. It was the tip of the spear. Would that cause a problem with Shadow Walking, like the glass marbles in my palm?

      Then I buried the thought, feeling my earrings dangling from my ears. They were still there, so Shadow Walking itself must not prevent metal. Just Nate’s balls.

      I snatched up the spear, letting out a nervous breath as a pulse of power throbbed a single time against my palm, then faded to nothing. The jagged wooden end was bloody, but the slow squeal of a wooden door opening at the other end of the room made me flinch.

      A pale man stood there, snarling at me, fangs glistening wetly, eyes latched onto the spear in my fist. “She told us you would come, child. Warned us you wanted revenge for Master Simon’s offense at the auction. But he didn’t agree,” the voice hissed, sounding as if dripping with venom. “Why didn’t you stake the rest of us like you did Simon? You were already downstairs. Perhaps I’ll find out before I drink every drop of your blood and retrieve our spear.”

      He was clearly limned against the light from a doorway that led downstairs. Claws shot out of his fingers, and he opened his mouth in a silent roar. He took a step closer, consumed with his thirst for vengeance. It sure looked like I had killed Master Simon, the one from the auction that had abducted Claire. Nate was right, it had been a trap. I was standing with the weapon that had staked their Master.

      The vampire took another step and suddenly burst into flame.

      “Let’s get the fuck out of here!” Nate shouted as more feet pounded up the stairs from below. Screams and feral shrieks accompanied the pounding feet. Before I could move, forms piled out of the doorway, jumping over the body of the burning vampire to stare at Nate and me.

      Something on the table caught my attention, and I glanced down, momentarily stunned. A silver cross. Identical to those sold by our church in the small gift shop. I saw the name of our church stamped on the underside of this one — Abundant Angel.

      With a wave of hisses and screams, the vampires attacked. They crouched, jumped, and sprinted, trying to dodge sudden lances of flame that shot from Nate’s hands like arrows from a bow, except twice the size. I didn’t accurately know how to Shadow Walk where I intended, and was likely to end up somewhere even more dangerous if I did it blindly.

      Instead, my bladed kamas flared into being, and I began flinging them around the room like hatchets. They crackled with blue-tinted light as they flew through the room. One vampire lost his head at my first throw, but another merely lost an arm, not slowing as he flew at my face.

      I fell back, holding up the spear, and he crashed onto my chest. The broken shaft — the already bloody wooden end — pierced his heart, and he collapsed in a cloud of dust over my body, sending me into a coughing fit as I struggled to scoot back.

      A fist grabbed me by the hair, and I lashed out with the spear, slicing the hand.

      “What the hell?” Nate’s voice hissed. “Let’s get out of here!” I turned to see him clutching his hand. Whoops.

      He turned and ran, motioning me to follow. I noticed that a wall of flame blocked off the basement door, and the three vampires that had burst into the room were all down, but I heard more monsters screaming at the flames that prevented them from avenging their brothers.

      My mind raced as I pounded down the hall after the bare-foot billionaire. The vampire had said they had been warned, and that they knew I would come. That their master had dismissed it, and that someone had snuck downstairs to stake him. With the weapon in hand, they thought that person me. But he made it sound like they had been specifically warned about me, before their master died. But if someone snuck in here, killed a dozen guards, and then staked the Master, why hadn’t he taken the murder weapon? And who was trying to set me up? Two parties. Someone to warn them. And someone to sneak in for the kill. I doubted it was the same person, or he wouldn’t have snuck in to warn them in the first place. He just would have come in to kill them. And they would have taken the spear. One of them had to be the Demon, but again, why wouldn’t she have simply taken the spear.

      Was it just a crazy coincidence? The murderer, not the person who had warned them. Maybe a vampire hunter happened to sneak in to kill the master vampire the same night we were coming. But any vampire hunter would have felt like a kid at Christmas to find a collection of vampires sleeping. He would have staked all of them. Especially after killing all the guards upstairs.

      What the hell was going on?

      We burst outside, and I saw Nate was approaching the corner of the house, urging me to follow. He darted around the corner, no doubt wanting to make sure we were still safe from another gang of monsters. I rounded the corner behind him, my fan suddenly hovering before me in case any more monsters, guards, or bullets were found to be waiting for me.

      But I found nothing other than Nate standing there, waiting. He held out a hand, and I instinctively jerked the spear away from him. He frowned at my motion, but held out his hand again, waving it as if I were mentally handicapped. Only then did I realize that he hadn’t been asking for the spear. He was trying to Shadow Walk us the hell out of here.

      I obeyed, slapping my palm into his just as screams and pounding feet burst out of the door to the house behind us. The world snapped to black, and a heartbeat later we were back on the roof of Nate’s hotel, a faint cracking sound echoing off the nearby buildings. I collapsed to my knees between the table and the raised ledge overlooking the streets below, panting anxiously, reflexively darting my eyes around us to make sure we were safe.

      Just then, the door to the roof opened, and I whirled, spear tucked behind my back.

      Richard, the manager, stared at me kneeling on the ground, and looked embarrassed that he may have startled me into falling down. He flicked an uneasy glance behind me, as if hoping Nate hadn’t seen. I turned to see Nate behind me, staring out at the city, calmly drinking his wine, oblivious. I turned back to the manager, grinning sheepishly. “You surprised me,” I said.

      “My apologies, Madame Upchurch,” he dipped his head politely. “Do you need my help?” he asked, taking a step forward. I shook my head, climbing to my feet. He obeyed, halting his advance. Then he called out towards Nate. “I phoned your room, Master Temple, but you didn’t answer. I wanted to see if you or your guests required anything…”

      “Thank you, Richard. My other guests are downstairs, likely freshening up for our night out. Madame Upchurch and I came up for a spot of fresh air.” His voice was cool, clipped, obviously lost in thought. He hadn’t turned to look at Richard. “That will be all.”

      The man bowed, even though Nate wasn’t watching, and then shot me an apologetic look. Then it hit me. Judging by Nate’s cool tone and my embarrassment — not to mention me on my knees a pace away from Nate — he had to have assumed the worst, that he had interrupted a very, very private moment. Like a first kiss, for example. Or something even more scandalous… Richard blessedly closed the door behind him before I could die with shame, leaving Nate and me alone on the roof.

      We had done it.

      So, why did I feel like our problems were only just beginning?

      I calmly walked up to the table and poured the rest of the bottle into my glass. I shoved the spear into my back pocket and took a deep drink of the wine as I looked at Nate’s back.

      He didn’t turn, just continued to watch the skyline before him, and I had a momentary vision of him, superimposed over another. Like Alexander the Great staring out at his kingdom.

      I let out a breath and finally stepped up beside him, not speaking for a minute as we enjoyed our wine in silence.

      “They were waiting for us. Waiting for me. It was a trap. You were right.” I finally said.

      He nodded absently, not looking at me.

      “I need to get this to Roland. He can take care of it.”

      He nodded slowly, still not turning. I saw that he was holding his wine with his injured hand, blood staining the stem of the glass. I winced guiltily.

      “Sorry about that. I thought—”

      “I know what you thought,” he said softly. “It’s nothing. I’ve been hurt worse.” His eyes were distant, or looking inward, one of the two. Either way, they weren’t here, in this moment. Like I didn’t matter. He was done with me. We had done the thing, and that was that. He looked like a man thinking on his to-do list, neatly placing a check next to the silly girl with the white hair.

      “Would you like me to join you?” he asked, interrupting my inner pity party.

      I blinked, caught off guard by my momentary flash of anger. But why was I angry? He had done what he said. I had done what I set out to do. We were finished with the job. I had told him I wanted to do it my way, so I had no right to be angry.

      “No, I’ll be fine. I’m sure you have other things to do…”

      He nodded absently, and I found my unjustified frustration rising, even though I knew that wasn’t fair. Maybe it was his lack of interest. I didn’t like being treated like Richard.

      He saw me as a tool. Used and discarded after I had served my purpose. I turned to leave and his hand flashed out to lightly grasp my hand, the one not holding my wine. I felt a unique impression on his palm, almost like a raised scar of calloused flesh, but it took everything I had to hide my sudden intake of breath.

      “Relax. Finish your wine. Take a breath. These moments are golden. You never know when you’ll get another one…” he trailed off, and I could have sworn I heard him add something in Latin under his breath. It had sounded like Memento Mori but I didn’t know what that meant. A memento? Who was Mori?

      But I nodded, letting out a breath, pretending to comply, but really using the excuse to calm myself. I was all over the place tonight. Perhaps it was fear from the unknown. The vampires had known I was coming. And someone had done an exceptional job framing me. But I had the spear tip. That was a win, right?

      I caught the last of the setting sun touching the rim of Nate’s glass and hid a sudden grin. He was drinking from the glass I had sampled earlier. I watched as he lifted the glass to his lips, exactly where the faint imprint of my lipstick was. A small smile touched his face, and I had to suppress the shiver that tingled my lips. Was he smiling at the taste of the wine, or… the taste of my lipstick? Or merely amused that he realized he had grabbed the wrong glass. I didn’t dare ask. Didn’t want to ask.

      But there had been that tingle on my lips.

      I was just fuzzy from my lunch date, hungers long buried suddenly roaring to the surface, hungry for a touch of flesh on flesh.

      That was all.

      His smile grew wider and he hummed lightly to himself before taking another drink. I peeled my eyes away, staring out at the city.

      It was good wine.

      Nothing else.

      “To Mori, whoever the hell he is,” I said, smiling at him. He flinched, rounding on me in surprise. He watched me for a second, and then began to laugh, deep belly laughs.

      “To Mori,” he laughed again, raising his glass.

      I clinked my glass against his. The two marks of lipstick-stained glass touched, and my stomach fluttered again. He didn’t seem aware, still chuckling at my toast.
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      Roland held the spear before him, studying it intently, eagerly. “Incredible, Callie. Truly.”

      I shifted from foot to foot, glancing back at Claire. She looked smug at her involvement in my victory. “Thanks for covering for me.”

      She shrugged, smiling. “Felt pretty cool. Like I was in a movie or something.”

      “You were sure to use my name?” I pressed.

      She nodded. “Yep. My coworker, Jenny, wore her hoodie just like you asked, just a bit of a white hair clip-on showing, and I made sure the reservation was under Callie Penrose. We had a nice dinner. Not that I understand why. It’s not like anyone important goes to that place.”

      I smiled back. “I know a handful of cops that do. I’ve never been there without a cop present at a table. The nearby precinct loves the burgers they have. And the Guinness, judging by the few that have hit on me there. You used my card?”

      Claire nodded. “Yep. Jenny paid for dinner with the card I slipped her.”

      Roland was watching us curiously. I shrugged at him. “I told her to have a trusted friend,” I shot Claire a questioning look, and she nodded adamantly, miming zipping her lips, “pretend to be me and pay for dinner. Just in case there are any questions or reported thefts later. Or if anyone is following Nate Temple’s acquaintances in town. They’ll know that the girl that spoke to him briefly at the auction was at a dinner tonight, paid for it, and hopefully a cop or two will personally back up my story. If not, they have my debit card used there.”

      Roland nodded, a very considering look on his face. “That is very… devious of you.”

      I shrugged, not wanting to take too much credit. “Nate told me I should have an alibi. But the plan was all mine.” I wanted to make sure I was honest with Roland. His face seemed to demand it, even with something as innocent as this. He never would have known otherwise, but I felt better coming clean. “So, how do we get it to the Vatican?”

      His smile faltered. “We can’t do that yet.”

      I frowned, confused. “I thought if I got one of the pieces out of their hands…” I saw the guilty look on his face. “What’s going on, Roland?” I demanded.

      He sighed, setting the spear down on the blankets over his stomach. “We need all the pieces. One piece can call out to another if the right person knows how to look for it.” I gritted my teeth. “And since the Demon is hot on your trail, I fear she will know how to use it for that.”

      “And when were you going to tell me this part?”

      He met my eyes. “I had hoped to be up and out of bed before you got it. But Claire says my convalescence will be longer than I thought.” Claire’s look told me the other side of the story. Roland had likely intended for it to be a two-day bed rest, when it was obvious to anyone with half a brain that he would be down for at least a week. “I had intended to help you get the other pieces. But it looks like your efficiency has brought you another task. No good deed goes unpunished,” he smiled, trying to douse my anger with a sense of pride at a job well done.

      I scowled back, not falling for it. “I need to get the other two pieces.”

      He nodded, at least looking a little ashamed. “Nate will help. I wouldn’t be surprised if he knew this would be the case already.”

      I began to get pissed off, remembering the quiet moment Nate and I had shared less than an hour ago, sitting on the roof. He hadn’t been quiet because he was dismissing me. He had been planning our next move, knowing that the game wasn’t over. His distant attitude took on a new light now as I imagined him scheming, planning, and calculating our next play, all while leaving me unaware.

      Letting me think we were finished, and ready to part ways, but knowing that wasn’t the case.

      Like a small test.

      Would these assholes — as different as they were — never cease playing their games, trying to be delicate with me? It was downright infuriating. Sure, I had been nervous, terrified even, about my first job, but I had done well! I wasn’t a piece of porcelain on the shelf.

      Every single man I knew seemed ready to protect me from bad news, whether I wanted it or not.

      “Fine,” I growled angrily. “How do we keep that one safe while I get the others?”

      “I can mask it for a time.”

      “Of course you can. I’m sure you told me that already, but my tiny female brain must have dismissed it because it was too scary,” I snapped, appreciating his resulting wince. “I’m going to get a drink. Perhaps the bartender won’t be scheming behind my back. Claire, let’s go.”

      “Callie—” Roland pleaded.

      “No, Roland. I’m always honest with you. Always. Even with the alibi thing. I didn’t have to give Nate credit. I could have let you believe as you would. But I didn’t. I told you the truth. You didn’t. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” That one hurt him, but I didn’t care. “I’ll be back later.”

      And I stomped out from the room, ignoring his protests behind me. I heard Claire grabbing a light jacket as she hurried out of the apartment and joined me in the hall.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We sat in a bar, walking distance from the apartment, but one I hadn’t checked out before. I hadn’t wanted to see any familiar faces. I was two shots down before I felt calm enough to smile. It took me one more shot to use words. I leaned close to Claire. “Sorry. It’s just… that man!”

      She nodded, accepting my apology, although her smile let me know it wasn’t expected or needed. A mischievous gleam entered her eyes. “You talking about Roland, or… Nate?”

      I shot her a look of pure murder, opening my mouth to say one name, but I let it float away unspoken as I gave her a faint smile of my own, although mine was frustrated, not at Claire, but at the situation. “Both, I guess,” I finally admitted.

      She nodded, then patted my shoulder comfortingly. We talked idly for a few minutes, not wanting to discuss any dangerous topics in such a public place. It felt nice. To unwind. Remove the Freak stuff. Just be a young, single girl on the town. No vampires. No billionaires. No cryptic, conniving old warrior priests. Just girl talk. Soon, I was laughing, and drinking at a reasonable pace, enjoying the slight, comfortable buzz filling my head. Just enough to relax me without mental degradation.

      “Before you showed up, Roland heard from the hospital. Father David is doing okay. He woke a few times, but is still delirious, and the heavy pain-killers in his system didn’t let him stay awake long. But he’s expected to be fine.” I let out a breath of relief.

      “Thanks for telling me.”

      She shrugged, looking around the bar for a few moments, people watching. She straightened, setting her empty drink down. “That stuff goes right through me. I’ll be right back,” she said with an odd grin on her face, slipping from the stool. Was she drunker than I thought?

      “Buddy system?” I sighed, untucking my leg from the stool.

      She gripped my shoulders, stopping me. “Oh, no. That’s okay. I’ll be back in a minute or two.” She was still grinning, but she slipped away before I could press her.

      “What’s a girl like you doing in a place like this?” a familiar voice chuckled from behind me. I whirled on my stool.

      And came face to face with my lunch date, Johnathan.

      “You’re stalking me,” I finally said, flashing him a surprised smile of delight.

      He held up his hands. “Guilty.” Then he shook his head. “Actually, you’re on my turf, now. I always go here.”

      “Oh? Then how did I meet you at that other bar last night?”

      “My little sister dragged me there kicking and screaming. Remember?” I nodded. “That was her bar. This one is mine.” He leaned closer to whisper a secret in my ear. His minty breath and faint cologne were pleasant. “I don’t tell her about my spots, though. She’ll ruin all my fun.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fun like picking up drunk chicks at your bar? Or asking them to lunch the next day?”

      He frowned at me, his mild disapproval plain. “No. Any idiot can tell you that never works. I can honestly tell you that I’ve never picked up a girl for the night at a bar.” He didn’t sound upset, exactly, but he did sound… adamant.

      I nodded shyly. I hadn’t meant to offend him. Just to tease, but it felt nice to see him get defensive about it. It… put truth to his words. “Sorry,” I mumbled, wondering if Claire had fallen into the toilet. Then I scowled, rethinking it. She had seen Johnathan, recognizing him from last night, and snuck away as fast as possible. Sneaky little shit.
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      As if reading my thoughts, Johnathan chuckled. “I like your friend. Good wingman.”

      “Yes. I’ll have to talk to her about that,” I said with mock severity. It felt nice to be back in the normal world. No one trying to kill me. A nice boy flirting with me. Someone more like me. Not some out of town billionaire. “Too bad there’s no dancing here…” I said without thinking.

      He sighed. “I’m white. No dance skills here. Unless it’s the classical stuff.” He took a drink to drown his sorrows at such an unfair world.

      “Of course. You know the Waltz. What was I thinking?”

      He shrugged. “Mom made me learn when I was young. In case we ever traveled back in time to the Renaissance, or something,” he rolled his eyes. “Never had to use it. Shocking.”

      “That dashing without it, eh?” I teased.

      He choked into his drink, wiping his mouth as he turned back to me. Then he held out a hand to his reaction, as if proving his point about not being dashing. “Not remotely. Never tried hitting on an old lady before, though, so maybe I’ve just been barking up the wrong tree.”

      “Good luck with that.” I looked over Johnathan’s shoulder, and saw Claire lurking near the opposite end of the bar, talking to a handsome, blonde-haired guy and his two friends. She craned her neck my way, making sure I had fallen for her trap. She even flashed me the thumbs-up sign. The blonde guy shifted bright blue eyes my way, and he dipped his chin pleasantly upon seeing me looking back at him. Not in a creepy way, but a polite hello. Which felt nice. Of course, he was probably trying to get into Claire’s pants, so befriending her friend would be helpful to him. His gaze drifted to the back of Johnathan’s head for a moment before he turned back to Claire.

      “So, what are you doing here? Didn’t you say the other place was your usual bar?”

      I nodded. “Wanted a change of scenery. Last time I was there, some jerk tricked me into lunch. I didn’t want that happening again. Imagine my surprise…” I feigned a resigned look, but he just rolled his eyes.

      “You’re in my bar, now. Perhaps you should take a lesson and ask me to lunch.”

      “How about a booth?” I asked without thinking, then flushed.

      His grin stretched from ear-to-ear. “Deal,” he said, and grasped my hand, tugging me towards the nearest booth, even darting ahead of a waitress before she could sit a couple down in the spot he had picked out. The waitress didn’t look pleased, but his smile was infectious, because she only shook her head with a light sigh. The couple following her — a young, likely broke college couple — didn’t even appear to notice. “Better tip well,” the waitress muttered to Johnathan.

      “For sure,” Johnathan nodded. We sat down and soon the night began to fade away. Like two old friends meeting up after a long break. He didn’t hit on me, although he had moved to my side of the booth at some point. He didn’t press, or try any of those sneaky games most guys try. Accidentally brushing my hand, or pressing his thighs against mine. Instead, he just watched me, staring at my face as we spoke. Sure, I caught his eyes wandering when I wasn’t looking, but they never leered, just admired. And the second I opened my mouth to speak, his eyes were back on my face, paying attention better than even Claire did.

      It was… nice. And I soon found myself wishing he had tried one of those lame moves. But he hadn’t, and didn’t look like he was going to do so without encouragement.

      “So, what about you?” I asked, glancing over to Claire to see her now seated at the bar beside the blonde guy. They were both laughing, and I saw him lightly touch her arm a few times, disguising the motion as part of the story he was telling her. She also found excuses to touch his thigh, squeeze his shoulder. They were having fun. Good chemistry. I turned back to Johnathan, sighing.

      He swirled his glass contemplatively. “I guess I’m just trying to be a better person.”

      “Used to be a bad boy?” I didn’t buy it. He was a nerd. But charming, nonetheless.

      He smiled, and I knew that smile wasn’t capable of being a bad boy. He hadn’t even touched me since we sat down. Even accidentally. Of course, maybe his past was a different story. “Not any more than anyone else. I just, I don’t know, grow bored with all this.” He waved his hands vaguely.

      “Having a conversation in a private booth with a pretty woman?” I arched a brow at him.

      “No! I’m just, looking for more than most guys, I guess.”

      “A wife?” I asked, a pang of distant anxiety hitting me like a gunshot.

      “What?” he burst out, rounding on me in surprise. “No way. Not at all.” Again, I arched my eyebrows at him, and he realized that he was losing either way. “Well, I wouldn’t turn it down or anything, but I’m definitely not searching for it. It’s just… that other thing I told you about. It bothers me. Keeps me up at night,” he was staring into his glass, swirling it again.

      I nodded. “Understandable. It’s a big question, isn’t it?”

      He met my eyes. “Not really a question, though. You said you agreed, right?”

      I sighed, looking down into my own glass. “I don’t know,” I answered cautiously. “Maybe we’ve both just seen some talented videos on YouTube.”

      He was shaking his head. “Come on, Callie. I respect you enough to call that argument weak. Don’t belittle me. Or yourself.”

      I smiled. Willing to call me out. That was… fresh.

      “Fine. You don’t want to talk about it. I get it.” He didn’t sound angry or upset, just weary. “I guess you could say I just want more. Even without that other thing. Maybe I’m just looking for my own slice of heaven. Something worth my time. Not something from a magazine cover or reality TV show. Something real. Something worth my while—”

      I leaned in and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Then I pulled away, drinking in his surprised reaction. “For your honesty.”

      He turned to me, looking very hungry all of a sudden, entirely different than he had looked at me the rest of the night, and I began to feel my pulse race. Finally. I waited for him to make his move, and almost jumped out of my skin as Claire slid into the booth next to me. She leaned close to whisper into my ear. “There’s a certain someone causing a scene outside. Looking for you. I think you need to wrap this up.”

      I leaned back, wanting to kick her across the room. But the look on her face was very serious.

      I turned to Johnathan, frowning. “I need to leave. I’m so sorry.”

      He frowned first at me, then at Claire, opening his mouth.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure Callie will be calling you very soon, won’t she?” Claire asked, giving me a very threatening look.

      “Sure. Yes. I will,” I said, turning to Johnathan.

      Whatever he saw on my face made him frown. “Okay. Do you need me to walk you outside?” he asked, sounding concerned.

      “No, we’ll be fine. Nothing is wrong. Claire just reminded me of another commitment that I forgot about. Because some jerk at the bar distracted me.” I smiled.

      He nodded slowly. “Okay. Call me.”

      “I will.”

      “We still need to speak about honesty. You started a conversation you really should finish,” he smiled like a wolf to a sheep, no longer Mr. Nice Guy.

      I laughed. “I’ll think about it,” I said, sliding out from the booth and pressing a twenty-dollar-bill down on the table. He began to protest, but I shot him a look and he sighed, withdrawing his hand with a very dramatic huff of breath.

      I followed Claire through the bar, struggling not to turn and catch one last look at Johnathan. I succeeded, barely.

      But all thoughts of Johnathan flew from my mind as I saw flashing lights through the door leading outside. People in the bar had stood to get closer to the window and watch. Claire squeezed the arm of the blonde guy on our way past, as he had also been staring out the window in curiosity. He looked much bigger up close, towering over Claire. He smiled at both of us before standing up on his toes, trying to see outside again. What the hell? Was there an accident or something? A fight?

      Claire opened the door and I gasped. Cameras flashed, and a crowd of people stood shouting at a car parked in front of the door. A very nice, blacked out Denali XL, one of those the size of a small bus. Nate leaned against it, speaking to a young female reporter and ignoring the rest with a practiced, arrogant air. The lucky reporter looked oddly familiar as she slipped a card into his suit coat, but his eyes locked onto mine, and his mouth clicked shut.

      I frowned, confused, but he suddenly swept forward, grabbed each of our hands, and led us into the back of the idling SUV. The shouting and flashing cameras increased, but he stood before the door, his back guarding us from the pressing reporters. I jumped into the car, more to get away from the reporters than to obey Nate. I was no stranger to crowds, but too many people had redirected their questions to Claire and I, and I felt my face flushing.

      Nate climbed in behind us, closing the door to shut out the pleas from outside, and I realized it was a small limo. At least, the two bench seats faced each other. Claire and I sat side-by-side as Nate sat down opposite us. I wondered if I had the same stunned look on my face as she did. Nate smiled, and then rapped on the glass leading to the front of the car behind him.

      Then he held out two bottles of water to us. “We need to talk,” he said as if it were the most normal statement in the world.

      I burst out laughing. Partly with excitement. Partly with disbelief. And partly with thoughts for Johnathan. What the hell was he going to think about this? Not that I really cared. I had known him for one day, after all. Still, it wouldn’t look great, me leaving him at the booth for a rich man in a limo. Claire, too.

      “I need a Goldilocks, but you’ll do,” he grinned.

      I laughed even harder. He didn’t waste time. Already planning the next theft. From the bears, by the sound of it. I wasn’t upset any longer about that, focusing my frustration on Roland. He had been the one to not tell me we needed to retrieve all three pieces. Nate might have even assumed I knew all along.

      Either way, Nate was good at two things. Making an entrance, and making an exit.
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      We had spent an hour on the roof of The Ambassador Hotel. Claire had been wide-eyed the entire time, only snapping out of it to tell me how incredible the man from the bar was. Gabriel, the guy I had seen her flirting with. They had exchanged numbers, and she practically glowed. He was a fine catch, and I found myself happy for her. She didn’t open up often, but seeing me with Johnathan must have given her a bit of confidence.

      It seemed Nate had found a taste of love lately, too, because he seemed sweet on the reporter I had seen outside the bar. The one who looked vaguely familiar for some reason. “Just tell us her name!” I begged with a grin. He had shrugged off our questions for the past ten minutes, simply smiling whenever we asked.

      “Alyssa,” he said with a groan, as if we had tortured him to his limit. Then he shook his head, sipping his wine. “I ran into her at the auction. She was working the event. Remember? I shoved her aside when the Nephilim ate it.” I nodded, slapping a palm against my thigh. I had seen her before. Not her face, but she had been following him when he approached me after the bidding of the spear. Nate had gently shoved her out of the way before all hell had broken loose. I knew she had looked familiar. “She thinks I’m some kind of hero. But I just didn’t want her seeing me fight a monster. Or her becoming a snack to a monster. Enough girl talk. Do you agree about the bears? The Nephilim was killed, and I think we should hold off on the Demon. That leaves the bears.”

      I nodded, shivering at the sudden thrill of the decision. We had robbed the vampires, and Roland was keeping the piece safe. Now it was time to see if the bears had a piece, or if their attendance at the auction was just coincidence. “Seems fine. I don’t know much about bears.”

      Nate nodded absently. “Me neither. I would expect to see them up in Alaska or something, but Kansas City? All I’ve found is that they are apparently pretty solitary, so I don’t think we’ll be walking into a war zone like last time. Probably just a handful of them.”

      I scowled at him. “How many were there, Nate?”

      His face flickered with a smile, and then he leaned back, sighing. “Three.”

      I slapped the table. “I knew it! You scouted the place without me! Again!”

      He shrugged. “Yeah. I thought you could use a break, and you were meeting with Roland—” His face suddenly grew ashen as if a thought had just hit him. I tensed, scanning the roof, wondering what had changed. He slowly lifted his eyes. “Those vampires knew you were coming… Like they knew you on sight. Might even know your name…”

      I stared at him, and then a sickening feeling rolled over me. I began shaking my head forcefully. “No. Roland wouldn’t betray me. That’s impossible. He works for the freaking church, for god’s sake.” Claire muttered something disapproving at my choice of words.

      Nate just blinked. “What? No. Even I know that,” he muttered, climbing to his feet and brushing a hand through his hair. Then he turned back to us. “I don’t know why I didn’t think of it earlier. I was so focused on the bears that it slipped my mind. Listen. Someone knew we were coming, or at least that you were coming. They even tried to frame you. But no one knew our plans.”

      “What about the wolves?”

      Nate shook his head. “Gunnar didn’t know my plans, either. I haven’t even told him why I’m still in town. And the wolves were gone before he even met you. Even if he had wanted to, he had nothing to tell the wolves, even accidentally, that could have tipped off the vamps.”

      I nodded, but didn’t understand his sudden concern. I was with Nate. I wasn’t in danger.

      “Where have you gone lately?” he asked in a soft voice.

      Claire watched Nate very intensely, reading into his tone, looking nervous. “I met with Roland. Swung by my father’s house, a bar, a date, here.” I threw my hands up. “Spill. What are you getting at?” I said, feeling uneasy all of a sudden. Nate didn’t appear to scare easily, but right now he looked very, very concerned.

      “Someone knows you, Callie. It could be from the auction, or somewhere else you’ve been recently. But that’s not what really matters. Where did you go immediately after the auction? And immediately after we got the first piece of the spear tonight?”

      I gasped. “To see Roland… Oh my god.”

      Nate nodded. “We need to go check on him, make sure you weren’t followed. He has the piece of the spear, right? And he’s injured. All by himself. In an apartment that you’re known to frequent.”

      I was already standing, holding out my hand for Nate and Claire to grab. “Shadow Walk us there. Now, Nate,” I managed, trying to keep my heart from bursting. If I had led them to Roland, if they had found him…

      “Claire, stay down. Callie, be ready for anything.” We nodded, then they clasped my hands, and in a blink, we were gone.

      We appeared in the dark apartment, ready for war. Nate’s fingers wriggled near his hips like those old western cowboys before a gun fight, as if ready to sharp-shoot his way out. Claire had snatched up the wine bottle from the roof without my knowledge, and held it over her head, ready to throw or bash as necessary, even though she was shaking with fear. I, like Nate, had my hands at my sides, breathing slowly, eyes scanning the murky apartment for any sign of movement.

      “What in Heaven’s name is going on?” Roland whispered, pointing a pistol at the three of us from his bed.

      I paid no attention, spinning in a slow circle, studying every corner. Nothing moved.

      “Well?” Roland growled. “Mind telling me how in blazes you just appeared in here? I know I wasn’t sleeping, so don’t even try to—”

      “Has anyone knocked on the door? Where’s the spear?” Nate growled, not looking at Roland.

      I slowly relaxed, finding nothing dangerous. Roland would have already shouted a warning if there was danger nearby.

      He had put his gun away and was frowning at Nate. “I don’t think you need to know where the spear is, Temple.”

      Nate rolled his eyes, but before he could argue, I forestalled him. “Roland, he doesn’t want it. Trust me. He told us you and the spear might be in danger, and I think he’s right.”

      “It’s safe. That’s more than—”

      “Just stop. I don’t have time for your lip. My gut instinct is usually pretty good about this kind of stuff,” Nate said, interrupting him. “And I think we need to get you out of here.”

      “He’s right,” I quickly jumped in before Roland could lose his temper at Nate’s words. “Whoever warned the vampires might know exactly who I am, exactly where I spend my time. We need to get you somewhere safe.”

      “I can take care of myself, girl. Do I need to remind—”

      “You’re currently a handicapped old man,” Nate snarled, stepping in. “Stop being a part of the problem. Callie was attacked by a Demon on her way to the church. From here. Any sudden movements,” he leaned toward Roland with a glare, “even magical, could break open your wounds, leaving you to bleed out. Then, whatever protection you used to hide the spear,” his eyes tracked the room, and focused on the night stand we had dragged out into the living room, “Will likely evaporate, leaving the spear for all to see.”

      Roland was staring at Nate in disbelief, not at his words, but at the tone of command, and that he begrudgingly knew them to be right. He quickly composed himself. “You may have a valid point. May…” he repeated.

      Nate rolled his eyes. “Wherever you’ve hidden the spear, get it. Keep it warded against detection, but grab it. Now. I’ll turn my back.” And he did, facing the doorway, but I hadn’t imagined the sneer on his face as he said it.

      Roland stared at his back for a moment, and then reached behind the night stand. He came back with the spear in his fist.

      Right where Nate had been staring. Even though it had been under a ward.

      Roland didn’t look pleased. I stared at Nate thoughtfully. How had he known? How had he seen through the warding?

      I wasn’t sure if we were under any immediate threat, but the fact remained. Whoever was after us would soon retrace my steps — if they hadn’t already — to take Roland out, if for nothing else than to blackmail us somehow.

      “But who?” I murmured to myself.

      Nate grunted, turning back to us. “Vampires, Bears, Demon. Unless there is someone else who saw you. It had to be from the auction. That’s the only place where everyone was present. We’ll figure that out later. Right now, we need to be gone. We can all agree that someone is after you, and if they haven’t already, will soon learn about this place. And finding grandpa here in a sickbed will only excite them.” Roland was staring fire at Nate, but Nate merely smiled back. “I’m sure you’ve made a few enemies in your day, am I right? What better present than to find someone like you holed up in a sickbed? Vengeance for dinner and a spear of Christ for dessert.”

      Roland finally dropped his gaze. “We’ll talk about your manners later, Temple, but for now, let’s move.”

      “How?” I asked. “You’re injured.”

      Claire was nodding. “Any substantial motion could break open those wounds, and with the minor infection, they aren’t clotting like they should. You’ll bleed out in half an hour.”

      I arched an eyebrow at Nate. “Shadow Walk?”

      “Shadow Walk? That sounds like dark magic,” Roland began, anger resurfacing.

      Nate’s temper was catching, because I found myself snapping at Roland, too. “Can it, Roland. I know you know how to do it, and I don’t like the fact that you are playing me right now, pretending to be surprised.” His face paled as if I had delivered a perfect hit below the belt.

      But I didn’t care. I felt hurt. He hadn’t told me. Then tried to act surprised? That was twice he had deviated from the truth with me. Not telling me about having to get the whole spear, and playing dumb with Shadow Walking. That was what truly bothered me. Not that he had known and not shared it with me. That was understandable. He probably knew a hundred ways to use his magic that he hadn’t told me. But to pretend he didn’t know something that he obviously did know? That was a lie.

      Why?

      Could I really trust him as much as I thought?

      Nate had shivered at mention of Shadow Walking, but also seemed to be listening intently to the fact that Roland had apparently known about it, but had pretended not to. He gave me an approving nod for standing up for myself before speaking. “I don’t think Shadow Walking him in his state is a good idea. Even if we don’t feel it, I think our body… adjusts significantly for us to move like that. It could possibly kill him instantly, breaking open all wounds at once. I have no idea, but I don’t think we want to find out.”

      I nodded. “We need something to carry him.” Claire dashed from the room, and I could hear her rummaging around in my bedroom closets. I did the same, heading to the entryway. Nate went to the guest bedroom. Finding nothing in the hallway, I returned, wishing I had skis or some hipster hobby like surfing. But I didn’t. I just had weapons. And that wasn’t going to help. Claire came back to the room, shaking her head.

      I heard laughter from the guest room and frowned at Claire, then we moved closer, wondering what Nate found so funny, and why he wasn’t searching. We found him staring down at a wagon. One of those red wagons we all used to ride as kids, a Radio Flyer. It was stuffed to the brim with teddy bears and stuffed animals.

      Nate met my eyes with a grin, then began tossing out teddy bears after a quick shrug. “Unless you found better?” he asked, not looking up.

      I sighed, staying back as Nate rolled it into the living room for Roland to see.

      His face purpled. “Absolutely not.”

      I whirled to face one of the walls, sensing… something dark that was suddenly close. Near the front door of the building. Someone screamed in the distance, then cut off abruptly.

      The monsters were here.
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      I rounded on Roland. “Now, old man. This is no time for pride.”

      Nate held out a stuffed unicorn with a very dark grin. “Grimm will keep you safe,” he smiled, tossing it at Roland.

      “You named my unicorn?” I asked with a faint smile.

      He grunted, but didn’t answer. Then we were all moving him, untucking the sheets to lift him into the wagon. It was much too small, but we tilted him so that his uninjured thigh sat in the bed of the wagon. Claire very carefully tied down his injured leg to rest as comfortably as possible on top of the other, his bare feet dangling from the edge towards the handle. She tied him down securely, but not tightly, but she had a worried frown on her face as blood began seeping through the sheets at even the slight motion we had given him.

      Before Claire could speak, Nate unbuckled his belt, bent down to Roland, and wrapped it around his thigh above the wound. He met Roland’s eyes, then shoved the unicorn into his mouth. “Bite down and think of a unicorn shitting a rainbow.”

      Roland’s eyes went wide at the bizarre command, completely caught off guard as Nate tightened the belt in one swift movement, buckling it tight around the wound as a makeshift tourniquet. Roland groaned, eyes almost rolling back into his head as he began to pant. Nate slapped his cheeks lightly to make sure he wasn’t about to pass out, and yanked the stuffed animal out of his mouth.

      Roland was muttering under his breath, eyes alive with pain. After a second, his glare locked onto Nate, and he had the pistol in his fist, pointed directly at Nate’s forehead. Nate didn’t even blink. “Thank me later,” he said, then stood, never taking his eyes away from Roland. I noticed he was fiddling with the coin again, and frowned. A nervous tic? Even though his face didn’t show it, he was obviously nervous.

      Roland saw it, too, but he frowned, lowering the pistol. “Yes… later,” he said instead.

      Claire let out a breath of relief, having been silent at the tension in the room. “It’s the best we can do. We just need to get him somewhere safe as soon as possible. We can take your truck, Callie. Somewhere no one will know to look for him.” Claire set a hastily packed medical kit on Roland’s chest, and swiped my keys off the night stand, hands shaking.

      “Or the spear,” Nate added. “Nowhere she’s been.” He pointed a finger at me without looking. “In fact, it should be somewhere none of you even know. Good thing I’m here, huh?”

      He turned his back. The whole thing had taken only a minute or two.

      “They should be here by now…” I growled, ready for battle.

      “Claire, you’re on sled duty, Callie, watch our ass and be ready to fling crosses or whatever you warrior nuns do. I smell vampires.” I didn’t even care to argue with him, although I could practically taste Roland’s displeasure. He clutched his pistol and the spear in either fist, looking ready to meet death. “Wait for it,” Nate murmured, staring at the door, seeming to listen. As if on cue, a large thump rattled the walls and a few plates on the counter. A picture even fell off the wall.

      “What the hell?” I blurted.

      Nate had already ripped open the door, and was motioning for us to hurry. “I put some minor wards up around the apartment. Just to be safe. I also put some up at your dad’s house.” I didn’t bother arguing, because his initiative might have just saved our lives. But… how had he known where my dad lived? Nate’s mention of my dad only increased my sense of urgency. What if he was in danger? We needed to get Roland safe. Now. So I could go check on my dad.

      Claire followed, tugging Roland as gently as possible. He still grunted, which meant that it must be truly painful, because he was not one to show his pain.

      For the first time, I was thankful I lived on the first floor and near the back parking lot, because the explosion I had heard had come from the street, towards the front of the building. Right where I had sensed the dark presence moments before. As I left the apartment, I glanced down the hall towards the front of the building and saw only a cloud of dust from the explosion, but I was willing to bet that dust consisted of disintegrated vampire. Doors were beginning to open as neighbors peeked outside to discover the source of the noise.

      They stared open-mouthed at our procession as Nate led the way down the corridor, Claire and Roland behind him. I heard him kick open the back door, a sudden shriek of pain, and then the roar of Roland’s pistol, but I was too busy watching our rear. Still, I itched to run and help.

      At the sound of the pistol and scream, the doors in the hallway slammed shut, and I saw two sets of eyes appear in the dust behind us. Then they began to run, much faster than humanly possible, claws biting into the stone floor as one went to all fours.

      Vampires.

      I began flinging bolts of energy, not daring to use fire and risk catching the building in flames.

      I continued jogging backwards, and felt my heels bump against the wagon, causing Roland to grunt softly as the rear wheels of his wagon were shoved over the raised lip in the floor beneath the door. Then he was outside. I stood in the doorway, watching the vampires race closer.

      Thinking of Roland, and Nate’s snide comment, I flung up a hand and threw a blast of power much different from my energy sticks. Similar to what I had done at the auction. Three crosses bloomed into existence, flaring out as they screamed down the narrow hallway. They struck the two pursuing vampires. The vampires exploded on contact with the glowing crosses, and twin clouds of dust erupted in their place. A shockwave of power from the explosion sent me skidding on my ass out the doorway and onto the damp pavement.

      I scrambled to my feet, spinning quickly to see that Claire had already started the truck and backed it up to us. Nate was flinging his whips at two vampires darting back and forth just out of reach, willing to do anything to reach the man in the wagon. Roland had his pistol out, waiting for a clear shot, but he looked very pale and was sweating profusely.

      I placed my hands on the back of the wagon just as Claire scrambled out of the truck, stumbling up to the wagon to grab the front. I heaved with all my strength, and felt a sudden burst of heat deep within my chest. The wagon jolted as I tossed it into the back of the truck, Roland hissing with pain. Claire just stared at me, stunned.

      I turned my back on her, having no answer to the sudden burst of strength, and began flinging more crosses at the vampires. They struck true, and Nate glanced over his shoulder, flashing me a smile. Then his face transfixed in horror as he stared past me.

      I was supposed to be watching our rear, not helping Nate.

      I began to spin, but Nate was already flinging one of his hands my way, and I saw his whip sailing at my face, but it wasn’t fire or ice. It was pure white, like stepping from pitch darkness into a sunny land of snow, momentarily blinding me.

      I heard a shriek behind me as his whip lashed past my shoulder, and then a flash of heat washed over me, sending me crashing into the back of the pickup truck, where I struck my stomach, knocking the wind from me. Nate didn’t waste any time, grabbing my hips with firm hands and throwing me up into the truck. I lay on the floor for a second, staring up at the sky. Roland was staring down at me with concern, but also a mask of pain at the mad rush from the apartment.

      I heard the bed of the pickup slam closed, and then two thuds as Nate pounded the metal bed with his fist, letting Claire know to get us the hell out of here.

      I climbed to my knees unsteadily, gulping air, my back tender from the wash of heat, and my hip bones aching where they had struck the metal of the truck. Nate was staring at me with concern, but then I saw something launching out of the back of a parked truck as we slowed for the exit to the parking lot. I grabbed his shirt and yanked him towards me as I flung up my other hand, the black fan blooming into existence before me.

      Nate’s face slammed into my chest, but I didn’t let go. The vampire’s claws swung through empty air, and then they hit the fan.

      He exploded into a cloud of dust, the force flattening me to the pickup bed, with Nate still atop me, face pressed into my cleavage. I couldn’t move, exhausted.

      Nate began laughing into my breasts, and then rolled off me to stare up at the night sky.

      “Bucket list,” he murmured under his breath, folding his hands over his chest, still laughing.

      Even Roland chuckled lightly before wheezing in pain at the motion. I just lay there, too exhausted to even laugh. Or shout.

      But also because neither of those had been the first reaction I had to Nate’s face pressed against my chest.

      It had been a flash of heat. A merging of hope and desire.

      I had never felt anything quite like it before, but I remained silent, simply breathing as the truck drove on. It wasn’t simple lust, and definitely not love, but it was… something. I heard Nate directing Claire where to drive through the now open back window of the truck.

      He had saved me.

      I had saved him.

      And now I had to trust that he could keep Roland safe, hidden. Claire would help make sure he remained alive. While Nate and I raided the home of the bears. I hoped our plan was enough. But there was still the third piece of the spear, and if Roland spoke true, the pieces called out to each other…

      Sooner or later, we were going to have to find the Demon bitch that had attacked me.

      I shivered involuntarily, watching Nate as my thoughts rippled like a pond after a pebble had been thrown in. Well, more like a boulder.

      As soon as Roland was safe, I would check on my dad. After all, if Roland wasn’t safe, no one was.
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      We secured Roland in a storage unit Nate had acquired in the distant past. Under an alias corporation that was owned by other corporations, and yet other corporations, masking his ownership in a web he said would take months to untangle. He had boxes filled with battery powered lights, water, and other bug-out items. When asked about it, he had replied simply, “This is one of many shelters I have in Missouri.”

      Ah, the power of money. But if it kept Roland safe, I couldn’t be too disgusted by the strange world Nate lived in. But with money like he had, why did he spend time picking fights with monsters? Helping me? Going to auctions? Starting schools? He could have just as easily sat back on his mountains of money and done nothing, watching the world spin on by.

      It was curious.

      Nate had stepped outside for a few minutes while Claire and I saw to Roland. When he came back, he sat on a box, resting. It took Claire twenty minutes to feel confident he wasn’t about to die, and I told Nate I was going to check on my father.

      “He’s safe. I saw to it,” he said in a soft tone, eyes still closed.

      “Those wards didn’t stop the vampires at my apartment.”

      “I took additional measures,” he said, waving his phone, eyes still closed.

      “What?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Let’s skip past the part where you yell at me, angry I didn’t ask your permission first, and focus on the fact that your dad is safe. His safety is more important than your pride. Right? Give me a sliver of trust. I’m not the one who has lied to you, so stop taking your anger out on me.” He did open his eyes, then. And they were challenging, daring me to argue. And with the last statement, he did shoot a meaningful glance towards Roland, reminding me of the real source of my anger. I didn’t say anything, biting my tongue. He nodded satisfactorily. “I’m going to go get some rest. There’s roll up mats, blankets, and pillows in those boxes,” he pointed absently. Then he Shadow Walked, leaving us staring at each other.

      I turned to Claire, who shrugged back. Roland was asleep. “I’m going to go check on him. Can you stay here and watch over Roland? I might end up staying with my dad overnight. I can Shadow Walk him here if we have any… visitors.” She nodded, obviously not happy about me going off alone, but understanding my decision.

      I helped her unpack the bedding supplies, turning on a few more lamps, bathing the storage unit in blue light. Thirty minutes later, Claire urged me to hurry up and get going, shoving me towards the door.

      I let out a slow breath, and tried to remember how I had Shadow Walked on my own on the roof of the hotel. I had wanted to be away from the sound I had heard behind me — Nate. Maybe if I just imagined where I wanted to be…

      I found myself standing in the driveway near the garage door at my dad’s house. A faint echoing crack reverberated around me, but no louder than if a tree branch had snapped in one of the yards.

      I rushed to the door, knocking loudly. The porch light turned on and my dad came downstairs, bleary-eyed. “Callie? I thought you were… Come in. Hurry,” he said, glancing over my shoulder.

      I did, sitting down in the couch in the living room as he sat on the recliner, still trying to wake up. “What are you doing here, Callie? It’s late.”

      I nodded. “I just… wanted to check on you.”

      He nodded, barely reacting. “A friend of yours came by. Well, he used acquaintance. Older gentleman. Nice guy. Different,” my dad said, eyes still looking blood-shot for some reason. I frowned. A friend of mine? My dad sensed the silence and looked up. “He gave me a gift… and told me he would keep an eye on the place. He also gave me this marble in case I felt in danger. Said to use it only in emergencies, but that it would send me to safety if I broke it at my feet.” He held up a familiar glass marble, shaking his head. Not disbelieving, but… incredulous.

      One of Nate’s tiny traveling balls.

      Part of me was upset at Nate for obviously involving another of his friends in the mix — this older gentleman — but part of me also wanted to hug him. He hadn’t asked. Hadn’t tried to persuade me. He’d just made sure my dad was safe, only mentioning his actions after I told him I wanted to check on him.

      My dad cleared his throat, and I looked up. “I trust him, Callie. Trust me on that…”

      I nodded absently, wondering why my dad felt so trusting of him. He had mentioned a gift, but I could tell by the look on his face immediately after saying it, that he didn’t want to talk about it. Had Nate’s friend bribed my dad?

      I had told Nate not to involve his friends in the matter. Especially not with my dad. But… he had done it to protect him. Didn’t that count for something?

      But deep down, I still didn’t know Nate well enough to fully trust him. Not that he was a bad person, I presumed he was quite the opposite, but just because he was against bad guys didn’t mean he didn’t have ulterior motives of his own. After all, many bad people killed other bad people. To thin the herd. Remove competition.

      I didn’t think this was the case, but the problem was, I just didn’t know.

      Regardless, this elder gentleman had given my dad a gift of some sort to prove his good faith, and amazingly, it had apparently been enough to do just that, converting one of the most skeptical people I had ever known in a single encounter.

      But who had Nate sent? Not Gunnar or Ashley. They weren’t old. And what had this gentleman given my dad? Because he had given him this gift in order to prove who he was or that he had my dad’s best interests at heart. Only then had the man given my dad the glass marble. Which meant that the sphere wasn’t the gift. And my dad was not very material, so what gift could have changed that? A gift more special than a sphere that could teleport him to safety.

      Somewhere.

      Perhaps somewhere not so safe. Somewhere only Nate knew of.

      To use against me? Against Roland? Or was I just being paranoid?

      I peppered him relentlessly, frowning at the joyful glaze in his eyes whenever I pressed about this mysterious ‘gift.’ But my dad refused to elaborate. “I promised,” he said. Which only inflamed my curiosity.

      I had finally admitted defeat, and told him that the man worked with Nate Temple. My dad had been surprised to hear that. Downright stunned, actually. Which only added to the puzzle in my mind. The man hadn’t said he worked with Nate? Why not, if there was nothing to hide? Was that good or bad?

      I let out a breath, content that my dad knew he might be in danger, if not the circumstances that caused the danger. “I’m staying here tonight, but if you even have a suspicion of danger, I need you to promise you will use that marble, and immediately call me after.” He agreed, trying to usher me upstairs into my old room, but I wanted to be on the couch by the front door. That’s where an attack would come in. He finally left me downstairs, and went to bed.

      I felt better knowing he was safe. And that he would call me if he used the marble, letting me know where it had taken him. And that he was safe.

      And so that I could rescue him from Temple if needed.

      A fitful, restless sleep took over after I had triple-checked every door and window leading into the house, even setting obstacles before each door so I would wake if someone broke in.
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      A crashing sound and a curse woke me. I jumped up from the couch, eyes wild, only to find my dad sitting on his ass by the front door, a pile of brooms surrounding him. He had sprung one of my traps while trying to open the front door.

      He grumbled as he climbed to his feet, shooting me an accusing glare. I just smiled.

      “I was trying to get some groceries before you woke up.” I opened my mouth to yell at him, because sneaking out of the house wasn’t safe. He held up a hand, clutching the marble. “I keep it handy, don’t worry.”

      I shook my head. “I’ll go get the groceries, dad. Stay here and make some coffee.”

      He finally agreed, mumbling about overbearing women under his breath, but loud enough to make sure I heard. I smiled, tugging my hair into a pony tail, snatching up a pair of old sunglasses from my room, and brushing my teeth.

      A nice walk would do just the trick to wake me up. It was only ten minutes away. If you knew which yards to cut across, and having grown up here, I did. Driving by car would also take ten minutes, thanks to detours and traffic lights.

      I strode through the doors of the natural food grocery store, shivering at the blast of cool air striking me like a winter gale, then I was past it, the glass doors sliding closed behind me as I pressed on. My eyes darted about discreetly, studying faces, waiting for a monster to attack me. After all, the vampires had attacked my apartment last night, a Demon had personally demanded I back off, and someone had framed me, warning the vampires ahead of time that I was coming for them. Part of me thought the Demon was behind that, but it just didn’t make sense. The Demon bitch wanted the spear, so she would have just taken it. Maybe the bears had framed me?

      None of that mattered now. I was here to get groceries, and to be quick about it.

      As I strode past the checkout counters, I almost stopped short. Johnathan stood laughing with a pretty young girl behind the counter. He didn’t seem to notice me at all, but the smile he gave her — and the one she gave right back — sent a small stab of pain into my heart. Then the girl placed a hand on Johnathan’s hand, and his smile grew downright boyish, and my pain turned into a very cold anger.

      I realized I had stopped and was staring openly at the two of them, because he suddenly looked up and saw me. His face lit up brightly as he waved, patted the cashier’s hand, and then made his way straight for me. Instead of acknowledging, I calmly, oh so calmly, walked away to the frozen section, wanting a blast of cool air to touch me, because my anger was not cool any longer, but white hot.

      I heard him calling my name urgently, but didn’t slow.

      He soon caught up, and walked beside me, leaning forward to stare at my face as he waved his hand to get my attention, as if I had missed seeing him.

      I rounded on him. “What?” I snapped.

      He took a step back, frowning. “Is everything alright? You look like someone just murdered your cat.”

      “I don’t have a cat,” I gritted through clenched teeth.

      “It’s a saying…” he said, sounding confused. “Can… I do anything to help you?”

      I began walking again, frustrated at his level of ignorance, but he barreled right past me, stopping ahead of me to walk backwards before my march. “Coincidentally, my mood changed the moment I saw you,” I said, trying to walk past him.

      “Me? What did I do? I haven’t even spoken with you since the bar last night.” He sounded truly confused.

      “Maybe you could ask the cashier what I’m upset about. She seemed very concerned with your… feelings.” He still didn’t let me pass, but a look of sudden understanding flashed across his face. And then, since he must have been suicidal, he began to laugh.

      Hard.

      “Amira? She’s my sister!” he gasped between deep bellows of laughter.

      I stopped dead in my tracks like a sailboat without a breeze. “What?” I whispered.

      He was nodding. “If you must know, I was telling her about you.” He looked over my shoulder and grinned wider. Then he pointed. “See?”

      I slowly craned my neck to see the pretty young girl smiling at us. Well, at Johnathan. I felt my face flushing red, but I didn’t say anything for a few moments. I hadn’t really seen her clearly in the bar, but she did look similar to one of the girls I had seen flirting with the boys. “I’ve been… busy with things,” I said, not knowing how else to backpedal.

      Johnathan nodded slowly, but his smile was fading. He sounded like a man stepping out on a frayed bridge as he spoke. “Things like that flashy bastard outside the bar?” he asked very softly, very calmly, but I could sense the jealousy in his tone.

      “Nate? I didn’t know you saw…”

      “Everyone saw, Callie,” he muttered angrily. “That wasn’t the night cap I had been hoping for. I didn’t think a piece of shiny paper would interest you.”

      “Wait. You think he and I… Don’t be ridiculous,” I said, squashing down a whisper inside of me that reminded me of the odd feelings I had around Nate. Perhaps it was just interest — platonic interest — in a fellow wizard closer to my age. Someone who was outside the bounds of the church or the Academy. A rogue. A rebel without a cause. Someone exciting as opposed to the monotonous drone of the church’s teachings. I wasn’t sure. But I did know that whatever I felt for Nate, that I felt something much different for Johnathan. Something deep. Fresh. Exciting. The prospect of personal fun. Nothing to do with magic and danger. Sure, he claimed to believe all that was real, but his innocence was like a rock in a river, letting the problems of the world rush on past him while he remained grounded.

      And I realized that he had every right to feel jealous, because Nate was a handsome, flashy bastard. He did it on purpose. Part of his disguise, he had said. But I thought he secretly enjoyed it as well. Not just a disguise, then. An alter ego.

      Still, Johnathan and Nate were entirely different. And the romantic interest I felt for Johnathan was nothing like the feelings I had for Nate. Thoughts of him simply chimed in unison with my life as a Freak, while Johnathan spoke to that deeper core that was Callie. Which was much more important.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Nate? God, no.”

      He frowned. “No, not Nate. Whatever has your shoulders so tensed up.”

      He was right. Every muscle in my body seemed ready to fight or flee. I took a breath and relaxed, motioning him to follow me. I really did need to get these groceries wrapped up. “Just work stuff.”

      “Maybe we can grab dinner tonight? Talk about it.”

      “You are persistent!” I smiled, picking up a bag of oranges and a few apples. If I was going to shop for my father, I was going to get the healthy stuff. Whether he liked it or not.

      He shrugged guiltily, smiling. “Well?”

      I sighed. I couldn’t tonight. Nate and I were going after the bears. “I have some things to do tonight, but maybe in a few days?”

      He looked crestfallen, but finally nodded. “Things to do with Nate?”

      I smiled sadly. “Unfortunately. He’s… nothing. Just an acquaintance I have to work with. Trust me, he has baggage. A fuck-ton of baggage.”

      We continued to walk, Johnathan following me as he teased me about my shopping. “You’re one of those people,” he shuddered, staring at the pile of produce in my basket.

      I rolled my eyes. “It’s for my dad.”

      “Oh, is he sick?” I frowned at him, shaking my head. “I just meant that since you’re shopping for him, maybe he wasn’t able to get out and about.”

      I tried to keep my face calm at the words, because they were dead on. But for different reasons. He was a potential target. “No, he’s fine. I’m just helping out. Like a good daughter.”

      Johnathan nodded, dropping the topic, but my words did seem to hold meaning to him. Maybe he liked that I took care of my dad. We wrapped up my shopping with less words between us. Because my thoughts were all on my dad, and Johnathan probably felt he had said something wrong.

      We checked out with Amira, who smiled approvingly at us the entire time. This close, I saw she had an almost Asian look to her, as if one of her parents or grandparents had been of that ethnicity. She flashed very white teeth at me, winking when Johnathan wasn’t looking, grabbing my bags for me as I paid.

      I dipped my head, trying to keep my own smile from making me look like a hopeless tween. Then we were walking out the store. “Which car is yours? I’ll put these—”

      He stopped abruptly, staring at a car parked up against the curb, right in front of the doors. It was a drop-top red Mustang. But that wasn’t the most bizarre part. Claire sat in the passenger seat wearing her favorite sunglasses, talking excitedly into her phone. Nate lay sprawled out on the hood, hands behind his head, chuckling as he stared up at the sun. And that reporter, Alyssa, I had seen at the bar was laying on her side, talking to him, even poking him in the ribs, making him laugh.

      “I heard that, you rich bastard!” Claire warned with a playful grin, covering the phone as she did, and Nate and the reporter chuckled, throwing up their hands as if caught red-handed. Claire shook her head, resuming her conversation in the phone.

      Johnathan cleared his throat, and they all turned to face us with very different looks. All smiles, but different kinds of smiles. Nate and Alyssa slid off the hood with guilty grins — as if they had been caught making out under the bleachers at a high school football game.

      “You’re blocking the entrance,” Johnathan said in a neutral tone. Not rude, not threatening, but voice tight with disapproval. Still, he shifted from foot to foot uneasily. I didn’t blame him. A guy like Johnathan against a dominating man like Nate? But it was cute. He was subtly trying to show me something about himself, cost be damned.
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      Nate strode up to us, frowning in bewilderment at Johnathan. Then he held out a hand. Johnathan hesitated, then let out a composed breath, extending his hand to shake with Nate, but I could tell it irked him.

      Nate nodded, still holding Johnathan’s hand. “Sorry about that. We were just waiting on Callie. Thanks for getting her groceries. I’m sure your manager appreciates your extra effort.” He moved so quickly that I don’t know who was more surprised, me or Johnathan. But he was suddenly holding the bags of groceries, and walking towards the trunk of the car, popping it open and placing the bags inside. Then he closed it and walked up to the driver’s side door, watching us with a patient smile. He was fiddling with that coin again, looking bored.

      Johnathan’s face was almost purple with outrage, and I saw that he held a twenty-dollar-bill in his shaking fist. Christ, did Nate have to belittle everyone he met? I quickly stepped in front of him, not wanting anything bad to happen, especially if Johnathan opened his mouth. Nate was unpredictable.

      “I told you he’s trouble. Don’t worry. I’m almost finished with him,” I murmured to Johnathan. “We’ll grab dinner. Soon. Okay? He didn’t mean anything by it. I promise.” Or maybe Nate had meant something by it. Looking at Johnathan now, with his white polo and khaki shorts, he kind of looked like he could be an employee at first glance. Still, I could completely understand his embarrassment and outrage.

      He gritted his teeth, adjusting his glasses with a finger quivering with anger. “I am no one’s fucking employee,” he growled. “He has no idea who he’s talking to…”

      I placed a hand on his shoulder, and was surprised to feel his flexed muscles beneath, hot to the touch and quivering slightly. “Please. Leave it alone. Please…” He was lithe, but had more muscle than I had thought. Not a lot, but what he had was functional.

      He finally met my eyes, and for a few seconds, I wasn’t sure if he was going to listen. Then he let out a deep breath, nodding stiffly. He leaned to the side as if to say something to Nate, so I quickly stepped in front of him again, turning to Nate.

      “He doesn’t work here, Nate. He was being a gentleman. Something you ought to learn.” I could practically feel Johnathan’s surprise behind me. Claire slid further into the seat, recognizing my tone. “Johnathan is a friend.” I realized my poor choice of words too late. “A very good friend.”

      Nate shrugged. “Oh. My mistake, Johnathan. You ready, Callie?” he asked, not bothering to hide his lack of care, more important things on his mind.

      Johnathan strode up to the car, and tossed the money underhanded into the back seat. “Use it to buy some courtesy lessons. Or to help with Grimm Tech.” Nate had begun to laugh at the first comment, but I saw storm clouds suddenly roll across his green eyes at Johnathan’s mention of Grimm Tech. But Johnathan was already walking away, cursing and muttering under his breath. I watched him, fascinated.

      I finally climbed into the front seat, since Claire had jumped into the back while I stared at Johnathan. “Let’s go, asshole.”

      The reporter, Alyssa, was standing beside the car, watching the scene unfold. “I’ll talk to you later, Nate,” she said, smiling encouragingly at him.

      “We’ll let you know when we’re finished with him, Alyssa,” I said with an overly sugary smile on my face, and then put my sunglasses on. “Drive, Temple.”

      Claire coughed in the back seat, and I heard her saying goodbye to Gabriel, of all people. I had assumed it was her mother, or Roland.

      Alyssa’s smile was frozen on her face, but her eyes were daggers. I waved in her direction, but turned my head to face forward, dismissing her. I saw an expensive black Ducati motorcycle speed away in the opposite direction as I stared into the side mirror. The man wore no helmet, but I recognized that white polo, and let out a sigh as Nate did as commanded and drove out of the parking lot.

      A Ducati meant that Johnathan had money. Serious money. And he had hinted — for the first time to my ears — that he was an important person, no one’s employee, he had said. But he had seemed to have contempt for that flashy bastard, as he had called Nate. But Johnathan was obviously wealthy if he owned a Ducati motorcycle. I doubted I would have ever learned that in one of our talks. He had said he worked for some corporation, but he had changed topics before I could push for details, and to be honest, I hadn’t cared anyway. Especially when he didn’t seem interested in talking about it.

      He was humble, but also wealthy.

      My eyes tracked to Nate, watching him out of the corner of my eye. He was still twirling the coin in one hand, driving with the other. The coin would disappear as he moved to shift gears on the car, and then resume rolling across his knuckles again a moment later. His hands looked scarred from work, causing me to frown. As he moved his hand on the steering wheel, I noticed a very pronounced scar — what looked like a brand — on his palm, but it was back on the wheel before I could get a good look. That was what I had felt when we touched hands. Was it a shield tattoo like Roland wanted me to get for my fan? But why put it on his palm? And I had never seen him use a shield in our fights. I would keep an eye out for it later.

      Before I could open my mouth to chastise him, the car began to ring from the Bluetooth speaker. Nate casually touched the phone tucked into one of those mounts on the dash. The screen flashed to a pretty dark-haired girl. Her eyes furrowed and she leaned closer, studying Claire and I. “Well, Nate. You are one dirty dog. Two of them? I guess your breakfast date went well?” she asked, grinning from ear to ear.

      “Hey, Othello. What’s going on?” Nate replied, ignoring her question.

      The woman hesitated, her eyes darting to me and Claire. I feigned not to notice, but was suddenly paying much closer attention as I stared out the window. What didn’t she want us to know?

      “I got a call earlier from… Hemingway. Said you spoke with him earlier. Everything alright?”

      Nate nodded casually. “Everything is fine. I should be back in St. Louis in a few days. We need to catch up.” His tone had an edge to it. A warning. For Othello to drop whatever it was she might say.

      “Okay. Sounds good. Just checking on you with all the… well, you know how it is.”

      Before Nate could respond, I spoke. “Don’t worry, Othello. We’ll keep him out of trouble.”

      Othello let out a burst of laughter, surprising me. “You must not know Nate very well.” Then she shot a teasing grin at Nate. “Work trip, my ass. Later.”

      Then she hung up. Nate let out a sigh, shaking his head. “My friends are pretty blunt.”

      I didn’t press. I knew he wouldn’t be completely open about it anyway, not if he had discreetly tried to warn Othello from speaking, but also, because I didn’t care. I was still upset with his treatment of Johnathan, and him flirting with that reporter. How the hell had she just happened to show up?

      “She asked for a ride. We grabbed breakfast together,” Nate said casually, as if reading my thoughts.

      “You went on a date?”

      Claire chuckled. “If that was a date, then I was the third wheel,” she chimed in. “We tried calling you,” she added, sensing my silence.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and saw she was right. I had slept in later than I wanted to, not checking my phone before leaving for the grocery store. She had called while I was still asleep on the couch. It was now late morning, later than I had thought, almost noon. I looked up at her, and she shrugged.

      “Who’s looking after Roland if you two are brunching together?” I asked.

      Nate glanced over at me. “The less movement at the storage units, the better. We don’t want to attract attention. He’s safe. He helped me put up some wards after you left. A second line of defense inside the storage unit. And Claire gave him a sphere that will send him to the church.”

      I muttered under my breath. One, because it was smart, two, because Roland shouldn’t be using magic while injured, and three, because no one was there to guard him right now, even if he had a sphere. “He’s probably bored out of his mind. We should get him a radio or something.”

      Nate was fighting a grin. “I gave him a bible before we left…”

      Claire coughed again, muttering something about a bug.

      “Fucking asshole, Nate. Truly.”

      Nate’s smile was proud, as if I had complimented him. I realized I was grinning, even though I was upset with him, because giving Roland a bible for entertainment was hilarious. I could just imagine the look Roland gave Nate in response. And Nate’s innocent return smile.

      “What are you two doing here?”

      “We swung by your dad’s place, and he told us you went to the store. So we came to get you. Nate wanted to help you with the wards, or something,” Claire said, leaning over the seat as she tucked a few strands of my hair behind my ear. I reached up and grasped her hand, squeezing it.

      “Thanks, Claire. Sorry. It’s been an… eventful morning.”

      She squeezed back as we pulled into the street where my dad lived.

      We pulled into the driveway slowly, but Nate suddenly slammed on the brakes, shifting it into reverse with a smooth motion to put us back in the street.

      He jumped out of the car after pulling the emergency brake, and stared at the lawn.

      I was too astonished to speak. What the hell?

      Then I saw it. A piece of paper fluttered in the light breeze, hammered into the grass by an aged piece of wood. I could feel the familiar pulse of power oozing from it now, as well as the pungent stench of rotten eggs.

      “The Demon,” I gasped. The door to the house opened, and my father strode out, smiling absently with a pitcher of iced tea in one hand and a book in the other. He frowned upon seeing us standing in the street and the car parked halfway in the drive, halfway in the road. I let out a sharp sigh of relief. He was safe. Not even aware of what had happened.

      “Is everything okay?” he asked nervously.

      Nate only grunted.
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      I was racing up to the piece of paper before I realized it, the action taking precedence over running to greet my father.

      “Callie, wait!” Nate shouted.

      I flung out a hand over the paper, a light whiff of magic to check for any dangers, but the fine cloud of magic revealed only the light green color of Nate’s wards. No traps.

      Nate skidded up beside me, stunned. “How the hell did you do that?”

      I blinked up at him, then reached for the paper. “Check for traps?”

      “Yes. With only a little wave of your hand and no effort?”

      I stopped, not grabbing the paper, and turned back to him. “You can’t do that?”

      “Not without a whole hell of a lot of preparation.” He sounded impressed.

      I shrugged. “Not that hard. Maybe you’re just doing it wrong.” And I grabbed the paper in one hand and the spear in the other. The spear emitted a single pulse in my hand, and then grew silent. It was authentic. One of the pieces. Just sitting in my yard. I frowned at it, then stood up to let Nate read alongside me. Claire was talking to my dad, keeping him on the porch, and his protests disappeared from my hearing as the words in the note sent a blade of fear into my heart.

      He looks so comfortable in his cage. Maybe you should let the rabbit out to play once in a while. I’d love to show him a new game. Like I did with the vampire and the wolf. You looked particularly delicious at the bar. Add this to your growing collection of murder weapons. I have a few family matters to resolve outside of… town. Until we meet again...

      I almost crushed the paper in my fist, but Nate deftly swiped it out of my hands, frowning down at me. “The fucking Demon bitch. She’s been following you, just like we thought.”

      I let out a growl. “So it seems.”

      “Do you remember seeing anyone at the bar?”

      “You were there, too.”

      “I was outside.”

      “So was I. At the end. Maybe that’s when she saw me.” I had no idea who it could be. Had any of the women caught my eye? Or, hell, maybe Demons could shapeshift into dudes. I had no idea. I had noticed many people looking at me, but that wasn’t uncommon in a bar. I was a young, pretty, white-haired girl. I knew I attracted attention. I wasn’t conceited about it, but I wasn’t in denial, either. Plenty of women were prettier than me, but men were fickle, darting from one flower to the next without searching for anything beyond looks.

      So, had I seen anyone staring at me? Yes, dozens. More than dozens. The bar had been packed. And then there had been all those reporters in the street, not counting any of the dozen pedestrians stopping to gawk at the commotion. And the people inside the bar rushing up to the window as we left. Did anyone stand out? No. I had only spoken to Johnathan and Claire.

      Claire had met that Gabriel guy at the bar, I had met Johnathan, and then there had been the waitress. Nate had been talking to the reporter, Alyssa, whom he and Claire had eaten with this morning. This had happened in the last thirty minutes, because it hadn’t been there when I left for the grocery store.

      “What about the reporter? Alyssa,” I asked, grasping at straws.

      Nate frowned, but finally shook his head. “She doesn’t give off any trace of anything. Especially not Demonic. In fact, other than the auction, I haven’t caught a whiff of Demon anywhere. Until now,” he sniffed the air pointedly. “Besides, you saw her at the grocery store. We had been with her for hours.”

      Which was true. Not Alyssa. Not Johnathan. Not Gabriel — because Claire had been talking to him for about thirty minutes. Unless…

      “What about Gabriel?” I asked Nate.

      He looked up at Claire thoughtfully, and then out at the street around us. “I doubt it. She said he was stuck in traffic and could barely hear him over the construction and honking horns. I even made her turn off the speaker phone because it was annoying.” He held out his hands. “No construction or honking here.”

      I growled. The waitress? One of the other two dozen people from the bar? I sighed, frustrated. Nate was right, though. Until now, I hadn’t caught Demon scent anywhere. Well, I had when she threatened me in the alley outside the church. Which meant it had been someone at a distance, someone watching from the shadows.

      I sighed. “It doesn’t matter. We thought this would happen. Now we have proof. It looks like your wards kept her back.”

      Nate shook his head slowly, pointing at the hole in the ground. I frowned, not understanding. Nate then pointed to the spot where the ring of wards surrounded the property. I stared for a second, and then gasped.

      The piece of the spear had been staked into the ground inside the perimeter of our wards.

      “If she could do that, why didn’t she take my dad?” I whispered softly enough for my father to not hear, because he was leaning over Claire’s shoulder now, trying to get to me, understanding the look on my face.

      “I have no idea… But I think we need to get that last piece. Even if it is some kind of trap.” He trailed off. “But why give us her piece from the auction?” He shook his head angrily. “Then she killed the vampire, leaving that piece behind for you, too. She wants you to have them.”

      The unspoken question hit me again. Roland also wanted me to get all the pieces. And someone had given him wrong information from the Vatican. What the hell was going on?

      “We need to get that last piece. And then hide them… somewhere,” he offered, neutrally.

      I didn’t even argue, because he was right. Someone was playing us.

      “She seems interested in me, specifically,” I whispered.

      “I’ll say it again. I have friends—”

      “No.” My voice was ice. I saw my dad trying to force his way past Claire, and I remembered our conversation. He had told me to find my I… And I made my decision. I was done running. Hiding. Asking for advice and help. All that had done was get me in deeper trouble. Too many chiefs, not enough Indians.

      I was not going to have a gang of unknown killers come save me. This was my home. What did that say if I just begged for help anytime things got hard? A small part of me didn’t want to seem helpless to Nate. I needed him to respect me as an equal, not see me as yet another pawn. He got enough of that from the Regulars because of his money, and judging by Roland and what I had seen at the auction, he got plenty of respect and fear from the magical community, too. I didn’t want to be like him. But part of me realized I needed to be like him.

      A little.

      “We take care of this ourselves. If you can’t live with that, I’ll do it myself.”

      Nate grunted. “You want to pick a fight, fine. I’ll be right there to watch your back. But I’m not talking about a fight.” He pointed a finger at my dad. “I’m talking about him. A Regular. Being targeted. He can’t stand up to a Demon.” He folded his arms, waiting. “You’re letting your emotions call the shots.”

      I let out a breath. “He has the sphere. That’s good enough for now. I don’t want to terrify him by unleashing an army into his house to watch over him. And I don’t want any of your friends hurt because of my problems.”

      He began to argue, but I held up a hand.

      “I’m serious, Nate. I need to do this my way. I’ll gladly take your help, but not your demands. Leave if you can’t accept that.”

      “You won’t last the night without me. I’m not even being condescending. I’m being honest.”

      I gave him my coldest stare. “You’d be surprised what I can do. What I can survive.”

      Nate shook his head in exasperation. “Just don’t be so proud that you get your dad killed.” He said it in a haunted tone, as if we were having two conversations.

      “For now, we do it my way. But I won’t axe your offer yet.”

      “Let’s hope your foolishness doesn’t kill your dad.” And then he was walking towards the house.

      Part of me agreed with him, but a very steady persistent voice inside me encouraged me, murmuring approval. This was my city. I couldn’t let anyone bully me. Because as soon as Nate left, I would be all alone again, and would be considered weak. Needing to be taught a lesson. If I won only because of Nate’s gang, the monsters of my city would pounce the moment they left.

      It was time to drop my fear. Devote myself to the years of practice Roland had given me. Be hard. Unyielding. Deadly. Confident, and bold. Re-forge my fears and uncertainty into a blade.

      Surprisingly, I realized that my daymare hadn’t bothered me recently. Was I getting past it? Or had I just jinxed myself?

      I trudged up the stairs, shoving the spear into my back pocket. It was time to talk to my dad.
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      We sat around the porch, Nate perched on the railing, leaning back against a post, looking like a lazy, reckless teenager, but his eyes were distant, calculating, and he was twirling that coin of his again. Not lazy at all. Scheming. I let him scheme.

      Claire had given Roland one of the teleportation spheres before leaving for breakfast, one that would send him to the church training room if he needed it, so I wasn’t concerned with him. It was now early afternoon, because we had sat here for a few hours, eating, debating, and discussing options, all while trying to keep specific details from my dad’s ears. The Demon, for example. I turned to my dad.

      “Do you agree with Nate or me?” I asked him.

      Nate slowed his coin, listening, but not looking.

      My father studied Nate with a look of wonder on his face. It was one thing to mutter about someone behind their backs without knowing him, but meeting him, and learning that he was much more than the tabloids depicted, and that he had been helping his daughter had shed Nate in a new light. And Nate had spent a considerable amount of time talking to my dad about his school, the slimy bastard. My dad had eaten it up.

      Then he had showed him a video on his phone on YouTube called Missouri is Awesome from a guy in Springfield. I stubbornly remained where I was sitting, but the other two laughed their asses off over it, especially when it made fun, saying that Terry was the most common male name in Missouri. Rather than offending my dad…

      They now had a mild man crush or bromance that made me growl deep in my soul.

      “I don’t like to run, but the way you make it sound, Master Temple, I might not be quick enough to use the glass ball to escape.”

      Nate nodded, not looking.

      “We changed the wards. Once we activate them, they will keep out anyone but a Regular. And I think you can handle one of them,” I smiled, motioning towards the shotgun propped against the rocking chair where he sat. “Nate and I can also pass through them, but that’s all.”

      He smiled, nodding to himself, but still looked unsure. “Callie, I don’t even want you involved in this.” I began to protest, but he held up a hand. “It has nothing to do with you being my daughter, or even me doubting you. It’s just… this sounds like some heavy hitter is after you, and you’ve told me enough times that you—”

      “This is different,” I interrupted, and saw Nate frowning, wondering exactly what I had told my dad in the past. We hadn’t told my dad everything, just hinted about vague monsters after me. Nothing about a Demon. “This is my city. If I don’t stand up for myself now, the monsters will attack me the second Nate leaves. They’re after me. I need to make a stand. Even if it terrifies me. I’m not trying to be stubborn. You and Nate are thinking short term. I’m thinking long term.”

      “She’s right,” Claire said softly, looking at her feet. “She needs to do this, now, while everyone is watching. She’s already a target. That’s not going to change.” She looked at me sadly, scared for me, but proud. “She needs to stand on her own.”

      Nate sighed, but finally nodded. “She does have a point,” he admitted. “These assholes feed on fear and weakness.” I smiled at him, but the gaze that met mine was anything but agreeable. “That doesn’t mean you need to do anything stupid. You still need a good plan. Having friends is helpful. Hell, my friends have saved my ass so many times that it’s amazing they don’t give me more shit about it.”

      I met his glare, nodding. “Have you, in turn, not saved their lives countless times as well?”

      He gave me a grudging nod. “Yes.”

      “I rest my case. You stood your ground. Made a name for yourself. This is my turn to do the same, whether it terrifies me or not. I’ll gladly take help, but I won’t — can’t — hide behind you. We can stand together as equals. With me slightly ahead of you, of course.”

      He shook his head, chuckling. “Just don’t shun help to prove a point. It’s never good to stand alone. You should always have brothers to watch your back.” He grew distant again, seeming satisfied at our compromise.

      “Okay, Callie. I’ll try it your way. I’ll stay here,” my dad said.

      “Thanks, dad. Once those wards go up, you’ll be the safest person in Kansas City.”

      Nate nodded absently. “It’s getting late, and I need to do a few things before we meet at my hotel. Seven?” he asked me. I nodded. “Let me re-hash your plan. I’ll Shadow Walk Claire to Roland so she can check up on him while I upgrade his ward. She’ll stay there for a while, then go home. I’ve attuned one of the spheres to send her to the creek behind her house. Then she can walk inside. I’ll make sure she has the same wards as Roland and your dad. The ones I showed you,” he added with a stern look. I mocked a bow to give him credit for his ward.

      It all sounded good. I wanted to talk to Nate about those spheres. Able to teleport at whim… that was an incredible tool. I was sure that even Roland didn’t know how to make something like that. In fact, I had never even considered making items that held magic. I had assumed that was just a stereotype from movies and novels. Well, Roland did have the tattoo thing, I guess.

      The fact that Nate could simply change the destination of his marbles was fascinating. Of course, he couldn’t make it work to send her straight home, because the wards would incinerate anything with even a hint of magic, and she would be traveling by magic. He had set them up to send her just outside the wards. All she had to do was run a dozen feet or less to cross the line.

      “We’ll hit the bears tonight, see if they have a piece, because if not, we’re fresh out of suspects. We really need to come up with something about this Demon, too. I can have Othello check the security feed from the auction, maybe find out what this girl looks like in human form, see if we recognize her.” He threw this in casually, giving me the opportunity to shoot it down, which I appreciated.

      “That would be very helpful, but don’t put her in danger.”

      Nate chuckled. “She’ll be fine. People are scared of her boyfriend.”

      I frowned at that, but that only made him laugh harder, as if at an inside joke.

      “I’ll see you in a few hours. Does anyone have any questions?”

      No one did. Nate clasped hands with Claire — who was holding the spear piece — and they both disappeared without the cracking sound, this time. I blinked at that. He must have used a spell to silence the sound. Interesting…

      I gave my dad a hug, and then walked out of the porch.

      “What about his car?” my dad asked.

      I smiled. “He’ll be back for it. But after all this is done, we’ll take it for a spin.”

      My dad shook his head with a tortured frown. “Figures. Fancy sports car in my driveway and I can’t leave. Fuck the world,” he muttered. I burst out laughing, and knelt over one of the wards. I glanced behind me, scanning the street to make sure no one was near, not that they would notice anything if they did see me, but it would be odd to see me squatting on the lawn for a minute or two, staring down at the grass. Seeing no one, I closed my eyes and focused. Nate and I had spoken at length, debating back and forth until we had come up with a ward he said he had some experience with.

      I placed the small stone griffin he had given me on the ground, not quite understanding why I had agreed to that part, or if it was necessary. He had told me that the piece had been made with protection in mind, but it had sounded like a ridiculously elaborate lie. But he had similar carvings for the other two sites, so I believed him.

      I closed my eyes and focused, resting my hand on the small carving as I wove the spell Nate had shared with me. Moments later, I felt power building deep in the grass beneath my knees. I said the last words, and cracked open my eyelids. A bar of light erupted from the griffin figurine, shooting high up into the sky, and then, like a chain of dominos, more beams of power erupted from the earth, surrounding my father’s house in a ring of bars of light, like a prison cell.

      Then they faded away, but I could still feel the ground humming with energy, like I was standing beside a power-line. The griffin was cool under my fingers, cooler than it had been. But I couldn’t help smiling as I slowly extended my hand closer to where the bars of light had been.

      I felt warning crackles of power tingling against my fingertips as the ward sensed my magic, but I pressed with greater force, and my hand finally crossed the line. Although uncomfortable, it didn’t hurt me.

      But I could tell that Nate had been right. This thing would obliterate any Freak trying to force their way through. It felt like the ones Roland had shown me, but on steroids.

      Nate had shown me how to deactivate it, just in case, but I wasn’t going to do that anytime soon. The griffin sat within the ring, small enough to be overlooked under the taller grass. I reached for it and felt the same pressure, confirming my belief that someone couldn’t simply walk up to it and take it, destroying the ward. My father was watching me from the porch. I gave him a thumbs-up, and his frown stretched wider. The faint scent of sulfur had disappeared the second the ward went up, making me feel much better, as if it had proven the skill of the ward.

      “That’s it? No peals of thunder or anything?”

      I shook my head. “Afraid not, daddy.”

      He sighed. “Lame.” Then he turned to head back inside, taking his shotgun with him.

      I was going to go take a nap, because tonight was going to be a long night.
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      I had gotten home around three to find a cop car loitering by the parking lot, likely because of the attack last night. I had waved at him and headed inside, trying to look as innocent as possible. I had immediately placed a ward around my apartment that would wake me up at the drop of a hat, ready to Shadow Walk in an instant.

      But nothing had happened, giving me a chance to catch a two-hour nap, which was much needed, and woke up raring to go. We had originally planned to attend a gala tomorrow night that Nate had heard the bears would attend, but we had decided to bump up our timetables after the recent attacks against my dad and Roland. And the note from the Demon.

      A part of me felt smug satisfaction at that. Nate wouldn’t get to see me in the fancy dress.

      But a part of me wished he could. Even if it was to show him something he couldn’t have.

      Because it was nice to be admired.

      I had checked the apartment for Nate’s book, the one I had stolen from the auction, but had just chuckled to myself at not finding it. The thieving bastard must have taken it back from me without me knowing. I wasn’t even angry. It didn’t matter anyway. I had stolen it to try and blackmail him into helping me, and that wasn’t necessary anymore.

      I tugged on a pair of black, faux leather leggings and a dark grey t-shirt with Ganesh on the front that said Namaste in bed in black letters. I tugged on my black leather jacket, because it was the only light jacket I had that wasn’t a light or colorful hue. Nate said we needed stealth against shifters, especially bears. Because we didn’t want to go toe-to-toe with them. Not that we couldn’t, but it would put the spear at risk.

      If they even had it.

      Which was another reason for stealth. We needed to check the house to make sure they had it in the first place.

      Standing in front of the mirror, though, I quickly realized the futility of my outfit. My white hair stood out like a candle flame against my dark clothes, only seeming to emphasize me. I sighed. Nothing to be done for it.

      With a last look around, I ran over my precautions. Claire would still be with Roland in the storage unit, keeping guard over both pieces of the spear, and keeping the Shepherd alive. Even if she couldn’t necessarily do anything to physically or magically protect him. Because if the ward somehow failed, he had the sphere that would send him to the church. Claire had texted me to confirm that Roland had grudgingly agreed to use the sphere if the ward went down.

      Nate had also thought to modify the sphere to not reject metal, because of the spear Roland would be carrying. But I wasn’t concerned about the ward failing. The same one was up around my dad, and that was as solid of a ward as I had ever seen.

      My dad was also safe in his prison of light, and Nate and I were ready to move. Nate had called to tell me that the footage from the auction was destroyed, so Othello had no way to get a visual on the Demon. It had been a long shot anyway.

      We would just have to worry about her later. The bears were enough for one night.

      With that thought, I Shadow Walked into Nate’s hotel room. Still learning the spell, I managed to land where the piano was, and apparently, they weren’t designed to be in close proximity to wizards Shadow Walking.

      Two of the legs splintered, and the piano came crashing down in an explosion of sound like I was standing in the orchestra pit at a symphony. I darted back just in time, and tripped over a rug, falling on my ass. The keys echoed, so strong that I could feel it in my chest and teeth. Any second now, Nate was going to come running into the room, and laugh his ass off at me.

      I climbed to my feet, brushing off my legs, waiting for the inevitable.

      But no one came.

      “Nate?” I called.

      Silence.

      I frowned, suddenly uneasy. Had they caught him? Surely, no one could have snuck up on Nate, let alone overwhelm him. He was a wrecking ball. A force of nature.

      No, he was probably just up on the roof.

      That made sense. He might have even told me that. Or expected me to just go there. Instead of Shadow Walking, I saw one of his two keycards on the table, and scooped it up. He had told me he always asked for two, even when traveling alone. There had been a suggestive glint in his eye as he said it, hinting at why a bachelor would need a spare key.

      Likely to give to some overzealous reporter like Alyssa for a late night… interview.

      Slimy bastard.

      I took the elevator up, and came to the door to the roof. I pushed it open slightly, listening. I knew the manager had access to the roof, and thinking about the spare key, I didn’t want to find Nate actually entertaining that reporter chick for a romantic rooftop drink. An alibi, he would say defensively.

      Still, I didn’t want to see it. I didn’t ask myself exactly why I didn’t want to see it. I had enough on my mind already.

      But I did hear voices.

      Two men.

      I frowned at that, but with the wind, I couldn’t make out anything. I peeked my head around the corner to find Nate near the table with his back to the door, talking to someone. That someone noticed me, and instantly cut off. Nate whirled, and I stepped out of the door onto the roof with confidence, trying to make it look like I hadn’t been spying.

      He was an older man, handsome, and looked used to wielding authority. The setting sun reflected off his eyes, and they looked surprised. Then he was simply gone.

      I froze.

      He hadn’t Shadow Walked. There had been no sound. He simply wasn’t there anymore. Nate glanced over his shoulder and I saw him sag in disappointment, it seemed.

      I strode up to him. “Who was that?”

      “Hemingway.”

      “The old man you sent to my dad?” He nodded. “Why were you meeting with him?” I asked, growing angry. “I told you not to ask your friends for more help, Nate.”

      He nodded. “He was here for me. Updating me on stuff from St. Louis.”

      I studied him skeptically, but I couldn’t sense any anxiety from him — any sign that he had done something wrong. “Why did he disappear so quickly, then?”

      Nate grinned. “I may have mentioned that you wouldn’t be happy to see any of my friends.” He waited for me to say something, or to laugh at his comment. My dad had spoken pleasantly about the old man, but I still didn’t like him here after telling Nate to keep his friends away. I remembered his friend Othello saying something about Hemingway as well. Which kind of backed up his claim.

      Nate sighed dramatically. “If you don’t trust me, I can leave. I know you’re trying to be strong. Stand up for yourself. But being hard is not the same thing as being strong. And it would be a shame for something so pretty to die out of arrogance.” He leaned forward. “Trust me. I would know.”

      I sneered at him, tempted to tell him to leave. “I would believe you,” I said slowly, “but you’re not that pretty.” That earned me a genuine burst of laughter. I tried not to look smug. Then I remembered the book. “You didn’t have to steal the book. I was going to give it to you tonight, but imagine my surprise to find it missing.”

      He just looked at me, not answering for a few moments. “We can talk about the book later. You losing my book doesn’t change anything about tonight.” He didn’t sound harsh, or accusing, or concerned. Which could mean any number of things. Either he had stolen it and was surprised that I had caught him, or that he hadn’t stolen it, but finding the thief didn’t matter at the moment. Either one sent a light chill through me.

      I turned away. “You’re right. We should go.”

      I heard him grunt his agreement before speaking. “Quick comment. The decision is yours, but I want you to know something.” I turned, curious. “I have a friend who can make any shifter sit on their ass and obey whatever she says.” I turned slowly, eyes widening in disbelief. He nodded satisfactorily. “One call, and we could have her here. We could walk right into the bears’ house, take our sweet ass time, maybe even have some porridge. Hell, even get them to hand over the spear if they have it.” He took a few steps closer. “We could save our energy for the Demon.”

      I watched him, considering. As great as that sounded, it would only tie a string to me, marking me as using Nate to get what I wanted, which would mean that as soon as he left, everyone with a grudge would come after me.

      There was no guarantee they wouldn’t do that anyway, but there was definitely a guarantee they would if they thought the only reason I had succeeded was due to Nate’s friends.

      Nate frowned at me. “Well?”

      “What?”

      “Want me to make the call?”

      “Oh, no. I was just waiting for you to stop stalling. If you’re scared, you can wait here.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Let’s do this, Snow White,” he muttered.

      “Snow White had black hair.”

      He smiled. “I was talking about your pasty, almost albino skin,” he said. I scowled back for good measure as we locked hands, and I let him Shadow Walk us to bear country.
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      We knelt in the shadow of a big tree, scanning our surroundings. No one moved. Bears didn’t need guards, apparently. Two windows glowed in the large house just ahead. We were in a large estate, surrounded by towering trees and woodlands. Bear country, indeed.

      Nate waited for me to meet his gaze, and then nodded, holding out a hand for me to lead. He smiled wryly as he did it, not completely condescending, but as close as he could get to it.

      I sniffed disdainfully and calmed myself. This was important. I needed this. For myself.

      I needed to know I wasn’t a coward, that I could at least overcome fear and approach danger with a level head. I knew I could fight. But fighting when I knew safety lay at the end was one thing, like training. Sure, I could get injured, but there was never any real danger. This… was different. A wrong move could be the end of everything.

      And that was when my nightmare usually tried to get me. But it hadn’t with the vampires. Claire’s unspoken philosophy had seemed to work better than anything Roland had ever tried. Coupled with my dad encouraging me to find my I, maybe I had finally overcome it. If not, Nate was here.

      Knowing that I didn’t want to be a Shepherd like Roland, it was doubly important that I learn how to take care of myself. I didn’t know what my future entailed, but I could at least walk away with a small measure of self-confidence.

      Like in my training, I took a deep breath, forming the feather of focus in my mind.

      Then, I moved.

      I masked my footsteps with a whisper of magic, so no one could hear. Without thinking, I cast another spell that I had never been taught, my mind abruptly clouding over, as if I was watching someone else do the magic from a distance.

      Nate followed, and I saw him frowning at me.

      I glanced down and saw that my form was a blur, like a smeared watercolor.

      Huh. That was something, but it was a distant thought, as I was wrapped up in the void. Only the feather existed.

      Nate reached my side, now pressed up against the side of the house. “The church teach you that?” he asked softly.

      I shook my head. I wasn’t sure where it had come from, but he didn’t need to know that. And I knew for a fact that silence upset men.

      It worked on Nate.

      I managed to bite back a smile at my small measure of success.

      Glancing about, still confident we were alone, I flung up my hand, and an orb drifted up above us to hover outside the window on the second floor, one of the windows that was illuminated. The orb didn’t have a color, exactly, but seemed to be a distorted view of its surroundings, like staring through glasses with Vaseline smeared over the surface.

      Again, Nate grunted. That one had been from Roland.

      Sounds slowly reached my ears and I felt Nate tense, thinking someone was creeping up on us. Then he seemed to understand what my orb was doing. Like a small microphone, it was picking up on sounds from the room above.

      “I don’t care what she said. We don’t work for her. The warning didn’t do any good anyway.”

      “… payback…” a muffled voice replied, too far away to catch all of his reply.

      “Oh, she’ll pay for this. It’s already in motion.”

      “… Temple…?”

      The first voice hesitated. “We’ll see…”

      “… rumors…”

      “I damned well know the rumors!” the first voice growled. “But we don’t have much choice if he shows up. Even considering…” the voice faded with a steady thump of walking feet on a wooden floor. Then the light in the room winked out. I released my spell, glancing at Nate.

      He shrugged, then held out a hand for me to proceed with whatever I chose to do.

      I waited, wondering what the two bears had been talking about. Or maybe they had been guards. Still, it seemed someone had come to warn them of something. And that I needed to pay for something I had done. But… I hadn’t done anything to them. Nate had been the one to fight the bear at the auction, and I realized with a start, I had never asked him the outcome. Had he killed him? And who kept going around warning people about me? I was confident it wasn’t the Demon, because her letter had admitted to killing the wolf and vampire, and she had no need to warn them ahead of time only to kill them hours later. It made no sense.

      But none of that mattered. I needed that spear. It was the last piece. Then I could get it to Roland and be done with this.

      But you need to make an impression. A stand. Give them fear… a small voice inside of me whispered. I nodded resolutely. This was like the first day in a prison yard. I needed to walk up to the biggest man in the pen and punch him in the teeth. Even if that meant bluffing.

      I refocused like Roland had taught me, feeding my emotions into the image of the feather in my mind. The feather ruffled lightly as the wind of my emotions struck it, and were absorbed into it, leaving only the feather, slowly rotating in midair.

      I was ready. No fear. No emotions. Cold. Calculating. One with my training.

      One last flicker of fear darted through. Would that be enough?

      I fed it into the feather, waiting for the calm to return. I thought I heard faint laughter in the depths of my mind, but it stopped as soon as I focused on it.

      When I opened my eyes, Nate was watching me thoughtfully. I stared back at him, face devoid of emotion. An eager smile slowly spread across his face, and he gave me a single nod.

      “Back me up if things go bad, otherwise please stay back.” He nodded.

      I repeated the same spell I had used earlier over both of us, washing us in a water-colored smear. Nate grunted, glancing down at himself, eyes thoughtful. I knew he could duplicate it now. He seemed a quick learner.

      I grabbed his shoulder, and enveloped the two of us in a small cocoon of magic, the same I had used to kill sound as we had snuck away from the tree. Then I Shadow Walked us into the room where the bears had been a few moments ago. Nate hissed at me, sounding surprised I had done so rather than sneak in through the ground floor. I checked that we were alone before whispering back.

      “They’re less likely to check a room they vacated only moments ago, and I bet the ground floor entrances are heavily guarded. They seem to be expecting us. Perhaps your spying didn’t do much good. Soldiers can die with faulty information,” I added as an afterthought, something Roland had told me repeatedly.

      Nate’s vague form flickered in agitation, but I dismissed him, studying the room. It was an office. I quickly crept around the room, careful to keep the orb around me so my motions were silenced. I found a desk, and slowly began sliding open drawers, searching for the spear. It wasn’t there. I found papers all over the desk, and even a confirmation email about the auction, proving that at least some of Nate’s information had been accurate. This was the right house. Bear shifters were reportedly loners, but that didn’t mean there couldn’t have been two or more grizzly families in town.

      So, we had the right house, but no spear on the desk. I glanced over my shoulder to see Nate scouring one of the closets. He had duplicated my sound-suppressing spell, although his wasn’t an orb around him that I could see. Maybe that was because of the illusion spell I had used on him. Still, no sound betrayed his search.

      He finally looked up at me and shook his head. He pointed to various spots around the room, again, shaking his head, letting me know where he had searched — the bed, the night stand, and the closet. I didn’t see anywhere else to hide the spear, but I did unfold from my crouch to check behind paintings on the wall, curious if they had safes for the spear tucked away behind one.

      Then I had another thought. Would I be able to sense the spear? I had felt the other two pieces, so maybe I could follow that connection. I focused on what I had felt from the spear pieces I had touched, and a moment later, I flicked my head to the desk for some reason. To an empty spot between papers.

      I frowned, but nothing was there. Still, I felt a… resonance of some kind, as if the spear had sat there for some time. Maybe the bears had taken it when they left the room. I focused on the resonance again, and I could feel Nate studying me, sensing something. A faint trail of… not light, but something, drifted from the desk to the door exiting the room. Nate still watched me, apparently not seeing it, but I wanted to let out a hoot of triumph. I could follow it!

      I motioned him forward, and tentatively placed my hand on the door.

      It exploded into me, hammering me across the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 42

          

        

      

    

    
      I struck the desk with a grunt, and stumbled back to my feet to see a hulking man glaring into the room with a snarl on his face. He was tall, built like a woodsman, and had a short, thick beard that matched his auburn hair. Seeing me, his face shifted to alarm, but his eyes seemed to be taking in more than just me. Ah, the water-color. He was seeing a smear of a human shape, like a ghost. His concern slowly faded as another thought replaced it. Ghosts wouldn’t have been impacted by a wooden door hitting them. “What the hell?” he growled. “I smell wizard stink.”

      Nate rushed him from the side, striking him with a sledgehammer of air once within arm’s reach, but the man merely grunted as if annoyed by an insect. Then the bear punched Nate’s distorted form. Nate flew across the room, flipping over the bed to land on the opposite side. Nate had been holding back in his attack, not wanting to alert any of the other bears. That was why he hadn’t used something stronger than air. Like his whips.

      But it hadn’t even fazed the beast. And he was in human form.

      I knew real bears could take a beating, due to their extensive layers of fat, but did that relay over to the human itself? That was something I had never considered. Or heard of. Then again, I hadn’t ever met a shifter bear.

      Twin kamas formed in my fists, and I dropped my illusion spell as I squared off against the bear. He blinked at me in disbelief, and then a murderous, hungry scowl split his bearded face. “Back to the scene of the crime, eh, church-mouse? This is better than our original plan. I think I’m going to enjoy this. Oh, yes…” And he began to shift.

      I had no idea what he was talking about, but if he had been strong in human form, I didn’t want to take risks with him in bear form. I raced at him, trying to close the distance as fast as possible, splitting my mind to stretch out my spell that swallowed sound. It struck him, and he shook his head angrily. Then he exploded fully into bear form, roaring so loud that spittle flew from his sudden massive canines, drool stretching from tooth to tooth, salivating with a hunger for blood. But at least the sound would stay in our bubble now. I stretched harder, closing the last few paces, and the orb of silence suddenly pressed from wall to wall, covering the entire room.

      I heard Nate grunt — whether in surprise, or pain, I didn’t have time to see, but I did feel a crackle of power erupt from his direction, and assumed he had his familiar whips out now that I had blocked the room from sound. But I didn’t dare let him use those here. If they cracked through a wall, the rest of the bears would hear and be inbound in a heartbeat.

      The bear was a giant brown one, long thick hair and deep brown eyes. He shot me another roar with his long, yellowed teeth, and lifted his inches-long black claws, ready to slice me up.

      I began to slash with my miniature scythes — bladed to rip and tear, but small and light enough to move as fast as a machine gun — slicing and dicing in every direction. They sizzled as they sliced into the hairy bear’s flesh as it stood on two legs, massively clawed paws swinging at the air as it unfolded to a ten-foot-tall monster of the wild, roaring ferociously. It was the same one from the auction, although his face seemed mostly healed from Nate’s whips.

      I ignored the sound — focusing on the feather in my mind — continuing to bite and tear into his legs, stomach, and his sides, but these wounds only seemed to annoy him. I danced around him, recasting my illusion so that I was a blur of color, hoping it might give me a moment’s respite. I ducked, twisted, and danced back and forth, side to side, barely dodging swipes of his claws. Just like in my training. I focused on my feather, and my body moved without restraint. He lifted one massive paw high overhead, and then brought it hammering down as if to squish me like a beer can. I dove, rolling over my shoulder between his legs, holding out both kamas to the side as I did, scouring deep hits on both of his inner thighs.

      He snarled, furious, and finally sounding pained after so many little pricks. He was tough, but I hit him like a swarm of bees, slicing and hammering at any target that opened to me, not giving him a straight on fight. Just cutting any opening that presented itself to me. I swung with all my might deep into his kidneys, and he dropped to his knees with a yowl of agony. Then I dragged the crackling blades down, dropping to my knees.

      He blindly swung an arm behind him, barely missing me, but I tagged his forearm with a blade, causing him to grunt. Then he whirled to face me, long haired silky coat now glistening with dozens of patches of crimson blood. The light from outside — the moon — gave it a silver shine, but the scent of copper hung heavy in the air.

      He lifted one paw high above his head, then brought it crashing down at me, but my feet tangled up as I slipped in a puddle of blood. I tripped to one knee, staring up at the claw racing towards me. I had managed to fling up my blades, and they suddenly flared brighter as I held them in an X over my face, hoping I could block at least some of the blow, even if it broke my arms. I saw a band of white light suddenly encasing his wrist, yanking it back up, then a loud crack almost at the same time, making the bear arch his back in agony as the scent of burnt hair swamped the room. Nate must have hit him with another whip in the back, the reflexive motion of the bear arching his back only helping Nate yank his arm further.

      I didn’t waste a moment, springing up in a jump, climbing up the bear’s body, grabbing fistfuls of hair, the kamas now hovering near my hands, since I didn’t actually need to grip them. I climbed up the bear, aiming for the arm that Nate held high. I clawed his face with my nails on the way by, scoring an eye in hopes that it would prevent him from biting my ribs on my way by. The instant, surprising pain to his face, even though only from a human set of manicured nails, saved my life, preventing his jaws from meeting my tender side.

      I latched onto his arm, swinging my body over his shoulder as I wrapped my hands around his throat, standing on his upper back. Nate had loosened the whips enough for the bear to crouch forward slightly, giving me a nice saddle.

      I settled the blades of both kamas against his throat, and held onto the handles instead. They sizzled loudly, and the pungent stench of more burning hair filled the room as they rested against where his jugular would be. He froze, allowing me to straighten up a little. I knew bears were tough around the neck, but I was fairly confident that my crackling blades would slice right through those defenses if I yanked hard enough. In fact, I was holding the kamas like a pair of reins, crouched on his back, pressing them hard into his flesh, likely already causing him agony.

      “Drop to the ground. Slowly,” I rasped, panting.

      He did, and I slowly eased up on the kamas. Not by much, but enough to not accidentally slice through him. He remained in bear form.

      Two bears suddenly burst into the hallway leading to the room, skidding to a stop on all fours, knocking over a table with a vase of flowers. I realized that I had subconsciously dropped my concealment spell during the fight, in order to increase my endurance and speed. Because as I crouched atop the bear, I realized I was utterly exhausted, and on the verge of passing out, my magic all but drained. So, the other two bears had heard some of the fight. They growled at me now, eyes dancing with murder as their glares shot from me to their fallen compatriot.

      One of them let out a whine, but the other took a cautious step forward, and then, he was suddenly a hairy man on all fours, thick beard fanning down to his nipples. Well, with all that chest hair, it all kind of blended together, but it looked like the beard fell to mid-chest.

      His thick, coarse hair led down to his manhood, which was very impressive in itself, and even his legs were covered with wiry hair.

      Good lord. This guy was a bear without even being a shifter. One big hairball.

      Long greasy hair hung to his jaw, and a long-puckered scar — two twin lines side by side — trailed from his temple to beneath his beard. His eyes glinted in the moonlight, steel grey.

      “You will pay for this…” he said in a very deep bass tone.

      I shrugged, unblinking, hoping he read my exhaustion as a lack of concern for his threat.

      “Why have you returned?” a female voice hissed from behind him, and I was surprised to see a very tall blond woman, prominent in the chest, with wide hips. She wasn’t skinny at all, but the size of her breasts and hips made her appear so. She was a giant of a woman. Her face wasn’t beautiful, but it had an inner light that spoke of steadfastness. Her hair was pulled back in a braid, and she stood with hands to her side, facing me with squared shoulders, but her fingers looked to be imitating claws, rigid as if eager to rend flesh. In contrast to the first man, her body was utterly hairless, not unusual in itself, but after seeing the man, I guess I had expected to see hairy nipples or a forest between her legs. She had a scar running over her ribs.

      “Give me the spear. And he can live,” I said calmly, ignoring her question.

      They stared at us, faces incredulous.

      I felt Nate step up behind me. Then he was crouching down beside the bear’s face. “Hi.” He waved his hand. “Remember me? I kicked your ass a few days ago. Now she did. Wizards 2, bears 0,” I saw that he was grinning as the bear growled in warning. Then he whispered theatrically, loud enough for everyone to hear. “She’s meaner than me. I didn’t make you play dead and then mount you like a Great White Hunter on the African savanna.” Then he patted the bear’s head, and stood, motioning for me to proceed before folding his arms.

      I bit back a laugh as I felt the bear growling beneath my feet.

      The other two didn’t find it humorous. I felt a small thrill of exhilaration. Sure, Nate had helped, but the majority of it had been all me. I felt weariness pulling at me, using too much magic too fast, not even counting the physical exhaustion from the last few nights. I suppressed a shudder as the lack of action suddenly had me feeling like a limp dishrag. Not to mention that we were still far away from danger. What if the bears let me kill this one, and came after me in tandem?

      Nate might still be fresh, but I knew I wasn’t.

      “Why do you shame us, girl? We’ve done nothing to you! Or the Shepherd.”

      I hid my frown. Shame? “One more time. Give me the spear.”

      The hairy man threw his hands in the air, livid. “What game are you playing?” he demanded. “We have pictures of you holding our piece of the spear in front of your father’s house!” he snarled, looking ready to attack.

      A sickly feeling hit my stomach, and I had to fight my hands from shaking. She had asked why I had returned… and they had pictures of me holding the spear…

      “I don’t have your spear…” I said slowly, horrified at the implications.

      His glare flared even angrier. “I can smell it on you, girl. What in blazes are you trying to pull on us? You steal it, then return to mock us? We only wanted to keep it away from others, stupid, stupid girl. All you had to do was ask and we would have handed it over. Bears don’t play the games of your kind,” he spat on the ground, turning to the woman. “We should have heeded her warning yesterday.” The woman nodded, eyes glittering.

      Nate was very, very still, but I didn’t meet his gaze, suddenly realizing that somehow, we had been played. Again.

      Someone had warned them yesterday, stolen the spear, and then planted it in my yard. It didn’t make any sense to me, but it had to be the Demon. She hadn’t given us the piece from the auction like we had thought. She had given me the bears’ stolen piece. But what was her angle? To have every single monster in Kansas City come after me?

      Or… was it to get everyone to turn on the Shepherds?

      Nate opened his mouth to speak into the silence, but the woman took an angry step forward. “This is war, girl. You break into our house, steal from us, injure our alpha, and the church doesn’t back you. You have no idea what you’ve done. You think we will simper back into the shadows like the vampires?” My eyes widened. “Oh, yes,” the blonde woman snarled. “We heard all about what you did there. They are no friends of ours, but unsanctioned attacks like this have consequences. You—”

      “You will reconsider your tone. Immediately.” Nate’s words were like a blade sliding across velvet. “If Goldilocks can do this, what else can she do? What else does she dare do?” He turned his back on them, assessing the room. Then he laughed. “You were even warned,” he laughed, slapping his knees. “I just sat back and watched.” He glanced over his shoulder, grinning at them. “That bed was juuuussst right, by the way.” I bit back a laugh at his taunt, comparing them to the three bears in the fairy tale. He finally let out a sigh, rolling his shoulders as he turned back to them lazily. “But a man doesn’t like to be one-upped by a mere slip of a girl. Not too often, anyway. Can one of you attack? Please. I’m growing bored. And I think Callie is done warming up.” He frowned down at the bear under my submission, nudging him with a boot again. “But… if he was the best of you, well… you can always fight for honor. There is honor in fighting lost causes. Like those Greeks from Sparta.”

      What was he doing? Didn’t he see I was about to pass out?

      But the hairy man finally threw his hands up. “Walk away. You do the same. Someday, you will pay for your crimes, girl.”

      Then they were backing away.

      I glanced at Nate, and he gave me a shrug, but his eyes showed concern. It had been an act. He was on edge, not that you could tell from his arrogant, almost lazy stance.

      I stared down at the bear beneath me, at the back of his head. He had a gouge taken out of one of his ears. “Shift back,” I commanded.

      He did, and grunted as my weight was suddenly supported by a much smaller body. I released my sticks and took two calm steps back, ready for the fight of our lives.

      The man didn’t move. Nate touched my shoulder. “They are very noble. They won’t renege on their statement. But we should still get out of here.” He leaned closer, and my shoulder tingled where he touched me. I didn’t know what magic he was holding, but it was powerful if I could feel it but not see it. “I think they were telling the truth about the spear,” he added the last in a faint whisper, eyes troubled.

      I nodded, not taking my eyes from the alpha bear at my feet. I knew one thing. Even if they weren’t going to come after me right now, I had made a very dangerous enemy tonight. But wasn’t that what I had wanted? I suddenly worried if I had been wrong. So very, very wrong.

      “Take us away from here, Temple,” I said in a very low voice.

      He obeyed, Shadow Walking us out of bear country.
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      We sat on the roof, legs hanging over the edge, watching the city below. Claire had texted me during our altercation with the bears, letting me know she was heading home in about an hour, and that Roland was fine. I texted her back, saying I would call her later.

      It gave me relief, as if someone had lifted a great weight from my shoulders. My dad had also checked in via text, complete with a dozen typos in the email length text. He was one of those dads, still unused to the times and new technology.

      There had also been an excessive amount of emojis used. If that didn’t confirm it was really my dad, nothing would.

      “So…” Nate said, not looking at me, kicking his feet absently.

      I leaned back on my palms, thinking. The bear must have hit me at some point, because my forearm ached. But bruises would fade. We were alive, and I had proven a point to the bears. Whether that had made things better or worse in the future, I didn’t yet know. But I had done what I had set out to do. Kicking them in the teeth.

      Why did I feel like I had failed?

      Because of the Demon.

      “None of it makes any sense. She warns the vampires I’m coming, but then sneaks back in to stake them, leaving the weapon behind for me. Then she warns the bears, and again, comes back to steal it, only this time leaving it for me in my dad’s lawn. The only thing I can think of is that she’s trying to turn every monster in the city against me. Or the Shepherds.” Nate nodded, but still looked troubled.

      “But if the spear can do what Roland said, wouldn’t it be more advantageous to keep all the pieces and open the Gates of Hell? If the bears were right, this means that the Demon has had all pieces of the spear in her possession at one point. Why give them up?” He scratched his beard.

      I nodded, letting out a deep breath. “Exactly. Maybe… Roland was wrong about what it can do? This did all start with him receiving wrong information about the wolves. Like it was a trap.”

      Nate sighed. “Still, that would mean someone at the Vatican is trying to sabotage the Shepherds, and possibly working with the Demon. That’s insane.”

      I shook my head, angry. At least I knew Roland had two of the pieces. That was better than nothing. Even if it currently painted a target on our heads. We needed that last piece.

      “We have to find the Demon bitch,” I said. “Or run with the pieces we have and hope for the best. I can’t believe I failed so horribly,” I muttered, kicking my feet against the wall below.

      “No. You didn’t,” he said forcefully. “You kicked some serious ass in there. Like a spider monkey.” Then he was hooting in laughter, the sound spilling out into the night, and I found myself smiling, despite feeling overwhelmed.

      “I did, didn’t I?” I said softly.

      He nodded. “They won’t forget that…” As if those words had hit too close to home, his laughter faded away.

      I nodded. “Yeah, they said that…”

      Nate grunted, climbing to his feet and holding out a hand. “They always say stuff like that after you’ve stomped them. But I guarantee you they will think twice about confronting you. You took out their freaking Alpha. Pretty much single-handedly. I helped, but I don’t think you needed it.”

      I took his hand, feeling that same thrum of energy as earlier, and smiled, a smile of thanks. He glanced down at our hands thoughtfully, as if feeling the same thing, but he withdrew his hand once I was on my feet.

      “Everyone is safe. We have two pieces of the spear. And I’m exhausted from kicking ass in there.” I shot him a disbelieving look at the last comment, but found him smirking. “You should get some sleep. We’ll figure this out tomorrow. I’ve got another Guardian,” he said handing me another of the stone griffins we had used to make a ward. “Or I can take you home.”

      I could tell by his tone that he wanted to take me home, to watch over me. It was who he was. Used to taking charge, but he was trying to honor my wishes, giving me space to flex my muscles. This was my city. But he could tell my morale was low, so offered anyway.

      “Nah. I’ll just stay here,” I said, not looking at him as I shook my hair back, running a finger through the tangles from our fight.

      He flinched as if struck, jerking his head at me. “Oh. Well—”

      I smiled tiredly. “Just kidding. Wanted to see you squirm.”

      And to test something. He hadn’t offered, but his reaction gave it away. There was… something there, something unspoken between us. Whether it was the fighting, hot blood, or something more, I wasn’t sure. But he had been awfully friendly with the reporter. And I was pretty sure he was used to getting his way with women.

      Still, a girl liked to know she broke necks when she walked by.

      I turned away, hiding my smile. “Callie?”

      I paused, but didn’t look back.

      “Have you thought about leaving the church? You’ve never hidden the fact that you don’t follow their creed. And after all this…”

      I shook my head. “I haven’t thought about it.” The silence stretched, but I broke first. “That doesn’t matter right now, though. I’m doing a job for them. For Roland.”

      He grunted. “Forget Roland for a second. You were impressive tonight. I know you have things to learn, but to be honest, you also have a few things to teach, and I don’t say that often.”

      “Maybe.”

      I could sense his frustration, but I still didn’t turn around. Didn’t move. “Someone is not who they seem. Following you. And without the protection of the church, you’re likely to have a knife twisted in your spine before you even see it coming. Let me help you.”

      I kept my breathing calm, but I felt both comfort and a mild defiance at his words. “By meekly following you to St. Louis? Accepting your protection? You sound like you have enough on your plate. I’m not a stray you found on the street, Nate…” I didn’t make it sound mean, but I did let him know I meant it.

      He was suddenly behind me, grabbing my arm to spin me around. That tingle was there, but I was too busy staring into his face, a face torn with anger and frustration. “Let. Me. Help. You.”

      He was trembling, and he was only inches away. I licked my lips before I thought about it. “No. I’m not a dainty flower, Nate. I thought I just showed you that. I can take care of myself.” And I shook my hand away lightly, turning back around. “But I appreciate your offer.”

      I managed not to show my anxiety as I stared straight ahead. We had been seconds away from a kiss, whether either of us consciously wanted it or not. It had felt carnal. Not love. Lust. Two warriors celebrating a minor victory. Passions already accelerated from the fight spilling over into something else. I didn’t want that, and I was pretty sure he didn’t either. Still, it was tough for me to keep my composure, and judging by the silence, he was having the same problem.

      I heard him sigh behind me. “Fine. But I look forward to that dinner. As a friend,” he emphasized. “You’re… not what I expected. Let’s meet up tomorrow morning to figure out this Demon thing, okay? And please call me when you get home and have your ward up. I’m heading to St. Louis, but I’ll be back in an hour. Hemingway needs my help with something.” I nodded, but didn’t turn around. I didn’t know if I could. Because I didn’t know how I felt. Friends? Maybe. Maybe not. More than friends? Maybe. Maybe not. We’d get to that later.

      Without another word, I Shadow Walked back home to my apartment, tensing as I materialized in my living room, ready for an attack.

      Nothing happened, and I could tell that no one had been here.

      I headed towards the front door, ready to place my wards around the building like Nate had taught me. I did need sleep. A lot of it. As I opened the door, a card fell to the floor in the hallway. It had been propped up on my door handle, or slipped into the crack between the trim.

      It landed face up. A card with the Kansas City Police Department symbol on the front. I sighed, plucking it up from the ground. I saw the same card on several other doors down the hallway, and a patrolman standing outside the door leading out front. Another one stood at the opposite door. He stared out at the parking lot, not seeing me. It looked like the same guy I had seen in the car outside earlier.

      The halls didn’t look too damaged, other than gouges in the floor, which was a relief.

      Well, a cop at the entrance was going to make things difficult. He would likely be suspicious if he saw me sneaking around the apartment complex kneeling in the grass. And the Demon could be out there right now, watching me, waiting for me to step outside. I smelled no sulfur, but she had to be out there somewhere. She had stayed one step ahead of me this whole time, and she liked playing games. Because she had obviously been close enough to nab my father, but instead, she had given me a spear piece and left a note.

      Then the games with the vampires: killing the guards and Simon, and then leaving the piece for me to find. I couldn’t fathom why she was going to all this trouble with the spear if she didn’t appear to care about it.

      The bears had made a comment about getting revenge, even before they had actually confronted me. They had said something about a plan. That I would never see it coming…

      I sighed. I needed sleep. But first, ward the place. Against everyone.

      My phone vibrated in my pocket, and I flinched instinctively, snapped out of my thoughts. Speak of the devil. Probably Nate checking on me.

      I answered without looking at it, watching the policeman outside. “Hey.”

      “… Callie…” a voice groaned, stopping my heart.

      “Dad?” I shouted. “Dad! Hello?”

      I heard chuckling, and then the line went dead.

      It sounded familiar. Like that damned bear.
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      I thought about calling Nate, but remembered he had said he needed to head back to St. Louis to meet with Hemingway. And I had just told him that I didn’t need his help. What, I was going to call him five minutes later, begging for help?

      No. I was going to finish what I had started. Nate had said the bears were noble, but he obviously didn’t know everything. Rather than wasting my dwindling energy to Shadow Walk again — not that I could have Shadow Walked through my dad’s ward anyway — I chose the truck. I didn’t want to accidentally Shadow Walk right into a pile of bears. Hanging out on the roof had given me enough time for my magic to return, if not at full force, at least enough to fight. And I didn’t have to worry about being close and quiet. I would light them up from a distance like Roland always encouraged me to do.

      I locked my door and ran down the hall, bursting out the door without acknowledging the cop. I heard him shout, but I was soon climbing into my truck, pulling out of the parking lot in a screech of tires. I saw the cop running after me, shouting into his shoulder rig. Fine. Let them track my plates. Worst case scenario they would show up at my dad’s place, maybe scare away the bears, but I doubted it. I was on my own. It would take them a while to track me down, and I heard no sirens pursuing me. Likely, the cop wasn’t allowed to leave his post after the attack.

      But how had the bears gotten through the ward? As I thought about it, it didn’t make sense.

      Unless… my dad had chosen to leave the house. Or I had just thought the voice sounded like my dad. It had been raspy. But the bears had already proven they knew where my dad lived. They had pictures of me in the front yard.

      I pressed the gas harder, thinking about the darker spells Roland had taught me. I was exhausted, but the sudden burst of adrenaline powered me. I wouldn’t give them a fair fight.

      I was just going to kill them. All. Immediately.

      Screw what the church thought.

      They didn’t own me.

      These bastards had attacked my dad.

      “Game on, Yogi Bear. Game on…” I snarled, tires screeching as I turned on a side street. I was only minutes away.

      My anxiety threatened to overwhelm me as I saw strobing lights up ahead. Right near my father’s house, and the area seemed to be glowing much brighter than it should.

      Had the wards gone off?

      I rounded the last curve, and my jaw dropped.

      The house beside my dad’s house was ablaze, flames licking the air like hell itself had swallowed it. A firetruck was blasting the house with water, and several groups of pajama-wearing people stood in clusters on the sidewalk. Two cop cars blocked off the street. I skidded to a halt, jumping out of my truck, not even bothering to turn it off.

      Then I was running. “My dad!” I shouted as the cop standing beside his car began yelling at me. But I was too quick, racing past him before he believed I would, thinking his presence was enough to give me pause.

      But it wasn’t, because I knew—

      “Hey, those plates are the ones Officer Nelson just called in! Stop her!”

      But I didn’t stop. I ran down the sidewalk in front of my dad’s house, extending my magic to find that the wards were still up. What the hell? All the lights were off in the house.

      I rounded on the nearest group of people, almost hyperventilating. “What happened?” I shouted at them, trying to scare them into talking quickly because another cop car had just pulled up, and the first cop was running up behind me, still shouting. “Now! Tell me!” I roared, amplifying my voice with magic.

      “Callie! Your father. He saved us. The house went up so quickly, and he was just there—”

      Ohmygod…

      I ran. Towards the back of the house. I flicked my hand as I ran past a bicycle in the lawn, sending it skidding into the police officer hot on my heels. He tripped and stumbled, cursing as he fell, but the chaos and flames would distract him enough to not see how I had done it. He would think he had just tripped over it.

      I needed to find my dad. The bears must have set fire to the house. And my dad had run out to help. Like the stupid hero that he was. I didn’t know if they had planned on the house catching fire to his, or if they had wanted to lure him out, but with so many cops here now, I had little hope of finding any bears. Still, I had to be sure.

      I rounded the back corner, angling into the back yard to enter the back door.

      An arm latched around my throat, strong as braided steel, and I sucked in a deep breath of surprise as I heard pounding footsteps pursuing me just out of sight. They would see my attacker, and help me.

      But I hadn’t noticed the damp cloth around my mouth and nose, and that breath cost me my life as the world faded away to nothing. The last thing I noticed was a faint stench of rotten eggs, then chemicals.
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      I came to slowly, eyes feeling like they were layered in mud, and my head pounded. I sucked in a breath through my throat, which felt like I had swallowed sand and acid.

      I squinted at a purple twilight stretching across the horizon. How long had I been out of it? Where was I? I blinked slowly, the world swaying back and forth, making me feel slightly nauseated. Not that long if the chemical was still in my system. Chloroform.

      Or something like it.

      I was in a forest. No city lights obstructed the black carpet of sky above, just thin clouds and a ripe, full moon, hovering overhead, large enough that it felt like I could touch it. Squinting from the pale reflection, I noticed stars piercing the sky.

      I tried to move, my wrists aching for some reason. But the pain flashed stronger, and the sound of metal rattled. Then I recognized the cold bite of chains. I was chained up to two wooden poles in the earth, arms outstretched, low enough for my bare toes to just barely touch the patchy grass beneath me. Where were my shoes?

      Looking down at my feet, I realized that only yards away, the earth fell away from a cliff, down into a deep valley of trees that had to be hundreds of feet below me, judging by the little I could see. The sharp line of demarcation made me think it was steep, not just a hill, but a real cliff. Where was I?

      Was it almost sunrise? Or the next night?

      A faint groan caused me to flinch, jerking my wrists instinctively, which hurt. I slowly turned my neck to see that a man hung suspended a few paces behind me, but he was on a wooden cross, not chained up.

      Crucified.

      My dad.

      He was still breathing, but unconscious, groaning in his stupor. My heart began to race, and my vision throbbed as a result, the chemicals inside me refreshed at my increased heart rate. I jerked my head to the other side and groaned myself, both in pain and desperation.

      Roland.

      Crucified, and unconscious. His leg wound bled freely, the dripping of blood faint to my ears as it struck the mud beneath him.

      The two of them were higher than me and a pace back, causing me to strain to see them, but it meant I could see their faces slouched against their chests. Something about their positioning teased my thoughts, but the drug cocktail had made my brain sluggish.

      I saw two more crosses before me, closer to the edge of the cliff, making a box with Roland and my dad, surrounding me. A blonde man I didn’t know — since I couldn’t see his face — hung face down on one, but the other cross held no body. Yet. I struggled against my chains, snarling as I tried to reach out for my magic to shatter the chains, but I couldn’t touch it. I could sense my power, but couldn’t grasp it.

      I heard footsteps approaching from behind me, and began struggling harder.

      The scent of rotten eggs wafted to me, and I realized it wasn’t the bears who had taken my father, but the Demon from the auction. I prepared myself, still trembling, to confront the fiery bitch. Would Nate find me? Maybe I had been missing long enough for him to get nervous. And Claire. Was she alright?

      I couldn’t move. And couldn’t touch my magic. And everyone I cared about in the world, except Claire, was crucified beside me, helpless.

      A man walked into view, and my breath caught, my brain momentarily stuttering.

      “Johnathan…” I whispered.

      He smiled, nodding. “This is fun, Callie. You have no idea how much fun this is, do you? But don’t worry. Your fun is coming.” He walked closer, studying me. “Predictable.”

      “What…” I began, not able to make my mind comprehend. The Demon had been a woman, right? I had been sure of it.

      “Should have taken me up on that date. Would have been so much easier. Well, at least we could have had some… fun before getting down to business. Then again, things worked out pretty good this way, too. I like this part better than sex, anyway.”

      “What… is this?” I whispered.

      “Callie… Penrose, is it?” he asked, but didn’t wait for me to answer. “The girl with four fathers…” he said, shaking his head with pride. “I’ve waited so long for this. You have no idea. No one has been able to find you. Even after capturing your mother and father. They died… valiantly, I guess you might say. Messily, but valiantly. But, wow, were they loyal. Didn’t even give up a hint on where to find you. And I tried hard, Callie.” He gripped my chin, squeezing until it hurt, staring into my eyes as he whispered sadistically. “I want you to know that I tried really hard.” He licked his lips before letting go.

      “Four fathers?” I croaked, unsure what to focus on, but wanting to keep him talking. Anything to stall. My parents? Four fathers? What was he talking about? And this was Johnathan… But how? Had there been more than one Demon?

      Nate would come. He had to come. He had said he would. That he would watch over me. This was too much. Nate had been a safety net for my confidence, whether I had voiced it out loud or not. In addition to Claire and my dad, Nate’s steadfastness had helped me to form my own spine.

      Johnathan nodded to my question, pointing. First at Roland. “The man who taught you strength. Magic.” He pointed at my dad. “The man who taught you love.” He pointed at the blonde man, who struggled weakly, but couldn’t lift his head all the way. “A stand in for your biological father. The one who gave you — whether you knew it or not — the keys to Heaven.” At those words, the blonde man managed to lift his head just enough for me to see his bright blue eyes. I stared. It was Gabriel. The man who had been speaking with Claire, flirting with her at the bar, talking to her on the phone. A stand-in for my biological father? Keys to Heaven?

      Johnathan pointed at the empty cross, but I must have reacted too slowly, because he suddenly darted forward and slapped me across the face, nearly unhinging my jaw. Stars twinkled in my vision as he snarled. “Pay attention, Callie. I am infinite, but my patience is not. It will all be over soon. Just a little longer, but I want you to know. To know the depth of my resolve, the depth of my passion. Sex would have shown you some of that, but you kept playing hard to get. We do this my way now.” He pointed again at the empty cross, and I noticed that there was actually a feather pinned into the wood. A very large feather.

      I frowned at it, and stifled a groan of confusion as I turned back to Johnathan, my head swimming with pain from the drugs, my jaw aching. I was having trouble piecing his rabid words into an understandable picture. Nothing made sense. I tried for my magic again, and although I could still sense it, it was out of reach. Like moonlight shining down on me.

      “To represent everyone’s Father,” he said, pointing back at the cross with the feather. “The one who gives you free will,” he spat.

      I just stared at him. Was he referring to God? What did the feather have to do with God?

      “Why?” I asked in a whisper. “What do I have to do with this? Why play games with the pieces of the spear? You had all of them,” I mumbled, feeling the fog slowly begin to fade away, but pain still pounded in my ears. Had he poisoned me, or was this a normal side effect?

      “Each piece of the Spear of Longinus needed to taste betrayal, or chaos. And they all needed to touch your hand soon after they did so,” he said, sounding smug.

      “But…” I strained to think through the ache behind my temples. “I only touched two of them…” still not understanding what he was trying to accomplish. What it had to do with me. Where was Nate?

      “I’m glad you brought that up.” And he strode over to Gabriel. Without any warning, he stabbed him in the stomach with a piece of wood. A piece of the spear. Gabriel groaned, helpless to stop him with his wrists nailed to the cross. Johnathan chuckled, and then walked over to me. I fought against my chains, but it was no use. He held the piece of wood against my hand for a few seconds and I felt a single pulse of energy. Then he stepped back, taking it with him. “There. Much better,” he said, smiling up at me.

      Roland groaned again, trying to lift his head, then he dropped it. The metal nails hammered into his wrists and shins made me want to vomit, but it would have been only bile. The heads of the nails glinted in the moonlight.

      I turned back to Johnathan, who stood directly before me. He was holding the three pieces of the spear. They each had a crimson stain on one wooden end. From the vampire, the wolf, and… Gabriel. But why Gabriel? A stand-in for your biological father, Johnathan had said. Was Gabriel a… blood relative of mine? And what had he been doing in the bar?

      Coincidence couldn’t go this far. It was impossible. Even so, what did it all mean?

      “It would have been much more fun if you had worked with me. I gave you every opening. But then Temple had to show up and ruin everything. I saw you almost kiss him tonight, and I must admit, I might have lost my cool.” His eyes flared with deep fire for a moment, part of his true form showing through, the creature I had seen from the auction. It was him. It had always been him. Which meant either he could appear as a female Demon, or… there was another Demon in the game. The one that had warned me to back off in the alley outside the church.

      “Kill me,” I whispered, rattling my chains. “Or let me down, and we’ll settle this here and now, you fucking coward. If you’re so high and mighty, put me on level ground and we’ll see who bitch slaps whom.”

      He chuckled. “We’re past that, Callie. Or is it Constance?” He tapped his lips thoughtfully, and I stopped struggling, remembering the man from the auction. The Nephilim.

      “Constance?”

      Johnathan nodded, turning to study the horizon as if gauging time, before turning back. “We had everything in place. The wolves as bait, the faulty information given to Roland. Meeting you at that bar before the auction.” He shook his head, grinning. “But the wards they put on you so many years ago were good, Callie. Even now. I didn’t even sense you from three feet away!”

      “What are you talking about?” I whispered, as confused as if he had been speaking French.

      He nodded. “We’ve got a few minutes to spare. And it would be nice to prolong your suffering a bit. The Devil knows you’ve teased me enough these last few days…” he added, sharp, white-hot fury lacing his words. “You see, we heard about you from a bad, bad person in the Vatican itself. Took years to get a spy in there, by the way.” He rubbed his knuckles against his shirt proudly. I just stared, struggling to focus through my pain. “And he told us a tale. About an orphan with white hair delivered to a church many years ago. It was almost too good to be true. But that girl worked for one of the Shepherds, so we knew we had to play it careful. Now, I’ve murdered dozens of white-haired girls over the years, in dozens of cities. Looking for you. So, I had my doubts that you would be the one. But that Nephilim calling you Constance? Your biological mother’s name?” He shook his head in amazement. “Happiest day of my life. That’s what confirmed everything for me, although those mangy wolves could have ruined it all by almost killing Roland and trying to renege on their promise to me. But I took care of that.”

      I hung there, stunned to silence at hearing the name again — learning that it belonged to my mother hit me like a blow to the stomach. My mother. Constance. The one who had left me outside the church. But why had Johnathan been hunting me for so long? Why was I so important to him? What had my parents done to piss him off so much?

      “And Father David?” I asked.

      Johnathan shrugged. “That was just for fun.”

      I sagged my head, disgusted.

      “Callie Penrose. The girl with four fathers,” he said again, sounding wistful. “You will help me open the gates of hell. I thank you for your sacrifice.” He glanced back at the skyline, and I noticed it was lighter, the sky purpling with the approaching dawn. He turned back to me, an eager smile on his lips, flames flickering in his eyes. “But first, a little fun…”

      I learned about pain, then.

      I had thought I was beyond that after training with Roland, but Johnathan was a master. Roland was only a substitute kindergarten teacher in the arts of pain.
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      I gasped as he slapped me, a strictly muscular reaction. I had been fading, losing consciousness. I hurt everywhere. Ribs cracked, face cut, gashes all over my body. My shirt was entirely gone now. I didn’t remember when it had been sliced away. The cool breeze caressing my exposed breasts felt like a lover’s lips, a mockery of the pain racking my body.

      I blinked, staring at Johnathan. He was drooling, eyes wild with lust. I spat on the ground. It was more blood than spit. “What… what is Gabriel doing here?” I rasped, remembering that question, if nothing else.

      “Like I said, a stand in for your father. I found him following you around town. A Nephilim.”

      I just blinked at him. Surely that should have given me a reaction of some kind, but I was beyond the ability to show surprise. My father was a Nephilim, so my mother must have given me my magic. A wizard. I let out a shallow breath. It hurt to breathe deeply. I only wanted to die. I was helpless. Roland was helpless. My dad was helpless. Gabriel was helpless.

      Death was all that waited for me, now.

      Unless… Where was Nate? He knew things. He should have found me by now. Monsters were scared of him. I dove deep within my core, and imagined my feather to wash out the pain, wanting to die with at least some semblance of beauty around me. The calm of my mental feather came quickly, as if knowing I didn’t have time to achieve it all by myself. I let out a shuddering breath, feeling lighter, abandoning my burdens, accepting my fate.

      In that calm, I managed a grim smile, remembering Johnathan’s reaction from earlier. “I wish…” Johnathan leaned closer, eager to hear me beg. “I could explain how good it felt to taste Nate’s tongue—”

      He slapped me again, and I felt a tooth loosen. But it didn’t hurt as badly as it should have, as if my mental feather had absorbed some of that pain from me. I looked up to see him panting. I smiled at him, feeling blood dribble down my lips.

      “What am I to you?” I managed, wanting to at least hear why he despised me so much.

      “You’re what I need, Callie. What I need. A slice of heaven…” he smiled. “Well, enough games, I guess. Time to get to work.”

      The feather in my mind quivered at mention of a sudden timetable, and then began to rotate in a circle, faster, and faster. Blurring at the edges. Words poured from my mouth without thought.

      “He’s coming! The fifth one rides. On hooves of fire with whips of Hope…” my voice rang clearly, strongly, despite my agonized body.

      Johnathan snarled, staring out at our surroundings, and then looking up to the sky. “He can’t. We’re blocked away. No one is coming to save you, Callie. This is where you die. No Rider. No Hope. Just death,” but he did look concerned, glancing over my shoulder several more times.

      Where had those words come from? Was I delirious? It wasn’t surprising, what with the pain and the drugs in my system. But… Johnathan had understood, or at least feared what I said.

      But I knew he was right. No one was coming for me. They would have already done so.

      I groaned, squeezing out the last of my strength to rattle my chains, pulling deep, straining for my magic. I reached closer, but it was still too far away. Like trying to grasp the sun. Or a star. Or a falling feather.

      “No use, my sweet,” Johnathan smiled. “Those chains block your magic, and you aren’t strong enough for the other thing. Especially without a patron.”

      I struggled anyway, knowing he was right. Even if I broke free, all I would do is fall to the ground in a bloody heap. I was bleeding out. I was sure of it.

      Johnathan walked over to Roland, nodding hungrily. “Yes, he dies. Soon. Minutes, maybe…” Then he buried one of the wooden pieces of the spear into his stomach, leaving it there. Roland gasped, eyes rolling for a moment before his head slouched back down. Bloody saliva dripped from his lips as he whimpered incoherently. My void rocked at the unexpected violence.

      Then he did the same with my dad, despite me screaming, rattling my chains, even begging. It was as if he didn’t hear me. He buried the other piece of wood in my dad’s stomach, receiving a similar reaction from the already dying man. I sobbed, whimpering, pathetic.

      I felt a dark power surrounding me, and saw a small, living shadow hovering before the piece of wood in my dad’s stomach. It quivered as if alive, feeding on the wound. I saw Roland’s spear doing the same. Both men were silent, now, still breathing. But barely.

      Johnathan came back before me, studying the last piece of the spear in his hand, nodding to himself. The tip. Then he dipped the blade deep into my stomach with no more care than if he had been idly wiping up a spill on a counter. I gasped, twitching, muscles protesting the blade.

      Then he slowly pulled it out, looked down at it, and turned to stand before the fourth cross, the one with the feather. Blood poured down my leggings, making a puddle at my toes.

      “Now for the fireworks,” he said. And he began to carve open the feather with the tip of the spear, as precisely as a scientist would dissect a worm with a razor blade, even though I knew the spear hadn’t looked keen enough to make so fine a cut.

      Light washed over the clearing, almost the same color as the moon, and then it began to throb into a darker purplish color, like a violent bruise.

      Nate would come. Someone would come. The Vatican would know Roland was dying and send help. An Angel would save us. A Demon was here. An Angel had to come. A Nephilim was bleeding out beside us. What better time for one of God’s children to make an appearance than now?

      But other than the darkening purple glow, nothing changed.

      I heard the three men on the cross let out a last breath, sagging lifelessly in unison. Without the void and my feather, I would have screamed. But I didn’t. I was the void. The feather.

      The purple glow had darkened further at their deaths.

      I was all alone. They were all dead. Those who had given me magic, love, and… a slice of heaven… whatever that meant. A Nephilim.

      No one was coming to save me. I had asked not to be saved.

      No Angels. Just a Demon.

      No daddy. Even though I had four of them.

      No Nate. Just an arrogant young girl of a wizard with white hair.

      It was just me. And… all I could do now was to ruin the spell.

      In the void with my feather, I accepted that fact, abandoning my pride, my arrogance, my self.

      Only a sacrifice could stop Johnathan, now.

      I dove deep within my void with the feather, content to do something, anything to ruin this ritual of madness. If I could kill myself, maybe that would be enough. Rituals like this were precise, and the smallest thing could ruin them. I was dying anyway, but maybe the timing of my death mattered. Because I hadn’t died with the other three. So, he still needed me alive.

      I wouldn’t have time to feel guilty at suicide, but at least I could stop Johnathan. Even if it was only by dying before my appointed time. Stopping him from opening the Gates to Hell. I desperately focused on the feather in my mind. I saw Johnathan freeze, spinning to stare at Roland and then my dad. “What trickery is this?” he snarled to no one in particular.

      I ignored him, closing my eyes as I fed my feather the last of my pain. The last of my self.

      “No matter. I can still make this part work, at least,” I heard Johnathan say.

      My feather began tugging at my soul, pulling deeper than I thought possible, drinking in a pain that I hadn’t offered to it.

      My nightmare.

      My feather consumed it in one metaphysical gulp.

      And I realized that I had never truly known peace until that moment — utterly free of burdens.

      I opened my eyes, and they burned as if doused with gasoline.

      I stared at the feather before Johnathan. To represent everyone’s Father, he had said. God. A large feather. Could it be… an Angel’s feather? The quill of the feather was split open, now, and inside was a single drop of silver, like blood. Heavenly blood. Angel blood.

      I focused on it, connecting it to my imagined feather without consciously deciding to do so. If that feather could fight, so could mine. Together. Free will.

      The silver drop… rippled, and Johnathan froze. Then he whirled, staring at me in disbelief.

      I heard laughter.

      And it was my own.

      The drop of silver rippled again. And again.

      And again.

      Faster now.

      Johnathan screamed in fury, bursting into his full Demon form — a twelve-foot-tall devil with glittering, black scales that covered him from horns to navel. His suddenly long hair was living fire, and his lower body was that of a wild goat. A pool of yellow smoke eddied around his hooves, and he bleated at my laughter.

      Then he raced towards me, fire splashing around his hooves like he was stomping in puddles of napalm. But I was still laughing, cackling now, each sound like the piercing ring of a trumpet into a cave, triumphant, powerful, and joyful.

      The silver drop of Angel’s blood rippled one last time, and then flew from the feather and struck me, splashing over my forehead as my face shot to the sky. Light washed down on me from the heavens, my skin itching, twisting, and quivering as my wounds bound themselves back together in a heartbeat.

      The world seemed to slow as I stared back down at Johnathan. He moved as if underwater. I felt a… power encase the chains still attached to my wrist. The strange power forged with the chains, strengthening them, adding onto them, creating something new. Something white and terribly breathtaking that sparked my memory. No. Not my memory. Callie Penrose’s memory, because I suddenly felt like two different people.

      My shoulders suddenly ached, erupting with fire, and I yanked my hands down diagonally, crossing them before my bare breasts. I felt the chains snap free as easily as breaking a spider’s web, but I didn’t crash to the ground, and the chains had detached from the wood, not my wrists.

      They slashed in front of me as the world kicked back to full speed, and they cut through the Demon like a razor blade through paper. Fire shot from his mouth, his eyes, and I finally fell to my knees.

      He crashed down before me, leaving us facing each other, both kneeling. His fire washed over me, bathing me in greasy flame, but I felt no heat. I just stared into the fiery caverns of his eyes, and I saw a dark silhouette deep within.

      A shadowy figure on a throne, massive wings of smoke and shards of glass flaring over his shoulders, glaring at me with a universe of hatred. Then Johnathan collapsed into a pile of burning coals that scattered on the earth before me.

      I caught a figure in my peripheral vision, someone darting between the trees in the distance, but as I lifted my hand to smite them, a light winked out of me, and I collapsed.

      Only silence remained, but I imagined I heard sounds of a great lumbering beast, rocking the cages of his prison deep beneath my knees — rocking me to sleep like the sweetest lullaby…
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      A loud slamming noise in the distance woke me. I stared out at a rising sun over a sharp cliff. A bed of coals sat before me, still smoldering.

      Had I been camping?

      I groaned, feeling almost hungover. I shakily propped myself onto my knees, and flinched at the sound of metal clinking against metal. I glanced down to see chains on my wrists. Both of them. The metal was blackened, burned. And cracked. Like they were thousands of years old, unearthed from a dusty forgotten tomb of the damned. Kinky.

      Feet raced closer, pounding the earth, breaking twigs and crackling leaves underfoot.

      I waited for them, wondering who they belonged to. I felt rested, but still weak. And dazed.

      How long had I slept? Not long if the sun rose before me. Hadn’t… the sun begun to rise before all else faded? Before I tried to attack the fleeing figure in the distance…

      The world came crashing back to me. Someone had been watching the ritual, hiding in the shadows, and running as soon as I had killed Johnathan. A second Demon.

      And now feet were almost upon me. I had only been unconscious for moments.

      I was in danger.

      The person running towards me cursed, but didn’t slow.

      I whirled, unfolding from my crouch, swinging the blackened chains in a wide swooping arc as the figure came within striking distance, or what I hoped was striking distance.

      The ground seemed to tremble and I heard someone screaming.

      It was me.

      No one knew I was here. No one living, anyway. Just that shadow in the distance, racing closer to steal my soul. The other Demon. Amira. Johnathan’s sister.

      Not today.

      The chains unfurled like living serpents, crackling with an otherworldly white light that tugged at my memory. I brought my arms above my head, tips of the chains sizzling the earth where they had rested, and then, as I faced my foe — that shadowy, sneaking creature — I brought my hands down, ready to slice through Amira as I had her Demon brother, Johnathan.

      My chains screamed through the still air, hungry to taste another Demon.

      And I saw a startled face.

      That face…

      Like a boulder at the top of a mountain, eyes like the depths of a green ocean.

      Nate Temple.

      His face shifted to resignation, and he brought up his own whips, crackling with similar white, destructive power, slicing up from his hips to meet mine falling down from above.

      I readied myself for death, unable to stop the expected explosion. Magic didn’t mix well. This place was about to be blighted from existence as if it had never been.

      Our whips and chains touched, latching together like magnets, white light building, growing, ready to destroy the world, break it, and rebuild anew in the space of time it would take to say Let there be light!

      But the moment my chains and his whips crossed, latching together, he yanked me towards him, shattering the steel of my whips into an infinite explosion of steel chips, white-hot metal — or whatever the chains had been made of — buffeting the grass in a downpour of fire. His whips also extinguished.

      But no shrapnel struck me as I flew towards him.

      Our chests struck without pain, and we stood in a charred circle. My cuffs were gone.

      I panted, but not from exhaustion, from… something else. My knees quivered, fighting against the strange sensation, and I could see in his eyes that he fought the same silent battle.

      He pinned me in place with those raptor eyes, the sunrise the only light, now, our weapons broken, or extinguished, possibly cancelling each other out. His eyes flickered to my forehead, a quizzical squint flashing across his face as if he wanted to touch that skin, but then the look disappeared. He grasped my wrists, as if fighting to restrain me, to not let me go. I realized that he had not yanked me closer to him, but that I had yanked him towards me.

      The tips of my exposed breasts pressed against the muscles hidden beneath his soft, thin t-shirt, and his coat whipped back at the wind from the cliff only a pace behind me.

      My lips trembled, tingled, my heart racing both in fright at the cliff behind me, and the intensity of the man before me. I felt his heartbeat hammering against my chest, even from so light a contact. He dipped his head closer, and I smelled a faint aroma of black licorice and herbs, but I recognized it. Absinthe. He had been drinking not long ago, but his eyes were clear, not inebriated.

      The scent was pleasant. Like that of my dad’s aftershave. Comforting. Secure. Safe.

      I suddenly wanted to taste it. Desperately so.

      As if sharing the desire, his lips touched mine, but as softly as the whisper of a butterfly’s wing. A light breeze. Not a kiss, but a microscopic caress, almost unnoticeable. Even at that faint a touch, my lips erupted with inner flame, and I began to shake, wanting to devour his mouth. My tongue tingled, numbing my mouth, thirsting…

      A car horn honked, and my heart exploded in panic as I jumped away, releasing his hands as my breath left me, my eyes darting wildly.

      My foot fell on empty air, and I began to fall.

      I saw Nate snarl as he grabbed the waist of my bloody leggings with one strong hand while his other hand flashed out with a whip of white fire to one of the wooden crosses behind him. The whip latched around it like the tentacle of an octopus, and his arm muscles flexed beneath his jacket, stressing the fabric as he used the whip to yank me back to safety. Either he pulled too hard, or the whip held too much power, because we both flew into a tangled heap on the scorched earth.

      The earth smelled like flowers for some bizarre reason, even though it was burned away.

      I was on top of him, staring into those green eyes that flickered faintly with white fire like distant lightning in his brain. I had never seen that before in his eyes.

      Then the car horn honked again, and I jumped off of him. He cursed under his breath, climbing to his feet. “I’m going to kill her,” he muttered. “If it’s the last thing I do.”

      I stared in the distance to see the Yukon XL flashing lights at us, a familiar blonde face grinning frantically as she waved to get our attention. “Claire,” I whispered in relief. I smiled, waving back, and saw my wrists for the first time. They were scarred where the manacles had been. Not fresh wounds or crusted blood, but white scars as if they had happened, and healed, years ago.

      “She was very persistent. Said she got jumped on her way home, in the alley behind her house, but managed to chase them away with her mace. Has a few scratches where they tried to yank her watch off, but she’s fine. Moody as all hell when we couldn’t find you, though,” he added, chuckling. He took off his coat and wrapped it around my shoulders delicately. He held up a long white hair. One of mine. “I’ve been trying to track you for hours, but the spell wouldn’t stick. We drove all over town, searching. Even threatened the bears and vampires.” He smiled. “Then it just reacted all of a sudden.” I nodded, remembering Johnathan saying he had blocked this place. He must have blocked Nate’s spell.

      Nate studied me. “Which one was the Demon?” he asked softly.

      “Johnathan,” I whispered.

      He blinked, having expected a woman like I had. “I’m sorry, Callie.”

      I shrugged under the coat, wrapping it tighter around me. “Someone else was here, too. At the end. I think it was a girl named Amira. Johnathan said she was his sister.”

      Nate scanned the surroundings, but seeing no threat, sighed. “We’ll take care of her. Later. I’m sorry about Gabriel,” he continued, glancing up at the blonde man. “Father David prayed in the hospital. Gabriel answered, scaring the hell out of him. He sent Gabriel to watch over you…” His eyes took in Gabriel on the cross again, and I saw his shoulders sag. “That’s going to hurt Claire.”

      I flinched, suddenly disgusted with myself for not considering the dead men yet.

      “Callie, wait!” Nate shouted as I ran to my dad, wanting to see his face one last time.

      I looked up, and stopped cold.

      A dead stranger stared down at me. I backed up two steps, not understanding. My eyes flicked to Roland only to see another stranger.

      I spun behind me to find the Nephilim, Gabriel. He was as I remembered… I shook my head. “No, no, no…” I whispered, panicking, not understanding.

      The shock took the last bit of energy from me, and I fell, spiraling into darkness, listening to Nate shout my name. It felt nice.
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      I felt like I was floating, flying.

      “She’s going to kill me. You understand that, right?” a low voice said, seeming to echo.

      “Maybe,” a woman said. “But she’ll thank you afterwards.” She sounded familiar… “Why is it fading?”

      The low voice grunted. “No idea.” A pause. “You okay?”

      “I hardly knew him, but…”

      Silence. “Sometimes that’s worse,” the low voice said gently, sounding heartfelt.

      I slowly opened my eyes to see that Nate was carrying me in his arms, giving me a chance to stare at him unobserved. His eyes were hard, as if preparing to walk to the gallows. We were in a familiar elevator. The hotel. I saw Claire’s reflection in the golden wall. She looked anxious, shifting from foot to foot.

      “Take me home, you… uncouth playboy. Or I will kill you.” I grumbled, throat sore.

      Claire gasped, suddenly leaning over me, crying, brushing my hair back.

      “Home is where the heart is, or so I’ve heard,” Nate said, grinning as he glanced down at me.

      “My heart is not here, Nate. I—”

      The elevator door opened, and I heard a gasp from beyond the opening. Then I was yanked from Nate’s arms to be carried by someone else. I stared up in confusion as the room spun.

      And then I saw my dad smiling down on me.

      I began to cry, overwhelmed. Big, heaving, ugly sobs. Tears painted my dad’s cheeks as he carried me deeper into the penthouse, and then set me down on the couch. He wiped away my tears, smiling as he shook his head. “It’s okay, Callie. Everything is fine.”

      “The piano isn’t,” I heard Nate complain. I saw Claire punch him. He looked surprised, rubbing his shoulder.

      “How?” I whispered, turning back to my dad. Was I dreaming right now? Or had tonight been a nightmare?

      “He saved us, Callie. Both of us,” he whispered, squeezing my legs. He jerked his chin and I followed the motion.

      Roland stood there, leaning on crutches, smiling at me proudly.

      “The wards,” I said, feeling numb. They were both alive. That wasn’t possible. I had seen them die.

      “He’s crafty, I’ll give him that,” Roland muttered, but he was smiling at… Nate, of all people. And another man I hadn’t noticed. The older gentleman I had seen on the roof. Hemingway.

      I locked eyes with him, and felt an instant kinship. Maybe that was what my dad had seen in him. The man smiled back at me, eyes crinkling. “Nate had me hide them where they couldn’t be found.” The two men shivered at that for some reason, and Hemingway chuckled. “Nate knew that the wards would draw the Demon out. Why make a fortress if not to defend something valuable? Once I saw you return to the roof after the bears, I scooped them up, taking them to safety.” He glanced at Nate. “I’m still not sure how the Demon broke through the wards, or how none of you sensed him if he was so close to you, though.” Nate shrugged, looking frustrated at the questions, but having no answers. Hemingway turned back to me. “Please don’t be upset with him. Nate always does the right thing. Even when you tell him not to. I hope you forgive him for his deceit, and understand his reasoning for doing so. Even though it went against your wishes.” His grin split even wider. “When you saw me talking to Nate on the roof before the bears, I thought for sure that you had found out his plan,” he chuckled.

      I didn’t look at Nate. “Then… who were the men on the crosses?”

      “Two thieves, ironically…” Hemingway said. I frowned. He seemed to understand the deeper significance of his answer. Two thieves crucified on either side of me. He had disguised them to look like Roland and my dad. That was why Johnathan had spun around during his ritual, glaring at them. He must not have noticed it until they died.

      “Who are you?” I asked, puzzled.

      “Some call me Hemingway…” He glanced at Nate, arching a brow in question. Nate shrugged in answer. “But you may call me Death.”

      Roland shivered, looking extremely uncomfortable. No wonder. I just stared. My dad was simply grinning, the most comfortable man in the room at hearing the news. He leaned closer to me, whispering, and I heard Death chuckle in amusement. “He let me see mom, Callie. I got to see Sarah again.” His eyes were nostalgic, full of love. “She was so beautiful…”

      I bit back a sob of envy. That… was the nicest thing I could fathom. And Death had given it to him. In order to prove he was one of the good guys.

      “Thank you,” I whispered softly, unable to offer more. Death merely shrugged with a deep smile, but his eyes did dart to Nate thoughtfully. Nate shook his head once, and Death relented.

      Nate had saved… my two fathers. Going against my wishes. The conversation between he and Claire in the elevator almost made me smile now that I understood it.

      I turned to Claire. “I’m so sorry, sweetie…” she smiled sadly, eyes teary, idly rubbing her arms before her chest. She had lost Gabriel. A man sent to watch over me, but I believed that his interest in Claire had been more than just a job. I had no proof of this, but it felt right.

      “I’ve booked the room for a week. Death and I must be leaving, though. We have… things to do. In St. Louis. We can talk about everything… later. When you are ready. I think we all have questions, but I think family is more important.” Again, his eyes shifted to Death, who nodded in answer to an unspoken question.

      I nodded. “Thank you, Nate.”

      Roland sighed and handed Claire a five-dollar-bill. She grinned, accepting it. I frowned at her. “He bet me you wouldn’t say thank you. Maybe later, but not tonight.” Roland shrugged. I just rolled my eyes, leaning back.

      I had much to think about, much to discuss, and much to learn.

      About myself. About Kansas City. And about the Bible.

      But first, family.

      Claire clapped her hands. “I’m starving, and I think Callie could use some food. Follow me, you hairy lumps,” Claire said to Roland and my dad. They obeyed, leaving me on the couch, Death and Nate standing against the wall.

      They nodded at me. A silent nod of approval. Then they turned to leave, but I called out to Nate. He slowed, but Death continued on towards the elevator. I could hear clanging pots and pans from the kitchen, and Claire barking off orders to her new minions.

      Nate approached, kneeling down before me hesitantly.

      “You came through for me. Not in the way I thought, but in the way that mattered,” I said.

      “I always knew you could take care of yourself,” he said, smiling. He waited for a moment, defenses down. There was a question in his eyes, left unspoken, a memory of our near kiss. I didn’t acknowledge it. He slowly stood, the moment gone.

      “We need to get the spear to the Vatican,” I said, suddenly remembering, and knowing I was in no condition to get up and do it on my own for a few more days.

      He frowned, looking disturbed. “There was no spear, Callie. I checked everywhere.”

      An icy fist gripped my chest. Had Amira taken it after I passed out? Had it been destroyed?

      Noticing the look on my face, he held out a hand. “I warded the place. You and Roland can go check it out once you’re better.” His eyes looked troubled, but I found myself happy that he had said you not we. He was confident enough in me to look into the spear on my own. “We’ll talk. Soon. Some stuff is going down in my neck of the woods that could affect you guys here. But for now, rest up.” He turned back to the elevator, stepping in beside Death. Before the doors closed, he met my eyes. “Tell your dad he can keep the car. The color of a real baseball team,” he added, eyes twinkling.

      Then the doors closed. I was smiling. My dad hated the St. Louis Cardinals. Typical Nate. Honey and a stick. Gift and a curse.

      A noble asshole.
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      I stepped out of the shower, breathing in the thick clouds of steam. It had felt as good as sex to me, relaxing tightened muscles, washing away the blood and filth. Even though I had to hold the wall at first for support. I was still weak. Especially after nibbling on the food Claire had prepared. I had pulled Roland aside to tell him that we need to talk later. I wanted to know about the scars covering his chest.

      But I also told him about the mole in the Vatican. He promised to look into it. Immediately.

      They hadn’t pressed me on my ordeal, for which I was eternally grateful, because all I had wanted was a shower and some rest. We had the room for a week, Nate had said, and I intended to take full advantage of it, living the high life while I rested up.

      And pondered the events of the night.

      I toweled off, smiling as the fabric brushed my breasts, my mind drifting to Nate.

      I shook my head and finished, drying my hair as best as I could without a blow dryer. I saw one on the counter, but the task sounded exhausting, like work.

      I opened the door, not bothering with the robe, and darted into the bedroom. A single lamp lit the room in a soothing glow, and the door was closed. I dove under the covers of Nate’s bed, tugging them up over me to trap in the heat from the shower. I didn’t have any clean clothes anyway, so I would sleep in the nude.

      Questions flickered through my mind. What was I? A wizard? A Nephilim? Both? Johnathan had mentioned something about another power, but that I didn’t have a patron. But… there had been the thing with the feather. The drop of Angel’s blood. I was confident in my guess on that. It felt right. I knew it had been an Angel’s feather as strongly as I knew I controlled magic.

      And why had Nate’s whips looked so similar to my chains. That white light.

      The strange words I had shouted came back to me at the thought of Nate’s whips.

      He’s coming! The fifth one rides. On hooves of fire with whips of Hope…

      I shuddered.

      Tonight wasn’t the time to ask myself anymore why questions.

      I rolled over onto my side, reaching to adjust the pillow.

      And found two strange things underneath. I pulled them out.

      A stuffed unicorn and a book. The unicorn from my apartment — freshly laundered and smelling of lavender — and the book Nate had bought from the auction.

      I knew he had stolen it from my apartment! I thought, smiling to myself.

      I opened the book and found a formal invitation on a thick card. It was for dinner at a place called Chateau Falco in St. Louis with Nate and his friends. Not just Nate. I laughed giddily, tucking it back into the book. Even though I was interested, I didn’t bother flipping through the book to see why he had bought it. I had a week to do that kind of stuff, lounging around in Nate’s bed.

      I blushed at the thought. Sans Nate.

      I slid the book to the other side of the bed and pressed the unicorn to my neck. Then I began to reach for the light, noticing the scars on my wrist from the manacles. They looked old, not fresh. Something I had done had caused the Angel’s blood to merge with me, granting me the power to break my chains when my magic couldn’t…

      I shook my head, saving it for later.

      Although my body was sore and battered, I felt strong inside. I had earned my scars, overcome my fears, banished my nightmare, and shown Kansas City I was no dainty flower. I had found my I.

      Or at least part of it.

      And Nate had shown me something, too. My heart had led me astray with Johnathan, and I wasn’t about to let it do the same with Nate, despite our… reactions to each other.

      Nate had shown me that not all Freaks were power-hungry. Men were just men. Some good, some bad. But it gave me hope.

      I flipped off the light, squeezed my unicorn, and smiled.

      I could taste black licorice on my tongue as I fell into a deep sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Callie Penrose returns in October 2017… Turn the pages for a sample of OBSIDIAN SON - Book 1 in the Amazon Bestselling Nate Temple Series. Or pick up your copy HERE!
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      There was no room for emotion in a hate crime. I had to be cold. Heartless. This was just another victim. Nothing more. No face, no name.

      Frosted blades of grass crunched under my feet, sounding to my ears alone like the symbolic glass that one shattered under a napkin at a Jewish wedding. The noise would have threatened to give away my stealthy advance as I stalked through the moonlit field, but I was no novice and had planned accordingly. Being a wizard, I was able to muffle all sensory evidence with a fine cloud of magic — no sounds, and no smells. Nifty. But if I made the spell much stronger, the anomaly would be too obvious to my prey.

      I knew the consequences for my dark deed tonight. If caught, jail time or possibly a gruesome, painful death. But if I succeeded, the look of fear and surprise in my victim’s eyes before his world collapsed around him, was well worth the risk. I simply couldn’t help myself; I had to take him down.

      I knew the cops had been keeping tabs on my car, but I was confident that they hadn’t followed me. I hadn’t seen a tail on my way here, but seeing as how they frowned on this kind of thing I had taken a circuitous route just in case. I was safe. I hoped.

      Then my phone chirped at me as I received a text. My body’s fight-or-flight syndrome instantly kicked in, my heart threatening to explode in one final act of pulmonary paroxysm. “Motherf—” I hissed instinctively, practically jumping out of my skin. I had forgotten to silence it. Stupid, stupid, stupid! My body remained tense as I swept my gaze over the field, sure that I had been made. My breathing finally began to slow, my pulse returning to normal as I saw no change in my surroundings. Hopefully my magic had silenced the sound, and my resulting outburst. I finally glanced down at the phone and read the text. I typed back a quick and angry response before I switched the phone to vibrate.

      I continued on, the lining of my coat constricting my breathing. Or maybe it was because I was leaning forward in anticipation. Breathe, I chided myself. He doesn’t know you’re here. All this risk for a book. It better be worth it.

      I’m taller than most, and not abnormally handsome, but I knew how to play the genetic cards I had been dealt. I had fashionably shaggy blonde hair, and my frame was thick with well-earned muscle, yet still lean. I had once been told that my eyes were like twin emeralds pitted against the golden tufts of my hair — a face like a jewelry box. Of course, that was after I had filled the woman with copious amounts of wine. Still, I liked to imagine that was how everyone saw me.

      But tonight, all that was masked by magic.

      I grinned broadly as the outline of the hairy hulk finally came into view. He was blessedly alone — no nearby sentries to give me away. That was always a risk when performing this ancient right-of-passage. I tried to keep the grin on my face from dissolving into a maniacal cackle.

      My skin danced with energy, both natural and unnatural, as I manipulated the threads of magic floating all around me. My victim stood just ahead, oblivious of the world of hurt that I was about to unleash. Even with his millennia of experience, he didn’t stand a chance. I had done this so many times that the routine of it was my only enemy. I lost count of how many times I had been told not to do it again; those who knew declared it cruel, evil, and sadistic. But what fun wasn’t? Regardless, it wasn’t enough to stop me from doing it again. And again. Call it an addiction if you will, but it was too much of a rush to ignore.

      The pungent smell of manure filled the air, latching onto my nostril hairs. I took another step, trying to calm my racing pulse. A glint of gold reflected in the silver moonlight, but the victim remained motionless, hopefully unaware or all was lost. I wouldn’t make it out alive if he knew I was here. Timing was everything.

      I carefully took the last two steps, a lifetime between each, watching the legendary monster’s ears, anxious and terrified that I would catch even so much as a twitch in my direction. Seeing nothing, a fierce grin split my unshaven cheeks. My spell had worked! I raised my palms an inch away from their target, firmly planted my feet, and squared my shoulders. I took one silent, calming breath, and then heaved forward with every ounce of physical strength I could muster. As well as a teensy-weensy boost of magic. Enough to goose him good.

      “MOOO!!!” The sound tore through the cool October night like an unstoppable freight train. Thud-splat! The beast collapsed sideways into the frosty grass; straight into a steaming patty of cow shit, cow dung, or, if you really want to church it up, a Meadow Muffin. But to me, shit is, and always will be, shit.

      Cow tipping. It doesn’t get any better than that in Missouri.

      Especially when you’re tipping the Minotaur. Capital M.

      Razor-blade hooves tore at the frozen earth as the beast struggled to stand, grunts of rage vibrating the air. I raised my arms triumphantly. “Boo-yah! Temple 1, Minotaur 0!” I crowed. Then I very bravely prepared to protect myself. Some people just can’t take a joke. Cruel, evil, and sadistic cow tipping may be, but by hell, it was a rush. The legendary beast turned his gaze on me after gaining his feet, eyes ablaze as he unfolded to his full height on two tree-trunk-thick legs, hooves magically transforming into heavily-booted feet. The heavy gold ring quivered in his snout as the Minotaur panted, corded muscle contracting over his human-like chest. As I stared up into those eyes, I actually felt sorry… for, well, myself.

      “I have killed greater men than you for less offense,” I swear to God his voice sounded like an angry James Earl Jones.

      “You have shit on your shoulder, Asterion.” I ignited a roiling ball of fire in my palm in order to see his eyes more clearly. By no means was it a defensive gesture on my part. It was just dark. But under the weight of his glare, even I couldn’t buy my reassuring lie. I hoped using a form of his ancient name would give me brownie points. Or maybe just not-worthy-of-killing points.

      The beast grunted, eyes tightening, and I sensed the barest hesitation. “Nate Temple… your name would look splendid on my already long list of slain idiots.” Asterion took a threatening step forward, and I thrust out my palm in warning, my roiling flame blue now.

      “You lost fair and square, Asterion. Yield or perish.” The beast’s shoulders sagged slightly. Then he finally nodded to himself, appraising me with the scrutiny of a worthy adversary. “Your time comes, Temple, but I will grant you this. You’ve got a pair of stones on you to rival Hercules.”

      I pointedly risked a glance down at the myth’s own crown jewels. “Well, I sure won’t need a wheelbarrow any time soon, but I’m sure I’ll manage.” The Minotaur blinked once, and then bellowed out a deep, contagious, snorting laughter. Realizing I wasn’t about to become a murder statistic, I couldn’t help but join in. It felt good. It had been a while since I had experienced genuine laughter. In the harsh moonlight his bulk was quite intimidating as he towered head and shoulders above me. This was the beast that had fed upon human sacrifices for countless years while imprisoned in Daedalus’ Labyrinth in Greece. And all of that protein had not gone to waste, forming a heavily woven musculature over the beast’s body that made even Mr. Olympia look puny.

      From the neck up he was entirely bull, but the rest of his body more resembled a thickly-furred man. But, as shown moments ago, he could adapt his form to his environment, never appearing fully human, but able to make his entire form appear as a bull when necessary. For instance, as he had looked just before I tipped him. Maybe he had been scouting the field for heifers before I had so efficiently killed the mood.

      His bull face was also covered in thick, coarse hair — even sporting a long, wavy beard of sorts — and his eyes were the deepest brown I had ever seen. Cow shit brown. His snout jutted out, emphasizing the gold ring dangling from his glistening nostrils, catching a glint in the luminous glow of the moon. The metal was at least an inch thick, and etched with runes of a language long forgotten. Thick, aged ivory horns sprouted from each temple, long enough to skewer a wizard with little effort. He was nude except for a beaded necklace and a pair of distressed leather boots that were big enough to stomp a size twenty-five in my face if he felt so inclined.

      I hoped our blossoming friendship wouldn’t end that way. I really did.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After the laughter died down, the Minotaur spoke, his shoulders relaxing as he assumed a less-intimidating posture. “I must thank you for testing me this night. I almost forgot The Path, and for this I must ask your forgiveness.”

      I blinked. “Uh, forgiveness?”

      He nodded, relaxing even more, steepling his fingers before him as if in prayer. “I have been reading quite a bit lately on the Buddhist faith. Most intriguing. I can’t fathom why I had never heard of it until recently. But I need not react to such an overt negative offense. Karma will come back to visit you… quite severely, I would imagine,” he sneered.

      It took a few moments for my brain to process his words. “Karma? You’re a Buddhist now?” I practically yelled in disbelief. “Come on! It was just a practical joke. You make it sound as if Karma will be gunning for me.”

      Asterion replied in a lecturing tone, his snout pulled back like Mr. Ed chewing a wad of peanut butter. “The severity of the Karmic retaliation is weighted against five conditions: frequent repetitive action; determined intentional action; action performed without regret; action against extraordinary persons…” He leveled a meaty thumb at his chest with a vain grin. “And finally, action toward those who have helped one in the past.” He wasn’t able to conceal his pleasure. “Having broken all five this night, I would say Karma’s going to destroy you.” I rolled my eyes and shrugged. The Minotaur switched gears. “My deepest condolences, but if this is about your parents’ murder, I cannot aid you.”

      Before I could stop myself, the frozen ground around us vaporized to baking clay and cow shit in a fifty-foot radius, steam rising up in a heavy fog. I could smell the soles of our boots burning like fresh tarmac. “What?” I hissed.

      The Minotaur’s eyes widened. “You are the heir to the notorious Temple wizards who recently passed. Why would you seek me out again if not to find their murderer?”

      “The evidence revealed no foul-play. What do you know?” I whispered, voice like gravel, trying to blockade the torrent of emotions that had so suddenly swelled up inside me — the emotions I thought I had successfully walled away. Until now.

      “Nothing! But come now, Temple, you know better. Are you claiming that you do not know a way to kill someone without a trace? You are a wizard. That is child’s play for your kind. When a wizard dies, it’s either violent or from extreme old age. For two to die within moments of one another is beyond calculation. Even Hermes wouldn’t bet on that.”

      I had checked the evidence myself. Repeatedly. He was wrong. He had to be wrong. Calming myself, I came back to the reason for my visit, dispersing my magic out into the night with a flick of my wrist. The ground remained warm, but no longer smoldering. “Word around town says you deal in antiquities. Is this true?”

      The Minotaur hesitated, glancing at the ground in relief. “Says whom?”

      I glanced behind me as I heard the distant sound of sirens on a nearby road. Impossible. They couldn’t be following me. Perhaps some kid had been caught speeding on the back roads. I was just being paranoid. “Who,” I corrected, turning back.

      “Irrelevant,” he muttered.

      That rankled me. “It is not irrelevant. It’s paramount! The rules of grammar are just as important as the rules of engagement in war. Without them we are barbarians,” I argued.

      The Minotaur frowned pensively. “Then I must take that into consideration.”

      “So, are the rumors true or not?” I pressed.

      “Possibly. What do you seek?”

      “A book.”

      “I know many books. Perhaps you could elaborate?” he replied, sounding bored.

      I weighed my options. My client wanted this badly. Very badly. And so far, I had turned up nothing. This was the end of the road. The sirens were closer now, and the flashing red and blue lights limned the fringes of the field. Fuck. It couldn’t be for me. I rushed onward, anxious now. “I don’t know the title, but I can show you the symbol from the cover.” I had to move fast in case the cops really had found me. Regardless, if they drove by, chances were good they would either recognize my car, or at least wonder why such a beautiful vehicle was parked outside a field on a deserted country road.

      The Minotaur knelt down to the ground, waiting. I noticed that his necklace was really a set of prayer beads, and shook my head in disbelief. The Minotaur, a reformed Buddhist. I traced my fingers just above the grass, releasing a tendril of fire like a pencil to burn an insignia into the now dry earth. It resembled a winged serpent over a flickering sun that appeared to be burning out, or fading. The Minotaur was still for several breaths, and then glanced warily toward the sky. After a long silence, he unfolded from his crouch, scuffed up the ground with his massive boot, and whispered one word. “Dragons.” His horns gleamed wickedly in the moonlight as he towered over me. I blinked. What the hell?

      “Dragons?” I glanced behind me as the sound of slamming car doors interrupted my train of thought, and realized that the flashing lights were just outside the field, right by my parked car. Shit. I had been made. Time to wrap things up. As I stood, I saw a flicker of silver in the air as Asterion tossed something at me. I reflexively caught it to find a dull, chipped silver coin in my palm. A worn image of a man holding the legendary Caduceus — the healing staff of doctors everywhere — was imprinted on one side, but the other bore only a pair of winged feet. “Flip once to save the life of another, and once to save your own,” the Minotaur recited.

      I frowned. “Why give me this?”

      “I do as commanded. The book you seek is dangerous. I was told to pass this relic on to the first requestor.” He fingered the prayer beads thoughtfully, glancing once over my shoulder at the flashing lights.

      “How long have you held this?”

      He answered a different question instead. “I have guarded the original version of the book you seek since I was put in that cursed Labyrinth, but I fear that copies might exist in the outside world. If they haven’t been destroyed over the years. Humans are always destroying their culture.” He snorted, eyes briefly flaring in outrage. “Both the coin and book were entrusted to me by Hermes.” My mouth might or might not have dropped open in disbelief for a moment, but the Minotaur continued. “If your desire for this book is strong enough, meet me here two days hence. We will duel at sunset.”

      “But you’re a Buddhist now. Couldn’t you… I don’t know, sell it to me?”

      The Minotaur shook his head with a hungry grin. “Promises made, promises kept.” I glanced at the ancient coin in my palm. “Oh, and Temple…” I looked up to see his boot flying at my midsection, so hastily threw up a last-second shield of air. It deflected only the fatal portion of the blow. “Karma says hello. Don’t ever cow-tip me again.” The force felt like, well, what I imagined a heel kick from the Minotaur would feel like. Then I was flying toward the pulsing lights. The Minotaur’s guttural laughter stayed with me as I tumbled through the starry night, and then I landed chest-first in a moist pile of cow shit, sliding a few feet so that it smeared a perfect streak from chest to groin. I heard a surprised grunt, and then a knee ground me into the cold grass, mashing the molecular particles of shit firmly between each individual fiber of my six-hundred-dollar coat.

      Cold steel clamped around my wrists. “I got him, Captain! He came outta’ nowhere!” I couldn’t help it. I began to laugh — hard — despite the lingering pain of Asterion’s well-placed farewell boot.

      “Fucking Karma!” I bellowed between giggles.

      “I think he’s hopped up on something, sir. Probably mushrooms, judging from all this cow shit.”

      “Whatever,” A new voice — presumably the Captain’s — said. “Let’s just take him downtown. We have a few questions for him about his parents’ murder.”

      I choked on my laughter…
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* * *
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