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      The ribcage of the dead hunter made the black jacket appear full but his pants curved inward at his waist, emphasizing there was no tissue to support it. While his eyes had been lost to the elements, the controlled atmosphere of the crypt had left his skin roughly intact though it was dry, like discarded corn husks.

      The hunter’s steps continued to echo long after he disappeared beneath the stairs and nobody moved until the sound of his boots on the crypt floor ceased to be heard. I glanced around at the worried faces of the surrounding hunters. They were guaranteed eternal rest after a life of service, but I broke that rule. Everyone knew it was a precursor to war. One they had tried to avoid.

      I had already had a visit from a hunter in ghost form, but having a spirit visit me and calling a dead hunter were two different things. I believed Korman had chosen to come to me, though there was some room for debate on that.

      My amped up necro powers had forced this hunter from his slumber and I feared my actions would have unforeseen effects. He looked angry, but he didn’t seem to blame me for his unnatural resurrection. His words still sent shivers down my spine. I had done something more than call a hunter. Something that would have far-reaching consequences, and I had the feeling I wouldn’t be able to fix it. I prayed to God I was wrong.

      Everything that had happened since my return to Spirit Falls replayed in my mind yet I couldn’t think of anything that would be adversely affected by my sacrifice. No necro should call the animal world. I believed that and had taken the appropriate steps to ensure I could never do it again. I hadn’t had that ability without the pendant’s interference, and giving it up had balanced my power.

      I stared at those around me as Daryn held me against his body. “Is anyone going to tell me who that hunter was?”

      Daryn blew out a long breath as if he had been waiting for me to speak. He squeezed my body slightly before he spoke. “His name was Thaglar. He was a member of Luther’s team. They encountered a large pack of Stragoi and the team dispatched them.”

      “But the team missed one?”

      Daryn glanced at Lochlan. “Is it coincidence that Thaglar was the one to rise?”

      I leaned forward, so I was sitting on my own. “What happened to him if Luther’s team killed the Stragoi? Why do you suspect there is more to his story when you didn’t at the time?”

      Daryn rubbed his chest. “The parafinai bond is stronger. Your power imbalance was affecting it.”

      I nodded. “I suspected it might be. Tell me about Thargar. What happened to him?”

      Daryn wiped his dusty hands on his pants. “A blood drinker drained Thargar, but they never apprehended the demon. We assumed one had escaped the pack that he and the rest of Luther’s team put down. We didn’t know about the hybrids at the time.”

      “Do you think it was the prince? Or one of his children?” I asked.

      “Thargar sent a message before he died. He was under attack and he saw something he couldn’t explain. He said it was a demon, but it wasn’t like one had ever seen before. By the time we got to his location, he was dead.”

      “Do you think someone targeted him?”

      “Yes. We figured a surviving member of the Stragoi pack had waited for him to be alone in the mundane community before orchestrating his demise. Him not knowing what he was facing... demon wise made little sense to us at the time. He didn’t have enough time to give us a detailed description. He cut communications, and we felt him die soon after.”

      “What did he tell you?”

      “That the demon didn’t look like anything like we had seen. There are species of demons that are rare and not been depicted by our forefathers. We assumed it was just something we hadn’t encountered yet, but it was never found. And when we retrieved his body, the wounds appeared to be that of a Stragoi.”

      “That’s why you assumed one had escaped the pack. We don’t know what the prince looks like in his demon form. Since he can father any species, he must be able to turn into them or maybe he has his own unique form, but either way, Thargar was killed by a Stragoi hybrid that was so far past its human evolution, that Thargar never suspected it started off human. Either the Stragoi or by the prince himself.”

      “Yes. That’s what I suspect.” He shook his head. “I should have looked into this further. That was only three years ago. I could have had a head start on all this bullshit.”

      Indy knelt down. “Don’t do that. We had no idea about hybrids. There was no way for you to suspect something other than a Stragoi or a rare demon. We are already pushed to our physical limits with the amount of hunters we have lost in recent years. We no longer have the resources to chase theories.”

      Daryn pushed himself to his feet and held his hand to me. “You are right. Thargar deserved better. The demon waiting for him to be alone was a red flag, though. Stragoi rarely show that kind of forethought.”

      I dusted my pants off after I stood. “From what I have learned about hybrids, they don’t either. I really feel Thargar was killed by the prince. He went to a lot of trouble to bring that many Sriogoi topside and Luther’s team annihilated them. The gates were stronger then, too, and the breach map working properly.”

      Daryn shook his head. “That’s the thing. We were alerted to the breach, but it was inaccurate. We were only told about one demon incursion. Two Stragoi. Not seven.”

      Lochlan shook his head. “Stragoi don’t travel in uneven numbers. There had to be eight.”

      Daryn nodded. “That’s why we assumed we had lost track of one and that it killed Thargar.”

      I touched the blue crystal on my chest. “You are assuming all those Stragoi came through the gate that day. There could have been multiple incursions you were unaware of if Renkath had access to the council chambers. We have no idea how long the breach map has been interfered with. Hell, it may have been working, but he just stopped the council from sending out the alerts. If he has mind magic, he just had to make them forget there was a breach and not alert you.”

      Lochlan blew out a long breath. “This kind of tampering could have been going on for years.”

      Daryn nodded. “I think it has been, and each hybrid birth has weakened the veil, as has every demon left alive topside. We had no idea how deep this infestation goes.”

      Indy stood up. “I have been thinking about Suki’s father. I was there for his death. Nothing I remember is associated with the hybrids.”

      It was ironic how much Indy and I were alike. Thargar had made me think of Korman as well. “I don’t think I forced Korman to visit me, I think he chose to. That being said, a ghost and physically forcing a hunter to rise are not the same thing., ghosts have more control. Without a physical body, I can’t compel a ghost to do my bidding. I usually barter with them, though lately they seem to want to help us. They don’t want the veil to fall any more than we do.”

      Lochlan glanced back at the massive open doors at the entrance of the crypt. The wind blew a lone leaf over the cement floor. It tumbled in silence before laying to rest close to the circle. “Thargar announced that the veil had been breached. I am not sure what that means exactly, but the normal rules may not apply. We can’t assume the dead will respect their natural boundaries.”

      Daryn frowned. “What do you mean by that? Can the dead rise without a necromancer?”

      Lochlan rubbed his short beard. “I don’t think so, but again, no guarantees. Shannon’s house guests are a prime example of a thin veil. They are attracted to her and fortunately the ones surrounding her seek to protect her, but the fact that she isn’t calling them means the ghosts are becoming more brazen. They are slipping through the veil easily and eventually we will come up against someone who seeks to stay in the realm of the living.”

      Indy fiddled with the dainty pendant at her neck. “They know if they upset the balance, it will unleash the dead. There will be no land of the living if the veil falls.”

      Lochlan ran his hand over his bald head. “You are assuming that all ghosts are sane. After hundreds of years, they become less stable if they don’t seek to move on.”

      Daryn nodded. “Some are trapped by the circumstances of their death or just their inability to let go of their anger.”

      I thought about Jeremy and some of the other ghosts I encountered. “The ones at my house. None of them seemed angry. Not even the old man who was murdered.”

      “Those are relatively new members of the veil. Ghosts need to process their death and accept it. That is what the veil is. Temporary housing for the dead. A ghost that is under a hundred years old is not uncommon. Some are angry from the moment they arrive, but most are willing to move on easily. It is different for each of them and has to do with the person they were in life,” Daryn said.

      “So there is no real handbook for dealing with ghosts?”

      Daryn smiled. “No. Not really.”

      “We should speak with Jeremy. He will help us if he can. At the very least, he can tell us what condition the veil is in and how much time we have before it goes into full meltdown,” I said.

      “Good idea. We will head over there after. How are you feeling?”

      I rubbed my chest. Other than a scrape on my hand that I must have gotten when I fell to the ground, and hadn’t noticed due to the blowtorch on my intestines, I seemed better. I focused on the power within me and felt the filaments of magic. There were several now, and each represented the various powers I possessed. “It feels like my body had reboot. Kinda like when you turn off your computer to facilitate an update. It’s hard to explain.”

      Daryn huffed. “That was pretty accurate. Do you have access to your other powers?”

      “I can see my other powers. They aren’t as strong as they were before, but Thargar said it would take some time for things to balance out.” I turned my palm over to reveal the scratch marks left by my hand sliding over the cement and gravel.

      My magic pulsed lightly before the soothing power rippled over my palm and the scratch faded away. “It isn’t as strong as it should be, but my healing magic is returning.”

      Daryn rubbed his stomach. “I didn’t feel like my guts were being roasted alive, so that is a good sign. It will be nice to have your abilities back online. Healing is your primary power, and as soon as it gets back to normal levels, your other magics will return.”

      “I never lost my necro. I can still do that?”

      “No,” Indy, Lochlan and Daryn said at once.

      My parafinai cleared his throat. “Let’s not use that for a while. I want your breach magic up and running as soon as possible. We need to get back into the council chambers, and you are our best hope.”

      I nodded. “I will avoid using my necro power unless you ask it of me.”

      Lochlan rubbed his neck. “We need to talk about your necro power. Something Thargar said is bothering me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Daryn turned to Lochlan. His black jacket was dusty at the bottom from sitting on the floor, though he had dusted most of the dirt from his pants. His face was etched with lines that had not been there when I met him in the council chambers the day I portaled in. Was I wearing my parafinai down? I had no idea what toll that death magic he used to save me had taken on him, but he looked exhausted and I slipped my hand into his and sent a pulse of power into his body.

      “What was that for?” he asked. The dark circles under his eyes faded, and the lines thinned. It wasn’t a complete healing as he needed to rest, but the small differences assured me the toll on him was temporary. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

      He winked at me before addressing Lochlan. “What are you concerned about?”

      “Thargar said there were consequences for Shannon, sacrificing her ability to call on the animal kingdom. But I can’t figure out why. Anything she summoned has been sent back to the land of the dead. My concern is the demons she raised. Is there any chance one of those was left in our world?”

      Daryn frowned. “We disposed of all the bodies surrounding the lake, including the demons. They should have been released when I took her power. Is there some way to test if there is any active necro power being utilized?”

      Lochlan shook his head. “You are asking if there is a magic version of a battery tester? We don’t look for spikes in our magic. It has never been an issue before. We have created spells that look for dark magic but not inherent gifts.”

      Daryn nodded. “Do some research with Marty. See if there is a spell we can use for our own magic. Shannon could perform it and look for her own power.” He tapped his tattoo. “Cipher, I need you to confirm there aren’t any dead animals still up and running. We got a warning that something may not have gone down with Shannon’s necro power. She only sacrificed her ability to call on the animal kingdom, and demons may fall under that purview.”

      The sound of Cipher typing echoed through the room. “There are no reports of walking dead, animal, human or demon, but I will do a thorough investigation and get back to you if I find anything.” He was silent for a moment. “Are you sure she can’t raise them anymore? And that there natural necro power is still intact?”

      “Not sure yet. Just get on it and get back to me.”

      Cipher cut contact without another word.

      Lochlan shrugged. “Cipher raises a good point. We should test her necro powers out on a small scale so we can confirm they are still in play.”

      Daryn grabbed my other hand. “Are you up for a small test? I don’t want you to raise anything, but can you search for a rodent or something small and see if you can connect with it?”

      I released his hands and stepped back. My necro sight wasn’t like my human one. It connected with lost souls and the decay of death was like vanilla and strawberry to a necro. I detected the dead rat on the next level, but when I focused my power, it slipped through my fingers like sand. “I can’t call an animal. Thargar was right. It’s gone.”

      Daryn nodded. “Good. Can you look for a body outside the crypt, or are we too far?”

      My power flared out, searching for the nearest body. “I can connect with Jason. He is in the morgue at the base. I have made a connection, but I won’t call him unless you ask. It’s weird. He isn’t shrouded from me like the hunters below us. I can’t feel them even though I know they are there.”

      Daryn huffed. “Jason never took the oath and a traitorous rookie would never be bestowed eternal rest. He is not under the hunter’s protection.”

      Lochlan rolled his shoulders. “I would very much like to know what that traitor has to say. If we are going to test Shannon’s necro power, I would like it to be him. He was insane with anger and I want to know how far this disease has spread. Since he is newly dead, Shannon may be able to compel him to answer her. We can negotiate with him if needed. We can make his undead life hell if we choose.”

      Daryn nodded. “That sounds like a plan. Shanon and I will visit him as soon as we return to base and see if he has any useful information. Cipher is investigating every necro in town. He will update me on any new developments as soon as he has them.”

      I had forgotten Cipher was looking into necros. With everything else, the skilled hunter had to do. It was a wonder Cipher slept at all.

      Daryn motioned to the team. “Are we good here? Anyone having any ill effects?”

      “We are good.” The Frost twins said immediately.

      Lochlan nodded. “Let’s get back to base. I want to know what Jason has to say for himself. If he wasn’t already dead, I would kill him myself. I may have to buy Sphinx a can of tuna.”

      “We all might,” I said. The Shadow Cat had saved my son. Whatever had caused her to be was a miracle, and one I was thankful for. The team was worried about her presence, but she would do everything in her power to save Caleb and for that, she had become one of my favorite people. Family.

      Daryn took my hand and led me from the crypt. The members were silent as they exited and Lochlan closed the doors. We got into our vehicles and pulled away as the wind whistled over the grass, bending the blades in the darkness.

      Daryn and I pulled into a parking stall close to the base entrance, with Lochlan beside us. When the Frost twins didn’t follow, I realized they had left. There was a whooshing sound in the darkness as they exited the glamor surrounding the base.

      “Where are Indy and Kaine going?” I asked.

      “To get some sleep, I hope,” Daryn said.

      Days and night ran into one another when you were part of the hunter’s guild. There was no such thing as off shift. Just slow times when you grabbed some rest and food. Dedication didn’t begin to cover the commitment the hunters made to the guild and each other. If they failed at their job, someone died. Usually someone they cared about. The pressure and responsibility were insane, and I hadn’t understood it in my youth.

      We exited the vehicle, and he took my hand and led me inside, with Lochlan following. “Where is your team?” I asked the master as we entered.

      “They better be resting. Just because I am out doesn’t mean they get the night off. I will call them shortly. I just want to hear what Jason has t say first.”

      I nodded as we walked down the empty hallway to the elevator. I glanced by the cafeteria as we passed, but there were only two hunters in the massive room and many of the food stations were cleaned up and empty. The pizza section and cold sandwiches appeared to be open twenty-four hours. There were a few other stations serving hot food, but I didn’t have time for a close inspection. The smell of melted cheese made my stomach rumble, reminding me how long it had been since we ate.

      We entered the elevator, and Daryn hit the button for sublevel three. In seconds, it closed and my stomach made a slight blip as the lift plummeted. It chimed when it opened and we exited into the hallway.

      This level was just as empty as the main floor, but I heard some laughing as we walked toward our destination. The girl’s laughter was young. “Is that Kenji?”

      Lochlan nodded. “She has taken a shining to Esme. Kenji is teaching Esme about demons and their abilities. It’s good for everyone and makes them both feel... useful.”

      Daryn held the door to the morgue open and waited for me to enter. The normally bright lights were dimmed, and they had rolled the steel carts with implements on the top shelf to the cooler wall with all the steel doors.

      One of the doors had a red tag on it and I pointed to it as we entered. “Is that Jason?”

      Daryn nodded as we made our way to the small steel door with a red tag. “Yes.” He pulled open the door and rolled Jason’s body out of the cooler. “Do your thing Shannon, but if you have any pain or anything strange happens, shut it down immediately.”

      The thin white sheet covered Jason’s body to his chest, but the wound at his neck was impossible to conceal. It would take years to get the images of his death from my head, and I placed my hand on his chest. My necro power felt as strong as ever, despite what Thargar had told me. I located the soul beneath my hand in seconds and grabbed hold of that dark thread with all my power.

      Jason’s chest heaved before his eyes opened. “Send me back. I was misled. Let me stay with my parents.”

      Daryn leaned over the fallen rookie. “Tell us what happened, Jason. You were a respected member of this community until you tried to kill Caleb. What happened to you?”

      Jason’s lip quivered. “The warlock lied to me. He said he could bring my parents back. He had power unlike anything I had seen. I just had to expose the impostor.”

      Daryn glanced at me. “I take it Caleb was the impostor?”

      “His mother, but Shannon was too difficult to get near, so he instructed me to take out Caleb.”

      “You knew there was no way you would live through that. Even if you killed Caleb, you had no exit strategy.”

      “He told me he could resurrect me. My parents too. He has the power. I saw him do it.”

      “Who is he? I assume you are talking about the demon prince,” Daryn said.

      “Yes, he is the prince, but I didn’t know that when I was alive. He never wore the same face twice. He used my father’s the first time he contacted me.”

      I leaned closer to Daryn. “This demon can shift into anyone? Similar to Renkath?”

      Daryn shrugged. “Not necessarily. He may have such powerful glamor magic he can fool the empowered along with the mundane.”

      Daryn leaned down to Jason. “Why does the prince believe Shannon is an impostor?”

      “She took the pendant. He said that his mother’s necklace belonged to him. Allow me to rest. I see the error of my decisions, but I missed them so much. I have been alone for so long.”

      Daryn sighed. “Release him, Shannon.”

      I pulled my power from the young man’s body as he took one final breath and his chest settled. “He wasn’t lying. Jason never recovered from his parents’ death. He turned to the hunters, but he was unable to fill the hole.”

      “Grief is not an excuse for what he did,” Daryn said.

      “I know.”

      Lochlan went to the door. “I will have the team meet me in the cafeteria. We all need food and they always want a snack.” The door closed behind him.

      “I agree with the food thing.”

      Daryn led me from the morgue. “Me too.”

      I was surprised Lochlan wasn’t in the hallway as he left only seconds before us. I glanced around.

      “He is checking on Kenji. He does that often.”

      “That’s nice. She needs to know she has friends here. I can’t imagine how I would feel if I were trapped in the underworld.”

      “Good point,” Daryn said.

      We made our way to the elevator and to the cafeteria. There were a few more hunters than when we had passed earlier, but not many. Daryn grabbed the tray, and we moved past the closed sections to the pizza and Chinese food. “What is your preference?”

      “I don’t think the pizza will be as good as Marta’s, so I will go for Chinese.” He slid the tray past the pizza section to the Chinese food and passed me a plate. I scooped up some noodles, sweet and sour chicken, and chop suey before the chatter of voices distracted me.

      Lochlan entered with his rookie team behind him and Caleb was in the center with Sphinx in his arms. Several rookies petted her, and she appeared to be basking in the attention. The master pointed to the food. “Get some grub. Don’t get too much, though. We will spar in the gym in twenty minutes.” He grabbed a plate and joined us by the Chinese while the rookies all went for the pizza.

      Daryn scooped up generous helpings of Chinese food and grabbed four egg rolls before passing the spoon to Lochlan. “How are they dealing with Jason’s death?”

      Lochlan scooped fried rice onto his plate. “Good, for the most part. The team didn’t know him well. The exception is Lars. Their fathers were friends, and he is taking the death pretty hard. He is angry at himself for not seeing how twisted Jason was. He has apologized multiple times and seems like a totally different kid. Its... odd.”

      Daryn picked up the tray with both our plates on it. “Have Marlin chat with him. Jason may have been influenced and, I suspect, Lars was as well.”

      Lochlan nodded and continued to dish up his food.

      Daryn walked to a nearby table and placed the tray on top before tapping his tattoo. “Marlin. I need your services.”
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      Daryn took my hand and led me from the cafeteria. The rookies under Lochlan’s command were scarfing down their pizza, and my son was one of them. I waved to him as we left and he smiled, but I noticed the sadness in his eyes. Telling him that the events that transpired with Lars and Jason wouldn’t be enough. It would take time for him to heal from the trauma of those events, and hopefully, the bonds between him and his team would grow stronger.

      Tara barreled into us as we left the massive room, and Daryn caught her before she stumbled. “I’m sorry. I’m running a couple of minutes behind. Smelling like a sewer isn’t my thing, so I took a quick shower. I hope they didn’t eat all the pizza.”

      Daryn smirked. “You have another fifteen minutes. I think there’s a few slices left if you hurry.” She nodded and rushed to the cafeteria.

      We continued down the hallway until stopping at a door marked medical. Daryn opened the door and we entered the large room with several beds, but only one was occupied.

      Lars pushed himself into a sitting position as my eyes roamed around the room. There was an array of plug-ins for equipment, and the overhead fluorescent lighting was brighter. There was a shelf with various supplies, including boxes of gloves, syringes and bandages. It held many of the supplies you would see in an emergency room, the hunters were blessed with the services of a healer.

      Kranston was still human. While he could heal almost any injury eventually, there were limits to his power. They would leave minor cuts and bruises to heal naturally when he was utilized for more serious situations. While I doubted that a broken bone or life-threatening wounds were left for more than a few minutes, the day-to-day injuries incurred by the rookies were low priority. These mundane supplies were likely used on the daily.

      Currently cluttered with medical equipment with the outlets and gaps between the beds, it was obvious they would be set up when needed. Daryn nodded to Lars as we approached his bed. His chest was bare, but a white sheet covered his lower half.

      “Daryn, thank you for coming. I want to apologize for my behavior. There’s no excuse for what I did or said to Caleb and Indego.” He shook his head. “I grew up worshiping the Frost twins. Jason’s behavior is disgusting, and while I can’t explain my anger, I would never have intentionally hurt him.”

      Daryn turned as Marlin entered the room. “Marlin is just going to have a look into your mind. Just relax. It won’t hurt but we want to make sure there was no further tampering.”

      Lars nodded. “Do whatever you need to do.”

      I couldn’t believe this was the same young man that had leered at Indigo and made crude comments towards my son and his cat. I detected no lie from Lars. His apology and disgust were genuine. There was a trace of anger, but I believed it was aimed at himself.

      Marlin smiled at Lars. “Can you answer a couple of questions for us?”

      Lars leaned forward. “Anything.”

      “You and Jason were friends growing up, correct?” Marlin asked.

      Lars nodded. “Our parents were friends, but Jason was always a solid guy until his parents died. He kind of unraveled, but I was trying to help him. I thought he would bounce back.”

      “Did he say anything negative about Shannon or Caleb prior to the events that transpired in the gym?” Marlin asked.

      Lars glanced at the lit up x-ray on the wall. There was a picture of a shoulder and I assumed it was his. “Yeah, the day before. I didn’t agree with him when he was spouting all that shit. I assumed he was just jealous that Caleb had an in with our current leader. With Daryn.”

      “Do you feel Caleb will be treated differently because his mother is Daryn’s parafinai?”

      Lars shook his head. “No. There are lots of rookies with hunter parents. Nobody thinks Thule will get special treatment because of his dad. Lonnie is a senior and on your team. Most of us had at least one hunter parent. While many aren’t alive, we know we are all treated the same during basic. I have no excuse. I don’t know what the fuck got into me.” He glanced at me. “Sorry for the language.”

      I smiled. “It’s okay. I have a teenage son.”

      Lars nodded sadly. “My dad would be really disappointed in me. Please don’t scrub me for being an idiot. I promise it won’t happen again.”

      “Your dad is a hunter, too?” I asked before I felt the twinge in my chest.

      Daryn squeezed my hand. “Lars’ father was part of my team. Aleksei died four years ago. He did a lot of training with Lars growing up.” I had assumed he had called Indy to chastise Lars when he had proven to be so disrespectful, but if Daryn had known Lars since the day he was born, he must have suspected something was off with the young rookie. He had wanted to observe Lars with Indy for a reason, and if he knew the young man idolized the Frost twins, his disrespect had alerted Daryn to a larger problem.

      Daryn released my hand. “You loved training with Indego when you were younger. She was like an aunt to you, yet you treated her like she was your next conquest in the gym.”

      Lars looked like he was on the brink of tears. “I love Indy. Not like that, or anything. I never looked at her like that before. Her and my mom are still friends. Indy is a force. I can’t explain what came over me. I was such a prick to her, and she has done nothing but help me be faster. To be a better hunter. She should have killed me.”

      I looked down at his hands, and his forlorn face made me want to hug him.

      Marlin cleared his throat. “That is enough. He was influenced. It’s subtle, and he isn’t lying about not intending to kill anyone. The commands in his mind are more subtle. To create dissension and egg Jason on. I can’t influence a dead mind, but judging by Lars, I would say Jason had more direct orders.”

      I turned to Daryn. “Don’t hunters have stronger protections on their mind. I assumed you were immune to influence.”

      “We strengthen a hunter’s mind as part of security, but that is after the oath. They are connected to our security after. That is why rookies are kept in the dark about sensitive information. We will need to keep them on base until we find the traitor. Marlin will have to check all the rookies for tampering.”

      Lars stared at Daryn in disgust. “Some asshole mind fucked me?”

      Daryn nodded. “I am afraid so. He did the same thing to Jason. We will not hold these actions against him. They will be labeled as the result of the traitor. No disciplinary action is warranted.”

      Lars huffed. “While I appreciate that, I don’t feel like I am absolved of this. Can I apologize to Indy? If she will talk to me, that is.”

      Daryn nodded. “I will inform her of what happened. Marlin will remove the taint from your mind. The traitor has had many years to hone his skills. You and Jason did not stand a chance. Once you are a hunter and linked to Thule, this will never happen again.”

      Lars turned to Marlin. “What did that prick do to me?”

      Marlin glanced at Daryn. “The tampering was subtle. He amplified your hormones so when you were dealing with Caleb, the tiniest thing would send you into a fit of rage. It was specific and aimed at the Petermans.”

      Daryn sighed. “I knew someone boosted Jason’s magic. He couldn’t have held a shield like that against me. Any idea how he could do that within the facility?”

      Marlin nodded. “Jason was a healer, but he was also an amplifier. He boosts other members’ magic. I wouldn’t be surprised if the prince killed his parents and set him on the road to instability because he could use Jason’s magic against him. Jason would have made his entire team stronger once he learned his craft. It’s a huge loss to the entire team.”

      “He was an amplifier. Shit. I haven’t had time to go over all of Lochlan’s recruits. I trust his judgment and many of their secondary skills were not in the initial recruitment reports.”

      Marlin nodded. “Lochlan has a second amplifier on the team, but not another conduit.”

      “What is a conduit?” I knew the team leaders wouldn’t want to discuss secondary powers in front of Lars. They would know each other dominant power by now, but they would give emerging powers time to mature before testing with the squad.

      “A person who can channel another member’s power. Jason could have borrowed any of his squads’ power temporarily. That member is left without them, but when one member is down, it is a major boon.”

      “Why would a member be down? You heal most injuries fairly quickly,” I said.

      Daryn smiled. “We have many female hunters, honey. When a female is pregnant, she is not allowed in the field. Your mother lent her power to Marjorie. She was a conduit on your mother’s team when your parents were alive. There are other reasons hunters are pulled from the field. Many times, its due to trauma. Indy took a week off when Suki died. Some deaths hit us harder than others.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      Daryn glanced at his watch. “We are done here. Lars, I will send Indy to see you in the morning. I sent her to get some rest. Shannon and I have an appointment in twenty minutes, so we have to head out.”

      Marlin nodded. “I will finish up with the rookies and then grab a few hours shut eye myself.”

      Daryn put his hand on my back and led me from the room.

      “We have an appointment?”

      “Yes. Our contractor is meeting us at the house. It’s hard for us to connect during the day, but I have rescheduled with him three times already so he is eager to get together with us.”

      “It’s so late. Why would he meet us now?” Daryn winked as he headed toward the front doors. “He is being paid very well for these renovations. Once he has some direction, he can get started. You just need to tell him what you want.”

      I waited as he held open the massive front door so I could exit. “So much has happened that I haven’t thought about it much. Am I being unrealistic?”

      Daryn paused in front of his vehicle. “What do you mean?”

      “Are we going to have time for the store? I mean, just having something on paper, or to drive by, isn’t really the same thing.”

      Daryn put his hands on either side of my cheek. “Do you want this? Do you want a store that we can work at and hand down to Caleb one day?”

      “Yes.” I didn’t need to think about that answer. I had this dream since I was old enough to walk and my mother took me to my first antique store. It was the old Victorian dollhouse that had sucked me in that day. Someone artfully decorated the miniature toy home with furniture and people of the era. I had loved it so much I had begged my parents for my own and had a modern version by the end of the week.

      He smiled. “Then we will have one. It may take time to get things running smoothly, but we will have full-time staff and you can order the stock from our home. Trust me. This will work out.”

      I kissed him hard. Our lips mashed together, and his arousal pressed against my stomach within seconds. “Thank you. It’s been a really long time since anyone cared about my dreams.”

      The flicker in my chest was painful. My comment hurt him and I hugged him. “Don’t be sad, I’m not. Don’t focus on the past. Focus on our future.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “Let’s go, Red.”
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      There was no activity on my street, but that was no surprise at this time of night. The moon looked full, but I knew it wasn’t at its peak. That had been the night at the museum when Renkath got away. While he had been caught, I was still reeling from the repercussions of his actions. I still couldn’t believe he was A.J.’s father. That sweet boy showed none of the warped characteristics of his father. Kliona was only marginally better, and yet they had created a virtual angel. One that had been callously taken from me.

      Daryn pulled into my driveway and the wind rustled the bushes in my front yard as we exited the vehicle. The porch light was on, but the interior lights were off and the house seemed more foreboding than usual. Could the ghosts inside sense the dark events of the last couple of days? I had been at the base and almost felt like I was neglecting my Victorian home. Daryn’s question earlier had reminded me of that first dollhouse and as I surveyed the chipped paint on the exterior, I was reminded of that antique toy. There were distinct similarities to that first antique I saw in the store, and I had to wonder if it had shaped my entire life in the decor sense. Maybe I was just born in the wrong era.

      As Daryn took my hand and led me up the steps to my front door, I had to disagree with that thought. I wanted my parafinai in the here and now. He was the true meaning of home. Him and Caleb.

      Daryn waved his hand, and the door opened. “I didn’t bring the house key.”

      “Looks like my security is sub par,” I said.

      He closed the door after I entered. “Not at all. I have this place warded to the nines. Only you, me and Caleb can enter without a key. Mundanes can’t enter at all.” He took off his boots, then hung up his leather jacket. “Though I am going to have to make an exception for the contractor.”

      I slipped off my boots and placed my jacket over Daryn’s. “He is a mundane?”

      “Yes. While there are a few empowered contractors, Mike has impeccable work. I know you want to keep the Victorian feel of this place and he is exceptional at creating an environment for a business or home. He remodeled many of the businesses downtown.”

      Daryn was about to sit on the couch when he turned back toward the door. The knock startled me, and I chuckled.

      “I am jumpy, I guess,” I said.

      Daryn paused with his hand on the doorknob for a few seconds, allowing me a moment to slow my heartbeat. “Let’s meet Mike.” He opened the door and an older man stepped into the front entrance.

      Mike had a receding hairline with a combination of black and gray short hair. His jacket was brown leather and his jeans were clean through his work boots appeared to have seen better days. He held his thick, calloused hand out to Daryn. “Glad we could get together. I know how busy you are, Mr. Mayer.”

      Daryn shook his hand. “Call me Daryn. This is Shannon. It will be her antique store and she will tell you what she wants. Do everything to her specifications.”

      Mike dropped Daryn’s hand. “It will be my pleasure, Mrs. Mayer.” He took off his coat and wore a white cotton shirt underneath.

      My heart squeezed as Daryn winked at Mike. “She isn’t Mrs. Mayer yet, but I am working on it.”

      Mike laughed. “I understand. My wife put me off for almost two years. I knew the day I met her she was the one, but she is a little stubborn and took some convincing.”

      Daryn crossed his arms. “You don’t say?”

      I liked Mike immediately and went to his side. “Don’t give him any ideas. He is far too confident as it is.”

      Mike winked at me. “That isn’t confidence. That is a man who knows what he wants. I was just like him and if I wasn’t diligent, I wouldn’t be putting one daughter through medical school and two months away from my first grandchild.” He was one of those people who just exuded light and happiness. The world needed more people like him and I was thrilled Daryn had chosen him.

      Daryn moved to my side. “That is amazing, Mike. You don’t look old enough to have a daughter in college.”

      “She is in her fifth year, but my son is twelve years older and works with me. He and his wife are having their first child. I thought that boy would never get his life together. It’s ironic how different siblings can be. My daughter was bandaging her doll’s legs by the time she was five and never stopped.”

      Daryn and I laughed. “Twelve years apart. That is quite a difference.”

      Mike nodded. “We didn’t think my wife could have anymore children. Fertility clinics weren’t what they are now. My wife was four months pregnant before we found out. She was forty-two when she had Nancy, but that is my miracle baby and soon to be doctor.”

      The house had seemed foreboding and dark when I arrived, but Mike’s presence seemed to lighten the soul of everyone in the room and not all of them were alive. With my necro magic leveling out, I could feel the subtle presence close to me. Jeremy was watching, and he was very interested in my contractor. I could almost feel his emotions. Was that envy?

      I pointed to the stairs. “Do you want to walk through the house? I have never done a renovation like this before and want the main floor to be the store. Upstairs will be a suite with two bedrooms for my son and I.”

      Daryn shrugged. “She means when we stay over. Shannon and I live at our home on Kelsey Street.”

      Mike nodded. “That’s a nice neighborhood. I can renovate the suite first so your son has a place to live if there isn’t enough room at your home.”

      Daryn shook his head. “Caleb will have a room at our house whenever he needs it. If you need the entire house for certain stages of renovation, it’s yours. We can work around your schedule.”

      Mike pointed to the stairs. “Let’s have a look.” Despite being in his early sixties, Mike’s back was muscular and the hard labor had kept him in peak shape. His gaze roamed over the railings and roof as he ascended the stairs. “This house has good bones. As long as we work around any load-bearing walls, we can keep the original flavor of the architecture.”

      “Thats what I want. To have the store but have it look similar to the original design.”

      Mike stopped after walking through my bedroom to the ensuite bathroom. He whistled when he saw the claw-foot tub. “My wife would go nuts for this. Do you intend to keep it? If you want a kitchen upstairs, we will have to sacrifice one of the bathrooms.”

      I huffed. “It’s my favorite feature and I haven’t used it once.”

      Daryn rubbed his chin. “We have plenty of room at our Kelsey house. Any chance we could save the tub and have you renovate our ensuite bathroom at home?”

      Mike ran his hand over the cast iron tub. “Absolutely. It would be a shame to waste this beauty.”

      I stared at Daryn in surprise. I never considered he would renovate his home for me. Now he was building me a store and offering me the one piece I loved and wasn’t using. “I would like that.”

      Mike nodded. “Done. I have a handle on what to do on the top floor. Can we look at the basement?”

      Daryn motioned to the stairs, and we headed down. We walked through the front room to the door that led to the basement and Daryn allowed Mike to go down first.

      After flicking on the light, Mike surveyed the dingy basement. Where the claw-foot tub was my favorite accent in the house, the basement was my least. It reminded me of a serial killer’s basement. With all the cement and rusty shelves, even the washer and dryer looked like I had salvaged them from the dump.

      He nodded. “They did not develop this. Would you like a suite down here? I can build a side room for the laundry facilities.” He moved further into the basement. “There is an exterior door so the tenant could come and go from there.”

      I stared at the boxes in front of the door. I hadn’t even noticed it was there, and I hadn’t walked to that side of the house. “Holy crap. I didn’t realize that was there.”

      Mike pointed to the door. “We can make that side the suite with a door to laundry facilities. It will give you an extra income while you are getting your business off the ground.”

      I could have kissed the older man. Had I not been with Daryn and had unlimited funds for renovations, Mike’s suggestions would have been a lifesaver. Still, I loved the idea of another suite. The basement was being wasted for the most part, and I didn’t need the entire thing for storage. “I want a storage room here as well. Can you do both? Not for furniture, but for supplies.”

      Mike glanced back and forth. “No problem. If we make the suite a one bedroom or a bachelor, then we have room for a supply room.”

      “That’s what I want. When can you get started on the schematics? Will you show us before you start construction?”

      “Of course. I will grab the current plans for this place and have the blueprints made up. You will approve of those before my crew removes a single stone. While I am working on the plans, you can think about your color schemes.”

      I had never done a renovation and hadn’t thought about colors. “I have no idea,” I said honestly.

      Mike waved his hand. “My wife is an interior designer. I will have Tanya send you some ideas.”

      I glanced at Daryn. “We should hire her, too.”

      Mike waved his hand. “Let her give you some free ideas. If you like one of them, then you can hire her later. Her health isn’t what it used to be. She only works for my clients now.”

      “That sounds amazing, Mike. Thank you.”

      Mike nodded. “I can see myself out. I am going to have a look around back before I leave, if that is okay?”

      Daryn motioned to the stairs. “Be our guest.” Mike went upstairs as I glanced around the dingy basement.

      “A suite and a storage room. What a great idea.”

      As soon as we heard the front door shut, I felt the energy form beside me. “We have company.”

      Jeremy materialized with his surfer cut hair. He wore jeans and a black t-shirt, but they seemed to be an older style. “How do you change your clothes like that?”

      Jeremy touched the t-shirt. “I can form any style of clothing I see. My attire is not what you wish to ask me about, though.”

      I nodded. “Do you notice a difference in my powers?”

      Jeremy moved closer to the washing machine. “Yes. They are stabilizing. You no longer possess the ability to call on the animal kingdom.”

      “Yes. I sacrificed that power. What about the veil? Is it breaking down?”

      Jeremy ran his finger over a mark from a blue crayon. “It is. Calling a ghost hunter was one thing, but having a hunter rise was a catalyst for a full meltdown.”

      “I didn’t mean to call Thargar,” I said.

      “Technically, you didn’t. The veil is unstable, which allowed your power to raise him, but it is the infection in the human world that is destabilizing the veil. The king must be locked in his world permanently soon or the veil will fall. As it is, it has the strength of rice paper.”

      “How do we do it? We know about the king’s scrolls, but we have no idea how to find them or the prince.”

      Jeremy turned to me. “Your powers are stabilizing Shannon. You will be able to call on Hecate soon. She will answer you if she is able, but only use that as a last resort. Her interference comes at a cost and one that is not necessarily paid by you.”

      His sadness surrounded my heart like a vise. “Jeremy, are you okay? Have I upset you?”

      Jeremy smiled. “No, Shannon, you could never do that. Our time together is coming to an end. I waited a long time for your return and I find I will miss you.”

      I held up my hand, and he dissolved as Daryn’s tattoo blared with an all alert.
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      Nico’s voice blared through Daryn’s tattoo. “Boss, we need you at the council chambers.”

      Daryn swore under his breath. “What do those asshats want now?”

      “The shield is down. We have taken Magnus into custody. We need you down here before word spreads throughout the community. It’s bad.”

      “We are on our way.” He grabbed my hand. “We both need sleep, but we have to take care of this first. If we work through the night, I promise we will grab some rest during the day.”

      I allowed Daryn to lead me back upstairs. “I understand. We will sleep when we are dead, right?”

      We stopped at the front door to put on our jackets and boots as a warm feeling rushed over my body. “I had cleaned us up and boosted our energy. It isn’t a permanent fix, but it will freshen us up for the next six hours.”

      My skin tingled as the sensation subsided. “Neat trick. Do you do that often?”

      Daryn opened the door. “I try to avoid it, but when you are on the job for too long, it becomes a necessity. I want to say this thing with the council won’t take long, but Nico was concerned about containment and didn’t want to risk speaking through the hunter link.” He closed the door after I exited the house.

      “Do you think they have compromised the hunter link?”

      “No, but I don’t want to take any chances. We have been warned that the normal rules may not apply going forward. I tied into the breach map when I was a rookie to create a secure link between the council and the hunters. They haven’t been using it, but I won’t risk them using that access to their advantage. Or the prince gaining access to it.”

      I got into the vehicle after he opened the car door. The moon was bright and the street quiet and dark except for the occasional porch light. Spirit Falls was like most small towns that went to bed early and got up at the crack of dawn. How I envied them. Late nights had never been my thing, even when I was in my late teens.

      Nico’s voice cut through the quiet as Daryn pulled out of my driveway. “Boss, are you on route?”

      “Of course. How bad is it?”

      “I don’t want to divulge anything on an open line. Security is... well, I am not sure we have many.”

      “Tell me when I arrive. Do you have all the council members contained?”

      “Yeah. We are in complete control,” he cut out, but there was a whip of anger in his voice.

      “He didn’t mention the mercenaries,” I said.

      Daryn’s knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel. “I know. If Cage turned on them, I won’t be surprised, but I will have a kill order on him and set up containment so he can’t leave Spirit Falls.”

      “What if he or one of his mercenaries has portal ability?” Daryn shook his head. “He doesn’t and nobody with portal ability is left unrestricted.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Certain powers, like portalling, are restricted powers. If you are a hunter or a council member, then you have been deemed safe to use your magic. If you don’t choose one of those vocations, you aren’t to use that power without authorization. We don’t want our empowered people using portals as a mode of transportation. We only used them in approved areas that have been pre scouted to ensure there are no mundane eyes and, as a last resort, to save your team.”

      I stared out the window, but it was difficult to make out the individual yards as they rushed by despite the brightness from the moon. “Yeah, that makes sense. I didn’t realize some powers were restricted.”

      “Necro power is also restricted. We can’t have someone raising the dead on a whim. We had to incarcerate one necro twenty years ago because he was calling the dead for money.”

      “The council allows us to use necros, or they used to.”

      “Yes. A member of our community can call on the dead for information, but a necro must have authorization from the council to freelance in our community. This necro was calling for the mundanes and Marlin’s predecessor had a security nightmare when the truth came to light.”

      “A necro was calling mundanes?” I asked incredulously.

      “Yes. For money. He was just outside of town and he kept his activities on the down-low for years before a mundane let things slip. She told an empowered friend in secret and the council had to do serious damage control.”

      I couldn’t imagine someone breaking those kinds of laws for money. “That is unbelievable. He could have performed that service for our community.”

      “He was a lower level necro and there was a more powerful and more reputable option at the time. Magnus was the go-to for such a service, and he never crossed any lines when it came to his powers.”

      I huffed. “It’s hard to see him as the good guy when he is such a prick and jumps whenever Alaric asks him to.”

      “I know.”

      “Do you think Cage turned on Alaric?” I asked.

      “Cage would assassinate his own grandmother if it would give him power or money. So, yeah, I won’t be surprised.”

      The stop lights on Main Street were all green as there was little traffic and we pulled up to the curb in front of the bookstore in minutes. There was a second black vehicle in the stall behind Daryn and I assumed that was Nico’s.

      We exited the vehicle and Daryn opened the door to the Bookstore to find Nico waiting just inside.

      “Hey, boss. This is a clusterfuck on epic levels.”

      Daryn glanced toward the glamor wall. “What happened?”

      “You said to take possession if we felt it was safe, and as soon as the shield dropped, Cage and his crew bolted. We are too short on hunters to pursue them and secure the building, so we let them leave.”

      “That was the right choice. Where is Marlin?”

      “He said to wake him if we needed him, but there are no mundanes involved, so I called you. He had only been asleep for an hour and I have the feeling he will work overtime before this is over.”

      “Good call. I will wake him if I have to, but let’s see what we are dealing with. Are the council members inside?”

      Nico’s hand tightened on his sica blade. He was pissed and ready for action, but I wasn’t sure why. “They are, but only Magnus is still alive.” Daryn’s eyes widened. “What?”

      “He was going to explain, and I told him to save it. Council slaughter is above my pat grade. You need to decide what to do with this mess.”

      Daryn rubbed his eyes. “Dammit. I told Alaric not to trust Cage. Nico, stay here and maintain containment of this building until I find out what happened.”

      “Will do, boss.”

      I followed Daryn to the glamor wall, and he paused for a few seconds before walking through. As soon as I was on the other side, I could feel the breach map reaching for me. The thread was thin and I couldn’t quite connect, but it was growing and I had to believe Jeremy was right. My powers were stabilizing and I would be able to connect with Hecate soon.

      The council chamber was empty except for Magnus. He sat at the table and looked like he had aged several years since I had seen him last. The breach map was lit behind him, but it seemed dimmer, and while I had assumed the thin thread of magic that connected me to it was due to my low power levels, I now wondered if the map itself was barely functioning.

      Daryn glanced at the open door behind Magnus. “What happened?”

      Magnus stood and his crumple black robes slid over his body like snakeskin, but they were dirty and looked like he had been wearing them for weeks. “It is easier if I show you. The vents of the last hour are grim, to say the least.”

      He disappeared through the door behind the long council table and we stepped onto the dais that supported the table. I had never understood why the council preferred to look down on its people, but ignored the architecture as we followed the lone council member.

      The stairway was narrow, and I was forced to stay behind Daryn and he descended the thin but sturdy steps. There were pot lights above us, but they were not new and one was burned out halfway down, making me clutch the handrail. There were no lights at the bottom, and it appeared as if we were descending into a black void.

      Daryn paused at the bottom and I could see a lone light in the center of the room, but the shape was unusual as it came from the ground. I couldn’t see the walls of the basement and while I knew the main gate was located down here, I had no idea what it looked like or how it was warded.

      It wasn’t until Magnus stopped in front of the strange lights that I realized they came from the gate itself. I didn’t recognize the strange symbols within the large circle etched into the stone on the floor. They looked like Egyptian hieroglyphics, but when comparing them to the one we saw on the sarcophagus back at the museum, I knew they were much older. The gods had created this gate to protect this world and only the Book of the Gods held those secrets. Not that anyone except me could read it or use it.

      While the soft glow that emanated from the ground was unique to their location, I realized the gate itself was identical to the one at the hunter’s facility. Daryn had said they had moved it and I couldn’t fathom the power that would have taken. Even for the gods. While the gate on sublevel four was inert, and emitted no power, this one radiated a force unlike anything I had encountered.

      The breach map had seemed like a lightning rod, but the main gate was like a seal over an atomic bomb. Only if detonated, the fallout would be far deadlier than anything mankind had experienced.

      I didn’t notice the bodies on the floor, as they were a few steps from the soft glow of the gate. Daryn moved to the two men wearing black robes that blended into the surrounding darkness. “What happened here, Magnus?” Daryn asked as he knelt beside them.

      Magnus pointed to the dead men. “I heard a scream and rushed down the stairs. Alaric was slitting Calder’s throat. The blood was absorbed into the gate, but I felt the fluctuation in the breach map. He poisoned it somehow. No demons escaped, but the map is failing. I can’t believe I never saw it before.”

      Daryn moved Calder’s robe to the side to expose the serrated flesh at his neck. “What kind of magic is this? How does a sacrifice weaken the breach map?”

      Magnus shook his head. “I have no idea. Some form of dark magic, I assume. It felt... demonic in nature, but the demons don’t have magic. I can’t explain it.”

      There was a darkness to Magnus, but after losing his council and, likely, his future, he was probably regretting his decision to back Alaric.

      Daryn moved Alaric’s robe. “There are no marks on him. How did you kill Alaric?”

      “I didn’t when I interrupted whatever he was doing. The breach map backfired. Calder was still alive but it was like the life was being sucked out of both of them. Death magic maybe?”

      Daryn shook his head. “That isn’t how it works. If one or both were a sacrifice, then the person who performed it would still be alive. Where is Cage?”

      Magnus rubbed his chin. “He and his crew exited the glamor wall before I got down here. They seemed to know what was coming. I assumed Alaric had sent him ahead. They had secret dealings, but I never suspected Alaric of treason. He was an ass, but he appeared loyal.”

      Daryn tapped his tattoo. “I need everyone on the lookout for Cage and his team. They are wanted in connection with the council’s murder.”
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      Daryn turned back to Magnus after cutting contact with the hunters. “This happened right under your nose. Cage has death magic and while I have no doubt he is loyal to himself alone, Alaric was in a position of power, one he could never attain himself. There are many aspects of your story that make little sense.”

      Magnus waved his hands erratically. “You don’t think I know that?”

      “I am guilty of not seeing the truth. I backed Alaric on every council issue. The events that transpired prior to my entry into the basement are unknown to me. I believe Alaric had a private collection of artifacts, so whatever he wanted from there, he likely sent Cage to retrieve it.”

      Daryn stepped over Alaric’s body. “You knew he had commissioned Cage to acquire artifacts that would never end up in the museum. That directly violates the council’s mandate. No Darkwind member is to use council resources for personal gain. This wasn’t a financial one. These were magical items.”

      Magnus nodded. “It was a violation, and I have to agree with Reginald. This council is completely corrupt. You need to dismantle it and start anew. I will transfer my position of power to those elected as I no longer trust my judgment to select a candidate for my replacement. I will step down as soon as you find someone to take over my duties.”

      Daryn tapped his tattoo. “I need Amalie and Reginald brought to the chambers now. They need to boost the map and protect the gate while we sort out a new council. Hunters will be stationed here until further notice.”

      Nico’s voice echoed in the room. “I am sending Lonnie now.”

      “Magnus, you will help Amalie and Reginald until they feel they can manage without you, but answer this. You have more power than Alaric. Everyone knows his father bought his seat on the council and the lead chair. Why weren’t you able to overpower him?”

      Magnus smoothed the front of his wrinkled robe. “I didn’t get a chance. I blasted him off the gate and the magic he was using snapped back and killed him. It all happened so fast. All I can say is the map and gate need to be protected and the hybrids kept away. I am ashamed to say that my latest spell may have instigated these events.”

      Daryn put his hands on his hips. “That was my next question. He had the chambers and his lover. Why take such rash action now?”

      Magnus cleared his throat uncomfortably. “I was not comfortable with the hybrid you brought to the chambers. I decided to create a spell that would identify a human hybrid. Then told Alaric I had perfected it and planned to test Cage and his mercenaries, just to be safe.”

      “What did Alaric do?” Daryn asked.

      “He told me that was an excellent idea. While he was intimate with Cage, he knew little about the men with him. I told him it would take me an hour or so to collect the ingredients from the storage area and when I returned, Cage was running for the door and I walked in on this fiasco.” He motioned to the two dead men.

      “So you never performed the spell?” Daryn asked.

      Magnus swallowed hard. “I did. I didn’t want Cage’s men to know I was testing them, so I performed the spell in the supply room before returning to the chambers. Cage’s men were not hybrids, and either was he, but Alaric tested positive. He had a shroud of black around him when I entered the basement. He is either the prince or a hybrid working with them.”

      Daryn glanced at the gate. “If he was the prince, he would have tried to bring the king through.”

      “Manon said a hybrid had to perform the ritual.”

      Daryn shrugged. “The prince is a hybrid. Couldn’t he perform the ritual to open the gate for the king?”

      “I took her prophecy to mean the prince needed another hybrid with him. He also wanted the Book of the Gods. Do you think he needed that, too?”

      Daryn pursed his lips. “The prince can’t open that book. Even if he has magic and the hybrids have none. You are the only one who can access the book, Shannon.”

      “Then why did Alaric want that book retrieved? He had to have... no, it wasn’t him. He was too young to have instigated the events that sent me fleeing this town. Alaric was a traitor, but he can’t be the prince. Why did they want the book if they couldn’t use it, though? Why not just kill me back when I was living with Kliona?”

      Daryn moved closer to me and slipped his hand around my waist. “You are assuming that they knew you were the one who could touch the book? Just because they suspected you were the okay one who could retrieve it doesn’t mean they couldn’t touch it. We have no idea what the prince knew about you and your mother.”

      I clutched his sides and his leather jacket rumpled in my fingers. There was a security in knowing that no matter what happened that my parafinai would stand by my side. I had never wanted this bond, and I made a mental note to thank Hecate for the gift she had given me. In a world rife with deceit and lies, he was a beacon of stability, and my singular pillar in this crazy life handed to me.

      “I suppose that’s true. Nobody had any idea where the book was or if it could be retrieved. The prince is over two hundred years old, but the book was hidden long before that.”

      Daryn turned to Magnus. “Do you know why Alaric wanted the book? Did you see him conspire with anyone other than Cage?”

      Magnus frowned. “I did not see him with anyone outside the council except Cage. He spent all his free time with that hooligan. I have no idea what he saw in that man.”

      I released Daryn’s jacket. “The prince can appear as anyone. He had to have bestowed that power on Renkath. Alaric may have appeared to be with another council member when it was, in fact, the prince.”

      Daryn huffed. “There are a lot of maybes here. We need to know who the prince is.”

      I touched the pendant on my chest. “Magnus, I was given a crystal from Hecate. It requires necro magic to work, but as you can see, it is black, which means I am in the presence of a hybrid. Tell me how your spell works. It would be helpful for the hunters to identify the hybrids prior to them turning into demons.”

      Magnus stared at the crystal in my hand. “A demon indicator? I have never seen one. The spell for creating that type of crystal is rumored to be in the Book of the Gods, but I can’t confirm that. My spell also requires the user to be a necromancer of greater power. I can teach you or Caleb the spell if you wish.”

      “That is of no use to us. Amalie is making another for Caleb.”

      Magnus stepped back. “Amalie made your crystal? How is that possible?”

      “She was being channeled by Hecate at the time. She has access to the gods’ power while in her body. Maybe the god is simply using her body to create it in our world. I am not sure exactly how it works, but she made it.”

      Magnus nodded. “I see. She is far more powerful that Alaric led us to believe. We assumed she was no more than a pawn and channelers have not been utilized for hundreds of years. I thought her seat on the council was a waste of resources. I misjudged the power of a channeler.”

      “I think everyone did.”

      Daryn stared at the crystal around my neck. “Magnus, move away. I want to test the crystal on Alaric’s body. I didn’t realize the crystal would work after a hybrid has expired.”

      Magnus nodded and moved away, but the crystal remained black. There was a faint pulse of power and I searched the gate for the source, but found nothing.

      Daryn touched my arm. “What is it?”

      “I think the crystal is affected by the gate, or the presence of the breach map. I’m not sure. It’s still black, so I guess it detects a hybrid whether or not he is dead.”

      “Move away from Alaric’s body. I want to know how far away you are before it returns to normal.”

      I walked several steps from Alaric’s body, closer to the stairs, before the crystal in my hand returned to a vibrant blue. It almost glowed in the gate’s presence. Even the hue seemed slightly different.

      Daryn pointed to Magnus. “Now approach her. I am testing every living person in this town until I find the prince and seal the gates permanently.”

      Magnus walked toward me slowly, but the crystal maintained its iridescent blue tone. “It just turns black. That is it?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, it’s simple, but effective.”

      There was a prickly feeling on my skin, and I released the pendant to scratch my wrist. I wasn’t sure if it was my breach magic trying to reconnect, but I rolled my shoulders to try and shrug off the feeling of dread. “Are we sure the gate isn’t damaged? Magnus may have thought Alaric was sabotaging the map, but we should double check.” Daryn’s eyes narrowed on me. “You are nervous. What is it?”

      I hadn’t pegged it as nervous energy, but as soon as Daryn said the words, I had to agree. “I don’t know. Something feels off. Can you test the gate?”

      Daryn knelt down and placed his hand on the edge of the glowing gate. The pulse was small, and the gate glittered as if acknowledging the hunter leader. He cocked his head to the side as if listening to a tune only he could hear. “It is secure. There was no damage to the gate. I can’t test the breach map in this way. Are you able to connect with it yet?”

      I shook my head. “I feel it reaching for me, but my magic isn’t there yet.”

      Daryn stood. “Magnus, you will help Amalie take control of the council. She and Reginald will be here any minute. I trust you will carry out any task asked of you.”

      Magnus’ eyes flickered. It had to be a hard pill to swallow to have Amalie as the new leader of the council. He had suggested handing over power, but he likely assumed it would be Reginald. “I will do anything asked of me, but Reginald is a trusted member of the council. He has supported the hunters and opposed Alaric at every opportunity. Amalie went along with everything her husband asked of her. A stronger head chair may be required.”

      Daryn’s eyes narrowed on Magnus. “Amalie wanted him to take first-chair as well, but he declined. Neither of them want the position, but the hunters have purview over the council till further notice. They will do what we ask of them and Hecate trusts Amalie. That’s good enough for us. Reginald thinks of her like a daughter. He will do everything in his power to help her. Them not seeking power is exactly why we want them in charge.”

      Magnus nodded. “Of course.” His tone was assenting, but his eyes held his disgust.
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      Daryn stared at Magnus for sometime. “Wait here a moment.” He led me closer to the stairs, away from Magnus.

      I touched his cheek to garner his attention. “Hey. What is it? Our parafinai bond feels like a rubber band pulled too tight. You don’t look angry but...” I wasn’t sure how to categorize the emotion I felt from Daryn.

      He cursed under his breath. “Sorry. I feel like I am missing something. I am not really surprised to find out Alaric is a traitor. The prince is manipulative and probably played him the same way he did Renkath.”

      “Renkath was ripe for the picking. His anger over his son’s death had nothing to do with Alaric. He would have let the world go but to see A.J. again. I feel sorry for him. No parent deserves that pain.”

      Daryn pursed his lips. “Shannon, you have to consider the actions that put this in motion. The prince had a long-term plan and planted those seeds many years ago.”

      My eyebrows scrunched together. “You suspect something. What is it?”

      Daryn searched my eyes. “The prince needed Renkath angry. His son’s death and the council’s unwilling to investigate his murder. We already suspect the prince can impersonate people.”

      My heart stuttered as I followed Daryn’s train of thought. “You think that A.J. was killed to make Renkath unstable? To turn him against the council?”

      “There are no guarantees, but think about it. A.J. dies, and that starts Kliona’s mental decline. The prince has likely had an in with the council this entire time, or he simply impersonates one of them to get the information he needs. We know he has powerful magic. He couldn’t have gone undetected all this time without it. The council knew who your godmother was. Everyone did. A.J. was a perfect target. His death destabilized Kliona and sent Renkath on a rampage.”

      “And them not investigating made it worse. But how did they kill him? I was there and saw nothing out of the ordinary,” I said.

      Daryn rubbed my shoulders when I shivered. “This prince has a warlock’s power. Holding a small boy beneath the surface would not be much of a feat. There is nothing in the reports that suggests foul play, but it wouldn’t if magic were involved.”

      “God, I hope you are wrong,” I whispered.

      “I just want you prepared. This prince has been manipulating all of us for years and we have to be prepared for the truth.”

      I nodded. “Okay, but there is something else, isn’t there?”

      “I can’t hide anything from you, can I?”

      I smiled. “It only gets harder, I am told.”

      Daryn glanced at Magnus, who stood staring at the two dead council members. “I want to find out why Alaric locked down the council. Something doesn’t add up.”

      “Lets ask him.”

      Daryn led me back to the main gate. The soft glow from the floor of the gate filtered upward and illuminated the dirt on Magnus’ black robes. “Magnus, I have some more questions about the events leading up to this disaster.”

      Magnus bowed regally. “I am at your disposal.”

      I tried not to let my bias show. The warlock had been the epitome of adversarial with the hunters and me when he believed he had the council at his back. Amalie and Reginald would not support him when this was over and his days in council were numbered. Daryn would have him out now if he didn’t end his power to protect the gate.

      Daryn huffed. “Sure. Tell me why you locked down the council. Why did Alaric shut us out? That coup was never sustainable even if you have two years of supplies.”

      Magnus cleared his throat. “There was a miscommunication between Sarnar and the supplies. They were not in the basement after we locked the chambers down. Alaric was incensed when he found out and asked if we could use the breach map to portal from the chambers undetected to retrieve them. I told him that we couldn’t use the breach map in such a way when it was so unstable.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Do you think that Alaric killed Sarnar because he didn’t do what was asked of him?”

      “Despite Sarnar appearing to go along with Alaric’s plan, he was opposed to the lockdown. Alaric believed he purposely left the supplies on the other side of our shield to force us to come to an agreement with the hunters. But I never suspected him of murder.” He shook his head sadly. “Trust can be a terrible thing.”

      While I found it hard to feel sorry for the older warlock, he wasn’t wrong. How many people had trusted Alaric? Only Amalie seemed to know he wasn’t what he seemed, and she had kept quiet to protect her daughter. My heartbeat fluttered as I thought about the young pretty girl who idolized her father. Maybe Amalie could keep his final words about his daughter a secret. There was no need to hurt Lana now.

      “Did Lana find out about... well, the truth?”

      Daryn sighed. “Yes. Amalie told her already, and I am sure Lana is wondering the same thing we are. Who her father is.”

      “Damn. You would think Alaric’s death could have spared her that.”

      “Nope. He was a total asshole and his daughter gets to go through life knowing the man she called father was a traitor.”

      “Poor Lana.”

      Daryn flicked his hand to Magnus. “While it is likely that Alaric killed Sarnar, that doesn’t explain why he instigated the lockdown.”

      Magnus ran his fingers over the silver lining of his robe. “Alaric said we needed to have complete control of the gate. It was the only true power the council had after the hunters tried to usurp our position.”

      Daryn pointed at Magnus. “We never tried to take anything. You had a goddamn traitor. We suspected it, but we never thought it was Alaric. Nobody in their right mind wants to have the responsibility of the council.”

      “Nobody in their right mind wants the responsibility of the hunters. I am begging to forget what sleep is.” I said before I could sensor my mouth.

      Daryn slipped his hand to the small of my back. “I know. I am asking a lot of you and I am sorry. You aren’t wrong. Leadership is a burden.”

      I shook my head. “That came out wrong. You were meant for this but I don’t think people realize the work it takes to be a good leader.”

      Magnus nodded. “You are correct Shannon. Alaric sought power and wanted the accolades that went along with it, but he was lazy. I took care of most of his duties, along with my own. Part of me will be relieved to give up this position. There is so much more to life.”

      His eyes held a sparkle, and it was the first statement that seemed to excite him. Whatever he thought his future held, he was looking forward to it.

      “Did Alaric say why he needed control of the gate? He must have wanted to do something without the hunter’s interference,” Daryn said.

      “That is my assumption as well. Cage brought him several artifacts but they appear to be missing. I don’t know if the mercenaries took them when they left or if Alaric did something else with them,” Magnus said.

      My gaze moved around the basement. Despite having been there for a while and my eyes adjusting to the darkness, I couldn’t see the far wall. “Is there another room in here?”

      Magnus pointed to the darkness. “There is a supply closet. That is where the food stores were supposed to be. But it is practically empty.”

      “Show us,” Daryn said.

      Magnus flicked his wrist, and a blue flame formed in his hand. The basement lit up and I could see the far wall had a black door. We followed him toward it and he opened it and pulled down the beaded metal-string to the light above.

      The large room was full of unpainted wooden shelves with various colored cleaning chemicals. There were brooms and dust mops stacked in the corner, as well as large packages of toilet paper and paper towels.

      “I am surprised this looks so... mundane. I honestly thought the council would use magic to clean up this place.”

      Daryn motioned to the gate. “It would be unwise to use frivolous magic this close to the gate. The chambers upstairs are warded by the map to allow certain magic within the chambers. The council mandates its members not to use magic in the basement.”

      Magnus nodded. “Daryn is correct. No magic is to be performed near the gate unless authorized by the entire council. Those instances have been rare.”

      Daryn rubbed his chin. “Alaric needed the hunters shut off from the gate. The shield effectively hid whatever he was trying to do.”

      Magnus nodded. “I do not know what his intentions were, but I assume you are correct. The lack of supplies may have forced his hand. I do not know if he was successful in his quest, as the breach map and gate appear to be working.”

      Daryn’s eye flickered. “But they haven’t been. There have been next to no alerts when a demon breaches our world. The breach map has been rendered ineffective, so whatever he was doing was wearing down our defenses.”

      Magnus nodded. “Yes, of course. It has not worked as it should.”

      My eyes moved around the sparse supply room. While the council took measures to ensure the chambers upstairs looked opulent, this place was practically a dump. Since only a council members could access this area, I assumed it was the job of the youngest council member to maintain the cleanliness of the chambers and basement. How ironic. To become a council member, you had to start as a janitor. “There is nothing here except supplies.”

      Daryn nodded. “Alaric had to be poisoning the gate. There was more to this.”

      “God knows how many demons are topside now. With Alaric gone, what do you think the prince will do? What will the king do?”

      Daryn glanced toward the soft glow of the main gate. “He won’t stop now. He is too close, and he has too many pieces in play. Protecting this area is top priority now, and Amalie and Reginald will help with that.”

      “You think he needs to get here with the scrolls?”

      Daryn nodded as Magnus stepped forward.

      “Do you mean the king’s scrolls?” Magnus asked.

      “Yes,” Daryn said.

      “Are you sure they exist?” he asked.

      I picked up a small box on the nearest shelf and peeked inside. It was filled with paper clips and thumbtacks. “The oracles told me the scrolls exist, and we believe they are in our world.”

      Magnus’ eyes widened. “Alaric was more deceitful than I thought. Do you think he had Cage searching for the scrolls?”

      “It’s possible. I plan to ask that lunatic as soon as I catch up with him. You have no idea where he would go?”

      “The mercenary is incensed with me for killing Alaric,” Magnus said.

      Daryn’s eyes narrowed on the warlock. “You said he was heading out before you reached the basement.”

      “Yes, but he must have had some kind of tether on Alaric. He called me before you arrived. He knew I had killed his lover. I won’t bore you with his threats on my life. Needless to say, his descriptions were gruesome.”

      Daryn took the box from my hands and placed it back on the shelf. “Do not dismiss Cage. He is a lunatic, but he is stronger than he looks in the magic department.”

      Magnus rolled his shoulders as if he had been insulted. “Cage cannot break my protections. That magic is the reason I was allowed into the council. Though my connection to the breach map has been severed until a new leader is appointed.”

      Daryn crooked his head to the side. “That will happen soon. You took away his meal ticket. I doubt he actually loved Alaric, but who knows?”

      “You are accurate in your description of him. He was using Alaric, but I think he liked having him as a lover and the money he was afforded by the council.”

      “The council authorized payments to Cage. They must have records of the items he acquired for you?”

      “There are records, but they are not here. I assume those ledgers are at Alaric’s private collection.”

      “Excuse me,” Daryn said.

      Magnus cleared his throat. “Alaric has a private studio. It is not at his home. I suggest you ask Cage where it is.”

      Daryn tapped his tattoo. “I want Cage found now. Cipher, look into Alaric Skinner and his family. He has a private studio somewhere and we need it found now.”

      Cipher’s voice echoed. “On it boss. Do you have any idea where Cage’s team hung out? We may get a lead that way.”

      Daryn tuned to Magnus. “Well?”

      Magnus’ shoulders sagged. “The Chain Male pub.”

      “Cipher, keep digging into Alaric and Cage. Shannon and I will check out this pub tonight.” He cut contact with Cipher and turned to Magnus. “Meet Shannon and I here at six tonight.” He guided me from the supply room and toward the stairs.

      “Where are we going?”
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      My stomach rumbled as I pulled the warm comforter up to my chin. The scent of sandalwood surrounded me before a warm hand slipped over my waist and around my stomach. Daryn nestled closer to me and his erection pressed against my bottom before he nibbled my ear.

      “Tell me we don’t need to get up yet.” I had been asleep on my feet when Daryn brought me to his home early in the morning. His magical caffeine infusion had worn off before we undressed and climbed into his bed. I opened my eyes and focused on the white window with the black blinds drawn. A hint of light accented the sides and illuminated the light gray walls. The sun was going down, judging by the fading light.

      He nibbled on my ear. “I wish we could stay here all day. There are much more pleasurable things I would rather do than meet with Magnus or track Cage, but duty calls. We can grab a quick shower if we get up now.”

      I ran my tongue over my teeth. “I really need a shower and a toothbrush.”

      He kissed my cheek, then rolled from the bed. “I have one in the bathroom for you. Lia added some clothes to our closet for you. You can donate anything you don’t like to the homeless shelter.”

      I sat up, holding the sheet over my breasts. “Lia went shopping for me?” The thought that she would go out of her way for someone she met once was unbelievable.

      Daryn opened the door to the ensuite bathroom. “I gave her your size and my credit card and asked her to get what she thought you would like. I gave her a few specifications. You can let me know what you think after our shower.” He disappeared through the door before the shower turned on and I was frozen under the covers at the thoughtfulness of my parafinai.

      My gaze moved to the walking closet, but the doors were closed. I felt like a kid on Christmas morning and I couldn’t wait to find out what Lia had picked for me. The soft cotton of the cotton sheets slid over my skin as I pulled them back and got out of bed.

      By the time I made it to the shower, Daryn was already inside and was soaping his chiseled body. My eyes moved over him as he rinsed the soap from his face and the water streamed down his abs, taking the suds with it. “I think I won the lottery,” I whispered, not realizing I said it out loud until Daryn wiped the water from his eyes.

      “Considering the burden being my parafinai places on you, I am not sure everyone would agree,” he said as he wiped the suds from his body with his hands. He had no idea how sexy he was standing there with water cascading over his slick body.

      “Then they weren’t privy to the view,” I said.

      He laughed. “You are ridiculous. Stop gawking and get in here.” His not realizing he was so good-looking made him even more so.

      I approached the partially open shower and stepped inside, and slid my arms around his waist. I was behind him and my breasts pressed against his back. “I am telling you the truth. Thank you for asking Lia to get me some extra clothes. That was very considerate of you. There has been so much going on that shopping seemed... frivolous.”

      He turned in my arms. “Having a healthy wardrobe shouldn’t be a luxury and she was happy to do it. I told her to get some things for herself, but she declined. She has a hunter allowance from Mark and her flower shop. I miss having her around.”

      “She doesn’t visit anymore? You seem like good friends.”

      “She is. While hunter deaths are part of our world, sometimes the changes in the team dynamic are the hardest. When we lose a team member, it becomes harder for the family to stay in touch with us. We are a reminder of what they lost. We don’t blame them. The healing process is hard for everyone. I am lucky Lia and I were friends as children. Most of my home-cooked meals in the last five years came from her.”

      “She is lovely. I can’t wait to see what she picked out.”

      Daryn grabbed the shampoo and turned me around before lathering my hair. He moved me under the water when it was time to rinse and an image of me on my knees popped into my mind before I realized the image hadn’t come from me.

      I leaned my head back as the water cascaded over my breasts. “I thought we had to get to the council chambers and I am more than willing to--”

      “Do not finish that sentence. Even if we had time for that, we wouldn’t have time for me to reciprocate,” Daryn said. Though I had my eyes closed, I could feel his eyes on me.

      “It’s okay for me to just pleasure you once in a while,” I said honestly.

      His hand slipped behind my waist, and he pulled me against him. Our warm bodied melded together as if we were two pieces of a puzzle and I opened my eyes. “That will never be okay with me. I love that you find me attractive, but you got the shit end of this deal. We have to put the team and their security first when we are in the field, but at home your needs will always be my only priority.”

      “How do you manage to get sexier the longer I am with you?”

      He kissed me and my hands slid over his hard ass before he released me. “Let’s dry off and get dressed.” He stepped out and grabbed two towels as I turned off the water. I took the fluffy white towel he held out to me before stepping from the shower and wrapping it around my body.

      I went directly for the closet and opened it while Daryn grabbed black boxers from his dresser. My jaw dropped when I saw the magnitude of Lia’s shopping spree. There were dozens of pants, including jeans and yoga pants. The tops were an array of dressy to casual as well, but the skin tight black dress drew my attention. My hand ran over the soft material before I turned to Daryn. “Do I even want to know how expensive his is? It feels like thin velvet.”

      Daryn grabbed his pants from the drawer. “It doesn’t matter how much it costs. You are worth it and it doesn’t compare to the softness of your skin. That red dress of yours looked stunning on you and I hope we eventually get a chance for a proper dinner out.”

      “You mean like a date?” It took me a moment to recognize the emotion that pulsed through our bond. It wasn’t one Daryn experienced often.

      “I’m sorry...”

      Daryn walked over to me with his pants unbuttoned. “Don’t. I expect you to have a life with me and accept our way of life and I haven’t taken you for a single fancy dinner.”

      “The pizzeria was nice. I enjoyed that.”

      He huffed. “While we will definitely go back, recon with the team is hardly a date. You deserve so much more than I can offer you.”

      I leaned against him, hating that my towel was between us. “I am happy. Honestly, for the first time since I can remember. Despite all the craziness. Fancy dinner doesn’t mean squat if you aren’t sharing them with someone you care about. We will get there. I look forward to wearing that dress.”

      His eyes dropped to my lips. “As do I.”

      I winked at him and turned back to the closet. “I can’t believe how much she bought me.”

      Daryn went back to his drawer and pulled out a black t-shirt. “She wanted you to have a decent selection.”

      I grabbed a beige top with white stitching on the scoop neck and hem. The fabric was almost as soft as the black dress and the black capris were of similar quality. Since we only had fifteen minutes to meet Magnus at the council chambers, I flicked my hand and my hair dried instantly. By the time I had my clothes on, Daryn was waiting for me by the door.

      “Ready?”

      I nodded and followed him downstairs to the front door. It took me a minute to realize the differences in his front room. I had no idea when he had done it, but the pictures of Sara were gone except for one of her and Daryn’s parents. “You didn’t have to get rid of her pictures.”

      “I didn’t get rid of them. I put them away. It’s time for me to focus on the future, not the past,” he said as he put on his leather jacket.

      While I wasn’t sure how to feel about his decision, I remembered removing Len’s pictures from our front room as well. It wasn’t because I hated my ex, I just didn’t want to live in the past. My boots and jacket were on and we were walking toward the vehicle when the door shut behind us. Magic had its uses.

      I glanced at the greenhouse with white trim before getting into the passenger’s side of the vehicle. The color seemed brighter now, even though the sun was descending in the sky.

      Daryn closed my door and jumped into the driver’s seat and was pulling out of the driveway lined with small white flowers. I was quiet on the ride over to the chambers. In truth, Daryn lived quite close to the bookstore that hid the council chambers, but my thoughts were on his decision to take down Sara’s pictures.

      Guilt left a bitter taste in my mouth. Daryn’s wife had sacrificed herself to save her students. She was a woman to admire, and I was living the life she had wanted. With the man she had chosen.

      I stepped out of the vehicle before Daryn could open my door and his questioning gaze alerted me that my uncertainty was being shared with my parafinai. “It’s nothing.”

      He took my hand and led me into the bookstore and we both stopped when we found it had been returned to its pristine condition. There was no bookstore worker, but everything had been returned to its original location and the counter that held the register looked like it was brand new. “Looks like someone took care of the restoration.”

      “It wasn’t a hunter?”

      “No. It had to be a council member,” he said as we approached the glamour wall. It made a subtle sound as we entered and found Magnus sitting at the long table, with Amalie and Reginald at his side. None of them sat in Alaric’s seat, and I had to wonder if my childhood friend was hoping Daryn reconsidered his choice to lead the council.

      Amalie stood, smoothing her black robe with blue piping. “Daryn, Magnus informed us of everything that happened. I think it would be best if Reginald took first chair considering my association to Alaric.”

      Magnus’ lip twitched, and I was sure the older warlock had undermined Amalie’s confidence. He would rather work for Reginald than a woman. That I was sure of.

      Daryn shook his head. “No Amalie. You are taking head-chair. Reginald doesn’t want it and it’s up to you whether you choose to keep Magnus on after you fill the other seats. The hunters don’t have time to deal with city issues. We need you running interference with the mundanes. We will handle security for the gate, but the council’s other duties are on you. Cipher has taken over your financial accounts, so you don’t have to worry about any cash flow issues. Alaric lost you seven million in the short time he was in charge of council funds.”

      Amalie huffed. “I have a pretty good idea where the money went. I wouldn’t be surprised if he took control, so he had unfettered access to the council’s accounts.”

      Daryn was quiet for a moment. “I never considered money as a motive. He may have wanted Cage to retrieve something he couldn’t personally afford.”

      Amalie nodded. “He drained our personal accounts and I am sure that money went to Cage. I will hold the first chair until we can hold a proper election. After Alaric’s activities, I want to ensure we do everything by the book to rebuild confidence in the council.”

      Marlin entered and his gaze moved to Amalie before she dropped her eyes. There was no mistaking the regret or embarrassment.
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      Magnus’ lip twitched and though he was the epitome of contrite while speaking to Daryn, he was enjoying Amalie’s discomfort a little too much for my liking. I understood he wanted Reginald to run the council. The older warlock was the obvious choice, but Reginald thought Amalie would be a better leader and that made me trust Reginald even more. Though he had always been one of the council members, my mother had actually respected.

      Marlin waited for Amalie to meet his gaze. “I am at your disposal Council woman Skinner. Alaric and Calder’s bodies have been remanded to our morgue for further investigation. We have a hunter in the bookstore and one patrolling the street. I will remain here until I am relieved by another.”

      Amalie fiddled with her fingers. It was a nervous habit she had when she was a child and she had never outgrown it. “Thank you, Marlin. Do you need anything from me?”

      Marlin’s jaw ticked, and I knew what the leader of team two wanted to ask. How could Amalie leave him, a man who loved her, for a backstabbing prick and who was Lana’s father? He probably wanted to know how she could cheat on Alaric when it wasn’t with him. “No.” His tone was cutting and Amalie’s shoulders sagged.

      Daryn turned to Marlin. “Are we going to have any issues here?”

      Marlin shook his head. “No, boss. The security of the council and the gate are my only priority.”

      Amalie’s tip quivered slightly, but she recovered before Marlin noticed. “We have everything under control, Daryn. I know you have many things to attend to.”

      Daryn nodded and put his hand on the small of my back and led me from the chambers. The glamor wall made a whooshing sound as we passed through, and it seemed louder than it had the last time. I attributed it to my magic stabilizing and hoped I could connect with the breach map soon. Maybe then I could get an idea of what was happening and why the alerts weren’t coming through.

      The bookstore was quiet, and we nodded to Nico, who stood at the entrance guarding the bookstore, as we exited the building. The shops were closing down for the night and I was feeling like a vampire avoiding sunlight. Daryn opened my door for me and I got into the vehicle.

      After he got in the driver’s side, I turned to him. “Where are we going?”

      Daryn started the vehicle. “The Chain Male pub.” He pulled into traffic, which was heavier with so many people getting off work and heading home. Several shop owners were pulling in the chalkboard signs they put on the street during the day with their daily specials.

      I turned on the radio. “I have never heard of it. Is it new?”

      “It’s a gay bar. It opened about ten years ago. But it’s mundane owned and there has never been any demon activity near it, so I have never been there.”

      I pursed my lips. “I’m guessing by the name it caters to the male patrons.”

      “I would assume so, but I’m not sure. The gay hunters tend to pair up. Not unlike the straight ones. While many hunters have short-term relationships with the mundanes, long-term ones are rare.”

      “It’s hard to marry someone you have to lie to for the rest of your life,” I said.

      “Exactly.”

      I cleared my throat. “Well, those men are in for a treat. Don’t be afraid to flirt a little to get the information we need. It works for Indego. I can pretend not to know you.”

      Daryn’s jaw dropped before he snapped it shut. “I am going to forget you said that... for now. But there will be repercussions later.”

      I was well aware of those repercussions would be when we were naked in bed and I looked forward to it. “If you say so, stud muffin.”

      His lip twitched, and I could feel his amusement through the bond. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “Do you think Cage frequents this bar for side hookups? He doesn’t strike me as the loyal type,” I said.

      Daryn’s fingers tightened on the steering wheel. “That’s for sure. The pub is reported to have frequent brawls. I’m told the crowd is rougher. I think Cage chooses team members that share his tastes.” He turned off Main Street, and I watched the houses blur by as I recalled the events of the last few days.

      My heart went out to Amalie for the lie she had been living and Lana for the loss of a father she was told didn’t want to see her right before he died. Alaric didn’t have to answer for the destruction he had caused, and that made the events that much worse. The bastard had gotten off easy.

      Daryn turned onto Derby Street, which was a well-known mundane area. We were only a few blocks over from Spectrum Street, which had the mall and Museum on it. He drove for a minute before turning in front of a large sign with the pub’s name and a logo of a muscular man’s torso holding a sword and wearing a chain-mail hood.

      The parking lot was fully paved and looked clean and well maintained, though there was no shrubbery and the only color came from the yellow paint on the parking curbs in front of each stall.

      The sun was almost down and the streetlights lit up as we exited the vehicle. There were about a dozen cars in the lot, but it held four times that, and I assumed it would be packed later in the night. We walked to the large stainless-steel door that seemed out of place against the black exterior of the building.

      As soon as Daryn opened the door, the music reached our ears. It wasn’t as loud as some clubs, but it was early so that could change later. The door swung slowly closed behind us as we took in the interior of the place.

      It was one large room with a bathroom clearly marked at the back. A long, dark bar ran from one end of the room to the other. A single bald bartender wearing a black leather tank top was pouring a pint of lager.

      There were dozens of tables and all were a dark wood with a lacquered finish. The walls were a light grey, but the dim light made the entire place seem dingy, though there was not a single dirty table in the place.

      Several men turned to look at us and while their stares were appreciative when looking at Daryn, not one smiled at me. I followed behind Daryn, careful to keep some distance between us. Maybe if I looked like a mundane partner, people would think we were off-duty cops or something along those lines.

      Daryn placed both hands on the bar and leaned forward. “Excuse me, I am looking for Cage.”

      I noticed a man at a nearby table turn and look Daryn over. His bald head reflected the overhead light and tight black t-shirt was pulled so tight every thick muscle was defined. He smirked and leaned in to whisper something to the man he was sitting with.

      The bartender flipped the white towel he had used to wipe down a glass over his shoulder and approached Daryn. His eyes roamed over my parafinai with the same appreciation as the man at the table. “I haven’t seen him for a while. What do you need him for?”

      Daryn glanced around the bar. “I want to hire him. He has worked for me in the past.”

      The bartender nodded. “He hasn’t been in for a couple of weeks.”

      Daryn rubbed his chin. “That’s too bad. This is time sensitive. Do yo know where he lives? I haven’t been able to reach him on his cell.”

      The bartender shrugged. “He doesn’t have a permanent address. He usually stays with his boyfriend when he is in town.”

      “Alaric,” Daryn said.

      “Yeah. Not sure where he lives. It’s close by, though.”

      Daryn took twenty bucks out of his wallet and put it on the bar. “Thanks for the info.”

      Daryn turned to leave, but as he reached me, the bald, muscular man stood from the table. “Hey, Sweet Cheeks. If you are looking for a real man, I can help you out. Cage is a total pussy.”

      Daryn turned to face his admirer. “While I agree with your opinion of Cage, I’m not interested.” He grabbed my hand and led me from the bar.” He stopped before we reached the vehicle and tapped his tattoo. “Cipher, Alaric had a bachelor pad somewhere near the Chain Male Pub. One he maintained to keep his activities with Cage on the down-low. It may be where he keeps the artifacts Cage acquired. Find it.”

      “On it,” Cipher said and cut contact.

      I looked up at Daryn with a blank expression. “Where to now, Sweet Cheeks?”
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      Daryn looked down at me, but his lip twitched. “You are enjoying this way too much. You are worse than Indy.”

      My shoulders shook as I tried to contain my laughter. “I know. But it is pretty funny. At least he wasn’t rude. Though as far as pick up lines go, that is a pretty bad one.”

      Daryn shook his head, and we got inside the vehicle before Daryn’s cell phone went off. He picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Amalie.”

      “I need you to come to the council chambers. We have a situation and we aren’t sure how you want this handled.”

      “The council should deal with its own affairs,” Magnus said in the background, and the amusement in Daryn’s face disappeared.

      “We are on our way. Thank you for calling Amalie. The hunters are at your disposal whenever you need it.” He hung up and started the vehicle.

      “I heard Magnus. He is still trying to undermine Amalie’s confidence despite everything that has happened.”

      Daryn pulled from the parking lot onto Derby Street and headed back toward Main Street. “I know. He wants Reginald to be the lead chair and in an open election that might have happened had I not instructed the hunters to vote for Ama when the time comes.”

      I leaned back in my seat. “Shouldn’t people be able to vote on their own? Isn’t that the point?”

      “Normally, yes, but they now know Reginald doesn’t want to do it. So while I said I told them, I mean they know Reginald isn’t an option and no hunter would vote for Magnus. Especially now.”

      “Fair enough,” I said.

      The ride back to the council was quick, and I was thinking I should get frequent flier miles for the repeated trips to the last place I wanted to be. While Amalie held the first chair and I genuinely liked her, too much had happened for me to trust the council and Magnus was still a part of it, for now.

      We both jumped out of the vehicle underneath a streetlight that reflected in the black hood of Daryn’s vehicle. Nico opened the door for us as soon as we arrived and closed it once we were securely inside the bookstore.

      Daryn flicked his chin toward the glamor wall. “What is going on?”

      Nico put his hand on his sica. “A woman from town demanded to speak with the council. She looked pissed and said she was sent as a representative of our community. Amalie allowed her to enter and nobody has come out. If you are here then I doubt Amalie knows how to deal with the situation. Marlin hasn’t spoken to me since he entered the chamber either.”

      Daryn nodded. “Thanks. Amalie has our best interests at heart, which is something we have never had with the council in the past.” He led me toward the glamor wall and it made the same whooshing sound as we entered the chambers.

      The woman Nico had told us about stood in front of the long council table with her arms folded. Her fingertips sparked as if she could barely contain her anger.

      Daryn glanced at the petite woman with short brown hair. “Thandy, what is this about?”

      She turned to meet Daryn’s questioning gaze and while she had an opulent wedding ring on, her gaze moved over Daryn slowly. “This is an outrage Daryn. The town needs to be protected from these hybrids. The hunters can’t protect them. They need to exterminate them. How could you consider leaving them in the mundane community?”

      Daryn’s eyes flickered, and he glanced at Amalie. “Who informed the community about the human hybrids and that we had one under our protection?”

      Thandy pointed at Daryn. “You admit it. You are protecting those monsters. They will all turn and decimate the empowered population. How could the hunters betray us like this?”

      Daryn stepped closer to Thandy, and she took a step back. “I have bled for this town. Lost more than you can possibly fathom. Do not tell me I or any sworn hunter have betrayed you.”

      Thandy put a perfectly manicured hand with pink nail polish against her chest. “I’m scared. The entire community is.”

      Daryn turned back to Amalie. “Did Alaric use mind magic on the entire town?”

      Marlin was standing by the wall and shook his head. “No. There was no mind magic used since I have been here.”

      Amalie shook her head. “Alaric must have set up an emergency call to go out to everyone in town just before he died. He conveniently left out the council and hunters, so, until Thandy showed up, we didn’t know about it.”

      Daryn took a deep breath. “So the entire empowered community is panicking. Great.”

      I moved closer to my parafinai when I felt his frustration. “Can’t Marlin settle everyone.”

      Thandy hissed at me. “You can’t use mind magic on the empowered. It could have devastating effects on us. It would hurt those with stronger abilities.”

      I turned to the clearly angry woman. “I wasn’t suggesting a mind wipe. I was suggesting a calming spell. It’s created using healing magic and will not alter anyone’s memories. My mom used it all the time when I was anxious growing up.”

      Thandy crossed her arms. “That is ludicrous. I have never heard of such a thing.”

      Daryn pointed to the door. “Thank you for informing us of this development. We will get back to you and everyone else once we have come to a decision on how to deal with the hybrids. Please know that any hybrid that kills will be immediately put down.”

      Thandy’s jaw dropped. “You are going to wait until they kill to do anything. How many will die first?”

      Daryn cocked his head to the side. “Are you planning on murdering every mundane you meet? Hell, some of the hybrids could be part of our community. Tell me who you would have the hunters assassinate?”

      Thandy took a step back. “Alaric’s message said you can tell a hybrid from a mundane.”

      “And you believed the word of a traitor. A man that supposedly killed a fellow council member and tried to open the main gate.”

      She blinked rapidly. “No. Alaric would never do such a thing.”

      “Okay, let’s say he died by accident. Are you prepared to kill members of this community based on a hunch that they may or may not be a hybrid? We have one confirmed hybrid. Just one, and she is in custody.”

      Thandy swallowed hard, then glanced at Amalie. “Who is heading the council? Are you maintaining your husband’s chair until an election?”

      While Amalie had appeared to lack confidence earlier, I saw none of the hesitation now. “No. Alaric and my marriage was annulled long ago. Lana is not his daughter. I am heading the council as interm chair until we can hold a formal election. Personally, I feel Reginald would be a better choice in the long run.”

      Thandy nodded. “I agree, and I will tell everyone to expect an election soon.”

      Daryn huffed. “You think a fucking election is our priority? We are days from an all out war. Remember that when the demon horde comes knocking at your door.”

      Thandy’s blue eyes widened. “What?”

      “You and your high society friends want the truth? Well, here it is. The gate is days from falling and the hybrids are nothing compared to what is coming. While you sit here and waste my valuable time, my hunters are trying to stop an apocalypse. I am done candy-coating the truth. You want it. You got it. If we don’t stop the king from rising, we are all going to die.”

      Thandy put her hand to her mouth and looked like she was about to throw up. “I didn’t know.”

      “Now you do. Make sure you tell everyone because if I have to waste more time on this petty bullshit, then it’s time away from finding a solution to avert this war.”

      Part of me felt Daryn had gone too far, but he was right about the majority of the town being in the dark about the demons and the reality of war. The council hid everything and perhaps it was time the empowered knew the true gravity of the situation. It might be the only way they excepted the hybrids if we could find a way to avert our destruction.

      Thandy nodded. “I will tell everyone.”

      Daryn pointed to the glamor wall. “Then go.”

      Marlin glanced at Thandy as she practically ran from the chambers. “Are you sure you don’t want me to start wiping people? I would have to do it one at a time, but hundreds of these interactions will be too taxing on you.”

      Daryn shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. I don’t want any mistakes. Amalie will deal with any future inquiries.”

      Amalie nodded. “I am happy to...” She stopped as an older man in a brown suit entered. “Gerry, how can I help you?”

      The older man wore a stylish chocolate colored suit. His gray hair was thinning, but with the black vest, white cotton shirt and black tie, he looked like he should be in a courtroom. “Is it true? Are the hunters protecting these hybrids?”

      Amalie turned to Daryn. “I am sure he is the first of many. How would you like this handled?”

      Daryn sighed. “The truth. Tell them everything.”

      Gerry glanced between Daryn and Amalie. “Are the hunters running the council?”

      Amalie proceeded to tell Gerry everything that had happened with Alaric and that they were all on the brink of war. She was sure to tell him the hunters were the only thing standing in the way of a demon apocalypse, and sweat beaded on Gerry’s brow before she completed her story.

      Gerry looked like he was about to fall over when Marlin moved to the man’s side. “You okay, Gerry. Do you want me to call you a cab?”

      Gerry shook his head. “Do the hunters need anything? Money, resources. I’m old, but I have children. Grandchildren. They deserve a life.”

      Daryn’s voiced dropped. “Nobody wants a war. We will stop it at all costs, but Alric’s message seems to have been sent with the sole purpose of creating panic and pulling the hunter’s attention from where it needs to be.”

      Gerry nodded. “I own a local distribution center. If you need anything sent to those in our community. Hell, if you need anything at all, you tell me. Whatever I have is yours.”

      Daryn smiled. “Thank you, Gerry. We will let you know if we do.”

      Gerry nodded and left the council chambers, but his eyes were haunted.

      “What if a lot of the empowered community feel like Gerry? There could be members of our community who don’t typically work for the council or the hunters that could help us. We shouldn’t discount any resource available to us.”

      Amalie looked at me with a surprised expression. “Are you suggesting I send out an all alert to our community and set the town straight? It will cause panic.”

      “We have already hit that stage. These two came to the chambers, but many will just build their own theories. If they know we are at the brink of war, they will either offer aid or stay out of the hunter’s way. As long as they don’t interfere, then either option works.”

      Before Amalie could decide on a course of action, another woman entered. She wore an expensive black suit with a fur wrap. “Margaret, I assume you have come about the alert Alaric sent.”

      Her perfect red lipstick pinched at her lips. “This nonsense has gone on long enough. It’s time we took things into our own hands. The council is a joke and the hunters are lazy and afraid.”

      My hand fisted at my sides. “How dare you! We don’t sleep. We barely have time to eat. Since I have been in Spirit Falls, I haven’t had more than a half hour with my son. I have no social life at all.” Was this really what the average empowered person thought of the hunters? All those sacrifices and they were not appreciated?

      Margaret looked me over like I was a bug beneath her shoe. “Who is this woman?”

      Amalie pointed to me. “That is Shannon Peterman. She is Daryn’s parafinai.”

      Margaret raised an eyebrow. “Annette’s mundane daughter?”

      My magic burst from me in a bubble of anger and Margaret’s fur wrap burst off her shoulders as she was forced to take two steps back.
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      My magic pulsed like a churning sea around me and blue lights flickered in the air like electrostatic energy. I likely looked like a madwoman and I could feel my hair rising off my neck. Daryn grabbed my arm and my magic dropped like a live wire being grounded out.

      “Settle down Shannon. Rest assured that Margaret and those like her will be the first to fall when the demons invade. Her fancy clothes and all her money will mean nothing to the demon king. She will barely have time to scream before a Stragoi or something worse feeds on her.”

      Margaret put her hand over her chest. Her long red nails looked like talons, but her sneer fell from her face and the wrinkles around her eyes became far more noticeable. “Why would you say such an awful thing?”

      Daryn released my arm. “Because it is true. The hunters have been under attack for years and our numbers have dwindled. You sit in your expensive mansion thinking you are entitled to it, while hunter after hunter is killed in the shadows so you can keep it. This town is being apprised of the reality. The council was foolish to hide the truth. If this realm falls to the demons, you have only yourselves to blame.”

      Margaret glanced at Reginald. “It can’t be that bad?”

      Reginald smoothed his black robe. The piping on the lining was silver. A subtle way of telling everyone where he expected to be after the election. Though Amalie’s still had blue, Magnus had kept his silver-lined robe. “It’s worse than he describes. The breach map has not been functioning properly for some time, and Alaric attempted to poison the main gate. The result caused Calder’s death and we suspect he killed Sarnar as well, for not following his orders.”

      Margaret turned to Daryn. “I had no idea. I will give you two million dollars to...”

      Daryn’s eyes flickered with blue fire. “Are you fucking serious? There is no amount of money that can stop this. The demons want our world. Financial institutions and all they represent will fall along with our homes and our lives.”

      Margaret’s lip quivered. “No. I will lose everything.”

      “Everyone will, Margaret.”

      “I have a private collection of rare artifacts. It there anything that will help your cause?”

      Daryn huffed. “I am going to guess there are dark artifacts in that collection, but unless you have the demon kings scrolls, then I doubt you have anything of use to us.”

      Margaret put a finger to her lips. “I don’t, but I know someone who might.”

      Daryn’s body stiffened. “Are there more private collectors in town? People like yourself who collect items banned by the council?”

      Margaret nodded.

      Daryn tapped his tattoo. “Cipher, it seems the black market trade in Spirit Falls is more extensive than we anticipated. Margaret is going to give you a list of dealers. Under the circumstances, all magic curators will be immune to penalty for handing over any objects of power that will help us. You will contact them all and tell them what we are facing and get a list of their inventory. The demon king’s scrolls are priority, but if there is anything else that can help us, then purchase the object.”

      “Will do. But really, what difference will they make at this point?” Cipher said.

      “It doesn’t. You are the only person to see the list of dealers. Their identities and inventory will be kept secret from the council to avoid persecution if we are successful in averting the apocalypse.”

      “Will do.”

      Daryn pointed at the door. “Margaret, send that list to Cipher now. Then Nico will escort you to the Hotel. You will be a target after this. I don’t wish anything to happen to you while we chat with your friends.”

      “Why would I be a target?”

      Daryn shrugged. “To many people have died. You have sensitive information and I have no idea how the demon prince is getting that info. We will protect you until the crisis passes.”

      She swallowed hard. “Thank you.” She took out her phone and there was a chime as she sent an email. “I emailed Cipher, our group, as well as my personal inventory.”

      “Thank you Margaret. Nico will escort you to safety. Marlin will walk you out.”

      Marlin held out his arm regally and Margaret took it before he escorted her from the council chambers, but her eyes were just as haunted as Gerry’s had been when he left.

      I touched Daryn’s arm, “I am not going to lie and say I like that woman, but she may have really helped us.”

      Daryn was quiet for a moment. “There is nothing other than the scrolls that could help us, but if one of the collectors has even a piece of a scroll, it is essential we acquire it.”

      Amalie glanced down at something on her table. “I have thirty additional requests for a meeting. We need to get the word out about this. “

      “Do it,” Daryn said.

      Amalie typed a message into a panel I couldn’t see on her desk. My phone chimed a minute later, and I took it out to read the alert, which disappeared as soon as I did.

      “How did that message disappear?”

      “It’s magically tied to our community. You have to be empowered to read it. We use cell phones as everyone has one, and as soon as it’s read by the recipient, it’s gone.”

      “That’s good. Amalie said the hybrids are considered human and that they will fight for us if needed. Are you sure that was wise?”

      “I want to sow the seeds of acceptance. If we win, we will have hundreds, maybe thousands, of hybrids left in our realm, and we are not slaughtering them because they have dormant demon genes.”

      “I agree,” I said.

      Amalie’s panel beeped then several more times. “Shit.”

      “What is it Ama?” I asked

      “The townspeople are going nuts. Most want to support the hunters in any way possible, but the consensus so far is that the hybrids can’t be trusted, and while nobody is saying we should kill them, they don’t want them near the hunters or your facility. Keep in mind that many hunters have non-hunter family.”

      “Do they honestly believe I would put my hunters in danger?” Daryn asked incredulously.

      Amalie sighed. “This isn’t about you, Daryn. I don’t think it matters what you say. They are not going to protect the hybrids. You will have to keep their identities a secret. At least for now.”

      “Then they can’t fight for us. Perfect. Make sure that every able-bodied person in town gets the draft alert.”

      Amalie’s eyes widened. “You are enacting the draft.”

      “I am. Tell them to be ready when Cipher calls.”

      Amalie nodded. “What are the parameters?”

      “Able-bodied men and women between twenty and forty years old. Those outside the age specification may volunteer. They will report to Cipher with their magic abilities after they receive the alert.”

      Daryn put his hand on the small of my back and led me from the council chambers without another word. Marlin was waiting for us in the bookstore when we passed through the glamor wall.

      Marlin flicked his finger toward the door. “Nico is escorting our guest. You were laying it on a little thick in there. I thought we were hours from the apocalypse for a moment there.”

      I glanced between the men. “You planned this?”

      Daryn shook his head. “No, but once I realized the town had been brought into this, I decided to try and use it to our advantage. We have access to the entire magical black market and a lead on a scroll. Cipher will make sure that list doesn’t fall into the enemy’s hand, but it had to transpire where I could see the remaining council members. If the prince is impersonating one of them, he couldn’t make a move in front of me.”

      I touched the crystal on my chest. “It wasn’t black the entire time we were in there.”

      “Yes, but all the council members remained on their side of the table. You weren’t close enough to effect it, and I have no idea if the demon prince can combat that crystal. The human hybrids don’t have magic, but he does.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Marlin glanced at his phone when it beeped, and his eyes widened. “You enacted the draft?”

      Daryn nodded. “The townspeople do not want the human hybrids to be involved in the fight, even if they choose our side. I won’t assassinate innocents for their heritage.”

      Marlin’s breath left his lungs in a rush. “This is going to get ugly, despite them knowing we are on the verge of all out war. I will prepare the report for the mundane military. The release will go out on your orders.”

      “Good. If our townsfolk are pulled into this, then the entire world is. Hopefully, it won’t come to that, but they might as well be ready. They took their security for granted, and now they will be called to fight if the demon king rises.”

      Marlin frowned. “If he rises, do you think it will be enough?”

      “No, but I think deep down everyone would rather die fighting for their loved ones, regardless of the outcome.”

      My thought wondered to the imp back at the facility. “Even if we win, they will never accept Kenji. It doesn’t matter that we wouldn’t have half the information we do without her or that her species doesn’t kill. If they won’t accept innocent hybrids, then they will never accept her.”

      Daryn nodded. “I am aware of that. She will have to be housed at the facility for life and if we get to a point where we trust her outside, she will need to be accompanied by a senior and be in her disguise as a human female.”

      “True. The people will never trust the hybrids or our imp... unless we could come up with a spell that shows intent. A way to know if someone with demon blood would hurt you. One every witch or warlock could perform. We could use it to test them.”

      Marlin nodded. “That might work. It’s ironic that we need this for humans who have done nothing wrong when there are both empowered and human alike who are complete monsters, despite their demon heritage.”

      Daryn huffed. “Your right. Get Lochlan working on a spell. It may be a long shot, but perhaps Kenji can help him. She likes spending time with our master.”

      I smiled. “She does. I think it’s good for Lochlan too. He seems to forget he is also a man.”

      Daryn turned, as if listening to someone. “Belay that order, Marlin. Lochlan already talked to Kenji. He told her about Caleb’s shadow cat to see if she knew anything about them and Kenji was terrified. They were originally created to kill demons and enhance the skills of their chosen.”

      “Okay, but why shouldn’t Lochlan work on the spell?”

      Daryn turned to me. “Because Sphinx already knows how to test for intent. She doesn’t attack anyone who fights Caleb in the ring. Only someone who has the intent to kill him. Caleb may be able to test for intent in all people. Not just human, empowered or demon.”

      “How do we use a shadow cat to create a spell?”
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      “I don’t know yet,” Daryn said as I glanced around the empty store. It seemed like such a waste to have all these books and nobody reading them. They discouraged the mundanes from coming to the store and I wondered why, when they had no way to pass through the glamor wall. It would be a simple thing to set up a shelf in front of the wall and put an aversion spell to that corridor.

      I hadn’t thought about it when I was young, but it felt like the empowered community was segregating the mundanes as if they were a lower class of human and the reality that humans could be hiding demon genetics, that dissension would grow. We had to find a way to stop the dissent from spreading. Alaric had known exactly what he was doing when he sent out that alert. It had taken a slight crack and turned it into a chasm.

      Daryn grabbed his phone when it chimed. The muscles in his jaw tensed as he read the message. “For Christ’s sake. We haven’t even left the building yet, and the council wants me back.”

      I glanced at the wall behind us. “What is going on?”

      “It seems the townspeople are willing to accept the draft easier than allowing the hybrids to remain part of the community. It seems there was a second alert with pictures of a hybrid killing a mundane.”

      Ice slithered over my skin. “Oh, no.”

      “They want a spell to identify hybrids, but they also want a kill order for any positive result.”

      “Dear God. How do we prove the hybrids are still human until they kill?”

      “We have to go back to the council. I have instructed Luther to bring Esme. I know Magnus is against the hybrids, but even though Amalie and Reginald are going along with my request, I am not sure they believe the hybrids aren’t a threat.”

      “In fairness, they are a severe threat once turned, but that is like treating a patient for a disease they might contract? It doesn’t work that way and it isn’t like these people are suggesting a vaccine or inhibitor. They want these people assassinated.”

      Daryn cocked his head to the side. “An inhibitor is a great idea. I don’t think you can vaccinate your own genes, but if there was a way to keep the demon genes dormant, even if exposed to the king’s essence, that would go a long way to bringing the townsfolk around.”

      “We will work on it, but we need people to see the hybrids as human and not demon,” I said.

      Daryn text into his phone. “I told Amalie we are coming back with Esme and will discuss protocols for the hybrids. We have to put this in place now. It’s only a matter of time before someone in our community comes up with a spell to identify them and if they attack the hybrids, we could end up turning them.”

      Marlin swore under his breath. “I was trying to figure out why Alaric threw the hybrids under the bus like this, but now it makes sense. He wants our community to hate them and give them no choice but to side with the demon king. They will be virtual slaves, but they will be alive.”

      Daryn nodded. “That’s what I think too. He set this plan in motion prior to his death, and we can’t be sure if we have unearthed all his surprises.”

      Marlin glanced at the glamor wall. “Amalie should investigate the alert system and make sure there is nothing in the queue.”

      “I did, but she thought it was fine until the pictures were distributed. She is new to this position and has not been trained. Magnus is answering her questions, but he is not offering information. Reginald looks like he wants to strangle Magnus. I just don’t have time to deal with their petty differences right now. If Magnus proves untrustworthy, I will remove him but not for disagreeing with my choice for first-chair.”

      “I suppose that is fair, but I don’t like him.”

      Daryn skipped his hand on the small of my back. “Who does?” He led me to the glamor wall, and it made the familiar sound before we entered the chambers again.

      Amalie stood up. “I am sorry and know you have more important things to do, but the community is up in arms. I thought the draft would bother them, but with the pictures of the hybrids attacking humans coming less than a minute after the draft alert, they are more worried about the hybrids adding their strength to the demon horde.”

      Daryn turned when Marlin entered the room. Amalie glanced at her former lover and looked down. “I need to be sure that no more alerts are going out. Magnus, I trust you will ensure that there are no more surprises. If you are not here to advise the council, then you are useless to us and should leave.”

      Magnus’ jaw ticked before he got up. He moved in front of the breach map. “Amalie, if you would be so kind as to unlock the security measures. I will double check there are no further alerts planned.”

      Amalie waved her hand, and a message board popped up. I had no idea how the map and the lead chair were connected, but I had the feeling my childhood friend was now more powerful than ever. “There are no alerts listed.”

      Magnus flicked his hand to the side. “This is why you need training to lead the council. There are subsidiary categories to the alert system. We don’t always want the same alert sent to all factions of our town. We can segregate them to council members, hunters and townspeople.” He pressed an icon, and another menu popped up. There were photos of the behemoth with several hybrids. “I will delete these so they are not distributed in an hour.”

      Amalie’s shoulders sunk. “I am sorry Daryn. Alaric never shared any information with me concerning his duties as first chair. Even though the map accepted me as interim first chair, I don’t know all the functions.”

      “It’s like a computer system. I mean, it looked like that inside when I was connected with it, but it operates like a high-tech system.”

      Marlin huffed. “Makes you wonder how the first computers were created, considering this map has been around for over a thousand years.”

      I turned to the leader of team two. “You think someone ripped off the tech? Or idea behind it?”

      He shrugged. “That or they implanted the notion in mundane minds. I have always found the tech explosion in the eighties highly suspicious.”

      Magnus shut down the breach map menu as Luther and Esme entered the chambers. The hybrid was noticeably uncomfortable and considering her last experience here, I could understand why.

      Luther’s eyes roamed over the council, daring them to say a single unkind word to his charge. His hand was on the small of her back in a possessive way and I wasn’t sure it was because Daryn assigned him to Esme.

      Daryn pointed to Esme. “She is a hybrid, and she has been activated, but we are experimenting with bloodbane and other suppressants to keep her human. Hecate has confirmed they are human until they kill.”

      Amalie nodded. “I know this.”

      “Yes, but being told something and seeing it for yourself are two different things. Esme is here to answer your questions honestly so we can put protocols in place for the unturned hybrids.”

      Magnus grunted. “They will all turn, eventually.” I had no doubt he believed what he was saying and most of the town agreed with him. Luther stepped forward. “You are a moron and if you continued with your disparaging comment, I will ask you to step outside so we can discuss this in private.”

      Magnus opened his mouth, but Daryn held up his hand. “You are already walking on thin ice. Your views on the hybrids are clear, but we will not tolerate your prejudice.”

      Magnus snapped his mouth shut. “I will follow the directives of this council, whatever they may be.”

      Daryn glanced at his angry hunter. “Amalie, I think we need a hunter liaison. Perhaps you would like Luther or Marlin to be a representative on the council to come up with appropriate procedures where the hybrids are concerned until their crisis is over. Luther is monitoring all aspects of Esme’s progress and will report her abilities and appetites upon the council’s request. We will hide nothing about her.”

      Amalie glanced at Marlin, then back to Luther. “Since Luther appears to have a vested interest in Esme’s wellbeing, I suggest he take an interim seat. We need the help to protect the gate, anyway. What do you mean by abilities? The hybrids are human. They possess no demon abilities.”

      Daryn shrugged. “Esme has the strength of three men. We don’t know if she has other abilities. Our interest in having the hybrids work for us was not just because they would be a part of our world as mundanes.”

      Amalie nodded. “They could have other abilities as well, then.”

      “It would be ludicrous to dismiss their potential. The demons want them for a reason. So should we.”

      “I see your point.” She turned to Esme. “It looks like you will represent the hybrids. I understand you never wanted this and I’m sure those like you will have a similar view, but it seems your species will have to choose sides.”

      Esme laughed without humor. “No human would choose to be a demon. I will do whatever is necessary, including die, to stop from becoming a monster.” There was no way to dismiss the truth of her words, and Luther flinched.

      Cipher’s voice cut through the dead silence. “Boss, I found Alaric’s bachelor pad. It was in his mother’s maiden name. It’s located in a mundane building. I have texted you the location.”

      Daryn nodded. “Shannon and I will check it out now.” He tapped his tattoo to sever the connection. “Luther, if you have things under control here, I would like you to call your team in so you can relieve Marlin’s.”

      Luther nodded. “I will make the call.”

      Daryn steered me from the Council chambers, but I caught Marlin staring at Amalie. Everyone had noticed her response to Daryn’s question. The leader of the council would prefer a hybrid and a hunter to Marlin. Did she hate him that much? Or was it something else?

      I was lost in my thoughts as Daryn took my hand and led me through the glamor wall. We nodded to Nico and headed for the door at the entrance of the bookstore and exited the main door.

      I sat in the vehicle and put my seatbelt on and waited for Daryn to get into the driver’s seat and start the engine before my lips moved.

      “Are you sure that Marlin and Amalie didn’t see each other after her and Alaric stopped... having relations?”

      Daryn pulled onto Main Street and kept his eyes on the road. “I am not sure of anything anymore. I have no right to pry into his personal life. Even if they had an affair, it has no bearing on hunter business, but I honestly can’t see it. He loved her and maybe part of him still does, but he really isn’t the type to sleep with another man’s wife. He didn’t know about the annulment. None of us did.”

      I stared out the window as he drove and was surprised when he turned off the vehicle. “I didn’t realize it was that close.”

      Daryn chuckled. “It wasn’t.”

      I stared at the tall white building with white stucco. It had brown trim and was not high end by any means. “This looks a little low-end for Alaric.”

      “I am guessing that is one of the reasons he has it. Nobody would look here for him. The Chain Male pub is just a few blocks over. To our knowledge, there are no empowered people living here except Alaric.”

      “He doesn’t live here, though. Not really.”

      Daryn got out of the vehicle. “We will find out.”

      I exited and zipped my jacket up tight as the wind whipped my hair into my eyes. It was dark, and the clouds covered the moon, but as droplets of rain touched my cheeks, I was glad we were heading inside. This was not a night to be out.

      We jogged to the bright light above the front door and glanced at the buzzer. The parking lot was empty except for two other older dark vehicles and I wondered where the people in the dozen or so apartments were parked until I saw the underground parking sign.

      Daryn glanced at the panel and placed his hand on several buzzers. It took all of three seconds for someone to unlock the lobby door. “Let’s see what Alaric was up to.”
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      The sparse lobby of the apartment building consisted of one brown leather couch that had several rips in the cushions and a cracked glass coffee table that sat before it. There was a plastic plant in the corner, but one side of it was faded from being in the sun.

      We went to the elevator, and Daryn pressed the button to call the lift. There was a whirling sound as it descended to the main floor.

      I glanced at the two doors opposite of the entrance. One had a plaque with the name office and the other said stairs. The elevator chimed, and we entered as the doors opened.

      Daryn hit the button for the third floor and the metal doors slid shut and light music played as we ascended in the dark brown and mirrored elevator. It bounced as we reached our destination and I considered the stairs might be a better option on the way down.

      We exited the elevator, and I followed Daryn down the hall to apartment six. He knocked, but leaned toward me. “There is nobody inside.”

      The apartment next to us opened and a young man with blond hair and a surfer cut exited. “There is nobody home. He left a while a go.”

      Daryn smiled at the young man. “Alaric was here?”

      “No. His boyfriend Cage.”

      Daryn looked the young man over. He had on a plain white t-shirt and held a uniform of some sort in his hand. “I gotta be honest. Cage owes me money. I would pay for information on his activities.”

      The young man snorted. “I am not surprised. Cage is a total asshole. His boyfriend is almost as bad, but at least Alaric never hits on me. Just because I am gay doesn’t mean I don’t have standards.”

      Daryn’s jaw ticked. “Yeah, that sounds like Cage.” he took out his wallet and handed the young man five hundred dollars.

      The young man looked at the money in surprise. “Holy shit. That will give me enough for rent this month.”

      Daryn smiled. “I am glad. What is your name?”

      “It’s Lee.” He quickly put the money in his wallet.

      “I appreciate you talking to us. When did Cage leave?”

      “Twenty minutes ago,” Lee said.

      “How often were the men here? It’s my understanding Alaric had another house.”

      Lee shrugged. “Alaric was pretty tight-lipped about his personal life. He is arrogant and I avoid both of them when possible. I hate living beside them. They are... loud, but I can’t afford anything better right now.”

      “Alaric passed, which is why we are looking for Cage. I doubt Cage will take over the apartment.”

      Lee took out his cell phone and began texting. “Thanks for the info. I have a friend looking for a place and if he can get his application in before the manager lists it, I could get a decent neighbor.”

      “Our pleasure. How often were they here? Did Cage stay here much on his own? Did Alaric?”

      Lee finished his text, then put his cell phone back in his jean’s pocket. “Not often. When one showed up, the other wasn’t far behind. They had a weird schedule. They would be here for a week straight, then they could go as long as two weeks without being here. The walls are thin, so I know when somebody is next door.”

      “Alaric gave me a key, so I will leave a note for Cage. Thanks for your help, Lee.”

      Lee smiled. “Anytime. I have to get to work, but you know where I live, so feel free to pop by anytime in the afternoons.”

      Daryn nodded to Lee before the young man turned and headed for the elevator. Daryn flicked his hand and unlocked Alaric’s door and opened it before I followed him.

      I was about to comment on how nice Lee was, but the words died on my lips as Daryn flicked on the lights. There was no couch or TV in the living room. Instead, it was full of tapestries I didn’t recognize. Leather straps hung from the walls and there was a large shelf full of vibrators, sex toys, and lotions. “I think I might throw up. When Lee said they were loud, I thought he meant they played their music too late at night.”

      Daryn’s gaze roamed over the array of BDSM equipment and the lone queen bed with black crumpled sheets. “I don’t really care what people are into, but there are no artifacts here. I had hoped he was stashing his acquisitions here.”

      I pointed to the closed door. “That must be the bathroom. Let me check it.”

      Daryn put his hand on my shoulder as I stepped toward the door. “Let me.” He ducked through the door and was back out in under a minute.

      “Is there anything there?”

      He shook his head. “Things I wish I could unsee, yeah. But nothing to do with the supernatural world.”

      I pointed to the bench with leather cuffs attached. “So, this is just a sex den.”

      “Pretty much. Let’s check the shelves and the closet. If we don’t find anything, we will head out.”

      I went to the lone closet while Daryn put on his gloves to move various toys out of his way so he could access the two drawers in the shelving unit.

      I opened the slatted wooden door of the closet and my gaze skimmed past the clothes on the hangers to the satchel on the floor. I knelt down and moved the leather loafers in front of it and pulled it from the closet.

      It wasn’t heavy, so I unzipped the leather case to find a laptop inside. “Jackpot.” I picked up the case and took it to the lobe counter in the corner beside the fridge. It didn’t look like the men ate here much, as there was nothing on it.

      Daryn joined me in the small kitchenette. “Excellent. Plug it in. Cipher will download everything in there and delete anything pertaining to our community.”

      I placed the laptop on the beige counter and grabbed the power cord before plugging the laptop into the wall. The small green light came on immediately. “It still has a charge.” I flipped it open and the command for the password popped up.

      Daryn tapped his tattoo. “Cipher, we found a laptop in Alaric’s bachelor pad. I need you to hack in and retrieve the data.”

      “On it. Connect me.”

      Daryn waved his hand, and I felt a pulse of power and a tug on the link before a series of dots moved over the command box on the laptop. The screen flickered before a picture of Cage with no shirt on the beach popped up.

      Other pictures popped up of things neither Daryn nor I wanted to see before Cipher cut through the silence. “You could have warned me this is a porn hub.”

      Daryn scratched his neck. “Sorry. I don’t envy the deep dive you are about to do, but at least you didn’t have to visit the sex den.”

      “You owe me pizza at Marta’s. Make that for the entire crew.”

      “Agreed,” Daryn said before Cipher cut out.

      Daryn closed the laptop. “He is in and there is nothing else of use to us. Let’s put this back and return to base. I want to have that chat with Caleb.”

      We returned the laptop to the satchel and put it in the closet before exiting the apartment. I pressed the button on the elevator. “Tell me we never have to come back here.”

      “Not if I can help it,” he said as he entered the lift.

      The drive back to the facility was quiet, and I found it difficult not to dwell on the explicit nature of Alaric and Cage’s relationship. I focused on the facility when we passed through the glamor that made it appear as an abandoned school. We parked out front and exited the vehicle at the same time.

      Daryn took my hand and waved to a young cadet with red hair similar in color to mine, who stood by the front door as we entered. The girl smiled, but her gaze returned to the area surrounding the base.

      We passed a few cadets in the hallway on our way to the main elevator, and I noticed everyone was wearing full leather gear. I pictured Daryn in full leathers, then the ass-less chaps I had seen on Cage in one of the photos on the laptop.

      Daryn grunted as the elevator opened. “Never going to happen, sweetheart.”

      “Sorry. That place was a bit much. I think you will look good in your leather pants, though.”

      He shrugged. “So will you.”

      I blinked. “What? I don’t have any?”

      The lift moved quickly downward. “You will before we leave. We are grabbing a few pairs for both of us. I haven’t worn them since I was in my twenties and donated them a long time ago,” Daryn said.

      I hadn’t been to the supply room. Just when I thought I had seen most of the base, there was something more to it. “This place is like a small city.”

      Daryn chuckled. “Its not fancy, but it does have everything we need. There is also a large greenhouse on the property and a secondary bunker for nonperishable food storage.”

      We exited the elevator, and I realized we were on the second floor. “I thought we were going to see Caleb.”

      “We are. He is currently in his assigned suite.”

      “I forgot he had one. I keep expecting him to go home. Hopefully, Jeremy isn’t getting lonely.”

      Daryn arched an eyebrow before stopping at suite number 226 before knocking. “Come in,” Caleb yelled.

      We entered to find my son laying on a perfectly made bed. He wore a full black outfit, but his pants weren’t leather. Which reassured me there were no plans for him to encounter demons anytime soon. He was watching something on his iPad and had his headphones on. Sphinx was curled up beside him sleeping and her fur moved slightly with her breathing.

      He sat up quickly when he realized it was us and not one of his friends. “Mom.”

      “Hey sweetheart. I wanted to check out your new digs.”

      My eyes roamed over the tidy room. With the single beds on either side and one main desk in the middle with a shared computer, it reminded me of a dorm room. Though the pictures on Caleb’s walls were of landscapes instead of a celebrity crush. His room was immaculate as well where the dorm rooms I’d seen were always littered with take out bags and textbooks.

      Caleb ran his hand over Sphinx’s fur when she meowed at his quick movement. “Yeah. It’s pretty good. There is a pool and hot tub and we have access to 24/7 food.”

      I glanced at the small closet on either side of the room. “There is no bathroom?”

      “There are several on this floor and more beside the sauna.”

      I pointed to the empty bed. “Who is your roommate?”

      “Thule. He just went up to grab us some snacks. The girls are coming over to watch a movie,” Caleb said.

      Daryn frowned. “You have a rec room for group activities. Are you still having issues with your squad due to the events with Sphinx?”

      Caleb pet the cat and she stretched out she he could reach her belly. “No. The team loves her. Even Lars has made a complete turnaround. Sphinx loves him.”

      “Then why the intimate gathering?” Daryn asked.

      Caleb sighed. “It’s not the team, it’s Sphinx. She goes person to person and has to meow and talk to every one of them. She doesn’t do it when we are training. It’s like she can tell it’s our off time and wants to visit with everyone. When there are just a couple of us, she does her... thing and goes to sleep quicker. When the entire group is together, she doesn’t finish her rounds before the movie is over. It’s distracting.”

      I coughed into my hand, unsure if I should tell my son he had literally described his toddler years. “Honey, you were the same way. You went to a Chinese restaurant with Len and I when you were three and when I came back from the bathroom Len was leading you back to the table. You decided you wanted to meet everyone in the place. Maybe Sphinx is young. She looked tiny before her transformation. You may have to wait for her mental maturity to catch up to her body.”

      Caleb nodded. “Maybe. I hope that’s it.”

      Daryn moved closer to the bed and pet Sphinx. The loud purring echoed around us and I marveled how she could create such a sound from her small body. I’d had a cat growing up. Her purr was quite soft. “We actually came to ask you about Sphinx. She is able to determine the intent of those around you. We need something similar for the hybrids. The empowered community is scared of the human hybrids, and I don’t want any incidents. If we can provide a spell or way to discern a hybrid’s intent, it would go a long way to easing the rising tension in Spirit Falls.”

      Caleb ran his hand over his short military cut. “I have no idea how she does what she does. Cipher sends me anything he finds on Shadow cats and Lochlan is looking into it as well. If I can find a way to help you, I will. Let me talk to Jeremy about it the next time we go home.”

      “Why Jeremy?” Daryn asked.

      “Her power comes from the veil. That much I know. This connection was created through death. I know she is with me for life and that our life force is connected. I feel it when she... uses her powers, but I don’t know how to tap into them.”

      Daryn took his hand away from Sphinx and the cat complained. “Thank you, Caleb. That would be extremely helpful.”

      Th door opened before Thule entered with a tray full of pizza and drinks. He stopped and looked at Daryn like he had done something wrong.

      Daryn pointed to the desk. “That looks heavy. You should put it down. I am going to show Shannon my suite. Enjoy your evening gentlemen.”

      I winked at Caleb as we left. “This place just gets better and better.”
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      I was about to turn toward the elevator when Daryn turned me toward the pool. “Where are we going?”

      “The supply room is on this floor next to the pool. We will grab our leathers and head up to my suite,” Daryn said.

      “I didn’t realize you kept a suite here. I thought you just had the office and crashed on the couch.”

      “That’s true. I haven’t held one here for over ten years, but one couch is not good enough for you. We will spend some nights here while Caleb is in training and I don’t expect you to share a couch. I took one of the senior suites and we will move some of our things in when we have time. For now, we will just have the clothes we grab today and what the suite comes with.”

      He led me through a door marked Supply room and into a large room of shelves. It reminded me of the shelves at my favorite jeans store. Except every style came is black, but the sizes were arranged under the various styles and marked as male or female.

      The shirts were on another shelf but appeared to be unisex, as were the belts, hats, and sunglasses. As I moved down the row of shelves, I found sports bras and tight shorts. The same outfit I had seen Indego in. “Wow, you have everything but underwear.”

      He motioned to the drawers at the back. “In there. They are plain cotton and all black, but we do have everything. Grab everything you will need.” He grabbed two large black bags from a hanger on the wall. “Put your clothes in here.” He passed me a bag before starting to grab leathers from the pants section of the male shelf.

      I started with underwear and bras before moving to t-shirts and pants. I grabbed the leather pants but got cloth as well for when on base. Then I moved to belts and took a leather bomber that was identical to the rest of the team. I remembered it was reversible and had to admire the ingenuity of who designed it. Once I was done grabbing everything I would need, I turned to find Daryn leaning against the front door. “I think I have everything, but what if they don’t fit?”

      “We can exchange them. You can try them on in our suite to make sure.”

      “This is super convenient.”

      “We have little time for shopping. We cut corners for the teams when we can.” I slung the bag over my shoulder, but it was bulky and quite heavy. Daryn took it from me and slipped the strap over his shoulder.

      I folded my arms. “I could have carried it.”

      He moved to the door and opened it. “Come on. Let’s get these stowed away.”

      I exited the supply room, and he followed me. We passed the rookie doors, but none were open and I assumed my son and his friends weren’t the only ones taking some time to relax. The elevator was waiting when we arrived at the doors and they closed as soon as we entered the lift.

      It was a quick ride to the main floor and Daryn led me to the suite labeled A1. “What does that mean?”

      “Alpha one is my designation as leader of the hunters,” Daryn said as he opened the door.

      “What is Lochlan’s designation?”

      Daryn pointed at the door across from his. “Master. We always have a leader. We are not always lucky enough to have an active master.”

      “Lochlan is our neighbor?” I winked at Daryn. “I like it.”

      He chuckled as he entered our suite and closed the door after I followed him. We both hung our jackets on the hooks by the door before investigating the rest of the suite.

      I assumed it would be similar to Kenji’s, but it was more like a small apartment. The living room had a brown leather couch and matching chair as well as a big screen T.V. mounted on the wall. There was a side table and matching coffee table to the open floor plan.

      The kitchen was to the side, but unlike Kenji’s, the kitchenette had a full sized fridge and stove as well as a small dining table and four chairs. I followed Daryn to the bedroom and found the queen bed and the single dresser were similar to Caleb’s, only with a larger bed.

      We had passed the bathroom and while it only had a shower, sink and toilet, it was all immaculate. I opened the bag of clothes when Daryn dropped them on the bed and began pulling out the undergarments. “There is only one dresser. We can hang the clothes, but do you want the top two drawers or bottom two for undergarments?”

      “I only need one. I will take the bottom.” He grabbed the pairs of leather pants and was walking to the closet when I shared a picture of him on the bottom. Of course, I was on top of him and he stumbled and put his hand on the closet door. “You keep that up and we won’t be grabbing a shower.”

      I sighed. “I thought I was getting the hang of blocking you. Looks like stabilizing my power means you get to see yourself naked on the daily.”

      He hung the leathers in the closet that had been completely empty before hanging a few t-shirts. “I like the images you share with me.”

      I put my undergarments in the top drawer and then some belts and hats in the second. “Yeah, because they are always of us having sex. You would think I outgrew my horny teenage years by now.”

      Daryn slid his clothes to one side of the closet when I brought mine over. He took out a pair of pants and hung them up. “I love that you can’t wait to be alone together. It’s hot as hell.” He motioned to the pants in my hands. “Try those on. The leathers are less forgiving than the fabric. If those fit, the rest will be fine.”

      I handed him the bag of clothes and he continued to hang the items I had chosen as I unzipped my pants and pulled them down. The leather fabric was sticky as I slipped it over my hips, and I had to wiggle a bit to get them in place. I fastened the button and zipped them up. “How are they?”

      “Do a couple of lunges in them. Make sure you have full mobility.”

      I did as he asked and had to admit they were far more comfortable than I expected. I had tried on a leather skirt once and it had barely moved when I walked around in it and had ended up returning it. “They are good.”

      Daryn finished hanging the rest of my clothes. “Good, now come here so I can take them off you.”

      I smirked at him as I moved closer. “Pervy, but I like it.”

      He chuckled and grasped the hem of my shirt before pulling it over my head. He unfastened my bra and dropped it to the floor before his gaze roamed over my naked breasts. “This is a good look on you.”

      I rolled my eyes, and he unfastened my pants and slipped them off my hips, taking my underwear with them. “Now you.” I pulled off his t-shirt and kept my eyes locked with his as I removed his pants. His erection sprung from the fabric as soon as I slipped his boxers from his hips. “Someone is eager for that shower.”

      “You aren’t the only one who feels like a teenager at times.” He took my hand and led me to the small bathroom with a single shower. He turned on the water while I waited and checked that the water was warm before motioning for me to get in.

      We soaped up and rinsed off quickly as the shower was difficult to maneuverer in with two people. After we toweled off and he wrapped the damp fabric around his waist, I followed him back to the room. He cocked his head to the side and I could tell he was listening to someone. It was likely a member from another team, as I couldn’t hear the conversation.

      My eyes roamed over the defined muscles in his back and I sent him an image of me on my knees in front of him. He snapped his tattoo. “I will get back to you.” He turned, with blue flames flickering in his eyes.

      I dropped my towel to the floor. “Remember when I said you were eye candy?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “I think I would like to have a sample.”

      He dropped his towel, and his thick erection was at full attention. “I don’t serve appetizers. You will have a seven course meal.”

      My skin tingled as I approached him and skid my fingers over his chest. “I am hungry. Get on the bed and lay down.”

      His eyes pulsed, but he did as I asked before holding his hand out for me to join him.

      He lay back on the bed, but sucked the hard bud of my nipple into his mouth as I leaned in to join him. I moaned low, arching my body toward him, to give him better access to my heated skin. His hands roamed over my back as he tugged at my breast and sent a flood of liquid between my legs. He moaned as if he loved everything about me, then moved up my body, running his hands over every lush curve, mapping the luscious canvas for all time.

      “I want to taste you.” My magic pulsed through our bond with my urgency, and he released my breast and lay back with his head on the pillow. I had missed this connection. The raging force between parafinai. I hadn’t realized it had been so adversely affected by my unstable magic until it began to return. The same desire was reflected in the warlock eyes before me.

      The muscles in his legs tensed as I wedged them apart and knelt between them. I was careful to keep my flaming eyes locked with his as I took his shaft in my hands. My fingers couldn’t connect over his thickness, but I squeezed them together, applying enough pressure to make him growl low in his throat. The muscles in his chest clenched, and he felt a coiled spring beneath my grip.

      My hand worked him until his breathing became uneven. It was a rare sensation for a man who was never without breath. The air stilled in his lungs when I bent my head and licked his throbbing head. Each muscle coiled like steel springs, pulled to their breaking point as my mouth enveloped him. The hot shaft pulsed beneath my lips as he gripped the bed cover. He groaned as I sucked and licked his shaft as if he was my favorite dessert. And he was.

      When his breathing became rapid and uneven, I released him and moved on top of his body, positioning him at my slick entrance before lowering myself down on him slowly. His breath left his lungs in a rush and he gripped my hips as he filled me. The roaring pleasure that streaked through my core was shared with him as I began to move. He fought the instinct to take control, recognizing that this moment was mine, and allowed me to increase the tempo of my ride.

      I moved up and down his cock, rocking my hips, taking him deeper and deeper into my body until my core began to tighten. God, I loved him. I anchored my hands on his chest, quickening my pace, thrusting down on him harder and harder. I cried out as I came, clamping down on his shaft like a fist, taking him with me before I collapsed on his chest.

      When our breathing returned to normal, he slid me to his side and grabbed a blanket that was folded at the base of the bed and slid it over us. I was drifting peacefully and wasn’t sure how much time had passed when Indego’s voice echoed around the room, snapping my eyelids open.

      “Boss, I need help.”

      “What’s up Indy?” Daryn asked

      Indego cleared her throat. “I need you to talk to Kaine.”
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      “Come to my base suite. Cipher and Kaine can join us in an hour. That will give you time to explain what is going on,” Daryn said to Indego.

      “I will make the arrangements,” she said before she cut out.

      Daryn rolled to the side of the bed. “Sorry, Red. I hoped to let you sleep a little longer.”

      The bed moved as Daryn got up, and I admired his perfect ass before slipping from the covers. “No need to apologize. How come I didn’t hear Indego’s call. I heard her talking through you, but it was like she was on a different channel.”

      “She used a secure link. Anyone can do that, including our team, but she rarely uses it. I don’t think she had ever excluded Kaine before. Whatever is going on is bad, or she wouldn’t involve me.”

      I grabbed a set of black cotton undergarments from the top drawer and Daryn pulled on his boxers. The tightness in my chest made me scratch the skin beneath my necklace before Daryn put his hand over mine. “That’s me.”

      “Your nervous. Or worried. You trust Kaine, don’t you?”

      “Absolutely. With my life. You have no idea what Indy and her twin did for our team. The sacrifices they made and the power boost they gave everyone of us, but Indy wouldn’t go behind her brother’s back if his life wasn’t in danger.”

      I went to the closet and took out the leather pants I had tried on when we arrived. “I assume we are going out later?”

      “Yes.”

      I pulled on my pants as Daryn did the same. “If Kaine had put his life in danger, you give him shit. I get that. But why do I feel like an elephant is sitting on my chest?”

      Daryn grabbed a black t-shirt and pulled it over his sculpted torso. “We have strict rules, Shannon. If he broke certain rules, I will have no choice but to sever him from the hunters.”

      My fingers paused in the armholes of one of the T-shirts Daryn had hung up for me in the closet. “What? You can’t do that. His grandfather was wrongly accused and look how that ended.”

      “I would never sever anyone unless the proof was irrefutable, but I can’t rewrite our laws. Not even for Kaine. Indy knows this, so if she contacted me directly, it’s bad.”

      “We will sort it out. Severing Kaine can’t be an option.”

      “I hope you are right.” He went to a security panel located next to the bedroom door and tapped it. “Have one of the rookies send coffee and assorted pastries to my suite.”

      “Yes sir,” a young girl replied before Daryn tapped the panel again and the light on it dimmed.

      “We have room service?”

      Daryn nodded. “Just for seniors on the main floor. None of us use it much, but I have requisitioned another chair to be delivered from our storage warehouse. We need five going forward.”

      “You have a storage warehouse on site as well?”

      “Yes, but it only contains furniture, clothing and other items that are barely worth protecting.”

      “Hunters version of a department store. Nice.”

      Daryn made the bed while I finished getting dressed and putting my hair into a ponytail. I loved that he didn’t expect someone else to do it despite having hundreds of hunters who would be happy to carryout mundane chores for him.

      The knock at the door had Daryn jogging to the suite door, and as I entered the living room, he and a young rookie were placing trays full of food and various hot drinks on the kitchen counter.

      “Thank you Zeb. I will contact you if we need anything else.”

      “Sure thing, Daryn.” Zeb nodded to me before he exited the suite.

      I approached the trays on the counter. There were doughnuts, bagels, and various pastries, but there were also several breakfast sandwiches. While Daryn had asked for coffee, the drink tray held over a dozen drinks that included hot chocolate and tea. “That is quite a selection.”

      Daryn motioned to the trays. “Take what you want. The rookies are... eager.”

      “To please you. I get it. They probably love the fact you have taken your suite back.”

      He grabbed a black coffee from the drink tray and a breakfast sandwich, then sat at the table. “You are going to need caffeine for this meeting. Trust me.”

      I grabbed a cup of tea and a bagel with cream cheese. “The variety is nice.” After joining Daryn at the table, I took a bite of my bagel and the creamy cheese melted on my tongue. I took a sip of tea after I swallowed my bagel and the suite door opened.

      Indego entered with her hair rumpled and unkept. It was the first time she looked rattled since I had known her. Since I had literally seen her run after a behemoth demon, that was saying a lot. “Hey.”

      I handed her a coffee. “You want something to eat?”

      Indego accepted the coffee but refused the food and sat down as I joined them at the table. “I am sorry to put this on you at a time like this, but I need Kaine focused on hunter business right now and he is slipping.”

      Daryn sat back in his seat and grabbed his coffee. “Tell me what is going on.”

      Indego leaned over the table and, since she hadn’t bothered to remove her leather jacket, the zipper clicked against the table. “I thought he was seeing someone. Usually they aren’t the kind of woman that last so he doesn’t introduce me, but it wasn’t that.”

      Daryn took a sip of his coffee. “What is he up to, Indego?”

      “Kaine had been investigation our parents’ murder.”

      Daryn sat forward. “What? How?”

      Indego shrugged. “I guess Sam left notes and files for Kaine. He kept everything on the down-low. I had no idea what he had been up to until now. He has been sketchy as fuck lately and I just found out why.”

      “Tell me,” Daryn said.

      “He found the assassin who killed our parents in Cape Cod.”

      I swallowed the chuck of bagel in my mouth. “Why there?”

      “Apparently, he had been hired to do a job there and was living there as part of the arrangement.”

      “What arrangement?”

      Indego glanced at me. “To keep tabs on, Shannon. He was surveilling her for years. He admitted to watching her and reporting to a contact here in Spirit Falls. The assassin was paid to kill our parents, but he was mundane. He had no knowledge of the supernatural world.”

      “Does Marlin need to wipe his memories? I’m sure Kaine’s questions referenced our community.”

      Indy looked down. “The assassin didn’t survive Kaine’s interrogation. He is already on the way back from Cape Cod and on his way here. The assassin’s body is in his trunk.”

      Daryn shook his head. “He killed a mundane without authorization. He admits to it. You know what the punishment is for that infraction.”

      She nodded, and tears dusted at her eyes. “I do. So does Kaine. He is coming to explain everything and says that everything that happened is on him. He will accept whatever punishment you decide, but there are extenuating circumstances. This mundane was not innocent.”

      Daryn placed his coffee cup on the table. “I will listen to everything he has to say before making a decision. But I can’t make any guarantees about his future as a hunter.”

      Cipher entered the suite ahead of Kaine with a chair in his hand. “Zeb was delivering this, so I brought it in.” He dropped it at the table but eyes moved to Indego before he grabbed a coffee from the tray on the counter and sat down.

      While Cipher’s face was red with anger, Kaine’s was stoic. He leaned against the counter and crossed his legs. It was as if he expected to be expelled from the team he considered family.

      Daryn met Kaine’s stare. “You killed a mundane without my authorization?”

      “Yes,” Kaine said without remorse.

      Daryn huffed. “You should have told me you were investigating your parents’ death. If you had proof that this man carried out the assassination, I would have authorized his death.”

      Kaine flinched. “I didn’t interrogate him with the intention of killing him. I planned to bring him back alive.”

      “Tell me what happened. How you found this guy and why you felt Indego should be excluded from this interrogation.”

      Kaine looked down and while he didn’t have any remorse for the death of this assassin, he knew he had wronged his twin. “I asked Cipher to give me his address once I had a bead on him. I promised to bring him in alive and told him I would tell you everything. This is all on me. I kept Indy in the dark because I still haven’t figured out who the assassin’s contact is in Spirit Falls.”

      “Killing an innocent mundane is grounds for severing. You better convince me that this was your parents’ killer to avoid that punishment, but either way, it will be severe.”

      Kaine swallowed hard. “I deserve whatever punishment you deem fit. I broke the hunter code and I have no excuse. Honestly, even knowing I would be severed in that moment, I still would have done it.”

      “Jesus Kaine. It’s like you want to get bounced from the team,” Indego hissed.

      Cipher took a sip of his coffee. “Wait for the rest, Indy. You or I would have made the same decision.”

      Daryn’s eyes narrowed, but he motioned to Kaine. “Tell me everything.”

      Kaine nodded. “Indy has already told you that he was hired to kill my parents. Once I found him, I had Cipher hack his records. He has an offshore account in the Caymans. We have the correspondence between his contact that he was hired to kill the Frosts and arranged their accident. He made a whole fifty thousand for that job.”

      Indego’s lip quivered, but she said nothing as her eyes remained on her brother.

      “Go on,” Daryn said.

      “He was hired by the council, but he didn’t know what the Darkwind council truly was. He believed it was a secret criminal organization. My parents’ assassination was his first job for the council, but he has taken care of others over the years. He is older and had retired from his more murderous proclivities, but was still surveiling Shannon until she came here.”

      Daryn rubbed his chin. “If this guy has been working for the council for almost forty years, Alaric did not hire him. Cipher, are you running down these communications and looking for his contact?”

      Cipher nodded. “As we speak.”

      “We allowed ourselves to be distracted by Alaric’s treachery, but he was always a puppet. We need the prince. He is the true traitor. He has been orchestrating the creation of his children and putting all the pieces he needs in place for this insurrection.”

      Kaine nodded. “There is more. I had my blade to his throat and Cipher, going through his computer files. He went by many names but hadn’t taken on a hit for several years due to his age. He was asked to take one final job and they would consider it his final commitment in his contract.”

      “What was it?” Daryn asked.

      “To kill Shannon,” Kaine whispered.

      Daryn stood up. “He had a hit on my parafinai and you took that kill?”

      Kaine flinched. “Yes. There was no way he walked from this alive, but you are right. I should have brought him in.”

      My heart stuttered as the realization that someone wanted me dead chilled my blood. Indy put her hand on my elbow when my breath left my lungs in a rush.

      Silence consumed the room like a silent wind, and Kaine met the angry gaze of the hunter leader.

      “What did the assassin report on Shannon?” Daryn asked though his fists remained at his sides.

      “He had had pictures of her since she was eighteen. Her job. Her and Len. Caleb from the time he was born. He even took pictures of Caleb in school and Shannon at her various jobs. On all accounts, Shannon appeared mundane. The assassin contact asked him to look for anything unusual, but she displayed nothing supernatural despite not knowing she had a tail.”

      Daryn moved his hand over his head. “This guy was dead the minute you confirmed he killed your parents. The hit on Shannon was immediate, so it warrants you killing him, but it does not warrant you keeping me or your team in the dark about your activities. You are demoted to level two for three months and all the extra duties that go along with it. You will also attend Master Lochlan’s next ethics class pertaining to the chain of command. Any further disregard for our rules will result in a more severe punishment.”

      Kaine nodded. “That is more than fair. Thank you.”

      Indy stood up and smacked her brother’s chest. “You got off easy, you fuckhead. I am getting really tired of the men of this group. Daryn excluded, not trusting me. We are supposed to be family.”

      Kaine cleared his throat. “I have no excuse, Indy. I won’t betray you again.”

      Simon leaned back in his seat. “You aren’t mad at him. You are mad at me.”

      Indy whirled on the man she had been in love with for years. “Trust me, there is enough anger in this body to go around.”

      Simon stood. “I fucked up Indy. I couldn’t get past Rose’s death and when the truth came out, I treated you like shit. That was on me, but I am moving past what happened. I hope you can too. You know I love you.”

      Indego stepped back. “It’s too late for that. We are teammates. I will fight for you. I will die for you, but only as a hunter. We can’t go down that road again.”

      Simon flinched. “We never tried before, Indy.”

      She shook her head. “I did. You just ignored me.” Her hand moved between her and Simon. “This is never going to happen.”
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      Nobody spoke, but Kaine looked like he was in more pain than Indego. He rubbed his chest and kept his eyes on his twin and I had to wonder just how deep their twin bond went.

      I didn’t envy Daryn the situation we found ourselves in. He had busted Kaine down to level-two status and would inform the other team leaders of his decision. I didn’t know what duties being a level-two added to Kaine’s curriculum, but knew he would still be responsible for his role within our squad. Sleep was going to be a luxury for the male Frost twin in the next few months.

      The panel beeped before a voice echoed through the suite. “Boss, we have a report of an attack at deep pond. Do you want to take it or should I send Marlin’s team?”

      “I thought we had the lake shut down. How did a mundane get near it?” Daryn asked.

      “It wasn’t a mundane. Our own crew was attacked while finishing up the cleanup in that area. All demon bodies were burned, but there were a few small animals missed in the initial sweep. The thing just about took his leg off. It took three hunters to get the tentacle off of him.”

      Daryn closed his eyes. “A tentacle. Did they see how big it was?”

      “No sir. It remained underwater except for the single appendage.”

      “We are on our way. Is the cleanup crew on their way back to base?”

      “Yes sir. There was poison in the barbs. Kranston is meeting them in two minutes to administer the anti-venom.”

      “Excellent. We are leaving now.” Daryn turned to his squad. “This isn’t over, but we need to work. That was a water demon and we need to find out which kind and how long it has been here. Can we shelve the personal business until later?”

      Indy and Simon nodded, but Kaine looked unsure.

      Daryn turned to Cipher. “I need you at your post. Once we get the information on this thing, I need you to extrapolate its age and origin if possible.”

      “It’s a demon. The origin is the underworld.”

      “I know that, but if it took three hunters to dislodge one tentacle, it has been here for at least ten years. Start digging into deaths in that time frame. Any that are suspicious or have unusual markings.”

      Cipher glanced at Indego, then nodded before leaving the room.

      Indego rolled her shoulders. “I will ride with my idiot brother. As his senior, I feel it’s my responsibility to educate him on his ethics and literally bust his ass for the next three months.”

      Daryn cleared his throat. “Kaine, I don’t envy you the road ahead. Make sure you don’t forget she outranks you when speaking to her in a hunter’s capacity.”

      Kaine shook his head. “I wouldn’t dream of it. I deserve whatever she dishes out.”

      Kaine went to the door and opened it for his sister. “Senior Frost. May I escort you to the lake?” Kaine asked in a contrite manner.

      Indy folded her arms. “Yes, dickwad Frost, you may.” She left and Kaine closed the door after her.

      Daryn grabbed his jacket, and I did the same. “The next three months will be a nightmare.”

      “If we don’t stop the demon prince, the family drama will be of little concern,” I said as I slipped my boots on and pulled my leather pants over them.

      “True.” He opened the door and stopped to accept an unusual cord from Luther, who was escorting Esme down the hallway. I exited our suite with Daryn close behind me as he put the strange rope in his jacket pocket. We went to the vehicle and were driving toward the lake in under a minute.

      The parking lot at Deep Pond Lake was much tidier than the last time I saw it. The bodies were gone with the exception of a small pile of leaves and a few partially rotten rats; the hunters had done an amazing job of restoring the park to its natural condition. Indego and Kaine were standing in front of their vehicle as we parked and I could see her lips moving and Kaine nodding until we turned off our engine.

      We exited the vehicle and met up with the Frost twins before Daryn motioned to the water. “Where was the attack?”

      Indego led us to the edge of the beach. There were drag marks in the sand and a few drops of dried blood.

      Daryn glanced up at the sky. The dark clouds drifted in the night, making it hard to differentiate the time. “Cipher, I need a scan of the lake. Anything larger than a beaver in the water.”

      “On it,” he said as his key strokes echoed around us. “Yeah, we got a water demon on the far side of the lake. It’s avoiding you.”

      “How big is it?”

      “It’s hard to tell when it’s submerged, but I am going to guess it’s the size of a dump truck.”

      “Damn it. How did this get missed? It had to have been here for hundreds of years to reach that size. There had to be hundreds of deaths.”

      The clicking noise continued before Cipher spoke. “There have been deaths over the years, but all have been drowning. There are no partially eaten carcasses or evidence of a demon. Someone had to feeding this thing?”

      Daryn cursed under his breath. “The demon prince. It must be one of his offspring. If he can control them then yeah, it makes sense he was bringing the Leviathan it’s dinner on most occasions.”

      “He had to be. The lake is almost devoid of life. It has cleaned out the fish and small mammals. It’s feeding on the animals that venture close to the water because it has to.”

      I touched Daryn. “How do you know this is a leviathan?”

      Indego sighed. “It’s the only water demon that grows larger than a horse. That and the venom. It’s the worst water beast we could face. They are super durable and we can’t drain the lake this time.”

      Daryn stared at the far shore of the lake. “It’s starving. Either the prince has stopped feeding it to force it to attack anyone it comes in contact with or he has been tied up and is close to making an appearance. Either way, this thing goes down now.”

      “What do we do?”

      Daryn moved his arm in an arc. “Leviathans store food above and below ground. It’s got a cache somewhere around this lake and we need to find it. If it were completely out of food, it would attack us despite knowing that we are far more powerful that the cleanup crew. It’s hungry but not suicidal... yet.”

      “So it eats its victims and can tell we are empowered. More than a little power,” I said.

      “Yes, but it feeds on fear as well as flesh. It doesn’t just kill its victims. It tortures them first.”

      There was a splash and a squawk from the other side of the lake before the silence. “Did it just grab a bird?”

      “A duck. The rest of the flock is moving on.” She pointed to the fluttering wings as the rest of the flock continued to squawk in anger and fear.

      Daryn pointed to the east end of the lake. “Kaine. Indy. You go east. Skirt the edge of the lake, but be careful. It will come close to the edge, but it will always keep a few tentacles in the water and they move quick as long as they have access to water. Shannon and I will go west. We meet on the other side if none of us find the cache.”

      Indy and Kaine started jogging toward the east side of the lake as Daryn and I headed west. The Frost twins movements were perfectly in sync and I couldn’t imagine either as a hunter without the other.

      There was a trail close to the water’s edge and Daryn kept his eyes glued to the soft ripples close to the edge as we navigated the trail. My boot slipped on a patch of slick dirt. But Daryn caught me before I went down. Still, the twinge in my back reminded me that cross-country was a young woman’s game, and I sent a burst of healing energy into my lower spine. My magic warmed me and cocooned me in a sense of security.

      “You okay?” Daryn asked, as he kept his eyes on the water.

      “Yeah. It’s just old age...” My gaze moved to several circular white objects covered in dirt not far from where we stood. “What are those?”

      Daryn turned to follow my gaze, then went over and knelt down so he could brush the soft dirt from the circular objects. The mud made a sucking sound when he pulled it from the ground. “These are leviathan eggs. It’s a female but these are unfertilized. They turn black when they are viable. She is looking for a mate. Her food cache will be close to her nest.”

      I noticed an unusual piece of driftwood sticking out of the mud before realizing it had a hoof. “Like that?”

      Daryn followed my gaze. “Exactly like that.” He tapped his tattoo. “We found her nest. Double time to our position. We will start destroying her eggs to try and draw her out.”

      Kaine’s voice echoed around them. “Do you want me to start sending radar into the opposite end of the lake so she moves toward you? There is a better chance of attacking you if she loses some territory.”

      “Good idea. Just make sure you are close to our position before you release a sonic wave on that side.”

      “Not my first rodeo...” Kaine said before Indy interrupted.

      “Shut it, rookie Frost,” Indy snapped.

      “My bad, senior Frost.” Kaine said contritely.

      “This is going to go on for three months?”

      Daryn nodded. “Indego is making sure he understands the consequences of breaking the rules. Seniors should know better.”

      The boom echoed around us and birds squawked in the trees as Kaine and Indego emerged from the trees. Their eyes landed on the dirty white eggs. “Damn,” Indy said.

      “What do we do next?”

      Daryn took out the rope he had grabbed from Luther. “This is for you Indy. Be careful.”

      Indego’s hand trembled as she accepted the cord. “I didn’t realize this was my birthday.”

      Daryn nodded. “You are better with that thing than any of us. Just keep it on the leviathan. You know how dangerous that is in the open.”

      I stared at the benign-looking rope like my parafinai had lost his mind. We considered a gun an inferior weapon to the sica, but he thought this braided cord was dangerous. I had never seen anything like it, but Indego held it as if it were a live snake. The question I wanted to ask died on my lips as the blue tentacle breached the surface of the water.

      The thing that rose to the surface looked like someone had spliced a shark and an octopus. The barbed tentacles slapped the water as more emerged and reached toward us.

      Kaine brought his boot up and slammed it down quickly on one of the dirty eggs. The crack vibrated over the leviathans scrams as black goo splashed against his pant leg.

      The large body of the leviathan crested the water and the whistling sound preceded a thick, snaky tentacle as it whipped toward Kaine.

      He ducked and rolled forward as Indego’s hand glowed over the braided rope. It seemed to grow in her hand, coiling over itself as it became longer and longer.

      When the leviathan’s angular head completely emerged from the water and its tentacles lifted it over the ripples of waves. Daryn’s protective magic flared out, and a tether tied around the beast’s head, but there were no cuffs. The leviathan thrashed against the magical rope that attempted to hold it in place.

      I knew how tethers worked and what Daryn was doing was not reasonable and no hunter could create a cuff large enough to coral the leviathan. He had less than a minute before the massive water beast broke its binding.

      Indego began to move her arm in a circular motion as the rope in her hand turned into a glowing blue lasso. The idea of tying the leviathan up like a calf seemed ludicrous, but I had to trust my team to know what they were doing. I fed power into our bond and the tether Daryn created began to thicken, holding the leviathan in place as it screamed and its bright blue tentacles attempted to reach for us.

      “Now!” Indego screamed as Daryn dropped his tether and Indego’s lasso launched toward the leviathan. It circled the large beast’s head on her first attempt, but I still couldn’t fathom her intent until she yanked hard, and the lasso tightened.

      Every rope I had ever seen in the rodeo tightened on the animal it intended to incapacitate. I had never seen one sprout razors within the circle, while cinching down on its prey.

      The leviathan screamed at the blades, bit into its rubbery flesh, and sawed through bone and tissue as if it were fresh bread. There was a gurgling noise from the large demon before the lasso went dark and Indego snapped her arm back.

      The demon’s head slid from its body as the tentacles twitched around it in the shallow water.

      Indego coiled the corded rope up and it returned to its original size before she handed it back to Daryn. “That was the best moment of my life. I love those things.”

      Daryn took the rope and tapped his tattoo. “Cipher, make sure nobody comes near the lake. We need to sift through every drop of this water to ensure there are no babies. We can’t assume they didn’t get a male in the lake. They don’t grow as big and don’t need to be as mature to fertilize a female’s eggs.”

      “On it, boss,” Cipher said.

      I stared at the twitching mass of tentacles. “What do the babies look like?”
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      Daryn knelt down beside the crushed egg with black goo inside. “They look like eels at first. They are small and burrow into a small water mammal and consume it from the inside out. Due to this way of concealing themselves, they are difficult to ferret out when they are immature.”

      Cipher’s voice echoed around us. “The town had been made aware of the suspected infection at the lake. I sent an alert to the mundane authorities that a corrosive agent was introduced into the water and the area is unsafe and the skin condition due to exposure could be fatal.”

      “Good work,” Daryn said.

      “There is more. Kliona is on her way to you. As soon as I warned our community that we killed an adult leviathan, she put two and two together.”

      Daryn dropped his head. “Damn. We will head back to the parking lot now. I don’t want her near the nest.”

      The events on the beach when A.J. died played through my mind as we walked toward the beach area where A.J. died. He had smiled before he jumped from the swimming dock and done a cannonball into the water. He had jumped far enough that there was no way he should have come up anywhere near the floating raft. “It was the demon. The leviathan killed A.J.”

      Daryn nodded. “I assume the prince had used magic, but A.J.’s death put several plans in motion. It sent both Kliona and Renkath off the deep end and ensured you left town. It was a catalyst, but A.J. had no visible marks on his body, so the leviathan was instructed to kill him and not eat him.”

      “Just hold him beneath the swimming dock so he could scratch at safety but never acquire it.”

      Daryn nodded. “They feed on fear as much as flesh. I am sorry, Shannon.”

      Memories of A.J. laughing on the beach and teasing me about sunglasses played through my mind. I had thought them stylish, and he had called them girly. I had laid out on the towel and watched him in his final seconds, never suspecting a monster lay beneath the dark water.

      The leviathan had shown miraculous control. There had been at least eight kids in the water surrounding the swimming raft that day and it had waited for A.J. How did the demon prince communicate with a monster like the leviathan? Could the prince turn into any demon like its father could?

      My return to dark memory lane was interrupted as we exited the trail. A tan Mercedes was pulling into the parking lot and its brakes screeched to a stop. Cipher was right. Kliona was disregarding Daryn’s command, and her grey-haired head popped out of the driver’s door a second after she parked.

      The wind blew her perfect quaff to one side as she approached us. She wore a black suit that was complete perfection, as was her makeup, and I wondered what her plans had been before she received the alert about the lake. “Tell the truth,” she demanded.

      Daryn stopped us at the edge of the beach and parking lot. “That you disregarded my order to stay away from the lake? Sure. You are in breach of hunter safety protocol.”

      She glanced down, but her grief was unmistakable. “I am and I apologize. Just tell me the truth and I will leave you to your investigation.”

      Daryn sighed. “We found a leviathan in the lake. It was over two-hundred years old so, yes, it is likely the monster that killed A.J.”

      Kliona flinched and nodded. “Was he targeted? Was his death a ruse to discredit Shannon?”

      Daryn huffed. “You need to stop blaming Shannon for A.J.’s death. Everything that has happened to us, including the Talbot’s death, was orchestrated by the demon prince. While it’s true that your son’s death was instrumental in destabilizing you and Shannon, the demons needed Renkath off his rocker. Your son’s death did far more damage to him.”

      She nodded. “It’s true. He was never the same after. But none of us were. I feel him sometimes.”

      I stepped closer to Daryn. “A.J.”

      Kliona nodded, and she looked haunted. “I couldn’t stay in our home because I felt him and never saw him. He died at the lake, so I assumed I was imagining it, but his things are all at the house, and whenever I tried to remove his items... things would happen.”

      “You experienced disturbances at your house after his death?” I asked.

      Kliona nodded. “I saw nothing, but surely you have felt it by now.”

      I grunted. “There are lots of ghosts at your former home. I assumed they were attached to the items stored there. But I have never seen A.J.”

      Kliona frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “I know what A.J. looks like. He isn’t one of the ghosts. Did you store anything there prior to his death?”

      “No. I had to pay the bills after I moved to the new apartment, so I tried to rent it out, but every tenant reported... issues and I ended up having to rent it as a storage facility.”

      Daryn’s eyes flickered with a blue flame as a gust of wind blew a small twig over his boots. “You allowed a necro to move into a house you knew was haunted? You should have reported the disturbances and made sure it was safe.”

      Kliona’s ruby lips pursed. “I didn’t know Shannon was a necro. I can’t explain the thing that happened. A tenant would move in and their things would... move. They always moved out within a month of the rental, but I always had them sign a lease, so they were responsible for a year of rent.”

      Daryn huffed. “Dishonesty seems to be part of your makeup. You should have told us Renkath was A.J.’s father a long time ago. We would have put the pieces together sooner. We still don’t know who the demon prince is.”

      Kliona ran her hand over her hair. “Renkath asked me to keep our affair a secret. I did. After A.J. died, we were never together again, but he was sure A.J. hadn’t drowned on his own. My son was an excellent swimmer and everything Renkath found pointed to a conspiracy. He was right, and I believed him. It just wasn’t what we thought it was.”

      “Did you petition the council for the truth as well?” I asked.

      Kliona shook her head. “Renkath told me not to once he was discredited. He feared there were was a traitor on the council, but he never assumed it was demonic. Or at least he never told me that.”

      Daryn stared at Kliona as if he was trying to figure out her reasoning. Had it been my son, there was nothing that would have stopped me from finding the truth if I suspected foul play. She had let Renkath deal with the council and take the hit when they disagreed with his findings. “Kliona, the council may not have believed your son was targeted, but he was, and this lake was seeded by a leviathan on purpose. They don’t grow this size overnight. This thing was out here over two hundred years ago, so the current council would have no knowledge of its origins. Still, the attack on A.J. was controlled. The demon was careful not to leave a mark on your son’s body.”

      “There should have been signs. And I believed my son was still here in a way. At the house. But again, the council thought my claims were due to my loss and refused to investigate further,” Kliona said.

      Daryn glanced out over the water. “I understand the council assuming A.J.’s death was from natural causes. There was nothing in the report to indicate otherwise, but you had multiple occurrences from several people at your home of unnatural activity. Those reports should have been investigated. Each and every time.”

      Kliona huffed. “They were. The first few times the council took me seriously, but the last couple of times made me feel like I was making it all up.”

      “A necromancer should have been called to your home to search for paranormal activity. Had those reports been investigated properly, they would have revealed the ghosts residing at your former residence? Shannon is fortunate they do not have evil intent or you would be brought up on charges.”

      Kliona pointed at Daryn. “I called the council numerous times and reported those disturbances. Magnus came to the house five times and reported no activity. He practically threatened me the last time and said that if I kept wasting his time, he would pull my realtor’s license. We aren’t all made of money like you, Daryn. I had bills to pay and couldn’t afford to lose my lively hood when listing my house was not an option. And yes, I tried that once, but whenever there was a showing; a pipe burst or a window broke just before. The repairs were costing me too much, so I stopped trying.”

      My heart stuttered as I replayed what she had said. Magnus. He is a powerful necromancer. He should have known about the ghosts.

      Kliona waved her hand negligently. “I told you they hid when other people are around.”

      I believed her. She had no idea what she was saying, though. That was possible with anyone except a necro. “It doesn’t work that way. They can’t hide from me. I doubt they could hide from Magnus.”

      Kliona’s eyes narrowed on me. “What are you saying?”
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      I turned to Daryn. “The ghosts may be able to hide from a low level necro, but not Magnus. I felt his power when I released my powers in his presence. His necro magic may even be more powerful than mine now that I am stabilizing.”

      Daryn snapped his gaze to Kliona. “You said you contacted the council on several occasions. Was Magnus the one who inspected your home after every report?”

      Kliona nodded. “Of course. He is the council’s only necromancer. He walked through my home each time but reported no activity. But the house felt different. I assumed the ghosts were hiding when he was around, so I couldn’t have them removed. Do you honesty suspect Magnus is working for the demon prince?”

      Daryn shook his head. “There has been another traitor every time we turn around. If Magnus is working with the demons, then we can’t take anything he told us as fact.”

      My mind replayed the events at the council chambers. Other than him inspecting Kliona’s house, there was nothing that pointed to him as being a traitor. “If he played us, he is one master magician.”

      Daryn tapped his tattoo. “Cipher, I need to know where Magnus is. Shannon and I need to have another chat with him. He may be playing both sides.”

      “He isn’t currently in the council chambers. I will find him and get back to you.” He cut out.

      Kliona’s gaze moved over the lake, and I felt sorry for her obvious pain. “Why would Magnus have any part in this? Until my son died, we got along well and even had dinner together a few times.”

      “Do you know anything about Magnus’ personal life? He isn’t married, but perhaps he had a loss or some form of trauma to instigate these actions.”

      Kliona shook her head. “Not that I know of. I have never seen him with a woman or a man, so I assumed power was his only interest.”

      “I guess we will find out when we talk to him. Kliona, I need you to head home. We have to sweep the lake and interview Magnus.”

      Kliona nodded and returned to her car. I waited until she was exiting the parking lot and returning to town before I spoke.

      “Do you really think he lied about... everything? Could a person with mind magic alter his perception of Kliona’s house?”

      Daryn nodded. “Yes. That’s why I am not jumping to conclusions. It is also possible Magnus didn’t witness what he thought he did in the council. We really have no way to confirm what events are true until we kill the demon prince and are sure his mind magic is dead with him.”

      “Mind magic is next level, but Magnus has never displayed that talent, has he?”

      “No, but Cipher will do a deep dive on Magnus now that we suspect him of treachery. If he played me, I will decapitate that bastard myself.”

      I could sense Daryn’s frustration through our bond. If he had allowed the elder council member to manipulate him and everyone around them, he would take it as a personal failure. “Every time we think we have an answer, it is called into question. It’s frustrating, but we will get to the bottom of it.”

      Indy waved to me as she and Kaine exited the trail and joined us at the edge of the beach. “Hey kids. We destroyed the other eggs and Cipher did a sweep. There are no more nests. I don’t think the demons got a male up here. It may have been what they were attempting to do by opening the gate beneath the lake.”

      Daryn’s crooked his head. “That wouldn’t work. While the gate was opened, the water would have poured out of the gate into the underworld. The water level never dropped.”

      Indy shrugged. “I didn’t say they were successful. Just that they may have tried.”

      “Maybe,” Daryn said, but he didn’t sound convinced.

      A red light flashed on Daryn’s chest before the protective magic swirled around them and we all turned, looking for the source.

      Cage and eight mercenaries formed out of nothing. They stood in the middle of the parking lot as if they had just stepped from another realm. “You were always a little slow on the uptake, Daryn,” Cage said with an AK47 in his hands. His black gear looked similar to the hunters, but he and his mercs wore Kevlar vests and had various knives clipped to their belts.

      Daryn huffed. “I told you those weapons were useless against a hunter.”

      Cage pointed his gun at the bubble surrounding us and pressed the trigger. The machine gun noise echoed around us, and I put my hands over my ears when it didn’t stop.

      Indy crouched beside her brother. “Cage, you rat bastard. I am going to rip your head off and shit down your neck.”

      He chuckled before releasing the trigger and lowering his weapon. “Not likely, Indego. The hunters weaken themselves by allowing women on the team. None of my men are interested in anything you have to offer, but I promise your brother will have a really good time before we kill him.”

      Indy slapped her hand on Kaine’s chest when he lunged forward. “Don’t. He is trying to bait you. He is going straight for Daryn. We each get four dickheads. I drop mine first. You owe me dinner.”

      Kaine kept his eyes on the mercs. “Only four? It seems a little unfair... to them.”

      Indy’s lip twitched. “I know. Hardly worth gearing up for, but considering your level-two status, you can look at it as training. Remember when you got your first tricycle? These pricks are like those training wheels.”

      The mercenaries growled, and I had to admire the Frost twins penchant for pissing people off.

      Kaine shook his head. “Nah. That trike was super cool, and it had those blue ribbons you put on the handlebars. These guys are more like that tiny cup we had to take with us when we still had problems drinking from a bottle.”

      Indego tapped her lip thoughtfully. “A sippy cup?”

      Kaine snapped his fingers. “That’s it. We were about three at the time. Probably could have kicked their asses then, too.”

      Daryn grunted as Indego laughed.

      “Probably,” she said.

      Cage sneered. “Fuck you, Frost.”

      Indego leaned toward her brother. “I think that is aimed at you. He only flirts with the men.”

      “I feel so blessed,” Kaine said sarcastically.

      Daryn’s gaze moved over the mercs. “We need intel. I want Cage alive. The rest can rot in hell.”

      Daryn’s shield dropped before his magic lashed out and the guns fell to the ground. One mercenary grabbed for his weapon then called out when the metal burned his hand. He snapped it back, blowing on his fingers.

      “Did the big bad mercenary get a boo-boo?” She said with an exaggerated pouty face.

      While most of Cage’s mercenaries chose to shave their heads, the one blowing on his fingers had a tight military cut, similar to Daryn’s. He pointed to Indego. “That bitch is mine. I am going to see if she can take it like a man. Since she thinks she can fight like one.”

      Cage smirked. “Indego is Norm’s.”

      Indego fanned her face with her hand. “Norm. What a positively boring and unimpressive name. I can barely contain my excitement. You sound like such a catch.”

      Norm stepped closer to Cage at the front of the group. “Laugh it up, bitch. You will scream my name and it won’t be in pleasure.”

      Indego huffed. “Trust me, sweetheart, I will take great pleasure in killing you.”

      Norm rushed toward her as the other mercenaries did the same. Kaine veered away from his sister, forcing some of the men to alter course. While they worked as a unit, they weren’t the Frost twins and Kaine created magical sica and sliced the neck of one of the men before Indego could reach Norm.

      Indego jumped up and landed on Norm’s neck before angling down and flipping him to the ground. He landed hard on his back and she stabbed him in the heart before placing her hand on the cement and flipping to her feet.

      Each Frost twin had three combatants left, and neither had broken a sweat.

      Cage kept his eyes on Daryn, but his eyebrow twitched and I doubted he expected his men to go down so easily. I had thought Kaine was joking about them being able to kill mercenaries as toddlers. Now I wasn’t so sure. The Frost twins were a force of nature and I was witnessing what Daryn’s entire team had when they were all rookies.

      Daryn cocked his head to the side. “Are you just going to stand there and let your entire team die for you? I know you are a prick, but I didn’t realize you were such a pussy.”

      Cage snarled. “You always thought you were better than me. Better than everyone. I have no interest in your parafinai, but I have other teammates. Someone will be eager to entertain her before I kill you. I want you to see her suffer before I slit your sanctimonious neck.”

      “Are you waiting for a formal invitation, Cage? I am right here. Stop blabbering and attack me,” Daryn said.

      Cage glanced at his remaining mercs. Kaine and Indy each had a man in a headlock and the sound of a neck breaking echoed around them before it was followed by a second. The men backed away from the Frosts as Cage stepped forward. He pulled a small black pearl from his pocket. “I wanted more time with you, but it seems I have to settle for killing your parafinai and watching the life drain from your body.” He chucked the pearl toward me.

      My power rushed to the surface in a tsunami of retaliation and the pearl stopped in midair before turning in a circle as if it was suspended on a stand. Cage stared at me incredulously.

      “Impossible,” he whispered

      I flicked my hand toward Cage and the pearl launched back at the startled mercenary leader. He caught it in one hand before the thing detonated.

      Cage fell to his knees, holding up the stump that used to be his hand. Blood ran in rivulets down the remainder of his arm as I turned away to control my gag reflex.

      Daryn created a magical cuff and launched it at Cage’s neck. It locked and clicked into place, and Cage screamed.

      Indy motioned to the men on their knees in front of her and Kaine. “What about these twats?”

      Daryn approached Cage. “Incarcerate them. They all have low-level magic, so they will have to go to our prison. Cage will be staying with the hunters for a while.”

      Cage’s eyes rolled in his head and he had to be seconds from passing out. “Help... me.”

      “Shannon, can you stop the blood loss? Cover that arm with skin if you can.”

      I knelt beside Cage and placed my hands on his arm before sending my healing energy into the torn flesh of his limb. The pain hit me before I compartmentalized it and focused on the task of cauterizing the blood vessels and mending the left over tissue. I couldn’t rebuild his hand, but there was likely someone who could do it if Daryn chose. Sweat beaded on my brow as Cage’s skin stretched over the stump at his wrist.

      “He will live,” I said as Daryn helped me to my feet.

      Daryn stared down at the treacherous warlock. “Talk. What was that pearl bomb? Where did you get it?”

      Cage gripped the magical cuffs at his neck, but as he wasn’t a demon, they didn’t burn his skin. “Magnus. He forced me to work for him.”

      Daryn swore under his breath. “How. What did he threaten you with?”

      Cage was silent for a second before Daryn yanked the magical tether connected to the cuff on his neck. “I killed a few people I shouldn’t have. For money. Magnus found out and promised to protect me and Alaric if I helped him take down the council. Alaric thought he would have full control of the hunters, but he didn’t understand what Magnus can do. He was naive.”

      “Alaric didn’t betray the council?” Daryn asked.

      “No. He believed the hunters had the traitor. Magnus was very convincing,” Cage said.

      “And you sat back and let him kill Alaric?”

      “I never agreed to that. I tried to kill Magnus when I found him over Alaric’s dead body. Calder intercepted us fighting, and I used the distraction to get away.”

      “Calder wasn’t a traitor either. It was all Magnus.”

      Cage swallowed hard and, despite me healing his wounds, he looked like he wasn’t far away from passing out. “Yes. He isn’t what he seems. His glamor magic is unlike anything I have ever seen. He can make anything appear as something else. He tricks the empowered as easily as the mundanes.”

      I touched my pendant. “Magnus didn’t use a spell to prove Alaric was a hybrid. He just glamored my pendant. He tricked all of us.”

      The tether pulsed with Daryn’s anger. “Cage, does Magnus have portal ability or mind magic?”

      Cage nodded. “He has both, and other powers I have never seen before.”

      Daryn motioned to the mercenaries. “Kaine. Indy. We have what we need. Take them to the prison.”

      Indy nodded, “Cipher is on the way with an eight-passenger van. Don’t wait for us. Go find Magnus.”
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      Daryn and I went to his vehicle and got inside. He tapped his tattoo. “Cipher, I need a location. Any idea where he might be?”

      The sound of Cipher typing furiously on his keyboard echoed through the cab as I stared at the trees surrounding the trail around the lake. They swayed like a slow dance to music only they could hear. Oblivious to the death and destruction taking part around them.

      “I can’t confirm his location. He hasn’t been off the council property until recently. If I had to guess, I would say his home. As a council member, he has privacy setting on his shield, but he is powerful and can shroud his presence, anyway. We don’t typically try to track council members. It’s against our agreement with them.”

      “True, but Magnus is suspected of working with the demon prince, so he is officially off the council until proven innocent. I will have Amalie revoke all his credentials. I will have her tell him this was her decision. That until a formal election is called, he is off the council. I don’t want him to think we suspect him of being a traitor. Only his involvement in Alaric’s death.”

      “If Amalie infers she would reconsider with your approval, then he may come to you.”

      Daryn smiled. “Devious. I like it.”

      Daryn disconnected from Cipher and grabbed his phone before texting into it. “I’m sending Amalie a message. Let’s see if Magnus takes the bait.”

      I turned to him as the sound of a message being sent, rung from his phone. “This was Magnus all along. The more I think about it, the more it makes sense. He was on the council when my parents died. When A.J. died.”

      “I think so too, but I want him to tell us where the prince is. We need him to confess before we kill him or incarcerate him,” Daryn said.

      Daryn’s phone chimed, and he read the message. “Magnus has requested we meet him at his home.” There was another chime and Daryn tapped the control screen in the vehicle, pulling up the GPS. “this can’t be right?”

      I stared at the screen with white and blue lines that displayed the roads in the town of Spirit Falls. “You don’t know where he lives?”

      “I do. I just can’t fathom why a necro would live next to a cemetery. How many ghosts would come knocking at his door?”

      “It’s the mundane cemetery. He is powerful and can likely shield himself from unwanted attention, but it is strange. Why bother when you could purchase a home in another area and not have to?”

      Daryn started the vehicle. “His real estate preferences are not my concern. He is expecting us in ten minutes. Let’s go find out why he betrayed his people.”

      We pulled from the parking lot in seconds and were traveling down the road with large trees and various bushes on either side as we head back toward town. “Why would Magnus choose to live in a mundane area? That is unusual for a council member. Alaric’s sex pad not withstanding.”

      “We can ask him when we arrive. None of his actions make sense, but at least he is close to the lake. Maybe he likes the privacy. His property is quite large and the last one on his road before the cemetery.”

      Daryn took a side road called Bartlett Street before reaching the turnoff that led to the Main Street in Spirit Falls. There was nothing but dense trees until they began to thin and I could see the wrought-iron fence behind them. As the forest thinned, a paved driveway came into view that wound between the graves in the perfectly manicured grass. The headstones lined the property like milestones and were made of marble, concrete, or granite. They came in hues of grey, black and white. There were a few mausoleums but none were as ornate as that of the hunters.

      Many graves were decorated with fresh-cut flowers, while others had wilted since their loved ones’ last visit. A man in a black suit placed a bouquet of yellow roses on a grave as we passed the driveway, then wiped a tear from the corner of his eyes.

      I averted my eyes, feeling as if I was intruding on the elder man’s grief and glanced in the distance for the home we were en route to.

      The house in the distance beyond the cemetery was massive and surrounded by a large ornate property. It had a massive pool house, but it appeared the pool appeared to be empty. Though I could only see the first few feet on the opposite side of its inner walls. Magnus didn’t strike me as a swimmer, but maybe the pool needed a new liner or something.

      Daryn turned into the driveway and stopped in the roundabout in front of the house. The statue in the center looked like it should have running water sprouting from it, but that too appeared to be off.

      We exited the vehicle as my gaze moved over the massive white columns at the front of the roman styled architecture. The white on white made it look like a pantheon. I followed Daryn up the ornate marble steps and waited as he knocked on the door. We entered when it opened, but there was nobody at the entrance.

      The interior was what I expected, with a high ceiling and crystal chandeliers, but the lack of furniture was surprising. “Is he moving?” I asked.

      Daryn glanced around the empty entrance before moving to the empty living room. “No idea. Kliona didn’t mention he was selling, but he could have used a mundane realtor, considering the part of town.”

      The marble floors were quite dirty, and I wondered if he had removed his furniture recently and hadn’t had a chance to clean. “Magnus!” Daryn yelled.

      Magnus appeared at the top of the circular staircase that led to the second floor. “Please excuse the mess. I am preparing this house for sale.”

      Daryn glanced at the gaudy opulence. “Why did you buy it in the first place? You must have to shield yourself constantly from the graveyard.”

      Magnus smiled. “The dead are my friends. My army. They provide security, not inconvenience.”

      “Army?” Daryn asked.

      Magnus descended the marble steps like he was an emperor. He wore the same black robes as the other council members, but the piping was now gold.

      I pointed to his robe. “Did you get a promotion while we were driving over? Does Amalie know you have replaced her?”

      Magnus’ eyes flickered with amber before smiling. “She was never meant for power. I have called to some of my friends to entertain your parafinai while we talk.”

      The demons that exited the door that appeared to lead to the kitchen had been dead for some time. They were all Stragoi, but one was missing an arm and the flesh hung off their bodies as if they had dried it in the sun.

      Daryn pulled his Sica. “Why have you betrayed your people? What did the demon king offer you?”

      Magnus smiled before the sound of bones cracking echoed around us. It was followed by a ripping sound before large, leathery wings extended from his back. The spikes popped out at the peak, and I was pretty sure they were poisonous. “I assure you, I am quite loyal to my people.”

      Daryn created a bubble of magic that surrounded us. “You’re the prince, but why sell out the humans?”

      Magnus hissed as his fangs covered his lip. “That ridiculous excuse for a council entombed my mother. I feel no pity for them. Humanity will pay for her incarceration and the council will divulge her location. My father will ensure she is released to rule at his side. I will be their general.”

      I bumped into Daryn’s shoulder as I moved closer to him. Magnus no longer had gray hair. His human body was no more than thirty, provided you ignored his demon fangs and wings. “You are still looking for her location. Thats why you didn’t summon your father when you had the council under your control.”

      Magnus huffed. “I have everything I need except one small artifact. Cage was supposed to provide it, but what he brought me was a fake. I had Alaric erect the shield before I checked the authenticity of the relic. All that planning and that imbecile ruined everything. But I have recently learned I can sacrifice one of my own to enact the spell. I was on my way to the council when I got Amalie’s message.”

      “How awful for you,” I said sarcastically.

      “No matter. I will discern the location when I take full control of the breach map. I would have had it already if Alaric hadn’t been so unwilling to give up power. I never expected him to sacrifice his life to save Cage. How ironic when he cared nothing for his wife or daughter.”

      “You killed him because he tried to stop you. He was a prick, but at least he wasn’t a traitor,” I said.

      Magnus pointed at me. “You are all traitors. My mother was human, and she was thrown away like yesterday’s trash. She had untold power, not unlike yours. I will torture the master until he reveals the location of her pendant and it will be returned to her when she rises again. Even the king could not control her when she summoned him.”

      My heart stuttered. “The dark witch was able to control the king?”

      Magnus laughed, but the sound was not human. “Do you think my father wanted to have hybrid children? That he would give up the right to have demon progeny. She gave him a choice. In the end, he wanted this realm and agreed to share his throne. She could not be killed because she tied her life force to the king.”

      “They have a parafinai bond?” I asked.

      “My mother is not that foolish. If he dies, she becomes more powerful, but if she dies, he is diminished and another demon will easily take his place. They will rule together and I will be at their side. I have thousands of children in our realm, and my father needs me to extend our royal bloodline.”

      “You brought the Leviathan that killed A.J.”

      Magnus smirked. “Her name is Dax and her mother was a mundane of no consequence. Like my father, I have the DNA of every demon species and my human half allows me to procreate with the mundane species. Dax’s mother was nothing special, so when she went into labor and my daughter turned out to be a leviathan, I was quite pleased. She died in the process, as many do. I have recently produced a male leviathan, and Dax will be quite happy with her new mate.”

      “Dax is dead,” Daryn said as the dead demons Magnus had summoned banged on the shield he had erected around us. They growled and moved slowly, but the bubble of power sparked when their hands came in contact with it.

      Magnus’ eyes flickered with amber. “You lie. She is too powerful. I kept her hidden until the uprising.”

      “Yeah, she attacked the hunters cleaning up the beach. It’s not hard to miss a massive blue tentacle.”

      One of Magnus’ wings twitched before his magic pulsed. “You will pay for her death.”

      I grunted. “I already did. With A.J.’s life. Your mother was a whack job. She was murdering people left and right. The council had no choice but to entomb her. But it appears the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree.”

      “I am more than both my mother and my father. When I am strong enough, I will replace him and rule at my mother’s side. Father made some interesting modifications to my mother to allow her pregnancy to come to term. I really wish you could see them, but you will be dead and so will every other hunter in this realm.”

      “Your hybrids won’t be enough to save you. Even if you procreated like a bunny this entire time.”

      Magnus smiled. “Unlike my father, my offspring are not sterile. I have thousands of children and in time I will call them to me and have my father activate their demon genes. While the first generation was able to produce some viable full blood demons, the human element makes them weak by the second. I need my father’s essence to strengthen my army, but he will be here soon.”
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      The undead demons continued to thump their fists against the shield Daryn had erected. Their skin sparked and sizzled as their unnatural essence came into contact with the magical bubble. “How long can you hold this shield?”

      “As long as needed but backup just arrived,” Daryn said as the sound of tires coming to an abrupt halt on pavement screeched around them.

      “Frost twins to the rescue,” I said with relief.

      Daryn grunted. “You make them sound like superheroes. They already have egos the size of Texas.”

      “I don’t care if they think they are gods as long as they put down the demon vampires.”

      Indy’s sica sliced the head off a demon before she turned to wink at me. “Superhero Frost to the rescue.” She crooked her head toward Kaine. “I even brought my screw up sidekick.”

      Kaine round-housed a demon Stragoi, separating it from his partner so he could behead it. “Laugh it up, sunshine. I won’t be a level two forever.”

      Indy stabbed another Stragoi in the heart. “What makes you think you are good enough to pass the test again? You could be this way for years. You’re getting old... and slow.”

      Kaine grunted. “I thought sisters were supposed to be caring and supportive and shit.”

      Indy wiped her blade on her pants. “I ain’t that kind of sister.”

      “Clearly,” Kaine said as the demons backed away on Magnus’ command.

      Daryn dropped his shield so the Frost twins could move to our side. “If you are done playing, we have a demon prince to incarcerate.”

      Magnus stretched out his arms and his wings followed, making him appear like a demonic angel. “The hunters get more pathetic and inept with each generation. At least Annette Talbot put up a fight. She thwarted several attempts on her life before I enlisted Renkath’s help. Revenge is such a sweet victory. He killed Annette for me when I was the one who ordered Dax to drown his son.”

      My magic gathered inside me like a forming tsunami. It thrashed against the confines of my skin, waiting to be unleashed on the monster that killed my childhood formed. I saw A.J.’s smile in my dreams on a regular basis and after all these years, I had never truly gotten over it.

      The reality that her was nothing I could have done, and this creep murdered an innocent to manipulate his father and me was a bitter pill, but he would pay with his miserable demon life. “You’re a dead man.”

      Magnus moved closer to me before the undead burst through the door. I assumed they would be demon, but they were mundane and judging by the dirt covering their bodies and clothes; he had used his necro power to raise them from the cemetery. He hadn’t been lying about that army. I couldn’t count all the bodies as they swarmed toward us.

      Daryn erected a shield around us, but it sliced in two and I was thrown into the side wall. Pain sliced through my head as I hit the floor and the smell of decay and dirt filled my nostrils as I forced my lungs to suck air through them. The blow had knocked the wind out of me, but my healing power jumped to my aid and soothed the fire in my back and sides.

      I flicked my hand to create my own protective magic as I was effectively cut off from Daryn. His bubble was swarming with demons as were Kaine and Indy’s, but they were slicing the heads off any creature that came close enough to them, though it would take hours to get through the horde at this rate.

      Magnus turned to me and I had to wonder why he had separated me from my team. Did he think I was the weak link? I didn’t have a single demon near me except for Magnus himself, and he smirked at me as he folded his arms. “It’s a shame, really. I had planned to keep you as a pet. But no hunter shall survive the purge, and your link to your parafinai is unalterable.”

      I didn’t flinch. The smoldering magic inside me burst forward like a laser beam, hitting Magnus square in the chest. His flesh burned as he screamed, but he erected a protection bubble and the smoking flesh over his heart began to repair itself before my eyes. The torched cloth of his robe left only perfect skin beneath the sooty ends of fabric within seconds.

      He growled before his body began to ripple and his bones elongate. Clawed hands ripped the charred robe from his body to reveal boxer shorts over thick muscular legs that went from human to goat legs at the knee. His hooves clicked on the ground as his muscular torso thickened. The wings remained, but twin horns sprouted from his head and curved as they reached the sky, reminding me of a bull. “You will die in pain, Shannon.”

      “Bit me Magnus. You spineless prick.”

      His arm shot out and a bolt of orange lightning spring from his palm and traveled toward my chest. I never found out if my shield would have been powerful enough to stop his demonic lightning bolt as Daryn’s shield formed over mine in a second layer of protection before the lightning laser hit it and bounced off.

      The deflection sent the supercharged bolt into the wall and it immediately caught fire as flames spread over the cream paint, making it blister and turn black.

      A clock chimed in the distance and I wondered if the upstairs was where he slept, but Magnus glanced at the door and swore. “I wanted to see you die, but I have to greet my father. If you survive my minions, I will see you at the gate.” He flicked his hand, and a portal formed beside him. He stepped through and it disappeared instantly.

      “Magnus went to the gate. He is going to release his father!” I yelled.

      Daryn, Indy and Kaine fought their way to my side. The growls echoed around us as the smell of moss and decay made me cough. “Can you use your power to release them?” Daryn asked.

      I focused my power inward, unsure if I could override Magnus’ commands. When I thought I had it right, I pushed outward. “Return to your sleep. I release you from the dark warlock’s spell.”

      The mundanes straightened and turned as if they were all connected, but the two dead demons attacking Daryn’s shield continued their reign.

      “I can’t control the demons. I think I gave that power up when I sacrificed the ability to call animals.”

      Indy beheaded one of the demons. “Magnus can’t call the animals. He was genuinely surprised you could.”

      “Maybe, but I can’t return them. You have to behead the other one.” I said.

      Daryn puled his sica and released the protective barrier before his blade sliced through its neck and the head fell to the ground before its body.

      I went to his side. “Sorry. You were protecting me instead of fighting.”

      “I was doing both. Finding out what Magnus plans are, were more important that dropping zombies. They are not the real enemy.”

      “True.”

      Kaine glanced at the dead demon. “What do we do now? Magnus is already in the chambers.”

      Daryn rubbed his chin. “I will have Amalie portal us to the chambers, but we need to know what we are facing. Did he tell you how he plans to raise his father.? Did he say anything else that can help us, Shannon?”

      I recalled his words. “He had Cage acquiring artifacts for him. Magnus believed he had a relic that would allow his father to pass, but it turned out to be fake. He said he needs to sacrifice one of his children, so he has to stop and pick one up first.”

      Kaine swore under his breath. “No, he doesn’t. Esme is at the council chambers with Luther.”

      Daryn elongated his hands before the screen formed in front of him. Amalie’s face popped up. “Ama, Magnus is the prince. He is on his way to you. Get Esme out of the building and evacuate as soon as you portal us in. I have put an all alert out to the hunters. Magnus is a dead man.”

      Amalie’s face fell. “It’s too late. He grabbed Esme just before you messaged. The breach map is losing power, so once I portal you in, it will be useless. The wards will drop and we will have no protections.”

      Daryn swallowed. “Do it. They will go down one way or another. We either kill him before he retrieves his father, or the horde will be next.”

      The purple light formed beside us, and Daryn held out his hand. “It’s not at full power. Hold hands, this could get bumpy.”

      Our hands interlocked as we formed a circle. We stepped into the light before my body split apart.
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      I had portaled before, but they had always been relatively smooth rides. This felt like my insides were being pulled apart and put back together, but the pieces weren’t going into place. As we stepped from the light, I lurched forward and relived my stomach on the council chamber’s floor.

      Indego staggered and grabbed the long table to steady herself. “That sucked on epic levels.”

      Kaine coughed, but his face was pale. “I think my stomach is inside out.”

      Daryn rubbed my back. “Shannon, feed some healing energy into yourself and the link. Throwing up on Magnus isn’t much of a defence.”

      I touched my chest, and the warm feeling spread through me before filtering through the link. Kaine and Indego took deep breaths. “I didn’t know I could do that.”

      Kaine stared at Daryn. “You can’t, but he can. It has never worked like that before, though.”

      Amalie ran through the glamor wall before Daryn could respond. “You made it. The portal was failing, and I wasn’t sure...”

      “We did. Where is Magnus?” Daryn said.

      Amalie pointed to the door behind the council table that led to the basement and the gate. “He is down there, but you need to help Luther and Esme first. They don’t have much time.”

      Daryn’s eyes flickered. “Where are they?”

      Amalie began to sway on her feet before she crumpled to the floor. Daryn lunged to catch her and was able to stop her head from hitting the ground before he gently laid her down.

      “What the fuck is going on?” Daryn asked.

      Kaine jogged up to the dais and took a look before returning. “I don’t know. But I assume the answers are in the basement.”

      I closed my eyes and reached for my breach magic. I wasn’t sure if my powers had stabilized enough for me to connect, but I knew what to look for, and the familiar thread had a soft glow. Then I latched on and followed the twinkling light in my mind. “She is being drained. So is Reginald.  He must be close. If the gate falls, she and Reginald die.”

      “No!” Marlin yelled as he walked into the chambers and saw Daryn holding Amalie in his arms.

      My eyes snapped open as Marlin dashed to Amalie’s side.

      “What happened?” Marlin demanded.

      Daryn allowed Marlin to take over for him beside Amalie’s body. Her black robes flowed over the floor like a black silk waterfall as my heart squeezed. “Magnus is sucking the life force from her. We need to stop him or she will die. You can’t do anything for her here. We need to take the prince off the board or he will raise his father.”

      Marlin’s fingers touched Amalie’s cheek in a loving manner before he stood. “Where is Luther? I lost contact with him and can’t sense his mind.”

      Daryn tapped his tattoo. “Luther report.” There was an awkward silence as Indego’s heartbeat spiked. “He must be unconscious. He is till connected to us.”

      My breath exhaled in a rush, and I wasn’t the only one. It appeared I wasn’t the only one who didn’t understand just how extensive Daryn’s connection to the hunters was. It only reinforced my belief that every hunter’s death was far more painful for Daryn than any of them realized. “We need to get downstairs.”

      “Marlin, I need you with us. Magnus has mind magic, and he is far more powerful and manipulating than we suspected. If you can render him unconscious, do so, but not at the expense of our minds. I need a shield around us at all times.”

      Marlin nodded as his hand went to his sica. “Understood. My team is en route, but Amalie requested a private meeting with me, so I am a few minutes ahead of the rest.”

      “Did she tell you what it was about?”

      Marlin shook his head. “But I believe it was personal, not council business.”

      Daryn nodded and flicked his hand toward the door. “Bunch up and stay beneath Marlin’s mind shield. Magnus will hit us with everything he has down there.”

      Kaine took point with his sister beside him as Daryn and I went closely behind with Marlin in the rear. They stepped onto the dais and rounded the table before opening the door to the stairwell that led to the gate.

      Kaine ducked into the stairwell and knelt down, before I realized he was putting his fingers to the neck of a black-robed figure.

      It took me a moment to realize Reginald was the only council member left. “What happened to him? Is this a result of Magnus sucking the life force from him?”

      Laine shook his head. “His heartbeat is thready. He was beaten before Amalie dropped. I don’t think he has much life left to take.”

      I rushed forward and my leather pants made a rubbing sound as I knelt beside the older man with dried blood on his temple. My power surged in a rush, but I forced it to a trickle so I could mend his more grievous wounds but not send enough energy to make him a viable source for Magnus and whatever he was doing to Amalie. “I have stabilized him but not fully healed him. He won’t die, but he will need more healing energy later.”

      Daryn reached for me, and I took his hand. “Good. He is safer here. Leave him in the stairwell. We will retrieve him on the way out.”

      We skirted Reginald’s black robed body and continued down to the basement. Normally, there was a soft glow emitted from the gate beneath the chambers, but it was a bright light that lit the entire room as we descended the stairs.

      The building began to shake and the light thread in my mind that connected me to the breach map went dark. “He has disconnected the map. He is burning through the wards around the gate. If we don’t stop him soon, it will open.”

      As we reached the bottom of the stairs, we surveyed the bright basement.

      The gate looked like a portal in the floor with a circle of power that turned in a circle cutting through cement and other realms alike. It reminded me of an angelic black hole. One that looked pretty and would annihilate everything alive if allowed to continue its unheavenly cycle.

      Luther was on the ground, bleeding from a cut on his forehead. They had slashed his chest with four long gouges that soaked the black fabric of his t-shirt. Esme was bound with her hands behind her back, crying over Luther’s body.

      Magnus had returned to his human form, but he had no shirt on and his muscular chest was beaded in sweat as he held his arms out, focusing on the gate and the wards he was removing.

      “What do we do? He has a shield erected around himself, the gate and Esme.”

      Daryn turned to Marlin. “You are up. Stab his mind. You have to maintain our protection shield, but make it as painful as possible. Hopefully, you can break his concentration enough to make him stop what he is doing.”

      Marlin walked between us until he was standing in front of the group. His eyes focused on his prey before his hand shot out.

      Magnus screamed and clutched his head before he stumbled back, but his eyes blazed with red as he turned to Marlin. “Nice try, mind warlock, but I have developed my skills over hundreds of years. “

      There was a sizzling in my brain that made my eyes water, and I wiped a tear away before Marlin grunted.

      “I can’t penetrate his shield and protect you. He is stronger than me, but he would have to stop what he is doing to focus enough power to break my protection over your minds.”

      Magnus smiled. “I don’t want you to die. You will all witness the beginning of the end for your species. The mundanes will be kept as fodder for my brethren, but the hunters and the majority of the empowered will be put down like the swine they are.”

      The bright light from the gate illuminated the room, but when the door to the supply room opened and a behemoth stepped from it. I realized everything surrounding Magnus was either some form of misdirection or a lie.

      “He doesn’t care if we witness anything. He needs to concentrate on the gate. Attack him and...” I hadn’t noticed the flicker in the air or the way Magnus’ eyes seemed to glance toward it. “He is reading something. There is an artifact or... It’s a scroll. He has the demon king’s scroll. He needs it to open the gate. Get it.”

      Magnus smiled. “Very good Shannon. You were always intelligent, yet so easy to manipulate.” The shroud around the scroll disappeared, and it hung in midair as Magnus continued to whisper words beneath his breath. He didn’t want anyone to hear what kind of spell he was creating, but his bodyguard moved closer to the gate as the Frost twins moved to intercept.

      The light flared before a crunching sound echoed through the chamber.

      My heart stuttered. “He broke the wards. The gate is opening.”
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      The room shook and even the behemoth advancing on the Frost twins stumbled to the side and fell against the wall. The hunters simply crouched with their fingers planted against the cement until the shaking stopped. They were up advancing on the massive demon as Daryn and I moved closer to Magnus.

      The traitorous warlock’s eyes flickered red. “It is time. My father is coming.”

      I gathered my power and blasted Magnus’ shield and although he flickered; he kept his eyes focused on the swirling light in the ground. A shadow passed over the light like a figure running in front of a flashlight before two spiked horns crested the portal.

      Daryn grabbed my hand. “We have to close the gate. We need to combine our power. Take it all. I’m sorry if we don’t survive.”

      I knew what he was saying. What he was asking would take everything and while we would die, it would leave the hunters with a chance to fight. This was for my son. For humanity. I grabbed his face and kissed him. “Let me in. “

      Daryn’s magic wasn’t a well of power. With his natural protections down, it was a sea of power and I understood why my celestial grandmother had chosen him as my parafinai. He was humble about his power and I could see the compartments of magics. Some that I didn’t recognize, as he never called on them. I wished I had time to ask him about the unusual flickers of light, but I opened my own sea and let our combined power merge.

      Mixing unstable components was never a good idea, and there was a chance I would ignite a magical bomb and take this entire block with me. It would be devastating for the entire community, but it would give them time to stop the king and his horde.

      The power inside me grew as the King’s body emerged from the gate. He was larger and more muscle than his son. His curved horns were something out of a nightmare. The wings that clung to his back had more spikes on the tip, and his skin was dark and tinged with red. His eyes blazed with red flames and hatred was their only emotion. If Magnus thought his father would have any love for him, he was grossly mistaken. If what Magnus said was true, he would keep his son alive to ensure he had more children, but he would be a breeder and nothing more.

      My body began to glow as I prepared the magic that would take our lives. This sacrifice wasn’t my magic. The death magic belonged to Daryn, but when he died, I would as well. I hated the pain I would cause my son and thanked God for Lochlan, he would guide Caleb in the coming months and ensure the hunters fought back after the fallout of these events. I knew full well the trauma of losing your parents, but at least my son was an adult and he still had Len.

      I closed my eyes as the king’s thighs emerged from the gate. He was rising slower now, as if the weight of his power became a burden to the realm he was invading. As his knees emerged, I formed a shield around the power forming inside me and was about to unleash it when the breach map flared.

      The thread connected to the massive power within me, but instead of unleashing it, the power drained into the security system that surrounded the gate.

      Daryn and I dropped to the floor as our magic was sucked from us and the gate flared with intense light. It was too bright to see what was happening, but the king screamed as Magnus yelled. “No!”

      The light died, and everyone was on the ground. Indy was shaking Kaine, who appeared to be unconscious. The behemoth appeared to be in the same state. There must have been some kind of blast that hit everyone except me and Daryn, as Marlin was on the ground as well, alongside Esme and Luther.

      Magnus was the next to rise, and I rushed to the massive body laying beside the gate. The glow began to fade, and I realized that the magic had sealed the gate. A flicker in the corner caught my eye, and I whispered a spell beneath my breath and retrieved the glittering object.

      Magnus shook the inert body of the king before I noticed the demon king had no ankles. Black blood oozed from the sheared limbs that had likely had hooves, judging by Magnus’ form.

      Magnus flicked his hand as shouts came from the chamber above us. The traitorous warlock was out of time. Marlin’s team had arrived to support the hunters. “This is not over Shannon. You have simply stalled the inevitable. My father is in this realm, and you can’t protect the gate forever.”

      I tried to gather my magic, but what was normally a waterfall of power was barely a trickle. I had used the last of my power to retrieve the artifact and Magnus portal flared to life as I watched helplessly.

      They disappeared in a bright flash as Daryn moved beneath my hands.

      “What happened?” he asked as Nico arrived in the basement and went to Marlin’s side.

      “The king made it through the portal, but the breach map sucked out power from us, so I never enacted the death magic. The gate is closed with the wards in place, but the king is here. If he makes it back to the gate in one piece, then he will raise his minions.”

      Daryn pushed himself to a sitting position and Nico walked toward the unconscious behemoth with his sica blade in his hand. There was a groan as he repeatedly stabbed the demon to break through the thick skin and puncture its heart. “Why didn’t the king attack when we were powerless? Why didn’t Magnus?”

      “The gate closed before the king was fully in our world. It cut his feet or hooves off. He was unconscious, and Magnus was forced to portal him out. I think he needs to be at full power to bring his brethren through.”

      Daryn rubbed his face as Kaine groaned. “Shit. We failed. I am not sure the entire world can stop the demon king from opening the gate.”

      I pulled the scroll from my jacket. “That’s why I made sure to get the scroll. We have to seal the gate. It won’t stop us from having to kill the king or Magnus, but if we can figure out how this ritual works, we can make sure no other demons make it topside.”

      Daryn stared at the scroll. “How did you get that?”

      “I used the last of our magic. I am so weak I can’t heal a paper cut, but we have what we need to end this.”

      Daryn touched my cheek. “You did good.”

      I swallowed. “We have the scroll, but we don’t know how to use it. I doubt the king needs this to bring forth his horde. He knows what he is doing. We don’t. And if we don’t figure it out quickly, he will start the apocalypse.”
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      My hand trailed over the cool cement of the basement floor before I tucked the scroll into my jacket pocket. The gate glowed softly, but it also illuminated the black blood on the floor where the king’s feet had been sheared from his body. The sound of his screams still echoed in my mind, but the worst was yet to come. He had unimaginable power, and he was free in the human realm. Once he recovered from his injuries, the war would begin. It was hard to feel like I had accomplished a major feat in obtaining the scroll with the demon king in our world. Icy fingers traced my spine as I inhaled deeply.

      My body felt like it was under a weighted blanket. What would normally bring comfort was heavy and oppressive. I struggled to take deep breaths and couldn’t call on my healing ability to strengthen me. That last spell had been small. To pull the piece of paper to me was nothing in a magical sense, but it felt like I had moved a mountain.

      Daryn shuffled closer to me. “Are you alright?” he asked, placing his hand on my thigh.

      “I will be. I drained both of us to grab the scroll. Magnus was too focused on the king to realize he had dropped it in the melee, but I doubt he needs it now that the king is here.”

      Kaine blinked several times before he sat up. “Well, that sucked.”

      Indego huffed. She stood silently with her arms crossed. The body of the dead behemoth littered the ground at her feet but she looked ready to fight and considering the state that me, Daryn and Kaine were in, I was glad. She was the only one still on her feet and mobile. “Get up, Kaine. We need to get Shannon and Daryn mobile and see what is happening upstairs. Who knows if Magnus left any other surprises for us?”

      Daryn pushed himself to his feet and held his hand out to me. “She is right. We don’t have time to rest. We need to check on Amalie and Reginald. Magnus was siphoning them somehow to open the gate. We need to make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

      I dusted off my hands once I was standing and waited for Indy to help Kaine off the floor. He looked as pale and Daryn, and I was sure I wasn’t in much better shape. All we could say was we were alive, but Magnus had won that battle and accomplished his goal.

      Indy put Kaine’s arm around her shoulder to steady him as he navigated the stairs. I followed behind them with Daryn taking up the rear. Even within the council chambers themselves, the team surrounded me.

      We exited the stairs behind the long table the council members sat at when conducting their meetings and found that Marlin had moved Reginald to the floor beside Amalie in front of the table. We stepped down from the dais and knelt beside her, and Indy and Kaine leaned against the wall.

      “How is she?” I asked.

      Marlin put his hand over Amalie’s forehead. She still wore her black robe. As did Reginald. “She has mumbled a few times. I think she is waking up. Reginald appears to have gotten the worst of it. He was beaten up pretty bad, and that is never good for someone his age.”

      Reginald’s face was streaked with blood and his left eye was swollen shut, with dark bruises forming on his cheek. Magnus could have killed the elder council member easily, but he had wanted to siphon his power. Use him. He had needed the old man unconscious. “I am too weak to heal him. Can we call Kranston?”

      “Kranston is already en route. I was pretty sure the team would need him. He should be here in a few minutes,” Marlin said.

      Amalie turned her head to the side before her eyes fluttered open. “What happened? Where am I?”

      I touched her shoulder gently. The black silk robe was smooth against my fingers, denoting the high quality of the fabric. “You are in the council chambers. Magnus siphoned yours and Reginald’s magic to power the gate. I am not sure how that connection works exactly, but Calder was sacrificed prior to the king rising.”

      “The king escaped?” she whispered as her eyes went wide.

      “Yes. The gate closed before he could fully emerge, and his feet were cut off, but I imagine it won’t take too long for him to heal.”

      Marlin helped her to a sitting position. Her gaze went to Reginald. “Oh, no!”

      Marlin ran his hand along Amalie’s back. “Reginald will be okay. He is tougher than he looks. Kranston is on the way and can heal his injuries. How do you feel?”

      Amalie cleared her throat. “Like a truck ran over me. I feel like I had the life sucked out of me.”

      “I think you did. The council is tied to the gate somehow. An extra layer of security, but I am not sure exactly how.”

      Amalie pushed a strand of hair from her face. “We have to secure the gate at all costs. The king and Magnus will have to return to bring forth his horde. Once that happens, it is over for all of us.”

      I pulled the scroll from my pocket. “I retrieved the scroll, but we don’t know how to use it yet. Hopefully, we can trap the king here or use it to send him back.”

      Reginald moaned as Daryn touched his chest.

      “Be still Reginald. Help is on the way,” Daryn said.

      Reginald’s bloody hand went to his chest, scratching softly at his robe before he opened his eyes. “Magnus connected us to the gate. He killed Calder to make the sacrifice.”

      I glanced at Daryn. “Do you know how he used you to power the gate?”

      Reginald appeared to swallow dry air. “Yes. The council members are voted on for a reason. We are linked to the gate, and it enhances our powers, but Magnus used it to transfer our life force to the gate. He needed us weak enough not to fight him. He killed us off one by one until Amalie and I were too weak to stop him. Alaric was such a fool. He handed the council to Magnus on a silver platter. We just didn’t see it until it was too late.”

      I sat back on my knees. “If the council members make the gate stronger, then we need to replace the council as soon as possible. Magnus or the king will need the gate powered again, and if the council is stronger than him, then he won’t be able to control it as easily. Can you sever his link to the gate?”

      “No. It is only severed in death. He was likely able to use Renkath’s connection as well to his advantage. Not even a disenchanted council member can be severed until death.”

      Daryn rubbed his chin. “I didn’t understand this connection. We need the council replaced. We should start vetting candidates as soon as possible.”

      Reginald coughed, and blood leaked from the side of his lips. “Magnus has proven that electing the wrong candidate can be more catastrophic than warming a seat.”

      “Magnus was the only traitor. Renkath was manipulated by the death of his son. Nobody else turned on the council or this town without Magnus’ interference,” Daryn said.

      Amalie covered her eyes and winced. And I was pretty sure she had a migraine. “This is a disaster.”

      “It is, but this town needs you more than ever. Hopefully, the gods will give you some guidance when needed,” Daryn said.

      She dropped her hand and met Daryn’s gaze. “You are still intent on having me head the council after all this? Wouldn’t a fresh face that the town trusts be a better option?”

      “There is nobody the hunters trust more. Reginald doesn’t want it and he supports you. The first council chair was a channeler and now, more than ever, we need some direction. The hunters will back you. Even if the townspeople put forth another candidate, I guarantee you they won’t win. Get used to being the leader of this council, Amalie. It isn’t going to change.”

      She grunted. “Daryn, you can be quite disagreeable when you set your mind to it.”

      Indego laughed. “You have no idea, Ama. He is like a bloodhound with a bone when he sets his mind to things. Poor Shannon never stood a chance.”

      I loved that Indego had used Amalie’s nickname. In hunter speak, it was like offering an olive branch. Indego wanted the council and the hunters on the same page, and I wasn’t sure that had been the case for as long as anyone could remember. Maybe the dissection of power had always been there and the demon king had used it to cause a larger rift between the governing body and the supernatural army that protected them. It was a highly evolved and intelligent plan. One that had taken centuries to enact.

      We all turned when Kranston entered the chambers with another young hunter. His gray hair and beard accented his wrinkled skin and brown eyes. He held a black leather bag, but as a hunter and healer, it contained far more than average medical supplies. He wore the same black leather jacket, and this was the first time I had seen him in leather pants. Even the elder generation was adhering to the new dress code. I hoped the hunters would come up with an alternate fabric choice soon, as the leather pants were warmer and more constrictive than the cotton pants I was accustomed to.

      Kranston knelt down beside Reginald. “Looks like you had quite a day, Reg. Do you mind if I cut open your robe before I heal you? I would like to get a better look at your wounds.”

      Reg nodded, but I noticed the sweat beading his brow and Kranston may have detected something I didn’t. With my power level at zero, I had no idea what the extent of Reginald’s injuries were. Had Magnus hurt him worse than I anticipated? He expected the older council member to die, anyway. “Sure.” His voice wavered, and Daryn gave me a concerned look.

      Kranston took a pair of scissors from his bag and cut open the front of Reginald’s robe. There was a white fabric from the shirt he wore beneath, but it was soaked in blood. He pushed the crimson cloth aside and touched the elderly man’s chest. “You have a punctured lung. We need to address that first. I may have to heal your less life-threatening injuries later. I have been busy at the base.”

      Daryn leaned toward Kranston. “Who is heading up medical at the facility?”

      Kranston placed his hand on Reginald’s chest. “Sharon. She will be my apprentice once you clear her for active duty. Her power has grown quite a bit in the last two weeks. It is almost as if the gods knew we would need her. She repaired two broken arms and a dislocated shoulder this morning alone and she is mapping the bloodstream in her mind already. She is quite advanced for a level one.”

      Kranston closed his eyes, and I could feel his power move into Reginald. The old man took a deep breath and this time it wasn’t labored. Kranston was repairing the lung that needed his attention before moving to the other more severe wounds. Still, I felt bad I had used all our combined power.

      “I am sorry, I can’t help,” I said to my parafinai.

      He grabbed my hand. “The scroll was more important. It’s the only thing we have to stop this. We have a few up-and-coming healers. I am thrilled Sharon is advancing beyond her years. It’s a major boon for us and her team.”

      Reginald took several deep breaths, and the color returned to his skin. The abrasions on his face remained, but they were not life threatening. Kranston swayed for a moment and sat down. “Thank you. Take a rest, Kranston. I am out of the woods.”

      Kranston nodded as Reginald turned to Daryn.

      “You need to find Renkath’s journal.”

      “Why?” Daryn asked.

      “Magnus was looking for it before he killed Calder. He was upset about something Renkath had done. He attacked Calder in a rage when he was not able to provide the whereabouts of the journal.”

      “Magnus needed a sacrifice for the gate. He had to kill one of you, anyway.”

      Reginald nodded. “I don’t think he planned for it to be Calder. His anger got the best of him when Calder called him out. I think Calder found something or suspected Magnus at the end. I believe Magnus planned to kill Amalie, not Calder. He said some disparaging remarks about her before his altercation with Calder.”

      I touched Daryn’s arm. “Renkath mentioned that. He said he took some precautions to ensure his deal was honored. Whatever it was, the king needs it fixed. Maybe it will give us some more time to seal the gate.”

      Reginald closed his eyes, and it was obvious he had lost consciousness.

      Daryn motioned to him. “Take him home. He needs to rest. Kranston, you go with him and heal him a bit more before returning to the facility.”

      Kranston motioned to the young hunter with him. “Kramer, carry him to the car.”

      Kramer nodded and slipped his arms under Reginald’s legs and back before dead lifting him into his arms. The old man looked like a baby cradled against the young hunter’s chest. “Lead the way.”

      They left as Daryn turned to Amalie. “Do you know anything about this journal?”

      She frowned. “Alaric was looking for a lost council member’s journal. Maybe that was Renkath’s.”

      “Do you know if he found it?”

      “I don’t know. We weren’t exactly on speaking terms at the end. But he did find something before we... went our separate ways.”

      “Where would he keep something important to him?”

      Amalie glanced at me. “His personal study. Neither Lana nor I were allowed to enter.”
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      Daryn turned to me. “We need to investigate Alaric’s study. Amalie, do you know anything about the journal he found?”

      She smoothed the front of her black silk robe. “He didn’t show me what it was. We weren’t big on communication, but I heard him on the phone. It must have been some kind of spell book because he was chatting with a professor who specializes in ancient languages. Whatever he found, he couldn’t read it.”

      “Do you know who he was talking to? Who this other warlock was?”

      “It wasn’t a warlock. Not even a member of our community. He had me get him the number from Cambridge University. It was a professor there.”

      Daryn put his hands on his hips. “Why would Alaric contact a mundane professor? He was the leader of the council and he turned to a mundane? That makes no sense. He had no idea that Magnus was a traitor then. Why not ask his second chair for help to translate this book or scroll?”

      Amalie shrugged. “I thought it was odd, but nothing Alaric did made sense to me. He couldn’t see past his need for more power. Honestly, I didn’t even think he loved Cage. I thought he was using him to get the artifacts he wanted.”

      “Cage was working for Magnus. We thought the items he acquired for Alaric were just a ruse. Did Alaric get some on his own? Was Cage working for both of them?”

      Amalie was quiet for a moment as she contemplated his question. “Cage was a bastard, but he was a survivor. If Magnus was forcing him to work for him, it wouldn’t have stopped him from working for Alaric. He may even have told Magnus he was doing jobs for Alaric to make it look good. He couldn’t turn Alaric down without suspicion.”

      Daryn rubbed the stubble at his chin. The skin grated as he rubbed it. “That is true. Cage would want to make as much money as possible, but he did have a relationship with Alaric. He was being blackmailed by Magnus. He would have screwed that dark warlock over at the first opportunity. Probably hoping that Alaric caught onto Magnus’ duplicity and took him out. That would have left Cage pulling Alaric’s strings.”

      The council chambers were unnaturally quiet as they all contemplated what Alaric could have found. “If Alaric kept it from Magnus. Wouldn’t that suggest it was something of his? He couldn’t read it, so finding it didn’t alert him to Magnus being the traitor, but he didn’t want his second in command knowing about it. That doesn’t explain why Alaric couldn’t read it, though.”

      Amalie froze for a moment and Kaine motioned to her. He still had his arm around Indy’s shoulders, but his color was returning. “Is she having a godly intervention?”

      Marlin moved his hand in front of Amalie’s face, but she appeared frozen. “Looks like. I have the feeling that she has been communicating with the gods far more than we realized. They wanted her to appear powerless. The question is why?”

      Amalie blinked before glancing around the room. “Sorry. Celestial communique. The book was likely written using a certain power. That means that only a witch or warlock with the same power can read it. This form of communication was popular many years ago, but we tend to ward our books or use other forms of protection spells in modern times.”

      “Magnus had several talents. Would you need all of them?”

      Amalie shook her head. “Even those with multiple powers use one at a time. Shannon can’t raise the dead and heal at the same time, even though she possesses both powers. The warlock would have focused on one and activated it while writing the book.”

      “Why not use a protection spell or ward?”

      Daryn huffed. “Because those go inactive when you die. This isn’t a ward. It’s like a specific language and only a supernatural with the same power can read it.”

      “Magnus has several powers. Mind magic. Necro power and a few others,” I said.

      “Yeah, but the person reading the book needs to have a similar level of power. Necro is the rarest. We never have more than 2 alive at any given time. Mind magic would be my second choice. While portal ability is rare, there are always at least a half dozen in our ranks at any given time.”

      I nodded. “Then I can read it if it’s necro, but we need Marlin if it’s mind magic.”

      Daryn glanced at Indy. “Take Kaine back to base. Stay in your suite until further notice. Get some rest. We will check out Alaric’s study and meet you there.”

      Indy nodded and led Kaine from the room as Daryn turned to me. “Let’s go. We need to rest too. I want to be back at the facility within the hour.”

      I followed Daryn from the room as Marlin whispered to Amalie. Was the hunter willing to take up where the couple had left off so many years ago? I figured Marlin was willing despite her breaking up with him, but Amalie looked like she wanted to throw up. What had happened between them?

      The bookstore was empty, and I heard the chime of the front door and knew Kaine and Indego had left. I stopped near the till. “We have the combined power of a triple A battery right now. How are we going to find a book Alaric managed to keep hidden from the entire council?”

      Daryn smiled. “Honey, magic isn’t the only way to find something. Besides, he would expect another witch or warlock to use magic to find it. Especially Magnus. Sometimes some good old-fashioned police work is better than magic.”

      He took my hand and led me through the front door to the black SUV parked outside. “I suppose that makes sense. Magnus would have used magic to find his own book. Provided it was his.”

      Daryn opened my door and closed it after I sat down. He jogged to the driver’s and was inside with the vehicle started in seconds. “I am sure it is. Alaric was a powerful warlock. He had the council’s resources at his disposal. He called a mundane because he didn’t realize he needed the same power as the warlock who wrote the spell book.”

      “Why do you think it is spells?” I asked as Daryn pulled from the curb.

      “Because Alaric wouldn’t be interested in anything that didn’t gain him power.”

      “But he couldn’t read it,” I said.

      “Yes. Alaric assumed it was a spell book. That doesn’t mean it is. If it’s Magnus, then I am taking bets that not only are they spells, but dark ones.”

      I glanced at the houses as Daryn turned onto Smith Street. This was a high-end area, and the properties were large, expensive, and owned by supernaturals. Most of the council members lived in this area, as did their families. “Nice area.”

      “I suppose it is, but a little posh for me.”

      We passed a Grecian-looking mansion with massive white columns and a circular roundabout with a statue and a waterfall at its center. Pink mimosa trees lined the cobblestone driveway. “Yeah, I wouldn’t want to have to clean that place.”

      “I think the people here have workers for menial chores.”

      “Probably,” I said.

      He passed several more large houses before he pulled into a long driveway with a cream house and black trim. This one also had a roundabout, but there was no fountain and the large rancher-style home took up most of the property. We exited the SUV and jogged up the steps to the front door.

      “Is it locked?”

      Daryn pulled out a key. “Amalie gave me hers. I planned to check out their house when I suspected he was the traitor.”

      “I should have seen that coming.” He unlocked the door, and it creaked as it swung open.

      He entered first and while he had his hand on his Sica, neither of us was expecting trouble. Magnus was busy healing his father, and Alaric was dead. There was no reason for anyone to come here. Not now.

      I glanced at the pristine home. The entrance opened into the living room and the black leather couches were accented with white pillows. Considering Amalie had lived here until recently, there was a distinct lack of a woman’s touch. She had always preferred pastel colors. Not black and white. “Do you know where Alaric’s study is?”

      “Yes. I have met him here on a few occasions for council related business.” He pointed to the side hallway with a red carpet runner leading to an end closet. “It’s at the end of the hall.”

      He led me down the hallway with pictures of Lana at various stages of her life. Most were school photos and the beautiful young girl smiled in all of them. There was a single picture of Amalie, but a few of Alaric and Lana. He seemed proud of his daughter at her graduation, but he had been excellent at hiding his true agenda. I felt awful for Lana and the tough road she had ahead of her.

      The office door at the end was locked, but Daryn backed away from the door and kicked it in with his boot. The wood splintered and the door slammed back. “See. Better than magic.”

      I chuckled. “Almost. Since I have no idea who will inherit this home, I don’t care about the damage.”

      “I’m sure we can have it revert to Amalie if she wants it,” Daryn said as he entered the spacious office.

      My gaze roamed over the mahogany desk with a new computer and a bookshelf that covered one entire wall. “I don’t think she will. This place isn’t her style, and she wants nothing of Alaric’s.”

      Daryn moved to the desk and began opening the side drawers. “Can’t say as I blame her. She won’t have financial issues with the council and hunters backing her so she can choose her new home when she is ready.”

      I went to the filing cabinet and opened the top drawer. I flipped through several files. “These are all business documents. The Skinners owned several rental properties. Apartments, warehouses, and a few others.”

      Daryn moved to the bookshelf. “If we don’t find anything here, we will have to start going to his business. I thought he would want this kind of book close, though.”

      I closed the filing cabinet and moved to the edge of the mahogany desk. “If there is no magical ward on this book, he would want to hide it in plain sight. What about a fake book cover or a book inside another book?”

      Daryn put his hands on his hips as his gaze roamed over the long bookshelf. “That’s ingenious and devious. I like it. You start at the other end. Pull out the books and glance inside. If you can’t read something, put it on the desk.”

      We began pulling books and placing those in a foreign language on the desk. I stopped when I pulled an encyclopedia and found the book beneath the cover was not part of the set. “I think this is it?”

      Daryn made a space on the now cluttered desk so I could place the strange book on it. “Can you read it?”

      “No, I don’t recognize the script. It... wait it isn’t a language per se. You were right. He used necro power. I may not be strong enough to use mine right now. I feel like a baby bird in the magical sense.”

      “You aren’t actually using your magic. Just connecting with it. See if it works.”

      I focused inward and called on my necro magic. It was weak and I wouldn’t have been able to raise a dead beetle, let alone a person, but the script in the book wavered and the letters became legible. “You are right. I can read it.”

      “What does it say?”

      I read several passages before my face paled. “We need to discuss this with Amalie. It does belong to Magnus. Though some of these spells likely came from his mother. This is a council problem too. If we head back, I can read through as much as possible before we arrive.”

      “Let’s go.”

      The drive back to the council chambers was quick as I flipped through Magnus’ dark spell book. “Oh, no.”
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