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      Two weeks ago, I trained canvas crews for The Agency in the basement of an underground military compound in Boulder, Colorado. A beautiful woman struggled in my class to complete her training. She intrigued and frustrated me. Abigail Davenport, magic wielder and granddaughter of my boss had disguised herself with the intention to recruit me as her partner in overhauling the Agency’s entire network.

      Kenward, Blake, and Shanahan, Inc, also known as The Agency, was a multi-tiered global network established by Gregory Theodoard to monitor world financial, political, and social events focusing on the any supernatural elements that may be involved. Theodoard, who was in fact, the Greek Titan Hyperion, had started the network to complete his divine duties which included insuring that the sun rose and set each day. In essence, his job was to keep the world turning. The Agency morphed with the ages, and its latest restructuring started in 1918 when Theodoard’s granddaughter, Abigail set out to revamp it to modern times. She took responsibility for adapting the network as the society and technology became more advanced.

      At first, we struggled to understand one another. My shifting abilities and tether to the spirit world drew her to recruit me, but we soon found out that no matter how perfect our talents aligned, our personalities did not. She deflected tension and avoided touchy subjects while I preferred to face things directly. However, it did not take long until I realized she would be the most important person in my life. I wasn’t sure she had reached that conclusion about me, yet. It didn’t matter because we were magically bonded. We still had many questions about the bond, like who had placed it there and what exactly it meant for our partnership. Either way, she was stuck with me, and I with her.

      She saved me from an elemental gunshot wound that should have burned me from the inside out. We stepped into a nest of evil in Paris, and we somehow cemented our partnership. She died from the attack in Paris. To say the least, the operation had a few flaws. Thankfully, we’d discovered she has a rather unique connection to the Archangel Gabriel who saved her.

      We survived the attack by Meredith Spence, my former friend and her former partner’s long-lost daughter. We survived the collapse of the Boulder complex, which Meredith actually triggered with a spell that set off a man-made earthquake. Abigail and I had an undeniable bond, and I felt it clearer to me as each day passed. We either lived through it together, or it would kill us both. In despite of all the deep thoughts and questions, I only had one thing on my mind. I wanted a shower and a bed.

      I carried Abigail to the plane, strapping her in the seat. She had spent all of her energy saving us, and healing me. Gregory Theodoard left in a separate plane after he gave us a ride to the airport. He said he would be in touch soon, and he graciously thanked me for looking after her. At first, I couldn’t understand how someone as powerful as Abigail needed someone to look after her. But in this short amount of time, I had realized how much she really needed me. I plundered the cabinets in the luxury private jet and finally asked one of the pilots to help me.

      “I need a blanket for her,” I said. The pilot showed me where to find it, as well as few other things like the bar, mini-fridge, and a cabinet stocked with food.

      I went back to her with a blanket, and two bottles of water. I opened hers and handed it to her. She shook her head no.

      “Yes, drink something,” I insisted. She tried holding it, but it wobbled in her hand. I held it up to her lips and tilted it back so she could get a few sips. “More?”

      “No,” she mumbled. I did not want to push her because we had been through a lot over the last couple of days. I feared she hadn’t yet fully recovered from the Paris attack when we stepped right into a full implosion of the Boulder compound.

      “Get seated sir, we are about to take-off. The runway is clear. It’s about a 2-hour flight. Try to rest. We will get you there quickly,” he said.

      “Where are we going?” I asked.

      “Los Angeles,” the pilot said and ducked back into the cabin.

      “Mother fuck,” she mumbled.

      “What’s in Los Angeles?” I asked her.

      “A safe house and Lukas Castille,” she replied.

      “I don’t care, as long as we can get cleaned up and get some rest,” I said. I fastened my seatbelt and leaned back in the seat. My wounds were had healed, but I was still exhausted. Abby looked much worse than me. She was not thrilled about meeting up with Lukas, her ex-fiancé. I wasn't either because he clearly still cared about her. She and I may have kissed in the heat of the moment as the Boulder compound crashed in on us, but it didn't mean we were in a relationship. In fact, she had been adamantly against such a thing from the beginning. She was wrong, but I understood why she felt the way she did. I wanted to find out where we stood in that department without the interference that Lukas would surely throw in our way.

      She pulled the blanket up close to her chin. I slipped my hand under the blanket and found hers. Her cool fingers wrapped around mine and squeezed. We flew in silence over the Rocky Mountains into the bright lights of Hollywood. When the plane landed, the pilot came out to us.

      “Mr. Duarte, a car is waiting for you. It will take you to the safe house,” he said. “Good luck to you both, and I hope to get the honor to fly for you again sometime.”

      “Thank you, sir. What’s your name?”

      “Jaxon Mackey. My friends call me Jack,” he said.

      “Well, Jack, I’m Tadeas. Thank you for the smooth flight.” I turned to her and pulled off the blanket. She tried to move, but her body did not respond to her. Her eyes met mine with a silent request for help. Without hesitation, I lifted her up and carried her down the steps of the airplane to the waiting limo. Instead of the driver getting out to help us, Lukas Castille exited, motioning us towards his opened door. When I raised back up, he waited patiently and looked concerned.

      “Do either of you need a doctor, Duarte?” Lukas asked.

      “No, just somewhere quiet. We both need to clean up and rest,” I replied.

      “Go ahead, get in with her, and I’ll get in the other side.”

      I ducked down into the car and pulled the door closed behind myself. Abby leaned over onto me. Lukas got in the other side climbing into the seat facing us. His face concentrated on hers. He showed concern for her well-being, but his gaze remained steady and businesslike. If he hadn’t been her ex-fiancé, I probably would have liked him very much. He projected a confidence and good sense rarely seen in others of his kind. Lukas was born a human, but he had been turned into an incubus. Abigail was convinced that they did it to hurt her by torturing him. She explained that he acted differently than most incubi because he had once been human. His humanity still lived inside of him and battled the unnatural hunger. He knocked on the front window, and said, “To the house.” I closed my eyes, concentrating on her heartbeat. My animal senses could hear all the surrounding heartbeats. Her heartbeat calmed me because I felt connected to it from the first time I heard it. Along the way, I drifted in and out of sleep.

      The limo came to a stop, and Lukas said, “We are up the Pacific Coast Highway in Malibu. The house is pretty secluded considering how populated this area is. It’s nice and private. The Agency owns it so treat it like your own home. Bring her. I’ll help you get settled.”

      I climbed out, and she moved to the edge of the seat trying to stand. She stood on her own, but wobbled unsteadily. “I can carry you.”

      She leaned on me. “You are just as tired as I am,” she said and walked to the house. I could see the ocean from the drive, and I wished I had time to enjoy the view. The sun sank into the edge of the Pacific Ocean. I supported her as we walked inside the house.

      “Can you make it upstairs?” Lukas said directly to her.

      “Yes,” she replied. Abby and I ascended, between leaning on the railing and each other.

      Lukas opened the double doors into the master suite. The linens and furnishings were mostly white with dark wood floors. In the center of the back wall, a giant bed called out to us both. Abby walked toward it.

      “I’ll be downstairs if you need anything, Tadeas,” he said and slipped out the door.

      I helped her to the bed. She sat on the edge and removed her muddy clothes.

      “Lukas,” I called back to him and went to the door, “Did Ashley and the others make it away safely?” Ashley Montgomery, Abby’s best friend and assistant, had left the compound before I went back into it to save Abby. The rest of the team should have been with her as well.

      “Yes, they are in another house nearby. They will be kept away until she is ready for them. I knew she would want to rest after Gregory informed me what happened to the two of you. However, Jay Stafford was not with them,” Lukas said.

      “Jay didn’t make it,” I replied. Jeremy Stafford, our wheel-man, reentered the compound after I left the surface. He saved our lives and lost his. The pain of it hadn’t hit us yet.

      He grimaced, and his eyes turned glossy for a moment. I hadn’t realized that Lukas knew Jay, but by his reaction, I could tell that he did. “That is unfortunate,” Lukas said. “I’ll let them know. Thank you Tadeas, for rescuing her from the collapsing building.”

      “We rescued each other,” I said and shut the door quietly.

      She got all her clothes off and get under the covers before I turned around. I looked at all her clothes in the floor. “Really? Make a mess as soon as we get here,” I said trying to make things lighter. Her only reply was a blank stare. Ashley’s talents included providing clothing wherever one might end up, so she had clothes for both of us here and slipped mine on.

      “Here, put something on,” I said. She lifted the covers up, and I slipped the shirt over her head. I put her feet in the pants, and she pulled them up around her waist. She curled back up on the bed as I turned the lights out. Grabbing a pillow from the bed, I went to lay on the soft couch across the room.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said through our telepathic bond.

      I didn’t want to assume, and jump in the bed with her without consent. I laid down next to her. “Just sleep. We will worry about everything else tomorrow.” She sighed. I tried to shut all the events of the day, focusing on her heartbeat, and fell asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up to the smell of breakfast cooking downstairs. She still slept soundly, so I eased out of the bed. Desperately wanting a shower to wash off the dirt and grime, I started up the water. We had gotten into the bed last night mud and all.

      The shower felt wonderful. I leaned against the wall and let the warm water pour over me. My thoughts drifted back to Meredith in the compound. I hadn’t known Lincoln had a daughter because Abby never mentioned it. It was probably a touchy subject. Her personal vendetta had driven Meredith’s involvement in trying to destroy our partnership and taking down the entire Boulder compound. Lying to me for years, I realized Meredith knew who Abby was from the very first moment she came into my classroom.

      George’s revelation to Abby did not phase me in the least. George, Abigail’s butler and father figure who lived on a magical island somewhere in the spirit world, told us before we left for Colorado that she had a surrogate father. Gabriel. The Archangel. Neither of us fully understood what that meant at that time. I knew we lived in a world with many creatures. Abigail ranked high on the scale of unique and special beings, which I understood from the moment I met her. The portal to the island had collapsed into the earth along with the rest of the Boulder facility. Being unable to return to the island concerned me greatly because the island had always provided her a place of stability. A refuge from the world which constantly tried to destroy her and everyone she held dear. Seeming to know we wouldn’t return, George’s information to her and those last moments felt like goodbye. Between his encouragement to me, and Gabriel’s words in the church in Paris about faith and redemption, I knew I was now the stabilizing force in her life.

      In Paris at Magic Mirror, she stood face to face with Vanessa Vaughn, and never doubted my ability to remove every threat including the necromancer. She trusted I would get her to safety. No one in my entire life had ever had such faith in me. Not Father Sergio, who tried to suppress my gift. Not Meredith who lied to me for years. Not the Agency, that ignored my talents. In just two weeks, Abigail Davenport was the most important person in my life. She also frustrated me to my wit’s end. Even as I stood in the shower, I felt her heartbeat and every breath. I was her guardian which meant I would go to hell and back to keep her safe. I knew she would do the same for me, but she would give me hell for it. We needed to avoid touchy subjects today, and just rest.

      I turned the shower off reluctantly. As I got dressed, she stirred in the bed and looked at me as I put on my shirt. “How’s the wound?”

      “There is no wound. No scar,” I told her. Meredith stabbed me in the fight as the compound collapsed around us. Abigail used the last bit of her power to heal me once we got out.

      “Good,” she said.

      “Get up and get a shower,” I said.

      “Yes, sir,” she quipped. “Do I smell bacon?” A smile stretched across her face. The woman loved bacon. And bourbon.

      “It seems there may be bacon in the house. However, as I got up and showered before you, you cannot blame me if it’s all gone by the time you finish.”

      “You want me to cuss you out again, don’t you?” she smiled. I released my tension seeing her smile.

      “I don’t care if you do, as long as I get all the bacon. Besides you will find a reason to cuss me, anyway. It might as well be for eating wonderful, crispy bacon,” I said and turned toward the door. I felt a strange sense of movement behind me and ducked just in time to avoid the pillow she threw at me. I winked at her, “Gotta try harder than that, sweetheart.”

      “Tadeas Duarte, you better not eat all the bacon!” she yelled, but smiled.

      I walked down the stairs and realized how beautiful the house was. It was clean and modern but with traditional dark wood floors. I followed my nose to the kitchen.

      “Hey Tadeas, come eat breakfast,” Lukas smiled at me when I came in the room. He picked up a plate and handed it to me. “She awake?”

      “Yeah, she’s getting a shower,” I said, and turned to the redhead sitting at the kitchen bar. “I’m Tadeas. I’m thrilled to see you are unharmed.”

      She blushed and said, “I’m Cassidy. Thank you for having Lukas rescue me. I’m not sure what happened, but I felt in a daze.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said and looked at Lukas.

      “Thrall spell from what I can tell,” he explained. I filled my plate and sat down a couple seats away from her. I had no doubts she was Lianne’s daughter, because she looked just like her. Beautiful, lithe, graceful, but hopefully not nearly as deadly as Lianne, maybe. Lianne Theodoard, Abigail’s crazy Fae aunt, didn’t know that we had we found Cassidy hanging out with a necromancer in Paris. The same necromancer who shoved a black knife into Abigail.

      “You are very lucky, Miss Cassidy,” I said. “The necromancer was crazy, and I could see it in her eyes.”

      “Lukas said, you killed her,” she said flatly.

      “Um, yes, well, she attacked Abby, and so I did,” I admitted.

      “Let’s hope she didn’t know how to jump bodies,” Lukas said.

      “They can do that?”

      “Unfortunately,” he admitted.

      “How will we know?” I asked.

      “If she shows up again,” he said plainly.

      “Ugh,” I grunted and ate the food on the plate. I could feel Abby approaching. “Hey Lukas, hide the bacon.”

      His eyes lit up with humor. “You got a death wish, Duarte?” he asked, but opened and drawer and shoved the rest of the bacon inside it. She walked in and smiled at me. “Here’s a plate, Abby.” Lukas said handing her one. He had to turn his face away from her because he couldn’t hold back his laughter. She put eggs and toast on the plate and sat down next to me as I put my last piece of bacon in my mouth. I winked at her as I ate it.

      “Good morning, Cassidy. It is good to see you alive,” she said not even looking over at her. She looked at her plate, then at mine. I had a few crumbs of bacon left.

      “Morning, Abby. What are you going to tell Mother?” Cassidy asked.

      “Haven’t decided yet,” Abby replied. She took a bite of her eggs. Lukas could not look at us. What a wuss. I looked at her and kept a stoic face.

      “How was the shower?” I asked.

      “Actually, it may have been the best shower I’ve ever had in my entire life,” she said. With that, Lukas spun around and eyed her. There was history in that glare, and I did not want to know. Her eyes lit up as she met his. Detecting the slightest blush on her cheeks, I decided that I definitely did not want to know.

      “Lukas, you can call the crew and invite them up around lunch time. It will give me a little peace and quiet, but I’m eager to see them,” she said.

      “I’m sorry about Jay,” Lukas said destroying the avoidance of the issue I had decided to adhere to for the day. I looked at her, and tears welled up in her eyes. Putting my hand on her leg, I tried to comfort her without causing too much attention.

      “Yes, I am, too,” she muttered. I shot him a look, and he put his hands up in surrender. She took a moment to recover her composure. “We will have his memorial at the same time we have the memorial for both of you after I beat you to death for hiding the fucking bacon,” she said deadpan.

      “It was his idea!” Lukas ratted me out at once.

      “Dude, bros before hoes,” I said. Cassidy giggled at us. Lukas pulled the plate out and put it down next to her. He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek before leaving the room. Payback for me, I suppose, for getting him into trouble. She turned and faced me.

      “Bros before hoes, huh?”

      “It’s a saying. I thought it was appropriate,” I replied.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      I felt Cassidy get up and leave the room. “For what?”

      “Making me smile when there is nothing to smile about right now,” she said as the sadness overtook her face again.

      “We will get through it,” I assured her.

      “We‘ll have to,” she said.

      “Abby, you need to come in here,” Lukas said from the other room.

      She got up, and I followed her into the other room. A news report flashed on the television, and a female anchor gave the report, “Mr. Gilbert was murdered just outside his offices on Peachtree Street in Atlanta. Police have no suspects in custody, but several witnesses described a tall dark-skinned male fleeing the scene. Police are asking for any witnesses with info to please call the number listed on the screen. Andrew Gilbert was a wealthy businessman who had influenced business and the arts in Atlanta for almost 20 years. He was well known for his philanthropic donations to many charities in the city including founding a Non-Profit Organization to help teens to escape gang and drug violence in the inner city. Mr. Gilbert is survived by his wife and two children.”

      Abby’s face drained of color, and she said, “Lukas, make the calls. Security level 5 on all proxies. Check-in intervals at every 3 hours. I need a phone.”

      He handed her a cell as he picked up a land line phone on the table.

      “Who was he?” I asked.

      “The Atlanta Proxy,” she replied. Proxies were the heart and soul of the network she‘d created. A proxy in every major city tracked and reported supernatural activity back to The Agency. She dialed and spoke the moment someone picked up, “Get here now. Yes, I saw. Get them all up here. Bring the equipment. See you soon.” She hung up and shivered. I heard Lukas giving instructions over the phone. Cassidy sat on the couch quietly watching us all. Abby looked at me with sad eyes. I put my arm around her, and my forehead to hers.

      “It’s never ending. Are you sure you are up for this?” she asked.

      “I am bound to you,” I replied.
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      The room exploded with noise the moment they arrived. Ichiro Maki, team doctor, Ashley Montgomery, my assistant, Vicktor, the mad Russian and scientist, and the brute twins Tony and Tommy, all seemingly entered through the door at once. Ashley dropped her cases and ran to me. She wrapped me up, and I hugged her back.

      “I don’t know how both of you got out of there. What the hell happened?” she asked. The guys were shaking hands with Tadeas and Lukas. They introduced Cassidy to everyone, but I was pretty sure most of them already knew her. She sat back during all of this. She and I would need to have a talk one on one very soon, before I returned her to her mother.

      “We can all talk about it together. That way I only have to tell it once,” I explained. She hugged me again. “I don’t want to think about Jay right now.” Ashley’s eyes welled up with tears.

      “There is a basement in this place,” Lukas said above the noise.

      We all turned to him. It’s almost like basement was our favorite word. “Lead the way Mr. Castille,” I said.

      We followed him down a winding staircase with iron railings into a basement that had a glass double door to a patio on the back side of the house. Above the patio was a deck on the main level. The room would be perfect for an operations hub, large and open. There were several desks and tables. Plenty of office chairs for everyone. Ashley started to direct traffic. Along the edge of the room a small nook housed a fridge, coffee pot and microwave. Three adjoining rooms connected to the main room. Lukas explained they were all bedrooms. I think the house had a total of seven bedrooms. There should be plenty for all of us as long as Ashley and Ichiro shared.

      I did not know how long Lukas planned on staying with us. He had a lot of responsibilities as the west coast regent, especially now with the assassination of the Atlanta proxy. Regents covered large areas and provided direct contact between the proxies and the core of the Agency. He would need to keep tabs on all his people as much as possible. He impressed me from the moment I had met him, and he could handle any issue that would arise. I never worried about Lukas doing his job despite our jaded past. Ashley gave orders to set up computers for constant contact with the proxies. She brought me a briefcase. I opened it to find a tablet, new cell phone and other office supplies. Tadeas helped Cassidy set up the computers.

      “I’m really good with computers, perhaps you’ll let me stay and help your team,” she suggested. I was still wary of her. She had spent time with Vanessa Vaughn. She probably had at least met John Mwenye, the most powerful necromancer I knew. I wanted to keep an eye on her.

      “We need to keep an eye on her,” Tadeas said in my head. I chuckled and smiled to hear his voice in my head. I enjoyed hearing him. At first the connection unsettled me, but now knowing how connected we were, it comforted me. “Oh, you were already thinking that weren’t you?”

      “I told you I thought you had some sort of empathic abilities, because more often than you know, you speak exactly what I’m thinking. It’s scary as fuck,” I replied.

      “It’s one of my many talents, most of which I haven’t revealed to you,” he grinned.

      “I’m not going there,” I replied.

      “Your mind is always in the gutter, Abby,” he said. I shook my head and turned away from him to hide my blushing cheeks. Probably more like my mind and body were both depraved.

      Ashley walked up and spoke quietly so no one would hear us. “Things are good with him now, yes?” She knew that we had a rocky start and several bumps along the way, but our partnership had solidified. Ashley, however, couldn't care less about the partnership. She concerned herself with either getting me laid or married. What else were best friends for?

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “How good?” she asked.

      I sighed. “I don’t know. Maybe we can have some girl talk time later. I’m utterly confused.” The confusion manifested in the simple act of a kiss when we thought we were going to die in the compound collapse.

      “It’s not going to get any easier with Lukas here,” she said.

      “Tell me about it,” I replied.

      Both of them watched us talk. Tadeas started making coffee, and Lukas helped arrange power cables. Tony and Tommy were making calls while Ichiro already had his laptop open and was working. The cell phone in the briefcase that Ashley gave me started to ring.

      “Davenport,” I answered.

      “Morning, Abby,” Gregory Theodoard’s voice came through clearly.

      “Morning, Grandfather,” I replied.

      “I assume you and your team are dealing with this?”

      “We are. They are setting up operations in the basement of the safe house. Looks like we will be calling this home base for a while,” I replied.

      “I’ve had some things come up. You need to call Lianne and let her know Cassidy is there. She probably already knows, but she’s waiting to see what move you will make,” he said. I knew that Grandfather knew most things once they happened. Some sort of immediate history retention. I never knew exactly what he knew and when he knew it, but inevitably, he always knew. “Tell Tadeas again that I am thankful that he was there with you. I’m sorry about Jay. I know he has long been a part of your life, so take time to mourn him, Abby. Don’t let it eat at you. Goodbye, child,” he said. He didn’t expect any response from me.

      I didn’t have time to mourn Jay. He and I had spoken multiple times over the last few days, and I didn’t want to think about him being gone. I wanted to think about his dashing good looks and electric personality and hoped any moment he’d bust through the door. For just a second, I watched the steps as if he were coming to join us. He would never join us again.

      After a search through my contacts, I found the number I was looking for. I hit dial, walking to the sliding glass door, and stepped out onto the patio. I could feel Tadeas in the room eyeing me as I went out the door. He did not follow. He continued to help everyone set up. The phone rang five times and connected to voice mail.

      “Hey, you’ve reached the King of Atlanta. You know what to do.”

      “Tavaris Williams, this is Abigail Davenport. Call me immediately,” I said and hung up. In less than a minute, the phone rang. “Davenport,” I said.

      “Hello beautiful! It has been far too long since I laid eyes on your lovely self,” Tavaris said. Tavaris Williams was the canvas crew leader in Atlanta. He grew up in the western parts of the city. He got into a gang at an early age, but found his way into the program that Andrew Gilbert established in the city. We recruited him to lead the crews in Atlanta. He had ties all throughout the city from NBA stars to the local street pimps. He knew everyone, and everyone knew him. None of them, however, knew about The Agency and our operations there. He walked on the edge of the dark side, providing Gilbert with the best information from the streets. It was a shock to know Gilbert was dead. He and Tavaris had run the city so cleanly for so many years. They generally dealt with their own problems and rarely ran an issue up the ladder.

      Gilbert reported to the East Coast Regent, Angelo Giordano. He was the head of the East coast families, the living breathing godfather of the mob currently living in New York City. Giordano was never much help, but unfortunately the Agency’s ties to the families were deep. We cut ties in the late 1970s because of the escalation of violence in the boroughs that lasted well into the 1980s. The government was infiltrating their operations. Our contacts within the FBI gave us a head’s up, and we pulled out all personnel. Once the dust settled, Giordano was the new kingpin. He contacted us, and we negotiated terms. We joined forces with the families solely because no one had a network like the mob. We could not gather information with their efficiency.

      “Tavaris, dear, what the hell is going on down there?”

      “Ma’am, it’s a mess. You coming to town? I could sure use your help. We need a proxy and fast. Andy deserved better. I can’t believe this happened. I’m afraid it might have been an inside job,” he said.

      “I hope not, because, Tavaris, that’s your department. You are the inside job,” I reminded him. I didn’t want to be too hard on him. He was the best we had.

      “I know. I failed y’all on this, but I sure could use your help,” he replied.

      “When is the funeral?” I asked.

      “It's in two days. It will be out in Lawrenceville. I’ll email Ashley all the info. I’ve already sent her all the intelligence I’ve collected. I know you aren’t really mad at me, but I needed a wake-up call. I just didn’t expect it to be Andy’s death,” he said.

      “I’ll be there for the funeral. I’m bringing my new partner. Be ready for us. Ashley will take care of the normal stuff. Just have your people in place. I’ve been vetting new proxies from my office for a while now, and I know who I can to bring to set up, but it’s going to take time. I’m counting on you to hold it down until then.” I had to pause as a wave of sadness washed over me. Home. My office was at home. I could not go home.

      “You alright?” Tavaris asked.

      “Yeah, yesterday was rough. We lost the Boulder compound. I was almost buried alive in it. Just trying to catch up,” I said. “I’m failing on my job, too.”

      “Naw, Miss Abby, you’ve never failed me or any of us. I’m glad you are okay. We need you.”

      “You are too kind,” I replied.

      “I’m a southern boy. My grandma would slap me if I weren’t nice to the ladies,” he said.

      I knew he had that wide genuine grin on his face. I’d met his grandma, and she was a formidable woman. She could cook ‘a mess of southern fare’ as she called it better than anyone I knew. I hoped I would get to see her again. “See you soon King Williams,” I said.

      “Yes ma’am, but I’ll let you call me T if you want,” he said. “Besides, I always thought I’d be your next partner.”

      “Maybe next time,” I said.

      “Don’t tease me, Miss Abby,” he laughed.

      “Tomorrow evening. Be ready.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he said and hung up.

      “You replacing me?” Tadeas asked as he handed me a cup of tea.

      “Thank you,” I said blowing on it. He had a cup of coffee. It was nice on the patio. I sat down on the swing there, and he joined me. “No, that was Tavaris Williams.”

      “Ah! The King of Atlanta,” he said.

      “The very one,” I replied. “I was checking in with him. He sent his intel to Ashley. We need to look at it and try to start piecing the puzzle together. Have you met Tavaris?”

      “Yes, he visited the compound a couple of years ago. Seemed to know his stuff,” he said.

      “He is the best canvas leader we have,” I replied. “I’m shocked this happened in his city, and he didn’t know about it. It’s bad that I have to be suspicious of everyone now.” I lifted my eyes and looked at my team. Aidan and Fayola weren’t here. And Jay.

      “You don’t suspect any of them, do you?” he asked.

      “No. I hope not, but I’ll be honest. Right now, the only person I trust completely is you,” I said. I trusted him utterly and completely, realizing it had been a long time since I felt that way about anyone.

      “Even Ashley?” he asked.

      “Even Ashley,” I said. “I used to have a nose for such things. I took too long to come back, and now everything has changed.”

      “You can’t think about it that way,” he said. “You will never win looking back. We need to keep moving forward and get ahead of the game.”

      I took a sip of my tea and looked out across the landscape to the ocean. The sun was reflecting off the water. Several boats sailed by. But, I did not have time to enjoy it. There was work to be done. Tadeas put his arm around my shoulders, and that was when Lukas decided to join our solitude.

      “I need to talk to you both about Cassidy and what happened in Paris,” he said.

      “Bulla,” I said out of instinct wrapping the entire patio in a bubble of privacy. He nodded to me.

      “What do we need to know?” Tadeas asked.

      I was thankful that Lukas included Tadeas in the conversation. Lukas knew me and how I operated. In general, he focused on business matters even after our break-up. He wouldn’t let his feelings for me get in the way of business. Tadeas was my partner, and that wasn’t going to change anytime soon. Lukas and I had a relationship 20 years ago. Some unknown entity turned him into a life-force draining incubus. He managed the hunger, and to my knowledge, had never killed anyone. Mainly because he was human once. He’s the only one we know of in history that became an incubus. All the others were born that way. He and I were together, and we were happy. Very happy. They had tortured him in order to destroy me.

      “Upon meeting Miss Vaughn, I knew, she teetered on the verge of madness. She reeked of overdose. She consumed too many souls at once, and Cassidy was completely enthralled. The woman was overtly sexual, so I used it to get her into a side corridor where the Kunoichi were waiting. When I walked through with Vanessa, Cassidy followed us. The other girl,” he wrinkled his forehead trying to remember her name.

      “Samantha,” Tadeas supplied.

      “Sorry, yes, Samantha lunged toward me. One of the Kunoichi cut her while protecting me. She wobbled over to Vanessa, and I could tell them she was already gone. The stench of blood broke through the enthrallment spell that held Cassidy, and she started to scream. I put my hand over her mouth. I whispered in her ear that her mother had sent me. The Kunoichi surrounded the two of us and took us to a waiting vehicle. I put her in it and tried to get back to tell you, but once I realized you had your hands full, I decided to just give Tadeas a signal. And get Cassidy out of there. I should have stayed,” he said.

      “No, you did what I told you to do. I am grateful that you did what I asked. We needed to get her out of there,” I assured him.

      “When I got back to the car, she was hysterical. I thought it was about the girl, but she kept screaming that ‘he’ was in there.”

      “Who was in there?”

      “It wasn't until we got to the airport that she finally told me her father was there. I tried calling you, but you didn't answer. I assumed the two of you had gotten out. I hoped you had. What happened after I left?”

      I ignored his question. I felt rage building up inside me and my body tensed up. “Who is her father?”

      “Edgar Donovan.”

      “Holy shit!” Tadeas exclaimed.

      “He’s a Master Wizard,” Lukas said not realizing we knew Edgar Donovan.

      “He’s GEA,” Tadeas said. Lukas’ looked shocked and cut his eyes to the team working inside. I saw his eyes rest on Cassidy and tried to ignore any possessive feelings I had for Lukas. They still existed. If he did find happiness, it would please me. However, please, not with my little Half-Fae cousin, Cassidy.

      “We need a talk with Miss Cassidy right now,” I stood up and started toward the door as Lukas caught me by the arm.

      “For what it's worth Abby, I think she is innocent in all of this,” he said.

      “You only think that because she is a nice piece of ass, Lukas!” I couldn’t hold it back.

      “Abby, I had more than enough time to take advantage of that child if I wanted to, but I didn't. I'm taking the serum and don't need to feed.”

      “Last time I checked, you still have a dick. It’s been a while, though,” I spouted at him.

      “Enough,” Tadeas said. I clenched my jaw. I was glad he intervened because I lost my composure. We needed to address Cassidy before she got elbow deep into our computer system.  Lukas was stunned. He looked at me and back at Tadeas. He knew there was a time when I would have never let anyone interrupt me. Things had changed. I had changed.

      “I'm sorry. Thank you,” I said to him.

      “Calculated risk,” he said with a slight twinkle in his eye.

      “Let’s talk to little Miss Red,” I said and went in the door, breaking the privacy bubble as I went back into the room

      Ashley started chattering the moment we came in the door, “We really should keep her Abby. She's great. So quick on the computer.”

      I held my hand up to get her to stop talking, “Cassidy, step away from the computer please.” Tadeas made his way around to flank her just in case. Cassidy looked horrified, but pushed away from the desk and stood.

      Ashley looked like she wanted to defend her, but she just backed away.

      “Miss Cassidy, what were you doing in Paris with a necromancer?” I questioned. I went with interrogation tone, but wanted to avoid having to use magic. She was my cousin after all. I didn’t fear her, but the last thing I needed was my Aunt Lianne pissed at me for harassing her daughter.

      “When she invited me, she wasn't one,” she explained.

      “But she was a bad person, right?” I asked as if she were a child to be scolded.

      “Yes, but she was always nice to me. She liked me.”

      “You weren't interested in her like that, or were you?” I asked. It wasn’t beyond thought. She was Half-Fae, and she was young. It seems the young these days like all sorts of sexual experimentation.

      “No.”

      “At what point did you realize she had eaten a soul?” I asked.

      “When we got ready for the party, she and Sam were in the shower together. When Sam came out her eyes were white. I tried to run, but she put a spell on me. I could not move. She said, if I agreed to go to the party with her, she would let me live. So, I agreed, and she kissed me,” she cringed.

      “You made a deal as a Halfling and sealed it with a kiss?” I looked over to Tadeas. He stood solemn and still.

      “Yes, but I didn't realize it until it was too late,” she whimpered.

      “She marked you. You know what that is?” I asked. I was pretty sure she knew, but I had to make sure that I had all my facts straight. I also didn’t want to leave any openings for my team or Lukas to get the idea that she was completely innocent in this predicament in which she found herself.

      “Yes,” she said quietly.

      “Who is your father?” her eyes shot open wide.

      “Um.”

      “Say it!” I yelled, and she flinched.

      “Edgar Donovan.” This drew reactions around the room because we knew Edgar Donovan to be part of the GEA.

      “Edgar Donovan, the Master Wizard?” I asked for clarification. Part of this was a show for my entire team. She may look innocent, but she certainly was not.

      “Yes,” she gulped.

      “And daddy knew his sweet little girl was there and marked by a necromancer?” My questions were turning more into statements as I was putting the whole picture together.

      “He knew I was there, but I don't think he knew that she marked me,” she defended.

      “He's a fucking master wizard. Even Lukas knew you were enthralled,” I shot back at her. Tadeas looked at me when I used that word. I shook my head at him. It was the same with our deal. I was essentially enthralled to him, but different because of what kind of a person he is, and what we're trying to accomplish. I could tell he did not like that at all. For all the joking around about it, the literal meaning of me belonging to him was that I was his thrall for the time proposed by the deal back in the compound when I presented him to the hierarchy of the Agency as my partner.

      “I don't know. He sat in the corner and watched. I could see him, but some couldn't,” she explained. Apparently, she did have some magical abilities, however I didn’t feel any magic coming from her now. Fae magic can feel very different from what I used on a regular basis. I certainly could do it that way, but it was far more consuming and seductive. Definitely not practical for the constant uses I had for magic.

      “Yes, I know. We couldn't until he approached us and threatened us,” I informed her. I turned it down a notch. I didn’t want to lose my composure as I had with Lukas. “Cassidy, how did you meet Vanessa?”

      “I met her at my daddy’s job. He got a secretary position there for me for the summer until I came back to live with mother for the rest of the year,” she explained.

      “Your father works for the Geo-Enhancement Alliance?” The GEA was enemy number one. At least the front company for more than just a couple of supernatural bad guys.

      “Yes,” it was starting to get to her. Her eyes glossed over.

      “Does John Mwenye work for the GEA?” I asked. Knowing the necromancer had ties to Vanessa Vaughn.

      “Yes,” she admitted. She was in tears, but I did not let up. She's old enough to know better.

      “Does Father Sergio work for the GEA?” I asked and stole a look at Tadeas.

      “Yes. He's nice to me,” she explained.

      I waved my hand at her. I wasn’t interested in the commentary. Tadeas gritted his teeth.

      “Does Nalusa Chito work for the GEA?”

      “Yes.”

      “Meredith Spence?”

      “I've never seen her there, but I heard her name,” she said honestly.

      “Who else?” Now that I had all the others confirmed. We could progress to what I didn’t know or only suspected.

      “I don't know them all, and they weren't all based in Philadelphia,” she tried to weasel out of answering.

      I looked over to Tommy, and he picked up the phone. “Who else, Cassidy?” I prodded her.

      “Milton Trujillo. Botan Doro.” she listed. Tadeas’ eyes flashed with the mention of Milton Trujillo who bought him a drink in a bar in Boulder. He was also sleeping with one of Tadeas’ canvas crew trainees, Samantha, who Vanessa Vaughn killed in Paris.

      “Mother fuck,” Lukas said. He had dealings with Botan Doro in the past. She was a Japanese succubus and extremely ruthless. Extremely deadly.

      “Who is in charge?” I asked.

      “The director,” she said simply. I thought she was being smart, but then I realized she did not know who the director really was. I asked anyway.

      “Who is the director?”

      “I don't know. It wears a glamour,” she explained. “A good one.”

      “It?” I asked. I could do fantastic glamours, but they were all female. It was near impossible to pull off a glamour of the opposite gender.

      “Yes, it's very androgynous. I don't know what it is, but its mean,” she pouted. Sympathy card played.

      “Did your mother know you were working for the GEA?”

      “No.” That part was a relief. Still, I wondered why Aunt Lianne decided to have a child with a Master Wizard.

      “Did you know that the GEA planned to destroy the Boulder compound?” I needed to know specifics now.

      “No. That wasn't them. They are a good organization. They help people recover from natural disasters. They are non-profit,” she defended them. She was fully engulfed in tears. I stepped back and let it all sink in. Everyone stood still and quiet. She thought she was working for a legitimate agency. Surely, she was not that naïve. Perhaps she was. I started to doubt my own instincts about her innocence or lack of it. Tommy hung up the phone and shook his head. They had already abandoned Philadelphia. I looked at Tadeas giving him the opening to question her.

      “Your turn,” I said. Time to see if she would respond to the good cop.

      “Cassidy, here. Sit down,” He gave her a few napkins, and let her dry her face. “The GEA are very bad people. Is there any information you can give to us to help us track them down?” He was kind and played the opposite of the scary wizard lady very well. I kept my back to them. I listened and let him play this round. I looked up to see Lukas’ eyes. Lukas was pissed at me. I didn’t care, and he would have to get over it. There were far too many things at stake to trifle with this stupid child at the moment.

      “They were looking for an office in Ohio or in Texas. Somewhere in the middle to be able to help both coasts,” she said still believing the lie. They wanted to get inland. If the coasts fell into the sea as I saw in my vision with Gabriel, then they wanted to be as far from the ocean as possible. I cringed.

      “Do you know what cities?” he asked politely.

      “The one in Texas was in San Antonio,” she was freely giving him information. This was working to plan. Tadeas picked up on the game so quickly. I heard Tony dialing again, and he stepped into a side room.

      “Great that helps. Anything else?” he asked.

      “No. Please don't let her kill me, Mr. Tadeas,” I almost giggled at the Mister part.

      “She's not going to do that. She's upset. You have to understand that these people killed our friends in Boulder. Destroyed our facility. Our homes,” he tried to explain to her. She nodded. “You would be upset too, right?”

      “Yes,” she quietly replied.

      Then it hit me. I reached out with my magical senses to where she sat. I felt the power then and only when I went to look for it. She had magic in abundance. I heard her audibly whimper because she could feel me reaching out to her.

      “No, Abby. I don't use it. It's there, but I never learned. I don't care anything about it. Mom and Dad are pissed at me about not learning to use it,” she explained with the tears suddenly gone.

      “Use what?” Tadeas asked.

      “Magic,” I replied. “She is quite powerful.”

      Tadeas took a step back and was suddenly wary of her.

      “I wouldn't hurt anyone. I promise, Mr. Tadeas,” she fluttered her eyes at Tadeas hoping for some sympathy. She seemed genuine in this statement. Even if she had never trained to wield her magic, it still flowed through her body. She possessed the ability to use it instinctively. She also embraced her Fae side whereas I always rejected mine.

      “She is not to touch any of our equipment. Ashley, whatever you were working on with her, you need to start over. Double check everything. Tadeas would you please take her upstairs. I'm calling her mother.” Everyone went to my directions, and the quiet room erupted in movement.

      “You believe her?” he asked.

      “I don't know.” I replied.

      “Neither do I. Maybe Lianne will be more forthcoming,” he suggested.

      “I doubt it.”

      “Lukas, please stay here if you don't mind,” I asked him. He had turned to follow them upstairs.

      “Okay,” he looked puzzled. I wanted him away from her at the moment. He clearly had sympathy for her.

      Ashley started on reworking the firewalls and network. Tony still talked to someone on the phone in San Antonio.

      “Lukas, we need weapons. Unfortunately, I have no access to the vault. And everything else went down with the compound,” I told him.

      “Just make a list. I'll get whatever you need,” He sounded defeated, and I regretted my outburst earlier.

      I moved closer to him, and put my hand on his arm, “Forgive me. My emotions are all over the place right now, and I can't trust anyone, Lukas. Not even her. Please be careful.”

      “I understand, but you can trust me. You should know that,” he sounded hurt. “Surely you know me better than to fall for a girl like Cassidy. I know very well what a Fae woman can do to a man. I do believe she is innocent though. Just a gut feeling. But, you know me, I’m always on your side.”

      “I don't know anything, anymore,” I replied, being completely truthful with him.

      “I love you just as much now as I did then, and I would never betray you,” he said sadly. “Nothing has changed for me.” He pulled away and went upstairs. I could feel the truth in him. I didn't have time to worry about his feelings because I barely had time for my own. I picked up the cell and called Aunt Lianne.

      The connection crackled when she answered, “Well, hello dearie. I'm out of town.” Which meant she was in the Underworld, the land of the Fae. That's why the connection was horrendous.

      “Aunt Lianne, you know she is with me. Come get her,” I said plainly.

      “Well, I wondered how long it would take. Where are you? You are hidden to me,” she explained.

      The wards must be good here. I took a peek at the outer wall in the spectrum. My grandfather had laid the wards. I told her where to find us. She would be here in a matter of minutes. I hung up the phone and looked at my team. They were working hard

      “I'll order pizza,” I told them. I searched for a local number and called in an order.

      “Good. I'm starving,” Ichiro said.

      “Me too,” Vince added. Ashley didn't even look up. She was engrossed.

      “Ash, you okay?” I asked.

      “Yeah. Later,” she said. I knew I had incurred her wrath for dismissing her new friend. I would find out how badly later, I’m sure. I went upstairs, and Cassidy sat on the couch and sniffled. Tadeas leaned against the wall, while Lukas stared out the window. I had barely reached the top step when the doorbell rang. I opened the door and the Fae goddess that was my Aunt floated into the room. Like three inches off the floor, floated into the room. She liked to put on a show from time to time. Cassidy refused to look at her like a petulant child. She had a file folder and plopped it down on the coffee table. She turned and put her hands on her hips and stared at Cassidy.

      “What do you have to say?” she was in attack mode.

      “Nothing, Mother,” the rebellious teenager spoke.

      “You better think of something, because I know where you were. And who you were with in Paris,” Lianne said just in case there was any doubt. Cassidy didn't speak. Lianne got in her face. “What possessed you to go to Paris with a necromancer?”

      “She wasn't….” she started to say, but Aunt Lianne’s tolerance was even lower than mine.

      “Bullshit. Don't give me bullshit,” Lianne shouted. Aunt Lianne made me feel grateful for the first time in my life that I didn't have a mother. Tadeas stalked his way to me and stood close. Lukas kept his eyes outside.

      “I wanted to go to Paris,” she tried to explain.

      “Then buy a fucking ticket and go. Better yet let me teach you the ways. It would be so much easier,” Lianne shouted.

      “I don't want to learn!” she yelled back.

      “You are going to learn. I'm sick of you playing around. What was Edgar thinking?” Lianne asked to no one in particular. I wondered how Lianne got tied up with Edgar in the first place.

      “Daddy made her swear not to hurt me,” Cassidy said as if that would make it all better.

      “You let her mark you!” Lianne screamed.

      “I didn't know.”

      “You should have. He's babied you for too long. You will learn what I have to teach you,” Lianne resolved.

      “I want to stay here,” she pouted and looked at Lukas. He remained stoic and staring out the window. She tried Tadeas, but he blankly stared at her.

      “Oh, honey, I know Abigail. There is no way in hell she lets you stay here. You are a liability. Perhaps, if you had learned to use your skills, then you wouldn't be in this mess. You could be part of the team, but instead, you followed a fucking necromancer to Paris,” Lianne was done with her. Cassidy started to cry again. Lukas stepped into the kitchen and came back with a box of tissues. He handed them to her and moved away. If he wasn’t trying to stay on her good side, he could have fooled me. I had to remind myself that I wasn’t jealous.

      “Thank you, Mr. Castille for getting her immature dumb ass out of harm’s way,” Lianne said to him.

      “You are welcome, Lady Lianne.” He backed to the window.

      “Now I've got some business with Abby. We need to talk in private. You sit right here and don't move, and I will be back in a few moments,” she told Cassidy. She got up and grabbed the file folder. “You need to sign these. I'm tired of carrying them around.”

      “The damn paperwork,” I laughed.

      She smiled, “Indeed.” It was like she flipped a switch from mad Momma to cordial Aunt.

      “I thought they might have gone down with the compound,” I quipped.

      “Thankfully no. I am to keep them with me at all times until I hand them over to you. Can we speak somewhere private?” she asked.

      “There is an office down the hall, Abby,” Lukas said.

      “Thanks Lukas.” Tadeas and I turned to walk that way.

      “Just you, Abby,” Lianne said.

      “I go, where she goes,” Tadeas stated flatly.

      “I figured as much. So much like Lincoln,” she said without putting up a fight. She must have just been testing him. We walked into the office, and the second the door shut Lianne put up a privacy bubble that put mine to shame. It was utterly quiet, yet none of the claustrophobic feel.

      “What is this?” he asked.

      “Hell, if I know,” I replied, because I honestly had no clue.

      “You can talk out loud. I can hear you,” she said.

      I cleared my throat, “Just because you can listen, Aunt Li, doesn't mean you should.”

      “Sit down.”

      I sat in the chair while she opened the document and laid it before me. It was a contract on parchment. It was signed in blood. I read the first few lines and bolted up out of the chair. My heart pounded out of my chest. “No, I won't sign it.”
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      She bolted out of the chair so suddenly it shocked me. I immediately went to her. Her heart pounded harder than I had ever heard it. She was frightened.

      “I won't sign it,” she said with a shaky voice.

      Her body shuddered. I looked back at Lianne. Her face was calm as if she had expected this exact reaction. I didn't know what to do. Abby put her arm up on my chest to keep me her arm’s length away. I did not push, but I did not withdraw.

      “Yes, you will, child. It's what he wants,” Lianne explained.

      “He's had every opportunity to tell me himself,” Abby said.

      “It had to be me. I'm the only approving member of The Six,” Lianne continued. Abby shook her head, “Child, he is weary of this world. He has his own island to go to, and you are the only one he trusts.”

      “He trusts you too, apparently,” Abby said.

      “Not as so. I'm ready myself. Cassidy was created in my image for the sole purpose of taking my place. She has been reluctant. I need her to understand, so I want her to stay here with your team,” Lianne dropped the bomb.

      “No. Hell, no.” Abby cringed.

      “It's not a request,” Lianne said. I could feel her anger rising. The room started to get warmer.

      “You can't do that,” Abby said.

      The room suddenly darkened as the shadows grew to engulf us. As I looked back to Lianne, I noticed her eyes were huge and feline, and her hair had turned black. Her presence in the room was overwhelming. Gasping for air, I positioned myself between her and Abby facing Lianne. Abby froze in place and stared at her. I looked over to the door. I could see it shaking, but couldn't hear it.

      “It. Was. Not. A. Request.” she emphasized each word, and my ears burned.

      Abby choked out, “Okay.”

      The air rushed back into the room, and I took a deep breath. I still stayed between them. Abby leaned forward and put her head between my shoulders. I could feel her trying to calm herself. She had my shirt clasped in her fists in the back. I felt them slowly loosen.

      “Abby.”

      “It's okay. I'm okay.”

      “What's on that paper?”

      Lianne answered since she could hear us, “Her grandfather is retiring, and turning the Agency over to her. The transfer will take place over the span of five years. It will take time for Abby to learn to control the powers he will give her. Her acclimation has to take place over several years so she doesn’t get overwhelmed. Her induction really should be over 10 years, but Abby has always been special.”

      “No. I'm still not signing it,” Abby was defiant still on this point even after Lianne’s show concerning Cassidy.

      “Yes, you will. I'm leaving them here with you. Thank you for taking Cassidy,” she said smartly.

      “Not like I had a choice,” Abby murmured back.

      “All the same, child, thank you.”

      “Leave,” Abby said.

      “As you wish, but remember of the Six, I'm your only ally,” Lianne quipped. With allies like that, who needs enemies? With a cool breeze that blew the curtains, she vanished. When she left, the magic privacy bubble popped. Lukas came barreling through the door. His knuckles were red with blood where he physically pounded the door trying to get in. He looked terrified, but ready to fight. Perhaps he wasn't so bad after all. Abby moved from behind me and walked over to him.

      “Consano.” She healed his wounds.

      “What the hell was that? The whole house shook,” he asked.

      Abby put her hand out, and the door slammed shut. “Bulla.” The privacy bubble snapped back up, but clearly didn’t have the same impact as Lianne’s bubble.

      “Look,” She said to him and pointed at the document.

      He read it, but didn't say anything. After a few moments, he looked up to Abby. “Does this mean what I think it does?”

      “Depends on what you think,” she said.

      “Divine inheritance. You would become him?” he asked.

      “Whoa, wait. No way,” I said.

      “Essentially, yes,” she replied.

      “No, no and no.” She finally smiled.

      “I would still be female, Jag,” she said knowing why I protested. I mean, we weren’t together, but we kissed. I wanted to try it again in a less life or death situation. We hadn’t had a chance to talk about it. At this rate, I didn’t know if we ever would get the chance.

      “Thank God,” I said.

      She actually laughed. I knew Lukas was aware of the communication spell and I felt bad for doing it in front of him.

      “You would take on all his aspects?” Lukas asked.

      “Yes, but all his responsibilities too. I'm not doing it, and he's just going to have to find someone else or stick it out a little longer,” she resolved.

      “Wait, you would become a god?” I asked.

      She gritted her teeth. “It doesn't matter, because I'm not signing it. But, I have to secure this document. His blood is on it. If he is compromised before he passes his power to someone, it will be lost forever. Chaos will reign.”

      I knew she was thinking about her vault. It was no longer accessible. “Where?”

      “I will just have to keep them with me until I figure it out. I have a day, maybe I can set up a temporary vault here,” she thought.

      “If you need any supplies, I can get them,” Lukas offered.

      “I'll let you know. I may have Tadeas shift us to the spirit world to see if we can find a place in the house that might be adequate to what we need. Enough of a hidden space for me to build a time capsule,” she explained.

      The doorbell rang.

      “Oh, more visitors?” I said.

      “No, I ordered pizza,” she said.

      Lukas and I both bolted to the door. I could hear her laughing down the hall at us. I was starving. Apparently, Lukas was too. We took the pizzas to the kitchen, and she called everyone up from downstairs. Cassidy sat on the couch looking at all of us. Abby went over and sat next to her on the couch. Cassidy refused to look at her like a petulant child. I made me wonder if Abigail was like this at the same age. From what she’d told me, I imagined it was very similar.

      “You are under my care now, Cassidy. You do as I say. If you cross me or double cross me, I will burn you to the ground, and I don’t care who your mother is. Are we clear?” she said bluntly.

      “Yes,” Cassidy said.

      “Swear it on your power,” Abby insisted.

      “I swear to abide by your rules and not double cross you on my power,” she swore.

      “Okay, go eat,” Abby relented. Cassidy jumped up and went to the kitchen. Everyone was a little wary of her, but Abby followed her into the room. “Cassidy will be working with us for the time being. She is new, and not to be trusted with essential information, however, if she proves herself to us, at some point she will be allowed full access. She is currently a temporary part of the team.” Ashley smiled. I remained skeptical as did Abby.

      I handed Abby a plate with some pizza on it. She didn’t look like she was going to eat it. “Don’t even start. Eat.”

      “It’s just that I didn’t need this too. I feel like I’m barely holding it together now.”

      “It’s pizza with lots of cheese and bacon, and it’s getting cold. Eat.” I wasn’t ignoring her, but we weren’t going to start this where she got so lost in everything going on that she didn’t take care of herself. She went over to the dining room and sat at the table alone. The team had swamped the table in the kitchen. Lukas was deep in conversation with Cassidy about her food likes and dislikes. I grabbed a plate and sat with Abby. She was actually eating.

      “It’s good,” she said.

      “You can’t resist bacon. You really should listen to me more,” I said.

      “You are right. I should,” she conceded way too easily. I didn’t realize until that moment, she had the folder sitting there under her plate. She was serious about keeping it with her.

      “After we eat, we will find a place for that,” I offered.

      “Yes, we should. I can’t carry it around,” she said.

      “Then what?” I asked with a mouthful of pizza.

      “Lukas is going to get us some weapons. We need to make him a list. Will you do that for me?”

      “Sure, that won’t be a problem.”

      “Talk to Tony and Tommy and see what they need. They probably have some things already, but Lukas can get whatever we need quickly,” she explained. “Ashley will get us a charter to Atlanta for tomorrow. The day after that we will attend Andrew Gilbert’s funeral. I need to go through the information that Tavaris sent Ashley. Try to figure out who we are dealing with in Atlanta. Then the man I want to put in place as proxy works for the East Coast regent in New York City. We will go there after Atlanta. I will have Ashley start moving some of our companies and shell accounts over to his name. People will know the company names. We will go in and introduce them all to the millionaire business man they didn’t know existed. It might take a little time, but I have some high hopes for him. We will be spending some time in Atlanta. I have a nice estate there, and I think you will like it.”

      “As long as we are together, I don’t care where we stay,” I said to reassure her that she wasn’t alone.

      “Yes, hopefully, I won’t need to do any direct reputation building with him there. He should be able to handle it on his own,” she replied.

      “If you have to get directly involved, what do you have to do?” I asked.

      “It usually means I have to be seen with him at functions and around town. Draw attention to him,” she explained.

      “You have to date him,” I said. This was getting more worse by the minute.

      “Sort of, but it’s all really a show. There will be a public break up, then all the eligible women in the city will descend upon him, and his reputation grows. He becomes more and more visible in the community.” She looked at me.

      “How many proxies have you dated?” I asked.

      “None. I’ve played the game.” she responded.

      “So, what? Don’t hate the player, hate the game?” I asked trying not to sound too tense.

      She quirked her head sideways. Clearly, she had never heard the saying. It was cute and amusing. “That’s actually pretty accurate,” she said. I couldn’t be mad because she’d been doing this for years before I ever came along. I reminded myself that for now we were partners.

      “I’m going for more. You want some?” I asked.

      “No, I’m good,” she said as I headed into the kitchen. Lukas passed me going that way. It’s like he knew that I was leaving her for a millisecond. I walked back in and sat down in the middle of their conversation.

      “I apologize Lukas, but it needed to be done. She might have had information that we needed to get to the bottom of this earthquake thing. If you had seen the hole that Meredith Spence opened up in the earth, you would be skeptical of anyone with attachments to the GEA,” she responded.

      “I don’t care about the girl. I’m worried about you, because I’ve never seen you so cutthroat,” he explained.

      “No, you just don’t remember it,” she returned.

      He shook his head. “I’m going into town for some business. Tell Ashley to email me the list of what you need, and I’ll bring it back this evening when I return.”

      “Thank you, Lukas. I know your job keeps you busy, but you have taken time out to help us despite it,” she said to him extremely kindly.

      “You are welcome, Abby. You know I’d do anything for you” he said, kissed her on the cheek and walked out. I just sat quietly and chewed pizza.

      “Nothing to say?” she asked.

      “Nope,” I responded. “I know there are things I shouldn’t have an opinion on.” She pushed her plate away and laid her head on the table. She tried to clear her mind. I didn’t speak into it. I wanted to say something, but I figured it was best left alone.
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* * *

      The team filtered back down to the basement. I caught Tommy, and he said he would make a list of weapons we would need for the house, as well as for the trip to Atlanta and New York. Abby still sat at the table with her head down. It got very quiet, and I listened her heartbeat. It reminded me of how connected we were. Even back when she was pretending in my canvas crew class, I felt the strange need to help her and understand her. I went and sat down beside her and put my arm around her shoulders. I moved her hair from in front of her face. I expected tears, but I just saw serenity. She had successfully cleared away the anxiety and fear. “What can I do for you now?” I asked.

      She blinked as she came out of whatever she was focusing on. “Nothing. I just needed to rest for a moment. We need to tell them what happened in Boulder.”

      “You ready for that now?” I asked.

      “No, you tell them,” she smiled at me.

      “Okay. I’ll tell them.” We went to the basement, and she sat listening to me tell the story to the team of how we found Meredith in the basement with Blake, one of the other instructors in the training facility. I told them about the fight with her and the revelation that she was Lincoln’s long-lost daughter. Making sure to make Jay sound like a hero, I reinforced that he saved us. They all dialed into the story when I talked about racing up the steps, and those last moments as the ceiling came down on us on the tenth floor. I had built up the story to that point. “I was barely hanging on to her and the light fixture. She tried to hang on it too, but we slipped and slid down the tilting floor. My leg hit something concrete, and I dislocated my hip. It hurt like hell. She tried to reach down and heal it, but things would start crumbling around us as we moved. Eventually, we caught a little daylight through the top of the ceiling where it had broken in half. We shifted to the spirit world and crawled out to the top of what was left of the building. Then Abby made us fly, and we got out of the hole. It started to collapse when we got to the top. She had used just about everything getting us out of the hole. I had a concussion from the door blast, a stab wound freely bleeding and a dislocated hip. But we pushed to solid ground, and Gregory showed up in time to take us to the airport. Now we are here.” I said finishing the story.

      “I get the feeling that was the condensed version,” Ashley teased. I blushed and didn’t respond.

      “You did skip a part,” she said.

      “Yes, but that memory is mine, and I’m not sharing it.” I turned back to look at her, and she smiled.

      “I do recall something about being able to tell the story was a reason to survive,” she said.

      “I changed my mind.”

      “He is hiding something,” Vince said.

      “You mean to tell me at no point in that whole daring escape with imminent death looming about you, the two of you didn’t have a moment? Not even one?” Ashley implied more than she asked.

      “I told you the story, Ashley. That’s the story,” I said. I didn’t want to lie, but I decided that we had enough complications without Ashley or any of them losing their shit over us kissing. It was my memory, and even if it never happened again, that one moment was mine.
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      I sat, listening to him tell the story and crying when he rehashed Jay's death. He made it sound like an epic death about how he came down there and slammed Meredith into the wall. He told them how he died trying to get us out. He left out the parts where he had to push me along because I was giving up. He left out the part where in a last dying moment, all I wanted to do was kiss him. I was glad he did. Ashley would have taken the ball, and the next thing you’d know, I’d be getting wedding dress emails. I laughed at the notion. He turned around and looked at me as they continued to ask for details. I dismissed the kiss as a desperate moment. He was gorgeous, and if in my dying moment, I wanted to kiss a handsome man, then I should. So, I did. The other part wanted to do it because he said he wanted to kiss me. He said would regret it if he went out of this world and didn’t get to do it. I gave a good man his dying wish, but then we didn’t die. I never thought that not dying would be the complicated part.

      I had a wave of exhaustion come over me as they all chatted and planned. Ashley checked proxies and showed Tadeas how it worked on her laptop. I leaned back into the couch and closed my eyes for just a moment. My mind flashed with images of a hastened kiss while the world crumbled around us.
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* * *

      When I opened my eyes, Tadeas sat in the office chair. He leaned back and watched Ashley’s computer.

      “You shouldn’t have let me sleep,” I complained.

      “You needed it.”

      “You need to rest too,” I said.

      “Yeah, I will, but not right now. I’m watching the network, and I’m learning a lot. I read some of the information that Tavaris sent. It's all disjointed, and it didn't make much sense,” he said and sipped coffee.

      I walked over to where he was watching the screen. A map of the entire Western Hemisphere was vibrantly displayed across the screen. Tiny dots on the map corresponded to every proxy under my watch. They blinked yellow as long as the proxy had made their check-in. I did not see any that weren’t blinking. He clicked on one that showed the timer was about to run out. San Diego’s proxy reached the limit on time to check in. The screen popped up a picture of the proxy with his name. Just before the timer ran out, the dot started blinking again. “Pretty cool. Ashley is actually brilliant with computer stuff. She’s more than just a party planner,” I said and walked over to the fridge to grab a bottle of water.

      “She has a gift?” he said.

      “Yes, they all do. Mostly minor ones, but they all have a talent. Where are they?”

      “There’s a pool,” he said smiling.

      “It’s pool time?” I asked.

      “Let them have a little break,” he said.

      “Yes, because I’m such a hard-nosed boss,” I quipped.

      “You were pretty brutal to Cassidy,” he said.

      “I felt it was necessary, and she is not part of our team,” I explained.

      “Remind me not to get on your bad side,” he smiled.

      “I’m pretty sure you’ve been on the receiving end,” I said sadly. We had definitely had our fights.

      “Maybe it was necessary,” he said.

      “No, I was just being stupid,” I admitted. He didn’t comment, but the light in his eye told me that he would save that one for later.

      “You want me to make you some tea?” he offered.

      “No, this is fine. I know how to make tea,” I said.

      “You sure, your microwave skills are lacking,” he teased remembering my failure in his apartment in the compound to use his microwave.

      “I’m in a training class. Mr. Duarte’s Microwaving 101,” I teased. Besides, I don’t have my favorite mug here.” He had given me a glossy black coffee mug with matte black jaguar spots. It proudly proclaimed ‘I love Jaguars.’ I hoped it made it out of the compound.

      “It’s upstairs in the kitchen,” he said.

      “Is it really?”

      “Yeah, Ashley made sure it got packed. I can go get it,” he explained.

      “The water is fine for now,” I said watching the screen.

      “What is her gift?” he asked.

      “Hm, oh, Ashley, premonition,” I said.

      “She knows the future?” he was astonished.

      “Not exactly, think of it this way. She gets a vague image or feeling that something is going to happen. The further that image is in the future; the more likely it is to degrade. The premonition is based solely on the current history of events. The future is not written, so with future events the image could change,” I tried to explain.

      “So what good is it? If the image is too far ahead or future events alter it too much, it seems like it might be useless,” he asked.

      “Well, the image means that something is going to happen. One, we know there is something that will happen up to this event. Secondly, you have to prepare for the event, but even in your preparation you can alter the event. You have to work in general terms. She might get an image of you and me in Chicago. She will call and make several reservations at different restaurants and hotels to accommodate the possibility that we will be there. She’s not altered the image to make us change course, she’s accommodated the possibility that it might happen. Let me use this as an example. If you look at the flame of a candle in the dark, it makes a blurry impression on your retina. As you blink, the image of the candle flame gets darker and blurrier. It continues to blur out the more you blink. A time goes by, eventually, the image disappears. The flame is like the image she gets. After the fourth or fifth blink, the blurry image that remains is more like the actual reality. Make sense?”

      “Kind of. How often does she get the images?” he asked.

      “It’s constant. She probably knows what happened in the building between us,” I said.

      “Ah! No wonder she tried to pull it out of me. Wait, what about the deal at the party? Did she see something that made her think that was necessary?” he asked.

      “Yes, probably,” I admitted. “In general, I trust her instincts. I know the nature of her ability. She’s learned to work with it, and it’s a valuable asset.”

      “Extremely valuable.”

      “As soon as one of them comes back, we need to take a walk around the house on the spirit side,” I said looking at the envelope on the table.

      “I don’t fully comprehend the consequences, if you ever decide to sign that paper,” he admitted. He sounded worried.

      “I don’t understand them either, so we are in the same predicament,” I said. “I’m not signing them. I have no desire to run the Agency.”

      He turned to me and looked me in the eye, “I’m going to play devil’s advocate. Don’t hate me.”

      “Okay, go ahead.” This is why I needed him. We saw things very differently most of the time, and I wanted to know how he looked at it.

      “The alternative is what? He gives it to one of the Six, and it’s just my impression that whichever one of them got it, it would turn out bad for all of us. The Agency might cease to be. And then who prevents these evil beings from tearing the world apart?” he asked.

      “We do. I will never stop my job whether there is an Agency or not. I made the mistake of taking time off once. It was a huge error on my part. We are still behind the game right now. I will never stop again,” I said.

      “It’s our job,” he said confidently.

      “Yes, our job.”

      “I’m not stopping either,” he said watching the screen.

      Tadeas was the one of the best people I had known in my life. I knew his feelings and connection to me grew. Perhaps I could find an alternative for his affections. My insides churned at the thought.

      “You okay? You just turned green. Are you sick?”

      I laughed. “No, I’m fine.”

      Ashley came in and smiled at both of us sitting there. “How’s it going?” she asked.

      “Good, just watching the blinky dots. You back now?” he asked. She was dressed in a tank top and shorts. Her hair was still wet from the pool.

      “Yeah, everyone is going to be back here in a few minutes. I can take over,” she said.

      “Okay good, we need to jump spirit side and check a few things out around the house,” Tadeas said.

      “Be careful,” she said.

      “Why? Is something going to happen?” he asked

      She turned and looked at me, “You told him?”

      “You know I did,” I responded.

      “Whatever. Tadeas, I said be careful, because I want you to be careful. I don’t see everything all the time,” she explained.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “Don’t be. And yes, I know what you two did in the compound collapse, but I won’t tell,” she grinned.

      “Okay, enough, let's go,” I grabbed his hand, and we moved to the middle of the room. He blushed and my insides churned again. He looked back at Ashley, and she watched us intently. “Ahem!” I fake cleared my throat. He looked back at me with a devilish grin and stepped very close to me. His arms wrapped around me tightly, and I realized what he was doing.
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      I wrapped my arms around her. She had that smug look on her face, but her eyes widened when I pulled her close to me. I could feel Ashley watching us. I moved into her lips, and she cracked a smile and laughed. She knew what I was doing. Before my lips touched hers, I pulled on the veil, and we found ourselves in the spirit world. I heard Ashley swear behind us as the curtain closed.

      “You are the devil,” she said.

      “I am indeed.” I let her go and she stumbled a little. “Whoa, sorry.”

      “We are both going to never hear the end of it now,” she said.

      “We were in for that anyway,” I said. “Let’s look around.” Exploring both the basement and main floors, we found nothing that would work as a hiding place for the contract. In the upstairs bedroom, we found a gap in the wall between the closet and bathroom. We stood inside the gap, and I shifted us back to the real world.

      “Looks like someone planned for a panic room or something here. It’s small, but I can make it work. There is no door.” she said feeling around the edges of the wall.

      “What do you need to do?” I asked.

      “I will have to create a time warp similar to my vault back home, only smaller. It would be best if we had a box or something to put this in. “It would give me an object to focus on besides just the folder, plus provide an extra measure of protection,” she said.

      Shifting back to the spirit world, I went down to the office on the main floor. I remembered seeing a fire box there when Lianne gave Abby the contract. I shifted to get the box, then back to the spirit world to pass through the wall where Abby waited. Taking a moment to look at her, I remembered the first time I saw her in the spirit world. In the compound while in my class, a magical binding held her abilities, and at the time I didn’t know what it was. My instincts were to try to save her, but Meredith talked me out of “saving” her. That’s what started this whole whirlwind. I shifted back to her, and she smiled when she saw the box.

      “That’s perfect,” she put the folder in the box, and the box on the floor. She called the lightning orb to her hand, “Fulmen.” She made a widening motion using both hands. The orb was now slightly bigger than the box. She spoke Latin again, “Impingo.” The orb hit the bare wood floor and burned a circle around the box. The last time I’d seen her do this was in Paris. The orb was huge, and we were inside it.

      “What’s next?” I asked.

      “The hard part. I’ve got to make everything in that circle including the box shift back in time 2 seconds. Which means if I ever need to retrieve it, I will have to go back in time 2 seconds,” she explained. She turned and put her hand on the hip pocket of my pants. I jumped not expecting her to touch me.

      “Whoa, there sweetheart,” I said startled.

      “Oh, calm down. I need your knife,” she said.

      “You know my knife is in my boot,” I explained.

      “Oh, my bad, that’s right. May I have your knife please?” she said.

      I reached down and pulled it out. She pricked her finger and touched the circle. It snapped into place with a slight breeze. She reached out and touched the invisible barrier, a blue light sizzling around her hands. “Duo tempora praeterita.” The box shimmered and faded away.

      “Neat,” I said.

      “Neat? That’s all you got?” She turned and faced me in the small space.

      “Abigail, you are the most amazing, wondrous, powerful wizard I’ve ever known. I would bow, my lady, but alas, there is no room,” I said.

      “Give me a break,” she laughed. “Let’s get out of the wall, please.”

      With the devilish grin I gave her earlier, I reached for her, and she smirked. I didn’t make a move this time while shifting us into the spirit world so we could pass through the wall.

      “You are evil,” she proclaimed.

      “What? I didn’t do anything,” I confessed, and shifted one last time back to the bedroom.

      “You thought about it though,” she claimed. I seriously thought about it, but lost my nerve.

      “You should call Samara,” I reminded her. “It would be intensely valuable for us to be able to have the magic on that side.”

      “Good idea. I’ll go downstairs and get my phone,” she said smiling at me. She walked out of the room, and I sat on the edge of the bed. The tension between us was torturous for me. I stuck the knife back in my boot and decided to live with the torture in hopes that it would work to my benefit, eventually.
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* * *

      Lukas had returned, and he brought more weapons than we requested. I looked for Abby, but she was out on the patio talking on the phone. I found the pair of Sig Sauer P226s that I requested. There was a shoulder holster, and an ankle rig. I looked at Lukas. “This is perfect, Lukas. Thank you.”

      “You are welcome. I have extensive contacts, so it wasn’t a problem. If you think of anything else, let me know.”

      “I will,” I started looking at all the other stuff there. He had flash bang grenades, explosive grenades, and several land mines. There was also a small stack of C4. My eyes widened, because apparently, he had very good connections. I looked back to the patio, and Abby wasn’t alone. I guess I had gotten distracted by the weapons, and Lukas was out there with her.

      I tried not to stare, but I kept an eye on them while Tony and Tommy sorted the weapons stash. I found a box of 9mm shells and started loading my new pistols.

      I listened to her heartbeat as she talked to Lukas. She needed to clear the air with him, especially if we were going to be based out of Los Angeles now. Lukas would take every opportunity to be with her, and I couldn’t blame him. I was content to let them talk for now.

      Ashley moved up next to me as I loaded the weapon, “Nice guns.”

      “Thanks. Abby had a pair, that I commandeered, but they got lost in the fray of the compound,” I explained.

      “Are you going to leave them out there alone?” she asked.

      I looked down at the guns. “Yeah, sure. Why not?”

      “Because I could have sworn you were in love with her, and if she spends too much time with him, she will remember what they used to have,” she said.

      “Ashley, you know, not because of some premonition, but because you know her, that she has absolutely forbidden anything between us. I am not sure of what I want either. If in the meantime, she finds happiness again, then I will be happy for her,” I said. I didn’t believe it myself, but I said it anyway.

      “You are a liar,” Ashley said flatly. “If you don’t want to go against what she wants, that’s fine, but I’d be damned if I let someone I loved fall for someone else.”

      “It’s not my business what happens between them. She told me that Lukas was in the past. I have to trust that,” I said. This was true. I had told Meredith over and over that my dealings with Abigail were none of her business. I was eating my own words now.

      “You are going to lose her,” Ashley said.

      “Ash, I know you care about her and want her to be happy, but please for the both of us, stop pushing. I can’t lose something that I don’t have,” I said. It was painful to say it, but no matter what had happened between us, we weren’t together. Partners, yes. More than that, absolutely not. I looked back up to her and Lukas outside. He sat down next to her on the swing. They were deep in conversation.

      Taking the guns, ammo and holsters, I decided to finish loading in the master bedroom. Ashley rattled me, and I couldn’t watch them. Sometimes I thought the bond made me feel beyond what was really there, and I needed to clear my mind. When I got upstairs, I laid back on the bed and listened to the faint beating of her heart.
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      I went outside and dialed the number for Jasper Samara’s answering service in Dubai. “Hello, you have reached the answering service for Jasper Samara, how may I help you?” a female voice answered.

      “Hello, I am Abigail Davenport. I was Mr. Samara’s apprentice. I would like to speak to him as soon as possible about an important matter,” I said and gave my number to the female.

      “I will pass this message along to him, Miss Davenport. He is currently travelling across Asia, but he should check in soon,” she explained.

      “I appreciate it,” I said and hung up the phone. As I sat down on the swing, Lukas came in carrying several cases. Tony and Tommy ran up the stairs like kids on Christmas morning. Nothing got those two excited like a bunch of weapons. After a few minutes, Tony and Tommy came in with more cases. They started pulling all of it out. I watched as they made inventory lists. Tadeas came down from the bedroom where I had left him. Among the horde of weaponry, he found a couple of pistols and a shoulder rig. My phone rang.

      “Davenport,” I said.

      “Miss Abigail, It’s Tavaris.”

      “Hello, how may I help you?”

      “You said you would arrive tomorrow, right?

      “Yes, we will arrive tomorrow evening.” I knew I had told him all of this. “What’s wrong Tavaris?”

      “Miss Abby, please don’t kill me, but I’m positive someone on the inside had something to do with this,” he said.

      “Tavaris, I think you will find that I’m a lot more tolerant than I used to be. I am not going to kill you unless you are about to tell me that you killed Andrew.”

      “No, it wasn’t me, but I think it was my brother,” he said. His brother, Jamal, had been in prison for drugs, trafficking, theft and a whole plethora of charges. Jamal never bought into cleaning up his life like Tavaris did. He could have joined Tavaris in Andrew’s network, but he couldn’t stay out of jail.

      “Jamal is out of prison? That's hardly someone on the inside. Besides, are you sure?” I asked.

      “Miss Abby, Jamal got out of prison five years ago. He’d cleaned up, and Andy let him join the crews. Just last year Andy promoted him to head of security,” he explained.

      “Your delinquent brother was Andrew’s head of security? I swear to God that man’s heart was too good.” I said. Jamal should have never been allowed that close to the operations since he had a proven track record for criminal activities.

      “He had cleaned up,” Tavaris protested.

      “And yet, you defend him, even though you think he killed your boss?” I said.

      “I’m not sure, but I can’t find him. He’s been missing since the shooting,” he said.

      “Shouldn’t he have been with Andrew at the time?” I asked.

      “Yes, he was. I saw him go out the doors of the office with him, but when the shots fired, everyone scattered. I haven’t seen him since. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before, but Abby he’s my brother,” he sounded so sad.

      “Tavaris, I will be there tomorrow. I will try to push up our time table and be there sooner. Keep your distance from him, and we will talk more when I get there,” I said. Lukas stepped out on the patio with me. Inside the room, Tadeas was looking over the weapons.

      “Yes ma’am,” he said.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow. It will be okay.” I assured him with a little compassion for his situation. Tadeas taught me that. Tavaris hung up without saying goodbye.

      “What's wrong?” Lukas asked.

      “I tried to reach Samara. He’s travelling. I left a message with his answering service,” I explained.

      “What do you need to speak to Samara? I mean, I’m not trying to pry. Just asking.”

      “It’s fine. I have trouble pulling magic when in the spirit world with Tadeas. I need to figure out how to use power on that side. It’s like whatever I pull fizzles out,” I said.

      “That is something important I would think. Be careful in that realm.” he said.

      “Yes, I know,” I returned.

      He had on a beautiful blue bespoke suit, light blue shirt and blue and silver striped tie. It brought out his blue eyes. I chose Lukas for the Los Angeles proxy in part because he looked like a movie star. He had a long face and strong chin. His topaz blue eyes and blonde hair completed the package. He was strikingly handsome for someone with no Fae blood. Today he wore a shadow of a beard. I always liked it that way. He saw me admiring him. “I remember that look,” he smiled.

      “Yes, you caught me. You are just as handsome as you ever were. Your eyes show age though. I suppose mine do as well,” I said.

      “No, they don’t. You look as young as you ever did,” he said.

      “That wasn’t Samara’s answering service though when I came out,” he said. He didn’t miss anything. It was kind of annoying, but again, another wonderful trait in a proxy or regent.

      “No, it was Tavaris. Apparently, Andrew put some faith in Jamal, and allowed him to run security. Jamal has been missing since the shooting. Tavaris is upset, and was scared to tell me,” I explained. Joining me on the swing, I was relieved to talk to him about it. This was Agency business, and I knew Lukas would help me figure it out. I looked inside and Ashley had Tadeas cornered. Good grief.

      “Jamal. How stupid. How many times has he been in prison?”

      “Too many times, especially to be the head of security. It all seems pretty strange.”

      “Do you want me to go with you to Atlanta? I could sit in and help stabilize things until you bring in a new proxy,” he offered.

      “We don’t want to start a turf war with Giordano, and we don’t want our securities to lapse on the West Coast. I think you should stay here.”

      “I’ve got people here that can handle it, plus with technology I’m just a moment away. I have a crystal that ports me back to my office. I could run the entire country if I needed to do it,” he explained.

      It would be nice to have someone in Atlanta that I trusted keeping the peace while I recruited the new proxy. Did I trust Lukas? My instincts told me that Lukas had always been loyal even through the toughest circumstances, and that I could always trust him. “Let me sleep on it, and I’ll let you know in the morning,” I said.

      “You could sleep with me, and we could discuss it more,” he offered with a smile.

      His flirt sent my hormones into a wild tizzy. “No, Lukas, I think we did our fair share of sleeping together in the past.”

      “We did, but it was good. I miss it.”

      “It was always good, but I can’t,” I said.

      He moved over closer to me. He picked up my hand and kissed it. “Abby, tell me the real reason you left me. I would have done anything to keep you here. What happened to me was not my fault or yours.”

      I knew exactly why I left. It wasn’t for any of the reasons he thought. We needed to have this talk, especially if we were going to be working together. I looked into the room, and Tadeas was gone.

      “I left, because if I had stayed, you would have starved yourself which would have resulted in your death or the death of some poor woman after you tried to hold back. I didn’t want to see you die, and I didn’t want to see you kill someone to survive, then hate yourself for it. Leaving you meant that you would live, and I didn’t want to live in a world without you and Lincoln.”

      Lukas touched my cheek, and it sent a tingle of memory through my body of all the times he touched me. “You stupid woman, what made you think I could live without you?”

      “You are here and living,” I said.

      “No, I obsessed over getting the serum completed. Jackie probably hates me. I badgered her constantly about it, but it works. Fate has put you back with me, and I don’t want to let you go,” he said.

      “Lukas, I can’t,” I said and pulled back from him.

      “Look, if you tell me you are in love with him, then I will back off. It will hurt like hell, but I can do it. He’s an excellent choice for a partner. I actually like him, but I don’t want him to have you,” he said.

      He was being honest. My feelings for him stirred inside of me, and I pushed them down. “I am not in love with Tadeas, however he is important to me. We are soul bonded. But, Lukas, I can’t have that kind of relationship anymore. Not with anyone. Look at us. We are so far behind. This GEA, these evil people have been working together for decades while I sat in a corner and sulked. I destroyed everything that I was because I let myself fall in love. Not just once, but twice!” I stood up and headed for the door.

      “You can’t blame yourself for every evil thing that arises. Do you intend to guard your heart forever? You are never going to love anyone again?” he asked standing up and grabbing my arm.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “Well, good, whenever you decide it’s a good time, I’m still going to be here,” he put his arms around me and pulled me to him. I did not want him to kiss me, but he did. My arms, legs and lips tingled with remembrance. My body responded to the memory, and I kissed him back remembering the old habit.

      When he pulled away from me, I remembered we were good together, but it was the past. I couldn’t look back anymore. “Lukas, please, don’t ever do that again.”

      I ducked back in the house, and Ashley’s eyes were huge. I huffed and went upstairs. I could feel Tadeas above in the master bedroom, but I needed a moment alone to compose myself and think. Stepping out on the main patio I could see the pool and headed that way.

      Twilight darkened the landscape, and the night air gently blew my hair around my face. Sitting on the railing, a large black raven cawed at me. I stopped in fear and stared at it. It fluttered its wings and took off toward the ocean.

      “Just a bird,” I said.

      A light in the pool created a blue glow. I drank it all in and calmed my emotions. Sitting on one of the lawn chairs, I felt the tingle of the kiss lingering on my lips.

      Memories of the past washed over me. I had loved Lukas from the moment I met him. He changed my perspective on love and what it could be. As always though, my world changed, and evil attacked. The memories of that love and the pain of losing him pulsed through my body, but it was only a memory. Although the pain in my chest felt very immediate and present. I looked down at my chest, and the red stain on my shirt grew. I closed my eyes and drifted away.
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      I was sitting at the desk when a handsome, but grungy, young man came into the office. He was carrying a box full of files. “Hello, sir, how may I help you?” I asked.

      “Um, I am supposed to deliver these files to an Abigail Davenport at this address,” he said.  I got up and rounded the table, feeling the shift of the simple black sheath dress, I was wearing. I had been in Los Angeles for the better part of a month trying to find a proxy for the city. It proved to be my greatest challenge since taking over this endeavor. I established proxies all over the United States, but I could not find the right fit for the Hollywood crowd. This city swelled with all different species of supernatural beings. Whomever I put in charge here would have to be as good looking as a movie star, but also have a great mind and instincts.

      “I’m Abigail,” I said as I approached him. “You can sit that on the desk.” He walked over and sat the box down. He wore light denim jeans with a hole in the knee of the pants. His tee shirt said Motley Crue with Theatre of Pain across the bottom. I knew it to be a rock band, but beyond that I had no idea. His threadbare tennis shoes barely covered his feet and looked to be a size too small. His blonde hair feathered back like Don Johnson’s hair. I had met Don a few nights ago at a charity gala in Hollywood. Since I didn’t watch tv, I had no idea what Miami Vice was, so I had to have someone explain it to me. Maybe that is why this particular city was so hard for me to establish. I knew nothing about this world. “Do you know Don Johnson?” I asked.

      “You mean the guy on Miami Vice?” he said as he ran his hand through his hair.

      “Yes, I met him the other night. Do you know him?”

      “No ma’am. I don’t,” he responded nervously.

      “I thought maybe you had the same barber,” I said seriously, but he laughed. “What’s funny?”

      “Um, I’m just a street kid. I don’t go to a barber, much less one that a celebrity uses,” he said. I opened the box. It contained documents that Ashley had sent over to me. They were meaningless, and it puzzled me as to why she sent them over. I looked up to him.

      “Where did she find you?” I asked.

      “I was on the corner with some of my friends hanging out. We weren’t getting in any trouble or anything,” he said.

      “You do drugs?” I asked.

      “Um, what? No ma’am. I mean I’ve tried a few things, but that ain’t for me. You can’t live on the streets and be high,” he explained.

      “Good for you. Did she pay you?” I asked.

      “Yes, she gave me a Benjamin, and said if I came back after delivering the box, she would give me another one,” he explained. I went back around to my desk, pulled out two ‘Benjamins’ and gave them to him.

      “No ma’am. She will pay me when I get back,” he said.

      “Honorable, but you aren’t going back. Take these, and have a seat,” I pointed over to a couch in the corner. I hated this office. It was too small. Ashley had almost finalized the deed to the building to house the LA operations for KBS in downtown. Dust perpetually covered everything in this one. He looked puzzled, but obeyed. I was going to give him more money than he’d probably seen in a while. I picked up the phone and dialed Ashley.

      “Hello,” she said knowing it was me.

      “Ash, have you finished that office deal yet?”

      “Actually, I have. We can move in by the end of the week,” she said happily.

      “What’s the deal with the box?” I asked.

      “You know that I didn’t send you a box,” she said.

      “Ashley, I need a proxy, not a kid,” I scolded her.

      “Maybe you should think outside the box. Have you heard from him?” she giggled at her joke and asked about Lincoln, my partner and former boyfriend, lover, whatever you wanted to call him.

      “No, I haven’t. He’s off doing his own thing now. He made his choice,” I said.

      “The young man will be a good asset to have here in the city, even if you don’t decide to elevate him,” she said. I looked up at the guy. He seemed so young to me.

      “Do you know something about this kid that I don’t?” I asked, knowing her premonition talent.

      “Bingo! Have a nice day!” and she hung up. I growled and hung up the phone. The guy flinched.

      “Sorry kid. Ashley can be aggravating. Looks like you are stuck with me for a bit. You okay with that?”

      “Depends on what I need to do. You are pretty and all, but I’m not into that male escort shit,” he said.

      I died laughing. “You are funny. This is not that kind of thing. I need some help around here. Ashley found a new office, and I’ll need some help moving. While you are in my employ, I will provide you with all meals, lodging and new clothes. I will pay you $1000 a week and when my task here in Los Angeles is done, I will see that you have a home and money to live on for the rest of your life.” He just stared at me.

      “You ain’t for real,” he said.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “Lukas,” he replied.

      “Lukas what?”

      “Lukas Castille,” he said.

      “Well, Mr. Lukas Castille, I assure you that I am very for real, and from now on if anyone asks your name, you tell them your first and last name. You offer your hand to them to shake. You stand tall and be proud of yourself,” I said.

      His eyes told me didn’t have any pride in how he looked. “What kind of gig is this?”

      “I haven’t decided yet, but for now you will run errands for me and pick up heavy boxes,” I said. He still looked unsure. “Lukas, may I call you Lukas?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

      “Okay, you call me Abby, Abigail or Miss Davenport, but I prefer Abby,” I said, and he nodded, “Lukas, you’ve been on the streets. Have you ever seen anything strange out there?”

      He lowered his head, and wouldn’t look me in the eyes. “There are a lot of strange things on the streets.”

      “Beyond strange?” I asked.

      “Yes, I have,” he said quietly.

      “I’m the person that fights those things,” I said. His body went rigid, and he held his breath.

      “I once saw a man suck the life out of another one. His eyes turned black. It scared me, and I ran. I’m no pushover in a fight, but that was something totally different,” he said without looking up.

      “That, Lukas, was a necromancer. They are evil wizards that pull the souls out of the living. They live off the power of the souls they collect,” I explained. He didn’t move or look up.

      “Wizards, like magic? I saw a movie at the dollar theatre with David Carradine and he had this hot chick that was a sorceress. You mean like that?” he asked.

      “Real magic is quite different. Don’t be afraid. I won’t hurt you,” I turned my hand palm up and spoke in Latin, “Fulmen.” A small ball of lightning appeared above my hand. It spun and the tiny tendrils of lightning flashed around my hand. He jumped out of the seat moving to the back wall.

      “Get away from me, lady. I won’t let you eat my soul.”

      I closed my hand, and the ball disappeared. I laughed at him. “I’m not going to eat your soul. You stink. When is the last time you had a bath?”

      “Wait, you ain’t gonna eat my soul, because I stink?”

      “No, I’m not going to eat your soul, because I’m not a necromancer,” I replied.

      He looked confused. “What’s my bathing habits to you?”

      “Well, if you are going to work for me, we got to get you cleaned up,” I said.

      “I didn’t agree to work for you,” he said back to me.

      “No, you didn’t, but you are going to, aren’t you?” I asked.

      “Can you show me how to do that ball of lightning thing?”

      I laughed again. This was going to be fun even if I didn’t find a proxy. “Unfortunately, Lukas, your power is not in the arcane forces of the world. You can’t possibly do that like I did.”

      “I have a power?” he asked.

      “Everyone has a power. Come, let's go find out what yours is,” I said and offered him my hand. I had intrigued him. He walked over to me and took my hand. We left the office, and a black Jaguar XJ6 pulled up to the curb. A dashing young man got out of the driver's seat and came around to open the door for us.

      “And who is this?” Jay Stafford asked.

      “This is Lukas Castille. Lukas, meet Jeremy Stafford, my driver,” I introduced them. Lukas was staring at the car. And then looked over to Jeremy who offered his hand. Lukas shook his hand.

      “Um, nice to meet you Mr. Stafford,” he said. I winked at Jeremy, and he shook his head.

      “Get in, Lukas,” I said to him. He crawled into the other side.

      “What the hell have you done now?” Jay asked.

      “Ashley sent him,” I responded.

      “Good grief. Where to?” he asked.

      “My place,” I responded and climbed in.

      Jay went around the car and pulled out into traffic. He rolled his window down. Poor Lukas did smell horrible. I would do whatever I could to help the young man. He did not seem proud of his situation, perhaps he just needed a hand getting on his feet. I didn't get the sense that he was a criminal or a drug addict. He was handsome enough to make it in this world. I had a suspicion he was quite intelligent. We would see.
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* * *

      We arrived at my apartment in downtown. Lukas got out on his side of the car and walked around to where Jay helped me out of the car.

      “You sure about this?” Jay asked.

      “Yeah, it will be fine,” I said.

      “I trust your instincts Abby, just not your nose,” he said. I lightly punched him in the stomach.

      “Abuse!” he cried.

      “Get out of here. I’ll call you when we are ready for dinner,” I said.

      “Oh geez, you are going full force,” he said.

      “Yep, let’s see what happens. I can’t always do things the same. Maybe I need to deviate from the norm here,” I said.

      “Let me get the car out of the street. If you need me, I’m nearby,” he said. I smiled at him.

      “I know you are. Tony and Tommy are here. Thank you, Jay,” I said. He got in the car, taking off as we approached the building. It was 10 stories high and covered in bluish reflective glass.

      “You okay, Lukas?” I asked.

      “I’m just a little overwhelmed at the moment,” he said.

      “Come on. I’ve got some people for you to meet, then we will go get some dinner,” I said. We walked into the lobby, and my two heads of security sat in the lounge area. They both stood up and approached us.

      “Tony and Tommy Lemalu, this is Lukas Castille. He’s a new recruit,” I said. Lukas offered his hand to both of them. He was picking up on it.

      “Hi, nice to meet both of you,” he said.

      They both just stared at me, “Say hello. You are being rude.”

      “Oh, hello Lukas. Nice to have you aboard,” Tommy said.

      “Hey man,” Tony said.

      “Ashley is upstairs,” Tommy said.

      “Great. See you guys in a bit,” I said and started walking to the elevators. Lukas followed me. The doors opened immediately, and we went in. I pressed the button for the 10th floor.

      “The penthouse, huh?” he said.

      “It’s actually called a loft. Sorry no naked ladies,” I replied.

      “Darn,” he said. “How do you tell those two apart?”

      “Well, Tommy has a yellow aura, and Tony has a green one,” I said.

      “Great,” he replied.

      I laughed. “You will get to know them, and then you will be able to tell them apart.”

      “What color is my aura?” he asked.

      “Cobalt,” I said. It was more than just blue. It was a rich, vibrant blue.

      “How old are you, Lukas?” I had not thought to ask. He looked young, but not overly so.

      “I’m 21,” he said.

      “Good grief, you are a baby,” I said.

      “You aren’t that much older than me,” he said. “You are what, 25 maybe 26?”

      “Okay, this is a rule you should know by the time you are 21. You do not talk about a woman’s age. However, because I’ve got you utterly confused, I will tell you that I’m 93 years old,” I said.

      “Bullshit,” he said. I just looked at him. “Oh crap, are you for real?”

      “I will never lie to you, Lukas. I’ve been on this earth for a very long time. Lying helps no one. I expect you to be truthful with me as well. Do we have a deal?” I asked.

      “Yes ma’am. I mean, yes, Abby.”

      The doors opened up to a small room with one door that had the number 10 on it. “Welcome to my current home. You are to treat is as your own. I promise no harm will come to you while you stay here. You are under my protection. You may come and go as you please, but you work for me. I need to know where you are at all times. And, if there is business to be done, you will cancel whatever your plans are to be with me. Do you understand?” I asked.

      “Yes, I understand,” he said. I opened the door to the apartment. The main room, open and large with a panoramic window, had a great view of the city all the way around the apartment. Ashley got up from the couch and smiled at us both.

      “Thank you, Lukas, for delivering the box,” she said.

      “I think you set me up, ma’am,” he said.

      “I did, but I promise this is going to be an excellent opportunity for you. Thank you, Abby, for trusting me,” she said.

      “I’m not sold, but let's get him cleaned up. We have a reservation at The Coconut tonight,” I said.

      “The file is on the counter there,” she said and pointed to the bar in the kitchen. I walked over and poured myself a glass of bourbon and sat down on a stool.

      “Lukas, go with Ashley. Trust her. She works magic of a whole different kind,” I said.

      He looked unsure, but he followed her into the guest bedroom. I knew Ashley. She already had the closet full of clothes, and the whole room would be set up to his liking. I heard the shower turn on, and I opened the file.

      There were only a few sheets of paper detailing the life of Lukas Castille.
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* * *

      Born August 5, 1964 to Eugene and Bethany Castille in Pasadena, CA. Attended Pasadena High School, graduated with a 4.0 and Valedictorian of his class. Left home to move to Los Angeles. Worked various jobs across the city. No known addresses.

      I flipped to the next page. It was a photocopy of a newspaper article.

      “Pasadena couple killed in tragic accident.” Eugene and Bethany Castille were killed in a car accident on the highway. They were returning home from a dinner in Los Angeles with their son, Lukas Castille. They were only 3 miles from home when the accident happened. It was a one car accident. Eugene, who was driving, died at the scene. Bethany was transported to the hospital, but died shortly after arriving.

      I winced for this young man’s pain. Both of his parents had died. I suppose they had no assets, or the assets weren’t willed to him. They probably got tied up in the courts. He obviously had no money to hire a lawyer. I turned to the last page. It was a joint obituary for his parents. I took a few more sips of my bourbon and contemplated my next move. The phone rang over near the couch. “I’ve got it,” I yelled to Ashley. “Davenport.”

      “Hello, Abigail,” Gregory Theodoard, my grandfather said.

      “Hi Gregory, how are you this fine day?” I asked.

      “How are things in Los Angeles? Do you have a candidate?” he asked.

      “Possibly. I’m not sure. Ashley sent me a guy today. We are cleaning him up. I’m going to hire him for the time we are here. He knows the streets. Maybe a canvas leader at some point, but no real leads on proxy,” I said.

      “I spoke to Lincoln today. He said to tell you that you are doing a good job,” he said.

      “Lincoln can go fuck himself,” I said. I was pissed at that man, and it might be the better part of a century before I got over it.

      “Perhaps you could consider a friendship with him. The two of you make a great team. I need you working together.” Gregory suggested.

      “Perhaps I could not kill him the next time I see him,” I said.

      “Abby, I know you don’t mean that,” he said.

      “No, I don’t. Please, no more messages from Lincoln. I’ve moved on, and I’ve got work to do without the distraction,” I said to him.

      “As you wish, my child. Keep me informed,” he said.

      I hung up the phone. Ashley talked to Lukas in the other room about hair styles. Going into my bedroom, I pulled out a one shoulder Bill Blass dress, adding black pumps. It was simple, but elegant. Brushing my hair, I looked at myself in the mirror and decided to wear simple diamond earrings. I reached in the top drawer of my dresser, pulled out a ring box, then returned to the main room.

      Ashley stood there grinning like a cat. Behind her stood a handsome young man fidgeting with his lapel. He wore a deep blue suit with a crisp white shirt. She had cut his hair from the long Don Johnson feathered locks to a much more manageable look with a little length. I had a little glimmer of hope that this might work.

      “Thank you, Ashley. Get the accounts set up,” I said. She smiled and rushed out of the apartment. Her apartment was one floor below. I had rented the entire building, with my team filling most of the building. For now, Lukas could stay here with me, but eventually we would get him his own place, if this worked out.

      “Lukas, you look very nice,” I said.

      “Thank you, Abby. You look beautiful,” he said.

      “That’s very sweet of you,” I walked over to him. “May I see your hand please?”

      He held his right hand up to me. “What are you going to do?”

      “Left hand please, wait. Are you left-handed or right-handed?”

      “Right.”

      “Okay, left hand please. I am going to place a ring on your hand. It has magical protections, and will alert me if anything ever happens to you. You work for me, so I will protect you. There are people who are always trying to kill me. This will assure that you stay safe. Okay?” I explained.

      “Okay,” he replied. I put the ring on his left pointer finger because I did not want it to look like he was married. I felt the ring adjust to his finger size as I put it on. It was platinum with a Celtic knot pattern. As I put my hand over it and spoke Latin word for protection, it glowed blue. He stared at it amazed, and the blue glow faded.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yes. That’s crazy,” he said.

      “You can feel it?”

      “Yes. It vibrates a little,” he said.

      “You will get used to it. Now, I want you to know the truth from the beginning. There are a lot of things I want to teach you. I cannot possibly do that in a short period of time. I don’t want your brain to explode. The world I live in, and you are being introduced to is vast, dark and can be downright scary. Ashley is very thorough. I assume she showed you the whole room?”

      “Yes, it’s full of stuff for me,” he said.

      “Yes, I told you that we would take care of all of your needs. I meant that,” I said.

      “I don’t need half the stuff in that room,” he said.

      “You will. She also prepared a file on you for me. I know your background, and I know about your parents,” I said and watched him. His eyes darkened.

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” he said.

      “We don’t have to talk about it. I just wanted you to know that I know a few things about you. I don’t want to hide anything from you, Lukas. Do you understand?”

      “Yes,” he replied.

      “You are extremely smart. I think it’s about time the world met Mr. Lukas Castille. Shall we go to dinner?” I asked.

      He cleared the sad look on his face. “Yes, let's go to dinner,” he said and offered me his arm. Together we went down the elevator to the car.

      “Wow, you look great, Lukas,” Jay said.

      “Thanks,” Lukas replied.

      “You look lovely as always, Abby,” he said to me.

      “Thank you, Jay. We are going to The Coconut,” I said.

      “Fantastic,” he said, and we drove off to dinner.

      “Is this a date, or a job interview?” Lukas asked.

      “Both,” I replied.

      “It’s been awhile since I was on a date,” he said.

      “Well, when I’m done with you, the women will be begging to go out with you,” I said.

      He looked at me and his eyes got wide. I saw Jay smiling in the rearview mirror. “I’m not sure that’s a good thing, Abby,” Lukas said.

      “Too true, but it will be as such,” I assured him. He looked out into the early evening. The last signs of the sun were gone.

      “Why me?” he asked.

      “To be honest, I don’t know. Here you are, and I have a good feeling about it. Beyond that, I’m not sure,” I said. I tried to continue to be honest with him without scaring him to death.

      “I’m not special,” he mumbled.

      “No more of that. I will not have it. Either you buck up and pretend you are something special, or you come to a realization that you really are. But for the purposes of tonight, I will not have any 'woe is me' bullshit. Are we clear?” I said.

      “I’m sorry,” he offered.

      “No need to be. Besides, you are taking a lovely woman out to dinner, you should enjoy yourself,” I said.

      “She’s taking me out,” he said. I looked at Jay, and he handed me a wallet. I handed it to Lukas. He opened it up. It was full of proper identification including driver’s license and credit cards. He pulled one of the cards out. It was black and had the letters KBS in silver on it. His name was stamped along the bottom. He looked at me astonished.

      “I don’t play, Mr. Castille.”

      “I see,” he said and put the card away.

      “You are paying tonight,” I said.

      “How much is on this thing?” he said.

      “More than you will ever spend in your lifetime,” I replied which was mostly true. I’m sure Ashley set an account up in his name with the Agency. The account would transfer money from one of my accounts every time he used the card. I could track his usage until we could get his own accounts set up. I just hope we didn’t overwhelm him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Dinner went smoothly. I told him before we went in that he was to pretend it was a date, and we would be fine. Over the course of the meal, he started to open up to me. I learned a lot about Mr. Lukas Castille. He was, as I suspected, very smart. He never went to college, even though he had many scholarship offers. He wanted to live in the city.

      “Looking back, it was a dumb move on my part. Then, with what happened to Mom and Dad, I was just stuck on the streets. It didn’t matter how much science and math I knew. I had to learn to survive,” he said. We finished eating, and the crowd in the restaurant started to die down.

      I reached across the table and took his hand. It was rough, but warm. “Lukas, you no longer have to live on the streets. You have a job now working for The Agency. It’s the company I work for, and we would love to have you. I can’t define your responsibilities yet, but I know you are going to do great things for us.”

      For a moment, I saw a light in his eyes. A bit of hope from this young man. “Thank you for believing in me, Abby.”

      “Are you ready to go?” I asked.

      “Not really. It’s been nice to sit and talk and have a good meal. I hate for it to end,” he said.

      I stood up and looked at him, “This is only the beginning, Lukas.”

      He stood up and took my hand, “In that case, let's go home, and do it all again tomorrow.”

      I laughed. “Sounds like a plan,” I replied. We walked out of the restaurant. Jay stood on the curb waiting for us. That was when I heard the report of the gun. I threw up my golden shield, while Jay took cover behind the door to the car. Lukas spun me around and threw me to the ground. He turned toward the direction of the gunfire. The gun rang out again. I heard people screaming. I held the shield on him, which became more difficult as he moved away from me. I focused on the ring I had placed on his finger. The shield flared bright gold as the second bullet hit it and bounced off. He did not flinch. I was amazed.

      “Lukas,” I said trying to get his attention.

      “I can chase them,” he said.

      I tried to push myself up off the ground. He turned to look at me. “Oh crap, Abby, I’m sorry.” I laughed a little at him.

      “Get in the car,” I insisted. He helped me up, keeping his body between me and the location of the gunman. Jay ducked in the car first and climbed over the seat. I went in next. Lukas sat down in the car and pulled the door shut. He was calm as he kept his eyes turned in the direction of the shots.

      Sirens sounded in the distance. “Go, Jay, go!” I said. Jay spun the car out into traffic and turned opposite of the gunfire. He punched the gas, and we sped off into the night toward home. Lukas kept his eyes behind us. Then I noticed it. He had a hole in his suit coat. “Oh my God, Lukas, are you shot?” I started pulling the suit coat off him.

      “Hey, you said this wasn’t that kind of deal,” he said. I paused and realized he was joking.

      “Oh bugger, take the coat off, and let me see,” I said.

      “It’s not bad. I think it’s just a flesh wound,” he said very calmly. I was stunned at his humor while bleeding everywhere. He took off the coat. The whole right arm of his shirt was blood red. I put my finger in the hole and ripped the shirt sleeve open. It was more than a flesh wound. “Aw, Abby, that’s my good shirt,” he said joking again.

      “Lukas, this is serious,” I said to him.

      “I know, but it will be okay,” he said confidently. I was amazed at his composure. He had been shot. He saw the magic of my shield. Neither phased him. I started ripping his shirt sleeve and tying it off as a tourniquet. “Besides it’s not every day a beautiful woman rips your shirt off. Right, Jay?”

      “Damn straight,” Jay said. I rolled my eyes at them both. Yes, I thought then and there that Lukas Castille would be a huge part of our lives. He would fit right in.

      “Listen to me, when we get back, I’m going to pull the bullet out and heal the wound. It is going to hurt like hell, but it won’t be but for a moment,” I said. He finally looked a little sick at his stomach.

      “She’s done it to me before, Lukas. It will be okay,” Jay said. He still looked green. Jay pulled the car up in front of the building. He waved toward the entrance, answered by the twins running out. Jay opened the door. I held what cloth I could over the wound and followed Lukas out of the car.

      “What the hell happened?” Tony said.

      “Someone shot at us,” I said. “We need to find out who!”

      “I think you guys should start going out with us when we go,” Lukas said. The twins looked at each other, and I shrugged.

      “He’s right. It does no good to leave security at home,” I said pulling Lukas to the door. We got in the elevator.

      Ashley had anticipated our arrival, waiting up in the apartment to assist. Jay remained with the car, since he would have to get the blood cleaned up. I sent Tony and Tommy to clean as much as they could off the sidewalk and from inside the building. Ashley sat him Lukas down on the couch.

      “Ash, get the shirt off. He’s lost a lot of blood,” I went over and washed my hands. He was in a daze now. The blood loss was catching up with him. I noticed he had several vivid scars on his chest and back from knife wounds. I needed to have Ashley run a background check through the criminal justice system. I didn’t care what it said, he had stood between me and bullets tonight. I thought I should know just in case. I tightened the tourniquet, and he grunted.

      “Sorry. Sorry. I’m so sorry,” I said. I took his face in my hands, and told him, “Lukas, this is going to hurt. Hang in there with me, okay?” He nodded. I put my hand over the hole in his arm. The blood poured less with the tourniquet, but it still flowed some. I reached with my senses to feel the bullet. I put the palm of my hand on the wound, and he jerked. “Attraho.” The bullet was attracted to my hand. He screamed. Ashley tried to calm him. It stopped moving. I had to put a little more behind it. “Attraho!” He screamed again, and I felt the bullet touch the palm of my hand. I pulled it out with my fingers and dropped it on the coffee table. He started to pass out. I saw his eyes roll back in his head, and I slapped his face lightly, “Hey you! You stay with me. Look at me, Lukas.” His blue eyes looked dark and lost. “Stay with me!”

      He swallowed, “I’m here. Don’t you ever hit me again.”

      I shook my head and placed my palm back over the wound. “Consano!” I said ‘heal’ in Latin and put a little more power behind it. I was starting to feel the exhaustion myself from using magic. The wound closed up, and the pain should have stopped for him. He leaned his head forward on my shoulder. “We need to get you to the bed before you pass out on me,” I said.

      “Passing out on top of you?” he asked.

      “Ha! My file on you did not say comedian in life and death situations,” I said to him.

      “You need to update the file then,” he half-smiled. Ashley and I helped him up. We practically dragged him to the bedroom. He fell on to the bed with a thump. “I tell you what, the service in this place sucks.” He quipped.

      “I’ll report your complaint to the boss,” Ashley said, smiling at him. We both knew that he would be fine now. He just needed to rest from the blood loss.

      He waved his arm a little like he was going to say something else and passed out. I clicked off the lights and stood in the doorway listening to his breathing. Ashley was in the other room cleaning up the blood and shirt. I went and helped her.

      “Did you see the scars? Did you run a check through the justice system?”

      “I always do that. I found nothing. He has no record,” she said.

      After we cleaned up, I went into my room, and she followed me. I started pulling off the dress. It would have to be destroyed because it was covered in his blood. “Let me shower.” She nodded and sat down on the bed with a magazine. I washed all the blood off and thought about how surprising Mr. Castille had turned out to be. After drying off, I put on a long tee shirt and shorts.

      “Well, what do you think?” Ashley said.

      I smiled at her, “Can I keep him?” I missed having some girl talk that was not business related. “He cleaned up very nicely.”

      “I thought you might say that,” she giggled.

      “He stood up between me and whoever was shooting at us, like it was no big deal,” I said. “His immediate instinct was to protect me. I’ve never seen anything like it. Are we sure he’s human?”

      “Yes, as far as I can tell he is,” she said.

      “Thank you, Ashley. We might finally have our proxy. If he doesn’t cut and run once all the events of last night sinks in.”

      “He won’t,” she said. “I’m going downstairs to bed. You okay up here, alone with him?”

      “Yeah, I think. I’m fine,” I replied. “Ashley, what was the premonition?”

      “I saw you together. I saw him save your life,” she said.

      After walking with her to the door, I listened into his room. His breathing was steady and strong. To his sleeping form, I said, “Welcome to the Agency, Lukas Castille.”
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      Laying back on the bed, I realized how tired I was. Abigail hadn’t come up yet, and I supposed that if she worked things out with Lukas, she wouldn’t sleep here at all. I decided not to wait any longer and took off my shirt to lay down. Suddenly I felt her panic and her voice sounded like it was in a tunnel, “Help.”

      I ran down the stairs, and Ashley was leaving the kitchen with a glass of milk.

      “Where is she?” I yelled.

      “We thought she was with you?” Ashley said.

      “I thought she was with Lukas,” I said.

      Lukas came from down the hallway out of one of the bedrooms. “Where is she?” he asked.

      I stopped, took a deep breath and pulled on the spirit world. Stepping inside I saw a faint light toward the pool. Running toward the light through the walls, I shifted back right next to her. She was laying back on a lawn chair, and blood poured out of the right side of her chest.

      “Help!” I screamed. I pulled her shirt off and held it over the wound. I heard her heartbeat, but it was just pumping blood out of her body through the hole. “Damn it, Abby! Why are you out here?” I noticed the wards ended at the outer wall of the house. The crew came running off the patio. Lukas got there first.

      “Get her inside,” he demanded. “You hold the wound, and I’ll carry her.” I nodded and held on tight as we walked quickly to the house. He sat her down on the dining room table. Ichiro came up the steps and into the dining room. Ashley and Cassidy stood in the corner.

      “Move, let me see,” Ichiro said. I pulled back from the wound, and it started to gush blood again. “Okay, pressure again please.”

      I pressed down on the wound again. Lukas looked at the twins. “Go. See what you can find.” They both went out the back door into the darkness.

      “Ashley, please get a basin of water and some rags,” Ichiro asked. She nodded and pulled Cassidy into the kitchen with her. “Vince, go downstairs, and bring a couple of those bright flashlights up.”

      Vince went running down the steps.

      “Abby, are you there?”

      “I’m shot.”

      “Madre de Dios, she’s talking to me,” I said to all of them. “Yes, Ichiro is working on it. You stay with me, okay?”

      “I’m shot,” she repeated. I winced. She was in shock, or far enough gone that she was confused. Lukas waited for me to say more, but I just shook my head.

      “It’s my fault. I pushed her tonight, and I shouldn't have,” he said to all of us.

      Ashley came back in the room. “Oh, shut up, she’s been shot at a thousand times. You should know that, she was shot at the first night you met her.”

      “Tadeas, this is how this works. I am going to pour water over the wound to clean it and then pull the bullet out. Any time I’m not in that wound with these tweezers, I need you to put pressure on it. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Lukas, hold her legs. When Vince gets back up, he can hold her shoulders down,” he said. He laid out several instruments on the table. Vince came up the steps with a large flashlight. “Give the light to Ashley.” Ashley took it and positioned herself next to me. She turned it on and shined it right where the wound was under my hands. Vince took position at Abby’s shoulders.

      “Okay, here we go,” Ichiro said, and I pulled back from the wound. Ashley handed me a towel. He dug down in her chest, and there was a lot of blood. Cassidy whimpered and went back into the kitchen. Abby strained under the pain, but she did not thrash. He pulled the tweezers out, and there was only one small piece there. I pressed down on the wound. “Crap, it shattered.”

      “You still with me?”

      “I’m shot.”

      “I know, Abby. We are trying to fix it. Please stay with me.”

      “What’s she saying?” Lukas finally asked. His sanity teetered on the edge.

      “She just keeps saying ‘I’m shot’ over and over,” I admitted.

      He groaned, and his knees buckled.

      “Hey, you suck it up,” Ashley told him. He stood back up, but the desperation showed all over his face. I knew exactly how he felt.

      Ichiro was ready to go again, so I backed off. He dug in again, and she tensed. She had less energy than the last time. Ichiro pulled the tweezers out, and there was a large piece. It looked like the rest of the bullet. “Thank God, that’s all of it,” he pulled away. I put pressure on again.

      “Abby, the bullet is out.”

      “It hurts.” At least she said something different.

      “I know. He’s still working.”

      “Can I heal it now?”

      “She asked, if she can heal it now,” I said. They all looked at me.

      “No, one more thing. I’ve got to sew up that big vein. She won’t get it healed in time, and she will bleed out,” he said. He picked up the needle and thread. His deft fingers held the vein in place and sewed with the needle at the same time. “Okay, tell her now. Keep pressure.”

      “Now Abby.”

      “Consano.” I felt her skin start to warm under my hands. Ichiro pulled my hands away after a second. We all stood and watched the wound close up and heal. Castille backed up against the wall and slumped to the floor. Cassidy came around the corner and tried to help him. He waved her off.

      “What the hell did you do?” I yelled at him.

      “Duarte, please, not now,” he mumbled.

      “Tadeas, just leave it alone for right now,” Ashley said.

      “I’m not going to leave it alone. What did you say to her to make her go outside the wards alone?” I yelled.

      “You are not helping anything,” Ashley said.

      “Leave it, Jag. Please.”

      I turned back to her laying on the table. Her eyes were still closed. “Can I move her?”

      “Yes,” Ichiro said.

      I picked her up, took her upstairs and laid her on the bed. Ashley followed me in. “I’ve got it,” I growled at her.

      “Let me help,” she said.

      “I said, I’ve got it,” I could not hold my anger. She put her hand on my arm. I gritted my teeth and clenched my fists.

      “This happens sometimes, okay? She’s always in danger, and she survives. You should know that by now,” she said.

      “I’m not in the mood for a lesson, Ash. You forget that I’ve already watched her die once. I never want to see that again. Either help or get out.”

      She went to the dresser and pulled out one of my tee shirts. “Get these bloody clothes off her, and I’ll put something on her. We need to clean as much of the blood up as possible.”

      Abby was covered in her own blood head to toe. “Bath?”

      “Yes, that will work.”

      I went into the bathroom and turned on the water. I made sure it was warm, but not too hot. When I went back in the bedroom, Ashley had her undressed. I picked her up and sat her down in the water. I got soaked in the process.

      “I’ve got her. Go change and pull the bloody stuff off the bed. There are sheets in the top of the closet,” she instructed. I did as she said.

      “I’m right here. I’ll be right back.”

      “I’m okay.”

      I went in the bedroom, pulled off the wet clothes and put on dry ones. I heard a commotion downstairs. “Go see what it is. I’ve got her,” Ashley said. I rushed down the steps, and there was a man on his hands and knees in the living room. Tony had a gun to his head, and Tommy had a rifle hung over his shoulder.

      “Who is he?” I asked.

      Lukas came out of his room down the hall again. This time Cassidy was with him. He walked in and grabbed the guy’s chin. “Darius, what the hell man?”

      “Who is he?” I asked again.

      “He’s my crew leader in Malibu,” he said.

      “Shit,” I said.

      Lukas pulled him up by his collar, and the man shook in fear. “What the fuck were you thinking? Who put you up to this?” Lukas screamed at him. Cassidy stayed back in the hallway. Ichiro stood at the top of the steps. We stared in horror because another one of our own was compromised.

      “They will keep coming for her. She has to die. She has to die,” he repeated himself.

      “Who sent you!” Lukas yelled.

      “Man, you guys are so fucked,” he started laughing.

      Lukas turned and looked at Cassidy. “Is he under a spell?”

      “I, I, I don’t know,” she whimpered.

      “Look and see!” he screamed. She closed her eyes and when she opened them back up, they were bright blue with golden edges.

      “No, he isn’t,” she said.

      “You sure?” Lukas asked.

      “Yes,” she said quietly, as she walked toward Ichiro on the steps, past him and into the basement.

      “Tell me who, Darius. Or I’m going to pull your fingers off one by one,” he said.

      I pulled on the spirit world and shifted to the jaguar. I let out a deafening roar. Lukas didn’t flinch, but everyone else did.

      “I’m going to turn him loose on you, Darius,” he said.

      I bared my teeth, growled, and crouched down. “Tadeas?” her scared voice sounded in my head.

      “It’s okay. We have a situation, but Lukas and I are handling it.”

      Darius pissed on himself, and Lukas threw him on the floor disgusted. He took the gun from Tony. “One last chance Darius, who sent you?”

      “I’m dead anyway man. Just do it,” Darius cried.

      Lukas pulled the trigger. The sound was so loud I whimpered and shifted back to human. I held my ears and moved to the wall. The ringing was so loud. A large blood stain spread across the floor. “I’m sorry, Tadeas. I should have let you shift back. I’m going to get my things and go. Tell her I’ll talk to her tomorrow.”

      I rushed up the stairs to Abby. Ashley sat by her in the tub. She was clean. My eyes were red. “What was that?”

      “They found the shooter in the woods. It was Lukas’s canvas leader here in Malibu,” I said. I walked over to the tub and pulled Abby out of it. I was soaked again. Ashley dried her off and got her dressed. I changed my shirt but not the shorts.

      “He’s dead?”

      “Lukas shot him. The man wouldn’t give us any information other than Abigail had to die, and that we were fucked. Lukas is leaving, Ash. I’m not sure Abby would want him to leave,” I admitted.

      “Okay, I’ll go see what I can do. Get her covered up and warm,” she said and left.

      I turned the lights off and laid down next to Abby on the bed. My ears still hurt from the ringing. Reaching out to touch her hand, she opened her beautiful green eyes, and they were filled with concern.

      “Are you okay?” she asked me.

      “Damn, Abby, you got shot, and here you are asking about me,” I said.

      “You are hurt.”

      “No, Lukas shot a gun in the house when I was shifted. My ears are ringing.” She turned slightly toward me, “No, don’t move around, you are still healing.”

      “The wound is healed,” she said. She moved closer to me and rolled completely on her side. She brushed her hand down the side of my face. “Just relax, and the ringing will stop. I don’t have a spell for that. I need to make one up.”

      “No, it will be okay,” I rolled on my side to look at her. “Ashley is trying to stop him from leaving. It was one of his guys.”

      “I know. I heard you tell her,” she said. “Let him go.” She moved closer and put her head on my chest. I pulled the blanket up over both of us, and we fell asleep.
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      Tadeas moved during the night, and his back was to me. Even after a night’s rest, I was exhausted. The flight to Atlanta would leave soon, and we would lose several hours flying back across the country. I reached out and lightly ran my fingers up and down his back. He shivered.

      “You can do that until forever. I won’t complain,” he mumbled. I did it for a few moments more until he turned to face me.

      “Ringing gone?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he said. He wanted to know about last night.

      “I know that you want to know,” I started to say.

      “Yes, I do, but Abby, you don’t have to tell me,” he said.

      “Lukas is stuck in the past, and he almost dragged me back there with him. I needed some air, and I didn’t think about the wards. I’m sorry. He’s a distraction that I don’t need right now. That’s why I said let him go,” I said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Very sure,” I got up out of the bed and went to the closet. I picked out a black dress and black strappy shoes. Tadeas stood at the window looking out. “We need to wear black. Mourning for Mr. Gilbert.”

      “Yeah, okay,” he said. He was deep in thought. If he wanted to tell me, he would. I went into the bathroom and shut the door. It was a simple dress and shoes, nothing flashy. I added diamond stud earrings and a necklace with a sun charm on it.

      Lukas’s network was compromised. Atlanta was compromised. The Boulder facility was too. We were in trouble. When I came out, he slipped in to get a shower. I sat down on the small couch in the corner and closed my eyes for a minute. I must have drifted to sleep, because when I opened my eyes, Tadeas finished buttoning up a crisp white shirt. There was black tie and jacket laying on the bed. I walked over and picked up the tie. When he finished with the buttons, I helped him tie it.

      “Thank you,” he said softly. I teased him about learning to do it, but it was becoming a ritual for us, and I loved it. He put one hand over mine as I finished tightening the knot. His hands were warm and comforting. He squeezed lightly and leaned in to kiss my forehead. I thought back to the times he’d done that since we became partners, especially on the island. A gesture of affection, but overt, I needed that touch of attention.

      Before he put on his jacket, he put on the shoulder rig and placed one of the guns in it. The other he slid into an ankle holster. He put on the jacket and held his hand out to me, escorting me downstairs. Ashley and Ichiro were there waiting on us. She had my briefcase.

      “You look pale. You should eat before you go,” she said.

      “Just call and have something on the plane,” I said. “Where is Cassidy?”

      “She’s downstairs with Vincent watching the check-ins. Tommy and Tony will ride with you to the airport. Tony is going with you to Atlanta,” she said.

      “Lukas come back?” I asked.

      “No,” she said. “The car is waiting. Stay in touch, okay? You take care of her.”

      “You know I will,” Tadeas said. He opened the front door, and the twins were waiting beside a black Bentley Continental GT with black tinted windows. Tadeas held the car door for me, then circled to the other side. The twins were alert and got in last. We drove down to Santa Monica Municipal Airport where one of the Agency’s planes waited on us. There was also a black limo idling near the plane. Tadeas and the twins exited the car and watched all sides. Tadeas opened the door for me, and I stepped out on the tarmac. We walked hand in hand toward the plane. Then I heard Lukas’s voice call my name.

      “Abby, please, may I speak to you for just a moment?” Lukas called from the limo.

      Tadeas squeezed my hand. I looked at him. “He might have important information,” he said, “Get in the car with him. Don’t stand out here on the tarmac. It’s safer in the car.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’m fine. Go, hurry.”

      I reluctantly walked over and got in the limo with Lukas Castille. Tony moved over to shut the door for me after I got in. He stood right next to the door. Tadeas waited at the steps to the plane.

      “I know you are in a hurry, but I wanted to update you on what I’ve found out. It appears several entities that I cannot identify came into Malibu two days ago. They held Darius’ family hostage. He came out to the safe house and waited from a distance to take a shot at you. According to our security footage, they killed his wife and mother right after he left the house,” he paused. “I killed him. His family was held hostage and killed. And I killed him.”

      I held his hand. “You did the right thing. He shot me. He was compromised.”

      “It’s not black and white anymore, Abby,” he said.

      “No, it isn’t,” I replied.

      “Please be careful. I know he will take good care of you, but don’t do anything stupid. Stay with him. Promise me?”

      “I guarantee he will not let me out of his sight,” I said.

      “I love you, Abby. I’m sorry this happened on my watch. I pushed you, and I should have waited until you were ready to talk about us. The last thing I wanted to do was distract you and get you shot. He was my man, and he shot you. I’ve failed as regent,” he said and hung his head.

      I moved over next to him on the seat. I kissed him on the cheek. “I don’t think you failed. I forgive you if that’s what you need to hear from me. But you have never failed me,” I said. “I need you to keep doing your job. Don’t give up.”

      “I’m just tired, Abby,” he looked at me and slipped his hand in mine. “Please come home as soon as you can.”

      “I don’t have a home,” I said.

      “Yes, you do. The house in Malibu is still warded. I am awake now, and I will protect you,” he said. At one time in our lives, Lukas was my home. There were no more safe places.

      “Take care of yourself. Be wary of Cassidy,” I added.

      “Yes, I know. If I fall to that temptation, just go ahead and kill me. She is persistent, but I know better.”

      “You know what is real. I taught you that a long time ago. I believe in you just like that day you walked into my dusty office with a box full of nothing.” I kissed his cheek again and got out of the car.

      I met Tadeas at the stairwell, and we got on a plane to Atlanta, Georgia.
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      It was a quiet flight to Atlanta. Ashley ordered food for us to have en route, but neither one of us ate much. Abby, I could tell, didn’t feel like talking, so I left her alone. I closed my eyes trying to rest. Occasionally, I looked at her, only to find a blank stare. Her heartbeat was steady. I tried not to worry about what all was going on in her head. She was always resilient when it came to the job. I had no doubt that this trip would be the same.

      After about two hours of silence, she spoke, “Lukas said that Darius’ mother and wife were held hostage. He was coerced to do the shooting to save their lives. However, according to our security records tied to his home, they were killed shortly after he left his house. Whoever it was didn’t intend to let any of them live.”

      “We are dealing with ruthless people,” I said.

      “Ruthless, yes. But not dumb. Most of my enemies know that it takes more than just a gunshot to kill me,” she said.

      “So why would they go through the effort, if not to kill you?”

      “I have been wondering about that myself. The only thing I can come up with is that they are trying to rip us apart from the inside. Creating strife by compromising our people and making us take extreme measures like killing him when that might not be the best course of action. The last thing we need is the team upset about the methods we use to protect ourselves and the Agency,” she said.

      “I wanted him dead. I don’t care what happened at his home. Had Lukas not shot him, I would have killed him,” I said flatly.

      “You sure you could live with an action like that? You’ve always had more compassion than me. When did you become ruthless?” she asked.

      “When they put a bullet in your chest for no fucking reason,” I said.

      “While I agree the man needed to die, it's because he compromised the network, not solely because of me. Proxies and canvas leaders are held to a higher standard. They know our rules, and if they compromise the Agency or one of our operatives, the punishment is death. Darius knew his life was forfeit the moment he pulled the trigger to shoot me. Unfortunately, the bigger picture is that the network is being compromised on the West Coast now.” I said. “I don’t want to see you lose yourself in hatred for those who will come after me, Tadeas. Your compassion is one of your greatest assets. Please don’t lose that in this crazy world.”

      “No, hurting you pushes me over the line. You are the only reason I am here. My compassion dies when they hurt you.” I laid it all out. She didn’t respond. “I think maybe the bond makes me do it. I don’t know.”

      “I don’t know what effect the bond has on you or me for that matter. I don’t understand it completely. Samara hasn’t called me back, and I could ask him about the bond as well as using magic in the spirit world,” she said.

      “Did you ever use magic with Lincoln in the spirit world?” I asked.

      “We did not spend much time in the spirit world, and his gifts inside the spirit world kept us safe,” she replied.

      “What broke the two of you up?” I asked treading lightly.

      “Something stupid. Isn’t that the way it always is?” she said.

      “Not in the mood to talk about it?” I asked.

      “It’s not that. I’ve just never talked to anyone about it,” she said.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to pry,” I said.

      “I’m not upset. I just need to focus on the present,” she said.

      “It does seem they are taking shots at our strongest points in the network,” I pointed out.

      “Yes, up until now, Atlanta has been one of our most secure cities. Lukas held California safely for so long,” she said. “He was good right from the start. The first day I met him; someone shot at me. He stood between me and the shooter without hesitation. He was just a kid off the street. I put him in a suit, and he was good to go.”

      “Like me?” I asked.

      “No, you are very different. You’ve needed no training. You just managed to fly under the radar for too long,” she said.

      “You don’t have to flatter me. There was a time when I lived on the streets in Guatemala. It just so happens I look great in a suit,” I said trying to make her smile.

      “I’m not flattering you, and you make the suits look good,” she laughed. “But seriously, I have no doubts about your talents and abilities. You proved that in Paris. Shifting back and forth with ease was impressive. You’ve never fought like that before have you?”

      “No. I didn’t really shift at all until I met you,” I said. “Paris was just pure instinct.”

      She smiled, finally. “Perfect instincts.”

      “Thanks,” I said. She returned to her thoughts. I laid my head back and closed my eyes. I’m not sure how long I was out, but she broke the silence.

      “I need an aluminum Bo staff,” she said.

      “You use a Bo staff?” I asked, because I’d rarely seen her use anything except the orbs.

      “Yes, I need one that is aluminum and collapsible. My good one is in the vault,” she said.

      “Why aluminum?” I preferred a solid wood staff if I was going to use one.

      “It conducts electricity,” she said.

      “Oh man, that’s got to fucking hurt,” I said imagining getting hit with a lightning charged Bo staff.

      “Damn straight it does,” she smiled. “And as cliché as it might be, it would provide me with a focus for my magic. Perhaps it will help on the spirit side. Doesn’t matter. I want one.”

      “I know a guy,” I said smiling.

      “Oh, you do?”

      “I do. I’ll make a call,” I smiled.

      “I want it now,” she said.

      “Spoiled brat,” I laughed at her.

      “Yes, I am,” she said proudly. “No, seriously, when can you get it?”

      I continued to laugh, “Let me call and see.”

      “Call now,” she insisted.

      “Damn, Abby, chill out,” I said and went over to the satellite phone on the back wall of the plane. I called an old buddy of mine. He lived in Texas, and I’d bought many weapons from him over the years. “Baxter, my man, how are you?”

      “Tadeas, it’s been a while since I’ve heard from you,” he said.

      “Yeah, I’ve been busy. Do you have or can you make an aluminum Bo staff? Preferably collapsible?”

      “I’ve got a few. I can text pictures to you,” he said.

      “Sure. I’m on a flight right now. Can you send them to my email?” I suggested.

      “Okay, sure. I will have them to you in a few minutes,” he said.

      “Thanks, Baxter,” I said and hung up. “He’s going to email me pictures.”

      I pulled out the tablet that Ashley gave me and opened up my email to find several emails from Cassidy. Abby looked over my shoulder as I clicked the first one. Cassidy wrote that she missed me terribly and couldn’t wait until I returned to California.

      Abby looked confused and said, “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have read over your shoulder.” She turned away from me. I turned off the tablet and put it away.

      “What about the weapon email?” she asked.

      “I had nothing to do with that woman while we were in California, Abby,” I said

      “I’m just interested in the staff. I’m a wizard. I need a staff,” she tried to make a joke, but still wouldn’t look at me.

      “Abby, please, you know this right? Don’t tell me it doesn’t matter.”

      She turned and looked at me, “Actually, Tadeas, it doesn’t matter, but I know you spent very little time with her while in California. She must be playing a silly Fae game.”

      “Do you believe that?” I could still feel her tensed up.

      She took a deep breath, “Yes, I do.” She almost convinced me.

      “Perhaps it’s because we played good cop, bad cop with her,” I said.

      “Or, perhaps, she’s just like her mother, and she’s a manipulative little bitch,” she said.

      I laughed. She finally spoke her full opinion on it. “Maybe she’s a part of the breaking us all up. She definitely paid a lot of attention to Lukas, too.”

      “Yes, and I warned him about her. He seemed to listen, but he’s vulnerable right now. He’s feeling bad about Darius. I just hope he doesn’t find comfort in the pretty girl,” she said.

      “I’m going to delete the emails. We can’t let anything tear the team apart. When we get there call Ashley and warn her again, okay?” I pulled out the tablet and deleted all six emails. No email from Baxter. As she calmed down, I worried that I wasn’t the only one that reacted irrationally to things because of the bond between us. Our sources of information about the bond were slim. Edgar Donovan seemed to know about the bond, but speaking to him again would probably cost us our lives, especially if he knew we had his daughter.

      The tablet vibrated, and I opened Baxter’s email. He sent several pictures, and Abby chose one that was retractable and had a rubber grip in the middle. I emailed Baxter back and gave him the address of the house in Atlanta.

      “Thank you for that,” she said.

      “I need to email him again and have him send two. We can train together,” I said.

      “Good idea,” she said. The pilot came over the intercom.

      “We will be landing in 30 minutes. Please buckle your seat belts,” he said.
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* * *

      When the plane came to a stop on the tarmac, I grabbed the tablet, stuck it in my pocket, and checked my guns once more.

      “Are you carrying a gun, Abby?”

      “No, you and Tony have plenty to cover me, plus where am I going to put a gun in this dress,” she said, waving at her outfit. It was only to her knees and concealing a gun might prove to be difficult.

      “You need to have one,” I grumbled. She rolled her eyes at me.

      “Next time, I will have one,” she relented.

      “You ready?” I asked.

      “Yes, let's move to the car quickly. Just assume everything is hostile territory until we get to the estate. It's just north of the main city on Lake Lanier,” she explained.

      “You stay with me,” I told her.

      “I know. You don't have to keep reminding me that I'm stuck with you now,” she replied with a little fun in her voice. She took my arm, and we stepped into the humidity of the deep South. Tony followed us down the stairs carrying Abigail’s briefcase. The sun beat down on us, and the air was soupy. On the tarmac, a long black limo and a small Cadillac waited for us. At the bottom of the stairs, a thirtysomething African-American male stood with a huge grin on his face. When we reached the bottom, Abby spoke. “Tavaris, you have got to do something about this heat!”

      “You would be best talking to the good Lord about that, Miss Abby. I may be the King of Atlanta, but the Almighty does as he pleases.”

      “He does indeed,” Abby replied and hugged him. “It is good to see you. I'm sorry. I've been gone for too long.”

      “Since you pay my check, I can let it slide. I've got a car here to take you to the estate.” He turned and pointed to the limo.

      Suddenly, I felt a wave of alarm flow over me. I turned to look at Tony behind us. He already had his hand inside his coat grabbing his gun. I reached inside my jacket and positioned myself between Abby and Tavaris. I felt her put a shield around us, just as the limo exploded in a violent detonation.
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      When I woke up, I smelled coffee in the kitchen. Since I didn't drink coffee, I found this to be curious. I walked into the main room wiping my eyes. Lukas was standing at the windows staring at the city. It was around 9 am. He had on khaki pants and a navy button-up shirt. I had to admit to myself that in just a day the kid had come a long way. I should probably stop thinking of him as a kid. My age gets in the way of my judgment. He lived on the streets for quite some time. If that didn’t make you a man, I didn’t know what would.

      “I hope you don't mind. I made coffee.”

      “Not at all, you are welcome to anything here. Except the bourbon,” I replied.

      He turned with a questioning look, “Why not the bourbon?”

      “Because if you drink my bourbon, I'll have to kill you,” I smiled at him. “I only share it with people I really like.”

      He smiled. “I see.”

      “What do you see?”

      “That taking a bullet for you doesn't constitute bourbon privileges,” he teased back. I had started to fix myself a cup of tea, but paused when he mentioned the gunshot. I was joking with him, but he was right.

      “My coffee not good enough for you either?” he teased.

      “Lukas, you are right. You did take a bullet for me, and I should be more grateful. In fact, you were amazing last night. I don't know what possessed you to guard me like that, but I am impressed and thankful.”

      “It was just instinct. Maybe from being on the streets. Maybe because it's been a long time since anyone cared about me. I didn't think,” he said.

      “Not to demean anything you just said, but the reason doesn’t matter as much as your intuition to do the right thing,” I said to him. “You are welcome to all of my bourbon.”

      Ashley walked in. “Damn, Lukas, she must like you.”

      I rolled my eyes at her and started my kettle of water.

      “Seriously, my coffee not good enough for you?”

      “I don't drink coffee. I drink tea, and only chai.”

      “The British are strange, Lukas. You will get used to it,” Ashley said.

      “I’m not actually British, you know?” I said heavy on the British accent. She rolled her eyes at me.

      “Well Ashley, you are welcome to her share,” he said.

      “Why, thank you, Lukas,” Ashley said.

      I let them banter while waiting for my water to boil. I thought about his reasons for protecting me. I found over the years that there were people in this world that had an inherent gift for protecting others. Generally, it was someone who was a shifter that had a pack mentality. Occasionally, I would find one that was just plain old human, and I made them proxies. Lukas did not hesitate to protect me. His instinct for my protection was not hindered by the fact that we were only newly acquainted. To me, that meant he would protect anyone like a proxy.

      “Earth to Abigail,” Ashley said. “She drifts off like that, a lot.”

      “Are you going to tell him all my bad habits in the first day? I'll never convince him to stay,” I said. When my kettle sounded, I turned off the stove and released the steam.

      “I'm not leaving,” he said.

      “You may change your mind after today,” I said looking at Ashley. While my tea steeped, I grabbed some milk out of the fridge.

      “Everything is ready,” she said.

      “What's everything?” he asked.

      I removed the teabag from the mug, tossing it in the bin. I poured milk in it and added a dash of cinnamon.

      “I’ll be right back, and you will see,” I winked at him taking my tea into my room. I shut the door behind me. I wasn’t necessarily trying to scare him, but he seemed to be of a good humor As I got dressed, I sipped my tea. Opting for business attire, I wore a burgundy pencil skirt, an ivory lace blouse, tan pumps and no jewelry.

      When I went back into the main room, they sat on the couch chatting. “Where are we set up?” I asked.

      “Second floor,” Ashley said. “The overhead projector is there, and all the normal materials.”

      “You work wonders,” I told her. “Now cross your fingers that he doesn't run screaming.”

      “He won’t,” she said confidently.

      “Okay, Mr. Castille, time for a look behind the curtain. You ready?”

      “I guess,” he said. He had lost a little bravado. I was about to lay the world out for him. All the evil. All the powers. If he was up to it, I would provide him with every tool that I had to combat that evil.
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* * *

      We walked into the 2nd floor to a large open space with a couch and a chalkboard. The room was dark except for a few lights around the furniture.

      “I hated school.”

      “That's surprising. You did very well in high school,” I said.

      “Oh, is that in the file?”

      “Yes, it was. You had excellent scores especially in math and science. You should have taken those scholarships, but in the grand scheme of things it doesn’t matter if you join us,” I said.

      “I barely graduated from high school,” he said.

      “I don't call a 4.0 GPA barely,” I replied.

      “I had other issues,” he said.

      I motioned over to the couch, and we both sat down. “What issues?”

      “I got in a fight. I got into a lot of fights, actually. My dad had to beg the principal not to kick me out of school before graduation,” he admitted hanging his head in shame.

      “Why were you fighting?” I asked.

      “It was something stupid. It was over a girl,” he admitted.

      “Tell me what happened, please,” I requested. It might help him to open up to me. Start building a solid foundation for trust between us.

      “I don't know,” he said. He was very reluctant to share info with me. I thought it would take time to trust me. Once he started the story though, he could not stop.

      “It was two weeks before school was out, and I had completed all my classes. I used to sneak into the gym or out to the dugout on the baseball field with my girlfriend, Joy Hamilton. She was so beautiful. She had blonde hair and dark brown eyes. I loved her and thought she was the one. I had dated lots of other girls, but none of them made me feel like her.”

      He stopped for a moment like he wanted to ponder on that memory for a moment. I sat silently and waited. “I will never forget it. I was supposed to meet her during second period in the gym. I got there and waited. Fifteen or so minutes had gone by, and she didn't show. Maybe, I misunderstood where she wanted to meet. Checking all of our normal spots, I couldn’t find her. I was walking back to the school when I thought I heard her voice. The voice came from the direction of the football field, so I went that way. I got closer to the field, and I could hear them both. The noise was coming from the equipment shed, and the sounds were unmistakable. I opened the door, and Scott Woodford was fucking her brains out. I screamed at them. He told me to shut up because he was almost done. I punched him in the face. Joy screamed and told me I was an idiot. He got up and took a couple of swings at me. This guy was the most physically fit guy I've ever seen in my life. He slept with every girl in high school. I was so angry. He could have had any of them, but he took my girl. I punched him until my knuckles bled. Joy got between us, naked and sweaty. I asked her why she did it. She said, because she heard that he was the best, and wanted to try it out. Her explanation didn’t make sense to me because we had talked about getting married. We had talked about our future, and she gave it all away to see if he was a good fuck,” he paused again. The anger over the situation rippled across his face in renewed pain. He composed himself and continued.

      “I left the school and walked home. When I got there, dad was waiting on me, and I told him what happened. I thought he was going to be pissed, but he took me back to the school and defended me. They let me stay in school and graduate, but the principal made me apologize to them. After graduation, I avoided everyone. My friends wanted to party, but I just didn't care. Right before I started classes at UCLA, Joy showed up at my house in tears. I didn't want her to come inside, but my mother let her in. She proceeded to tell me that she was pregnant. I told her to go find Scott, but she swore that the child was mine. My mom and dad talked to her parents. They agreed that I should postpone classes to get a job. She never told any of them about Scott, so they all just assumed it was mine. She insisted that it was, and no one would believe me. They wanted me to be a man and live up to the expectations of a father. To please my parents, I got a job here in the city. I started working and sending the money to Joy’s parents. I would try to visit her on weekends, but she didn't want to see me. My gut told me that the child was not mine. When she was born, I requested as my legal right for the child to be tested. My parents hated me for requesting such a thing. When the hospital handed me the paper saying it wasn't mine, I moved to Los Angeles permanently. My parents always tried to get me to come home. They tried the night they died. I regret not moving back, but it was too late. They were gone.”

      He held back the tears. I didn't. My heart broke for him. His life was ruined in a matter of months over a stupid girl who abused his heart.

      “Don't cry over me, Abby. I got what I deserved.” He got up and walked away from the couch. For so long I'd heard the stories like Lukas’. A kid with a bright future that got yanked away by ridiculous nonsense and tragedy. Every canvas crew member we trained in the Boulder facility had lived those stories.

      Freely admitting that I am not the most compassionate woman in the world, I felt terrible for Lukas and hoped he would decide to work for the Agency. I could give him all the things he missed out on and right the wrong.

      I approached him, and he turned his face from me. His fists were clenched. I hugged him as hard as I could and continued to hug him until he let the anger go.

      “Lukas, I cannot bring your parents back. That's a magic that no one possesses. But I can give you the life that was taken from you. I can give you the opportunity to do good in this world and make your parents proud. It will be your choice,” I said to him quietly.

      “I don't deserve that, Abby.”

      “We all get a chance to redeem ourselves in this world. I’m not much of a church girl, but I do have some friends in high places. I know now, without a doubt, that you were put in my path for me to provide you with this opportunity. You have to choose your path, but hear me out and then decide. I have faith in you, Lukas Castille,” I said.

      I felt him release the tension. He put his arms around me and hugged me back. “Okay, Professor Davenport, teach me.”

      “My pleasure,” I said and went back to the couch as he joined me. I cast a small spell, and the chalk lifted off the tray and started writing what I wanted it to write.

      “I'll never get used to that shit,” He said.

      “How dare you call my magic, shit!”

      “I'm a bad student. You might have to punish me,” he teased.

      “In your dreams,” I returned. “Now pay attention.” I responded to his flirt with sarcasm, but I couldn't stop myself from blushing at it. I cleared my throat, so I could continue. I had the chalk write the proper name of the Agency across the top of the board. “Kenward, Blake and Shanahan, Inc. is a world-wide provider of financial services, security services and legal services. It is a legitimate company with solid assets and employees. However, it is a front for the Agency. Our primary function is to ensure that the world keeps turning. It might sound cliché, but if you only knew how many times we've teetered on the edge of oblivion, it would scare you to death. The founder of the Agency is Gregory Theodoard. This has been his primary goal since he came into being. You probably know him from your history classes as the Greek Titan, Hyperion.”

      “You are joking, right?” he said.

      “I'm not,” I said.

      “Look. I admit that your magic is real. Look at that piece of chalk. I'm not denying that at all. But if you think for a minute, Abigail, that I'm going to believe that your boss is a Greek Titan, you must think I'm an idiot. Is this a test?”

      “He's also my grandfather,” I simply added.

      He was astonished, and typically unbelieving. “I'm calling bullshit.”

      “I need you to suspend disbelief for a few moments. A bit of history before we proceed. I promise when I am done, you will believe.” He nodded, so I continued. “Hyperion is the father of Helios, the sun god, Selene, the moon goddess and Eos, the dawn goddess. Many don't know this, but Eos’s deity should have really included twilight. She covers everything between day and night. These three working in conjunction ensure that the world keeps turning. Hyperion is known as the god of watchfulness, wisdom and light. Kenward means guardian or advisor. Blake means bright. Shanahan means wise one. The names in the Agency’s name aren't people who founded the company. They are the embodiment of the one founder, Hyperion.”

      “I'm not sold,” he said.

      “Good. Skepticism can be a good tool, and you will use it for many days to come. Plus, it makes me work harder.” I stood up rolling the chalkboard away from the couch into the darkness. He leaned forward on the couch anticipating what I would do. I called my ball of lightning to my hand, tilted my hand to the left, and placed my left hand just outside the crackling ball of energy. “Capitulum quintum,” I spoke in Latin and moved my palms outward. As I did, the ball of lightning grew. It grew past my hands until my entire body was engulfed in it. I motioned with my hands downward, and the ball crashed down around me searing a perfect circle into the hardwood floor. His eyes were wide, and he looked afraid. I stepped out of the circle, smiling at him to put him at ease. I pulled a small knife out of my pocket and cut my finger. As I touched the edge of the circle, a wind swirled around the room, and I could feel the circle settle into place.

      “This is a mystic circle. It can be used for protection. It can be used to trap supernatural creatures. But for my purposes today, I’m going to summon a powerful entity. If you use a circle in this way, power is everything. If you are more powerful than the one you summon, then the circle will hold. If you aren't, then whatever you summon will pass through it with no resistance. I'm going to summon something far more powerful than myself.”

      “Wait! You just said the circle won't hold it.”

      “Yep. Hold onto your horses.”

      “Oh shit, Abby, for real?”

      I grinned at him because it was funny watching him squirm. “I am Abigail Sophia Davenport. I summon you, Gregory Theodoard, leader of the Agency.” I paused, and nothing happened. He was going to make me summon him thrice. “Hyperion, Titan, father of Helios, Selene, and Eos, I summon thee.”

      “Guess he's busy,” Lukas said relieved.

      “Wait for it,” I said as I gathered my voice for the last call. “Hyperion, guardian of the earth and master of the watch, by right and by blood I call you henceforth.”

      There was a loud clap of thunder and the earth trembled. The inside of the circle simmered and a white-haired man with a finely trimmed beard appeared. He wore a white suit with a navy and white striped shirt. He finished it off with a navy dotted tie. Grandfather always looked quite dapper.

      “Child, one of these days you are going to summon me while I'm in the shitter. Then you will regret summoning me without forewarning when you see my lily-white ass,” he joked.

      “Yuck! That is a visual I did not need. Besides, you don't go to the shitter,” I countered.

      “Quite right,” he said and passed through the circle with ease. He hugged me and turned to Lukas.

      Poor Lukas was as white as a tombstone in moonlight, and just as still. I was sure that he stopped breathing. I walked over to him and nudged him a bit. He mumbled, “Holy shit.”

      I shook my head.

      “Lukas Castille, please meet my grandfather, Gregory Theodoard.”

      Absentmindedly, and probably because I told him to yesterday, Lukas offered his hand to shake with Gregory. I went to slap it down. Gregory exerted the smallest bit of power, and I missed Lukas’s arm about the moment the Titan clamped down on his hand. Lukas’s eyes bulged out of his head.

      “Nice to meet you, son. I've heard great things about you. You might just turn out to be the best proxy Abby ever trained,” Gregory said, and released his hand.

      Lukas shook it. “Thank you, sir. I'm honored. Wait, proxy? Abby, you said yesterday I would be a good canvas leader.”

      “I changed my mind,” I said.

      Lukas looked stunned. Gregory laughed and put his arm around him. “Lukas, you are old enough to know, it's a woman’s prerogative to change her mind.”

      “Oh, please, get out of here with your chauvinist bullshit. I just realized how perfect he would be as proxy,” I explained and smiled at them both. If Grandfather didn't like him, he wouldn't be so jovial.

      “She summons me and then tells me to leave. Thank you for proving my point, Abby.”

      “You always make me regret summoning you,” I said to him.

      “As I should, I’m a very busy man, and I don’t have time for your object lessons,” he said. He turned to Lukas, “Mr. Castille, Abigail is stubborn and extremely frustrating, but she knows her job. She will never lie to you, and she will protect you with her life. Do not underestimate her, or her belief in you.”

      He turned back smiled at me, shimmering out of sight.

      Lukas dropped back on the couch like someone let the air out of his balloon. I just looked at him. “I can't be proxy, Abby.”

      “I just summoned a Greek Titan, and all you have to say is, I can't do it!” I teased him.

      “I believe you are telling the truth about him now. Is that what you want me to say?” I realized then he was genuinely frustrated.

      “I was going to offer you proxy, because I believe you will be the best one I've ever trained. He said that because he knows my mind. He can read it if he wishes. Lukas, I know you can do it.” I tried to sound as positive and encouraging as possible.

      He put his head in his hands. “The best one ever, huh?”

      “Yes.”

      “I'm not sure,” he admitted.

      “That's fine. I'm not officially offering it yet. I still want you to grasp what you are getting yourself into, and that process may take several days,” I said. “Will you give me the chance?”

      “It's your time to waste,” he said. “In the meantime, I will have a nice place to sleep and nice clothes.”

      “Even if you don’t take the job Lukas, you will have all of those things from now on. I keep my promises,” I told him.

      I pulled the chalkboard back over. I laid out all the hierarchy of the Agency from top to bottom, Gregory to canvas crews. He seemed impressed, but not swayed. This wasn’t going to work for Lukas. I would have to figure out a way to prove to him that he was exactly what Los Angeles needed.

      Ashley came in the room. “Lunch is here,” she announced.

      I looked at the clock. I didn’t realize that we had been in there for so long.

      “Go grab something to eat. We will start back later,” I said.

      “You coming too?” he asked as he headed to the door.

      “Yeah, just give me a few minutes,” I replied. Ashley patted him on the shoulder as he went out the door.

      “Bulla,” I said and sat down on the couch.

      “That good, huh?” she said.

      “He believes, and he gets it. He just doesn’t want to do it. He told me his story, and partially he’s hung up on the idea that he doesn’t deserve it. I know for sure that all this time, I’ve been waiting on him. He’s it. He’s the proxy. I just am beside myself to figure out how to convince him of it,” I said as she came and sat down beside me.

      “He’s cute,” she said. I looked at her and wrinkled my forehead. “Oh, please, don’t look at me like you didn’t notice.”

      “Why are you perpetually trying to fix me up?” I asked.

      “That’s what best friends do. You need to either get laid in a meaningless relationship, start something new with new possibilities, or just go back to Lincoln.”

      “My choices are Jay, Lukas or Lincoln?”

      “Pretty much,” she shrugged.

      “None of the above. I’m hungry,” I said.

      “Abby?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Give him a chance,” she said.

      “Which one?”

      “Lukas.”

      “You are nuts. I just met him. You seem to think I want to jump him already. He’s not interested in me,” I said.

      “No, he’s intimidated by you. Doesn’t mean he isn’t interested. Besides a pretty girl can make a guy do anything she wants,” she said.

      “That is positively evil, Ashley Montgomery! He’s already had one girl abuse him like that, and I won’t do it,” I said.

      “Very well. Don’t be surprised when he leaves,” she said.

      I shook my head and walked out to the side room where the whole team was gathered eating a catered spread full of pastas and salads. Jay and Lukas sat at a table. They were laughing. Tony and Tommy were each filling a plate. Aiden and Fayola were in the back corner. They just got engaged. Fayola wasn’t part of the team, but she was family. Ashley walked past me into the room. She grabbed a plate while chatting with the twins. There were moments like this when the hole in my heart screams like a wind blowing through a dark cave. Lincoln’s calm and quiet confidence strengthened me. Now, I just felt weak. Suddenly I wasn’t hungry anymore. I turned back out of the room and took the elevator to the loft.
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      Sometimes this place could be completely normal, but most of the time, it was bizarre and abstruse. I sat and ate with Jay. He seemed to be the most normal person of the group. He looked familiar to me, like at one time he used to be famous or something. We chatted about cars. He surprised me when he said that Abby was fond of fast and rare cars. I was sure Ashley had some sort of intuitive abilities. She always had stuff ready like she knew what was going to happen. Somehow, she knew I was craving baked ziti, and that’s what was for lunch. I thought I saw Abby come into the room, but now I didn’t see her.

      “She went back out the door,” Jay said.

      “Oh, I just noticed she wasn’t here,” I said. “You and she have a thing?”

      “I wish, man. She’s way out of my league,” he said.

      “She seems like she’s out of everyone’s league,” I said. “She’s damn intimidating. I think I would have left already, but I’m afraid she would hunt me down.”

      “She takes the job very seriously. Even more so now that Lincoln is gone,” he said.

      “Ashley mentioned his name. Who was he?” I asked.

      “They were together for a long time. He fucked up. She’s too stubborn to forgive him. He’s the only one I’ve ever known to be in her league,” he said.

      I decided to change the subject. I got the impression from Jay that this Lincoln guy would eventually be back in the picture. “Besides the Jaguar, what else do you have here in Los Angeles?”

      Jay and I talked about cars for about an hour. Ashley came and joined us for a little while. She did not know a thing about cars, but she was funny. She definitely had some sort of gift. I would ask Abby about it. It made me think that perhaps every person in this room had some sort of gift.

      “What’s wrong, Lukas?” Ashley said. Looking at both of them, I suddenly felt out of place and overwhelmed. All the things she told me about the Agency and what they did flashed through my mind, and I knew I wasn’t right for this job.

      “Tell her for me, tell her that I’m so sorry.” I took off the ring she gave me, and I walked out. I ran down the flight of stairs. Once I hit the front door, I ran for blocks, and jumped a bus just outside of Hollywood. It travelled all the way out to the Santa Monica pier. I got out and walked to the ocean. The waters calmly swished back and forth, and I hoped it would relax me. However, the innocence I lost learning about the evil in this world consumed me, and I could not relax. I considered going back, but the fact was, I had no idea where back was.

      Pulling out the wallet she gave me, I looked over the credit cards which she probably already deactivated. However, inside the fold of the wallet there was close to two thousand dollars. I decided to get a bus ticket out of town, so I hopped back on a Metro bus, and took it to North Hollywood. It was the nearest Greyhound bus station, but it was late and I wasn’t sure I’d make it in time before it closed. I could spend the night in a park if necessary. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      When I arrived at the bus station, it was closed, and I considered renting a room, but I wanted to save all my cash. I didn’t want to face the embarrassment of the credit card being declined. Just down the road from the station, I found a large park with concrete picnic tables. I chose one and sat down. For the first time since I moved to Los Angeles, I felt out of place on the streets. Looking at my clothes, khaki pants and a button up shirt, I realized I could be mistaken for a lost rich guy and get mugged. Regretting the decision to stay in the park, I walked back to the main road to see if I could find a hotel close by and just use some of the cash.

      A candy apple red 1969 Mustang Boss 429 pulled up to the curb.

      “Get in the car, Lukas,” she said.

      I walked over, looking in at Abigail Davenport. “How the hell did you find me?”

      “Locator spell. Please get in. I won’t take you back. Just hear me out, and then I’ll take you wherever you want to go. You aren’t going to sleep in a park. You can use one of the cards and get a room. I don’t care what you decide, but please hear me out,” she said.

      “How long is it going to take? I’m leaving L.A. in the morning,” I said.

      She dropped her head. “I am not trying to trick you. I just want to talk.”

      “Then get out, and we can talk here,” I said.

      “Fine,” she said and slammed it into park. She wasn’t in the dress from earlier. She was in jeans and a sweater. I tried to look at her face, but she kept it turned from me.

      “You want to go over there and sit down?”

      “Sure,” she said. We walked over to the table where I had sat earlier.

      “What do you want to talk about?” I said.

      “Scott Woodford,” she said.

      “Oh, good grief, Abby, what the fuck? I don’t want to talk about that guy! He was the beginning of my entire life being ruined!” I stood up and paced as I talked. She was absolutely frustrating.

      “More than likely Scott Woodford was a son of Asmodeus,” she said.

      “A son of a bitch? Yes, I know that,” I said.

      “No, Asmodeus. He’s a demon. His offspring are always the captains of the football team type. They are muscular and great in bed. Every girl wants to fuck them. I’ve met a few of them along the way,” she said.

      “A demon. In this crazy world you live in, there are demons?”

      “Demons, angels, vampires, werewolves, succubae, old gods, mythical creatures, and so many other entities that I couldn’t possibly name them all. I will also remind you that we all live in that crazy world. People just are unaware of what lurks in the darkness,” she said.

      “What are you?” I asked bitterly.

      “I’m not one hundred percent sure,” she said.

      “Your grandfather is a god!” I yelled. I didn’t care who heard me.

      “Actually, he’s my great, great, great, great, way back great grandfather. You can’t be born a god anymore. Gods are made, not born. My father is a wizard, and my mother is Fae, but I’ve never met either of them,” she said.

      “What’s Fae?” I asked.

      “Fae is all-encompassing name given to a group of fairies and old gods in Ireland and Britain. There are a few clans in mainland Europe, too. They have powerful magic for persuading humans and a talent for illusions and foresight,” she tried to explain.

      “They are dangerous?” I asked.

      “Very. They can be extremely seductive. They try to get you to be indebted to them, by them offering you a gift in return for a future favor. Best advice is to avoid them at all costs,” she said.

      “You just said you were half-Fae.” I didn’t mean to corner her, but it just came out in frustration.

      “If you know what’s best for you, you will get on that bus tomorrow and never look back,” she said.

      “I thought you were convincing me to stay,” I said.

      “I thought so too, but I talked myself into a corner, and don’t really have the will to fight with you, Lukas. I want you to stay, but I can’t give you one good reason. Use the cards. They are yours. I swear on my power that I will never use them to track you,” she said. I felt a wave of warmth settle over me. She finally looked at me, and her eyes were red like she’d been crying.

      “I felt that,” I said.

      “When a wielder swears on their power, it means that wielder give you a tiny bit of their power to hold. If they ever break their word, they lose that power forever,” she said with her back turned to me.

      “You just gave me a bit of your power to hold over your head?” I said. “Abby, I don’t want that, take it back.”

      “I can’t. It’s yours until the day you die. Lukas, you deserve a good life. Go make it happen. I wish you all the best. If there is anything I can ever do for you, call the number on the back of the cards. They can get a message to me.” She walked away from me, and I let her go. The car rumbled as she cranked it. She shifted gears and peeled out.

      I waited on that bench until morning and walked back down to the greyhound station. It opened, and I was the first in line.

      “Where is the first bus going from here? I just need to get out of town,” I said.

      The clerk looked at me with sympathy. “Our first bus will leave in about an hour. It’s headed to Boulder, Colorado. You want a ticket?”

      “Yes, please.” I handed her one of the cards. She handed me the ticket.

      “The bus will leave the lot in about an hour. Don’t miss it. No refunds,” she said.

      “Thank you,” I said, grabbing the ticket. I walked back out on the street, and Ashley was standing there. I looked to see if anyone was with her, but she was alone. “Do you people not give up?”

      “Actually, I’ve never gone after anyone that left before now. Plenty have left. Plenty have run. I didn’t take you for that kind of person, Lukas,” she said. She looked like she had been crying too.

      “Ashley, are you okay? You look like you’ve been crying.”

      “I have a gift. I see images of possibilities of the future. I sent you to her, because I saw an image of you with her,” she said.

      “Yes, well, I’ve been around her, and now I don’t want to see her anymore. In fact, I don't want to see any of you. You go fight your monsters, and I'm going to have a new life,” I said. “I have a bus to catch.”

      “She blamed me for you leaving, because I sent you to her. She didn’t mean it, and she will apologize. She took the hurt of you leaving out on me, and I understand that she was frustrated because I had built you up to her. She had high hopes for you. Part of being the best friend, I guess,” she said.

      I felt bad for her. She was sweet, and Abby seemed to value her friendship. But friends don't treat each other that way. “I’ve got an hour. You want to walk down here and get a cup of coffee with me?” I asked her.

      “I would like that,” she said.

      We walked down the street to the corner and went in the little coffee shop. I bought us each a cup. She put sugar in hers. I put sugar and cream in mine.

      “She shouldn’t blame you, because you are best friends,” I said. “I don’t care how powerful or beautiful she is. You can’t treat people like that. I’m glad I left.” I was still trying to convince myself.

      “You think she’s beautiful?” she asked.

      “Of course, so are you! Both of you are way out of my league,” I said, causing her to blush. Rosy cheeks and auburn hair.

      “That’s your problem, Lukas. You think that you are worth less than us. Why? Because we have gifts? Because we are beautiful? In truth, the only difference between you and me is that I know who I am, and I’m confident in it. You haven’t found yourself. She told me that she found you in the park last night. That she went there to bring you back at all costs, but she said something in your tone told her that you weren’t ready, yet.”

      “I’ll never be ready for what she wants me to be,” I said.

      “What do you want to be, Lukas?” she asked.

      “I don’t know. I thought maybe I could try to go to college,” I said.

      “The future she laid out for you didn’t seem appealing?”

      “What future? Fighting things ten times stronger than me?”

      “You don’t pay attention,” she said pulling a business card out of her pocket.

      I thought she was giving me her card. I looked down at it, and it had my name on it. It said, “Lukas Castille, CEO, KBS Conglomerate, Los Angeles Division.”

      “Lukas, you don’t have to fight the monsters. That’s her job, and those like her in the Agency. I can’t even fight them. I just make sure she has everything she needs. She needs a proxy. Your job would be to report what the crews find on the streets. If it was something you could handle, then the company would help you see it through. If it was bigger than you, then you run it up the ladder. The cavalry swoops in and saves the day. It’s a brilliant system. It works, and it has worked for years all over the world. Abby has taken guys with a lot less skill and intelligence than you and made them forces for good. Sounds lofty, right? Well, it’s the truth. If she gets frustrated, and blames me for something, I forgive her until she gets her head out of her ass and apologizes.”

      I laughed. “You are a good friend, Ashley. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “Go back,” she said.

      “Anything except that,” I said.

      “She needs you.”

      “Ashley, look, thanks for making the effort, but I need to go catch my bus,” I said.

      “I lied to her,” she said.

      “About what?”

      “About the vision, I had of you and her,” she said. “She asked me, what made me send you with the box to her. I told her that I saw you save her life. That’s not what I saw.” She hung her head and would not look at me.

      “Ash, what did you see?” I asked.

      “Just go back, please,” she begged not wanting to tell me.

      “Is it against the rules to tell me?”

      “No, but the very fact of me telling you could change all of it, and I don’t want to change it,” she started to cry.

      “Oh, please don’t cry.” I hugged her. “Tears are my weakness. Don’t cry.”

      “If I tell you, promise me, you will never tell her that I lied. Swear.”

      “I swear,” at this point I just wanted to know what started all of this.

      She got close to my ear and whispered in my ear what she really saw, then leaned back and said, “Do you understand now?”

      I was shocked at what she told me. It was sweet that she thought whispering it would somehow negate her telling me. What she saw seemed impossible to me. “No, not completely. Why would that be a big deal?” I said.

      “She’s not let anyone in since Lincoln left. She will let you in, and I think she needs you for more than just a proxy. Definitely for more than she knows,” she said.

      “Why me?”

      “That’s a good question. Don’t you want to stick around and find out?”

      I thought, she was just yanking my chain. I looked her in the eyes, and all I saw was truth. I, also, saw a deep love for her friend. Abigail Davenport, the most frustrating woman I had ever met, apparently would at some point be in love with me or at the very least be in bed with me. Looking down at my watch, it was time for me to meet the bus. Ashley looked at me with desperation in her eyes.

      “If I go back, it won’t be for that reason, because let’s be honest, that isn't going to happen. Right? You said, it would probably change,” I asked.

      “It could change. If you go back, go back for yourself. Go back, and be the CEO, and if you get her in the process, I promise, you will never regret it,” she said.

      “I’ve been out on the street all night,” I said ashamed of myself.

      “I prepared for that,” she smiled.

      “Of course, you did,” I laughed.

      “I have the premonitions, but honestly, Lukas, she taught me the prep stuff. Sometimes I just plan ahead without the vision. She taught me everything I know. It took pressure off of her. I’m pretty damn good at it too,” she said with pride.

      “Yes, you are. I’ve missed my bus. What’s the plan, Miss Ashley?”

      “Come with me,” she said.
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* * *

      Two hours later, I walked back into the loft. Ashley cut my hair more this time. It still had some length on top, but I looked more like a businessman. She had a custom cut Ralph Lauren suit. It was deep blue with grey vest and a navy tie. She added some sapphire and diamond cuff links. When I looked at myself in the mirror at the hotel room, that she already had rented before she ever came to get me, it looked like what I could have been. Like maybe, what I should have been. Ashley added an expensive watch, and the ring Abby gave me.

      Abby stood at the windows staring at the city. I realized something looking at her. She was just as lost as I was.  Something in the way she stood. It was as if she waited on the city to tell her what to do next. There were many days on the streets when I would stand on a bridge or a hill looking down on Los Angeles, and I’d wait for the city to tell me what to do next. Where to go for my next meal. What route to take to a nice spot to sleep. I survived on the streets by listening to the city.

      “Hey Ash, where have you been?” she said, turning to find me instead of Ashley. She turned back to the window.

      I walked toward her and pulled the business card that Ashley had given to me out of my pocket. She wouldn’t look at me, but her face filled with confusion, fear, and anxiety.

      “Abby, I want this,” I said, handing her the card.

      She looked down at it recognizing what it was and who gave it to me.

      “Ashley,” she muttered.

      “I think that I was always coming back, but she pushed me. She pushed pretty hard. You’ve got a damn good friend in her, and you should apologize for blaming her for me leaving,” I said.

      “Yes, I should,” she said. “Lukas, are you sure? Don’t do this because Ashley told you some sob story about me.”

      “She didn’t tell me a sob story. Everything she told me, I already knew about you. You are beautiful, but broken. You are organized, but lost. You are hardcore, but unselfish. You are utterly frustrating, but inspiring. I know, I have a lot to learn, but I want to know it all. I promise, I will never leave again,” I said, lightly touching her hand. Suddenly, she wrapped her arms around my neck.

      She whispered in my ear, “How do you know all of this about me?”

      “Because, it’s like I’m looking in a mirror.”
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      The smoke was thick from the explosion. My sight blurred, and my ears rang. Something was pressing down on my chest, so I couldn't breathe. I coughed, and my throat was raw. Where was Tadeas?

      “Jag?” I coughed, pushing on the heaviness on my chest. It was muscular and human. “Tadeas, wake up. I can't breathe.”

      His body laid on top of me, motionless. I couldn't see his face because it was turned away from me. Trying to shove him off of me, a sharp, burning pain rippled through my chest and abdomen. My ribs were broken, and I started to gasp as panic hit me.

      “Tadeas, answer me.” I tried to listen for his heartbeat or feel him breathing. I managed to get a hand free and placed it on his temple. With no time to ask permission, I concentrated on that last millisecond before the explosion. “Memento.”

      As he sensed something was wrong, he reached for his gun and blocked me from the car. The world exploded into fire. I saw it from his perspective, and I knew I was in his mind.

      “Tadeas, where are you?” It was dark in his mind, but I could feel his heartbeat and breathing. “Please, answer me. I need you, Jag. Please.” Even inside his mind, I was losing the ability to complete sentences, as my ribs crushed in on my lung. I touched something in the darkness of his mind. Bright yellow feline eyes flared at me. It startled me, and I pulled back. The jaguar turned from me, walking away. “No, wait!” After a few steps, it shimmered out of view. Tadeas stood still with his back to me. Reaching out, I touched his shoulder. He jumped out of instinct, and I was shoved out of his head.

      He rolled off of me and started coughing. Scrambling he pulled his gun from his side and locked eyes with me.

      “Oh, shit, Abby, talk to me,” he said.

      I coughed. “Ribs are broken.”

      “Don’t move. I need to make sure they don’t have any finishers, and see if I can spot Tony,” he said.

      “Don’t leave me,” I said.

      “I won’t, but I need to see through the smoke,” he said coughing again. A dark shadow approached us. He leaned over me, pointing his gun at it.

      “It’s me, Duarte,” said Tony. “I can’t find Tavaris. The Caddy is still sitting over there untouched. We can take it and run.”

      “I’m not getting in any of their cars,” Tadeas said. “Her ribs are broken. I landed on her.” He grimaced.

      “You took the blast for me. I can heal cracked ribs, if you help me up,” I spoke in his mind, because I lost the ability to speak.

      “No, you lay still. I don’t want to puncture your lungs.”

      “Already punctured. I need to heal it, but I can’t breathe. What does it look like on the far side of the runway?” I asked.

      “I don’t see anything but grass over there,” Tadeas said. “Cover us, Tony. This is going to hurt. Try not to cry out and draw attention.”

      I nodded. He picked me up, and the fire erupted again down my chest. I winced and held the scream. He laid me down in the grass. I gasped, drawing power from the surrounding earth. Casting the spell of my head, “Consano.” I felt the ribs moving inside me, and I gritted my teeth to keep from screaming. I stared into the sky as my body healed. A swarm of ravens circled above the airport. A raven yesterday, and a flock today. Maybe, I was just paranoid of an old foe, but I thought she was dead.

      He stood over me watching our surroundings. “I’m okay. It’s healing quickly.” I took deeper and deeper breaths. “Help me up,” I said.

      “No, we will find a way out. Just lay still,” he said. I pushed myself up, and he gave me a hand when he saw I wasn’t backing down.

      “I got this,” I said feeling much better already. I walked back out on the concrete. “Fulmen.” The lightning formed above my palm. I turned it on its side and expanded it with my hands. It enveloped me, and I pushed it further out until it reached approximately 18 feet in circumference. I slammed it to the ground. As I powered the circle, a large funnel of wind swirled up. Immediately, I summoned the desired object. “Currus!” I shouted.

      A slick metallic black Mercedes S63 AMG appeared in the circle.

      “I wondered how you did that!” he said smiling. “Give me the key.”

      “No, I’m driving,” I said.

      “No, you aren’t. Give me the key and get in the car. You patched yourself up, but I know by now that you are still sore and still hurt. You need to heal. Let me drive,” Tadeas argued.

      I ignored him and went to the driver’s door. It was unlocked, and the key was inside the car. He grabbed my hand as I pulled the handle. “Tadeas, one day you will trust me. I can’t shoot a gun. The recoil would work against the healing spell. Let me drive. You shoot.”

      “Why is it so hard for you to just say what’s going on in your head, Abby? You are so damn frustrating,” he yelled as he rounded the car. Tony got in while we were arguing.

      “Don’t even say a word, Tony!” I shot at him.

      He just grinned. He knew I was a pain in the ass.

      “Go!” Tadeas yelled as he shut the door. I pressed the gas, we rounded the nose of the plane, and Tavaris stumbled out in front of the car.

      “Subsisto!” I yelled, as I slammed the brakes. Between the power of the spell and the brakes, the car lurched to a stop just before we hit him. “Get him in the car.”

      “What if he’s in on it?” Tadeas said.

      “Then we have our prime suspect in our custody,” I said. Tony got out, dragged him to the back door, and shoved him in with us.

      “Sit still, Williams, or I’ll blow your head off,” Tadeas growled at him. He didn't need to threaten him. Tavaris was bloody and dazed.

      “And if he doesn’t, I will,” Tony added.

      “Hold on,” I said, as I punched the gas again. I found an open gate along the runway, and hit the small road that led to an exit on Interstate 20. Ignoring all the speed limits, I headed east to downtown Atlanta.

      “We are being followed,” Tadeas yelled.

      I looked in my rear view. I could see several cars weaving through traffic to keep up with us. “Tadeas?”

      “What?” he yelled.

      “Would you quit fucking yelling at me?” I said.

      “Sorry,” he said. “What do you want to do?”

      “I’m going to drive. You kill them, or stop them.”

      “We are in the middle of downtown Atlanta,” he said as we rounded the ramp on to 85 north. Turner Field sat off to our right, and the heart of downtown Atlanta was to our left.

      “Yes, and we’ve got 40 miles to go before we make it to the estate,” I said. “I will drive. You and Tony take them out.”

      He touched my hand, “Are you sure you have the strength to do this, Abby?”

      “I don’t have a choice. Please just don’t worry,” I said. “I’ll get us there, but hand me the gun in the glove box just in case.”

      He smiled and dug out the subcompact Springfield 9mm. He handed it to me. “You got my back?”

      “Hell yeah, I do,” I said reaching out with all my senses to feel all the cars and humans around us. Allowing the sounds of the world rush in on me, I spoke one word, “Derigo.”

      “What does that do?”

      “Um, kind of autopilot,” I said. He shot me a look of fear and anger. “I’m still in control. It just lets me drive with all my senses.”

      He rolled down the window. The first of the cars approached on our right. He reached out and shot once. As the front windshield of the car shattered, it swerved into the traffic on the right. It missed a couple of cars and slammed a guard rail on our right side.

      “One down, two to go,” he said proudly. The other two tried to move to each side of us. I used the other cars to block while weaving through traffic. “I can't get a good shot with you weaving.”

      “They will catch us if I don't,” I tried to explain.

      “I knew that I should have driven,” he grumbled.

      “Shut up!” I yelled at him.

      I looked at the road ahead. The right lane was ending. “I'm going to squeeze the one on the right. Make him get behind us. Take out this one on my left.”

      I jerked the wheel to my right making the car on my right hit the emergency lane. As it slowed to get behind us, the one on our left caught up with us. When they were parallel to us, Tadeas reached across me trying not to block my view of the road, and I pushed the button to roll the window down. But Tony was faster, he pulled out a compact fully automatic rifle, and unleashed a barrage of NATO rounds into the vehicle. As it lurched to the inside wall, I saw it was going to T-bone a minivan full of kids. I could feel their panic. “Fulmen pulsis,” I screamed, reaching my hand out the window. A pulse of lightning flew from my hand and surrounded the van. It was the magical equivalent of a Lightning Electromagnetic Pulse. The engine stopped in the van, so it was dead in the water. The lurching vehicle of our unknown attackers swept past in front of it and struck the wall. Magic was powerful, but it was also draining. I was out of practice, and I admit, my stamina isn't what it used to be. I settled into feeling the world around me, and said, “I'm about out of energy. Good shots, Tony. No innocent casualties on this last one,” I said.

      Tadeas looked at me with worry. The fire and frustration he had earlier was gone. The car behind us had decided it would be best not to give us a shot on the sides. I weaved through the traffic, but it was thinning out as we got further north of the city. They sped up and bumped us.

      “They hit my fucking car!” I screamed.

      “Keep them behind us, Abby. I'm going to try something,” he said.

      “Try what?” I asked.

      “If I spend time explaining it, we lose our chance. Plus, you wouldn't let me if I told you,” he said.

      “Tadeas Duarte, now is not the time to be trying out new things!” I yelled at him.

      “At least she didn't say your middle name,” Tony teased.

      “No comments from the rear!” I said.

      “I'll be right back,” he said. I shivered as I felt him pull on the veil between the planes, and he disappeared from sight. I looked in my rearview mirror and saw two bright flashes in the car behind us. It started to slow and drift off into the grass on the right side of the interstate. I started to panic. “Tadeas!”

      “Pull over.”

      I pulled to the side of the road. I saw a shimmer out of the corner of my left eye, and he tapped on the window. He opened the driver side door seeing me in a panic.

      “Climb over. I'm driving now,” he said calmly. I climbed over the center console, and he sat down in the seat. After checking traffic, he took off heading North on Interstate 85. Trying to calm myself, all I could think about was how foolish that was, whatever it was. I could have lost him. He took my hand, squeezing it. I jerked it away from him and stared out of the passenger window. The dash started to chime. “Put on your belt,” he said coldly. I clicked it into place.

      “Where do I go?” he asked.

      “Keep going up 85. We will merge left when we get to 985,” Tony answered for me.

      The pain and uncertainty over the past couple of weeks came crashing down on me. I felt like I was back on the tarmac struggling to breathe. Tadeas was shifting at will now and could get killed. Lukas had kissed me, reviving old emotions. Meredith was Lincoln’s daughter. Sam and Travis were dead. Jay would have been a better driver in this situation than I was, but Jay wasn’t here. The Atlanta proxy was murdered, and someone tried to blow us up at the airport. The Boulder facility was gone, along with my portal home. Gabriel was my surrogate father. Gregory and the damned papers. Lincoln. George. Home.

      I still had the 9mm that Tadeas gave me out of the glove compartment. I didn't consciously decide to use it. I just couldn't breathe, and the shadow that lived inside me took over. Sliding my thumb across the gun, I clicked off the safety.

      Suddenly I felt Tadeas panic. I looked over to him and his dark green eyes flared, and his hand shot to mine. He yanked the gun away from me.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” Tadeas yelled at me.

      “I just can’t,” I whispered.

      He continued to talk at me, but I couldn’t hear him. The pain and grief pressed down on my head. The shadow swallowed me up like I was Jonah in the belly of the whale. My hair turned brown and a violet hue surrounded my vision. My shadow took over my weakened body and mind, and he stared at me in horror.
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      “Abby, talk to me,” I yelled at her. The glamour she’d used in Paris appeared, and her eyes were distant and void. “Abigail Davenport, you talk to me, right now!”

      She didn’t respond. However, I clearly felt the pain and grief that had overwhelmed her. Hyperion warned us to take time and mourn those we lost. We didn’t have time for that between her gunshot wound, the flight to Atlanta and a car bomb.

      “Please, Abby. How much longer to the house, Tony?”

      “Just a few more minutes,” he said. “I can drive, if you want.”

      “No, I’ve got it,” I pressed the gas, and the sleek black Mercedes wove in an out of traffic. I continued to hold her hand, as if this action would keep her here with me. It felt colder than normal. Her eyes locked on some distant object that didn’t exist. “You need rest and time to grieve. Please stay with me until we get to the house. Please say something.” She didn’t respond.

      I heard Tony dialing his phone behind me. “I think you should come here,” he said. He handed me the phone.

      “Hello,” I said. My voice was higher pitched and laced with fear.

      “Tadeas, we should have come with you. I was afraid she couldn’t handle much more. Ichiro and I will be there as soon as you get to the estate. Tony will make a circle, and we will use a port crystal,” Ashley said calmly.

      “What can you do that I can’t?” I asked through gritted teeth.

      “It’s not what we do. It’s what we know about her. Tadeas, we will talk more about it when I arrive. Just do what you do, and we will be there soon. It will be okay,” Ashley assured me.

      I clicked off the phone and handed it back to Tony. Stealing glances over to her as I drove, she looked serene. Before she looked down at the gun, I could feel her emotions building. I just thought she was about to unleash on me with one of her tirades because I shifted back to the car behind us. I didn’t know it would freak her out so badly. Gripping the steering wheel, I asked again, “Abby, are you there?” No response.

      We drove, and it was about 30 minutes before we reached the estate. As I pulled up to the large iron gate, it slowly opened. Tavaris teetered in and out of consciousness, missing most of the commotion. Tony watched him and reminded him that if he moved, he’d kill him.

      “Get her, if you don't mind,” Tony said. I got out and went to the passenger side and lifted her out of the car. She felt heavier than normal. As I turned toward the house, a grey-headed woman stood before me. She looked stern.

      “Mr. Duarte, I am Mrs. Stapleton, the caretaker here. Please follow me,” I nodded and looked back to Tony who was dragging Tavaris out of the car.

      “I'll secure him and put up the circle. Just stay with her until Ashley and Ichiro arrive,” he said.

      We entered a two-story entryway with an enormous iron chandelier and dual circular staircases. The lady took the left one, leading me to a set of double doors. She pushed the doors open to a huge bedroom. It was larger than Abby’s room on the island. I walked over to the four-poster bed and laid her down. The lady nodded at me and left. Sitting there alone with her, I tried to piece together what happened. I felt the desperation in her like it overwhelmed her and replaced her with someone else. The dark hair and violet eyes were part of a glamour that she wore in Paris when we faced the necromancer, but she didn’t feel different then. She looked like Abby, but this didn’t feel like the woman I knew. Lying still on the bed, she stared at the ceiling, unresponsive when I spoke to her.

      When Ashley and Ichiro came into the room, she gave me a half-hearted smile. Ichiro came over to the bed and checked her vitals. Ashley waved for me to come to her.

      “I need to stay here. I’m not leaving her,” I said.

      “Please come with me, and tell me what happened,” she pleaded.

      “I’ll call you if there is any change,” Ichiro assured me.

      She walked over and took my hand pulling me away. Reluctantly, I complied and followed her. Ichiro took my seat, watching over her. I followed Ashley out to the back of the house where a long porch conjoined with a pool. Beyond it you could see the lake and the sun dropping in the west. The air was humid, but pleasant, because the heat of the day  left with the sun. My adrenaline settled, and the events of the day flashed through my mind. Ashley sat in a large rocking chair.

      “You want to sit?” she asked. There was another chair, but I didn't want to sit. I leaned on one of the large columns and wished we were on the island.

      “Tell me,” I tried to say calmly.

      “She trusted you quickly, so I assume she told you about her death in New York City. After her death, and before I knew her, she came back to work for the Agency, but she struggled with the fact that she killed those men using magic. No matter what anyone told her about it being justified, it still plagued her, and every time she got in a situation where she had to use magic to harm someone she struggled even more. Lincoln stayed with her in the beginning to help her with this dark spot on her soul, her shadow. Occasionally during a fight, he said she would freeze up, and the shadow would try to take over.”

      “Wait, the shadow is just a glamour right?”

      “No, when I told her to tell you about the shadow before you went to Paris, I guess she didn’t tell you everything about it,” she said.

      “She told me about the glamour. Then in Paris, she told me about the shadow. I didn’t connect the two,” I said. “But she was herself in Paris even with the shadow. That up there, doesn’t feel like Abby.”

      “She controls the shadow. Lincoln taught her how to do it, and it became part of her. She had to accept that her magic can be used to kill. It made her stronger, but occasionally she would lash out in anger or shut down. That’s why she spent so much time on the island. It allowed her to retain control. Lincoln helped her realize when she’d done too much or started to lose her grip. He was connected to the shadow through the spirit realm and knew when she needed to take a break. He told me once that she tried to kill herself, but wouldn’t give me any details because it pained him to think about it. When Lincoln died, she managed to control the shadow and spent a lot of time with Lukas, who has always believed in her. But after what happened to him, she couldn’t handle it. Fortunately, she made it to the island before the shadow took her over completely. She didn’t come back because she was afraid. She’s only back now, because we needed her. The world needs her,” she paused. I looked back at her, and tears rolled down her face. “She's going through the loss and pain again, but now there is no portal to send her through. We will have to find another way to stabilize her.”

      “Tell me what to do. She isn’t talking to me,” I said.

      “She always had the island as a backup. She was allowed to go there, only because she had died at one point and the shadow was a remnant of that death. Lincoln had a connection to the spirit world, so he could too. You have a similar connection. It was a big factor in her choosing you in the first place. You could go to the island where the rest of us couldn't. I have to think that your connection to her is what will stabilize her. I know I’ve pushed the two of you to be closer. Part of it, I admit is because I think you are perfect for each other. Mostly, it’s because I know she needs you,” she explained.

      I understood completely now when she told me in Paris that I would have to take her out if the darkness consumed her. The shadow was the darkness, and it was trying to take her now. I would not allow that to happen.

      “Perhaps she’s up there spaced out because of me. I pulled a stupid stunt to get away from the people that were chasing us, and it pushed her over the edge,” I was so confused and irritated.

      “I doubt that, Tadeas. I’ve seen more happiness in her since you agreed to be her partner than I have in 20 years. She just needs to deal with the grief like she did before, except we don’t have the island to fall back on. A hundred years of death, blood, fighting, loss and grief can be too much to bear. The island and George once took care of her. Now, I think it’s your turn.”

      “She dragged me into this, and she can’t opt out now,” I said. “We will find somewhere quiet and get away from it all. Gregory will just have to fight his own battles. He sent her those damn papers. I'm sure that did not help at all!” My anger was building. I needed to hit something.

      “We just have to get her through each dark point. She thinks having a relationship would make her more unstable. I think, and Ichiro agrees, it will settle her mind. No pressure. She will come out of it and be stand-offish. It’s best just to go with it, and she will be back to herself before you know it,” she said.

      “Oh, hell no! I'm sorry, but she's got to face this. I'm not backing down,” I said. I was mad at her now. In my heart, I knew she was stronger than this. All this talk about being truthful and being an open book. I guess, I forgot to ask if she had tried to kill herself before. Every time she told me that there were things that I didn't know, and it would take time, she meant this. Ashley implied that if I pushed a relationship with her, it might make her better. But how could I have a relationship with someone who couldn’t be truthful about the most important things?

      I scolded myself for thinking that she meant less to me than she does. She meant everything to me.

      Tony stepped out on the porch. “I talked to Tavaris. I believe he's innocent in the situation. What do you want me to do with him?”

      “Get him whatever he needs, but he's on lockdown until I get a chance to have a good, long talk with Abigail,” I said.

      “Sure. And Ichiro said she's awake,” he said and ducked back into the house.

      Ashley got up. “You coming?”

      “Not yet,” I said.

      “If you leave her,” she started to say.

      “I'm not leaving. But Ashley, outside of this, is there anything else I should know?” I said firmly.

      “Tadeas, is there anything in your life that is important that you haven't gotten around to telling her?” she asked. Ashley knew how to make a point. When you live as long as we do, there are many things. I hadn’t told Abigail everything about me because we hadn’t had time. Things that were equally important to this.

      She went into the house to see her friend. I knew Abigail wouldn’t want to talk about it, and would just shove it off. “Not this time,” I said, stomping to the master bedroom.
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* * *

      When I opened the doors, she stood in the center of the room. Her blonde hair was back in place. Her dress looked perfect, and her eyes were bright green. It was like nothing had happened. She was giving Ashley instructions about how we were going to proceed since our plans got detoured by the explosion. When her eyes met mine, she went silent. Ashley stood up and left the room. I focused on her. Sitting down in a chair, I watched as she turned her back on me and went to the window. Suddenly, the familiar rhythm of her heartbeat stopped. I was so used to the sound of it, as if it were my own.  It was like the night she died on the dining room table on the island. A surge of pain ran through me, and I clutched my chest. I fell to my knees in the floor and gasped. I choked out her name, “Abby!”

      She turned and looked at me with dark violet eyes, which were cold and devoid of emotion. She waved her hand, and I saw a golden shimmer around her body. The sound of her heart racing rushed over me, and I could breathe again. The anger inside of me welled up, and I exploded on her.

      “What the fuck was that?”

      She winced, turning away from me.

      “No, you talk to me now, damn it! Why did you do that to me?”

      She turned back around looking me in the eye, and I saw the pain and grief. I felt it pulse over me. “I'm sorry. That's the only way I could show you what it feels like. The darkness takes over. I can't control it, and it consumes me.”

      “No, what you don't understand is what you just did to me, on purpose, is what happens to me if you die. You've got to figure out another way to deal with all of this. My life depends upon it. You recruited me, Abby! You dragged me into this, and it doesn't matter if I stay or go. If you die, I die. And that's not acceptable!” I yelled at her. “They wanted me to come in here and have sympathy for you. To baby you. I’m not going to do that. You are strong. I have felt that strength. I know you are in pain, but you can’t give in. You have to fight the shadow. I will not accept anything else from you!”

      “It’s a part of me. I brought the darkness on myself when I killed a man! It’s there, and sometimes it takes over. I told you about this in Paris. Don’t act like I didn’t warn you,” her anger started to rise. Good. Even if she fought me, it meant she was fighting.

      “No, you said I would have to put you down. That was very different from this, whatever this was!”

      “It’s the same thing. I should have never come back. Jay would be alive if I had just stayed on my island. I can’t go home, and I’m stuck here,” she said as she started to give in.

      Rushing over to her, I placed my hands on her shoulders. “You listen to me. They would have brought that whole compound down with everyone in it had you not had the instinct to get everyone out days before it happened. Jay had the opportunity to leave. He chose to join us in the basement. I chose to go back down there and get you. That is not on you. It’s not your job to save everyone! I’m sorry you can’t go home, but you have got to keep fighting.” I started to tone it down some. With my hands on her, I didn’t want her to feel like she needed to lash out.

      “Please forgive me,” her voice cracked in my head. Something inside of me broke. I took her face in my hands. Her cheeks were cool and soft. She closed her eyes, and the first tear rolled down over my hand.

      “I just want you to fight. That’s all. There is nothing to forgive. When you feel it about to take over you, you come to me. It’s my job now. We will go wherever we need to go. We will do whatever we need to do. I will not let you give up,” I said touching my forehead to hers. Her tears continued to roll over my hands. And in that moment, Gabriel's words in Paris rushed over me as if he had just spoken them in my ear. I put my arms around her, and she tensed.

      “Please don't. This is part of the problem,” she said trying to push away.

      “Listen to me,” I said trying to quell my frustration. I held tighter. “You have lost faith. Faith in your team. Faith in me. But most of all, faith in yourself. In Paris, Gabriel said to me, ‘Man is flawed. We make mistakes. We do bad things, but faith allows us to not only forgive, but to strive for redemption.’ He was right. I thought he was just talking about me, but he meant you too. He said, he had faith in us both. Abby, you told me that you believed in me. Now, I'm telling you the same thing. I believe in you and what we can do. This darkness is nothing compared to what we can do. It's not going to be easy, but I swear I won't give up until we are both redeemed.” She stood there still and unmoving.

      “I don't deserve redemption. I’m a murderer, and people die because of me,” she said.

      “Neither do I. I killed the only woman who ever truly loved me,” I said. “Gabriel said, I just needed faith. If you can’t believe an Archangel, who can you believe? We will do it together.”

      “It's not possible for me. I’ve tried for many years to make up for it, but people keep dying,” she said.

      “You calling Gabriel a liar?” I said with a touch of humor.

      She shook her head, and then it hit me. Ashley told me what to do on the back porch. For all of her pushing, her wisdom surprised me. I released the embrace, but continued to hold her hand.

      “Sit for a minute, please,” I said.

      “Tadeas,” she started to protest.

      “No, damn it, Abby, please,” I implored her. She conceded to my request. The look on her face said that I better get to it quickly. “After I left Father Sergio, in Guatemala, I hitched rides to the coast. I found a small fishing town, and I intended to take a boat and leave the country. However, I’m terrified of boats.”

      “Boats?”

      “Not small boats, more like being out on the ocean and not being able to see land. Maybe it’s the jaguar, I’m not sure, but I never could buy the ticket to get on the boat. I continued to work on the docks. I went one day into town to buy a few things in the market, and there was a particular booth that had the best fruit. The gentleman who ran the booth was a kind man. He had never charged me full price. One day, I approached the booth, and the man wasn’t there. She was.”

      “Tadeas, no, you don’t have to tell me this story,” she said, realizing what I was doing, and started to stand up.

      “Sit down. Please. You are the most infuriating woman on the face of the earth. I swear. Just sit,” I said firmly. I had already started the story. All this time, I was telling her that I trusted her and believed in her, but I had never shown her. She told me her darkest moment. I had offered her nothing. I did not think I had anything to give, but I did. She eased back in the chair and watched me gather my thoughts.

      “Isabel had long ebony hair. Dark, expressive eyes. They lit up like polished dress shoes. Sounds stupid, but they glowed. Her smile made me melt the first time I saw her. I lost every bit of cool I had around her. Which, mind you, isn’t a lot, but I was tongue-tied. I saved my money every week to visit the fruit stand. She told me that her father was ill, and I wanted to help her. I came as often as I could because she needed the money. I got sick of fruit, but every time I had a little to spend, I went to Isabel. One day I went, and the booth was closed. There was no food. I started asking around, and I found out that her father had died, and that she was left alone. I knew what that felt like. I stalked her to find out if she was okay. I went to the church for the funeral wake. She was so sad. Her eyes had lost that sparkle. I waited around hoping to get a chance to speak to her. There was a moment when she looked up at me and recognized me. She broke away from the people talking to her, and she came to thank me for coming to honor her father. I asked if there was anything I could do. She said that she would be leaving town. She had family up the coast, and she would move with them. Abby, I don’t know what possessed me, but I begged her not to leave. I asked about the fruit stand. She said that she was going to sell it to someone, plus all the contracts for the fruit with the local farmers. I told her I would buy it if she would just stay and help me run it. I worked double shifts at the docks, and I gave her all the money that I had. We started spending a lot of time together. One day in the fall, it was cool when she finished working at the booth. I met up with her, gave her my jacket and walked her home. I wasn’t sure if she was interested. She was pretty shy at first, but I kissed her anyway. It was like someone breathed life into me that I never knew I had. After a short while, we got engaged. I’d never been so happy in my entire life.” I paused and thought about those days. How innocent we both were. How we had no clue what evil lurked in the world. How she didn’t know I was that evil.

      I looked at Abby sitting in the chair watching me patiently. Finally, I saw the woman I knew was behind all the fear and confusion. She was coming back to me. I continued, “Isabel was a good Catholic girl. I may or may not have tried to get her to do more than kiss me from time to time, but she was always so gentle and sweet. I could not wait until she was my wife. We were saving up money. We had decided to marry in the spring. In the winter, I worked the booth for her. After closing the booth one day, a dark man approached me. He gave me chills. He grabbed at my money pouch, and when I slapped his hand away, he grabbed my crucifix. The chain broke, but I held on to the cross and ran for my life. By the time I reached her home, I was pretty shaken up. She was comforting and made soup. It was raining and cold, so she asked me to stay. I had already decided not to push her anymore, but after dinner she came to me. I’m embarrassed to talk about it, but it was my first time. Hers too. It was pretty awkward, but it was amazing. I loved falling asleep next to her.” I stopped again. This was the hardest part. “I woke up during the night. My ‘claws’ were covered in blood. I could see myself in the mirror across the room. A huge black jaguar stared back at me. I looked at her and the life had left her eyes. My beautiful Isabel was gone. I wanted to wail, but I couldn’t. That’s when I heard Lincoln come in. I started to pounce on him because I thought he had killed her. He spoke his spell, and I passed out. Waking up in a room across town, he had cleaned me up and told me we were waiting on a transport to take us out of the country. I cried like a child, and Lincoln was patient. He didn’t tell me his name, just made sure I had everything I needed. I killed her, and I couldn’t remember any of it. But I will never forget her eyes. Dead.” I clenched my fists as I fought back a wave of pain, grief and tears. The same things Abby has been feeling. I knew that dark place she was in because I’d been there before myself.

      Tears ran down Abby’s face as she approached me, “There are two very important things you need to know, Tadeas.” She put her cool hands over my fists, and I relaxed them. Her touch sent tingles though my body. “First of all, I need to know something. Have you ever dreamed of killing her? Did the memory of it ever come back? Images of fury or blood? Smells? Sounds? Anything?”

      “No, thankfully I don’t remember. The aftermath was bad enough.”

      She took a deep breath and touched my cheek. “The first thing you need to know is that you did not kill Isabel.”

      “Right, the jaguar killed her,” I said.

      “No, neither of you did,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Never in all of my days have I ever met a shifter that wasn’t fully aware of their first kill or didn’t eventually remember it. It happens more often that you would imagine. A shifter changes for the first time, and there is no one there to guide them. The animal inside of them is afraid and lashes out. It’s been one hundred and seven years, and you still do not remember,” she explained.

      “No, I killed her,” I muttered.

      “Why are you determined to believe something isn’t true? I wish I had known the story before now. I understand, you didn’t want to speak about it. Without a doubt in my mind, Tadeas, someone wanted you to think you killed her. Someone else killed her, and you shifted to protect her. I don’t know who the creepy man was in the market, but I’m willing to bet it was him,” she said.

      I backed up to the bed and leaned on it. All these years, I believed that I killed her. “If you looked in my memories, could you tell if it was there, and I’m just repressing it?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Do it,” I said. “Unless you don’t have the strength or hate me, because I’ve not exactly been friendly in the last few moments.”

      She smiled, “To say the least, but I can do it.” She climbed up on the bed, and I sat further back so she could get to my temples. I knew what she was going to do, and I wasn’t afraid to have her in my head. “Memento.” She sat still for several agonizing moments. She finally opened in her eyes and looked at me.

      “There is nothing there, but darkness. No memory. He either drugged you or put a spell on you. I went back far enough to see him. It was Nalusa Chito,” she said softly. I bolted out of the bed and paced the room.

      “I didn’t kill Isabel,” I said.

      “No, Nalusa did,” she said. “That’s probably why Lincoln was there. He was probably chasing Nalusa. They were old foes.”

      “I did not kill her,” I repeated.

      “Tadeas, you are free from that burden. I wish I could have given you that so long ago. I can’t imagine the pain,” she said. “Over the years, your name has come up more than once. Lincoln was adamant that I meet you, especially after Lukas and I parted ways the first time. Lincoln and I didn’t immediately get back together, but he always pressed the idea that you were special. It’s possible that he knew you didn’t kill Isabel.”

      “Why wouldn’t he tell me that? It has plagued me,” I asked.

      She shook her head, tears filling her eyes again. “He was a damn fool. Maybe he wasn’t sure. Maybe he didn’t tell you so that I could.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “He could see things. He knew, he would die and leave me. There have been other things along the way. For example, Lukas showed up less than an hour after Lincoln died. He knew exactly where to find me because Lincoln had told him years before where to look. I’m sorry that he made you suffer. Damn that man. He was utterly infuriating sometimes,” she said.

      I smirked at the irony. “Huh? Imagine that.”

      “Shut it, Duarte,” she said, and the atmosphere in the room lightened. I understood now why she deflects. She's trying to control the darkness by deflecting.

      “What’s the other thing?” I said.

      “What other thing?” she looked like she had lost confidence in whatever she was going to say.

      “Oh, no, don’t play dumb with me. I remember. You said there were two things I needed to know. What was the other thing?” I walked back over to the bed where she was still sitting.

      I heard her swallow, and she sighed, “You are just as aggravating as he was.”

      “That’s not the thing,” I said.

      “No, it’s not,” she said.

      “I’m waiting,” I said. “You aren’t leaving this room until you tell me.”

      “Today in the car, the thing that pushed me over the edge was you. I looked behind me, and I saw the two blasts from the gun. I could feel you, but it was like everything inside of me panicked. The thought of you leaving me overwhelmed me, and I lost control,” she admitted.

      “You felt me the whole time, right?”

      “Yes, but even just the thought of it triggered a flood of things that's happened over the past few weeks. I’m not saying it’s not your fault. It’s just you are that important to me,” she said.

      “We will figure it out together, okay?” I said. She raised up on her knees while still sitting on the bed and hugged me.

      “Okay,” she whispered in my ear. She leaned back looking into my eyes. I felt the tension between us grow, but it wasn’t anger this time. I leaned forward to her lips. A million thoughts went through my mind about what a kiss would mean at this point, but I pushed those thoughts away with the lingering desire to feel her lips on mine. She didn’t pull away. Maybe Ashley was right again, but Tony burst through the doors before I could find out.

      “Oh, oh, um, sorry,” he said.

      “Speak, or get out, Tony,” I said. She turned her head away from him laying it on my shoulder and laughing.

      “Um, Tavaris is gone. We can’t find him. The Mercedes is gone too.”

      “Oh, hell no, that punk stole my car. How is it we can’t seem to keep the bad guys confined?” she yelled and tried to get off the bed, but I held her in place. She looked at me with an evil, teasing eye. “We have to go.”

      “No,” I said.

      “Yes, we can finish this later,” she said. I groaned and let go of her. She walked toward Tony. “Are you coming?” she smiled back at me.

      “I guess,” I said.

      Tony and I followed her down the hallway. “Sorry, dude,” Tony said.

      “Fuck off, Tony,” I said.

      She laughed. A wonderful sound. Even if it was at my frustration.
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      I spent the next several weeks learning the business, inside and out. My advanced math and science classes in high school actually helped out. I tried not to think of the opportunity that I missed out on by going to college. Abby assured me that it didn’t matter in the grand scheme of things. I grew to understand her more, and what motivated her.

      One day when I was working on documenting data collected by canvas crews with Ashley, Abby came in and jingled her keys at me. “Let’s go for a ride,” she said.

      “Can I drive?” I asked. I hoped today would be the day she let me drive the red Mustang.

      “In your dreams, Castille,” she said. I followed her out to the parking garage. There were multiple vehicles in the garage. Jay wasn’t lying when he said she liked fast cars. The Jaguar. The Mustang. A Porche. And a sleek black Ducati motorcycle. I've never seen anyone on it.

      “Where are we going?” I asked. I wore another suit. I was getting used to them. Ashley was letting me pick out my own. Well, that wasn’t exactly true, she would show me pictures of which ones I was allowed to have, and I chose from there. Abby was much more casual in a top that hung off one shoulder, and a pair of jeans.

      “I’ve got a couple of things that I want to show you,” she said.

      “Cryptic,” I replied.

      “On purpose,” she said.

      “I know.” I’m not sure what she considered me, but I considered her a friend. We had periodic “dates” so I could get used to being close with her for when she eventually introduced me to the Los Angeles office. She had been down at the office for several days. I had hardly seen her. It was good to see her now.

      “What are you grinning at?”

      “I was thinking that you haven’t been around much lately,” I replied.

      “That makes you smile?” she asked. There was a little hurt in it.

      “No, don’t be stupid. I was smiling, because it was good to see you. You pulled it out of me. You’re happy now,” I said.

      “Very,” she said.

      We pulled up across from a fast food restaurant. We were sitting in an auto parts supply store parking lot. I sat there next to her watching her think. I learned in the last few weeks that she spent a lot of time calculating her words. I watched across the street at the people going in and out of the restaurant.

      “I like that suit,” she said.

      “Did we come here for you to tell me you liked my suit?” I looked at her and raised my eyebrows.

      “Look,” and she pointed back at the restaurant.

      It took me a moment, but it registered. A man walked across the parking lot alone. He was overweight, carrying a large bag from the restaurant. He slouched when he walked. His beard was unkempt. He was a complete slob. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said and climbed out of the car.

      “Lukas, don’t approach him,” she said.

      “I’m not. I just want to see. I can’t believe it,” I stood astonished. “It’s Scott Woodford.”

      “Yes, I’ve been looking for him. I finally found him. I figured his lifestyle would have caught up with him by now. See, the sons of Asmodeus only get a small stint of glory in their teen years. By the time they are adults, the gifts they’ve received start to fade. Now, he could have kept himself up like the rest of us have to do, but he didn’t. He works down the street at an arcade,” she explained.

      “Why did you bring me here?” I asked. She got out of the car at this point, and came around to me. She leaned on the car next to me. We continued to watch him as he got in a beat-up Honda and drove away.

      “Sometimes it helps to see the results of someone’s bad behavior. You knew what he was like in high school. Look at him now. I guess this is a lesson in what you sow, you will most certainly reap,” she said.

      “You religious?” I asked.

      “Not really. I have a few important friends in the religious realm. The principles are strong and true. Come on, we have one more stop,” she said.

      We got back in the car and drove south of downtown into an area called Avalon Gardens. I was aware of the neighborhood. It was one of the places that I avoided when I was on the streets. She found a parallel park across from a shabby apartment building. Sitting on the steps, a woman smoked a cigarette. Three children played in the lawn. I knew who she was. Abby was completing the circle for me. I looked over to her. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Do whatever you want to do. We can leave right now, or you can go over there and speak to her. It’s entirely up to you,” she said. “I’ll wait here.”

      It was like she knew that I’d choose to get out of the car. I got out, and straightened my suit. I walked across the street, and approached Joy Hamilton.

      “Look mister, I ain’t got no money to buy shit from you,” she said blowing smoke.

      “Are you Miss Joy Hamilton?” I asked.

      “Are you a cop?” she said.

      “No. I’m not.”

      “Yeah, I’m her. Who are you, and what do you want?” she asked and finally looked up to meet my eyes. Her face went blank. She smashed the rest of her smoke on the sidewalk and stood up. “Well, I’ll be damned. It’s Lukas Castille.”

      “Hi, Joy,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do there.

      “You look nice. What brings you down here on the rough side of town? Last I heard you were still living on the streets,” she looked across the street and saw the Mustang sitting there. Abby was looking the opposite direction.

      “You having some trouble?” I asked.

      “Money is tight. I’ve got three youngins and no baby daddy,” she laughed. “This place is a shit hole, but it’s a life. I’m living it.”

      “Is there something I can do to help you?” I asked.

      “No, I get a check from the government. We get food from the food bank twice a week. We are doing good. They ain’t hungry,” she said. She was proud and wouldn’t admit that she needed help.

      I opened my wallet, and pulled all the cash I had in it out. It was about $1,000. I handed it to her. “Here, will this help?”

      “Lukas, I took too much of your money. I’m getting what I deserve now. No, thank you.”

      “Please, allow me to help you. Please don’t spend it on smokes,” I said. “You should quit that habit. You were always so pretty. That stuff is bad for you.”

      She blushed. “Thanks Lukas.” She took the money and stuffed it in her bra.

      “Now tell me, what else I can do,” I said.

      “You a lawyer in your fancy suit?” she asked.

      “No, I’m not a lawyer, but I have contacts that are. Do you have some legal trouble?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I got some parking tickets. I didn’t have money to pay them. Now they have a warrant out for me. I can’t leave my kids.” She looked pained.

      I pulled out my business card, and gave it to her. “Call the number there. Tell them I gave you the number. They will expect your call. We can get you some legal representation. I’m sure we can get the charges and the tickets dropped.”

      “You can do that?” she was astonished. “I always knew you were special. I just thought I ruined it all for you.”

      “I had a rough time, but now that I’m in a position to help people, I want to help,” I told her. “If you ever need anything else, just call the number. They will get a message to me, okay?”

      “Lukas, why are you doing this?” she said looking up at me.

      “Because I can. Because everyone deserves a hand up if they are willing to take it,” I said.

      “Bless you, Lukas Castille,” she said. “Come on inside, you kids.” The kids ran past her to the door. “Thank you again.”

      I watched her go back into the apartment. I crossed the street and climbed into the car. Abby pulled out, and we headed back to the loft in downtown. “You are ready,” she said.

      “Ready for what?” I asked.

      “To take over this city,” she said.

      “Because I helped an old girlfriend out?” I asked.

      “No, because you helped a human that had done you great wrong. You made the choice to be a force for good instead a force that sits idle or one that sows evil. You could have just ignored her, but you didn’t,” she explained.

      “I didn’t see that I had any other choice,” I said.

      “And that is why you are ready. I’ll introduce you tomorrow to the company, and that night there will be a party welcoming you to the Los Angeles division of KBS,” she said.

      “Does that mean you will be leaving?” I asked. It occurred to me that once I was in charge, she would leave to the next city.

      “I’m not sure. I’ll stay for a little while longer. Make sure the transition in the office is smooth. I don’t have anything pressing right now,” she admitted.

      “Okay, good,” I said.

      “Good?”

      “Yes, if you left, I wouldn’t have anyone to argue with on a daily basis,” I said. She scowled at me, but laughed.
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      “Pull up the GPS, Ashley,” I said.

      “Already on it,” she said tapping away at her laptop. As I watched her work, a screen appeared with a blinking dot over a roadmap. The car headed south, back down into Atlanta.

      “Send it to the truck,” Tony said as he grabbed his jacket. I did not want Tadeas to go, but Tommy stayed back in LA.

      “I should go with him,” he said walking over to me and kissing me on the cheek. “I’ll be right back.”

      “You better be,” I said holding on to his lapel for a moment. I only meant it as a signal that I didn't want him to go. He looked over to Ashley and quirked a devious smile. Before I could stop it, he pulled me to him and kissed me. There was passion in the kiss that I had not felt previously, even though he clearly did it for Ashley’s benefit and not mine. When it ended, he didn’t pull away immediately.

      “Holy shit. There is no way I can go after that,” he said.

      “Actually, you probably should go. Don’t you ever kiss me just to play games with Ashley.” His eyes darkened. I added, “We can discuss it when you get back. Just come back to me.” I finally let go of his jacket.

      “Be back soon,” he muttered. He turned and followed Tony out the door.

      I sighed, letting the tension of the moment release.

      “Are you kidding me? That just happened!” Ashley exclaimed. Her giddiness overwhelmed her, and she shook with excitement.

      “Oh, would you just stop? He did that to show off for you. You probably already knew he would do it!” I protested.

      Ichiro watched Ashley with delight. “I’ve never seen that! Did you tell him you loved him? Did you kiss him in the room too? Abby, this is wonderful!”

      “Ashley, calm down,” Ichiro scolded playfully. “You are supposed to be tracking Tavaris!”

      “No, you come over here and do it. Abigail has to tell me everything right now! When I talked to him outside, I would have never guessed that to happen. He was mad at you. I mean, he said he wasn’t leaving, but he was clearly pissed. How do you go from being angry to that!” she chattered.

      “Would you stop? We need to take care of the situation here. It's late, and we have a funeral to go to in the morning. You act like the world revolves around Tadeas and me, but it doesn’t.” I countered.

      She walked over to me and put her hands on my shoulders and shook me as she said, “Tadeas just kissed you! What is wrong with you?”

      Ichiro and I laughed at her little display. She seemed more excited than I was. “Later. Okay?”

      “You always say that, and we never get to talk,” she pouted.

      “Abby, it will take them a little while to catch up to him. I'll call you if they get close or if anything happens,” Ichiro said. “Besides, I'm your doctor, and I think it will be good for you.”

      “You’re fired,” I said.

      “Abby!” Ashley protested.

      “Ugh, alright,” I reluctantly gave in.

      She grabbed my hand dragging me out to the porch. “Spill it!”

      “Bulla. I can't just start talking about it, Ash. He and I actually need to talk about it. It just happened,” I said.

      “You kissed Lukas yesterday!” she said.

      “No, Lukas kissed me, and I love Lukas. You know that, but what we had is in the past. I wish that things had gone differently for us, but I can't change what happened. I did tell him the real reason I left, so he knows the truth now,” I said.

      “Poor Lukas,” she said. “How long have you known?”

      “Known what?”

      “Don’t play dumb. That you were in love with Tadeas!” I rolled my eyes at her. I might as well spill everything. She wouldn’t give up until I did.

      But who says I couldn’t have some fun, “I don’t know if I’m in love with him or not.”

      “Oh my god, I'm going to slap you.”

      “Look. I am bound to him. It's hard to decide what part of my attraction is the binding, and what is real. He's my partner, and I do have strong feelings toward him. When he kissed me in there,” I paused, “that was incredible.” I blushed at my own admission.

      “That's what I wanted to hear.”

      “But is it real?” I was as much asking myself as I was asking her.

      “There's only one way to find out.”

      “Exactly. But I am afraid to find out. I don’t need the confusion or the stress of a relationship, Ashley. I haven’t allowed either of us to entertain the idea. Look what happened today. It happened because the thought of losing him pushed me over the edge. He’s such a good person, and I don’t want to ruin him,” I said.

      “You can’t ruin him, besides he’s not perfect,” she offered.

      “What do you mean?” It then occurred to me that no one knew the truth about his encounter with Isabel.

      “I'm just referring to Isabel,” she said avoiding disturbing terms.

      I grinned knowingly.

      “What? I see that!” she exclaimed. I missed my relationship with Ashley. She knew me so well, and even though she poked and prodded things that weren’t her business, I loved her for it.

      “He didn't kill Isabel. He told me the whole story back there in the room. He's never opened up to me. I've told him about my death and trusted him with my life in Paris. Until today he'd never given me any part of himself, but he told me about her. It was painful for him, but I felt content knowing he was giving me something. During his story, I realized that there was no way he killed her. He let me look at his memories, and I am certain now that he didn’t.”

      “Are you sure? I mean, seriously, all this time he’s thought he killed her. How awful for him!” she said. “You could consider the kiss a 'thank you for removing the largest burden of my life' kind of kiss.”

      I laughed at her.

      “I wish I had pressed him earlier about it. I’m not sure, but he knows now, that he’s never murdered anyone. But, Ash, I think Lincoln knew. I think he didn't tell him, so I could be the one to tell him,” I admitted.

      “Abigail, that doesn’t sound like Lincoln. Why would he do such a thing?” she asked.

      “He did some unexplainable things sometimes,” I admitted.

      “Did he bind you to him? Was he capable of that?” It seemed like a random question. It hit me like a ton of bricks. What if he did? Grandfather said he didn’t know what the purple strand was that bound us. What if it was Lincoln’s magic?

      “He was capable of such a thing, I suppose.”

      “Abby, that doesn't mean it isn't real,” she said.

      “How can I know? Grandfather said the binding between us was red and purple. He said that he’d never seen purple,” I admitted.

      “What does the red mean?” she asked. I knew she would take this one wrong.

      “He said red represented Agape. Unconditional love, but that’s more like giving your life for someone else. Loving someone despite their deficiencies,” I said.

      “He loves you like that,” she said.

      “No. The bond might be the source of some or all of the feelings he as for me. I wonder if there would be a way for me to temporarily break it. Just to see. Or it could just be his natural guardian instincts,” I said.

      “Does it matter? As long as the bond is there, and is never broken, the love is genuine so to speak,” she said.

      “Of course, it matters. He might not choose me. He might not even be here. It's all been built on the binding,” I started to get upset.

      “Stop it. That man has been in love with you since he met you. Do not do this to yourself,” she insisted. Her phone rang. “Hello. Yes. Here, it's him.”

      “Hey, you guys find him?” I asked.

      “What's wrong?” he asked.

      “How did you? What?” I was confused.

      “I feel your anxiety. What is wrong? Talk to me,” he sounded so concerned. I was stunned and didn’t respond. “I'm coming back.”

      “No.”

      “Then talk to me,” he pushed. “I’m sorry I did it okay? I was just goofing off. Please don’t be upset.”

      “Ashley and I are just talking, about you. She asked about the binding, and what effect it has on our feelings,” I wasn’t going to hide anything from him anymore.

      “What difference does that make? Please, stop talking about it until I get back, okay? I can’t concentrate on this task, if I feel the darkness in you,” he said.

      “I think it isn't real.”

      “What isn't real?”

      “Any feelings we might have for each other,” I said reluctantly. I refused to use the word love with him.

      “I assure you. It's real. Why would you think that?”

      “The bond might not be natural. Maybe, Lincoln did it on purpose.”

      “You don’t know that! Plus, I don't care. We have the bond, and we have us. It’s the same. We will talk more when I get back,” he said.

      “If you had your own choice, you would probably wouldn't be here,” I pointed out.

      “Why are you doing this when I'm not there? I will be back soon. Calm down, please. Okay?” I knew he was upset with me, again.

      “I'm sorry.”

      “Abby, stop. Don’t let Ashley get you wound up. We have to work. Focus.”

      “Yes.”

      “I'll be back soon,” he said, hanging up the phone.

      I looked at Ashley. “You are stupid,” she said.

      “Thanks. So, glad we are friends,” I said back at her. She walked by me, grabbed her phone, and went back inside. I sat down in one of the chairs, frustrated and upset.

      “Can you still hear me?” I reached out to him.

      “Yes,” he replied calmly.

      “You know I’m crazy, right?”

      “I am well aware.”

      “Be safe.”

      I went back inside and tried to focus. I watched as Tadeas and Tony got closer to the dot that was my Mercedes.

      “Ash, may I borrow your phone?”

      She didn't say anything, but she handed it to me. The voicemail picked up, “Tavaris, you call me right now. Don't make me come after you.”

      When Tadeas and Tony reached the blip that was the Mercedes, it had been left at a shopping center in Stone Mountain. I wasn’t sure what our next move should be, but first thing in the morning we had the funeral, then a visit to the KBS offices in Atlanta. I instructed Ashley of my plans so that she could prepare for us. I went upstairs and put on something more comfortable: yoga pants and a tee shirt. Laying on the bed, I intended to stay awake until Tadeas got back, but I drifted off to sleep.
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      When we got back to the house, I went into the dining room where Ashley and Ichiro were still tracking leads and reaching out to known members of the crews to track down Tavaris. Abby wasn't there.

      “Where is she?” I asked Ashley, who seemed upset.

      “Upstairs,” she said.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “It started out as innocent girl talk, but she is stubborn and thinks that the soul bond forces you to have feelings for her. I couldn't convince her otherwise. Maybe you can, but I know that I've pushed you both. I'm sorry, but she needs the connection to you. It’s not a premonition. It’s simply that I know my friend and her stubborn heart. I’ll back off, because we have too much to deal with right now,” she sobbed.

      I hugged her. “You haven't done anything wrong. I'll go see what I can do.” I finally pulled off the tie and coat I’d been wearing all day. “You both need to take a deep breath and calm down,” I said with a humorous tone.

      “I agree,” Ichiro piped up as we fist bumped. I didn't know what state of mind Abigail would be in, but I braced myself for whatever it was.

      I quickly found out her state of mind was exhaustion. I changed clothes and laid down on the couch in the room. She wasn’t awake to protest. I pushed my luck earlier kissing her again. Ashley was thrilled, and Abby ended up in the worst-case scenario mindset. Suddenly, exhaustion hit me, and I quickly fell asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up, and immediately felt her presence, but she was in the bathroom. I walked to the door. She was brushing her hair and looked amazing. “Wow, that dress, is, wow!” I said.

      “You are repeating yourself,” she smiled back at my reflection in the mirror.

      “I am speechless,” I said. She wore black again, but it was covered in lace. It brought out all her feminine features and contrasted with her hair. All I know is it looked incredible on her, but seeing the vibrancy in her voice and a light in her eyes, meant the world to me.

      She turned and giggled. “Get dressed. We have to go to the funeral,” she said. “Why did you sleep on the couch?”

      “I thought you were mad at me, so I decided I’d sleep over there,” I said, nodding to the couch which was extremely uncomfortable, but I was too exhausted to care.

      “I’m used to you being near me, I suppose,” she said quietly.

      “I’m sorry about that yesterday. I don’t mean to confuse you or upset you. And yes, I did it to mess with Ashley,” I admitted.

      “Just forget it. I‘ll stay confused, and it’s not your fault,” she said, walked into the bedroom and picked up jewelry from the nightstand. She put back on the diamond studs, slipped on an opal ring and draped a long purple amulet around her neck.

      “What are you confused about?”

      She slumped her shoulders and sighed. “Just when I talked it out with her yesterday, I thought that maybe any attraction between us is due to the bond. That maybe even Lincoln put the bond on us. That maybe if you had the choice, you wouldn’t even be here.” She kept her back to me.

      “That’s bullshit, Abby,” I said. “There is no bond someone else could put on us that could do that sort of thing. I’m attracted to you, because you are strong and beautiful. You put yourself out there for me. Your constant protest about us becoming closer, well, that’s bullshit too.”

      There was a light tap at the door. “Who is it?” Abby asked.

      “It’s Ashley.”

      “Not now,” I said.

      When Abby turned and looked at me, anger flared her eyes. “I’m glad you think I’m bullshit. I’m not confused anymore. I know where you stand.” She started walking towards the door, and I caught her hand before she could go out.

      “No, we aren’t finished talking about it,” I said.

      “Let go of my hand,” she said through gritted teeth.

      “Don’t run from this, Abigail,” I said.

      “It’s not your choice,” she growled.

      “Abby, please, I didn’t mean it like that. You aren’t bullshit. You are utterly frustrating, but you know that isn’t what I meant,” I said.

      “Get dressed. We will be leaving soon,” she said jerking the door open. She swept through it, and the fire scent of cinnamon hit me in the face as she slammed it behind her.

      I got dressed and met up with them all downstairs. Everyone stood around quiet and nervous. She stood by the windows. Turning to look at me, her face was serene once again. She winced when she saw the tie hanging loose around my neck. “You guys go get in the car. We will be out in a minute,” she told Ashley, Ichiro and Tony. She approached me cautiously, but in our same routine, she began to loop my tie. However, she wouldn’t look at my eyes.

      “After today, I’ll do it myself. Ashley can teach me to do it,” I said.

      “Shut-up,” she said. I noticed her hands shaking as she knotted the tie and pulled it tight to my neck. Putting my hand over her icy fingers, she muttered, “I’m sorry. I’m not very good at this.”

      “There is nothing to be good at Abby. Either you feel something for me or you don’t. You need to decide and let me know. I want you to be completely honest with me,” I said. She always talked about my compassion. I had very little at the moment, but I needed to have it. She struggled, but without a doubt in my mind, I knew she felt something for me too. I feared pushing her too hard because I didn’t want to trigger her shadow again.

      She stood there frozen for a moment, then she wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’m just not there yet, Jag.” I gently pulled her arms from around my neck and looked her in the eye.

      “Let’s go,” I said. I didn’t say it harshly or to dismiss her. I walked past her, and she followed me out to the waiting SUV. Her heart beat fluctuated from steady to a faster pace. I’d never heard it change so much. I held the door open for her as she got in. Abby moved toward Ashley, sitting down next to her. Climbing in next to Abby, I shut the door.

      Misery accompanied me along the ride to the church. No one talked. I tried to think of the right things to say ease her mind. I knew she kissed me in Boulder because she wanted to kiss me. She kissed me back last night even though I mainly did it for Ashley’s benefit. Idiotic move on my part, and now I hated myself for it.

      She stayed tense next to me, and her heartbeat continued to fluctuate. I stared out the window and thought about the funeral to focus on work. It would be in a large church, and the church would be relatively safe. The graveside service would be our most vulnerable point of the day.

      “We will arrive in about 5 minutes,” Tony broke the silence. I realized he had an earpiece when he reached up to adjust it. “They are prepared for our arrival. Tadeas, stay with Abigail at all times.”

      “Okay,” I said quietly. I could see the massive church as we approached it. The parking lot packed with cars looked like a black Friday sale. She tensed even more next to me. I wanted to reach out to her even though I felt upset about everything. Then confirming everything I felt about us, for no reason, except for pure instinct, she rested her hand on my knee as if she heard my internal struggle. I slipped my hand underneath hers and intertwined my fingers with hers, and a wave of calm rolled over me. However, she still trembled. “What can I do to help you calm down?”

      “I’ll get it together in a minute,” she said.

      “I hate the fighting and the tension, but I’m not leaving you,” I said.

      She drew in a deep breath and relaxed. “I’m fine now.” I didn’t believe her. She compartmentalized all of it tucking it away for later. For the next meltdown.

      Tony pulled us up to the curb in front of the church. I got out and held my hand up for Abigail to get out. The moment her heels hit the sidewalk everyone there turned to look at her. She tensed, and I pulled her hand to my arm. “What is going on?”

      “I don’t know. Something feels off,” she said and tightened her grip on my arm.

      “You stay close to me. We shift if there is any problem,” I said.

      Ashley and Ichiro went in front of us as we walked up the steps to the inside of the church. Once inside we walked through a set of double doors. The church looked more like an arena than a place of worship. Large monitors in the front above the stage flashed pictures of the proxy, his family and his charity work. Six large aisles led to a platform with a pulpit. In front of the platform, a deep burgundy casket sat with silver rails and accents. A large arrangement of white roses covered the top of it.

      Ashley and Ichiro walked down the aisle all the way to the front. They moved into a pew to the left of the center in the room. Most of the people in the room watched us walk the aisle. Abby became increasingly tense. Her grip on my arm might leave a bruise even through the thick suit. I nodded toward the pew, and she turned to look at Ashley whose face filled with sadness. Abby moved toward Ashley sitting down next to her. I turned to get a good sense of the whole room before I sat down. People still filed in the back doors. The church would meet its capacity soon.

      I sat down next to Abby. I put my arm around her shoulders and leaned into her ear. “What is wrong?”

      She turned and looked at me. “Jay.” I cringed. We were mourning more than just the Atlanta proxy that I didn’t know. We needed to mourn for Jeremy Stafford, too.

      “And Sam. And Travis,” I said.

      She nodded. I kissed her on the forehead and turned to the pulpit as a woman approached to sing. Her voice filled the church as she sang “Amazing Grace.” I thought back over my life. I had attended a few funerals while growing up in the Catholic Church. Funeral Mass was much different from a Christian service. However, since then, I had not attended any funerals. I wondered how many Abigail had attended. I didn’t know if Lincoln had a funeral or not. She hadn’t been able to tell me that story, and I’m not sure she would ever be able to tell me.

      The service lasted for a little less than an hour. The casket was wheeled out, and the next of kin followed it. I turned to see Tony standing against the wall at the back of the room. As Andrew Gilbert’s widow passed us, her eyes locked on Abby, and she grimaced. I felt Abby tense again. She had calmed down during the service. The woman turned her head from us and followed her husband’s casket out a side door. Everyone across the room started to stand and make their way to the exits. I stood and offered Abby my hand.

      She stood, taking my hand and squeezing it hard. “Maybe we should skip the graveside service.”

      “What was that look she gave you?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. Caroline and I have never had any differences. She’s always been pleasant,” she said.

      “But you haven’t been around for 20 years,” I reminded her. She hung her head, and I realized my tone was accusatory. Perhaps I was more on edge than I realized.

      “You are right, and many things have changed,” she said.

      “Go or don’t go. It’s up to you,” I said.

      “Let’s get to the car and discuss it,” she said. We moved out into the aisle as Ashley and Ichiro followed us.

      The humidity hit us in the face after leaving the air-conditioned auditorium. We made our way to the car, but I still felt uneasy. I looked around us with my human eyes as well as my jaguar abilities.

      “I feel it too,” she said.

      “I don’t know what it is though,” I said.

      She shook her head and climbed in the seat. I got in quickly behind her.

      “Maybe we should skip this graveside service,” she said.

      “Abby, you need to be there,” Ashley said.

      “Something is wrong. I can sense it,” I said.

      “It’s a funeral. There is nothing good about it, Tadeas,” Ashley argued.

      “No, it’s more than that,” Abby said.

      “I agree,” I added.

      “Of course, you do,” Ashley said.

      “Don’t,” Ichiro said from the front seat. Ashley turned her face away from us.

      Great. Both of them were mad at me now.

      “What’s the decision?” Tony asked as he looked for an opportunity to move into the exiting traffic.

      “Maybe I should try to speak to her, and not run from it,” she said looking at me. She didn’t mean just Caroline Gilbert.

      “It’s up to you. I go where you go,” I assured her.

      “Tony, follow the procession to the burial. We will assess the situation as we go,” she said. Tony pulled into the traffic. He turned on his headlights and joined the procession following the hearse.

      After a few more moments of tense silence, I spoke up. “We just all need to chill the fuck out,” I said.

      “Sign me up for that,” Ichiro said and fist bumped me over the seat.

      “Men,” Abby muttered, but she smiled. Ashley, however, did not relent. Poor Ichiro. Abby cut her eyes to me. “What?”

      “Poor Ichiro,” she said. I laughed. “I knew what you were thinking.”

      “I should be thinking poor Tadeas,” I said.

      “No, you shouldn’t,” she said putting her hand back in mine. “We can call Cassidy when we get back.”

      “That is not funny,” I said.

      “Yes, it is,” she giggled.

      “No, it isn’t. At all. Don’t say it again,” I countered.

      “Please don’t let her kill me, Mr. Tadeas,” she mocked. I cringed. Ugh, I did not know why that girl had attached herself to me. I still haven’t checked my emails since I deleted those first ones. Thankfully, she didn’t have my cell phone number.

      “Please don’t remind me.”

      “We can put her in your next training class,” she continued to tease me.

      “No. We can’t. I don’t train classes anymore. My job is babysitting a grown woman,” I countered, but held my breath. I wasn’t sure how she would take it.

      “Aunt Li told me one time that fucking the babysitter was trendy,” she said.

      “What the hell!” I exclaimed. They all turned to look at me, and I pointed at Abby. “Crazy woman talking in my head. Sorry.” Ichiro and Tony laughed. Ashley remained stoic. Poor, poor Ichiro.

      “Keep dishing it, honey. I’ve got a comeback for everything. But really, she told me that once. She just started talking about porn one day. I was like, what the fuck? Crazy Aunt Fae,” she said.

      “As weird as it sounds, I might have liked to be a fly on the wall during that conversation,” I said.

      “That doesn’t surprise me. Men are easily turned on by two women talking freely about sex. They are shallow that way,” she explained.

      “I am not shallow. I just like good conversation.” It wasn’t a lie.

      “Okay, I give,” she said.

      “Tap out!” I exclaimed. She laughed at me and elbowed me in the ribs. “Ow!”

      “Wuss,” she said.

      “When we get back to the house, I’m going to show you how to use that new Bo staff,” I countered.

      “Don’t make me hurt you again,” she said.

      “She’ll kick your ass,” Tony said laughing.

      “Hey! I’m damn good,” I said. “Besides, if she hurts me, she will just heal me up. Good excuse to put her hands on me.” They all erupted in laughter, except Ashley.

      Abby whispered, “Thank you.”

      “You are welcome, but it’s true,” I said.

      “Yes, it is,” she replied. Her heartbeat finally regulated and turned to its normal steady beat. It had been off most of the day.
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      Relief from the stress finally came after Tadeas made us all laugh. Except Ashley. I would fix that as soon as we got to the graveside. I caught Tony’s eye in the rearview mirror and nodded to Ashley. He nodded back to me.

      “What was that?” Tadeas asked not missing a beat.

      “I need to talk to her when we get there. If you don’t mind, just step out of the car and give us a minute. Keep Ichiro out there with you. I’ll get her refocused,” I said.

      “I’m not sure you want to mess with that right now,” he said.

      “Yeah, I know. But what are best friends for?” I said.

      “Okay, just don’t take too long. I’m ready to get away from this funeral. It still unsettles me. It feels like someone is watching us. Something dark is following us,” he said.

      “I feel it too. We might skip the trip to the office this afternoon. We all could use a little down time,” I said.

      “I like that idea,” he admitted.

      “Good. We will leave the funeral and go home. Let Tony and Ichiro know when we get there,” I instructed.

      “As you wish, crazy woman,” he said pressing his luck with me. It was cute, and I shook my head at him.

      As we passed through the graveyard, I could see several green tents up in the distance. There would be more people out here than the tents would cover, but hopefully it wouldn’t last long. Tony pulled over, and the men exited the car. Ashley didn’t move.

      “I know all your tricks,” she said.

      “What’s the deal?” I asked.

      “Ichiro said I need to stop pushing you and Tadeas,” she said.

      “He’s right. If he hadn’t asked you, I would have. We need to figure this out without you pushing it. If it happens, it happens,” I said.

      She turned and looked at me, “It’s already happened. You’ve just got to give into it. Tadeas is not Lukas. He’s not Lincoln. I think half your problem is you need to get laid.”

      “I don’t deny that,” I said frankly. “But you know I’ve never been one for frivolous relationships. And I do find him extremely attractive, but I have to be sure before we do anything, Ash. I don’t want to break his heart.”

      “If you would just do it, you would realize that you love him,” she said.

      “You get a premonition on this?” I asked.

      “Yes, all the time. I’m sick of seeing the two of you in my head,” she finally admitted.

      I didn’t know what to say. She got out of the car, and I sat there in silence. Tadeas opened the door, offering me his hand. I got out with him, and we walked toward the tents. The sun beat down on us. We all started sweating within just a few minutes.

      “I told you. That didn’t go as planned, did it?”

      “No. I’ll tell you about it when we get back. I’ve got a really bad feeling about this place,” I said.

      A graveyard isn’t a pleasant place. It was a place of memories. Good memories. Bad memories. The dominant feeling usually was sadness and loss. What I felt seemed more like danger than anything else. “We shouldn’t shift here.”

      “Why?”

      “Spirits linger in a graveyard. We might be in more danger on the other side than here,” I said. He squeezed my hand as we approached the tents. People hugged and gave condolences to Mrs. Caroline Gilbert. I stood back and watched people approach her. She stood strong and stoic, but tear tracks stained her face. Andy met her at a charity event not long after he became proxy. Andy was one of the few proxy’s I didn’t faux date. He didn’t need me because he took the city under his wing from the moment I gave him the job. To be honest, he should have been regent. He and Lukas were very similar, only Lukas was much better looking.

      Andy and Caroline were inseparable from that first moment. She came from a wealthy family, and she was active in charities and her church. The perfect southern woman. Regional expectations matter when you are a community leader. My heart broke for her. I knew what it was like to lose the man you loved. She locked eyes with me and walked toward us. Tadeas tensed and put my hand in his arm. I knew he wanted his hand free to pull his gun if needed.

      “Caroline, allow me to express my deepest sympathies. On behalf of KBS, I want you to know that anything you or your children need now and in the future, will be provided,” I said when she stopped in front of me.

      “Have you found him yet?” she asked.

      “Found who?”

      “Jamal. He did this. Andy was an idiot to trust him,” she spouted.

      “Caroline, we can talk about this after the service,” I said. “There is no need for it now. We are devoting all our resources to finding Jamal and anyone else involved.”

      “I want to pull the trigger,” she said.

      In the KBS by-laws, treason was punishable by death. We executed former employees, especially when they caused the death of another operative. I walked closer to her and put my hands on hers. Tadeas moved his hand to my back, maintaining constant contact. “Caroline, you know me. I do not tolerate treason. Please, I swear to you. Justice will be served in this matter. I swear to you on my power.” My oath swirled around us in a humid breeze and rested at her feet. She looked to Tadeas. “Forgive me. This is Tadeas Duarte, my new partner.”

      “I am deeply sorry for your loss,” he said kindly.

      “He’s handsome,” she smiled causing him to blush.

      “Is there more I can do, Caroline?” I asked.

      “No, thank you for being here Abigail. I know you have been in this position before, and it means a lot to know you are back in the field,” she said, returning to her waiting family.

      “Sorry, I should have introduced you sooner,” I said to him.

      “It’s okay. She had her own agenda. Makes me want to kill whoever did this to her,” he said.

      “Okay, Mr. Jaguar, let’s stay on the perimeter of this crowd. I don’t want to get hemmed in if something happens,” I said.

      He kept his hand at my back as he watched all around us. Tony, Ashley and Ichiro stood on the other end of the crowd. Tony watched in the opposite direction of the casket. I closed my eyes and reached out with my senses. I felt several small talents around me. Nothing impressive. I reached further because the crowd was large even here at the graveside. There were people of all walks of life because Andrew touched every community in and around Atlanta. The evidence of that outreach stood around two green tents in the heat of a southern summer.

      The preacher spoke a few words and offered a prayer. In the distance, a trumpeter played “Taps.” I forgot that I recruited Andy not long after he returned home from his military service. The solemn song drifted all around us. I felt its music as I held my magic in place feeling around us. Suddenly, I felt movement in the spectrum, and I switched my sight to the left of us. I felt Tadeas tense. In the spectrum, I could see him. Edgar Donovan stood leaning against a tree about 100 yards from where the graveside service was taking place. I felt a surge of energy. It slammed me and made my head throb. Tony started slowly moving toward us. Tadeas leaned into me, his eyes scanned the direction that I turned. He locked on to where Donovan stood. I suppose with his jaguar sight, he could tell he was there. He moved his body between us.

      His smooth voice filled my head, “Abigail Davenport, I mean you, nor any person in this gathering harm. I only wish to speak to you. I swear on my power to you and everyone here.”

      A warm, swift breeze blew through the whole congregation. When my head cleared, Tadeas had his hand on his gun inside his jacket. He had his arm around me, and instinctively I must have sheltered myself close to him. To everyone else, it looked like he comforted me during my grief. I put my hand on his as he touched the gun. “No. He swore on his power to everyone here. Don’t break the oath.”

      Tadeas growled, “He’s been following us.”

      “Yes, but remember, we have his daughter,” I explained.

      He moved his hand from his gun, but still blocked me from looking at where Donovan stood. “I can see him now,” he whispered. “He dropped the invisibility spell.”

      “Tell Tony to stay with Ashley and Ichiro,” I said still holding on to him, because oath or not, Edgar Donovan was a dangerous master wizard. Tadeas cut his head to Tony. He made a motion toward the vehicle.

      The pastor finished, and the service started to break up. “Move over to the side and let some of these people start to leave before we approach him. He will wait.”

      No one else from the funeral approached me although I recognized a lot of the faces from the personnel files of the KBS, Atlanta office.

      Tony stood beside the running SUV, and Ashley and Ichiro were inside, armed and ready to fight if needed.

      “Okay, I do not want to provoke him. Let him have his say, and he will go,” I said.

      “I don’t trust him,” Tadeas said.

      “I thought you were the trusting one, and I was the skeptical one?” I smiled at him “He may want to speak to me alone.”

      “That is absolutely not going to happen,” he said sternly.

      I sighed, putting my hand in his, and we approached the Master Wizard and member of the GEA, Edgar Donovan.

      “Good day, Miss Davenport. Mr. Duarte,” he greeted us when we got close enough to hear at a conversational tone.

      “Mr. Donovan, what can I do for you?” I asked directly.

      “I suppose speaking to you alone is out of the question?” he asked.

      “It is,” Tadeas answered.

      “Good man. I would like my daughter back, please,” he said. Before I could deny him, he continued, “You may not think much of me, Miss Davenport, but I do care for my daughter.”

      “Sending her to Paris with a necromancer is hardly ‘caring’ for your daughter,” I replied.

      “I will not explain my parenting methods to you,” he growled.

      “She’s a grown woman, I suppose. And if she chose to go to Paris, despite her father’s warning, there is some merit in letting her find out for herself,” I stated. I suspected that was his intention. I could tell he cared for her.

      “She is an adult and made a poor decision. We all have from one time or the other,” he relented. “Where is she?”

      “She is in my care,” I simply stated.

      “I will find her,” he said.

      “You will try, but it matters not. Her mother has charged me with taking care of her.”

      “So, you will teach her?” he asked with a hint of hopefulness in his voice.

      “She has no desire to learn,” I stated. “Besides, the last thing I need is an apprentice. I am not a teacher.”

      He put his hands on his hips turning away from us. He paced back and forth in frustration. The custom blue suit he wore fit him perfectly. He had no rough edges; he was tailored to perfection. His bright blue eyes never darkened despite his frustration.

      “She must learn, Abigail. I trust you to teach her. Please convince her,” he finally said.

      I was astonished.

      “I think I missed something,” Tadeas said.

      “We both did,” I responded.

      “You may as well find it surprising, but her mother and I have reached our end on what to do with her. I don’t know what it will take to convince her that she must learn. If she doesn’t, Abigail, she would be a dangerous liability.”

      “I cannot make her do something she doesn’t want to do. Lianne ordered me to take her. I don’t have time to babysit an adult.” At this point, Tadeas chuckled in my head. I grinned and continued, “Mr. Donovan, she is not my responsibility. Her safety, yes. Her training, no.”

      “I will pay whatever the cost,” he offered.

      “There is nothing you have I could want. Mr. Donovan, your activities with the GEA have not gone unnoticed. I have no desire to make deals with the enemy. I would rather make a deal with my Fae Aunt than you,” I explained, my anger rising.

      “I understand what you are saying. And trust me, my dealings with the GEA are over. I am no longer a part of that entity. Their actions in Paris and in Boulder were outrageous, and I did not want to be a part of it,” he said.

      “You were with them in Paris when you chased me through the city,” Tadeas said.

      “I was there based on a lie, Tadeas. They told me that you were an untamed animal. I believed Father Sergio’s lies about you. I am truly sorry. When I saw you that evening with Abigail, I knew she was too sensible to have such a dangerous companion,” he reasoned with Tadeas.

      “Do not mistake me, sir. I am very dangerous,” he growled. Donovan waved his hand at us both. I braced my shield for a magical attack, but his hand motion was nothing more than a hand motion.

      “I trust that you are. Abigail tends to favor her friends on the dangerous side, but not untamed,” he provided.

      “I’m not sure where you get off thinking you know so much about me,” I stated.

      “I am a member of the Fraternity of Magic. Your formidable capabilities and your team are well known. I know everything about you, lest you forget you were trained by one of our own. I also know you died the night I saw you in Paris, and he saved you, again,” he growled.

      I gritted my teeth. Before I unleashed on him, Tadeas clamped down on my arm. He knew how much it bothered me that so many people knew the truth about my life, and I knew so little. “That is none of your business.”

      He put his hands up in surrender, “You are right. I came here only to inquire about my daughter and now know she is not being held hostage. Please take care of her. Call me, not Lianne, if you need me to retrieve her.” Taking a plain white card out of his pocket, he offered it to me as his countenance relaxed.

      Flipping the blank white business card, I asked, “Using my tricks, Mr. Donovan?”

      “Your tricks? My tricks, Miss Davenport,” he smiled as his blue eyes lit up. He faded from sight, and the eerie danger feeling we had felt all day faded.

      “What tricks?” he asked. I showed him the blank business card.

      “The number only shows up when I need it and speak his name,” I said.

      “I’ve seen that before. Your aunt had one for you,” he said.

      “Yes, I thought I made the damn thing up. Apparently not. It has several spells on it. One is just an invisible ink type spell that is triggered by speaking the person’s name. The next spell is a locator spell. It locates the person. Third it locates the phone closest to that person, and lastly, and I know mine do this. The card turns to ash within 5 minutes of using the card.”

      “I don’t know what I did with the one your aunt gave me,” he admitted.

      “And that’s why my cards destroy themselves,” I said. “I want to add a DNA component, that once I give the card out, only that person can use it. I don’t have time to experiment with that kind of stuff anymore.”

      “Would you teach her if she wanted to learn?” he said changing the subject.

      “I don’t have time for that either,” I said.

      “But would you?” he asked.

      “Maybe,” I replied. “Let’s go home.”

      “Yes, I'm eager to rest,” he said, offering his arm.

      As we walked away, I heard the call of a raven. I spun around to see where it went. Looking in every direction, I couldn’t spot it.

      “Abby?” Tadeas prompted.

      “I’m sorry. A ghost haunts me,” I said. He looked at me questioning. “Later, I promise.”

      He conceded, but only because it had been a long day already.

      We got in the vehicle, and as suspected, Ashley and Ichiro held fully loaded weapons. My team always had my back no matter what was going on between all of us. We understood the bigger picture despite petty arguments. I pulled out my phone and made a few purchases on the way back to the estate. Tadeas watched me curiously as I kept my devious plan to myself. I decided to surprise all of them. It would make for an interesting evening.
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* * *

      When we arrived at the estate, we all went inside. They started going in separate directions. “Hold up a minute,” I said.

      “Despite our wonderfully exciting day, we are all having dinner together tonight. So, go do as you please for the next few hours, but around 7pm, I want everyone back down here for dinner. Clear?”

      Ashley rolled her eyes. Ichiro said, “Sounds good to me.”

      Tadeas quirked an eyebrow at me, but I gave him no more information. He shook his head and went upstairs.

      Tony said, “Wherever there is food, you will find me.” I wished everyone was here because I had the feeling Atlanta would be home for a while, instead of Los Angeles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I went upstairs to change clothes. I opened the door, and Tadeas stood there with his shirt off. My hormones screamed at me. He had stayed fit as an instructor. To be honest, I tried not to think about how great he looked. I didn’t need the distraction, but I was distracted now. I gawked at him for 2 seconds before I realized it. He enjoyed my appreciation, but didn't speak.

      “Whatever,” I said. I went into the bathroom and shut the door. I was embarrassed, but it was totally worth it.

      “You can look all you want,” he said through the door.

      “Go away. I wasn’t looking,” I lied.

      “Sure. You know you are a terrible liar, right?” he laughed, and I heard him leave the room.

      “Bastard,” I said. I changed into some cut-off jean shorts and a t-shirt. I went back downstairs. I could hear Tadeas, Ichiro and Tony out on the back patio. It sounded like they were going for a swim. I walked into the kitchen, and the items I had ordered sat on the counter in brown paper bags. Mrs. Strickland waited for me in the kitchen.

      “Miss Davenport, I do not cook,” she stated.

      “Who asked you to cook?” I said.

      “No one, but these bags are full of groceries,” she said.

      I laughed. “I’m cooking.”

      “I had no idea you could,” she stated. I raised my eyebrow at her. “I mean. I’ve just never seen you cook.”

      “Twenty years in isolation, you learn a few new hobbies,” I responded.

      She smiled. “I suppose you do. Do you need me for anything?”

      “No ma’am. Thanks for meeting the delivery driver,” I said.

      “You are welcome,” she said.

      “You can join us for dinner if you’d like,” I offered.

      “No, thank you. I think I’ll just return to the guest house,” she said. She lived in the guest house and took care of the estate when no one was here. There was rarely anyone here, but the house was here for any KBS employee or Agency operative that might need it. We had dozens of such estates across the Western Hemisphere. I wasn’t sure what the magistrate for the Eastern Hemisphere did for his people. I never asked. Perhaps he and I should compare notes sometime. It had been a while since I had spoken to my “brother”, Quinn Davenport.

      I took the items out of the bags and placed the ones in the fridge that needed to stay cold. I could hear Ashley stirring around upstairs and hoped she would get out of her mood soon. It bothered me that she acted like every premonition involved Tadeas and I. This happened once before with Lukas, and she pushed that relationship, too. Of course, she lied to me about it in the beginning, but later on I found out that she had seen far too much of us together.

      Ashley didn’t come down until the smell of cumin and chili pepper filled the house. She appeared at the doorway.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said astounded.

      “What?” I replied as I stirred a fresh bowl of salsa that I made.

      “When did you learn to cook? You don’t expect us to eat this do you?” she teased.

      “No, you are welcome to starve. And I spent twenty years on an island with little to do. I learned to cook,” I explained.

      “I’m still not eating it,” she said.

      I sat the bowl of salsa where she could reach it and opened a bag of tortilla chips. I sat them in front of her. “Try it. I dare you,” I said.

      She dipped a chip in the salsa and rolled her eyes at me.

      “Good?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she grumbled. I smiled.

      “Why the incredulity?” I asked.

      “Because you are already good at too many things,” she explained.

      “Oh, sod off,” I said.

      She laughed, finally, and ate more chips and salsa. She pulled up a stool from the kitchen bar and tore into it. I was glad I put one bowl of it in the fridge for dinner.

      “You okay?” a familiar voice rang in my head.

      “Yes, just finishing up dinner,” I replied.

      “You are cooking?” he said appearing at the door of the kitchen.

      “Yes, is that so hard to believe for you people?”

      Ashley laughed.

      “You are dripping water everywhere!” I said, realizing he had gotten out of the pool and not dried off.

      “We forgot towels,” he admitted.

      “Ashley, get the boys some towels. Get back outside,” I ordered him, pointing at the door.

      “He looks fabulous without a shirt,” Ashley said.

      “Yes, I know,” I admitted to her. “And his hair wet like that, help me.”

      She giggled at my admission.

      “Is it all the time?” I asked.

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “Worse than Lukas,” I asked.

      “Much worse.” She went to get towels, and I groaned.

      “Just do it,” she called back from across the living room. I heard her going into the downstairs bathroom and pulling out towels. After a few moments, I heard her squeal, and I looked around the corner. Ichiro tried to hug her without drying off. He got her. She complained and whined. “Now I have to change clothes,” she said.

      “I know,” he said, pulling her toward the stairs. She blushed, and I went back to finishing up dinner. I cut up lettuce and tomato for toppings. Everything else was done. Tadeas came in the room behind me and used his towel to wipe up the puddle he made earlier on the floor.

      “All dried up,” he said. “It smells great.”

      “Thanks,” I replied.

      “Poor Ichiro,” he said.

      I laughed. “I think they are okay now.”

      “Yeah, seems so. What did you say to her?” he asked. “You told me you’d tell me when we got back.”

      “I did tell you that, and I will. Why don’t you go get clothes on for dinner, and we can talk about it after dinner?” I said.

      “Are you avoiding this conversation?”

      “Yes, and you know that I am. Please?” I begged. I wasn’t in the mood to tell him at the moment. I wanted to have a nice dinner with everyone. Not fight with him.

      “Only because you begged,” he said and trotted off upstairs. I watched him go. “You are looking again.”

      “I am not!” I was, and I couldn’t help myself.
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* * *

      Everyone arrived for dinner, except for Ichiro and Ashley who showed up a few minutes late. We had a nice family style dinner with decent food, and old stories about our adventures before I left for the island. Afterwards, Tadeas helped me do dishes like we had done on the island. It was a familiar, comforting routine.

      We joined the others on the back patio. Tony lit torches around the pool, and the fire lights flickered over the water. Frogs and other nocturnal creatures sang a strange song in the night. Ashley had her laptop out watching check-ins.

      “Anything new?” I asked her.

      “No, everyone is checking in. All is quiet,” she said. “Oh, but Lukas called earlier when I was upstairs. He needs you to call him.”

      I nodded and realized I left my phone upstairs. Tadeas handed it to me, “I saw it and brought it down before dinner. You had several missed calls. I’m sorry. I forgot about it.”

      “It’s okay,” I looked at the caller information. I sighed as I saw three missed calls from Lukas. “I need to call him back.” He nodded, and I stepped to the other side of the pool sitting down on lounge chair. I propped my feet up and relaxed as the phone rang.

      “Castille,” he answered.

      “Hey, sorry, I left my phone upstairs while we had dinner,” I said.

      “It’s okay. It’s taken care of now,” he said.

      “What happened?” I asked.

      “Cassidy,” he answered.

      “What about her? Her father met up with us today at the funeral,” I stated.

      “Crap. Is everything alright?” he asked.

      “Just a father looking for his daughter,” I replied.

      “You tell him where she was?” he asked.

      “No, but he asked me to train her.”

      “That’s strange.”

      “Very, and I really didn’t want to train her. She doesn’t want to be trained. What did she do now?” I asked.

      “She has Vincent wound up. She’s laying it on pretty thick,” he said. “I suppose there is no harm in it. He knows what she is.”

      “Yeah, but I’d rather she keeps her paws off my team. She sent emails to Tadeas,” I said.

      “You can’t have all of us to yourself.”

      “Keep dreaming, Castille,” I laughed.

      “Yes, I woke up from that dream twenty years ago,” he said quietly. My heart ached at his tone. My flippant remark caused him pain, and I needed to control my tongue. He deserved better from me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. I looked up across the pool, and Tadeas watched me intently. I knew he could hear me. I nodded at him, and he walked around to where I sat. He shared the chair with me. The warmth of his body was comforting.

      “It’s okay. I shouldn’t have said that, Abby. Do you need us to come to Atlanta?” he asked. “I might like a change of scenery.”

      “We had a family dinner tonight. I actually cooked, but it was incomplete without all of you here. We are going into the office tomorrow. I’ll let you know what we need, but right now it seems like we might be in Atlanta for a while. If you are sure that everything will be stable on the West Coast, then I’d say you all could come out this way,” I replied. “Do I need to speak to Cassidy?”

      “No, I handled it. I’m staying away from her, Abby,” he said.

      “That wasn’t my business either, Lukas. I should have stayed out of it,” I said.

      “You were right about her. She’s trouble. I don’t need that right now.”

      “I’ll call you tomorrow and give you an update. If you guys find out anything new, let us know as soon as possible.”

      “I will.” He hung up.

      “Ash, get in touch with Aiden and see if he and Fayola can leave what they are doing. I’d like them to join us here too,” I said across the pool to her.

      She looked up to me, and her eyes darkened. She pulled an envelope out of her soft briefcase where she kept her laptop. She walked over and handed it to me. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know when would be the right time.” She walked back around the pool and gathered her things. Ichiro and Tony followed her inside, leaving Tadeas and me alone on the chair by the pool. I looked down at the white envelope. On the front of the envelope, my first name, Abby, was written.

      “You need a minute?” Tadeas asked.

      “No, stay please,” I said. I opened the envelope and unfolded the hand-written letter.

      “Dear Abby, I wish I could have told you to face to face. You deserved that much from me. From both of us. I can’t thank you enough for all the opportunities to travel the world, and the funds you provided for my research and projects. Thank you for loving us like family. Fayola and I are so pleased that you are back in the field and continuing your work. We, however, need a break from the madness. It seemed from just the last few days at the compound that events were escalating to a point where everything would be a whirlwind again. We need to take the time for us now. I’m sorry to leave you at this critical time, but please consider this my resignation. I am aware of all the bindings required by the Agency, and you know that Fayola and I will obey all of those. Ashley will send me all the exit paperwork, and I’ll return it to you as soon as possible. We will be taking the option for new identities. I wish you all the best. Sincerely, Aiden Haider.”

      I handed the letter to Tadeas, and he read it. He looked up at me. “Why now?”

      “I don’t blame him. It is going to get worse before it gets better. That’s why nights like tonight are so important,” I replied. Aiden worked with the team for almost 50 years. He and Fayola got married not long before Lincoln died. It was a beautiful ceremony. One of the few weddings I’d attended in my life. Fayola aged, because she was mortal. Aiden was a shifter. He technically should outlive her by centuries, but I imagined he would not live much longer than her. They were connected by the heart.

      “Part of your family just bailed on you,” he said.

      “No. They made the best choice for their life. I cannot be angry with them,” I said.

      “But you are sad,” he said leaning back in the chair and looked at the stars above us.

      I leaned back with him and put my head on his chest. “Yes, I am.”

      We laid there and listened to the chorus sang by the frogs and cicada. After a little while he said, “Tell me about Ashley.”

      I sighed, because I knew this was coming. Tadeas could never leave anything alone, and I loved that about him. “Ashley is having multiple premonitions, and it’s getting on her nerves.”

      “Premonitions about what?” he asked innocently. I sighed again.

      “About us,” I put it simply.

      “What about us?” he continued to probe.

      “Tadeas! About us. Together,” I explained further.

      “Oh,” he finally got it. “That’s weird.”

      I laughed. “Yes, it’s a little strange. I mean it’s not the first time she’s seen that kind of thing with almost all of us.” I tried to make it sound less weird, but only made it sound worse.

      “Geez,” he groaned. “What do we do about it? I mean, if we do what she’s seeing, will it stop?”

      This conversation reached the upper limit of my comfort zone. “I don’t know.”

      “No wonder you didn’t want to talk about it before,” he laughed.

      “It’s not funny,” I said as I nervously laughed too.

      “Apparently it is,” he returned.

      “No, it’s just ridiculously uncomfortable,” I said, raising up to look him in the eye. He was uncomfortable too, which surprised me. Usually nothing rattled him.

      “The Bo staffs arrived earlier. I guess while we were at the funeral. They are sitting on the table in the foyer. I forgot to tell you,” he adeptly changed the subject.

      “Good, now I can kick your ass,” I said.

      “You realize that is highly unlikely,” he stated.

      “You ready to test that theory?” I needed a distraction.

      The earth rumbled for just a moment. His eyes widened. I jumped up off the chair and looked around. It rumbled again. The sounds of the night ceased. It rumbled again a little louder. He stood behind me and stared into the darkness. “Earthquake?”

      “No,” I said. I reached out with my magical senses. Rumble, slightly louder. I closed my eyes and concentrated. “Oh shit!”

      Tony came running out the back door followed by Ash and the doc. “What the hell?” he exclaimed.

      “Get back inside,” I said quietly, but loud enough to hear. He turned and shoved the two of them inside. “Turn off the lights!”

      Tadeas rushed around the pool and capped all the torches one by one. Each time he capped one the ground shook and got louder. “Abby! What is it?”

      “Ogre,” I said as a hulking beast stepped over the privacy fence to the right of me, and Tadeas froze looking at it. He stood 9 feet tall, and his skin looked like craggy  stone cliffs. His yellow eyes stared down at the dark pool. All the torches were out except one. He locked eyes with me.

      “Fairy lady, good food!” he exclaimed.

      “Abby!” Tadeas yelled, and the ogre turned to him.

      “Oooo, kitty good food, too,” he growled.

      “Fuck,” Tadeas said. “What do we do?”

      “I need the staff. I’ll keep him occupied. Go get it!”

      “I’m not leaving you,” he said.

      “Go now, damn it!” he bolted into the darkness of the house.

      “Kitty wants to play! Fun!”

      “Hey big guy!” I screamed at him. “I thought you came here for me!”

      “I eat you too! I haven’t had fairy lady in a long time!” he grumbled.

      “You got to catch me first,” I said as tore off down the hill toward the boat dock next to the lake.

      He clapped his large mitts and laughed. “Yay, fun game!” Ogres are not known for their intelligence, but the only way to kill them is to do enough bodily harm to them until they die as you would any other being. The problem was that their skin resembled rocks more than skin. There wasn’t a soft spot on the whole body, except for the back of the neck at the base of his skull. I put a shield up on myself as I ran. He could knock me down, but it wouldn’t do much damage other than a normal fall. However, the shield would only last for one hit.

      “I’m running down the hill toward the lake,” I told Tadeas.

      “On my way,” he said.

      As I ran, I looked back over my shoulder as the ogre rumbled after me. He took one big swipe, and his big hand pounded me to the ground. I stumbled and rolled. As I tried to regain my footing, I saw a black shadow move on my right side. Tadeas in jaguar form pounced out of the shadows, dropping the staff next to me.

      “Go, back over there. Don’t let him catch you.” He growled at me, and I gave him a stern look, pointing at the trees. The ogre watched us for a moment, and he started to swing at Tadeas. Tadeas jumped back into the trees and crouched in the shadows. He closed his eyes so I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him there.

      “Here kitty, kitty,” the ogre said.

      I laughed. I couldn’t hold it back. “Okay big guy, come get me.” I said to him and snapped the staff out to full length. “Fulmen.” I charged the staff with my lightning spell. Tendrils of golden lighting raced up and down the staff.  He stood in amazement.

      “Pretty stick,” he said.

      “Come play with the pretty stick,” I said, as he swung his massive stone arm at me. Timing my jump, he just missed me, and I rolled toward him. I jabbed him in the ribs with the staff. It sizzled against his rock skin, and he yowled. The sound rippled across the lake and echoed off the banks of the island across from us.

      “Ouch! Pretty stick hurts,” he whined. He swiped around at me several times. I managed to avoid him and finally got in position where the incline dropped off to the edge of the lake. I stood along the flood wall waving the staff around to get his attention. “I’m tired of game. I eat you now.”

      The boulder man lunged toward me as Tadeas stalked up behind him. I had no idea what he thought he could do with this beast, but I kept my mouth shut. He knew the risk, and nothing I could say would stop him. The ogre sensed him and turned and swiped his long arm toward Tadeas.

      “Jag!” I screamed.

      Tadeas dodged the first fist, but the second one connected with his hind legs. His limp form flew into the tree line and out of my sight in the darkness.

      “Tadeas, talk to me!” I panicked.

      No answer. Dispatching this beast to get to Tadeas was my only thought.

      With his back turned to me, I charged the ogre and jumped on his back. I latched my legs around his ribs, riding him like a horse. I pulled the staff back above my head. He twisted and turned as he tried grabbing me, but I had positioned myself on his back where his arms couldn’t reach me. He tripped over the flood wall, and I almost lost my grip. “Impingo!” I shouted and slammed the staff into the base of his neck. With the force behind the magic combined with my own strength, the staff split open his rock-hard skin. It sank deeply into his neck at the base of his skull and crackled as it touched his body. He screamed a loud gravelly yell and twisted out into the edge of the lake trying to grab it. Before I could untangle myself from his back, he grabbed me in his fist and squeezed. I yelled in pain as he crushed me.

      When an ogre died, it turned to stone much like the trolls in fantasy tales. The big oaf meandered out into the lake and started turning to stone from the neck outward. I couldn’t get away from him. Struggling against his grip, I fought in vain as inch by inch he turned to rock.

      “Let go of me, stupid blockhead!” I screamed.

      His legs continued to carry him deeper in to the lake. I strained to breathe and tried to think of a spell to split the stone. But, I became dizzy and all I could think about was the pain pulverizing my body. As the last of his life drained and his left leg turned to stone, he tilted sinking into the water. I sucked in one last pained breath of oxygen as I sank with him in his stony grip. Hoping that Tadeas survived and would somehow save me once again, I trembled as imminent death crept in on my soul. The water around me stopped moving except what I stirred. I could see the moon above the lake reflecting down into the water. Across the moon, a flock of black birds darkened its glow. Ravens.

      I started beating on the stone with my fists which was utterly pointless, but I ran out of options. My lungs burned as they used the last of the oxygen that I had held in. The silence under the surface continued as the birds circled above the water. I gently blew the air out of my lungs hoping to prolong my agony. My involuntary reflexes kicked in, and I sucked in a mouth full of water. The pain of gagging with no way to expel the water passed through my throat and lungs. Drowning sucked.

      The water stirred above me, but I saw nothing. I felt a wave of coolness wash over me, and the world turned monochrome. An eerie feeling surrounded me. It felt like I floated in water. However, I felt dry. Tadeas’ strong hand pulled me from the fist of the stone ogre. With no walls in the spirit world, the fist no longer held me. He pushed us upward in the weightless space. We broke the surface of the lake, and he shifted us back.

      I coughed and gagged up water. He held me tightly, pulling me toward the shore. We weren’t very far out, so we quickly got our footing. When I could stand, he let go.

      He grabbed my face, “Are you hurt?”

      I continued to cough up the lake water I had inhaled. I shook my head no. A trickle of blood ran out of his nose. “Are you?”

      “I lost consciousness for a minute. When I awoke, I couldn’t find you or him. But in the spirit world, you give off a little light, and I could see you under the water. I didn’t even think about it being water. It felt so strange,” he whispered in my ear as he wrapped me up in his arms. The others ran down the hill toward us.

      “Where is it?” Tony asked brandishing a long rifle.

      “At the bottom of the lake,” Tadeas said. He guided me back to the shore. Ashley met us, putting her hand on my shoulder.

      “I’m fine. Just a little water in the lungs. No big deal,” I managed to say without coughing. We all turned and walked back up the hill to the pool area. As we passed the guest house, I saw the blinds flip as Mrs. Strickland spied us from inside her abode.

      Once we reached the patio, I sat down on the end of the closest lounge chair. Ashley rushed into the house. Ichiro doused the last torch, and only the moon remained to light our conversation.

      “Where did he come from?” Tadeas asked.

      “He probably smelled her,” Tony said.

      “What?” Tadeas said.

      “You smell her right?” Tony asked. Tadeas looked at me, and I smiled. I knew he did.

      “Yes, but what does that have to do with it?”

      “Ogres and trolls can smell a fairy or anyone with Fae blood,” he explained. “He must have lived nearby. They like bodies of water.”

      “Yeah, but a lot of people live out here. Where the hell was he hiding?” I asked. I had finally managed to control my breathing. Tadeas sat down next to me.

      “Must be a cave nearby,” Tony said. “Want me to look around?”

      “No, we can pull some topographical maps in the morning. Talk to some of the locals and see if there have been sightings or rumors. There is a boat storage facility around on the other side of the lake. Ask around up there tomorrow, and bring our boat back to the dock,” I said.

      “We have a boat?” Tadeas said.

      “Why live on the lake and not have a boat?” I returned with a touch of humor to lighten the mood.

      “Hell, I don’t know, Abby!” he bit back at me. Ashley returned with a couple of towels. Tadeas took one from her and wrapped it around me. He held the one she gave him in his lap. They all moved toward the house. He leaned his head to mine. “I’m sorry.”

      “First ogre?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      “They are dumb. Big. Powerful. But dumb,” I said. “I was just afraid he’d hit you hard enough to break something. To kill you. I called out, but you didn’t answer.”

      I felt him shudder. “I should have stayed back. You warned me,” he said.

      “Despite my stubborn streak, you sir, have one a mile wide,” I teased him.

      “Please don’t,” he said quietly.

      I touched his strained face. “I’m fine. You are fine. We laugh about it and move on.”

      “No,” he said and hugged me hard. I winced, because apparently, I bruised a few ribs. I spoke my healing spell in my head. I didn’t want him to know he hurt me. One day he would understand that death would stare us in the face almost daily. Granted, it rarely hops the privacy fence into a pool party, but you never know in this world. “You could have drowned.”

      “I didn’t, and I have this really cool partner who can shift into the spirit world where there are no walls,” I still poked fun at it, but lighter. “You saved me again.”

      “If you would stop getting yourself into situations!” he grumbled. His frustration started to wane some. I felt the tension in his arms lessen. Yet, he still hadn’t stopped hugging me.

      “I’m the kind of girl that likes to have a little fun from time to time,” I said.

      “I know better ways to have fun,” he said, finally releasing his grip on me.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Oh yeah?”

      I felt what had become a familiar feeling building between us. A whole different kind of tension. The questions and doubts flooded my mind, and my hands started to fidget. I had serious thoughts of bolting for the door. Or shoving him off the chair into the pool. Anything to delay it or get away from that feeling. I saw him recognize the panic in me, and he sighed. He stood up and mussed the towel through his hair. He took off his wet shirt and threw it over the back of the chair and dried off which didn’t help me calm down. It only made it worse. I’d see far too much shirtless Tadeas for one day. He stood there in wet jeans and bare feet and instantly reached my limit of discomfort and turned my head away from him.

      “Come with me,” he said offering me his hand.

      When we entered the house, I heard someone shuffling up the stairs. He sniffed. “Ashley.”

      “What does she smell like?” I asked quietly.

      “Apples,” he responded. “And copper. It’s weird.”

      I knew why, but I just nodded to acknowledge his statement. We went up the stairs to the door of the master bedroom, and he stopped. “Are you coming in?” I asked.

      “Do you want me to come in?” he asked.

      I paused not knowing what to say. He didn’t seem to ask for anything more than just if I wanted him there. Despite my reservations about starting up a relationship at any level with him, I still enjoyed having him close. I loved the comfort and warmth of his presence, and I ached at the chill of his absence.

      “I don’t understand,” I said quietly. I knew Ashley probably had her ear plastered to the door of her and Ichiro’s room.

      “I’m not asking for anything. I have no expectations because I see you struggling with it. If anything, I just want you to decide what you want,” he said.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “I want to go in there, curl up with you, and go to sleep. You aren’t ready for anything else. Until you decide, I want nothing more than to do what you want,” he said.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” I said. He stood there and looked at me. He wasn’t giving me anything else. I paused to choose my words, but before I could speak, he shook his head. He kissed me on the forehead and turned toward one of the other bedrooms. I knew, even though my feelings bounced around, I didn’t want him to leave me alone.

      “No, please,” I said, grabbing his hand, tugging him back to me. He didn’t turn back to face me.

      “What do you want, Abby?” he said calmly.

      “Just stay with me,” I said. “Is that okay?”

      His shoulders slumped as his resistance to me faded. Without speaking, he went into the room with me, put on dry clothes and climbed into the bed. I went into my closet, staring at myself in the long mirror. I was losing weight and looked tired and fearful. At the moment, he had turned from me, all I wanted was him to stay.

      After staring at my indecisive self, I found him lying in the bed with his back to me. Climbing in next to him, I listened to him breathe. He went to sleep before I did. For his sake, I needed to decide what I wanted, because he meant the world to me. I feared that if I chose to keep our partnership business that he might decide to leave. Or even worse, find someone else. I groaned and turned on my side facing opposite of him. My mind wouldn’t calm down. Flickers of images raced through my mind. The most disturbing picture in my imagination running wild was of a very seductive Cassidy wrapped around him like a vine. I bolted up in the bed.

      “Would you stop, and go to sleep,” he said.

      “I’m sorry,” I said quietly. “I can’t.”

      “Lay down, and go to sleep,” he muttered.

      I laid back down, but I didn’t sleep, fearing what my dreams might show me. Every time I closed my eyes, the sensation rippled over me that I was drowning again. Thinking about work, I laid out all the steps I needed to take at the Atlanta office.

      I thought about a man in New York City that I intended to recruit for proxy. Over the last couple of years, I had contact with him outside of the notice of Angelo Giordano. He was more than ready to take a proxy position. My mind raced through preparations that Ashley would have to make with accounts and a home for him.

      After several hours of fighting my brain, I focused again on Tadeas. I wasn’t sure he actually slept or dreamed. His body was still.

      I thought about Aiden and Fayola. I knew the Agency would create new identities for them, and we would probably never see either of them again. Perhaps they could start a family. All of them, my team, I wanted the best for them. If Ashley ever decided to leave, as much as it would pain me, and handicap our operations, I’d be happy for her. Perhaps she and Ichiro could steal away to some secluded beach and live happily away from necromancers, man-made earthquakes and ogres.

      “Fucking ogre,” I said out loud. I clamped my hand over my mouth and cringed.

      He turned over and looked at me with fire in his eyes. “Abby, I swear to God!”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say it aloud!”

      He put his arm around my waist and pulled me over to him. “Please rest your mind, and go to sleep,” he said in my ear. My body tingled with the chill of his breath on my face. He laid his head down on my pillow, and his breathing settled again. I felt his heart beating in his chest. My eyelids fluttered, and my brain shut down. I finally slept.
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      When I woke up, she was already dressed, sitting in the chair across the room. Her bright green eyes watched me. “Morning,” I said.

      “I’m sorry about last night. My mind wouldn’t shut up,” she immediately apologized.

      I knew it hadn’t, because, feeling her anxiety, I had only drifted in and out of sleep. “Did you sleep at all?” I asked.

      “Some,” she said. I doubted it was much. After the last time I growled at her in frustration, I noticed the alarm clock over her shoulder on the nightstand read 3:28 am. I wasn’t sure what time we went to bed, but she had spent several hours wrestling with her brain. I slept off and on out of pure exhaustion, but she just kept waking me up. I should have slept in the other room. Damn frustrating woman. I raised up and wiped my eyes like a child, focusing on her. She wore a pure white dress with skin colored heels. She looked like an angel. I groaned and slammed back down in the bed as my hormones went wild.

      “Are you hurt at all from last night?” she asked.

      “No, I’m fine,” I said. “Are you?”

      “I think when he grabbed me, I bruised my ribs again. But they’re fine now,” she said. I hugged her tightly last night in the frustration of almost losing her again. I knew George had called Gabriel at the island. I had no idea how to do that if needed. I hoped I never needed to do it.

      “I’m going downstairs to get some tea before we leave. You want coffee?” she asked as she stood up and the dress flowed down to her knees around her long legs.

      “Yeah, coffee is great,” I said, staring at a white skirt swishing around as its wearer exited the room.

      “Okay. I’ll have a cup ready when you come down,” she said cheerfully as the door shut behind her.

      “Get it together, Duarte,” I said as I climbed out of the bed.

      I took a quick shower and found that she had laid out a suit for me to wear. One day I’d get used to wearing suits daily, but I was tired of ties, so I left it on the hanger. Honestly, I didn’t want her to touch me.

      Downstairs, I found Ashley and Ichiro standing in the large living room. They stared at a large set of double doors off to the side of the room.

      “Morning Where did she go?” I could feel her close by, and she was anxious.

      Ashley nodded to the doors. “She has a visitor,” she said.

      “Who?” I asked, walking to the door. As I put my hand near it, I felt a surge of static electricity and backed up.

      “Gregory,” she said. “You can’t get in there. He warded the room to keep us out.”

      “I can feel her. It’s faint, but she’s anxious,” I said staring at the door.

      “You can feel her emotions?” Ichiro said.

      “Yes, more and more every day, I can feel her,” I admitted.

      “That’s unusual, Tadeas. Most soul bonds aren’t that strong,” he said.

      I spun around to him. “What do you know about soul bonds?”

      “Well, I’ve been doing some research on it, in case the two of you had any questions,” he said.

      “We have a ton of questions,” I looked back at the door. A surge of dread washed over me, and I wanted in that room. “But not now, something is wrong. What did he say?”

      “Nothing. I was telling her how great that dress looked on her. He walked in the room out of nowhere. With one look, she followed him in there like he ordered her, but he never spoke a word. He didn’t look happy,” Ashley said.

      “The dress is great,” I mumbled.

      “You are welcome,” Ashley said.

      “Thanks.” I was too busy wondering if I could get in on the spirit side. I was going to try. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Tadeas, even if you get through, you will regret it,” Ashley said as I ripped open the spirit world and walked through ignoring her warning.

      The ward shimmered before me, but it didn’t look intense on the spirit side. Pushing through it, I was in the office. My suit burned along the edges. Quickly, I patted all the singed bits. Rushing as I pulled back on reality, I materialized in the room with Hyperion and Abigail.

      An unseen wave of force smashed me against the wall. The rush of her feelings, which were tempered by the ward, flooded over me. It was much worse than simple anxiety. She was panicking and deeply afraid. She leaned over in a chair opposite of a large desk and looked to be unconscious. As I turned to Gregory, anger rushed over me.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I demanded.

      “Tadeas Duarte, have you forgotten who I am?” his voice boomed in my head. He did not move his lips.

      “Abby, look at me, what’s going on?” She didn’t budge.

      “I’m taking her with me. You can stay here and handle the Atlanta problem,” he said.

      “No, you will not take her,” I said even though I knew, there was no way I could stop him.

      “If she dies, then I have no one to take my place,” he yelled in my head, and my nose started bleeding. “With limos exploding, ogres, and her losing grip on the darkness, I can’t risk it anymore.”

      “You are a selfish prick. She doesn’t want your job.” Probably a poor choice of words, because those were the last that I spoke as my airway started to cut off. “Abby, he’s going to kill me.”

      “She was created for a purpose, but when she steps into this world, it seeks to destroy her. I will not let it continue, and you cannot have her,” he said. I didn’t understand because I thought he liked me. I sat in his damn chair.

      “If you kill me, she dies,” I managed to choke out.

      “What?” he screamed out loud this time and the whole house shook.

      “We are bonded. If you kill me, she will die!” I gasped as my vision darkened. “Abby, I can’t fight him. Please answer me.”

      Without a word, he released me, and I slumped to the floor. Crawling over to her, I gently leaned her back in the chair and supported her head. Even though she was unconscious, her panic did not subside even after Hyperion released me. “I will not let him take you from me,” I said trying to calm her. He stood behind the desk watching me.

      “Abigail Sophia Davenport, wake up,” he said.

      Her eyes fluttered, and she was shocked to see me there. “Tadeas! You are bleeding.”

      I wiped it on my sleeve. “It’s nothing. I had to know you were okay,” I said. She looked at my suit which was crisp on the edges where I pushed through ward. She gritted her teeth and turned her attention to him.

      “Open this door and let us out now! I thought you came here to talk. Where did you think you could take me that he couldn’t find me?”

      “I had no intention of letting him live,” he said.

      She jumped out of the chair, and I pushed myself up off the floor. “That would have been the ultimate irony. You kill him and kill me in the process. You deserve it for this,” she ranted at him. “Don’t ever touch him again. I had no intention of signing that contract, but now I’m going to burn it.”

      I stayed back and let her rant at him. Each blow she leveled seemed to diminish his will. Also, I had no desire to be within firing range of her.

      “The network is failing, Abby. My power is dying. Someone has to take it, and it has to be you,” he grunted out.

      “I don’t want it. I can’t even use what I have now without getting to the point of exhaustion and losing grip on all of it. So, find someone else,” she said, and I saw the kindness return to his eyes. I reached up to grab her arm. She jerked it away. I think, it was just instinct, because she quickly relaxed her arm and stepped back to me.

      “Abigail, I begged your mother to have a child. Much like Lianne created Cassidy. I begged her, and she brought you into this world for me. You have so much power on your own, and I am so proud. What will this world become if we don’t hold it together?” he asked sadly. It was a burden he’d carried for eons.

      “I will continue to fight even if you aren’t here.”

      “It will be for nothing. The world will crumble. The land will fall into the seas, and the waters will consume the living,” he painted a familiar vivid picture.

      “Abby,” I said.

      “I heard him,” she said knowing what I was thinking. “I will consider it under a few conditions.”

      He sat down behind the desk as she sat back down in the chair from which she’d just risen. Two master negotiators and manipulators prepared to go face to face. Standing behind her, I realized by the look on his face she had the upper hand.

      “Negotiate, child,” he said.

      “I will reconsider signing the contract under three conditions. One, never again will you hurt Tadeas. I don’t care, Grandfather, even if he rips my guts out. Promise to never hurt him or have someone else hurt him, and that includes killing him.,” she demanded.

      “I shouldn’t be one of your chips to play,” I grimaced.

      “It’s the only way that I can keep him from hurting you. I cannot bear the thought of him causing you harm, because of me,” she returned. “And he can probably hear us like Lianne.”

      “I can. It’s interesting to listen to you. He has more sense than you. Agreed, I will never again harm or demand harm against Tadeas Duarte. I swear it.” The house shook with the oath.

      “Secondly, I demand that you tell me everything you know about Lincoln, when he took Tadeas, why he insisted I seek him out, and the bond between us. Everything.”

      “Lincoln searched on my behalf for a guardian for you, even before we took you from the children’s home in England. I know you felt abandoned there, but you were safe and hidden from those who would prey on a child as powerful as you were. He chose Tadeas, but once he saved Tadeas from shifting in Guatemala, he had to rush to get you in England. Your powers, subdued for so long, started to manifest. He pulled you from the home, but Tadeas had found Isabel. He watched over the both of you. Tadeas, he admired the care and love you had for Isabel. The night of her death, he chased Nalusa Chito, but it was too late for Isabel. He pulled you out of there and placed you with the Agency. I demanded he stay with Abigail after her death, and after he fell in love with her, he never introduced the two of you. I know he strengthened your natural guardian instincts to protect those around you with a focus on Abigail. Lincoln knew his days were numbered when he placed that bond. When I looked at the two of you in Boulder, I didn’t realize it was his bond that held the two of you together. Whatever path you take, it will be together. I came here today without fully understanding its power. I am clear now,” he finished, and I think we were both stunned. I felt her resolve waiver with multiple mentions of Lincoln.

      I felt something coming from her. It wasn’t the normal communication, more like a visual impression. Gregory knew something was going on, but he couldn’t figure it out. I understood. “Does the bond force us to have feelings for one another?” I asked. She wanted me to ask because she made a deal for three things. I made no such deal. He could choose to answer me or not, but it would have no bearing on her deal with him to reconsider the contract.

      “No, it does not. Other than you care for her a great deal which is your natural instinct as a guardian. All guardian beings have the same instinct. George has the same instinct, as your purpose and his are very similar. I know that he greatly misses her,” he said. She hung her head at the mention of George.

      “I did not kill Isabel,” I said.

      “Lincoln suspected that you didn’t, but he didn’t know for sure. He told me that he felt like you would either remember it or realize one day that you didn’t kill her. It would have been out of character for you and your abilities,” he replied truthfully. “I am thankful for you, Tadeas. But, your protection of her is not enough. Without access to the island, I fear what will happen to her. However, if she signs the contract, she will slowly inherit my knowledge and abilities. The shadow will no longer be an issue.”

      “Will she be different if she signs the contract, or will she still be the Abigail we know?”

      “I’ve allowed you to ask a couple of questions, because I owe you a few after the chair. However, Abby has one last request or demand. Other than that, I will not answer any more questions,” he declared.

      “My last request is that I be given a full year to decide. During that year, you will not interfere with my operations within the Agency. I think you underestimate Tadeas’ ability to protect me. After the year is up, we will meet here, and I will give you my decision. I reserve the right to break this condition by signing early if I so desire to do so. Do you agree to this final request?” she asked.

      “I don’t have very long left, Abigail. We need to start the transition soon,” he pleaded.

      “No, one year,” she demanded.

      “I agree, but please listen to me. I’m going whether you sign it or not. It’s time for me to move on. You are the only being on this earth that I trust,” he told her passionately. The ward dropped as he disappeared from sight.

      She turned toward me, and her eyes were desperate. “That was damn dangerous! Coming through those wards. Do you have no sense at all? You ruined a perfectly good suit. But, I’m so glad that you did.” She hugged me and trembled. “He was going to take me.”

      “No one is taking you from me,” I said and for a moment, we stood there locked in each other’s gaze. I shook it off. “I’ll go change. We are already late. That was clever and dangerous to get him to tell you all of that, but at least we know now, right?”

      “Yes, now we know. I couldn’t have done it without you. I knew if I could get you a mental picture, he wouldn’t be able to see it like he was hearing us communicate.”

      We went through the doors, and Ashley looked worried as Ichiro comforted her. “Thank God, you both are okay. The house shook. What did you do to that suit?”

      “The wards didn’t like the suit,” I explained. “I’ll be right back.” As I ran up the stairs, I heard Abby starting to tell them what happened behind the closed door. I tried to pick out a suit that looked similar, but honestly, they all looked the same to me. I ran back downstairs, and Tony was outside waiting on all of us. Ashley and Ichiro went out the front door.

      “What all did you tell them?” I asked.

      “Only what they needed to know?” she said with a wicked grin.

      “That’s my girl,” I smiled, and we got in the big Yukon and headed to KBS Headquarters in downtown Atlanta.

      

      One thing I learned from last couple of days, it doesn’t matter what time of day it is in Atlanta, the traffic is horrendous. It took us almost two hours to get to the office.

      “Tadeas, I guess you’ve never had the experience of working in an office, when suddenly a corporate bigwig shows up, have you?” Ashley asked.

      “It was a big deal if someone from upstairs came into the training center, but I imagine this is uniquely different,” I said.

      “Abby has a reputation,” she said.

      “Ash,” Abby said rubbing her forehead.

      “What? You do. If you show up, then something is wrong. Nobody likes an angry Abigail,” Ashley teased. Abigail groaned. I laughed at them both.

      We pulled up in front. Ashley had given all of us directions on how to exit the vehicle. She directed everything to the finest detail. I was informed that I couldn’t walk with Abby, but must walk behind her instead. Abby actually protested this even though it was her own rule. Ashley insisted the rule was put in place for a reason. Abigail had to be presented as in charge. No one was her equal.

      “It’s time to change the rules,” Abigail said.

      “You are the boss. You should look like the boss,” I said.

      “You aren’t helping,” she said.

      We all exited the vehicle. I rounded it and opened the door for Abigail. She stepped out onto the sidewalk and the half-dozen people there milling about stopped and stared. She led us all into the building. The receptionist at the desk didn’t look up and said, “Who are you to here to see?”

      Abby cleared her throat. The woman looked up with a stern look, but melted when she made eye contact with Abigail. “Miss Davenport, we did not expect you today.”

      “I suppose not, since I did not give you forewarning. Do not alert them unless you want to find other employment,” she insisted.

      “As you wish ma’am,” the receptionist gulped.

      Abby turned and walked to the bank of elevators. We all filed in, Abby entering last. I made sure I was right behind her. I leaned in and let the smell of honeysuckle overwhelm me. “Do you mind?” she said. “I am trying to be a bad-ass here.”

      “Your ass is not bad at all,” I smirked. Ichiro and Ashley died laughing.

      “Enough,” she tried to say without giggling, but she couldn’t. The doors opened, and she straightened. She entered the large office with desks spread around the room. We all stood behind her. People bustled about doing work. Keyboards clicked. Printers printed. Cell phones rang. But within a matter of seconds, the whole room silenced. A tall, thin man stood in the back of the room and approached us.

      “Miss Davenport, it is an honor to see you again,” he spoke with a deep southern accent.

      “Mr. Monroe, it is good to see you as well. If you would please, direct us to Mr. Gilbert’s office,” she said.

      “Yes, of course, this way,” he went down the center aisle of desks. With Abby’s first step into the aisle, every single person stood to their feet. She walked gracefully down the aisle never taking her eyes off Mr. Monroe. As she passed, I saw several women behind us slip away into a side room. Mr. Monroe stopped outside a door with no name plate. Abby entered the office, followed by each one of us. The office had already been cleaned out. The furniture was all that remained from its previous occupant. Abby sat down behind the desk. I flanked her on her left, but I backed against the wall. Ashley sat Abby’s briefcase down on the table, and then she and Ichiro sat on the black leather couch. Tony stayed outside the door. Mr. Monroe entered, and several ladies followed with a rolling cart. They brought coffee and doughnuts. They hustled out and left Mr. Monroe with us. Tony reached in and shut the door.

      “Mr. Monroe, I would like a meeting set up with all the department heads in the boardroom as soon as possible. I also need all the files and records of what Mr. Gilbert was working on the week prior to his murder. Tavaris Williams is in the wind. Please let the current head of security know that I have quite a few questions, and that person will be required to stay longer after the department head meeting. As of this moment, I am in charge in Atlanta. I do not answer to anyone, including Mr. Giordano. All information and run-ups go through me. He is essentially cut-off. If he calls, he will be directed to my phone. Understood?” she finished her list.

      “Yes. I will schedule the department head meeting within the next couple of hours. Miss Langtry will forward Mr. Gilbert's files to you. Mrs. Cagle went down to Starbucks to get you a tea. I’m sorry we were so ill-prepared for you. We had no idea you were coming to the office. I saw you at the funeral yesterday. We assumed you would show up with a new proxy,” he turned his eyes to me.

      “Mr. Monroe, this is Tadeas Duarte. He is my new partner. I do apologize, but you can’t have him for proxy,” she finally smiled at him.

      “Ah, very nice to meet you, Mr. Duarte,” he said politely.

      “You as well, Mr. Monroe.”

      “Anything else, Miss Davenport?”

      “No, Mr. Monroe, please let me know as soon as possible about the meeting time.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he scurried out like a mouse.

      “Bulla,” Abby said.

      “Damn,” I said. She turned and grinned at me.

      “Oh Tadeas, that’s not even half of it. Just wait until the meeting. They will all squirm,” Ashley said.

      She got up and walked to the window. I walked over to stand next to her. “I have no desire to make these people squirm. Their leader was just murdered at their doorstep. We will get to the bottom of it, but not by intimidation of the innocent. Ashley, when will he arrive?”

      “Who?” Tadeas asked.

      “Matthew’s plane will land within the hour. We should send Tony for him,” she said.

      “I agree. I don’t want him upset,” Abby said. Ashley walked to the door and quietly spoke with Tony. Matthew was the human lie detector. I was interested to see him in action. He was a waif of a guy with autism, but he had an uncanny ability to detect lies and perceive the truth. I’ve heard it was quite amazing. He was the one member of Abby’s group that didn’t travel much because of his condition. “Ash, order some food. I’m starving. Or I can do it if you are busy.”

      “I’ll do it. I have some contacts here,” she said.

      “You hungry?” she asked me.

      “I am,” I said. We had skipped breakfast.

      I watched as her eyes grew distant. To let her think, I went over to the leather chair on the opposite side of the room, and sat back. I watched them work, feeling useless. Listening to them and the world around us, Atlanta wasn’t nearly as loud as Los Angeles. It helped that we were in a skyscraper.

      “What’s going through your head?” I asked.

      “You just can’t be quiet.”

      “Actually, I slept last night, and you didn’t. But I feel like I’m sitting here useless,” I confessed.

      “When we go into this meeting, I don’t have to be in charge. You can do some of the talking. We are partners. I didn’t want you follow me in here in the first place. Things need to change. I need to change.”

      “Did Lincoln follow?”

      “Yes, but it was just his way. I’ve seen you talk to crowds for two years. I know you can do it as well as I do if not better.”

      “Now that’s a lie. You own it. It’s beautiful and scary at the same time. I think I’ll adopt Lincoln’s way until I know how things work.”

      The phone buzzed and interrupted our internal conversation.

      “Davenport,” she answered.

      “Miss Davenport, I have Roderick Overton on the phone for you.”

      “Patch him through please.” She waited for the click over. “Mr. Overton, how are you, old friend?”

      A rich preacher’s voice came over the line, “Miss Davenport, it has been too long. I hear that you are down our way.”

      “I am in Atlanta covering the situation here,” she answered him.

      “Sad thing about Andy. He was a good man,” Overton said.

      “How may I help you, Mr. Overton?”

      “I’ve got some activity here that I need to run up the line. I always ran things up to Andrew. He was more the regent than Giordano,” he explained.

      “I understand. I expect to remedy that problem in the next few days,” she said which was a surprise to me.

      “I’ve got a mess of wizards in town. They are out west of here in a little mining town called Brookwood. They are messing around with some of the abandoned shafts. The home office sent alerts out a couple of weeks ago about watching these sorts of operations,” he explained.

      Ashley walked over and sat her laptop on the desk. Abby sat down at it, looking at the map and the proximity of the city to Atlanta. She plotted a drive there, which would take 3 hours with a time zone change.

      “Mr. Overton, my partner and I will be out that way sometime in the next 24 hours. We will check on the activity personally. I will report back to you as soon as possible. If I don’t report back, Mr. Tadeas Duarte, my partner, will get back to you. I really appreciate you running this one up to me,” she said.

      “It’s good to see you back in the field. We need you. A storm is coming,” he said. “Have a wonderful day, Miss Davenport.”

      “You, as well, Mr. Overton,” she said as she pushed the button to hang up the phone.

      “Ashley get us a car, and we will leave from here today. We will drive and check out the lead. The GEA has been quiet since Boulder. You, Ichiro and Tony take Matthew back to the estate after the meeting. Continue to track Tavaris Williams. You might see if our contacts with the police can help us. Tie my Mercedes to his name and let them put an APB out for him for the car chase on I-85 yesterday. The car is safely hidden at the estate. Please have some tactical gear brought in for us. You bring your guns?” She directed the last question to me.

      I opened my jacket and showed her the shoulder rig underneath. “Who is he?”

      “Rod Overton has been the proxy in Birmingham, Alabama for 40 years. He’s pushing 65, I think. He is the pastor there at an enormous church active in the community. A lot of his canvas crew are members of the church. He’s a kind and good man. We will go check it out for him. Looks like the town is just west of Birmingham. There is really nowhere to stay out there. We will drive over and back. If you are up for it?”

      “I’m more worried about you,” I said.

      “I’ll be fine. As long as I’m working, I’m good.” There was a knock at the door. “Come in,” Abby said.

      Mr. Monroe entered with a Starbucks cup. “Here you are. The meeting is scheduled for 1:00pm if that is fine with you.”

      “Excellent. Thank you, Mr. Monroe,” he nodded and went back out. She picked up the tea, removed the lid, blew on it, and took a few sips.

      The food Ashley ordered arrived. We ate as we prepared for the meeting. Ashley and Ichiro went down to the boardroom, leaving us alone for a few minutes before the meeting. Ashley winked at me when she went out. She never ceased to nudge us, but I chuckled at her.

      “What’s funny?” Abby asked from the bathroom that was connected to the office. She was touching up make-up or some other girl stuff I didn’t understand.

      “Ashley winked at me when she went out. She always like that?” I said.

      She came out and smiled at me. “Yes, it's annoying. I’m surprised I don’t have an email full of wedding dresses.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Seriously. She’s slacking,” she laughed.

      I was sitting on the couch that Ashley and Ichiro had vacated. She came over and sat next to me. “You sure you are up for all this running around? You didn’t sleep much.”

      “Working keeps me focused. I am fine,” she assured me.

      “I’d prefer you had your mind on me,” I said. “Shit, did I say that out loud?”

      “Yes, you did,” she grinned at me. “Without inflating your ego, my mind is often on you, Tadeas.” Something inside me stirred with her admission. She rarely gave me anything to hope, but there were moments like this one.

      She climbed off the couch and pulled me to my feet. “That dress is really fantastic.”

      She blushed a little, “Come on. Big meeting.”

      I offered her my arm, and she took it. We walked down to the boardroom. I opened the door for her and followed her into the large glass room. It had windows on the back wall. At the long wooden table, there were 20 seats. They were all full except the head of the table and the one to the right. I thought back to the island, specifically the dining room table where we shared a few meals. I knew its loss didn’t affect me as much as it did her, but I did miss it and George. I walked with her to the end of the table, took my seat, and she stood at the end. Ashley sat opposite of me. She gave Abby several papers and turned her laptop to face her.
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      “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for joining us today. I appreciate you taking time out of your busy schedules to meet with us. I also know you weren’t given a choice, but I thank you all the same. For many months, I have searched for the right proxy for this unique town, and all its challenges. I am here today to introduce to you the new proxy for the city of Los Angeles and the adjoining towns, Mr. Lukas Castille,” I finished my speech, and the room erupted in applause. I looked over to Lukas. I thought I’d find at least a little fear in his eyes, but there was none. He walked up to the podium in the auditorium within the headquarters for KBS, Los Angeles. Backing away, I allowed him to take the podium.

      “Thank you all very much for the welcome. Thank you also Miss Davenport, for the opportunity. I am honored to join this team, and your efforts to keep Los Angeles safe and protected. In the coming months, I will prove to each one of you that my heart is tied to this city and the people in it. We will continue our business both day and night. I am at your disposal. My office is open to anyone who wants to speak to me. I will not claim to know everything or have all the answers, but I do promise to strive for perfection in my leadership. I thank you again for welcoming me, and I hope you all will attend the banquet this evening at the Stardust Hall. There will be music, food and dancing. I want to meet each one of you. Thank you,” he completed his speech, and they clapped again. He walked down off the small stage and shook hands with those who approached him. I stayed back and watched him work the room. He was a natural. As the crowd started to exit, he walked back to Ashley and me.

      “How was it?” he asked.

      “You were fantastic,” Ashley blurted out and smiled. He let some of the tension go in his shoulders and smiled. He looked at me, waiting for my response.

      “I guess you’ll do until I find someone better,” I teased him.

      “Damn you, Abby,” he laughed. “You just can’t admit that I did well.”

      “You are right. And I never will,” I said smartly.

      “What’s next?” he said.

      “We will go upstairs, and get you settled in your office,” I said. We went out the back doors of the office to a bay of elevator doors. When we exited the elevator, the office stood still. Everyone stopped what they were doing. I walked down the center aisle, and the workers stood to show respect. I was not sure how this started, but I imagine one of the six started it. Now when anyone from corporate showed up, it was a tradition to stand for them as they passed through the office. We entered the door for the large corner office. It already had his name on the door. Ashley shut the door behind us.

      “Wow, this is extremely nice,” he said approaching the desk and sitting down in the large executive chair.

      “If something isn’t to your liking with the decor or furniture, blame Ashley. She did it all,” I teased her.

      “No, it’s great, Ashley. I love it,” he said.

      “I knew you would despite what Abby says,” she smiled. “I’ve got some things to do before the party tonight. I’m going to head back to the loft. Is that okay?”

      “Sure,” I said. “We won’t stay here very long. I’ll let him settle in, and we will head back to get ready for the banquet.”

      “See you soon. Congratulations, Proxy Castille,” she said.

      “Thanks Ash,” he said as he watched her go. “Don’t even start.”

      “Start what?” I said.

      “You were going to say something about Ashley and me,” he said.

      They had gotten closer in the last few weeks. They were friends. I suspected there might be more there. “I wasn’t, but if I did, it would be that I am happy for the both of you.”

      “I don’t have feelings for Ashley,” he said.

      “You sure about that? It’s great if you do. I like you, both. Of course, if you do something to hurt her, I will strangle you. She’s my best friend,” I said.

      “You are delusional. What all do we need to do here?” he asked.

      “Let’s make sure all of your equipment works. Also, we will stick around to see if anyone needs to come and speak with you,” I sat down on a leather couch across the room from him. “Why am I delusional?”

      “Ashley is my friend. There are no ‘feelings’ as you imply,” he said, “And I assure you all of my ‘equipment’ works.” He winked at me.

      I groaned, “That’s juvenile. Let me know when you are ready to go back to the loft. I’m going to close my eyes for a minute. I’m tired. It’s been a busy couple of days.”

      “We can go now, since you are tired. You would probably rest better back at the loft,” he got up and sat down next to me.

      “No, you need to stay for a little while,” I said.

      “Thank you, Abby,” he said.

      “For what? I’m doing my job. You did all the work,” I said.

      “For everything,” he said. I opened my eyes, and the sincerity of his statement was all over his face. I patted his hand.

      “You are most welcome,” I said. He held onto my hand.

      “Will you save me a dance tonight, Abby?” he asked.

      “We are going to the banquet together, silly,” I said.

      “I know, but I wanted to ask properly,” he smiled at me. His smile could make a girl melt. Well, some girls. Not me, obviously.

      “Yes, I suppose if I have time, I’ll dance with you,” I played back with him.

      “Good,” he said. “Now I’m the boss, and I say it’s time to go.”

      “Alright,” I laughed, and we met Jay downstairs. He drove us back to the loft.

      Lukas had moved out of my loft several weeks ago, now living on the 8th floor just below Ashley. I did miss him being here. He still was in the loft with me a lot. We were always working. He really put his nose to the grindstone and soaked up all the information he could about The Agency, the different species in the world, and our front company’s real business dealings. Shockingly, he knew every inch of this city: every street, every neighborhood, and every place not to be after dark. I guess it was from his time on the streets. We visited all sorts of hidden restaurants over those weeks. He showed me some great unknown spots outside of the tourist draw of Hollywood. We had fun together. I would miss him when I left.

      Despite his protest, I knew he had been spending time with Ashley as well. The paranoid part of me kept an eye on him. Not because I thought he would do anything to harm any of us, but because I knew my enemies. If they knew he was an unestablished proxy under my care, they would kill him in a heartbeat. I always hoped Ashley would find someone. If this was it for her, I would be happy despite my own attraction to him. The fact remained that Lukas was mortal. He would age and die. I wasn’t impervious to death, but barring an outside source, I would continue to live. Thanks to a small token of divine inheritance I received as a gift after my death, I did not age. I was stuck at the age of 25. I looked at myself in the mirror many days, and although my body showed no signs of aging, I could see the age in my eyes. I learned to recognize it in others. Ashley didn’t age either. Her premonition gift, plus an unfortunate set of circumstances, would keep her alive like me. It was her choice to make if she decided to have a relationship with Lukas. We all knew the consequences.

      Aiden made that choice for Fayola. We all loved her. She was amazing and part of the family. We would accept Lukas as part of it too, if Ashley made that choice. I refused to admit to myself that it would be a blow to my own feelings, but I really couldn't afford to have feelings anymore. So many of my emotions were wrapped up in the hurt and pain of my previous relationship with my partner, Lincoln.

      I called down to her apartment because she hadn’t put out a dress for me to wear. No one answered the phone. I called down to Lukas’ room, “Hello.”

      “Hey Lukas, have you seen Ashley? She didn’t put a dress out for me to wear.”

      “You are helpless if you can’t pick out your own clothes, and despite what you continue to think, she isn’t here with me either,” he said.

      “Shut it, Castille. I’m serious. Something is wrong if she didn’t pick out clothes for me. I called her apartment, and she didn’t answer,” I said.

      “I’ll go check on her. Give me a few minutes. I just got out of the shower. Don’t get yourself all excited about that image,” he joked.

      “Good grief. Just check on her. I’ll go pick something out to wear,” I said.

      “Okay, I’ll be up there soon,” he said and hung up.

      I went into my closet and picked out a long black dress that had a cobalt blue bow at the waist. It seemed all the fashions these days had a giant bow on it, or puffed sleeves. None of it suited me. The bow on this one wasn’t extremely obnoxious. I got in the shower. When I turned to get out, Lukas rounded the corner into the bathroom.

      He spun and turned his back to me, “Oh crap! Sorry Abby!”

      “What the hell are you doing?” I said.

      “Ashley isn’t here. Tony said that she never came back from the office. He’s here in the big room. I’m sorry I barged in, but…”

      “No, it’s fine. Get out,” I said, and he hurried back into the other room. I grabbed a bathrobe and followed him.

      “Where is she, Tony? Did you not drive her back here?” I asked.

      “No, she drove herself down there today. She left early,” he said.

      “Lukas, call the office. Talk to your crew contacts. Get everyone on the streets looking for her. Tell them what she was wearing today. Which car did she take?” I asked.

      “She took the Porsche,” Tony said.

      “Call our contacts at the police, and get a bulletin out,” I said. He nodded and went out the door to the elevator. “Tell Tommy to get out on the road between here and the office and look for the car,” I shouted to him.

      “Okay,” I heard him say before he got in the elevator. Lukas was already on the phone talking to the office.

      “I’ll be right back,” I told him. I went down one flight of stairs to the floor with her loft. I searched through the place looking for something of hers to use for a locator spell. I went in the bathroom, taking her toothbrush and hair brush. I went back up the steps, and into the main room. Lukas was pacing.

      “What else can I do?” he said. “We have to find her. If someone took her Abby, it’s my first damn day. I’ve already lost someone.” He was frantic.

      “Look at me! Lukas, calm down. I’m doing a locator spell, and you will go with me to find her,” I said as I rolled the big rug up out of the center of the room. Under the rug, there was a silver circle embedded in the hardwood floor. I placed the brushes in the center. I went into my room, and in the top drawer of my dresser, I took out a compass. I laid the compass in the circle. Lukas continued to wring his hands. He had his tuxedo on, looking handsome even while worried to death. “Lukas, sit down. Take a deep breath. We will find her.”

      When I found who took her, I was going to kill them. I pulled a knife out of a kitchen drawer and slit my finger. I dropped the blood on the circle, causing a swift wind to swirl in the loft. I had to clear my mind. I mentally formed an image of Ashley’s auburn hair and pale blue eyes. Reaching my hands out to the circle, I spoke the word “find” in Latin, “Invenio.” The wind picked up inside the circle. It swirled the three objects around and calmed to rest them all back on the floor. I walked through the circle, breaking it and picking up the compass.

      “The compass points to Ashley now. Do you have your guns?” I asked. He opened his jacket, and I could see he had a shoulder rig. “Okay, good, you will back me up. Be right back.” I went back into my room, slipping on a pair of black leather pants, a black tank top, and my black leather jacket, along with some heavy boots. Reaching into my closet, I pulled out a wooden box carved with runes, which was a little longer than 5 foot. I waved my hand over the top, the runes flared a bright blue, and the box opened for me. I pulled out my aluminum Bo staff. It was carved with runes for protection, fire and lightning. I walked back out into the main room where Lukas was waiting. His eyes grew wide when he saw me. “Get the compass. You are driving,” I said.

      We went down to the garage, and I handed him the keys to the Mustang. “Don’t wreck my car,” I said trying to lighten the mood, but he didn’t respond.

      We got in the car, and he fired it up. The big V8 engine rumbled to life. I put my hand on his as he rested it on the stick shift. “Lukas, we will get her back. I promise.”

      “How can you be so calm?” he said.

      “Because I know we will find her, and I will kill whoever took her. It’s that simple,” I said.

      “Not if I kill them first,” he muttered, pulling out of the garage.

      “Turn left,” I said, and he pulled out into the evening traffic. The compass took us into North Hollywood. We kept following it to the North. We drove along the mountains to the east of us. “What area is this?” I asked.

      “It’s Brace Canyon,” he said. We followed a street through the neighborhood. The road came to a dead end, but there were four houses past the dead end. They were on a gated street. I had him pull over and park on a curb before we got too close. “Lukas, look at me.”

      He did. I saw panic, anger and worry there. “What?”

      “You are just backing me up. I can handle whatever is down there okay? You are going just in case, but I need you to stay behind me, and follow my directions.”

      “I understand,” he said as we got out of the car. I approached the gate with the compass in one hand, and my staff in the other. I charged the staff, “Fulmen.” It crackled with electricity, and I tapped the gate with it. The electronic lock snapped and the gate swung open. I looked back at Lukas. He had his gun drawn, and followed closely behind. He kept watching behind us. He had been training with Tony and Tommy, and it showed. I felt him starting to calm, and his training kicked in. We followed the long drive passing two of the houses. The compass rested on the third. I tried to follow shadows up to the house. I skirted around the exterior walls looking into each window. I did not see anyone in the house, but I smelled something odd. It was the astringent smell of chlorine and the copper smell of blood. I took a peak around the corner. “Oh no,” I muttered. “You stay right here, Lukas. Do not come around this corner. Do you hear me?”

      “What is it? What do you see?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure yet. Just keep a look out. I don’t think anyone is here though,” I said. I put the compass in my pocket, and rounded the corner slowly. I approached the pool. It was shaped like a giant jelly bean, and the water was blood red. I cringed. “Please God no.” I looked into the water and while it was a murky red color, I could see the bottom. Thankfully, there was no one in the pool. I pulled out the compass. It pointed to the pool. I turned back to the house. The compass pointed to my back. Wherever Ashley was, most her blood was in the pool. It was enough there to throw off my locator spell. I reached out with my senses. I felt no one in the house, and no one in the adjacent houses.

      “You can come out, Lukas,” I called to him. He stepped out cautiously with the gun held.

      “What the hell, Abby? Where is she?” he stared in horror at the pool.

      “She’s not here. They did this to throw off my spell.”

      “That’s a lot of blood. Is she alive?” he asked.

      “I hope so. Try not to worry. We will get her back. I’m going in the house to look around. Maybe we can find something that will lead us to her.” He stood still staring at the pool. My heart went out to him. He was so worried about her. I was concerned too, but I couldn’t stop until I found her. I had to stay focused for her sake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. It was a pool of blood. Ashley’s blood. It made my insides churn. I watched Abby as she approached the house. I turned to go with her. She was holding up better than I thought she would. Ashley was her best friend. I hoped we found her soon for Abby’s well-being. I don’t know what losing her best friend would do to her. I would be profoundly sad if Ashley was dead, but I can’t imagine losing a friend like that would do to Abby.

      “Wait up. I’m coming,” I said to her and followed her into the house. It looked like there had been a party. A huge party. There were glasses and beer cans everywhere. There was a punch bowl on the dining room table with a red ring of liquid left in the bottom of it. Abby smelled it.

      “It’s blood. Vamps did this,” she said.

      “Vampires,” I repeated.

      “If you see any, shoot them in the heart. The head won’t work,” she said.

      “Do we need some garlic and Holy water?” I asked.

      “Only if you want to piss them off,” she said. “There are bodies here. I have no desire to see them.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Vamps, plus I can smell it. They are probably in the basement. Let’s get out of here. We will get back to the loft and gather everyone. I know a few spots in town that they like to frequent. We can track them down. I just hope it isn’t too late for Ashley,” she said. We sprinted back to the car. As we approached the car, we saw a piece of paper under the wiper. She slowed down and approached the car carefully. I tried to watch behind us and into the forest to our right. Abby picked up the paper. I stood at her back and faced away from her. She read the note out loud. “Miss Davenport, you have been in our city for far too long. If you want your friend back, meet us at the little party you are throwing tonight, and we will make a deal. Sincerely, Thibault Deschanel.”

      “Friend of yours?” I asked.

      “Hardly, get in the car and drive. Back to the loft as fast as we can,” she said. I drove like a maniac. The old Mustang handled fabulously. I wished she would give it to me. We pulled into the garage, and she walked to the sidewalk.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Sending a signal,” she said. She pointed the Bo staff to the sky, and the runes flared bright orange. “Solaris!” she yelled. A bright orange ball jetted into the sky, and the whole horizon lit up like it was daylight. Back in the building, we entered a room off the back side of the lobby where Tommy and Tony had a weapons locker. She started pulling small pistols and loading them. I helped her without disturbing her. I noticed her hands started to shake.

      “Abby?” I dared to speak to her.

      “Hm?” she responded.

      “How are you holding up?” I asked.

      “Don’t ask. Don’t make me talk about it. It only makes me weaker,” she said.

      “Abby, you are not weak,” I said.

      “No, I’m not. If you get me to blubbering like an idiot, because my best friend has been kidnapped by a blood sucking piece of shit, we are going to have words, Lukas Castille!”

      I should have left it alone. I continued to check the guns as everyone started to return. Tony and Tommy arrived first. They packed up the weapons one by one. Jay and Aiden came in and helped load everything into the Yukon. Aiden asked Fayola to stay behind. The building was protected, so she agreed to stay. “Abby, are you going to wear that to the party?” Fayola asked her.

      “Yes, I’m not in the mood for dresses tonight. Aiden stay with her,” she said. We all piled in the Yukon. Tony and Tommy in the front. Jay, Abby and I rode in the back. Her hands were still shaking. I saw her trying to concentrate. She closed her eyes and took deep breaths. I looked out the window and prayed we would get there in time. She rested her hand down on my knee, and without hesitation, I covered it with mine. It was cold, and I still felt a little tremor.

      We arrived at the banquet hall. Everyone piled out of the vehicle, but she held onto my hand so I wouldn’t get out. They all shut the doors and waited outside. I never understood how they knew that she wanted them to do certain things like let us talk in the car alone.

      “Lukas, is there any way I could convince you to wait out here? Or to stay out of this fight?” she asked.

      “What? This is my city. No way. Why would you even ask me that?” I said.

      “Because you aren’t like the rest of us. We have a certain resilience against injury. You are human, and I don’t want anything to happen to you,” she said.

      “No. I’m going in there,” I replied adamantly.

      “I could make you stay,” she whispered.

      “You won’t do that to me.”

      “If it meant saving your life, yes, I would,” she said.

      “Look at me, Abby. I’m going in there, and we are going to save our friend. I have to prove to them that this is my city, and they will not kidnap anyone in my city as long as I live and breathe,” I said holding her gaze. Her eyes glossed over, but she shook it off.

      “That’s what I am afraid of,” she said and pushed out of the door on the other side of the vehicle. I got out and checked my weapons.

      “Stay close,” Tony said.

      “I’m fine, man,” I told him. “She just gave me the ‘you aren’t immortal’ talk. I’m aware of my inadequacies.”

      “You don’t understand,” he simply said. We walked to the front door, armed and ready for a fight. Abby carried her Bo staff, crackling with electricity. She held her free hand out in front of her, and the double doors crashed open. We all walked through weapons drawn. We entered the hall through the lobby. The vamps had already taken over the hall. Most of the people from the company were rounded up along the sides. There were fifty or more vamps in the room. Abigail did not flinch or hesitate. From the moment she walked into the room, all eyes were on her. She demanded attention with her presence.

      “Forgive me for my tardiness. I had a detour on the way to the party. I see we have uninvited guests,” she said staring at a tall, thin man who stood in the middle of the round surrounded by a dozen vamps. He wore a suit that looked like it came out of a Shakespearean play. It even had ruffles. His skin looked stretched, and it was pasty white. His eyes were pale with very little color in them at all. Ashley laid bloody at his feet. I couldn’t tell if she was alive or not.

      “Sorry for the distraction, but we needed enough time to surprise you here at your big celebration. It is fantastic! The Agency spares no expense when it comes to introducing a new proxy. Unfortunately, the proxy that you spent so much time training, will die tonight. It’s a shame. He’s rather handsome,” the vampire said and blew me a kiss.

      “Sorry buddy. I like my partners living. You aren’t my type,” I rebutted.

      “All the same, you will die,” he said.

      “Thibault, I’m giving you and your colony of vamps one minute to leave. If not, I start dusting,” Abigail said.

      “Now Abby, it’s been so long since I’ve seen you. I do miss Lincoln. It’s a shame that the two of you aren’t together anymore. He didn’t make threats that he couldn’t back up,” he laughed, and the shrill noise echoed through the hall.

      “How disappointing it must have been to realize you miscalculated by taking Ashley. Of all my team, you picked the only one you couldn’t feed on. The only one you cannot kill,” Abby said.

      “It was a miscalculation, but she can cease to be like the rest of us. Consequently, in the end, the result is the same,” he said.

      “You have laws. Are you prepared to break the laws of your own people?” Abby asked.

      The questions raced through my mind. What was Ashley?

      “She hardly qualifies. You’ve made her impotent. I’ve reminded her what she truly is on the inside. Ashley, my dear, show your best friend that you remember your old self,” Thibault said and yanked Ashley's head back by her hair. Her eyes glowed blood red. Her fangs extended out of her mouth, and she hissed at Thibault. Blood leaked out the corners of her mouth and dripped down her chin. “There, there, sweetheart, your torment will end soon.”

      Abby didn’t flinch or budge. She knew exactly what Ashley was. “Time’s up,” she said and whirled the staff. The vamp in front of her dusted and fell to the ground in a pile of dust. “Who’s next?” she asked. The hall erupted in gunfire, as not only the crew and I started shooting vamps, but most of the employees of The Agency pulled weapons and started firing. I kept an eye on Abby’s back, but she had four of them dusted before I hit the second one in the chest. Abby had made her way to Thibault, and he pulled a long saber to counter her staff. Ashley laid on the floor curled in a ball. I tried to make my way to her, but Tony caught my arm.

      “No, Lukas, we will have to treat her before you can get close to her,” he said.

      I nodded and turned to fight. I got tackled by a female vampire. She hissed in my face, leaning toward my neck. I had that surreal feeling like I was in an old Dracula movie. Her eyes bulged out of her head, and saliva dripped from her mouth onto my face.

      “Did anyone ever tell you that your breath stinks? You should really see a dentist,” I quipped and shoved the dagger I had in my coat pocket into her heart. She dusted all over me. I even got some in my mouth. I started hacking and coughing. I turned to look at Abby, and she watched me. “I’m fine. Quit playing ring around the rosies with the vampire and kill him,” I shouted at her. A huge smile spread across her face, and she turned back to her fight.

      Eventually, the hall cleared of vamps. All that remained were piles of dust and Thibault. Abby had him under her boot with his sword pointed at his chest, he screamed, “Parley!”

      “There is no parley!” She growled at him.

      “You took my best friend. You bled her. You crashed my party,” and at this point I interrupted her.

      “Ahem, my party,” I said.

      “Lukas,” she growled at me.

      “Calm down, princess,” I said and walked to her side. “What’s parley?”

      “Not now, Lukas,” she said.

      “Nope, I figure this whole thing has been a great learning opportunity for the new proxy in town. Tell me about parley, please. Pretty please,” I said annoying her.

      “I’m going to beat the crap out of you after I dust this motherfucker,” she said. “The Agency set up bi-laws ages ago. No one follows them anymore. But under duress an enemy can request parley, or negotiations. The vamps have never followed the rules of parley.”

      “Is this true, Thibault? Your people never followed the rules?” I asked.

      “We didn’t agree to the bi-laws,” he spat.

      “How in the world am I to grant you a cease-fire under terms you never agreed to?” I said.

      “I will sign them now,” he quickly responded. “I will sign them on behalf the entire colony in Los Angeles.”

      “Does he have that authority, Abby?” I asked.

      “He is the leader of the colony,” she said through gritted teeth and pressed the sword harder to his chest. He whimpered.

      “What all would these bi-laws include?” I asked.

      “The vamps would keep their activities to approved venues. They could not deviate from their territory. We would not enter it to clear the colony. Their intake would be monitored, and we would execute any violators without remorse,” she said. She was quickly reaching her tolerance level with my assertion of authority. I needed to wrap this up.

      “Interesting, so we would regulate their feeding,” I said. “But they would still kill people.”

      “Yes, they would still kill people,” she said. “An adult vampire feeds on 3 or 4 victims a week at the very least. Thibault, here is close to 200 years old. His death count is well over 30,000 lives.”

      “No, no, we can cut back. We could reduce our intake. I swear it. I will sign whatever terms you require, Proxy Castille,” he added the moniker to boost my ego.

      I leaned over him and said, “I’m willing to bet, Mr. Deschanel, that you haven’t moderated your intake in decades. I’m also willing to bet that 30,000 is a low-ball number. That’s just unacceptable for me and my town,” and put my hands-on top of Abby’s and shoved the sword into his chest. Thibault Deschanel ceased to exist, and Los Angeles was better for it. Abby turned to me in fury. Her body tensed, and she started to lunge at me. But Ashley called her name.

      “Abby, help me,” she cried.

      Abby dropped the sword in the dust and ran to Ashley. Abby didn’t fear her even in this state. Everyone kept their distance, except for a young man of Asian descent that pushed his way through the crowd to them. He knelt next to Ashley. I knew him from his employee profile.

      “Miss Davenport, I have some of the serum in my laboratory back at the office. If we can get her there, I can help her,” he said.

      “Thank you. I’m sorry. I don’t know your name,” she said.

      “I’m Dr. Maki. Ichiro Maki,” he said. “Please move her quickly.” Tony and Tommy pushed through the crowd, and Tommy picked her up. Tony made way for the group to exit. Jay came behind me, patting me on the back.

      “She will get over it, Lukas. You needed to show authority. She knows that,” he said as he patted dust of the sleeves of his tuxedo jacket.

      “Yeah, but I’m sure I’ll pay for it dearly,” I said.

      He laughed, “Yeah, you will.”

      He and I followed the team out, and we rushed Ashley back to the main offices for KBS. In the basement, Dr. Maki had a lab. He was part of research and development. He went in the doors of the lab, and a woman just over 5ft tall stood looking into a microscope.

      “Jackie, go into the freezer and get the serum,” he said.

      They went into a side room. There was a gurney and machines like the ones they have in hospital rooms. They strapped Ashley down on the bed, and Abby brushed her auburn hair out of her face. It was crusted with dried blood. Her whole body was covered in it. “We will get you fixed up, okay?”

      “Thank you, Abby. I’m sorry I got caught,” she murmured. Her eyes were still red.

      “It’s not a big deal. We got to dust a whole colony of vamps. It was fun, and Lincoln will be delighted that we finally ended the life of Thibault Deschanel. Dr. Maki is going to give you the serum,” Abby told her.

      “It’s going to hurt,” she said as tears ran down her cheeks.

      “Yes, I’m so sorry,” Abby said.

      “It’s okay. I’ll be okay,” she said. Dr. Maki came back into the room with a syringe.

      “Please clear the room,” he requested.

      We all left him with Ashley. Abby stood at the door. I moved further back in the room, and Jay joined me.

      “What is the serum?” I asked.

      “It’s a concoction that the Agency developed in an effort to reverse the bloodlust of vampires. It never worked, but Ashley is different. She was already immortal when they turned her. Her genetic make-up made her unique. Abby rescued her from a colony in Scotland. She heard of Ashley’s ability for premonition and went to recruit her. She didn’t know she was a vampire. They became friends almost immediately. Abby made the Agency restart the research, but gear it specifically toward Ashley’s unique situation. It worked. In fact, it took them little time to adapt the serum. Ashley only needs the one dose, and it basically makes her vampire genes become dormant. The genes can only be restarted by feeding on human blood,” he said.

      “She fed today?” I asked.

      “More than likely, they forced her to feed. She wouldn’t do it on her own,” Jay said.

      Ashley started screaming in the small medical room. It only lasted a minute. Then I could see over Abby’s shoulder that she appeared to be asleep.

      “Are you sure about that?” Abby asked the doctor.

      “Yes, the serum and the anesthesia process through different systems in the body. They will not interact or interfere with each other. It will make the process much less painful for her,” he assured Abby.

      “Thank you, Dr. Maki,” she said. She looked exhausted. She had the strength to fight throughout the day, holding herself together for her friend, but it was all catching up with her now. Tommy took a stance outside Ashley’s door, and he nodded at Tony. I guess they were going to take shifts watching over her. Abby slipped out of the lab, back into the basement hallway. I turned to follow her out, but Jay grabbed my arm.

      “Be careful,” he said handing me the keys to the SUV.

      “You don’t have to warn me. I know,” I said as I went out of the door. I turned to my left, and Abby was leaning with her shoulder on the wall. She had her back to me.

      “Let’s go back to the loft. You need some rest,” I said.

      “Don’t presume to know what I need, Lukas Castille,” she said bitterly.

      I approached her to try to talk some sense into her, and she quickly turned around to face me. Her anger was tempered by her fatigue.

      “I don’t presume anything, Abby. I know you are tired. Please, let me take you home,” I said reaching for her.

      She snarled at me, “What the hell did you think you were doing back there?”

      “I was doing what you taught me to do. This is my city, and I am in charge. I know you are here and out rank me. But everyone in that room knows that Los Angeles is mine, and they will respect that and follow me. You taught me all of this,” I explained to her.

      “I am your boss. When I am in town, you follow me,” she spouted.

      “What does it matter? He’s dead. I have no delusions of my position in relation to you, Abby. Did you think for a second I would let that evil creature out of that room alive?”

      “I didn’t know,” she said.

      “Come on, you know me better than that. At least, I thought you did. We’ve spent months together and talked about all sorts of scenarios that I would face. You know, I have no tolerance for the death of innocent people,” I yelled at her.

      She pointed her finger in my chest and said, “You were a fool to even go in that hall in the first place. If I had lost you...”

      “You’d start your search over again. I’m sure you could find some other gullible man to follow your pretty words and pretty face. However, I’m still here, and you are stuck with me. You can be mad if you want to be. I did what was right,” I said wrapping my hand over hers while she still pressed her finger against my chest.

      “There is no one like you, Lukas,” she lowered her head and looked at the floor. I realized it then. I had always dismissed it because I didn’t think it was possible. I’d heard her diatribe on why humans and immortal beings shouldn’t be in relationships.

      I did not hesitate and wrapped my arms around her, and she buried her head into my neck. She let go of all the stress of the day, but more than that, it seemed as though a long while of hidden emotions escaped her. I lifted her up into my arms.

      She had a good cry on the way home. I just held her hand. She composed herself before we reached the building. She rode the elevator up with me and never said a word. We walked into the loft, and she slipped out of the leather jacket. She threw it on the floor. After the jacket, she pulled off her boots and threw them with the jacket. I stood motionless, watching eagerly as each piece of clothing she wore hit the pile.

      “I’m covered in vampire dust. I’m going to get a shower,” she said walking away from me into her room completely naked. I gulped. “You are covered in it, too.”

      In a world record time, I stripped out of the suit, piling it with her clothes. She was already in the shower. I took a deep breath and pinched myself. I was sure it wasn’t happening. I opened the glass door of the shower and stepped inside with her. The water was hot and washed the dust off of me. She pulled me to her and kissed me. In her kiss, I felt hunger and passion. I had dreamed of kissing her, but never allowed myself to think she would ever actually do it. I looked into her eyes, and all the anger and pain from earlier was gone. I touched her face. Her beautiful face.

      “I’ve fallen for you, Lukas,” she said.

      The water poured over both of us as she waited for me to respond. “I told myself that wasn’t possible,” I said honestly.

      “I told myself the same thing, but I rarely listen to myself,” she said.

      “I don’t listen to you either,” I said. She laughed as her lips met mine again. When she pulled away, I dared to speak what I knew I felt, “I love you, Abby.”

      “I love you, too, Lukas.”

      Eventually we worked our way from the shower to the bed. As she slept in my arms, I tried not to concern myself with what the future held for us. I wanted to remember this moment for the rest of my short life. This strong, beautiful woman chose me. She loved me. I would adore her until the day I died.
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      “I want to get right to business. I’m sure all of you know me by reputation. However, for formality's sake, I am Abigail Davenport, head representative in the field for the Agency. This is my partner, Tadeas Duarte, and my team. We are here to stabilize our operations and holdings in the city. I have a list of each of your names. If I call on you, please raise your hand so that I can put a face to the name,” I paused and sorted the notes Ashely gave me. “Amelia Kearney, head of cyber division.”

      The woman raised her hand. “I’m Miss Kearney.”

      “Thank you. Miss Kearney, I need unlimited access for my team to all KBS systems in Atlanta. You can coordinate this with Ashley Montgomery who will go over the specifics for you. We need security clearances for all systems here in Atlanta. All current passwords and access is to be purged for every single employee in the building. Access to files level 2 and above is restricted to you, myself and my team. Any approval to these files must be cleared through Miss Montgomery. I know I’m pushing through these instructions quickly, if you have any questions, please feel free to ask.”

      “Yes ma’am,” she said as she wrote notes on a tablet.

      “Once Ashley has access, she will work with you to revamp the firewalls and reset the servers,” I said. “All digital recordings kept on the server from the day Mr. Gilbert died needs to be sent to Tony Lemalu.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” she said again and typed a few other things.

      “Next, Leon Filipek, head of accounting and assets.”

      Leon raised his hand at the end of the table.

      “Mr. Filipek, every corporate credit card held by employees is to be cancelled. We will issue new cards on an as needed basis. This decision will be made by my team and myself,” she stopped as the whole room groaned. “Forgive me for the inconvenience. However, it seems that multiple individuals within the company are involved with Mr. Gilbert’s untimely death. I will track every single penny that goes in and out of the Atlanta accounts until I am satisfied that Mr. Gilbert’s killer and conspirators are brought to justice. Also, I need the accounting files for the past 5 years compiled and sorted by employee. I need these files tomorrow.”

      “That won’t be a problem,” he said.

      “A new proxy will be brought in for training, but I do not anticipate this training to be a long process. The gentleman is adept and ready to take over Atlanta as soon as I can retrieve him from his current position. I foresee doing this in the next couple of days. Mrs. Maura Chapman and Miss Ericka McNeil.” The two ladies sat across from each other. “The two of you will work with Miss Montgomery on obtaining a condo close to the main offices and having it fully furnished within three days.” They both nodded.

      “Julia Schultz, Human Resources,” I continued.

      Julia stood in the back. She must have come in after the meeting started. “Excuse me for being late. I was dealing with some arrangements for the Gilbert family.”

      “Is there anything you need from the Agency for his family?”

      “No, ma’am. I think we have all of it covered,” she explained.

      “That was my topic for you. I spoke to Caroline yesterday at the funeral. She, nor anyone in her family is to be given information regarding the investigation into Mr. Gilbert’s death. I will convey all needed information to her myself. I want the family completely taken care of, with no expense spared. If you need anything, I want you to contact me directly, if possible. Andy was a good man. We will all miss him.”

      “Thank you, Miss Davenport.”

      “Lastly, where is Barrett Tillens?” I asked. A burly man with a scruffy beard and wiry brown hair raised a hand.

      “Mr. Tillens, you have been recently elevated to the position of Head of Security, correct?”

      “Yes ma’am,” he said.

      “You will work directly with my heads of security Tony and Tommy Lemalu. Tommy is currently in Los Angeles, but will join us soon. Please allow them access to all your information concerning the murder of Mr. Gilbert. You will spend your days and nights with Mr. Tony Lemalu until this is solved. Is this a problem?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Tavaris Williams and his brother are not allowed in this building. Please spread the word to all of your departments that any contact with the Williams brothers will be taken as conspiring against the Agency. Dr. Maki, if you would please, get the door.” Ichiro got up and walked to the door, opening it. Tony and Matthew came into the room.

      “Will you let him sit in your seat?”

      “Yeah, sure,” Tadeas said. He stood against the wall watching each person as Tony guided Matthew to the table. I sat down in my chair as he sat down. He pulled out some lego blocks and began playing with them on the table.

      “Hello Matt,” I said softly.

      “Hi Miss Abby, that’s a pretty dress,” he smiled, but never looked at me.

      “You are so sweet. Thank you, Matt. It’s so good to see you.” He fidgeted and nodded.

      “This is my associate, Matthew Oliver. He is autistic. I ask that while he is in the room, we refrain from loud noise and outbursts. Bulla.” I spoke the word for the privacy bubble, and I felt it reach out and swallow the entire room. Several people shifted in their seats.  “Mr. Oliver has a unique ability as a human lie detector. He knows when the truth is being spoken, and he also knows when the truth is being withheld. I advise you all to speak the truth for the following questions.” I paused and let it sink in. I looked to Tadeas. He indicated he was ready by nodding.

      “Does anyone in this room have information not previously disclosed about the murder of Andrew Gilbert?” I paused again.

      Matthew fidgeted rocking and nodding his head.

      “Mr. Oliver tells me that someone here does have information. This is your last chance. I will use Clause Zeta on each person in this room, if someone doesn’t speak up now,” I said forcefully.

      A slightly overweight man with a receding hairline and thin mustache stood on the right side of the table. “Miss Davenport, I am Bruno Carboni, head of Corporate Relations.”

      “Mr. Carboni, please tell us what you know,” I said. I felt for the dividing line between my people and the others in this room. I knew exactly where I had to lift a shield wall if necessary.

      “Miss Davenport, three weeks ago I was contacted by Mr. Giordano from New York. He said he suspected that Mr. Gilbert was working with a company known as the Geo-Enhancement Alliance.” I felt Tadeas tense. “He believed that Mr. Gilbert was funneling money to the company. After researching the company, it seemed to be a non-profit organization for helping corporations recover from natural disasters. I confirmed with Mr. Filipek that Mr. Gilbert was sending money to the GEA. It was after then that The Agency main offices sent out the alerts pertaining to geo-development and magical entities manipulating the fault lines. I turned all of this information over to Mr. Tillens to report to the Agency. I never received a response.”

      “Why did you report it to Mr. Tillens, and not to Mr. Williams who I believe was the current head of security?” I asked.

      “None of us trusted Mr. Williams. We all knew and loved Tavaris, but Jamal was always troubled. We didn’t understand why Andy allowed him in the building,” he said.

      “Mr. Tillens, did you feed that information to the home offices of the Agency, and when did you do it?” I asked.

      Mr. Tillens stood. “I fed the information to the Agency within hours of Mr. Carboni giving me the information.”

      Matthew became agitated. “Mr. Carboni, why did Mr. Giordano contact you instead of contacting the home office directly? Why you specifically?”

      “I do not know why Mr. Giordano contacted me. I do not know his motivations,” he said.

      Matthew stood up and looked at them both. “You are both liars.”

      Tillens reached inside his coat. I threw up the shield wall. People started screaming and ducking. I put both hands toward Tillens, and force shoved him against the wall so hard he dropped the gun. Carboni bolted to the door, but was tackled by a beautiful, black jaguar who snarled into his whimpering face.

      “Silence!” I screamed above the yelling. The only sound in the room was the low growl of a predator cat. Tony produced cuffs and placed them on Tillens’ wrists. As Tony walked over to Carboni, Tadeas backed off, but crouched ready to pounce. Tony cuffed him, dragged him away from the table, and placed him against the wall. Tadeas shifted back and walked back to me. He stood very close behind me. Matthew sat at the table with his hands over his ears rocking back and forth agitated.

      “Now. Get up off the floor and sit in your seats,” I told the rest of the room.

      Slowly the employees found their seats. They all looked rattled.

      I put both hands on the table leaning forward toward the whole room. With a small touch of magic, I forced my voice across the room, “Here’s my advice to all of you. Tell your departments that I will get to the bottom of this. If you had something to do with this, and you haven’t spoken to me or my team about it, do not come back to this building tomorrow. There is nowhere you can hide from me, for I will have justice in this matter. Mr. Filipek, send me all the information you gathered showing that Andrew sent money to the GEA. Please do not be lying to me about your part in this discovery. If there is nothing else, you are all dismissed.”

      They all picked up their notebooks and tablets, exiting the room. “Tony, is the rest of the team on the way?”

      “Yes, ma’am, they will be here in the next couple of hours,” he said.

      “Make sure that Ashley and Ichiro have safe transport to take Matthew to the estate. Make sure he is comfortable. Do not trust any person in this building,” I said leering at Tillens.

      “Yes, ma’am. Would you like me to go with them?” he asked.

      “Yes, Tadeas can stay with me. We will be leaving for Alabama in the next couple of hours. Take Mr. Tillens down to a holding cell. Let's not have any more escapees. Are we clear?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said.

      “Ash, you guys take Matthew to my office until Tony secures you a ride to the estate,” I said. Ashley walked over and spoke to him sweetly. He stood up with her.

      “Miss Abby?”

      “Yes, Mr. Oliver?” I said smiling at him.

      “I did good?”

      I walked up and kissed him on the cheek. He blushed. “You did wonderful, Matt.”

      He smiled and walked out with Ashley.

      “Put him in a chair,” I told Tadeas and nodded to Carboni.

      “Please?”

      “Please. Sorry, I was ready for anything, but I didn’t expect a gun,” I said.

      Tadeas walked over and hefted the man into a chair. He whimpered.

      “Mr. Carboni, in accordance to Clause Zeta in the contract of employment that you signed when you joined KBS, I am going to read your memories of this incident,” I said.

      “You sure about this?” He looked worried.

      I nodded at him. “You have my back, right?”

      “Always,” he said.

      “If you flinch or breath the wrong way, Mr. Carboni, I will break your neck,” Tadeas said.

      I put my hands on his temples, and spoke the word, “Memento.” I concentrated on Mr. Carboni’s description of talking to Mr. Giordano on the phone. The memory flashed before me, but I couldn’t lock onto it. I tried with the memory of consulting with Mr. Filipek. Again, the memory flashed before me like a silent movie. I could not lock on to experience the memory first hand. Digging deeper, I felt a mental wall then his body jolted in the chair.

      “Abby something is wrong!” Tadeas’ frantic voice filled my head. I pulled back out of Mr. Carboni’s head. He shook like he was having a seizure and fell over in the floor. Tadeas rolled him over and black foam leaked out of the edges of his mouth, his nostrils and his eyes.

      “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Yes, what the fuck was that?” I said.

      “He just started jerking in the chair. Did you see anything?”

      “No, it’s like it was blocked. Someone very powerful hid his memories from me,” I said and cringed. Tony came back in the room.

      “What the hell happened?” he said.

      “I tried to look at his memories. There was a magical suicide spell or something there blocking me. I must have triggered it. Damn it,” I said.

      “Get out of here. I’ll clean up the body,” Tony said.

      Tadeas grabbed me by the arm. “I killed him,” I said feeling stunned.

      “No, you didn’t. He was a traitor, and he killed himself, Abby. We need to be very careful, if we decide to go to New York,” he looked at me with such concern. Tadeas rarely showed fear, but I saw fear in his eyes. He feared that this would provoke my shadow. I was going to have to deal with this constantly now. He’d ever be fully confident in me anymore.

      We headed back to the office. I walked in the room, and Ashley knew immediately something was wrong. I shook my head at her, and she paused. Tadeas followed me in, shutting the door quickly.

      “No one comes in,” he said. Ichiro got up, locked the door, and stood by it. “Abby, look at me.” He turned me around, and I stepped back into the wall. “I promised to help you with this, but you’ve got to talk to me.”

      “Would you stop? Please. The man is dead, and I triggered it. I know it was an accident. You can’t freak out every time something bad happens. You’ve got to trust me,” I told him.

      “Of course, I trust you. You found these guys within a few minutes of being in the room. You know what you are doing. I don’t understand why you are upset at me.”

      “I saw it in your eyes. You thought I was going to freak out,” she said.

      “No, I was concerned,” he tried to explain.

      “Concerned? Is this going to happen every single time we run into trouble? Because if it is, we are going to have to make other arrangements. I can’t deal with you judging me all the time.” My frustration with him grew.

      “Damn it. It’s not like that. You know what, have your fit. I’ll be back later,” he said, storming out the door. I closed my eyes and composed myself. I went over to the desk while Ashley stared at me. I told them about Mr. Carboni.

      “The moment I questioned myself over Carboni’s death, he was all over me, waiting for my shadow to resurface,” I said turning to stare at the lights of the city.

      Tony came in the door. “The car is ready. You guys ready to go?”

      Ashley said, “You two go ahead. I want to talk to Abby for a moment.”

      Tony said, “Abby, the board room is cleaned.”

      “Thank you, Tony.”

      She came over to me, but I refused to look at her. “Abby, fix this with him. You are wrong this time, and you need to apologize. We are used to your stubbornness. He cares for you, and the shadow in the car scared him the crap out of him. He’s still trying to figure it out. I just ignore you when you get like this, but he doesn’t have that luxury.”

      “We will work it out,” I said. I knew she was right, and I felt foolish.

      She stood in front of me forcing me to look at her. “I told you once before, the two of you just need to kiss and make-up.” Memories of the night that we danced in the compound flooded over me. I was enthralled to him then because Ashley had a premonition that led me to allow him to control me for that one night.

      “You think I should let him enthrall me permanently?” I asked.

      “No, I want you to admit that you might just love him. You are mad that he doesn’t trust you, but you don’t trust him with your heart,” she said, walking out before I could respond.

      I flipped a bit of magic to the light switch and sat in the dark. My phone buzzed on the desk. Ashley texted me from downstairs. “The clothes are hanging in the bathroom. The weapons are in the black bag under your desk. The car will be delivered by 5pm.” At least my team knew how to do their job.

      I forgot what it was like having a partner and trusting each other completely. Beyond that, I knew loving someone like I did Lincoln and Lukas scared me. Ashley once told me that everyone feels that way when they fall in love, for it was just part of the deal. I hated to admit, but her instincts were spot on as usual. Hoping that the bond wasn’t causing my feelings, I knew that the nature of our partnership put us in dire situations. It’s not unusual for people to connect who face life and death together, and that wasn’t going to change as long as we were partners. Despite my misgivings about the bond and about trying to do a job with the distractions of a relationship, I knew my heart. My stupid, vulnerable, weak heart.
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      In moments like this, I cannot feel her, and it’s like a piece of me is missing. I sat on a bench in front of the building. Even the night air was humid in the south. The rest of the team came out and headed to the Yukon idling on the street.

      Ashley and Ichiro approached me, “You coming with us?”

      “What do you think?” I said. She knew I wouldn't leave Abby behind.

      “Then get off your ass, and get back up there,” she said.

      “And do what? She isn’t wrong, you know.” I said.

      “You don’t trust her?”

      “I do, but I just don’t know when the shadow might return. I don’t know what to do if it does,” I said. “It scares me to death. I didn’t even say anything, and she became irrational.”

      “Then make the bond stronger, so that you can tell the difference,” she said.

      “She doesn’t want the bond to be any stronger. She fears it, that much I know.”

      Ichiro said, “In my research, two people with a soul bond become more connected when they are…”

      “Go fuck her,” Ashley practically yelled for the whole plaza to hear. A young man close to us with curling blonde locks stared in astonishment at her vulgarity. He stood with an older man who looked vaguely familiar.

      “Ashley!” Ichiro said embarrassed by her outburst.

      “What?” she feigned astonishment.

      “She is blunt, but the stronger the bond, the more you will understand each other. Tadeas, for all the power and brilliance inside that woman, she has equal amounts of arrogance and weakness. Plus, she’s female.” he said. Ashley popped him on the arm, and he rubbed it. She grinned at him.

      “If you don’t want to sleep with her, enthrall her. Then you can control it. I’m willing to bet she would let you,” Ashley suggested, but I knew she didn’t mean it.

      “No, I won’t do that again. You tricked me into it, and I didn’t realize what it was,” I said.

      “Seems like you have only one choice,” she said laughing. “Have fun in Alabama.”

      My eyes pleaded with Ichiro to provide some insight.

      “Tadeas, Ashley is just as concerned about her as you are. She expresses it differently. I don’t advise either. However, man to man, if you love her, you should tell her. If you don’t, be professional and keep it that way. Don’t confuse her. Don’t give her something else to be torn over.”

      It was good advice. I needed to be truthful with myself and with her. If I didn’t know for sure, I needed to be her partner, and not the man making jokes in the elevator about her ass. If I was ready, then I needed to tell her and build from there even if she wasn’t ready. Resolved to at least apologize to her, so that we could work together, I stood to go inside. The young man with the curly blonde hair stood next to me. The smell of roses wafted around us, and I turned looking for the flowers in beds nearby. Scanning the courtyard outside the building I only saw greenery.

      “Your friend was very vocal,” he said.

      I blushed, “Yes, Ashley means well, but she pays little attention to propriety. I apologize for her if she offended you.”

      “It is not your place to apologize for her, besides I’ve heard it all,” he smiled.

      “Just the same, sorry,” I said.

      “Female troubles, eh?” he asked. I stared at him puzzled for a moment. Why would a passing guy on the street just outright ask about such a thing? Perhaps Southern hospitality was truly as it was implied. Less true hospitality, and more sticking your nose in someone else’s business.

      “Yes, but everything will work out,” I said dismissing it. He stood between me and the doorway, so I would have to walk around him if I intended to go back inside.

      “Need any advice? I’m kind of expert on relationships,” he said.

      “Um, no thanks, I’m not exactly comfortable talking to a stranger. Heck, I’m not comfortable talking about it with my friends,” I said.

      His eyes flashed a brilliant crystal blue as he smiled with white gleaming teeth. “Abigail has always struggled with coming to terms with her feelings. She makes excuses to avoid giving her heart away,” he said bluntly.

      I stared at him in confusion, but then it hit me. The man he spoke to earlier resembled the old man in the church in Paris, Gabriel. “Who are you?” I asked. He wore a light pink polo shirt and faded jeans with brown Birkenstock sandals. He looked like he stepped out of a frat house, which wasn’t exactly the kind of guy you expected to offer love advice.

      “I am Chamuel,” he said. Even though I was raised Catholic, and they do not recognize all the angels that other religions claim, I knew his name which meant “One who seeks God.”

      “How’s Gabriel?” I asked.

      As his young, hearty laugh filled the courtyard, he replied, “He is concerned about Abigail as you would expect of any parent.”

      “I’m concerned about her and the Shadow myself,” I admitted.

      “Tadeas, it’s very simple. Do you love her?” he asked.

      “It’s not that simple. One minute I want to strangle her, not that I ever would, and one minute I just want to be the piece of her heart that is missing,” I admitted, slumping back down on the bench.

      “Sounds simple. You have given yourself two choices. Which one will you make?” he asked sitting down next to me.

      There were only two choices. I could be the partner she needed and keep our relationship strictly business, which meant no more holding hands or stolen kisses. My body and heart screamed no at that choice. The other was to love her unconditionally because I knew that part was already there between us. She could see it in the magical spectrum as I felt it with every beat of her heart.

      “Love angel, huh?” I smirked at him. He seemed more light-hearted than Gabriel.

      A gleaming white smile accompanied my comment, and he said, “Relationship angel. I’m here to help you seek within yourself and admit the things you already know are there. Loving her will not be easy, but you’ve never had it easy, Tadeas. You are the strength she needs, and she is the love you’ve always wanted since you lost Isabel.”

      “I didn’t kill her,” I said.

      “That revelation took a long time to come to light, but it is true. You did not kill her,” he said.

      I sighed with the confirmation of the fact from an angel, although I had already accepted it to be true. “I only met Abigail a few weeks ago,” I pondered.

      “In my years, I’ve seen love spring up within a matter of minutes, and I’ve seen a cultivated relationship fall apart after many years. Time and love cannot be equated,” he explained.

      “Why are you interfering?” I asked knowing that angels had certain rules.

      “How have I interfered? You said you had two choices. I did not make the choice, nor did I push you in either direction,” he grinned. “I only asked if you loved her.”

      Knowing the answer, I was eager to return to her, hoping she didn’t make it difficult. She would, because she was Abigail. “Thank you, Chamuel,” I said standing to return to her.

      “Here. Take this with my blessing,” he said as a long stemmed red rose appeared in his hand.

      “Cliché much?” I asked.

      His laugh filled the courtyard once again, “All women love a rose, silly man.” I took it from him as he faded out of sight. Looking around in a panic, I realized that no one was around us, but as soon as he was gone. People rounded the corners of buildings and the street bustled again with traffic. I hadn’t even noticed that it ceased as he spoke to me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As I rode the elevator, I concealed the rose just within the spirit world, so I could use it if needed. Doubts still filled my mind knowing that she was angry with me, and now might not be the right time to use it. Walking back into the office, she sat on the couch in the dark. Unfortunately, the white dress was gone. She wore black fatigue pants, black shirt, and black boots.

      “Your clothes are in the bathroom,” she said.

      “Alright. I’ll change.” I went into the bathroom and changed in the dark. She patiently had waited on me to return, having faith that I would. Perhaps I was looking too deeply after the meeting. Death in any circumstance would warrant a reaction. I would probably worry if it didn't affect her at all. Walking back into the office, I sat next to her on the couch and laced up my boots. I leaned back and looked at her to gauge her temperament. When we had arguments, it took time for me to connect to her heartbeat and feelings again.

      “Your staff is in the bag on my desk. Along with some ammo for your pistols,” she said. Searching the bag, I found a belt and clipped on several magazines for my Sig. I pulled the Bo staff out that was supposed to be mine and handed it to her. Hers was in the bottom of Lake Lanier attached to a stone ogre. Taking it, she walked to the window twirling the retracted staff around like a baton.

      “Abby, I saw Ashley on the way out,” I said. I couldn’t think of a way to start the conversation.

      “She suggested to me, before she left, that I should allow you to enthrall me again,” she said. “I will do it, if that is what it will take.”

      “Will take for what?”

      “For you to trust me,” she said.

      “Overanalyzing after the meeting, I reacted, and you picked up on it. If I pay attention to your emotions and your body language, I can read you, Abby,” I said.

      She paused and stared out into the city. She was working up to something, so I waited. “I am stubborn and foolish sometimes. Forgive me for acting that way earlier. It’s been a long time since I relied on someone as I do you, and there is no excuse for my actions. I’m sorry.”

      Honestly, I was stunned, not expecting an apology. In fact, I had braced myself for another argument. Without hesitation, I embraced her. She held back her emotions which wasn’t a denial of what she felt, but a learned reaction to keep her heart safe. “Thank you. I can’t be mad at you.”

      “When you told me about Isabel, I was so thankful that you opened up yourself to me. Together, we discovered that you did not kill her. I never believed you were capable of such a thing,” she said.

      “It was a weight lifted off of me to share it with you, and I should have trusted it with you sooner. I never imagined that I didn’t kill her,” I replied.

      “I was thinking about your story and Isabel. You are completely wrong about one thing,” she said.

      “What am I wrong about?” I kept waiting for the sarcastic remark or the deflection when dealing with a serious topic because that was how she dealt with all tense situations. We had moved into that tension territory again.

      “You said, that she was the only woman that ever truly loved you, and that’s not true,” she said and her green eyes searched mine for reciprocation. After speaking with Chamuel, I knew that I loved her, and all the questions I had about our future and our past faded away. I had decided just to tell her and see what happened, but now I wanted to be absolutely sure I understood her.

      “You love me?”

      “Is that hard to believe?”

      The last few days had been maddening. Standing face to face with her now, I knew she felt something, but I imagined she would wait for me to admit it first. It was her way of controlling things. Even now she didn’t outright say it, “Then, say it Abby, if you mean it. Don’t dodge around it.”

      She smiled and touched my face, “You are a pain in my ass, but I love you.”

      “You said we couldn’t be in a relationship,” I was going to get it all out of her no matter what. I had heard every form of protest on this matter, and I needed to be sure we were on the same page now.

      “Yes, it is against my better judgment. It puts a larger target on you because of me. I risk destroying not only our bond, but the future of the Agency by simply admitting it,” she said.

      “You love me, but it’s a bad idea?”

      “What are you doing to me? If you don’t feel the same way, then just tell me, and stop torturing me,” she said frustrated. Feeling as though I had pushed her enough, I gave into her and my own pride.

      “You torture me constantly,” I said and brushed her cheek with my lips. She shivered with the touch. Pulling on the spirit realm, I presented the rose to her and watched her anxiety fueled by the conversation melt away. After she took the rose from me, I put my hand in the small of her back, pulling her to me. “Abby, say it, with nothing before it. Say it, and it be your best judgment, because being with me is what you truly want.”

      Without hesitation she said, “I love you, Tadeas.”

      Moving toward her lips, I hesitated right before them. The tension melted to anticipation. The building wasn’t falling in on us, nor was I tricking her into a deal. I certainly wasn’t showing off for Ashley’s sake. “You have turned my world upside down, and now, I can’t imagine my life without you. Abigail, I love you.” I kissed her because I loved every beautiful and crazy bit of her. The kiss lasted just long enough for me to forget the struggle for both of us to get to this place. When I pulled my lips from hers, I felt a surge of emotions causing me to stagger. It was her emotions, and I felt them loud and clear like never before this moment.

      “What is it?”

      “You don’t feel that?”

      “Feel what?” she asked. Once again, I felt her emotions clearly, because she was afraid that maybe I had second thoughts. However, she also wanted me to kiss her again.

      “I feel your emotions. It’s overwhelming,” I stepped back from her. Releasing my hold on her, the sensation subsided back to the normal impressions of her emotions.

      “Like what?”

      I laughed. “Like you shouldn’t worry, because I have no second thoughts about us. And I want to kiss you again and again.”

      “What the hell? You can read my mind. I always knew you could,” she said grabbing my shirt. She smiled, looking bewildered at the same time.

      “I couldn’t before, but I can now,” I said pulling her to me again. When my lips met hers, the emotions flowed over me again. They were warm and seductive, and the sensations caused me to pull away again. It was strange, but amusing.

      “Well, I’m glad you are having fun with this,” she smirked.

      “You are having fun too. You can’t lie to me anymore,” I said.

      “You can’t kiss me every time you want to know something,” she said.

      “You want to kiss me all the time,” I said.

      “I do not!” she protested.

      I pulled her back to me, “Yes, you do.”

      She bit her lip.

      So, I bit it too.

      “Oh my God, you have to stop,” she said pushing me away from her. I laughed harder as the phone on her desk buzzed, interrupting my reverie.

      “Davenport,” she tried to answer with a straight face.

      “Miss Davenport, this is the front desk. A car has just been delivered for you in the parking garage, and the keys are here at the desk,” the receptionist said.

      “Thank you very much,” she giggled hitting the button to turn off the intercom.

      “Road trip!” I said.

      She just looked at me astonished, and I realized she still held the rose in her hand. The velvet red petals faintly glowed in the darkness of the room.

      Seeing me staring at it, she asked, “Where did you get this rose?”

      “Downstairs,” I replied sheepishly.

      “From a street vendor?” she asked.

      “Not exactly? Why?”

      “Because it has power. It’s not a normal rose,” she replied.

      “Oh, why do you have to know everything?” I complained. “I met a man down in the courtyard who told me all women like roses.”

      “Not a man,” she said.

      “If you know what it is, then why don’t you tell me, because to me, it looks like a rose,” I said.

      “The rose is bound to us. I can see the same strands of the binding around it as I do us,” she explained.

      “Chamuel gave it to me,” I finally admitted.

      “An angelic rose,” she gasped.

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      “The rose will live as long as we love each other,” she replied, her face filled with wonder. “I’ve only heard about them. I didn’t think they were real.”

      “Like Beauty and the Beast?” I asked.

      “No, that was a curse. This is a blessing from heaven,” she said holding it up. I knew the look on her face as she gazed at it through the spectrum. “You met Chamuel?”

      “Yes,” I replied simply.

      “What’s he like?” she asked.

      “He looked like a frat boy complete with Birkenstocks, and more light-hearted than Gabriel,” I said.

      “Now you are getting visits from archangels. I’m a little jealous,” she smirked, lifting the rose to her nose.

      “Let’s go. Get your wizard staff, and we can go hide out in the woods together,” I said.

      She rolled her eyes as I went to the door and waited on her to join me. “For the record, I said it first,” she smirked again. She grabbed a black leather jacket off the coat tree by the door and tossed it to me, picking another one up for herself.

      “As a matter of fact, I made you say it three times, before I said it,” I laughed as we walked through the mostly empty office.

      As the doors opened, she said with a playful look in her eye, “You want to make out in the elevator?”

      “Nah, we’ve already done that,” I teased.

      “Get in here,” she said, pulling me into her.
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      Making out in the elevator was a bad idea. Now I couldn't concentrate and going to Alabama was last on my want to do list. For the record, she couldn't either. She got the key to the car from the desk, tossing it to me. A shining silver star logo proclaimed the car to be German.

      “Mercedes again?” I asked.

      “I already know how to use the navigation and features on a Mercedes. No need for a crash course on new controls,” she said.

      I hit the button on the fob, and the lights inside the car illuminated. It wasn't like her fancy AMG, but it was still nice. We got in the dark silver C-class coupe, and set our destination for Brookwood, Alabama.

      We drove for about 30 minutes. She sat in the passenger seat with the rose in her lap smiling out at the city as we passed it. Atlanta’s suburbs reached west through Douglasville toward the Alabama state line. We were not heading the direction I wanted. I wanted a nice quiet place for us to talk all of this out, but work would never let us have too many moments.

      “I wonder,” I said.

      “Wonder what?”

      “Why you don’t feel it too?” I asked.

      Hanging her head, she asked, “Remember the day Jay was in the office with me, and you came in?”

      “Ugh. Yes, I remember being yelled at for wanting my boots,” I said.

      “Oh please! Don’t you sit there and tell a porkie!”

      “What the hell is a porkie!?” I exclaimed.

      “It’s a fib,” she pouted. “Don’t poke at my English phrases.”

      “I’m going to poke something,” I said grinning.

      “I see that we can no longer have a civilized discussion,” she continued to pout.

      I couldn’t help it. It was hilarious.

      “Okay, so I wanted to talk to you, and I used my boots as an excuse.” She looked satisfied.

      “That whole row started over you feeling him in there, and I felt you approaching down the hall, or something. I got nervous that he might push his luck, and I didn’t want you to see it. I felt apprehension and a sense of urgency from you. Then we argued, and your anger and pain overwhelmed me. I couldn’t take it. I decided it would be best to block your emotions. I would rely on my intuition about you, and not what I knew through my magic,” she explained.

      “It started, because I felt your confusion to his advances. It started, because I didn’t want him to have you. I didn’t know him. To me, he was just a guy hitting on you, and even then, I didn’t want anyone flirting with you. Now I know that he was a good man,” I explained. I felt the sadness coming off her. She missed him. I decided to move on to avoid upsetting her. “You have me blocked?” I asked.

      “Essentially,” she replied.

      “Unblock it,” I said.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” she said.

      “Why? At least we’d be even,” I reasoned.

      “My sense of you is going to be naturally stronger than yours of me. I can’t imagine what will happen when we… I mean, if we. I don’t assume that we might, or, um, never mind,” she scrambled her words turning her red face away from me.

      I just looked at her with my mouth wide open. She couldn’t say it. I died laughing at her.

      “Watch the fucking road,” she blushed pointing forward to the interstate.

      “Say it,” I said.

      “No.” I laughed harder. This was turning out to be the best night of my life. I didn’t realize how much I enjoyed watching her squirm. She refused to continue to feed my laughter.

      “Okay, I know what you are saying, just keep going,” I let her off the hook again.

      “If we ever, then what happens? Will you know my thoughts? The exact words that run through my head? What’s the next step? When is it too much?” she gushed questions.

      Even though I was having a good laugh at her, she had a point. “We can ask Ichiro. He’s been researching soul bonds.”

      “What? When did you plan on telling me this?” she asked.

      “If you’d unblock me, you might know,” I said. She glared at me. “He told me this morning that he was studying it, right before I busted through Gregory’s wards, burnt my suit to a crisp and risked my butt to save you from Hyperion. Sorry, it must have slipped my mind.”

      “Oh,” she said dialing on her phone.

      “You are going to call him now?” I asked.

      “Yeah, sure, why not?” I laughed.

      She dialed and pressed the phone on speaker. “Hello.” We could hear many voices behind them talking.

      “Ichiro, you busy?”

      “No, we are just going over check-ins. The rest of the team arrived,” he said. We could hear Ashley behind him asking if it was us, and to ask us what happened. Abby laughed at her. “What can I do for you?”

      “I have a couple of questions about the soul bond, and please tell Ashley chill out for five minutes,” she said.

      “I can try to get her to calm down, but you know that’s virtually impossible,” he said. “Let me step outside. She’s coming with me, but she promises to be quiet.”

      “That’s not likely, but okay,” Abby conceded.

      “Is Tadeas with you?” he asked.

      “I’m here,” I spoke up, and I heard Ashley giggle.

      “Go ahead ask, Abby. I can’t say that I know everything about it,” he said.

      “Tadeas feels all my feelings now. He feels them empathically especially when we…” she trailed off. I died laughing again. “Fine. You ask the questions, Tadeas!”

      “Maki, when I kissed her, I felt exactly what she was feeling. The emotions come through loud and clear. It’s somewhat dulled all the rest of the time. What could happen beyond this point?” I asked.

      She whispered, “You can’t say it either.”

      “I would assume, Tadeas, you could nearly read her mind word for word,” he explained. “Is it one-sided? Abby does not feel your emotions?”

      “No, she’s had me blocked since the day of the party in the compound. She’s blocked my emotions so she could rely on her instincts. Está loca.”

      “Hey! I know Spanish, Gúirito,” she shot at me.

      “I assure you, honey, I’m not a boy.” At that point Ashley couldn’t hold back, and she died laughing.

      “At least someone finds you amusing,” Abby laughed.

      “Maki, have you found anything like this?” I asked over both of them.

      “Tadeas, I think in your case, it’s very different. The soul bond between you is one thing. Abby told us what Gregory said about Lincoln. I believe that bond is the red strand, not the purple. You would give your life for her without hesitation. It’s your guardian nature. Lincoln just tied it to her specifically. I started looking more into the bond between shaman and jaguar. The ultimate goal for a Mayan shaman was to become the jaguar. The jaguar was considered fierce, but wise. Jaguars were also considered to have a psychic sight. This parallels with Abby’s natural instincts. All of these things make the bond between the both of you extremely powerful. As corny as it might sound, but it could be that you both become of one mind. Frankly, I think it could be a mystical bonding beyond anything on record in the Agency.”

      “Maki, you sure know how to put a damper on things,” I replied.

      “You asked,” he responded.

      “I know, Brother. Thank you. Ashley?” I said, knowing she was listening.

      “Yeah?”

      “Chill out!”

      “Do what I said!” she laughed, and Abby hung up the phone.

      “What did she say to do?”

      “You know,” I said.

      “That thing you accused me of not saying?”

      I laughed, “Yes, but she had no problem saying it. Outside of the building. Very loudly when the angel was there, but I didn’t realize it was an angel at that point.”

      Abby held the rose in her lap as it continued to gleam.

      “That’s Ashley,” she laughed.

      “You going to take down the block?” This would be the last time that I pushed on the matter. She was still apprehensive about it and didn’t answer. I reached over and held her hand in mine. “I’m with you whatever you decide.”

      “I will, but let’s wait until we get back. Just in case,” she said. I knew everything would be fine, but she continued to doubt herself. Just holding her hand, I realized that I didn’t have to be kissing her to get the emotions from her. Just touching her was enough. She knew and squeezed my hand.

      “Did Overton send you any details?” I asked.

      “Yes, I got an email saying that a crew member found a circle and several large holes. The descriptions reminded me of the hole that Meredith opened in the bottom of the compound. I wish I knew how she did it. It all ties back to the Osmium and the GEA. I just don’t know. I thought we should look into this, because they have been quiet since Boulder,” she said.

      “We do need to look into every lead. I can’t see why a little town in Alabama would make a difference though,” he said.

      “Well, considering it’s a mining town, there will be deep holes into the earth. It’s possible they don’t have enough wizards to enact a plan. Meredith opened a hole big enough to swallow the compound and cause the earthquake, but there was no real damage in the city of Boulder. They may need big holes that are already like abandoned mine shafts. I wouldn’t put it past them to use active shafts. If they create small earthquake in strategic places, then you might get a bigger result,” she said sadly.

      “Like large land masses falling into the ocean,” I said.

      She grimaced. “Just like that.”

      “In one mile turn right on Alabama Highway 216,” the car’s navigator voice interrupted our conversation. I followed the instructions. The windshield was covered in a fine mist as it started to precipitate outside.

      “The weather isn’t going to cooperate. We probably won’t find anyone,” I said.

      “Who knows? I’ve never been to Alabama. Meredith was recruited from this state,” she said.

      “Yeah, I know.” I thought about my ex-friend. Occasionally, she would get upset about something, and the southern accent would come out of her. I always teased her about it, but it was unique. She covered it most of the time. Then my memories drifted on how she drugged me and tried to kill Abby and myself. I decided to forget Meredith existed.

      “Sorry, I brought her up. I won’t say it again,” she said.

      “You know plenty without unblocking me,” I laughed.

      “You can bring up some of my old boyfriends if it makes you feel better,” she said.

      “She wasn’t,” I started to say, but laughed at myself. “Yes, let’s talk about your old boyfriends.” I tried to concentrate on the road. Alabama highway 216 proved to be quite curvy.

      “I know there are things on that subject we haven’t discussed. I had no idea that Lincoln’s daughter would ever influence my life after he died. I never would have guessed,” she said.

      “Any other old boyfriend offspring I need to know about?” I teased her.

      “No, outside of Lincoln, Lukas and one other, there wasn’t anyone serious,” she said. I realized that we had built what we had without knowing what was in each other’s past. She avoided talking about Lincoln’s death, but the more I learned about him, I knew that he must have sacrificed himself for her. I also knew she blamed herself for what happened to Lincoln and Lukas. I didn’t know there was anyone else, but I didn’t need to know details. I told Ashley in California that I wasn’t concerned about her relationship with Lukas, but I lied. Now, I knew her heart was mine, and it no longer bothered me.

      “Over the years, I had a couple of very short relationships. I think the longest one was a week, and I can’t even tell you her name,” I offered.

      “It only takes one time,” she grinned.

      “Thanks Dr. Obvious. I had my birds and bees talk from a Catholic Priest. Talk about uncomfortable!” I laughed.

      “That actually sounds pretty horrible,” she said. “There is an old high school building up here. We are going to try to circle around it and park behind it. It’s on the left just ahead.” We turned down a road that split between the football field and the old school. They were demolishing the building, but we found a spot behind the remaining buildings. We got out of the car and grabbed our gear out of the back. She pulled her hair back. The mist had turned into a light rain. I was glad she grabbed the jackets.

      She opened her right palm, and a shiny metallic orb appeared. It turned to liquid almost immediately and undulated as she motioned it outward. It flattened as she waved her hands as if she were physically stretching it. It grew to the same size as the car. She flipped her wrists like putting a sheet on a bed, and the silver metallic substance rested down over the car. I walked around it. It mirrored whatever was behind the opposite side and completely concealed the car. The magic impressed me. I’d seen her magical skills in various ways, but this was delicate and effective. She smiled at me admiring it.

      “We’ve got a good walk,” she said.

      “Lead the way,” I said looking around at our surroundings. It was quiet except for the rain.

      “Let’s try to do this quickly and get out of here. I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” she said.

      I, too, felt uneasy. She set out in a brisk jog, and I flanked her on the left. She ran past the school and a baseball field. We crossed a small road, and an open dirt field. Once we hit the tree line, we slowed. The underbrush was thick with fallen limbs and pine needles. She weaved her way through the trees. I stayed close and listened all around me. Frequently, I would switch my sight to view the world as a cat. There were plenty of small creatures in the woods, but nothing very large. Then I heard it and froze in place. A familiar rumbling growl echoed in the trees. I grabbed her arm yanking her back to my body.

      “What was that?” she said.

      “Cat. Big one,” I said.

      “Are you kidding me?” she said. I felt her shiver. “Whole new meaning to cat fight?”

      I had to laugh at her. “Seriously?”

      I looked around through the trees and the rain, but I saw nothing. Letting my jaguar senses flood over me, I couldn’t smell it or see it. “I don’t see anything. Just stay close, okay?”

      “Okay,” she said holding my hand. We walked into a clearing with a huge pumping rig.

      “Oil pump?” I asked.

      “It’s a natural gas pump jack,” she said.

      “This is where it’s supposed to be.” The pump jack had a chain link fence around it. The area was littered with beer cans indicating it was a hangout spot for the younger generation.

      “See anything in the spectrum?” I asked.

      She took a deep breath with her eyes closed then opened them. “Hm, this way,” she said walking into the woods to our right. We came to a small clearing with stones laid in a large circle. Inside the circle was a deep hole. She walked across the circle to the hole.

      “Would you please stay away from the edge of that thing?” I said.

      “I’ve had enough of deep holes. I’m just looking,” she said, backing off for my benefit. “It’s been two or three days since the circle was used. We need to call back to the team. Aiden should take a look at this area. See if he can find any geological surveys. He might even have to come out here to take a look at it,” she said pulling out her cell phone.

      “Abby, Aiden can’t look at it,” I reminded her.

      “Shit. I’ll call Vince,” she said grimacing at the phone.

      “No service?” I said.

      “None. We should go back. Nothing we can do here,” she said. We barely hit the edge of the woods when I felt someone approaching. She turned to me, sensing it too. I pulled one of my Sigs and waved her to me. We crouched next to a tree with some bushes at the bottom. She held the staff in her hand. I switched to my sight, and I saw a single figure approaching us.

      “He has a shotgun. He’s approaching from our right. He has it raised and ready. Don’t move. Hopefully, he won’t see us,” I said, and she nodded.

      “Come on out. I’ve seen you both. You are trespassin’ on this property,” he spoke with a thick southern accent. “Don’t make me start shootin’.”

      “I don’t want to shoot anyone or get shot again,” she said. She stood with her hands raised leaving the staff on the ground.

      “Hey, I think we got a little lost out here. Could you point us back toward the high school?” she asked sweetly with no trace of British accent.

      “Tell the boy to stand up too,” he growled.

      I laid the gun down at my foot and stood with my hands up.

      “Hey man, we were just checking out the pump jack back there. Looks like there was one hell of a party,” I said.

      “You ain’t fooling me. The two of ya over there at that big hole. What you know about that?” he said. His face was still shrouded in darkness.

      “Nothing, sir. We do apologize. To be honest, we thought it would be fun to come out here, and you know,” she said.

      “You still can’t say it,” I teased.

      “Shut up. He has a gun on us.”

      “He’s harmless.”

      “I’ll remind you of that when we are picking buckshot out of your butt,” she said.

      “Your hands on my butt. Sign me up.”

      “Tadeas!” she shouted in my head. I laughed loudly.

      “What’s so damn funny? You a border bandit, ain’t ya?” said the man.

      “What’s a border bandit?” I asked.

      “He thinks you are here illegally,” she said.

      “Oh, no sir, I assure you. I am legal,” I said.

      “Neither of you look like witches,” he said. I felt her flare with concern, and her heart rate picked up.

      “Witches? Are there witches out here?” she asked.

      “Let your plans be dark and impenetrable as night,” he said. I was suddenly confused, but Abby relaxed.

      “And when you move, fall like a thunderbolt,” she returned to him with full British accent.

      “You are her,” he said.

      “Depends on who ‘her’ is,” she smiled at him. “It’s okay. He’s crew.”

      “Secret phrase?”

      “Sun Tzu quote. We use them to identify friendlies in just these types of situations. I need to teach you a few.” I shook my head and laughed.

      “How did I not know that?”

      “It’s regional. The proxies pick their quotes. The rest of us learn them all. I forgot about the simple code,” she explained.

      “You are the head lady,” he said.

      She offered her hand to him, “Abigail Davenport.” He shook her hand jovially.

      “Micah Kyzer,” he replied and spit on the ground to his right.

      “You are crew. Did you call Overton?” she asked.

      “Yeah, I did. There are some strange things happening out here,” he said.

      “I agree. I’m going to send a team out to check out the hole. Do you own the land?” she asked.

      “No. I’ve just been pretending since I found the circle. There are two others just north of highway 216,” he explained.

      “I’ll send someone out tomorrow. Can they meet you somewhere, and you show them the places?” she asked.

      “Yeah sure, there is a burger joint down 216 about a mile. They can meet me tomorrow afternoon around 1pm. Thanks for coming to take a look  . I never imagined they would send you,” he said.

      “Oh, forgive my rudeness, this is Tadeas Duarte. He’s my partner,” she said. I shook his hand.

      “Sorry about calling you a bandit. I was trying to provoke you. See what you two were really about, you know,” he said.

      “No problem, man. Hell, I’d never heard the term,” I said. The rain poured heavier. “We should head back, Abby. Get out of this rain. Thank you, Mr. Kyzer, for reporting this to us.”

      “Call me Micah. It’s what I was trained to do. It’s been a long time since I was on an official crew, because I’ve got a family now. But a buddy of mine called me about this. He knows I like weird stuff. I knew to call Pastor Rod,” he explained.

      “Thank you again,” Abby said as we turned to walk away from him.

      I turned back and asked, “Are there any large predator cats out here?”

      “Just rumors. They say there are panthers out in these parts. I’ve never seen one, but sometimes you hear one. Creepy as fuck,” he said. “You hear one?”

      “Yeah, I think so,” I said.

      “Just old tales. Probably some other critter out here that sounds like one of them big cats,” he said dismissing it.

      “Thanks, Micah,” I said walking away from him.

      “So, there is a cat, and what do you want to bet it’s a shifter?” she asked.

      “Yes, it was definitely one. Maybe it sensed me,” I said still worried, because I knew that we were quiet and deadly.

      We walked back to the car in the steady rain. As we approached the car, she raised her hand up and the metallic blanket covering the car lifted. She rolled her palm upward and clinched her hand into a fist. The blanket formed back into the ball. She opened her palm, and it flew to her. It hovered over her hand. She closed her palm, and it disappeared.

      “I hate to compliment you, because you‘ll let it go to your head. But that’s freaking amazing,” I smiled at her.

      She just nodded and put her staff in the trunk, and I took off my rig and ammo belt. “Tadeas, look, it’s the cat.”

      I froze in place. “Where is it? I don’t feel anything.”

      She grinned at me and turned my face around with her hand. I hadn’t noticed it before, but the press box above the football field was emblazoned with a large black cat. The words “Home of the Panthers” crossed the press box in big letters.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I said walking toward it. She walked up behind me and put her arms around me. I turned to face her. Ignoring the rain, my lips found hers, and the rush of desire flooded over me. The growl pierced the silence again.

      “Holy crap,” she said.

      “Yeah, let’s go,” I said.

      “I don’t think he likes you kissing me,” she said when we got in the car.

      “He will have to get over it or I’ll fight him,” I said.

      “With immature comments like that, it’s a good thing we are in a high school parking lot,” she quipped.

      “You are mine,” I said not backing down.

      “Yes, I am,” she smiled.

      I backed the car out and turned to go back to highway 216. A large tattooed man sat on a chopper blocking our way out. He had a long black rifle. I looked in my rear-view mirror and two more equally tattooed men sat on bikes. I never heard their engines.

      “Give me your wrist,” Abby said. Offering my left wrist where I wore a protection bracelet that she gave me, she spoke a word in Latin and unseen symbols flared with a blue light and faded. “He’s a shifter. We may have found our cat, or rather he found us. They are protected by shields I can see in the spectrum. Our guns won’t do much, and I put the staff in the trunk.” She opened her hand, and her four orbs floated above it. She closed it back, and they disappeared. The man on the chopper motioned for us to get out of the car.

      I opened the car door and blocked my body with it as much as I could. “Hey buddy, we were just heading out,” I said.

      “I ain’t a cop. Get out and shut the door. Tell the witch to get out too. Don’t try anything,” he said.

      “Okay, but man, we really don’t want any trouble,” I said.

      “Too late for that now. You are trespassing on our territory. Where is your pack? Tell the woman to get out or my guys will drag her out,” he said.

      I thought to myself, “Good luck with that,” but Abby slowly got out of the car and shut the door. I heard more growls, and I looked behind me. The two guys behind us smiled and waved at me. I wasn’t sure if it was them, or if we had more than just three shifters in our path.

      “We are outnumbered, but I’m willing to bet they underestimate me,” she said confidently. She could be so arrogant when I would think she would be afraid, and in the situations where I expected her to be confident she wasn’t.

      “Careful with that ego,” I chided her. “Cats can be extremely deadly.”

      “Whose side are you on?” she teased.

      “Yours. Always yours,” I just laughed. I doubt anything I said would change her mind. I stepped away from the car and shut the door.

      “Very good. See, I knew you could cooperate,” he said.

      “What now?” she asked.

      “Just be patient, sweetheart. We will have some company soon. But I must say, you are one fine piece of ass,” he said. I tensed up and tried to calm myself. She shot me a look. The biker laughed because his provocation was working.

      I heard the gurgling call of a territorial raven and looked at Abigail. Her faced turned white, and she shook her head as if she were trying to ignore it. I remembered her mentioning the ghost haunting her at the graveyard. If we survived Mr. Burly, she needed to tell me that story.
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      Hearing the raven, I knew that the omens of the previous days were real, and not a part of a natural paranoia. Someone who knew my past with the Celtic War goddess, Morrigan, Chooser of the Slain, toyed with my emotions. Focusing on the current problem, I shook it off and remembered the biker taunting us.

      “Don’t fall for that Tadeas,” I said to him. He nodded at me, but clearly, he was not happy about the comment.

      “Step out here in front of the car, sweetheart,” he said as he got off the bike, and leaned it on a kick stand. I walked to the front of the car and stood in the headlights. He walked all the way around me with the black rifle leaned against his shoulder. I think he knew he couldn’t hurt me with it.

      “What’s your name?” I asked.

      “You don’t get to know my name, but I know yours, Abigail Davenport,” he said. “I have no illusions that I could put you down, but I have friends,” he said. Four large black cats walked out of the darkness. Two on each side of us.

      “Holy shit. It’s a whole damn pack,” Tadeas said.

      I saw movement in the magical spectrum behind the chopper. A black smoke rose from the ground, and the bitter stench of burned rubber assaulted the air. When the smoke settled, Meredith Spence stood before us in black leather pants and a black trench coat with shiny brass buttons. She sauntered up beside the man. Tadeas tensed ready to strike.

      The biker wrapped his free arm around her waist, and she kissed him. It was a sloppy kiss with way too much tongue.

      “Gross. Get a fucking room, Meredith,” I said. Tadeas’ anxiety crept up a notch. I felt it even with the block on his emotions, which meant he was boiling over.

      “I heard a vicious rumor that the two of you survived the Boulder facility destruction. Seems it wasn’t a rumor after all,” she smiled at Tadeas. “Tadeas, you would be more than welcome in the pack if you’d like to join us. I’m going to kill her, anyway.”

      “What do you want Meredith?” he growled.

      “Damn. You’ve been around this whore too long,” she said. “I’ve discovered that real cats are ferocious in bed.” The biker chuckled as she traced a long, black fingernail down his chest to the waist of his jeans. Meredith didn’t seem like the oversexualized woman that Vanessa Vaughn was, but I suspected that Meredith knew Vanessa. Maybe they knew each other intimately at some point.

      I decided to take a chance and took several steps back and leaned on the hood of the car. “Don’t fucking move,” the biker said lowering the gun to point it at me.

      “Look, buddy, I’m tired. I’ve heard all of Meredith’s grievances with me. I’m not amused, so I’m going to just lean back here until she decides to get to the point,” I said.

      “The point is I will see every drop of your blood leak from your body as you die a slow and agonizing death,” she said.

      “Been there, done that,” I replied. “But you go ahead and give it your best shot, but I warn you, if you kill me, you kill him.” I nodded toward Tadeas, and he slowly circled to the front of the car with me. “Besides honey, unless you’ve gotten a power upgrade, I can take you with a flick of my wrist. Plus, I’ll bet my jaguar against your pussy any day of the week.” The biker growled.

      “If you ever call me that,” he growled, but I shot him a wicked grin. He shook his head and smiled back.

      “Oh, how cute, a communication spell. I see you have him protected as well. You should know that I’d never do anything to hurt him,” she said.

      “Actually, we are bonded, thus the whole kill one of us, kill the other bit,” I said.

      “Bonded? You fucked her, Tadeas?” she snarled at him.

      “Not yet, but I plan to very soon. In fact, if you would hurry this along, that would be great. I have plans for the rest of the evening,” he leaned into me. He wasn’t just boasting for them.

      I blushed. “Damn.”

      “Truth.”

      “I’ll kill both of you then,” she said. “You are used trash now.”

      “Good luck with that,” he quipped. I laughed, because I was a bad influence.

      “We are waiting on you, dear. Go ahead,” I said joining his laugh.

      “You have a plan, right?” he asked.

      “Nope,” I admitted.

      “I can’t take them all,” he said.

      “I can convince her to fight just me, then we reason with the cats.” I offered.

      “No. We fight together.” His bravado was irrational, but it was cute.

      “Stop doing that!” she screamed. “I don’t know what you are saying, but it’s obvious you are talking. Just shut up!”

      I laughed at her. “Meredith, you seem to be on edge. Where is dear Nalusa? I imagine your activities in Boulder were not approved. Nalusa is evil, but he has always fought honorably.”

      “You don’t know him,” she said angrily. “He’s taking care of other matters right now. I can handle you.”

      “What about the GEA? Was destroying Theodoard’s stronghold a part of their agenda?” I asked. The stunned look on her face told the story. She didn’t know I knew about the GEA, and she certainly didn’t know I knew that she was in it.

      “I’m done with you,” she said. “Come here.”

      “I think you will have to make me,” I said.

      The biker who still held the rifle pointed at us fired it. The shot rang out in the darkness. Several dogs started barking in the distance. The shot flared when it hit my shield, and the large round thumped to the ground. I looked at it and then at Tadeas.

      “Two twenty-three?” I asked even though I knew that’s what caliber the round was.

      “Two twenty-three,” he confirmed.

      “You idiot, I told you that gun wouldn’t do anything to her,” she screamed at him. “Kill them both.” The cats started to advance on both sides. I stood up and turned to my right. Tadeas turned to his left, and we stood back to back. I reached behind me with my left hand and put it on his arm. I wanted to have contact with him if we had to shift. He pulled both of his guns out. I opened my palm and my four orbs floated above it.

      “Claudo,” Meredith said as an evil grin crossed her face.

      “She’s blocked the way. I can’t feel the edge of the spirit world,” he said.

      “Then we fight,” I said. I could send a resounding pitch through my crystal orb. It would disable the cats. I closed my hand, and the orbs disappeared. I opened it again and only the rose quartz orb returned. I spoke in Latin, “Resono.” The orb vibrated in my hand. I whistled in the highest pitch that I could. It reverberated through the crystal and started repeating itself. The cats whimpered and backed off. The men hit their knees and held their ears. Tadeas didn’t feel the effects because my bracelet protected him from my magic as well as anyone else’s magic, except for Meredith’s spell blocking him from shifting us to the spirit realm. She had more power since our last encounter.

      I left the orb hanging in the air, turning to Meredith and smiled at her. I opened my palm again and spoke, “Fulmen.” The purple tinted lightning orb appeared above my hand.

      “I’m ready,” she said.

      “No, you aren’t,” I replied. I held her attention with the lightning orb, but my tiny sun was approaching her from behind like a guided missile of thermodynamic flame.

      She sensed it coming and threw her hands up in the air. She pulled more power than I thought she was capable of doing and screamed, “Tollo!” Both of my orbs winked out of existence. She had negated my power. Only necromancers could negate power. I saw her eyes turn black.

      “Oh shit,” I said.

      Tadeas took his eyes off the still whimpering cats and looked at her. “Meredith, what have you done?”

      “I was shown a greater power by a great man. Vanessa let it consume her. She was unstable, but I control it,” she smiled.

      I was thankful that Lincoln was not alive to see this. Then I felt the rush of darkness around us. Everything of the real world was covered in shadow. I could no longer see the football field or the abandoned school.

      “I taught her everything she knows,” a smooth, yat accent said behind us. “Oh, my, Miss Abigail, it has been a long, long time.” John Mwenye circled around us and walked to Meredith. He stood beside her, and she stared at him like he was a god.

      I tried to retain my confidence, but I knew that John Mwenye was my equal in power. With all of them here, I had no hope. Tadeas sensed my fear.

      “We will fight them until we can’t fight anymore,” he said.

      “It won’t last long,” I replied.

      John put his hand in the air and closed his fist like he was crushing a walnut. My crystal orb shattered, and the pieces turned into flying shrapnel. With the cessation of the echoing whistle, and the cats regained their composure. The biker stood and pointed the gun at us again. I had not attempted to call the sword since the portal collapsed. I reached out with my power to see if I could feel it. I couldn’t.

      “I can’t feel the sword to call it,” I said.

      “It’s okay. We will find another way,” he said. He knew, as well as I did that we had little hope.

      “Will you not speak to me Abigail?” John asked.

      “What do you want me to say, John?” I replied.

      “I can feel the darkness in you. It consumes you. It’s so lovely. I can teach you to use it. You think you are powerful now, but I can make you invincible,” he said.

      “No, thanks, your apprentices end up dead,” I replied.

      “Ah, yes, the lovely Vanessa. She was such an intertwined mix of whore and evil. I do miss fucking her, but that’s about all. You actually did me a favor putting her down. She had lost control. If you didn’t do it, I would have. Even when she was alive, Meredith here showed far more promise than Vanessa ever did,” he explained. Meredith beamed at him. She wasn’t enthralled, but she couldn’t take her eyes off him. He turned to her, stroking her cheek and lightly kissing her on the lips. I supposed that explained her intensified sexuality. Every necromancer I ever met wanted to talk about sex all the time. “Come join us, Abigail. You are far better off with us than that feeble shifter.”

      “I’d rather die beside him than join you,” I said. Tadeas turned his back on the panthers. He wrapped one of his arms around my waist, still holding the gun. I leaned back into him. He held the other trained on Mwenye.

      Mwenye laughed. “Your gun is impotent here. You might as well give up. I will make a deal. Abigail, if you come with us, I will spare his life.”

      “No,” Tadeas said immediately. I cringed. He knew I’d do anything to save him. “Don’t you dare even consider it.”

      A tear rolled down my cheek. “No, Mwenye,” I said. His arm tightened around me.

      “How unfortunate. I was looking forward to all the things we could do together,” he said. “I could corrupt you in ways you never knew existed.” I saw jealousy flair in Meredith’s eyes, and I decided to play the angle.

      “Meredith, it seems all your men want to fuck me. Travis, Tadeas, Mr. Pussy and John here all have propositioned me. You really must be a terrible lay,” I poked at her.

      She stepped forward and threw her arms at me, “CONFUTO.” A blanket of black smoke rushed toward us and dissipated. When I tried to laugh at her failure, I realized she had placed a silence spell on us. I couldn’t even connect to Tadeas. She had grown in power greatly since consuming souls. Mwenye had taught her well, and they both would outlast me in a fight.

      I pulled in power from the humid air after the rain and spoke the word in my own head, “Ignis!” I stretched my hands out and waves of heat built around my arm. “Ecfundo.” The heatwave released in a torrent, and all the cats fell to the ground gasping for air. Smoke shields flared around Mwenye and Meredith.

      “You will see Abigail that your meager spells don’t have power anymore. Watch me take him from you. Perlicio.” She smiled and called Tadeas to her with her finger. I felt him flinch. The word was a form of the word seduce or draw away. He cleared his throat because neither of us could talk. His arm around my waist trembled, and he dropped the gun.

      He gripped me tighter as she giggled. “Come here to me. Perlicio,” she cooed again, her tongue rolling over the end of the Latin word as if it were Spanish. His gun arm sagged as he dropped the gun, then he wrapped it around my waist with the other. He fought the spell, which was astonishing to me. It wasn’t just his will fighting it, but my bracelet protections and our bond fought for us, too. Looking at his arms around me in the spectrum, the purple and red ropes swirled and tightened around us. His breathing regulated, and he no longer trembled. His lips brushed my neck at my shoulder. She could not take him from me. As I stared her in the eyes, the blackness in hers faded.

      “How interesting,” Mwenye said. “They are bonded.”

      “She said that earlier,” Meredith said.

      “It’s extremely strong. I’ve never seen anything like it. Meredith, you might as well forget any ideas you had for the jaguar. He will never be yours,” Mwenye said.

      “I’ll just kill her,” she said.

      “If you kill her, you will most certainly kill him,” Mwenye said.

      “What?”

      “Their very souls are intertwined,” he said. “I’d like to drink them both, but alas, I’m afraid that kind of power would ruin me. Their deaths are our only consolation.”

      “Fine. I’m starting with her,” she turned to the biker and slammed her fist into his chest. As it broke through his skin, blood ran down his chest. Blood ran down her arm as he hit his knees. She put her mouth over his, sucking the life out of him. His eyes turned white, his limp body collapsed to the ground. Mwenye smiled at the monster he’d created by feeding on Meredith’s hatred for me.

      The other cats started to back away. The man must have been a pack leader. She reached her bloody hand into the air and clawed at nothing. Then I felt the magic as my airway started to close. My knees buckled at the loss of oxygen, and Tadeas’ arms prevented me from hitting the ground hard. I couldn’t scream or even gasp. The silence spell held us both. I rolled over on my back and clawed at my neck. Tadeas eyes flared yellow as they filled with anger and panic. He picked up the guns from the ground and fired at both of them. Mwenye laughed as their protections held off the barrage of bullets. He exhausted the ammo and threw down the guns. Darkness rushed in on me. Tadeas hovered close to my face and kissed me on the lips. He also struggled to breathe. Everything inside of me cried out for help. Tears ran down my face for Tadeas. I focused on him, his eyes, his fleeting heartbeat. He protected me until the end.

      The last of my sight fleeted from me, and I smelled chicken curry. The spices of Asia filled the air, as a figure appeared seated on the hood of our car. With the spell choking me slowly releasing, Tadeas and I gasped for air. The figure on the car looked at me with concerned eyes. He wore a deep purple sherwani with golden brocade. The shalwar pants under his coat were silky black, contrasting the golden kurta he wore under the coat. He wore a four-strand pearl kanthimala around his neck.

      I gasped trying to recover from the choking spell, “When did you start wearing jewelry?”

      “Sometime in the last twenty years,” he calmly remarked. It had been twenty years since I last saw my master and mentor, Jasper Samara. His salt and pepper hair was cut short, and his beard was neatly trimmed. He wore a long, curved talwar though a black silken belt. “You should get off the ground, Naag. It’s very muddy from the rain.”

      “Don’t call me that!” I said to him as Tadeas got up and pulled me to my feet. He held me for a moment with relief and fear in his eyes, so I kissed him on the cheek.

      “We win this round,” I said.

      “Just barely,” he replied, and I nodded acknowledging the truth. The stunned looks of John Mwenye and Meredith Spence amused me as I turned to Jasper.

      “Jasper Samara, I’d like you to meet Tadeas Duarte, my partner.” They exchanged nods.

      “I heard you had chosen a new partner, but it seems there is more to this than just a partnership,” he said as Tadeas continued to hold tightly to me.

      “Don’t mind him, Tadeas. He knows everything,” I said.

      “If I knew everything, then I would transcend. I am still here, therefore I do not know it all,” he smiled at me.

      “What about them?” Tadeas said, nodding toward the necromancers.

      “They have no power here. It is why you are able to speak and breathe. Naag, how did you come to find yourself in this mess?” he said.

      “It’s a long story,” I said.

      “I’m in dire need of a long story. Where are you staying?” he asked.

      “In Atlanta, we drove over here to check out some activity. I believe, it was a trap,” I said.

      “If you are in doubt, let me reassure you. It was a trap,” he smiled.

      “I like him,” Tadeas said.

      “You riding with us?” I said. “It’s a three-hour drive.” I knew he didn’t have the patience to ride in a car for three hours.

      “Don’t be foolish. Step forward,” he said, stretching his palm out to me. I grabbed Tadeas’ hand and walked toward Samara until his palm rested on my cheek. “Think of the place.” I closed my eyes and thought of the estate in Georgia. When I opened them, we stood in the driveway of the large house, and Samara still sat on the hood of the Mercedes. I immediately heard the click of a gun.

      “It’s us! Don’t shoot!” I called out.

      Tommy stepped off the porch and looked at us. He shook his head.

      Grabbing the rose from the car, I realized Tadeas was frozen in place. “Hey, come on you!” I tugged on his arm.

      “Holy fucking shit,” he said. Samara was already walking toward the house in his normal slow gait. He wasn’t only surprised by all three of us plus the car moving from Alabama to Georgia in an instant, but that we survived certain death.

      “We were dead back there,” I said.

      “Yes, we were,” he said, kissing me on the forehead.

      “Nonsense, if you were dead we wouldn’t be here,” Samara called from the doorway. I heard the room erupt as my team greeted him.

      “He has a unique sense of humor, but unfathomable wisdom,” I said.

      “What’s Naag?” he said.

      “Ugh, it means viper in Hindi,” I said.

      Tadeas laughed. “I like it.”

      “If you know what is good for you, you will not call me that,” I threatened.

      “Oh, so, you can call me Jag, but I can’t call you Naag?” he said.

      “Too many a’s and g’s,” I said and started walking toward the house.

      “I think Viper works for you though. That damn smart mouth,” he said.

      “You are pressing your luck,” I said.

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’ll do something terribly hideous to you,” I said.

      “Well, when you can think of a better comeback, let me know,” he said as he passed me into the house.

      As we entered, I realized that we were coated in mud, because we had wallowed on the ground gasping for air after a rain storm. Plops of mud dripped off us landing on the gleaming hardwood floor. Everyone stopped greeting Samara and stared at us.

      “I didn’t say fuck her in the mud,” Ashley said.

      “Ashley, I swear to God!” I said. They were all laughing, even Samara. Tadeas thought it was funny, too. Apparently, my humor was off after a brush with death. His face changed to concern, picking up on my thoughts of the moment when I knew his association with me almost cost him his life. Samara intently watched us interact.

      Tadeas said, “Go get a shower. You will feel better.”

      I turned to walk up the stairs as Lukas stepped in from the back porch.

      “Hey, you guys are back!” he said smiling. The smile drifted away. “What happened?”

      “Apparently, it’s a long story, Regent Castille,” Samara said.

      “Jasper! Hello, wise one!” he said walking over to Samara. They gave each other a man hug. I shot Ashley a look, and she shrugged. She didn’t know he was coming with the team. I had told him he could come, but I didn’t realize he would.

      Cassidy followed him in the door. She looked sleepy, but her eyes brightened when she saw Tadeas. “Oh! Mr. Tadeas! It’s so good to see you,” she gushed. She ran up to him to hug him and stopped when she realized he was covered in mud. “Were you and Abby mud wrestling?”

      “I wish,” he said.

      Walking up the steps to the master bedroom with the rose in my hand, he joined me. The room quietened as we left.

      “I’m sorry. I think our brush with death hit me all of a sudden,” I said.

      “Yes, and Lucas was outside with Cassidy. He didn’t listen to your warning,” he said.

      As our relationship progressed, I knew he would know my fears and confusion about things specifically Lukas. The confusion wasn’t in mixed feelings for Lukas, because once I admitted to myself how I felt about Tadeas, Lukas wasn’t even a thought. However, Lukas with Cassidy worried me for the tasks ahead. I was sure Lukas could be regent for all the United States if it came to that, but not with Cassidy as a partner. She was a huge variable.

      “You know that I don’t want him back, right?” I asked him.

      “I know that you care about him, but that you are with me,” he said. “Get a shower. You will feel better, and I will wait right here for you.”

      “You should jump in Ashley’s shower,” I suggested as I put the rose in a vase without water. From what I knew of angelic roses, they did not need water. They lived solely on the love of the two people they represented, and as long as we loved each other it would glow.

      “Maybe,” he replied as I started to remove muddy clothes in the bathroom. Standing under the hot water pouring over my body, I concentrated on home and calmed my mind. I realized that this technique I’d used for years to calm my mind now included Tadeas on the island. He was home to me, and the focus I needed to control the darkness inside me.
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      “Best shower ever,” I murmured in her ear when she started to stir. Our legs and bodies were knotted together. Her skin felt cool and smooth. She giggled at my comment, my breath tickling her ear.

      “Good morning, Lukas,” she said half-awake.

      “Morning beautiful,” I said kissing her cheek. She sighed as I kissed her down her neck to her shoulder. “You better stop me, or I’ll just keep going.”

      “I’m sorry. I can’t hear you. I’m still asleep,” she said, smiling with her eyes closed. I continued to kiss down her body.

      “We should go check on Ashley,” I said with my lips pressed to the soft skin on her stomach.

      “Ashley who?” she laughed. I thought she was going to let me keep going, but she shoved my face to the side and slid out of the bed. I groaned. “You are right. We should go see Ashley.” She walked into her bathroom and shut the door.

      “I guess I’ll go down and get dressed,” I said.

      “Unless you want to go naked. I, of course, have no objections to that idea, but it’s generally frowned upon at your job. Especially when you are the boss,” she said.

      I got up and leaned my head against the door. I wanted to hear her say it again. “I love you, Abby.”

      “I love you, too. Go! Or I’m leaving your fine ass here,” she said.

      Entering my eighth-floor loft, I realized I didn’t want to live here anymore. I thought it was a great idea just a few weeks ago, but now I just wanted to be with her. I also didn’t want to push too much. It was completely possible that this was all a dream, and I would wake up any moment. I took a quick shower and picked out a suit. When I stepped out into the bedroom, she sat on my bed waiting on me.

      “How did you get in here? I mean, I’m glad you are here, but I know I locked the door,” I asked.

      “There is no lock that can keep me out,” she said as she straightened my tie. She had on jeans and a sweater that hung off once side exposing her bare shoulder.

      “You going casual?” I asked.

      “I’m not the boss anymore, you are. I get to wear what I want.”

      “I’m sorry Miss Davenport, but that is not in KBS dress code,” I warned her.

      “Bite me,” she said.

      “With pleasure,” I said as I lunged for the bare shoulder. She squealed, pushing my face away from it. I paused for a moment. It hit me that all of this time we’d spent together I’d only seen small bits and pieces of a happy woman. She was truly happy now. It overwhelmed me that I might have something to do with that happiness.

      “Hello, where did you go?”

      “You are happy,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “Can I drive?”

      “Sure, why not?”

      “I should have slept with you a long time ago,” I said.

      “You eventually got around to it,” she said.

      “Wait, what?”

      “You think I just suddenly fell in love with you last night?” she asked.

      “Well, to be honest, I haven’t been thinking straight for the last 12 hours or so,” I said.

      She laughed at me, clasping my hand. “I was just waiting on you.”
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* * *

      Once we got to headquarters, we went immediately to check on Ashley. She was still asleep. Maki had her in an induced coma until the serum had plenty of time to work. Abby sat beside the bed and held her hand. I kissed Abby on the cheek. “I’ve got to go to work.”

      “I’m here if you need anything, but I know you don’t,” she said, having full confidence in me.

      As I went out the doors to the lab, Miss Vargas was going by. “Thank you, Miss Vargas, for your help with Ashley last night. We were all very worried about her.”

      “It’s a pleasure to help, Proxy Castille,” she said.

      “Miss Vargas, if there isn’t anyone around, you can call me Lukas,” I smiled at her.

      She got a huge grin on her face, “I’m Jackie.”

      “Nice to meet you, Jackie,” I said and headed to the elevators.

      I spent most of the day dealing with the fallout of the previous night. We had lost two employees. I contacted headquarters and made arrangements to cover all funeral expenses. I also made phone calls to the next of kin expressing my condolences. I felt like a general in a supernatural war. Even though we won the battle, there were casualties.

      I became familiar with my staff. I already had read their full profiles, but there were things about a person that a piece of paper could not express. I spent my downtime making calls to already established crew members. I wanted to meet as many of them as possible face to face. A couple of them I recognized from my time on the streets. At the time, I had no idea about the Agency and their activities. After reading over the list of crew members, I called headquarters and spoke to one of the crew trainers. Los Angeles needed more crew than what we had already. Mr. Tadeas Duarte told me that the requests for crew had escalated all over the region, but that he would put me on the list to receive additional members as soon as possible.

      Overall, the Los Angeles division seemed stable for the moment. I also knew that word would get around that Abby and crew were still in town. Every supernatural in the vicinity would know that we dusted an entire colony of vamps led by the new proxy, and that made me very happy.

      There were times during the day that I couldn’t focus on work. My memories from last night seized my brain, and all I wanted was to be back with Abby. The thought of her leaving made me ache. I had to memorize every moment we spent together and use those memories to keep me steady when the time came. The phone on my desk rang and interrupted my thoughts.

      “Castille,” I answered trying to sound older than I was.

      “Hey you,” a sweet voice replied. I melted.

      “Hello, it’s good to hear your voice,” I said.

      “Everything going okay?” Abby asked.

      “Other than spending too much time daydreaming, yes, everything is fine,” I replied, and she giggled.

      “You almost done for the day?”

      “I am. I just didn’t know how long I should stay,” I said.

      “You are the boss. You get to decide that,” she insisted.

      “Yes, but we had losses last night. I need to be here,” I reluctantly said. “Is Ashley awake?”

      “Yes, she is, and she’s ready to go back to the lofts,” she said.

      “You need me to take both of you back?” I asked.

      “No, I can handle it. Just wanted you to know we were leaving. I understand that you can’t go. I’ll see you when you get home,” she said.

      “That sounds good. Be careful. I love you,” I said.

      “No worries, Lukas. Love you too,” she said and hung up.

      My staff came in and out of the office for several hours with various tasks. The normal mundane items I would deal with every day now, but I remained focused on the bigger picture. I understood how important our everyday endeavors benefited the city. Abby told me during my training that I should consider myself the mayor over the supernatural parts of the city. The darker things of the world needed to know that we were watching. I think last night sent that statement loud and clear.

      I was looking over my files when my administrative assistant came in with a set of keys. “Miss Davenport sent these up for you before she left,” she said. “Is there anything else today Mr. Castille?”

      “No, Mrs. Lambert. Thank you for all your help today. I will see you tomorrow,” I said smiling at her. She was middle-aged, and I knew better than to ask how old she was. She had light brown permed hair and brown eyes. I could see bits of gray in her hair. She wore a feminine business suit in navy blue and a wedding band. I knew she and her husband lived in Pasadena.

      “Mr. Castille, I knew your parents through our church. I know they would be so proud to see you here,” she smiled. “Goodnight.”

      “Thank you very much. I truly hope so,” I said stunned. “You have a wonderful evening.”

      She shut the door, and the office fell into silence. Tears welled up in my eyes. I hoped she was right. I loved my parents and never expected to lose them.

      I drove the Mustang back to the lofts. When I stepped into Abby’s loft, she was waiting on me.

      “What’s wrong?” She was immediately concerned when she saw my face. I gave her a weak smile, and she wrapped her arms out my neck. She hugged me for a moment, her cool fingers brushing my cheek.

      “Mrs. Lambert knew my parents,” I managed to say without sounding like a big baby.

      After she took my jacket and the keys, she put them on the bar in the kitchen. She walked back, guiding me to the couch. I sat down, and she sat down sideways on the couch with her legs crossed in front of her. She waited patiently.

      “She brought the keys into my office when it was time to go. I knew she was from Pasadena from her file, but she said she went to church with my parents,” I said. “Did you know she knew them?”

      “No, I didn’t,” she said softly.

      “She said that they would be proud of me,” I managed to choke out. A tear rolled down my cheek, and she wiped it away.

      She smiled at me, putting her arm around my shoulders, “She’s right. They would be very proud.” I buried my face in my hands. Abby leaned her head over on my shoulder, and I leaned back on the couch. I pulled her over into my lap. She wiped my tears.

      “I’m sorry. I know I seem very manly at the moment,” I said half-heartedly.

      “You seem like the most wonderful man in the world to me,” she said.

      I couldn’t resist any longer. I pulled her to me and kissed her. My emotions flip-flopped from sadness to passion. She pulled off my tie, kissing my neck. While I played with her hair, I brought her lips back to mine. She unbuttoned my shirt, running her cool hands over my chest. I moved my hands under her sweater to touch her hips.

      She stopped and looked me in the eye, “Yes?”

      “You don’t have to ask,” I said smiling.

      The rest was a torrent of clothes being removed, hands searching, lips exploring, and utter pleasure. After making love, we laid on the couch, talking about Ashley and work. My life was complete in moments like that. I knew it wouldn’t last, but it was enough.
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* * *

      We spent a year together in the lofts, after I moved back upstairs with her that night. I worked during the day at the office, and occasionally, she would come in to remind everyone that she was still around. We went to big Hollywood galas and charity events. She picked out various businesses for me to buy or invest in. Toward the end of that year, we couldn’t go out to eat without someone coming up to speak to me that I knew through the community. She had done, with little effort, everything she promised me she would do. Most of all, she loved me.

      She hadn’t spoken about leaving. The team set up a headquarters in the loft, and she based all of her business out of that office. When I worked, she worked.

      After the year passed, she told me one night in bed that Gregory had called. He was concerned about things not getting done, especially in Central and South America. “I may have to make a few trips down there to satisfy him,” she said, but quickly added, “but I won’t be gone long. I promise.”

      As much as it pained me, I told her, “I know you have work to do. Honestly I never imagined you would stay as long as you have.”

      “Why would you say that?” she sounded hurt.

      “Abby, I’m aware of your job, and how important it is for the Agency. I wasn’t sure how long you could stay. I knew there would be a day that you might have to go,” I said.

      “I may have to go, but I will come back to you. I promise.” She kissed me, and I believed her. “Please don’t worry or be upset. I love you, Lukas. I couldn’t stay away for long.”

      My heart wanted to believe her, but my head still said that I had to be logical. I accepted that she meant it with her whole heart, but circumstances weren’t always ideal to what we wanted. I held her tightly and fell asleep listening to her breathe.

      The next day I rode with her, Ashley and the twins to the Santa Monica Municipal Airport. We kissed on the tarmac, and she made me promise to call her every chance that I had. She told me she had powered the circle at home and was taking a teleport crystal to return if there was an emergency. She ran up the steps to the plane, turning at the doorway to wave. She had been strong until that moment. Somewhere from my arms to the airplane door, tears stained her face. I saw her mouth the words, “I love you.” I waved, repeating them back to her as she disappeared into the plane.
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      While she was in the shower, I went into Ashley’s room next door. I decided to use her shower quickly and get back before Abby got done. I’m sure she could feel me moving around. I felt her trying to release her tension.

      The warm water felt excellent, but I washed quickly so I could return to Abigail. Tying a towel around my waist, I stared at myself in the bathroom mirror. My five o’clock shadow had turned into the midnight shadow and more like a beard. I’d shave it in the morning when I had more time. It was almost 2 am. I stepped out of the bathroom, and Cassidy sat on the bed with her long sleek legs crossed underneath her. She wore a pink lacy baby doll which displayed every inch of her body, concealing nothing.

      “Holy crap, Cassidy. What the fuck?” I said startled.

      “I was hoping that was you. Did you get my emails?” she asked.

      I closed my eyes and forced my second brain to shut up. “I noticed you had sent a few. I only opened one, and I deleted the rest,” I said firmly and hurried to the door.

      “I want you, Tadeas,” she said as I opened the door.

      “Cassidy, I’m with Abby. I will always be with Abby. And if you ever proposition me again, I’ll send you to your mother. Are we clear?” I said.

      “Yes, but you will change your mind eventually,” she purred.

      I walked out and slammed the door. Rushing into our room, Abby exited the bathroom feeling my tension.

      “What happened?” she asked.

      “I went in the next room to shower. It looked like Ashley’s room,” I said.

      “It is,” she replied. I felt her anxiety growing again.

      “When I got out of the shower, Cassidy was on the bed wearing almost nothing.” Before I got the last word out, she was storming to the door. I jumped in front of her. “No, stop, Abby!”

      “Get out of my way. I’m going to kill her,” she fumed.

      I grabbed her by the shoulders and forced her to stop. “I told her I am with you. I told her if she ever propositioned me again that I would send her back to her mother. It’s handled.”

      “She’s Fae! She won’t give up,” she said.

      “Then we will deal with it. Abby, please, just forget it for now,” I begged. She relaxed and laid her head on my shoulder. “Thank you.”

      “I’m too tired to deal with it,” she said. Her cool hands rested at on my sides. The smell of honeysuckle wafted around us.

      “I want to do something before we go back downstairs,” I said, and it sounded a lot more like innuendo than I intended. She stepped back with her eyebrows raised. “I didn’t mean that. Let me put on clothes.”

      “How unfortunate,” she grinned. She wore shorts and a tee shirt like the day on the island when I first saw her office. For the second time in the last 5 minutes, I told my other brain to shut up.

      I slipped into the bathroom without shutting the door and put on shorts and a tee. “How is your hair already dry?” I asked.

      She grinned and whispered, “Assiccio.” A calm breeze swirled around my head and my hair was dry.

      “You have a hair dying spell?” I asked incredulously.

      “I have a spell for everything,” she said, and the innuendo was intended.

      I cleared my throat. My mind wandered to what kind of spell she could have for that, but I looked forward to finding out. I had an idea while in the shower to try to help her control her emotions and the shadow. I had to get both of my brains back to that thought.

      “Sit with me,” I said and sat on the floor with my legs crossed. She grinned and sat across from me the same way.

      “This isn’t what I expected,” she grinned.

      “I know! I must be insane, but I have an idea I want to test out. Then we can go talk to Jasper, okay?”

      “Um, okay,” she reluctantly said.

      I touched her leg, and said, “Trust me.” She nodded, so I continued. “When you were in my class, the night before I confronted you, I watched you from the observation room as you did your forms.”

      “When Meredith revealed to you that I was bound, right?”

      “Meredith didn’t tell me anything until that night, but she knew you were going in one of the rooms every night. She watched you for over a week before she told me. It’s extremely creepy now that I think about it, considering who she is and why she was there.” I felt her anxiety rising. “Beyond all of that, she told me that sometimes you would meditate.”

      “Yes, the separation from my magic took a larger toll on me than I expected. I had to take those quiet times to focus on my goals, and resist the urge to quit,” she said.

      “For all the craziness that ensued, I’m thankful you didn’t,” I assured her. She smiled and understood. “I said all of that to ask this. When you meditated in that room, what was your focus?” I was pretty sure I knew.

      “Home,” she said quietly.

      “I was counting on that,” I smiled. She was curious and waited for me to explain. “Is it possible with your magic to show me what’s inside your head while focusing on the island?”

      “I could, but I’ve got this giant wall up, you know,” she freely admitted.

      “It’s time for it to come down,” I said.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She shivered as goosebumps covered her arms and legs. I felt no different, but she bit her lip and looked away.

      “What?” I said grabbing her chin and forcing her to look at me. I could feel the small scar under her chin where Gabriel touched her.

      “Ashley was right,” she said.

      “Whatever it is, don’t tell her that, but tell me what you mean.” I felt heat rise up and radiate off of her. It was the warm sensation of being safe in someone’s arms. To love and be loved in return.

      “She said that you loved me from the first time you saw me, and that’s pretty much true. Isn’t it?”

      I blushed. “From the moment, you walked into my class, I considered you one of the most attractive women I’d ever seen. I wouldn’t call that love. And it wasn’t allowed, so I dismissed it,” I said defending myself.

      “It wasn’t long after that,” she continued to press.

      “Would you stop? I’m trying to do something here, and you are distracting me. And we need to go downstairs,” I protested.

      “I know,” she admitted.

      “Is it possible to show me?” I tried to refocus. I should have known once the wall came down, she would know everything. I didn’t care. I loved her, and it didn’t matter.

      “Yes, but I’m not sure if I can focus on it,” she said.

      “You mean, without it bothering you,” I said. She nodded. “You don’t have to worry. I’m here.”

      “Okay, we can try.” She took my left hand in her right. “Close your eyes and don’t open them until the vision is over. I don’t need your consciousness lost in my head.”

      I laughed at the thought and nodded. As I closed my eyes, she took a deep breath. We sat in silence for a minute. I got the sensation of being pulled underwater and resurfacing. I gasped for air.

      “You are fine. Just breathe. Whatever you do, don’t open your eyes. Follow my voice.” After a moment, it felt like I was standing. I turned toward the direction of her voice. My vision focused, and she blurred into view. She wore a long, flowing purple dress. It swayed like there was a light breeze. When I looked down, I was wearing black slacks and a blood red shirt. She smiled at me. I heard her voice again, but she didn’t move her mouth. “What you see is a construct of my subconscious. The clothes are part of that too. I’ve never seen you in red. It looks very nice. My subconscious has good taste.”

      “The purple is beautiful.”

      “Thank you. I’m going to try to focus on the island. Will you take my hand here in the vision? I feel better if we stayed in contact. I knew it was possible to co-meditate, but I’ve never attempted it.”

      I walked toward her and took her hand. I could tell she struggled with the fear of concentrating too hard on what she’d lost.

      “Abby, think about the stone patio. Can you hear the light sounds of water splashing in the fountain? The lights from the house cast a warm glow outside.” I tried to help her along.

      She continued, “The breeze is cool and blows the white curtains where the big double doors open up into the sitting room. The fireplace blazes.”

      The image of the island surrounded us as we stood hand in hand on the patio in the night. The image was out of focus, and she looked sad.

      “Now it’s my turn.” I reached out with my senses and felt the edge of the spirit world. I pulled the veil open and wrapped it around us. The house, the patio, and the fountain all snapped into focus. She gasped. It wasn’t real. Just a construct in her mind. However, it felt real, and I missed this place, especially George. Her eyes filled with tears. She spun around to look at it all still holding my hand. She laughed through the tears.

      “How did you do this? What made you think of this?” she asked as she pressed up to me.

      I put my arm around her.

      “Once I realized that the island was part of the spirit world it explained a lot about the sensations there. It was so easy for me to shift there. I just thought if we couldn’t go there for real, at the very least, I could make it feel like we were there by shifting us into that plane. I just didn’t know if we had to do it in my brain or yours.”

      “It’s brilliant. Tadeas, thank you so much.”  She hugged me tightly.

      “We can come here anytime. I think it will help to control the shadow,” I said. I leaned over kissing her. “I don’t know how to get back though. I can only shift us back.”

      “I know we can’t stay. But this helps so much to just know this is possible. Shift us back, and I’ll do the rest.”

      She took one last look around and nodded. I shifted us back to our reality. I felt a tug like before, and I held my breath this time. I felt her touch my face with her lips.

      “You can breathe now,” she giggled. “Open your eyes.”

      I opened my eyes, and a rush of her emotions coursed over me. She had moved to my lap, and her lips were locked to mine. There was gratitude and trust. Mostly, I felt her passion. I was positive that I couldn’t talk myself down a third time, but someone banged on the door. I threw myself backwards onto my back which left her straddling me in just the right spot.

      “Go away!” I yelled. She covered her mouth and laughed.

      “There will be time for this later, and I have pressing matters that cannot wait.” It was Samara.

      “I changed my mind. I don’t like him,” I said bitterly. She still laughed like a teenager caught in the gym with her boyfriend. I grunted, “Get off of me before I die.”

      She laughed harder, but got up. I raised up, resting my arms on my knees. She tried to stop giggling. “You aren’t helping.”

      She bit her lip so she would quit laughing. It was sexy as hell. I put my head back between my legs and took a few deep breaths. I managed to calm everything down, but it was painful. She gave me her hand and hoisted me up.

      “Hey,” I said, and she looked back at me, “that is the last time I hold back. Everyone in this house can go to hell for all I care, do you understand?” I smiled even though I meant it.

      “You won’t get any complaints out of me. I warn you. Things never go as planned,” she said. I reluctantly went with her down stairs to talk to Samara.

      We went down the steps into the living area where the entire house waited on us. Lukas stood against the wall on the right. About four feet in front of him, Cassidy sat curled up in a chair. The couch in front of us was empty, except for Vince who sat on the right end. Tony and Tommy sat in chairs from the dining room on the left side of the room behind a couch where Ashley and Ichiro sat. Ashley diligently watched a laptop. Samara stood in the middle of all the furniture. Everyone watched Abby and I walk in. I slumped down into one end of a couch, and Abby sat next to me. She didn’t lean back.

      “It’s about time,” Jasper said.

      “Forgive me, Jasper. You never mentioned you were in a hurry or perhaps our showers could have waited,” she responded.

      “What you were doing was not showering.” he accused. Several of our wonderful friends giggled.

      “How do you know what we were doing?” she pressed him.

      “I assumed,” he said.

      “Know what that makes you?” I said.

      The whole room laughed, but Samara wasn’t amused. Abby played peacemaker.

      “Jasper, I appreciate your patience, but you were incorrect in your assumption. Tadeas has discovered a way for us to co-meditate. I was able to see the island and feel it like we were there. It was amazing,” she explained.

      “Co-meditate? I could use some co-meditating,” Ashley said and winked at Ichiro. He put his face in his hand because he blushed like a whore in church. It set off a whole new round of giggles.

      “We are all tired, Jasper. I apologize. Thank you for rescuing us tonight. I didn’t realize you would come to visit when I made the call to your answering service,” I said.

      “I came, because I heard about the incident in Paris. I came, because I heard about the Boulder Compound. I came, because you are in over your head!” he became frustrated.

      “Will you be willing to answer a few questions?” she remained polite to him.

      “Ask,” he responded, curbing his anger.

      “As you probably know, Tadeas is a jaguar guardian. He has shifted us into the spirit world multiple times. When we shift, I cannot pull magic. I was able to pull the veil once, when he was on the other side, I’m not sure if it was him pulling it or me. Beyond that, the only magic I’ve used in the spirit world was with the sword,” she explained.

      “You used the sword? Who did they have you kill this time?” he asked completely avoiding the main question.

      “I called the sword, because I had no other recourse. Nalusa Chito tried to take Tadeas. I called it, and it responded. It was like I knew its magic without being taught. I have not pulled it again. The way to the island was cut off when the Boulder complex imploded, and I can no longer feel its power,” she explained.

      “It seems there is a much bigger picture here than I realized. Perhaps you should start at the beginning of all of this. You may skip the part of how you met Tadeas. Lincoln told me about Tadeas many years ago. I am not surprised to see you with him,” he said.

      “If I hear one more person tell me that Lincoln chose Tadeas, I’m going to scream,” she said. Samara looked surprised and shook his head. “Could we please focus on the question about magic in the spirit world?”

      “The key to using magic in the spirit world is the same as the key to shifting into that plane,” he said vaguely. I felt her start to come unglued.

      “Abby,” I said just to settle her. She swallowed.

      “The key to shifting is Tadeas. Oh, bloody hell, are you serious?” she said. She turned around and took my hand. I knew what she wanted. The wall was down, and I could feel so much more than before. She continued to hold my hand, and I shifted us to the spirit world. As she held my hand, I felt it. Her magic flow through me. A warm steady ray of sunshine on a cool spring day. It rippled across my skin and gave me goosebumps. She opened her left palm and said, “Fulmen.” The purple flashing orb of lightning appeared above her palm. It hovered there steadily, continuing to flare.

      “I’m the key?”

      “Because of your unique shifting abilities, you are in both places at once. I can funnel my power from the other side through you. You are a conduit,” she explained.

      “It feels funny,” I said.

      “That’s the feeling I get on the other side when I pull power,” she said.

      “I’ve felt you pull power, but it feels like something being taken away. This feels warm and tingly,” I said. “Abby, let’s get through this meeting quickly. We are all exhausted and need rest before whatever tomorrow throws at us. Don’t worry about Samara or Lukas or any of the rest. Okay?”

      “Okay. Shift us back to the real world,” she said, and I shifted back. Samara waited for confirmation that she understood now. She nodded to him.

      “I’m disappointed. You should have been able to figure that out,” he said.

      “We’ve been a little busy, Jasper,” she replied.

      “What is the bigger picture here?” he asked. “Who is behind all of this?”

      She went into a long tale about the GEA and all of its members. Samara watched her intently. She told him the theories on the man-made earthquakes, and she told him about Gabriel’s warning.

      “You’ve spoken to Gabriel?” he asked.

      “Yes, he visited me on the island,” she said.

      “He showed you the vision. Was Tadeas there?”

      “He was on the island at the time, but he didn’t speak to Gabriel until he met him in the church in Paris,” she explained. He looked back and forth at us several times.

      “If you are looking at us in the spectrum, we know about the bond,” she said.

      “What do you know about the bond?”

      “It’s purple and red. The red is Tadeas’ natural instinct for protection. Agape, unconditional love. We aren’t sure if the purple strand is tied to Lincoln working his magic for us long before we ever met,” she said.

      “The purple is not a bond that Lincoln placed on you,” he said.

      “What is it then?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he replied and dropped the subject. “The GEA board members, I’m curious, you said Edgar Donovan. Are you absolutely sure?”

      “Yes, the Master Wizard and your fellow fraternity brother, Edgar Donovan,” Abby said. “However, we saw him yesterday at Andy’s funeral. He swore that he no longer participated in their activities.”

      Cassidy interjected, “He’s my daddy.”

      Samara spun to look at her, and she flinched. “You are Edgar Donovan’s daughter? I assumed you were Fae.”

      “I am. My mother is Lianne Theodoard.”

      “Abby? What is she doing here?” Samara asked.

      “Aunt Li made me take her. She’s Lianne’s heir, but she refuses to train her magic. Lianne compelled me to take her,” she said.

      “She’s powerful, but she doesn’t use it. If not developed, she will destroy herself, and all of you,” he said.

      “I have no idea what to do with her,” Abby replied.

      Cassidy pouted. I expected to see Lukas try to comfort her, but she stared at me. I turned my gaze away from her, but Samara noticed the exchange.

      “Abby, these entities have been around for a while, why would they try to destroy you overtly now?” he asked.

      “Destroy me? They are trying to destroy the world.”

      “They will have to kill you to do it, right?” he asked.

      “Tell him about the contract,” I suggested.

      “Grandfather wants to transfer his power to me,” she admitted. Those in the room that didn’t know about the deal gasped. Lukas hung his head. Ashley closed her laptop and leaned back. “I don’t fully understand what that means. I know that I don’t want it.”

      “Divine Inheritance. I should have known he’d want you for his heir. Where is he going?” he asked.

      “I’m not sure, but he says he has to go. I have a year to decide,” she said softly.

      “This is why they want to destroy you. They will use every single person in this room to do it if they have to,” he said looking around at all of us.

      “I’ve said this before and I will repeat it now, I love you all. You are all welcome to leave anytime. I will never hold a grudge against you for wanting to get out. In fact, since you are all here, I’ll tell you. Aiden and Fayola have left the team. They will disappear and hopefully have a wonderful life together,” she said sadly. Cassidy stood up to leave. “Sit down,” Abby snarled at her. Cassidy obeyed. The child had no sense whatsoever in how to act properly.

      “Outside of you missing your home, why are you and Tadeas co-meditating? It takes a great deal of trust and power to do it. If you are doing it successfully, then it’s quite an accomplishment,” he said.

      “The shadow returned,” she admitted.

      He looked shocked and moved to sit down across the room. He slowly sat down in the high-backed chair. “Abigail, the shadow does not control you. You control it. Lincoln taught you that many years ago.”

      “It’s not that simple, Jasper. The portal is gone, and I can’t go home. Boulder was compromised from the inside. The Atlanta proxy was killed in front of his own building, and it’s an inside job. The Malibu proxy put a bullet in my chest and had to be terminated. His family was shot in coercion. Two of our students are dead because of the necromancers. Jay Stafford died in Boulder trying to save Tadeas and I. My grandfather wants me to be something I don’t want to be. Lincoln paid for his association with me with his life, and now his daughter that we searched the globe for is a necromancer. She wants both Tadeas and me dead. Lukas will forever be tortured because he loved me. Gabriel had to give me part of himself to save me after the incident in Paris. I died, again! And George told me that Gabriel…” her voice trailed off. Lukas sat down in the floor and buried his face in his hands. I raised up to sit on the edge of the couch with her, and I wrapped my arm around her waist.

      “I knew about Gabriel,” Samara admitted.

      “You knew?”

      “I’ve always known. Do not forget that I met the Almighty’s son when he came into this world. I have a few connections, and one of them is your surrogate father,” he said.

      “What?” Ashley said shocked. Lukas stood back up and approached the chair Cassidy sat in, but his eyes were fixed on Abigail.

      “I don’t completely understand it,” she nervously said as everyone in the room stared at her.

      “You knew, Tadeas?” Ashley asked.

      “Yes, she told me immediately after George told her,” I said. It felt good to know something about her that none of them did.

      “I don’t know why he got involved with your birth, Abigail, but I do know that despite the failings of your biological parents, he has always watched over you. He always will,” Jasper said confidently. “You should ask him about the bond.”

      “Huh?” she said.

      “I will speak no more of it. Ask Gabriel,” he said, waving his hand to dismiss it. “Tadeas, you are the stability in her life. I suggest the two of you find common ground and hold on to it dearly. She will need you, and you can watch over her like no one else in this room can. I know you are up to the task.”

      I nodded at him.

      “I’m okay now,” she mumbled.

      “I see that. It should never happen again. You can rely on Tadeas; however, you are powerful enough to contain it on your own. I’ve told you many times that your power could surpass all of ours. Even after the incident, you hold yourself back. You cannot erase the mistake of isolating yourself from the world. You were here and people got hurt and died. You left and people got hurt and died. These things are not due something you did or didn’t do, Abby. It is the evil that lurks in this world, and it has done so since the beginning of time. It is drawn to you because you fight it. They all want you dead, because they know the moment they go toe to toe with you, it’s over for them. You’ve got to think things through and be steady like you once were. Even tonight with Mwenye, you could have taken them both. You’ve just got to remember how to wield that power in yourself. If Meredith Spence is a necromancer, Lincoln would want you to kill her. If you get chance, don’t hesitate. What is your next move?”

      “Tadeas and I will go to New York City tomorrow and deal with the regent problem there. I intend to bring the new proxy back with us when we return. We will establish a headquarters here and proceed to track the GEA’s moves,” she said.

      “You need to quit reacting to their moves and make your own. Strike back at them when they don’t expect it. Remind them who you are,” he said confidently. “You all look exhausted, and dawn is upon us. I should be going.” He got up and crossed the room to her. She stood up and met him with a hug.

      “Thank you for coming,” she said to him. “We could use you in the fight.”

      “I will help, because this is bigger and deeper than I imagined. I’m going to go poking around and see what I can find. In fact, I need to call my old friend Edgar Donovan,” he said. I stood up and shook his hand. “I know, Tadeas, that you probably get this a lot, but I’m going to add my warning on the pile. You look after her. If you do anything to hurt her, I will hunt you down.”

      “Yeah, I get that a lot,” he smiled.

      “Go rest, child,” he said and faded from view.

      “Bed. Sleep. Everyone, now!” Abby said. The room erupted in noise. Everyone started scattering to various places. Vincent approached, talking about something new he discovered about the osmium. I guessed it couldn’t wait. I heard her explaining to him the holes we found in Alabama and asked him to look into it since Aiden was gone now. He agreed.

      I grabbed Ashley by the arm. “Hey, party planner, in the morning, get everyone out of this house please. I don’t care where they go, but you get them out.”

      “Consider it done,” she smiled.

      “Where is Matt?” I asked.

      “He’s down at the pool house with the housekeeper. It’s quieter down there, and she’s a unique individual. She is watching over him,” Ashley said. “Goodnight Tadeas.” She took Ichiro’s hand, and they went upstairs.

      I looked back at Abby as she approached Cassidy. I decided to let her have her say, because if she did train Cassidy, that would include understanding boundaries.

      “Cassidy, your mother wanted you to be part of this team. I’m sure you have exceptional computer skills. The magic inside of you could be used to help us greatly. Aiden was my associate wielder on the team, but he’s gone now. Your father asked me to train you, but I told him I wouldn’t do it unless you desired to do it. You have made it abundantly clear that is not what you want. I said all of that to say this, if you don’t leave my man alone, I’m going to cut your heart out and send it to your mother in a box. Are we clear?” Cassidy flinched and tried to walk off. “I’m not done. If you want to be part of this team, you will do whatever you are instructed to do by myself or Ashley. No one else is your boss. The men in my team are off limits. If I catch you with any one of them, so help me Cassidy, I will end you.” Abby paused and let it sink it “Okay, you may go.” She rushed out of the room, but at the last moment, she looked back and made eye contact with me. I gave her a blank stare.

      Lukas was the last to leave. He looked at me as if he were asking permission to speak to her. I sat back down on the couch. He could talk to her all he wanted. I wasn’t leaving her alone with him. “I want you to stop worrying about me, Abby. When you recruited me, you told me all the consequences of my association with you. It was no different when we were together. I always knew what could happen. But you are right, what we had is gone, it’s in the past. I know you still care, as do I, but Tadeas is what you need and he will take care of you. Also, I’m not interested in Cassidy, so you don’t have to worry about that either. I will go to the office here in Atlanta in the morning. Let me handle the situation here. You go take care of Giordano and bring back your proxy. If you take Giordano out, I will cover everything. You know I can do it.” If I didn’t think this was just an angle to get her back, I’d actually like the guy. He was genuine and strong. He knew when to step in and fill a role. I could see why she chose him, and I could see why she loved him. “Thank you, Tadeas, for letting me speak to her.”

      “Dude, you know I have no control over that,” I said smiling.

      “Actually, you may fool everyone in this room, but I see you with her. You can control her. It’s impressive,” he said.

      “Um, right here,” she said.

      “Goodnight to both of you. Have a good trip to New York. Come home safely.” He left the room, and she watched him go. I felt her emotion, the lingering parts of her that still cared deeply for him. I wasn’t offended by it. It was part of who she was, and I loved her. Every part of her.
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      By the time the meeting was finished, my head was spinning. I kept going back to what Jasper said about Gabriel and the bond. First of all, I would never summon him. That was a disaster waiting to happen, and when I did talk to him, he had his own agenda. I never knew when I might see him.

      “What did you think of him?” I asked as we went upstairs.

      “Well, he’s powerful and cares a great deal about you, but it’s hard for me to see you training under him. I do know a few things about training you,” he said.

      “Actually, he wasn’t strict at all on me. He gave me free reign. Besides you know nothing about training me, because I was pretending to be bad,” I admitted. “But he knows me. Inside and out. I suppose you are the only other one that knows me like that now.”

      “Not Lukas?” he asked. It surprised me that he felt confident enough bring up that subject.

      “No, not even Lukas. I met and fell in love with Lukas when Lincoln had his fling with Meredith’s mother. While we were together in Los Angeles, we had an incident that caused a relapse with my shadow, and even after I recovered, I didn’t go back to him. He found me after Lincoln died, and it was several years before I allowed him to get close to me again. I was stubborn,” I said.

      “Go figure,” he smiled.

      “Part of it was I knew no matter what I felt for Lukas, he was mortal. I had such a hard time loving someone I knew would leave me. Then they turned him. He was immortal, but I couldn’t feed him. He had to eat, so I left again,” I said. “But I never let Lukas completely in. He gave me everything, and I held back.”

      “You regret it?” he asked.

      “Regret loving him? Or holding back?”

      “Holding back?” he clarified.

      “Yes, he deserved better,” I admitted.

      “You aren’t allowed to hold back with me. Just so you know,” he said. The whole conversation had not phased him. He laid on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

      “I don’t think I have a choice,” I said.

      “There is always a choice,” he said.

      I curled up next to him. “I don’t have a choice anymore. I already gave in.”

      He sighed, and I waved my hand to the light switch, clicking off the lights. “The metallic orb thing is better than that hand wavy thing.”

      I laughed. “It is pretty damn cool.” I yawned.

      “Tired?”

      “Yes.”

      “No mind racing in fifty different directions?” he asked.

      “I’m pretty sure I could only go in two directions right now,” I smiled, forcing my thoughts to him to see if he picked up on it.

      “Two very good options,” he replied. I felt him push his thoughts to me.

      “Really?” His decision surprised me, but I felt his hope of a moment where we could explore the other option without all the other people in the house at the same time. I smiled and thought about the connection between us. An interesting new way to communicate. It had lots of possibilities.

      He laughed. “Goodnight, Abby.”

      “Night, night,” I said, and slept.
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* * *

      I woke up when he kissed me on the cheek. “Morning, I’m going downstairs for some coffee. I’ll be back in a few minutes. You stay here.”

      I grunted a little to affirm that I heard him and closed my eyes again. I drifted off to sleep. A new, fresh hell interrupted my slumber. A vivid dream of a giant pyramid temple rising up out of the jungle. A ritual was being performed. As I stepped through the trees, the copper stench of blood assaulted my nostrils. I crouched down behind a stone wall and peeked over to see a group of men on their knees praying to a central altar. On each corner of the altar, a giant bowl held a flickering fire. Upon the altar, a man laid prone. His arms were spread wide and blood flowed from different parts of his body. He looked to be unconscious.

      As I circled around in the darkness, and a tall figure descended from the temple wearing the mask made of the pelt from a black jaguar. He dipped hand in the man’s blood, smearing it over his chest. My stomach lurched, and I wanted to throw up. I continued to watch as the man, painted beyond recognition chanted and danced around the man on the table. The other men continued their prayers by raising their hands to the sky, then bowing down before the altar. I shifted my sight to the magical spectrum, and there were blackened shadows swirling around the masked man and the others. The man on the table had a swirling purple and red glow around him. I jumped to my feet and pulled power to my hand. I screamed his name, “Tadeas!”

      “Wake up, Abby. You are having a nightmare. Wake up!” he shook me hard until I opened my eyes. My throat was dry, and my body was covered in sweat. My outstretched hand held a pulsing ball of lightning. Out of instinct I pushed him back a little, but he did not let go. “Whatever it was, it’s gone. Look at me. Say something.”

      “You. They had you,” I managed to get out.

      “Who had me?” he said.

      “I’m not sure. They had on costumes,” I said.

      He brushed the hair out of my face. “Abby, it was a dream.”

      “They were sacrificing you,” I continued as my chest heaved. His face grew dark, and he sat down on the bed next to me.

      “Do you want to tell me?” he asked.

      I closed my eyes and tried to focus. “There was a large stone temple with steps like a pyramid. A man wore a black jaguar mask, and his body was painted. There were men around an altar praying. It was dark, but there were fires in big stone bowls around the altar. You were on the altar. There was blood. Lots of blood. I was hiding in the trees. I moved to go get you from them, and you woke me up.”

      “You were screaming my name,” he said.

      “It seemed so real. I could smell the blood,” I said.

      “Sounds like one of the Mayan temples,” he said. “It was just a nightmare. I’m here with you. No one is going to sacrifice me, and heaven help them if they try. They would have a crazy wizard to burn them down, right?” He was trying to get me to smile, but I was too disturbed to smile.

      “I would kill anyone that harmed you,” I said.

      “I know you would, and I’d do the same for you. It was just a nightmare. I’m just glad it wasn’t the other one,” he said.

      “Me too,” I mumbled. Then I noticed it. It was quiet. The whole house was quiet. “Where is everyone?”

      “Not here,” he said and smiled. “A car will arrive just after noon to take us to the airport, and we will take the flight there to New York. Ashley has everything arranged, of course. Until then, we have the house to ourselves.”

      Then I smiled. “You think you are clever.”

      “I know I am,” he grinned. He picked up his coffee cup from the nightstand and drank the last sip. He got up with the empty cup, heading to the door again.

      “Where are you going?” I said bewildered.

      “I’m going to put this empty cup up. You need anything from downstairs?” he asked.

      “No,” I said. “After you do that, then what?”

      “I’ll be back in a minute, and we can decide what we want to do today,” he said with a wink while leaving the room. I jumped out of the bed and ran to the bathroom. Checking myself in the mirror, my hair was a mess, and my eyes were red from the nightmare. I brushed my hair and my teeth. I could do nothing about the red eyes, but hope that the redness faded.

      A wave of anxiety swept over me. It had been a very, very long time since I’d been with anyone. Plus, my list of experience was extremely limited. I’ve spent the last couple of days waiting for this moment, but now I was a ball of jitters and nervousness. And why the hell did he keep going downstairs? I waited a few minutes, but I couldn’t hear him downstairs. I went stomping down the stairs to see if I could find him. The patio doors were open, so I walked out on the patio. He sat in one of the patio chairs next to a table full of fruit, pancakes and syrup. A cup of hot tea sat in a black coffee cup with black jaguar spots on it. It sat next to an empty plate in front of an empty chair.

      “I decided I needed another cup of coffee,” he said taking a sip. He grinned at me like the devil waggling his eyebrows. “Oh, and I made you tea.”

      For a moment, I allowed myself to admire him. Ashley and I joked about his shirtless appearance. But even now, fully clothed, his warm green eye sparkled when he smiled, which I’d noticed was slightly crooked and adorable. He was fit, but not overly muscular. A fine shadow of dark hair graced his lower cheeks and jawline. His dark hair grew long again, and I imagined knotting my hands up in it. I shook myself out my adoration, sitting down at the table.

      “Look all you want,” he smirked.

      “Shut up,” I grinned knowing he probably caught half or more of my gawking.

      “Go ahead eat. Who knows when we will get another meal today?” he replied.

      I picked up my tea, taking a few sips. He had pancakes on his plate with several bites already gone. I put a couple on my plate with some strawberries. I took a few bites.

      “These are good,” I said.

      “Thanks. I made them,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Pancakes aren’t that hard to make, Abigail,” he explained. “If you can make tacos, I can make pancakes.”

      “I didn’t know you cooked at all,” I said.

      “Well, now you know,” he said smartly.

      “You going to be a smart ass all day?” I asked.

      “Not all day,” he responded while I laughed at him. “You okay now?” His tone changed to concern.

      “Yes, it was just disturbing,” I explained.

      “Do you have dreams about the future? Like Ashley’s premonitions?” he asked.

      “No, I’ve never had visions,” I replied.

      As we ate, I settled down, and the anxiety I had earlier evaporated. I can’t describe how great it was just to talk to him. We finally were able to laugh about the ogre. I couldn’t wait until some passing fisherman came across that on their sonar. We talked about Samara, Aiden and the panthers in Alabama.

      “You think she killed their alpha?” he asked.

      “Possibly. Not many packs have alpha’s anymore though. They tend to take each other out. More than likely he was just a leader,” I said.

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Alpha has an actual mental bond with his pack. It’s almost like an enthrallment, but not completely. The various pack members have plenty of free will. A leader is just someone they all pick to follow around. Rarely a magical component involved,” I said.

      “I wonder if they need help?” he said.

      “You want to be a pack leader and adopt some stray cats?” I asked.

      “Don’t joke, Abby. Shifters are dying out. They could be useful,” he said. I could tell he had been thinking about it. He was right. If he could adopt the pack, they would follow him. And a pack is just as useful as a well-trained canvas crew. The best part is they are nomadic for the most part. As we moved around, they could move around too.

      “I’m sorry to joke. We should look into it,” I said.

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes, seriously.”

      “I think I’ll go for a swim,” he said looking at the pool just beyond the patio.

      “You aren’t supposed to swim after you eat,” I said. I had enjoyed breakfast and the conversation. But I was done with the interlude.

      “Okay, then what do you suggest we do?” he said. I wanted to slap the grin off his face. Instead, I stood up and walked over to him. I kissed him biting his bottom lip like he’d done mine yesterday. He tried to reach for me, but I held his arms down on the chair.

      I looked him in the eyes and said, “I suggest you stop teasing me.”

      “I’m not the one teasing anything right now,” he tried to pull loose again.

      “If you want to go swim, you go ahead. But I’m going inside and suggest you go with me,” I told him releasing his arms. He grabbed for me, but I took off in a sprint to the stairs. Taking them two by two, he only caught up with me at the bedroom door. I spun around as he locked his arms around me, pressing me to the door. We were both laughing and breathing hard. In his most familiar move, he lightly kissed my forehead, and I sighed with anticipation.

      His hands found bare skin under my shirt, and my body tingled with every movement of his warm hands.

      “Why are you so nervous?” he asked.

      “I’m a little out of practice,” I admitted.

      “We can repeat it, if you don’t get it right the first time,” he said lifting his eyebrows. It made me giggle like a teenage girl.

      He slipped the shirt over my head and threw it on the hallway floor. Lowering his head to my neck, his lips touched my neck without kissing it. He breathed on my skin from my neck to my shoulders, down to the space between my breasts which heaved as I trembled. Then, as he lightly kissed his way from my chest to my neck, I dug my hands in his hair, pulling his head up meeting his lips with mine. I pressed harder against his lips and he responded by pushing mine open. His tongue found mine, and they danced around in my mouth, then in his.

      He pulled away for a moment, and I murmured, “Don’t stop.”

      Turning the door knob and pulling me in the room behind him, he slammed the door shut and continued the flurry of kisses. In the midst of this, we removed each other’s remaining clothes, my skin burning as his touched mine. I moaned each time his lips kissed my body. I’d spent too many years away from the loving touch of a man, and the sensations overwhelmed my deprived soul.

      With his hands in my hair and his mouth on mine, he drifted back to the bed, guiding me along with his lips as the tether. He reclined on the bed, pulling me to him. Our bodies blended together as one, the bond between us guiding the way. I felt his every desire and thought, responding to him and he to me, in ways that I never knew possible when making love.

      Listening through the bond, we fulfilled the needs and desires of each other. We didn’t need any of my magic spells. I knew him, and he knew me.

      As he had suggested, we repeated it, not because we didn’t get it right the first time, but because we did. In his arms, I watched the clock get closer to noon. I did not want to move from this moment.

      “You are thinking about leaving here,” he said.

      “I’m thinking about not wanting to leave here,” I said.

      “Just stop thinking,” he suggested.

      “Perhaps you don’t know me as well as you thought,” I said.

      “I know you biblically. I consider that pretty well,” he laughed at his own joke. I gave him a conciliatory grin.

      “Promise me something?” I said.

      “I’d promise you just about anything right now. You are either smart to ask right now or downright evil,” he said.

      “Promise me that no matter what happens in this crazy world, that we always find time to just be together,” I requested.

      “I promise. Otherwise we both go insane. Or at least, I know I will,” he said smiling.

      I had avoided any dark thoughts until that moment. It was just a fleeting moment of knowing that he would be the number one target for my enemies. He moved closer to me feeling the uncertainty in me. “I’m sorry. It was just a moment,” I said.

      “I told you to stop thinking,” he chided and kissed my shoulder.

      “You did, and I didn’t listen,” I said returning the kiss on him.

      “One day, my dear, you will understand and heed the wisdom of the great jaguar guardian,” he boasted, and I died laughing. “What’s so funny?”

      “I think the great jaguar guardian is a teeny bit arrogant,” I said.

      “If I’m arrogant, I learned it from you. I used to be the portrait of humility until you came along,” he continued to tease.

      “Picking up all my bad habits,” I said.

      “I want to be your bad habit.”

      “You already are,” I said and kissed him. Our minds met again and conjoined in empathic lovemaking.
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* * *

      It was thirty minutes before the car was supposed to arrive, and we still lay quietly in the bed with each other. I thought about the bond and wondered if we had accelerated it to a new level. Earlier he seemed to know I was thinking about just staying in bed and not going to New York.

      “Yes,” he said.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I replied.

      “Nope,” he said. “But I have to actively listen to hear what you are thinking. It isn’t constant. I’ve been lying here experimenting,” he admitted. “You don’t hear me?”

      “I haven’t tried,” I said. It didn’t take much, and I concentrated on him. I blushed, because we were thinking about totally different things. He started laughing. “You did that on purpose!”

      “Yes, I did,” he continued to laugh. I had a moment of uncertainty. I didn’t know what I thought about having someone in my head whenever they wanted to be. We made the decision to move to this point in our relationship, but I was apprehensive about all of it. It still felt right. “I understand your apprehension. I admit to it being a little strange, too.”

      “I’m sure there are spells I could make, but I’m not sure that I want to. It’s just unusual and I’m not used to sharing that much with anyone,” I groaned.

      “You are over-thinking it. You don’t have to listen if you don’t try. I’m sure, with enough of my dirty thoughts about you, you will stop trying,” he said.

      His phone on the nightstand starting ringing. “Times up,” I said.

      “Hello, Ashley,” he answered.

      I could hear her. “Get out of the bed. You are going to be late for your flight,” she demanded.

      “How do you know where we are?” he said.

      “I know these things. Get up. The car will be there soon,” she reiterated her demand.

      “Thank you, Ashley,” he said sweetly.

      “Shut up, Tadeas,” she said and hung up the phone.

      “We have a whole flight to New York to figure it out,” he said, immediately picking up where we left off.

      We got up, showered, and got dressed. He put on a black suit with a wider than normal lapel, which made it look more like a tuxedo jacket than just a regular suit, plus a white shirt and a red tie. I liked the red.

      “I told Ashley about the red. This is what she found on short notice,” he explained.

      “She works miracles. It looks really good,” I complimented him as I tied it up for him. I hadn’t decided what I was wearing yet when the doorbell rang.

      “Get dressed, woman!” he yelled at me. “I’ll go tell the driver we need a minute.”

      I went back in the closet and realized there was a garment bag hanging on the end that I hadn’t seen. I unzipped it and laughed, “Damn girl, you are good.”
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* * *

      I started down the steps while Tadeas was talking to our driver. It was Tony.

      “Tommy is going to meet us at the airport with Tillens,” Tony said and looked up at me.

      Tadeas turned to look, and once again, I wished I hadn’t been listening to his thoughts. I blushed. “You’ve got to stop that!” I told him. Tony looked at him puzzled.

      “You quit reading my mind, and you won’t know what I’m thinking,” he said. Tony got it then, grinning.

      “It seems Miss Montgomery left me a garment bag in the closet,” I admitted.

      “She’s good. So very good. I’m giving her a raise,” he said. The garment bag had a Dolce and Gabbana red sheath dress with matte sequins that gave it a formal, but not overly so, look. Paired with a black feminine blazer with a ruffle on the bottom, and a pair of Manolo Blahnick black pumps, I looked fantastic and felt the same way for the first time in a very long time. I added a double strand of pearls and pearl earrings with a diamond accent to the complete the sexy, business ensemble. As I reached the bottom step, he leaned into my ear, “What I want to know is where you are hiding your gun?”

      I blushed again, “I was told not to leave home without one, so I assure you I have it. Later, I’ll let you find it. Let’s go, Tony.”

      His thoughts flooded over me, and he wanted to find it now.

      We went out to the black Yukon with Tony, where Tadeas joined me in the back seat. He slid his hand up my inner thigh, and I pushed it away. He groaned but enjoyed the tease.

      We traveled to the Gwinnet County Airport with no incidents. When we got there, Tommy already had Tillens secured on board. Tony went to keep an eye on him, while Tadeas and I got seated for another flight. My phone rang. It was Lukas.

      “Hello,” I answered.

      “Hey, I wanted you to know before you left, that I found Tavaris. We have him here. Abby, I think he ran, because he got word that you were going to kill him.”

      “What?” I said. “No, I wasn’t going to kill him. Why does he think that?”

      “He’s discovered evidence that Tillens and Carboni framed his brother for it. We can’t find Jamal. His girlfriend, Sharonda Mitchell, is here trying to track him down for us,” he explained.

      “Send whatever you can to my email. Thank you, Lukas,” I said.

      “You are welcome. I have everything under control here. Just hurry up and get back,” he said hanging up.

      “Sounds like Giordano is trying to take apart the network himself,” he said.

      “He has a wielder working for him, too. That suicide spell that I triggered in Carboni is subtle, powerful work,” I said.

      “You want to deal with him now, or just pick up the proxy and get back to Atlanta?” he asked.

      “We will see how he treats us once we arrive. I instructed Ashley to let him know we were coming. There better be a fucking red carpet waiting on us, or there will be hell to pay,” I said.

      “Ruthless,” he said smiling.

      “Actually, it is. Do you know what I’m planning with Tillens?” I asked.

      “Yes, and I want you to let me do it,” he said.

      “It should be me,” I said.

      “Why? We are partners, and we will share responsibilities. You stand there and be beautiful and intimidating, and I’ll do the dirty work,” he explained.

      “You sure you want to be the one?” I asked.

      He wrapped his hand around mine and said, “Yes.”

      The pilot informed us it would be a 2-hour flight to Republic Airport on Long Island. He also said that he had word that Mr. Giordano would be there himself to greet us.

      Tadeas retrieved a couple of bottled waters for us, because through the bond, he knew I was thirsty. The bond experience was surreal and somewhat disturbing. I would become accustomed to its uncanny link, perhaps even rely upon it.

      I opened my laptop and tapped into our secure satellite. I downloaded the evidence that Lukas sent me on the Giordano/Tillens/Carboni web. I read emails and texts sent from disposable phones and through “secured” connections. I knew that Tavaris had a lot of contacts in Atlanta, but whoever did this digging, I wanted to hire for my team. This stuff was hidden deep, and the traitors took multiple precautions to assure it wouldn’t be found. Tadeas read it over my shoulder.

      “What I don’t get is why go after the Atlanta proxy?” he said.

      “Well, when I spoke to Pastor Overton, he admitted to running things up to Mr. Gilbert as opposed to running them up to Giordano. We need to find out who else was running information to Gilbert. I’m sure Angelo hated that they ignored him, and he may have more operatives than just the Atlanta boys. I’ll email Ashley and have them start digging into the other major network cities in the Eastern Hemisphere.” I tapped through a few files, pulling up all the personnel files we had on Giordano’s men. I showed Tadeas each one of them. He had several supernatural body guards, and they were all very bad people. I showed him several news articles that I had recently dug up. He grimaced at the violent nature of some of the murders I’d uncovered in New York City and the surrounding areas.

      However, I had no idea what wielder he had on staff, but I was sure that there was one. Next, I pulled up the file for Nickolai Costa Palladino.

      “Is this your proxy?” he asked.

      “Yes,” I replied.

      “He had to be good looking,” he smirked.

      “It’s part of the job,” I said.

      “Is that why you picked Lukas?” he asked.

      “No, I originally picked Lukas because Ashley told me to pick him,” I explained. I told him about when I met Lukas as a stinking street kid, and within a couple of months he ruled Los Angeles. I was apprehensive telling him the story. I stopped just before I told him about the fight at Stardust Hall.

      “What about Ashley?” he said. “You have to tell me what happened to her?” I knew if I went any further my thoughts would tell her secret.

      “Ashley is special,” I said.

      “I know she is. What secret?” he asked.

      “Damn it, Tadeas. This is one of those moments when I need you not to read my thoughts,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “Because Ashley’s secret is hers to tell, not mine,” I said.

      He picked up his phone and dialed. “Hey Ash, can Abby tell me your secret?”

      “Bloody hell, Jag,” I groaned. He handed me the phone.

      “What?” I said.

      “How did we get on this subject?” she asked.

      “I showed him Nickolai, and then we started talking about Lukas. And I started telling him about Los Angeles and how the vamps took you,” I said. “And now that he can read my damn mind, if I go any further with the story, well, he will know.”

      She laughed. “The sex was good, yeah?”

      “Damn it, Ash!” I exclaimed, and he laughed, now knowing both sides of the conversation now through me, which was really strange.

      “Tell him Abby. That way I don’t have to. Never hold anything back from him. By the way, what’s with the freaky glowing rose in your room?” she asked.

      “You both irritate me to death,” I said.

      “We will tell you about the rose when we get back,” Tadeas said.

      “All I can say is it’s about time the both of you followed my advice. Maybe I’ll quit getting visions. Yuck!” she gagged.

      “Bye Ashley!” I said and hung up the phone.

      “You are such a pain. You can’t let anything go. Its impulsive,” I ranted.

      “No, there is just no reason to hold back or wait on these things. I’ve been sitting around in the basement of a compound for decades waiting on things to happen. I’m not waiting anymore, especially when it pertains to us and our team,” he told me.

      “Don’t act like this impulsiveness is something new. When I was in your training classes, how many times did you have to stop yourself from coming after me?” I asked.

      “Well, I didn’t, until I did.”

      “Ha! I see it much more clearly now,” I laughed at him.

      “Finish the damn story!” he shouted. I kept laughing.

      “Did you really just roll your eyes at me?” I asked.

      “See how it feels?” he joked.

      “That is my move, and you can’t have it!” I protested.

      “Abby, finish the story,” he tried to be firm. I relented after having my fun.

      I started the story back up with me begging Lukas to wait the fight out in the car. Tadeas gave him props for going in anyway. I finished the story with Ashley getting the dose of serum from Dr. Maki. I didn’t feel the need to tell what happened later that night.

      “You were already in love with him then,” he said.

      I shook my head in frustration. His intuitiveness was annoying. “Yes, I was,” I admitted.

      “He proved himself that night though, and he stood up to you. I can approve of that,” he said, and I elbowed him in the ribs. “I see a pattern.”

      “What pattern?” I said.

      “Lukas stood up to you. I stand up to you when you get these crazy notions in your head,” I said. “Lincoln did it too, didn’t he?”

      “I don’t want to talk about this,” I said.

      “The answer is yes,” he said.

      “Fuck off!” I said.

      “Gladly, but I think we are too close to New York now to make it worth

      the effort,” he teased.

      “I hate you.”

      He laughed. “I’m sure you do.”

      I gritted my teeth because he was right. Every man that I loved had stood up to me, except one and that was a special situation that I didn’t want to bring up now. Every one of them had the backbone to put me in my place. It was something I rarely came across in men. Tadeas, in fact, with his persistence was the most adept at standing up to me. Women fought for rights all over this world, and this wasn’t a male dominance thing at all. I needed a confidant that would ground me, and Tadeas kept my feet on earth and my focus on the goal. I admit that I have weaknesses just like anyone. Tadeas complimented me in ways I never imagined. In turn, he had the pleasure of me dragging him through hell and back. It was an equal trade.

      “I don’t hate you,” I said sadly.

      “Aw, Abby, I know you were joking,” he said kissing the back of my hand.

      “No, I don’t want to leave it like that, in a joke,” I said.

      “From very early on, I knew you liked to deflect tension. I make you uneasy with my directness, but I don’t mean any harm by it. I just don’t want to beat around the bush about things,” he explained.

      “One of my more endearing qualities,” I joked again.

      “It absolutely is,” he replied seriously. “It’s what gets you through. You’ve seen infinitely more wickedness and destruction in your life than I have. You have a coping mechanism for that, deflection. I love it about you. It’s how I know you are still fighting.”

      I leaned over to him and kissed him. “Thank you, Dr. Tadeas Freud.”

      “See! It’s great,” he said kissing me back. The airplane shifted, and I knew it was time to land.

      “You ready?”

      “I’m with you,” he said. “Vampire, huh?”

      He finally got back to Ashley. “Dormant vampire,” I replied.
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      Two long weeks went by, and I had talked to Abby on the phone when she had time. The situation in Guatemala fell apart with her down there. She had to pick a new proxy. His name was Lucio Hernandez. He was already well known and wealthy, so she didn’t have to spend as much time establishing him as she did when she trained me.

      The phone on my desk rang, “Good afternoon, this is Mr. Castille.”

      “Hello Proxy Castille,” said the sexiest voice on earth.

      “I miss you. Please tell me you are coming home,” I said.

      “The plane lands in an hour,” Abby said.

      “Are you joking?” I asked her looking at my watch. I would have to leave now to fight the traffic out to Santa Monica.

      “No, sir, I was just going to surprise you, but I decided a warning might be nice,” she said.

      “I’m leaving here now. I’ll meet you there,” I said.

      “If you are busy…”

      “Nothing else matters right now,” I said interrupting her, and her laugh floated through the phone receiver. It was so good to hear her laugh. When she had called during that last two weeks, she sounded stressed.

      “See you soon, Lukas,” she said.

      “I’ll be there,” I said, hanging up the phone. I tore out of the office and mumbled something to Mrs. Lambert as I passed her. I was driving the red Mustang, but I knew all of us couldn’t get in it. I took one of the company’s large SUVs. Of course, traffic in Los Angeles was horrible, and I thought I’d be late.

      I pulled into the small airport and tried to straighten my suit. I went into the terminal to inquire about the flight. They told me it should be landing in about five minutes. I went to the lower floor and out the back of the building, waiting for the plane to land. The longer I stood there, the more nervous I got. We had been together for over a year, but this was the first separation, so I had fears that she would remember her life on the go and decide to move on, leaving me to govern Los Angeles. The supernatural scene in the city had been calm except for a few incidents. I knew we had at least one powerful wielder in town because some of the crews interrupted a ritual in an abandoned warehouse down near Reseda. We took a lot of photographs of the remnants, since I wanted Abby to look at it as soon as possible. However, I put my personal agenda before work. I wanted her in my arms, on my lips, and in my bed as soon as possible.

      I could see the plane coming in for a landing. I watched it slow down to a stop not far away from where I stood. The grounds crew secured the gear, and a staircase folded out of the small private plane. The moment the stairs were in place, she ran down the steps to me. My heart stopped beating for a moment. She jumped me, and her lips met mine. By the time we stopped to take a breath, Ashley was standing behind us laughing.

      “You missed me,” I told Abby.

      “Was there ever a doubt of that?” she asked.

      “Maybe a little. I still think it’s all a dream,” I said.

      “Don’t wake me up!” she said, kissing me again.

      We piled into the SUV and drove back to the lofts. “If you two make out all the way back, I’m going to walk home,” Ashley said.

      For her sake, I refrained. We talked about their trip. Apparently, the former proxy managed to get himself involved with a drug lord down there. When he tried to get out of the deal he made with the criminal, they started burning his assets, which were essentially the assets of the Agency. Abby brokered a deal with the drug lord and released the proxy from his duties. I wasn’t sure what that meant for his future.

      I didn’t fear that happening to me. Six months ago, Abby surprised me with an envelope. I opened it up to find a check for $750,000. She managed to obtain the remaining assets from my parent’s estate. The state had taken everything when they died because they didn’t have a will. She was able to prove that I was in no condition to claim the assets, and through some legalese that I didn’t understand, I possessed my rightful inheritance. She immediately showed me how to invest it. I started buying properties and businesses outside of the assets of the Agency. If anything, ever happened, I would be self-sufficient.

      When we got back to the lofts, I thought I’d be the impatient one, but she dragged me to the elevator. She looked back at Ashley and said, “Do not bother me until tomorrow.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Ashley said.

      I blushed at the conversation, but it excited me as well.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “No, I hated being away from you. It’s insane,” she said. She was a ball of energy. I pulled her close to me, and she stopped fidgeting.

      “There is no way you hated it more than I did,” I said.

      She put her arms around my neck and pulled her lips up to mine. As the elevator doors opened, we stumbled out of the elevator into the loft. She had already removed my jacket and tie. We left them in the elevator. We left a trail of clothes to the bed.

      Being with her was like stepping into the sun after two weeks of darkness. It hurt my eyes a little at first, but the sun was warm and welcoming. The initial pain was only that she had been gone so long. The absence in my heart hurt until the moment she filled it back up. After that I only felt the warmth of her love. I never imagined myself as a married man, but those thoughts overwhelmed me as I made love to her. I wanted her to be mine for the whole world to know, and I wanted her to have my name. She told me that she made up her last name as a child. She had many aliases as well. Lincoln didn’t have a last name. He was a supernatural creature, and he only went by Lincoln. From what she told me, he didn’t believe in marriage, anyway. They had some sort of Native American bonding ceremony. I wanted her name to be Abigail Castille. I started making plans in my head. Honestly, I wasn’t sure she would say yes, but I was going to ask anyway.

      We laid in the bed together, and she finally started asking about the city. I gave her a rundown of all the incidents since she left.

      “Looks like you handled things quite well without me,” she said.

      “Yes, I can handle the city, but I need you for my own personal attention,” I said.

      “I suppose I could make time in my busy schedule to see to your needs,” she joked.

      “Thank you, Miss Davenport. I will make sure you are compensated,” I laughed back at her.

      “I do want to see the pictures from the ritual though. I’ll make some calls to headquarters to see if we can find out who is in town. A wielder conducting blood rituals is not something to sweep under the rug,” she said.

      “I’m just glad you are back, so I didn’t have to run it up to headquarters myself,” I said.

      “Grandfather would have sent Lincoln. I don’t need him here,” she said.

      She told me very little about her break-up with Lincoln, and I didn’t need to know the details. She would tell me one day if she wanted. It was abundantly clear from her stories that they were both extremely stubborn. I knew she still loved him though. Anytime she mentioned his name, I could see the hurt in her eyes. You can’t hurt if you didn’t love or didn’t care.

      “If you ever want to talk about any of that, I’ll be happy to listen,” I said.

      “Lukas Castille, we are naked in the bed together. There is no way I’m going to start talking about my ex-partner!” she teased.

      “I didn’t mean right now,” I retorted.

      “There is nothing to talk about, besides he might not be the one that Grandfather would send. He’s out looking for his daughter,” she said.

      “Looking for his daughter?” I asked.

      “Yes, he had a child with a woman after we broke up, and the woman took the child from him,” she explained. “Grandfather said he spends most of his days looking for her. I don’t know all the details, but we aren’t talking about it anymore. I missed you, Lukas. I thought that I could go off, and it wouldn’t bother me. However, it did more than I ever expected. I’m more attached to you than I thought. I love you so much, and it’s so wonderful to be back here with you.”

      I played with her hair and ran my fingers down her face, “I missed you as well. I feel like I can breathe again.” We made love, then she fell asleep curled up next to me.
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* * *

      The next day we headed into the office together. She walked with me instead of in front of me. We always kept the front that she was in charge, and that I followed her orders. Her reputation went a lot further than mine. We got to my office, and Mrs. Lambert brought in some bagels and coffee. She handed one cup to Abby, which we all knew had tea instead of coffee. I pulled out the photos that we took of the ritual. She flipped through them, and her face grew dark.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She looked up to me, “It is bad, and I need to call headquarters immediately.” She walked over to the phone and dialed the number. I got up offering her my seat. She sat down and nodded to thank me. I took a seat in the leather chair across the room. Ashley sat on the couch that she and Abby had shared looking at the photos.

      “Hello, yes, this is Abigail Davenport. I need to speak to Mr. Theodoard. The matter is urgent,” she spoke, waiting for the response.

      “That is unfortunate. Who is working the Action Center? No, wait, don’t transfer me,” she said frustrated and shot Ashley a look. Ashley grimaced.
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      I knew the moment I called headquarters, by some twist of fate, I would have to talk to him.

      “Lincoln,” he simply answered.

      “This is Abigail Davenport calling to report an incident in Los Angeles,” I kept it business like. He paused, and I heard him sigh. Something inside me ripped. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Lukas.

      “Ajéí, it is good to hear your voice,” he said. His tone was steady and strong.

      “Are you going to take the report, or do I need to talk to someone else, Lincoln?” I didn’t have time to reminisce.

      “Forgive me. What is your report?”

      “A blood sacrifice was made in Reseda two days ago in a warehouse. I need all intel regarding any Mayan or Aztec related shamans or the like. The symbology leads me to believe it was Mesoamerican. The complete run down, please,” I requested.

      “I will come out,” he said simply.

      “No, you will not,” I replied. “Please gather the information.”

      “You are too stubborn. Abigail, a blood sacrifice is serious. You need to have the crew search for additional sites. You know there will be more than one. Who was the victim?” he said.

      “I know my part of the job. The crews are already searching for secondary sites,” I said and made eye contact with Lukas. He stood up and left the room. “The victim is unknown. The blood remained, but the body was gone. Our crew kept out of sight until it was over. They were trained that way,” I explained. I knew they had been, because once they left the new facility in Boulder, every crew member that came into Lukas’s territory went through my training as well.

      “I’m still coming out. We need a whole team there. I promise to stay out of your way, if that is what you want,” he said sadly. I gritted my teeth and steadied myself.

      “Lincoln, please, I will call you if you are needed,” I said.

      “A shaman and four priests. You are looking for five,” he stated.

      “I know how many there will be,” I said remembering the significance it played in my own death.

      “And you expect to take all five of them yourself?” he started to lose his cool demeanor. It was extremely rare that he did. Dealing with me frustrated him from the moment I met him. That didn’t change even when we were together.

      “Yes, I can. Lest you forget that I learned my tactics from you, so I am quite capable. Am I not?” I said.

      “I think this is foolish. You need back-up, and not from some human toy you have,” he said revealing his true feelings.

      “Fuck off, Lincoln,” I shouted slamming the phone.

      “That went well,” Ashley said dryly.

      “I thought so,” I replied, trying to catch my breath. I sighed. “I was fine until he cut down Lukas.”

      “He isn’t wrong. This is over Lukas’s head,” Ashley said.

      I sighed, “I know. It’s over my head.”

      Lukas came back in. “I’ve got all available crews checking warehouses. I’ve made a call to Detective Sanchez at LAPD. I’ll have something soon. Are you okay?”

      “Thank you. I need to talk to you about a personnel matter,” I said, shooting a look at Ashley. She took the cue and left the room.

      He sat back down in the chair. “What personnel matter?”

      “I would like you to release Dr. Ichiro Maki from his duties,” but before I could continue he interrupted me.

      “No, I’m not going to fire Ichiro. He’s awesome. He and Jackie run that department like a well-oiled machine. Do you know something I don’t?”

      I smiled at him, “I want you to make him available to join my team. I’ve needed a team doctor for quite some time. We could have used him in Guatemala. He and I have spoken about it in the last couple of months, and he wants to join us. I told him it would be up to you since you were his boss.”

      “I won’t keep him here if he doesn’t want to be here,” he said.

      “I know, but it’s more than that. I think he and Dr. Vargas had a relationship, and it ended badly. I think they both are having a hard time working together,” I explained.

      He grimaced. He knew about the relationship. He was a good proxy and kept up with all his people, even their private lives, “Yes, I’ve spoken to Jackie on several occasions. She is upset. I also know she is quite capable of running the department herself. They might both be more productive if they could work separately. I consent to him leaving the Los Angeles office as long as he intends to work for you. Plus, it will be nice to know you have someone to patch you up when you get yourself into messes.”

      “I don’t get myself into anything. Bad things find me,” I quipped.

      “Still, I’d like to know you had some measure of medical attention. He’s good. I trust him,” he said.

      I smiled at him as there was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” we both said.

      Mrs. Lambert entered, followed by Ashley. She knew our conversation was over. She knew I wanted to bring Maki on to our team agreeing it was a good move.

      “Mr. Castille, I hate to bother you, but there are some gentlemen that have arrived for your 2 o’clock meeting. They are in the board room,” she said.

      “Oh, I forgot about that. Thank you, Mrs. Lambert. I’ve got to go. This involves some new security features I’m looking into for the offices. I’ll be back soon,” he stood as he buttoned his jacket. I stood up and straightened his tie, which didn’t need to be straightened. He kissed me lightly, leaving the room with Mrs. Lambert.

      “It’s good to see you happy, Abby,” Ashley said.

      “It’s good to be happy,” I replied.

      “Are you going to tell him about the oracle in Guatemala?” she asked.

      “That woman was not an oracle. She’s a blind, crazy woman,” I retorted.

      “You know as well as I do that she was more than just crazy. She was far from blind.”

      I sighed, “Yes, I know, but I doubt I’ll come across any jaguar shapeshifters any time soon.”

      She handed me a manila folder. I sat down next to her and looked at it. “Open it,” she said.

      “I’m going to hate you, aren’t I?”

      “Probably,” she said.

      I opened the file folder, and the warm smile of a young Hispanic man looked back at me. The file was for a jaguar shifter that worked for the Agency at the Boulder compound. I only looked at the first page. I noticed that we were born in the same year. He was born in January of 1892, and I was born in June. He was a trainer for canvas crews. I shut the file and didn’t look any further. I handed it back to her. “I don’t want to know,” I said.

      “Curiosity isn’t wrong Abigail. You aren’t cheating on Lukas by reading a file,” she said.

      “Let’s get one thing straight. I love Lukas. I don’t care what some crazy, blind woman in a market in Guatemala said about a soul mate. You can’t throw a file at me, and just assume this is what she meant?” I was frustrated.

      “It’s not a soul mate, Abby! A soul bond is very different. I just thought it was a coincidence,” she said.

      “It’s not a coincidence. It’s a distraction. Did you have some premonition about a jaguar or about this Tadeas Duarte?” I asked.

      “No, I just thought it was interesting. I’m sorry I brought it up,” she said.

      I marched back over to the desk and started going through the files on Lukas’s desk. They were all the incidents in the city since we left. Ashley picked up the folders with the files from the rituals to peruse them again. I felt bad for getting angry at her. Lincoln started it. I just hadn’t let go of that frustration yet. Knowing Lincoln, he probably travelled through the spirit world to get here immediately, or he planned to very soon. I did not want to see him.

      My confrontation with Lincoln put me in a sour mood, and I felt bad about snapping at Ashley. “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “I know you are,” she replied.

      [image: ]
* * *

      While in Antigua, Guatemala, we went to the local market one day. It was a beautiful sight. Full of color and life, the market bustled with activity. We walked up and down through the stalls admiring the goods and making a few purchases. We got to the end of one of the rows, and woman sat on a cushion with a large colorful blanket under it. By the opaque color of her eyes, I could tell she was blind. She sat smiling, then she spoke to me.

      “Hija del sol. I see you. Please come here, my lady,” she spoke in English.

      “Miss Davenport, Abuela está locá. Please come this way,” Lucio Hernandez, the new proxy I’d just chosen, said as he placed his hand on my elbow to lead me away.

      “Mr. Hernandez, do not suppose that you know the world as I do. Do not suppose that just because I am blind that I cannot see,” she said. He froze in his tracks. I tilted my head.

      “Have you spoken to her before? You called her grandmother,” I asked him.

      “No, I avoid the riff raff. She will only try to take your money, and she calls herself grandmother,” he said.

      “Oh, well then, I have nothing to lose. I’ll give her money out of curiosity,” I said, approaching her. “Hello Mujer Sabia, how did you know that I am a child of the sun?”

      “Because you radiate light,” she replied. I lifted my eyebrow skeptical. I reached out with my power, and I felt a surge of energy pulsing off the woman in waves. “No temas, my lady. Please sit with me.”

      Timidly, I walked to her and sat on the edge of one of her colorful blankets. “What are you?” I asked.

      “I see things,” she replied.

      “You are an oracle?” I asked.

      “I keep time,” she replied. I felt a wave of power brush pass me. I turned to look at Ashley, her eyes panicked. Tony and Tommy rushed to the blanket. I raised my hands to tell them to stop. I made a circular motion with my fingers pointed down, requesting them to monitor the perimeter. Abuela had put a silence bubble around us.

      “Now, speak,” I said to her. “I will hear you.”

      “But will you listen?” she replied.

      “I’m not fond of oracles who speak in riddles. The message gets twisted and perverted. If you are that sort, I have nothing more to say to you,” I replied.

      “Your arrogance is almost endearing, Sun Child,” she said, waving her hand above the blanket. A circle appeared with various Mayan symbols. She shook her fist, and I heard a slight rattle. She cast the contents of her hand across the circle. She performed a divination with seeds. “Where is your bond mate?”

      “My mate is back home in Los Angeles,” I replied.

      “He is not your bond. Your soul bond. Your bond has brown skin and black hair,” she replied as she pointed to a symbol on the circle where one of the red seeds sat.

      I groaned. “Lincoln and I used to be together, but no more.”

      She chuckled, “I see now. You speak of the twin. I, too, have twins. Grandsons not of my blood. But I do not speak of the hunter.”

      “Then, I do not know of whom you speak,” I replied. She had power. I had no doubts, but just because you were powerful didn’t mean you were sane.

      “Ah, your ways have not crossed. Yes, I see that now. Time is all at once for me. Sometimes I have trouble telling the past from the future. Your father is very proud of you,” she continued.

      “My father tried to have me killed,” I replied.

      “No, your father is un guardián del cielo,” she corrected me.

      “I suppose, George is a father figure. He was once a guardian of heaven,” I replied.

      “There is so much you do not see. You are the light along your own path, but the darkness just beyond you conceals the truth,” she said. “You are a daughter of the sun. You will be the partner of a nahual.”

      “What is a nahual?” I asked.

      “You call them shifters. In your case, he will be a jaguar. A guardian. Your soul bond,” she pressed.

      “I already have two ‘mates’, so the last thing I need is another one,” I responded.

      “When the time is right, you will only have one,” she said confidently.

      “You’ve told me nothing important,” I said.

      “How do you know if it is important or not? It may not be at the moment, but time says it will be,” she replied.

      “Who are you?” I questioned.

      “I have been called Xmucane. My mate and I watch time. We watch you,” she said and her opaque eyes started to glow with a godly light.

      “You are a Mayan goddess?” I questioned.

      “You know my name then. Good, good,” she smiled. “When you return to this country, bring your bond, and my consort Xpiacoc will bless your union. It will be our gift to you. I look forward to seeing you again, Abigail Sophia Davenport.”

      I froze as she spoke my name. My whole name. The privacy bubble she placed around us evaporated, and her eyes turned opaque again. I sat transfixed. She ignored me. She acted as if I weren’t there anymore. Tony pulled me to my feet looking back at the others.

      “We are leaving with her now,” he said. They all nodded, and Ashley walked up, linking her arm with mine.

      “Are you okay?” she said.

      “Yeah, sure. Just completely weirded out. No big deal,” I responded. She laughed a little.

      “You get yourself in the strangest messes,” she said.

      “Life would be boring without me,” I responded.

      “I think we are due for some boring,” she replied as we approached the vehicles.

      “I am ready to go home,” I said.

      “To the island?” she said as her eyes darkened.

      “No, to Lukas,” I said, smiling at her. She smiled back and shook her head at me.

      “That sounds great. Today?” she asked. She planned our escape from Guatemala already. I could see it in her eyes.

      “As soon as possible,” I replied.
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* * *

      I told her about the conversation with the Mayan Goddess on the way home. Ashley always had a unique perspective on things. “A jaguar. Rawr. That sounds sexy,” she said. And most of them involved sexual activity. She needed to get laid badly.

      “Are you going to ask Lukas about Ichiro?” she asked.

      “Are you interested in Ichiro?” I asked.

      “No, Abby, you know I live vicariously through you,” she said. Of that, I had no doubt.

      “He’s cute,” I offered.

      “Meh, he’s okay,” she said.

      I laughed. “Yes, when we get back, I’m going to request that the proxy release him to work for me,” I said.

      “Yay!” she clapped and giggled. She thought he was cute.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lukas returned from his meeting in a great mood. I smiled at his enthusiasm. He had missed me. It was nice to be missed. Mrs. Lambert came in and handed him a piece of paper with a written message. “Excuse me for a moment,” he said picking up the phone on his desk.

      “Sanchez, please. This is Lukas Castille from KBS,” he stated. He came to this very naturally. I watched him in wonder. Ashley had never had such a completely perfect premonition. “Javier! Thank you for returning my call.” The man on the other end began to talk. I couldn’t make it out without using magic. Lukas would tell us what we needed to know. I did not want to interfere with his job. He didn’t need me to. His blue eyes turned dark.

      “Yes, Javy, I understand. She has returned from Guatemala and will be working the case. I’ll tell her what you’ve found. Thank you very much. I’ll keep you in the loop.” He paused, listening to the detective. “There is no way man. You cheated last time. Yes, double or nothing. We get this ritual thing settled, and you’re on!” He laughed without humor. He hung up the phone, and his eyes met mine.

      “What is it?”

      “Three others besides the one we found,” he said. “I don’t know how there have been that many without my knowledge.”

      “Do we know the victims?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Maybe the victims are your people, Lukas. Run a count.” I said.

      He grimaced and picked up the phone again. “Hey Lucky, run a count for me. Send the word. I need the count as soon as possible.”

      “Lucky?”

      “He runs that bar I own down on Sunset. I use it as a hub for information,” he explained. I made note of him making moves that I did not teach him.

      “We will figure it out. I promise.”

      “I’m going downstairs to talk to Maki. Want to meet me in about 30 minutes? I want to take you to dinner,” he said.

      “Sure. I’ll make a couple of inquires back at headquarters. I’ll meet you down there,” I said. He passed me on the way out, and I squeezed his hand. He hated people dying in his town.

      “Want me to jet?” Ashley asked.

      I sighed. “Yes.”

      “Helping Lukas is more important,” she added before she walked out the door.

      “I know,” I said. I sat down at his desk once again. He was neatly organized. Just to the left of center he had a photograph of us. I hated photographs, but he insisted we have one made together. It was endearing, and I loved him for it. I loved him for a lot of reasons. I just hoped he wouldn’t hate me after the phone call I was about to make.

      I dialed the number. His calm steady voice answered, “Lincoln.”

      “I need the information, Lincoln. As soon as you can,” I said quietly.

      “How bad is it?”

      “Four total,” I replied.

      “Abby,” he said.

      “I know. Please don’t ruin this for me,” I begged.

      “I promise I won’t, but you need help. I will stay out of your relationship with the human. I swear to you on my power,” he said. I felt the cool oath settle on me.

      “Chaha’oh, that was not necessary,” I said. I always called him Shadow in his own language because of his ability to shift into the spirit world. When I first saw that plane, it reminded me of a land of shadows. A land of shades and spirits. He called me Ajéí. His heart.

      “Tell me what you want me to do, and I will do it,” he said softly.

      “Are there any knowns in the area?”

      “It’s unknown, but perhaps someone from your recent trip to Guatemala,” he said.

      “I’ve only been back a day. The rituals have been going on for four days. There will be another tonight, yes?”

      “Yes,” he said. “Who did you provoke in Guatemala?”

      “You read the report?”

      “Yes, but I know you. You never tell the whole truth,” he said with a hint of humor.

      “Honestly, I’m not sure,” I said.

      “I’m on my way with a team. We will stay out of your way, but you know they must be stopped,” he said firmly.

      “Yes, I know,” I replied.

      “Yes?” he asked surprised.

      “Yes,” I said. I swallowed, “I need help, and don’t you dare say anything else.”

      He grunted and hung up the phone. My heart split in two all over again. He would operate outside of the proxy’s establishment, but I wouldn’t hide it from Lukas. I’d tell him tonight once we got out of the building.
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      “You usually aren’t nervous about a job,” he said.

      “There are too many unknown variables with this one,” I replied.

      “Stay connected to me, and everything will be fine,” Tadeas assured me.

      “I dislike brutality.”

      “Necessary evil?” he asked.

      “No, just necessary,” I said. I placed my arm on his, and we exited the private plane on the attached stairs. Angelo Giordano waited for us on the tarmac. He had six men that I could see. I felt two others in the car beyond him. I cast my thoughts to Tadeas, feeling his acknowledgement. I reached further and felt another two cars approaching. We stopped five feet in front of Giordano and his men.

      “Miss Abigail Davenport, daughter of Helios, son of Hyperion, magistrate of the Western Hemisphere, welcome to New York,” he stated. He offered no hospitality.

      “Mr. Angelo Giordano, regent of the East Coast, father of the families, thank you for meeting me on such short notice. Allow me to introduce Tadeas Duarte, my chosen partner, part of the inner circle,” I said to him.

      “Mr. Duarte, welcome to New York,” he stated.

      Tadeas nodded at him. “Formalities, but no hospitality.”

      “I will end him,” I stated. I reached out again, deeper this time. I pulled power from all directions. When I did it, I could feel the wielder he had in his pocket concealed nearby. I alerted Tadeas who were dealing with, making him grimace.

      “You got this?”

      “We’ve got this,” I replied. I felt confidence and power roll off Tadeas like nothing I’d ever felt before. It was a risky situation to test our bond, but the moment demanded it.

      “What may I do for you, Miss Davenport?” he asked.

      “Is hospitality dead in New York?” I decided to hit him directly.

      “There are rumors of traitors within the Agency. Things have become increasingly unstable since you returned. I offer no hospitality. Gregory Theodoard is losing grip of the network. He may have called you in to rescue him, but it’s too late. I am doing what I can to hold it together without his guidance,” he said.

      “You imply that I am the traitor, and admit to your own treachery in the same sentence,” I stated.

      “I believe you are the traitor and have taken steps to protect my holdings,” he said plainly.

      I nodded my head, and Tony exited the plane. He dragged Mr. Tillens with him. Giordano’s face blanched white.

      “I propose that we discuss it with Mr. Tillens.”

      Tony sat him on the ground between us. Tillens whimpered, sitting on his knees. He kept his eyes on Giordano to beg for help. I felt the fear and uncertainty radiating off of him, but felt Tadeas’ steady confidence pushing me forward.

      “I do not know this man,” Giordano said.

      I held up my cell phone and a weak voice came across the speaker, “He’s a liar, Miss Abby.”

      “Thank you, Matt. We will be home soon. See you then,” I replied sweetly and hung up the phone. Giordano tensed. He knew Matthew and his abilities. “Let’s start again. Why do you have an operative inside Andy Gilbert’s organization?”

      “Mr. Castille runs his half of the country. I do things a bit differently than he does. You taught him, bedded him, and have him in your pocket. However, we have our own way that has worked for over a century in this country. I had credible information that Mr. Gilbert funded the organization known as the GEA. The very ones you fight. The ones you failed to stop when they destroyed the Agency’s home base in the United States. Or perhaps you aided them,” he suggested.

      “Carboni is dead. His memories told me what I needed to know. What they didn’t tell me, my team dug up. I have read all the hidden emails, texts and correspondence between you, Carboni and Mr. Tillens here. I know you have a wielder, a very powerful one nearby. I suggest you call off your dogs,” I responded.

      He waved his hand, and his men took their hands off their weapons. “I worked on behalf of the Agency as a whole. I made decisions to keep the world turning. Is that not what we do, Miss Davenport?”

      “Tadeas,” I said. And in a quick swift motion, Tadeas pulled his pistols from his coat. He fired once into Tillens’ head and pointed the other at the man to Giordano’s left. Tillens’ body slumped to the ground. All of Giordano’s men poised their weapons on me. “For the crime of treason, assassination of an Agency Proxy, framing Agency employees, and getting on my fucking nerves, Mr. Tillens’ I find you guilty.” I used the power I’d drawn in to put a barrier around Tadeas, Tony and myself. Tony had his rifle drawn, and he positioned himself on my left flank.

      “I suppose it’s my job to clean that up,” Giordano smirked.

      “You are good at covering murders. In fact, I did my own digging. You have lost control over your employees. I’d hate to think you were allowing a wolf shifter to kill children for his own pleasure while you turned your head.” I saw the fear rise in Giordano. I knew more than he ever thought I did. “Boyd Skerritt, for the crimes of raping and murdering 12 girls, I find you guilty.”

      Tadeas pulled the trigger as the wolf started to shift and lunge toward us. His body hit the concrete at Giordano’s feet. Tadeas turned to the next man who put his hands up. All of Giordano’s remaining men dropped their weapons.

      “She will kill you all, weapons or not, you fools,” he growled.

      “Actually, no, I will not. I grant all of your men immunity if one of you will tell me the name of the wielder that Mr. Giordano retained outside the purview of the Agency.” I stated. None of them spoke because none of them knew who it was. Giordano kept his treachery concealed from his people, however each of them were involved with an even deeper scheme I’d yet to reveal my knowledge of to Mr. Giordano. Tadeas knew and stood with confidence next to me.

      Giordano laughed. “Miss Davenport, you wouldn’t expect me to tell my lackeys my deepest secrets.” As he spoke, two black Yukons pulled up to our side.

      “Did you bring friends?” I asked.

      He snarled at me. I laughed, because the friends were mine. “Get on with it,” he growled.

      “Gentlemen, would you all please place all your weapons on the ground and get in the car behind Mr. Giordano? The two men in the car should open the door and place all weapons on the ground,” I said. The doors opened on the back car. I had magically projected my voice so they could hear me clearly inside the car. Four of the men removed pistols and knives from their ankles, backs and pockets. They laid them all on the ground, climbed into the car, and shut the door.

      “You are making a huge mistake,” Giordano growled. Finally, I would get to meet this wielder. I decided that I knew who it was. I made sure Tadeas understood the stakes. I felt the confidence continue to build in him.

      I looked at the remaining man who had abandoned his main weapon, a small pistol. He had not emptied any of his other hidden pieces though. “Vito, I understand your need to support your father. A child should never have to choose between what is right and family. However, I offer my potential support in taking over your father’s empire from this day forward.”

      He stepped forward a little to speak, and Tadeas rolled his aim off Giordano to his son, Vito. “Don’t move, Vito,” he spoke sternly.

      Vito put his hands up in surrender. “Miss Abby, I cannot turn against my father. I will stand by him. If his sentence is death, it will be mine as well.” My heart sank for him. He was honorable to a fault. “I believe the network is failing. My father made the steps necessary to secure his territory. Yes, there have been lapses in judgment. Father, please. I knew of Boyd’s activities, and I did nothing to stop him. As the proxy of New York City, I failed in my duties. I must be executed as well.” He fell to his knees with his hands up. Tadeas tracked his gun down to his kneeling position.

      I turned my eyes to Giordano. “Release him from his oath to you, and I will let him live.”

      “No, we are family,” he stated.

      “That’s your problem, Giordano. It’s been your Family first and your obligations to the Agency second. From the moment the Agency re-established our connections with the Families of the East Coast, I knew this day would come. One day, I would destroy that connection. It would bring turmoil and chaos. In the end, a new stability would form. We will see this through,” I stated.

      “You think your stability lies in whoever you have in that car over there? You think one of my made men can do my job. I know you’ve recruited one. I just don’t know which one,” he said.

      “Perhaps your wielder isn’t as good as I thought,” I stated.

      “My wielder doesn’t care about insignificance,” he spouted.

      “I would love to meet him. I know he is here. Will he show his face to save you?” I asked.

      “No, he will not,” Giordano muttered.

      “Very well, I shall summon him. Cyrus MacCormack, descendent of Helios, son of Hyperion, one of the Six, please join us,” I said. I saw Tony tense. I had no way of warning him as I had Tadeas. I instructed Tadeas to stay trained on Vito and Angelo to allow me to deal with my Uncle Cyrus.

      He shimmered into view behind Giordano, and a young woman followed him. Cyrus MacCormack, dressed in a dark navy bespoke suit that matched his deep blue eyes, approached our gathering. I felt his privacy bubble spell the moment I stepped off the plane. I knew I would be dealing with my own kin. Each of the Six members of the board of Kenward, Blake and Shanahan wielded godly powers. His white hair shone in the light of the sun, and a strong scent of the salt sea surrounded us as he approached. Cyrus, better known as Ler, father of Mannanán Mac Lír, generally stayed out of politics. I knew he actively sought Grandfather’s position, because all the Six did, even Aunt Lianne. I also knew that he worked in the shadows. Flashes of him arm and arm with Meredith Spence at Tadeas’ welcoming party flowed through my head. I felt Tadeas acknowledge the memory.

      I knew the woman as well. Gabriella Milani, a principal wizard in the Conjurors Association, strutted confidently beside Cyrus MacCormack. She held many titles including an esteemed member of the Fraternity of Magic alongside Cassidy’s father Edgar Donovan. She stood average height, but wore 4-inch heels. I knew she negotiated an eternal youth blessing from one of the Fae Queens. She had deep black wavy hair. Her dark blue eyes reminded me of a deeply dyed denim. I felt her power, but she did not concern me.

      “Child, call off your executioner. I out-rank you, and I will not allow you to destroy the East Coast Regent,” he spoke with confidence and arrogance. Tadeas did not move from his position, neither did Tony.

      “Good to see you again Cyrus. I give you one chance to leave before I kill them both,” I offered him a chance.

      His arrogant eyes flicked to each of us. He raised his hand in an effort to squeeze out our lives, but he grimaced when he realized that he could not. “You do not have the power to block me,” he spouted as he strained to do us harm.

      “You are right. I don’t,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Lukas waited for me as I exited the elevator. He smiled, but quickly caught on that I wasn’t in the best mood. “What’s wrong?” he said as he approached me.

      “Let’s just go. We can talk in the car,” I said.

      “Sure,” he nodded to the guy at the security desk. We exited a side door that went into a parking deck. He drove the red Mustang. He opened the door for me and hustled to the driver’s side. Paying attention to the road, he didn’t say anything. If I made him wait too long, he would push. He wouldn’t want to, but he would for my sake.

      “I called headquarters again. Lukas, if this is a ritual blood sacrifice, then I need help. I can’t do it alone. There will be a shaman and four priests. They will continue the sacrifices and build up power to summon a demon or other powerful evil being,” I said.

      “You are upset, because you had to ask for help?”

      “I am upset, because I had to ask Lincoln for help,” I admitted. He sighed and held my hand even though he needed his to shift gears. He played with the brakes and clutch to keep us moving in the thick traffic.

      “What’s going to happen?” he asked.

      “He will bring a team in to locate the shaman. They will probably arrive this evening. I would appreciate it if you kept contact with them. I will get involved as needed, but I…” my voice trailed off.

      “I will do what is required of me as proxy. Abigail, you are strong enough to deal with this. You’ve got to put your past with him behind you.” He let go of my hand to shift gears. “I’m here with you, and we will do it together. I need these bastards out of my city.”

      I sighed, “Okay.”

      “We are going to dinner. Do you want to go back to the loft and change?” he asked.

      “Yes, where are we going for dinner?” I asked. I wanted to think of something other than Lincoln.

      “The Coconut,” he said confidently.

      “Isn’t that the place I took you the first day I met you?” I asked.

      “Yes, it is,” he grinned.

      “Is it an anniversary or something I forgot?” he always remembered those things. I hoped I hadn’t forgotten something important. After calling my ex-partner for help, I didn’t want to upset him.

      “No, it’s not. You didn’t forget anything. I just thought it would be nice to revisit it,” he said. He knew the look on my face as I tried to recall something that I hadn’t even forgotten. It amused him.

      We arrived back at the loft, and we both changed clothes. He put on a more formal suit. Not a tuxedo, but definitely tailored to fit him. His blue eyes sparkled as he quirked a smile at me, because he knew I watched him with adoring eyes. I slipped into a navy cocktail dress. It was strapless and short. He approved. “I’ve decided I want to stay here,” he said.

      “You promised me dinner. You can’t expect me to put out without dinner,” I said.

      “Don’t be so crude, Abby!” he laughed in spite of his admonition. “I could just order food to be delivered though.”

      “No, we are going to dinner,” I teased. We played this game often. Sometimes we went to dinner. Sometimes we didn’t.

      We went downstairs, where Jay waited for us with the Jaguar. I looked at him. “Seriously? You going to copy the entire night?”

      “Maybe, but let’s skip the shooting part,” he said.

      “Yes, please,” Jay said as we approached.

      “Good evening, Mr. Stafford,” I said to him.

      “Good evening, Miss Davenport. You look beautiful as always,” he held the door open for me. Lukas went around to get in on the other side.

      Jay followed around the car and jumped in. “Where to Mr. Castille?”

      Jay obviously played along, “The Coconut, please Mr. Stafford.”

      I laughed at them both playing a silly game, and Jay drove us there. Lukas held my hand. “What else do I need to know about our visitors?”

      I shot a look at Jay. He already knew who was coming. I suppose Ashley had informed all of them that Lincoln’s crew would be arriving tonight. “Just that he will come in with a few wielders of various skill sets. He will use them to locate the threat and identify the power of the group we face. If he thinks he and his team can take them, then they will remove the threat. If not, he will call you and ask you to allow me to join them.”

      “Why would he ask me? I’m the proxy, but you don’t answer to me,” he said confused.

      “He will do it out of respect for our relationship,” I said softly.

      “Oh,” he said surprised. “That’s honorable.”

      I sighed. “I suppose.”

      “I’m sorry. We will talk about something else,” he said.

      “It’s important that we cover everything, because I’ve never hidden anything from you. I won’t start that now. We haven’t talked about why Lincoln and I split up. I will, but let’s not ruin our night,” I said. I didn’t want to talk about it to anyone, but if he needed me to talk about it, I would do it for him.

      “It’s not necessary unless you feel like you just need to get it out. Honestly, I don’t care. You and I are together now, and that’s all that matters,” he said squeezing my hand, and he never mentioned it again.

      We sat in silence as Jay drove us through the city. I wondered if Lincoln had located the shaman. I didn’t actively pursue the magic man because I knew I couldn’t handle him plus four others. Lincoln would call for help if he needed it. He didn’t have the same arrogant pride that I had.

      “At least, I smell better this time, right Jay?” Lukas broke the silence. Jay died laughing.

      “Dude, thank goodness you do!” Jay joked back. I laughed at them both.

      “Ridiculous! You were living on the streets. You couldn’t help it,” I said.

      “Don’t make excuses for me, Abby. There are plenty of places I could have gone. I just needed a reason to care,” he said turning a bit more serious.

      “See, Jay, all he needed was a closet full of suits, and a job offer that required him to face the supernatural bad guys of the world on a daily basis,” I teased.

      “All I needed was you,” he said. Yes, I melted. I even saw a light of approval in Jay’s eyes.

      We arrived at the restaurant and had a lovely dinner, talking about everything except for the blood sacrifices. When we walked back outside, we crossed the large concrete walkway that expanded from the restaurant to the curb. The Jaguar sat on the curb waiting for us. Jay waited inside of it instead of outside. The night was cool with a slight breeze, and the sounds of the city even seemed subdued. I walked with Lukas arm in arm, and he stopped in about the spot where he threw me to the ground after our first “date.” I smiled at him. He enjoyed these little things that reminded us of where we started and how we ended up in each other’s arms. His sensibilities were far more romantic than mine, but those were the things I loved the most about him. We actually had little in common, but we complimented each other. I wanted to enjoy every moment with him, even if it was a corny, romantic notion.

      “Is this the spot?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure exactly. It’s hard to remember things when you get shot, you know?” He turned, wrapped his arms around me, and kissed me on the spot. The kiss felt different from any other we had shared. He held my face in his hands, and I felt his heart rate pick up.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” he said as held me with his left arm around my waist. “I have always wanted to give you something that was meaningful. You have given me so much.”

      “Lukas, you don’t have to give me anything,” I started to get nervous, too. A million thoughts rushed through my mind. I hoped he wasn’t going down the path I suspected.

      “I want to though. Yes, you gave me suits, a home, and a job. You gave me hope that I could make a difference, and you had faith in me. Somewhere along the line, you gave me your heart. I never imagined I’d ever love like I love you,” he paused, gathering his thoughts.

      I started to panic inside. If he asked me to marry him, what would I say? I had no intentions of ever marrying anyone. Lincoln and I never discussed it. I promised myself to him, and he to me a long time ago, but he broke that promise. I had no intentions of ever putting that kind of restraint on a relationship. Lukas and I were fine the way we were, and part of me did not want to change it.

      He touched my face and brought me back from my internal conversation. He’d seen me do it so many times before. I’m sure he could read the panicked look on my face.

      “Just hear me out, okay?”

      I managed to choke out, “Okay.”

      “When you were younger, you told me that your mother left you at a children’s home in England. You told me you picked Davenport as a last name because you didn’t have one. You thought it was a right good name,” he said mocking my British accent. I relaxed a little and nodded. He took another deep breath and calculated his words, “I also know that Lincoln didn’t have a name to give you.”

      My knees weakened, and I wobbled a bit. He held on tight, continuing, “The one thing I can give you that no one else can is my name. You deserve to have a name that isn’t made up that belongs to you. Personally, I think Abigail Castille sounds fantastic, but I’m biased.”

      He took my left hand and slid a ring on my finger. I didn’t even look at it. I feared it wasn’t real. I thought if I closed my eyes it would go away. His sincerity flowed over me.

      “Lukas,” I whispered, because I couldn’t form any other words.

      “I know you. You are freaking out. You don’t have to answer me now. I’m not asking you to marry me tomorrow. I just want you to know that I want you to have my name. I love you, and it’s a part of me that I think is important enough to share with you,” he said, lightly kissing me on the lips.

      I studied his blue eyes. He didn’t search for an answer. He wanted me to know that he’d give me every part of himself. As I searched my own feelings through my automatic default to panic, I realized that having a name that belonged to me meant something. I always wanted one. What better name that the name of the man I loved?

      “Yes,” I said quietly. He stopped breathing, and just looked at me confused. “I said, yes, Lukas.”

      He leaned his forehead to mine. “What?” he asked in disbelief.

      “I want your name,” I said.

      He exploded and jumped into the air. He pumped his fist and yelled, “Yes!” He wrapped me back up in his arms. “I never expected you to say yes.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I know you. I just wanted you to know how serious I am about us, and I wanted you to know that I’d love you forever,” he said.

      “I already knew that, I just want your name. It’s kinda cool,” I teased.

      “No, you stop. Don’t you make fun of me. I poured my heart out,” he said grinning from ear to ear. He picked me up and twirled me around like we were in a movie.

      “Put me down. You goof,” I said, laughing at him and allowing myself to be happy. For once, I had hope that something in my life would last. I knew very well that I’d outlive Lukas by a long shot, but I finally understood how Aiden felt about Fayola. Whatever time I had, I wanted it to be with him. “I love you, Lukas.”

      He kissed me. “Let’s go home!” He had shifted gears, and I shifted along with him.

      “Sounds great!”

      We walked hand in hand to the car. Jay got out to open the door for me. He looked surprised. “What?” I asked.

      “I just didn’t think you would,” he said.

      “Sometimes I surprise even myself,” I replied.

      “Okay, that’s once,” he said shutting the door behind me.

      I got in the car, finally looking down at the ring. A simply beautiful antique ring. A filigree that resembled the rays of the sun surrounded the center diamond. Smaller diamonds graced the edges of it. He knew my tastes. I wouldn’t wear anything too flashy, especially on my hands. The rings I generally wore included a protection ring on my right hand with a Celtic shield knot on the front and triquetras on the sides, and an opal solitaire that I once got as award for the harvest games in Ireland. I had a few others that I rotated out that I could endow magical properties to use as needed. This was delicate and feminine.

      He leaned over and put his arm around me. He held up my hand as I studied it. “Well?”

      “It’s beautiful. Where did you find something like this?”

      “I lied,” he said and smiled.

      “About what?”

      “The meeting that I had this afternoon at work. I met with some antique dealers from around town. I didn’t want something from a gaudy jewelry store, and I picked this one because it looks like a sun,” he said proudly.

      “It does. It’s perfect,” I said kissing him.

      The devil flickered in his eyes, and he said, “And it’s vintage just like you.”

      Jay busted out laughing. The car swerved.

      I poked him hard in the ribs. “I cannot believe you just said that Lukas Castille!”

      He rubbed his ribs, but he kept laughing along with Jay. “I’m sorry. It just came to me. I had to say it.”

      “I hate you both!” I teased. I didn’t mean it at all. Then I couldn’t hold back, I laughed too. For a few moments, I felt as young as he actually was. He tried to kiss me, but he couldn’t stop laughing. We giggled all the way home to the lofts.

      When we got out of the car, Jay said, “Congratulations Abby. I’m glad you are happy.”

      I hugged him. Jay and I had been through hell together. “Thanks. That means a lot to me.” He smiled, and I turned back to Lukas. He took my hand to escort me inside.

      Once we got upstairs. There wasn’t a mad rush to the bedroom. Instead, he held me close, and we swayed to music that didn’t play.

      “No second thoughts?” he asked.

      “Actually, no,” I admitted. “When do you want to do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Get married. Have a wedding. This is your idea!” I said teasing him.

      “I’d do it right now, but I imagine Ashley will want to plan something huge,” he said.

      “Wait a minute. Did you tell her you were doing this?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” he admitted.

      “You told all of them. Jay, Ashley, Tony, Tommy?”

      “Yes, I had to get them to leave us alone for one night. Jay offered to drive us, and I let him. He was there the first night, so it completed the scene. Is that okay?” He described it like he was a director. I’d give him an award for sincerity.

      I laughed. “Yes, it’s okay. Are you having second thoughts?”

      “Hell no,” he said. That’s when we started to remove clothing. Then the phone rang. “Why!” He yelled at the ceiling. I giggled at him. It was probably just something the crews were reporting.

      “Castille,” he answered with a little anger in his voice. He watched me and started pulling off his tie.

      I heard a frantic voice on the other end. I moved closer so I could hear. “Mr. Castille, this is Josie. I’m on the crew in West Rancho. My friend Kaylee and I were in a warehouse off Alondra Blvd. We weren’t out looking for trouble. I promise, Mr. Castille, but this man came up and took her. He just dragged her off, and he had several other men with him. They lunged at me, but I ran. Please help me, sir. I’m sorry to call late, but I lost all my other contact numbers when I ran. I only had this one memorized,” she explained.

      “Where are you now?” he asked.

      “I’m using the pay phone at a gas station on the corner of Alondra and S Central. There is a small park here that I can hide in,” she said.

      “Okay, you stay there. I’m on my way with help. Josie, if you need to run, you run. I’ll find you, okay?” he told her confidently. I could tell he didn’t want to scare her.

      I hurried into the bedroom, slipped out of the dress, and put on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt. I grabbed my Bo staff and nodded at him.

      “We are on the way. Hang tight,” he told her, hanging up the phone.

      “We will tell Tommy and Tony in the lobby. Let them make the calls. We will go straight there,” I said. He went to the kitchen and pulled out two 9mm pistols we had stashed in one of the drawers. He picked up his ankle holster and a clip from the bedroom.

      “Come on,” he said as we rushed to the elevator.

      “You going in those suit pants and button down?” I asked.

      “I’m not stopping to change. I’ve probably lost one. I won’t lose another because I decided to change my clothes,” he said frustrated.

      “Look at me,” I said. “Be calm. You’ve got to clear your mind and focus on getting down there. I know by now I can’t keep you from a fight, but please if one of these guys turns out to be the magic man we are looking for, you’ve got to run. Please Lukas. He will kill you in an instant. I can’t imagine…” My voice faltered.

      “Don’t even think that,” he said holding me tight. The doors opened to the lobby, and the guys jumped up from the seats in the open area. They knew if we were back downstairs now that something had to be wrong.

      “We got a call from a crew member named Josie. She’s down in West Rancho on the corner of Alondra and S Central. She’s hiding in a park. Someone took her friend. It’s possible it’s the ones we’ve been trying to find,” I told them. They nodded and headed to the weapons closet. Jay came in from the parking garage, heading straight into the room with Tommy and Tony.

      Lukas walked toward the closet. “Hey, let’s go. They will catch up to us,” I said.

      “I’m getting the keys to the bike,” he said.

      “Oh,” I said. “You can drive the Ducati?”

      “You were in Guatemala for a while. I got bored,” he said. He went in the room, retrieving the keys. I waited at the garage door. “Okay, let’s go.”

      After I grabbed two helmets from the shelf just outside the door, I followed him to the bike. He strapped his on, I copied him, and we mounted the Ducati. He strapped his on, and I copied him. He climbed on, and I followed. I wrapped my arms around him. I didn’t particularly like motorcycles, but in this case, it would get us there fast.

      I cleared my mind and thought about him. I focused my thoughts on his mind. “Can you hear me?”

      “Holy shit,” he said out loud, but since he said it in his mind too, I heard it.

      “It’s a communication spell. All I am doing is focusing on you and speaking to you without actually using my voice. You can talk back to me, either out loud and look like a lunatic, or you can focus on me and talk to me inside your mind,” I said.

      I felt the confusion in him. He didn’t think he could do it. I waited to let him gain confidence. “That’s creepy as hell, Abby.”

      I laughed. “I suppose on some level it is, but I want you to know I’m here. And we will get through this. Now we can talk without anyone else knowing. At some point, I have to end the spell. It’s not something I can hold for a long time. It’s not really draining on my power, but it takes a lot of concentration. I swear that I’m not poking around in your mind.”

      “If you were in there, you’d know this was not on my list of things to do tonight,” he lamented.

      “Mine either. If we get out there and find its the shamans, we will get away, and you call in our backup. Not the time to be arrogant,” I said, telling myself just as much as him.

      “Gotcha,” he said as he leaned around a corner and laid on the gas. We zipped through traffic at an alarming speed. To be honest, it scared the shit out of me. I just held on, storing in power just in case I had to save our asses from getting killed on this thing.

      We took the 110 down to Redondo Beach Boulevard. We flew through several traffic lights, turning right down South Central Avenue. He knew exactly where to go because he knew his city. We pulled up at a park on the corner of South Central and Alondra. After we removed our helmets, he pulled his gun from the holster in his back, and I reached out with my magic. I couldn’t feel anything evil or lurking. In fact, I felt no magical movement at all.

      A young girl walked out of the shadows toward us. Lukas got off the bike, approaching her. She looked extremely young, and her face was stained with tears. She ran to Lukas, hugging him. He hugged her back like a father would his own daughter. I stayed poised on the bike as I looked around us in the spectrum. I could hear her explaining to Lukas where they saw the man who took Kaylee. I still couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. He instructed her to get on a bus and go to the bar where Lucky managed the crew. He told her to tell Lucky everything, then to get a room for the night. She nodded, and he gave her plenty of money to get a bus ride back up to Sunset Boulevard.

      “She said there is a junkyard just up the road on the corner of Main and Alondra. The warehouse they were in is adjacent to the junkyard,” he said.

      “Let’s get closer, and I’ll mask the bike. We can approach on foot so we don’t alarm anyone,” I said. He nodded, putting the helmet back on. Revving up the bike, we went down Alondra toward the junkyard. He cut down a small road behind some business that had store fronts facing Alondra. After parking the bike, he checked his weapons. I opened my palm and a liquid metal ball appeared above my hand. I motioned it outward with my hands, elongating it like a large liquid metal blanket. I released it, and it draped over the Ducati. It mirrored its opposite surroundings, masking the bike completely. He looked at the bike, then back to me. “That’s fucking cool.”

      I waved off his compliment. Everything inside of me feared for him. I remembered exactly why I didn’t want to take his name. I didn’t want him to be tied to me because it could cost him his life. “Promise me that you will try to stay back. I can’t lose you now, Lukas.”

      “I promise to follow your lead, but Abby, you know I can’t stay out of it,” he said.

      “I know. I love you,” I said and hugged him. He kissed me on the cheek, then on the mouth. We lingered there for just a moment.

      “I love you,” he said. We turned and sprinted down the alleyway behind the businesses. As we approached the street which was Main Street, I started to feel the cool power of a dark magic wielder. It floated through the air. It felt chilly in the warmth of the early evening after a sunny day in California.

      “I feel something. Wait here until the guys arrive.” He nodded, and we leaned against the building. Silence filled the night. Only the sound of a passing car. He leaned into me as cars passed. He looked like some rich guy paying for a trick in a dark alley way. I held on to him and focused on the dark magic as its foreboding power built up around us. I heard a car pull into the alleyway on the opposite end.

      “They are here,” he said, and I nodded. They lurked in the shadows down the alley way, joining us.

      “It’s coming from across the street near the junkyard. I think it’s the building right next to it. Do you see it?” I asked.

      Tony nodded, and he and Tommy crossed Main Street, walking up the opposite side from us. They stayed along the shadows cast by the buildings. They stopped before the end of the building. Turning back where we positioned ourselves, they nodded. I looked over to Jay. “Get the car ready in case we need to get out quickly,” I said. He nodded and hustled back to the car. Jay could hold his own in a fight if we needed, but he was the wheelman. We needed the wheelman alive. He understood his purpose and followed my instructions.

      Lukas and I turned to go up the street. We followed the shadows. When we reached the edge of the buildings, I nodded to Tony and Tommy so we all crossed Alondra simultaneously. The guys were closer to the warehouse than we were. I reached out again, and the strength of the dark magic made my steps falter. The stench of blood rushed over my senses. Lukas pushed me to the fence nearby into a shadow, but he steadied me. “No. It’s too late. We can’t go in there.”

      “No, she’s one of mine. We have to try,” he growled.

      “Lukas, I swear, if I thought we could save her, I’d go in there with you, guns blazing,” I pleaded with him. Tony and Tommy approached us.

      “We can see the girl,” Tony said.

      “I smell blood. The power is strong. Too strong for me to handle,” I said.

      “She’s tied to the wall. The sacrifice is someone else,” Tony said.

      Lukas growled and shifted his weight. It took everything he had not to rush in there. “Lukas, you can’t go in there. They will rip you to pieces. Please don’t go in there.”

      “They have two, Abby!”

      “Be quiet. They will have all of us if you don’t calm down,” I said.

      The low hum of chanting wafted out of an upper window of the warehouse. The ritual wasn’t complete. I listened to the words. The language sounded like an indigenous Mesoamerican dialect. Probably Mayan. They were mostly extinct languages. If you ever came across someone speaking one of these languages, you could safely assume they were very old, and probably very dangerous. Listening intently, I heard the name of the demon that they were calling, and I froze. It was too late. We had to go, and we had to go now.

      “No, we have to leave. Now. Right now,” I said and walked the opposite direction up the street away from Lukas and the twins. I saw Jay slowly approaching in the car. “Now, let’s go,” I said to them as I reached the corner. They all started walking toward me, and they froze. I instinctively put up a personal shield. I hadn’t pulled any magic to myself because I didn’t want anyone alerted to our presence.

      I turned and stared into the dark eyes of a man who had blood dripping from his fingers. He grabbed me by the neck through my shield, holding me off the ground as my feet dangled. I could see Jay in the car approaching. He positioned a gun out of the window as he approached. He fired several shots, and they bounced off a black inky surface that appeared only on impact. He stopped the car, starting to get out. An unseen force slammed against the door of the car pinning him inside. The car halted in the middle of the street. I could hear him trying to restart the motor. I could barely see him, and suddenly he slumped over the steering wheel. He didn’t move again that I could see.

      “My master wants you, Sun Child,” he muttered. Xemucane called me Sun Child, too. I strained. I couldn’t move. His grip on my neck tightened. “Lukas, run, please, run.” He didn’t answer. I whimpered as the shaman walked down the sidewalk toward the warehouse. My feet dangled, and I looked down as we passed the spot where I had left the guys. We passed their lifeless bodies. I couldn’t tell if they were dead or asleep. Tears flowed down my face. I led them to this in my arrogance. We should have just called Lincoln. I thought we could stay away from it, just offering surveillance, but I knew I was wrong. As we turned the corner into the warehouse, I saw Lukas open his eyes and roll over to look at me. He rolled his finger around the ring I gave him on the first day I met him. It glowed blue. It had protected him from whatever spell the shaman threw at them. I didn’t want to draw attention to him. “Don’t come in here. You go get Lincoln. Please. I can’t marry you if we are both dead.” He didn’t answer.
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      As I watched him take her around the corner into the warehouse, I jumped to my feet to follow him. I tried to focus and talk to her, but I couldn’t make the connection. I rushed toward the door despite what she told me to do. I couldn’t let them take her without a fight. Even if I went down immediately, I would have tried. Another dark figure stepped out of the junkyard in my path. He held his hand to my chest, and I stopped in my tracks.

      “No, Proxy Castille, I will get her,” his deep soothing voice said.

      I snarled, “You can’t stop me from going in there.”

      “I can, and I will. She will need you when she gets out of there. Please do not put yourself in a position where you will die,” he said. I turned and saw several other figures approaching through the junkyard.

      He waved his hand at Tony and Tommy. They woke up and stood quickly. “Go check on Jay,” he said. They walked up the street where the car idled.

      “Please, Lincoln. I can’t live with myself if I just stand by and wait,” I said, recognizing him by Abigail’s description of him.

      He sighed, “My team and I are going around the back. We found a small opening where the homeless go in and out of the building. We will get in there. I need a small distraction.”

      “I can do that,” I said.

      “Lukas, if you die in there, she will never forgive me,” he said sadly.

      “I understand,” I said. Frankly, I didn’t care if she forgave him or not. I just wanted her back alive, no matter what I had to do. If that meant working with Lincoln, so be it. “She will probably never forgive me when she finds out I sent for you before we even left the lofts.”

      When I had gone into the weapons room with Tony, Tommy and Jay, I told them to call Lincoln first. I knew she wanted to check it out and then call him. I couldn’t take that chance. Not with the lives under my watch at stake.

      I should have told her, and he recognized the struggle within me. Backing away into the shadows, he and four other figures slipped behind the building. I put my hand on the ring she gave me once more and focused on her.

      I thought about her golden hair falling down around her shoulders. I imagined the light in her green eyes when I teased her. I concentrated on the smoothness of her skin as she laid in bed with me. I remembered her laughter. I felt her fire when she would get angry. I covered myself in the warm blanket of love I felt in every kiss she gave me. Raising my gun, I walked to the warehouse door and pushed it open. She was the reason I was here, and she was the reason I had to try.

      I felt a wave of force rush past me, denting the corrugated steel wall behind me. I narrowed my eyes at the leader. He wore a headdress shaped like a jaguar with spots. Feathers surrounded it. His body was covered in blood, dripping down his chest and arms. On the table before him, a young man laid with his arms stretched wide. From what I could tell he had tanned skin and inky black hair. His features indicated he was either Mexican or some other sort of Central American native. Blood flowed out of multiple deep cuts on his body. He obviously wasn’t breathing. As I approached, I could see a gaping hole in his chest. The shaman laughed at me. Four priests knelt before him and continued their chant. Abigail laid at his feet with a blood-covered neck. I couldn’t tell if it was hers or just from the hands of the shaman. She lay motionless, not breathing.

      “Get away from her,” I yelled.

      “She belongs to you, yes?” he said.

      “Yes, she is mine. Move away,” I growled in demand.

      “No. No. She belongs to my master. He wants her,” he said.

      “Tell your master to fuck off, because she’s engaged to me,” I responded. I kept waiting for Lincoln and his team to make their move, but nothing happened.

      “He is coming for her. We have made the blood sacrifice, opening the way. He is coming,” he smiled as blood dripped out of his mouth. It coated his teeth, and he laughed at my disgust. I heard the other girl whimper at my left. She jerked at her bonds frantically.

      Looking back to the shaman, I threatened, “Last chance. Move away or I blow you to bits.”

      “Your protections keep me from harming you. However, I know all too well at that your weapon cannot harm me. My master will use my body as a vessel.” He reached his hands out wide and turned is face to the sky. The voices of the priests echoed louder in the warehouse.

      Then suddenly a cool breeze blew through the whole warehouse. Five men appeared behind each one of the priests and the leader. The cloaked men slit the throats of the priests. Lincoln reached up to the shaman, who still had his face turned upward awaiting his master. He spoke a word quietly, and the shaman’s eyes flashed open too late. Lincoln, grabbing him by the top of the skull and chin, twisted his head off his neck with a quick crack. The headless body slumped to the floor. Lincoln held the severed head, looking freakishly creepy. I ignored him and ran to Abby. Tony and Tommy entered the warehouse, releasing Kaylee from her bonds. She latched on to Tommy as he carried her outside.

      Bending down over Abby, I touched her face. It was cold. “Abby, please wake up.” Tears rolled down my cheeks. I tried to find a pulse, but my hands shook. Lincoln knelt down on the other side. He waved his hand over her from head to foot and back.

      “She lives,” he said softly. “We should leave before his master arrives. The demon is still coming, and we are not prepared to fight him.”

      I nodded and gently reached under her. Lifting her up, I cradled her body to me as we hurried out of the warehouse. Jay sat in the car waiting for us. Tommy had the girl in the car with him.

      “Tony take the girl to Lucky. Get her whatever help she needs. I will take Lukas and Abigail back to the lofts,” Lincoln ordered knowing the name of my coordinator at the bar. Tony nodded and jumped in the car with Jay. They sped off down the road.

      “You have a vehicle?” I asked.

      “Yes, let’s get Abby back to the lofts quickly. I’m afraid he entered her mind,” he said. “Come this way.” We crossed the street to the same alley where we parked the Ducati. He waved his hand and a large black passenger van appeared. He looked to the end of the alley, then back at me. “Did she ride with you on that thing?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “You are better than I thought,” he smirked. He waved his hand, and the liquid metal blanket lifted, forming into a ball, then racing to his outstretched hand. Once it landed on his palm, he stuck it in the pocket of his leather jacket. He nodded at one of his guys, who ran to the motorcycle to drive it back to the lofts.

      Lincoln helped me climb in the van with her. I laid her across the seat and sat next to her. Brushing her hair out of her face, I could tell now that she was breathing, but her eyes jerked back and forth like when she had nightmares. I cringed, because I knew her nightmares. The blood on her neck was not hers, and she did not appear to be otherwise injured.

      Lincoln drove the van swiftly down the road toward the lofts. He knew where to go without me telling him. I clearly got the stalker vibe from him, but truthfully, I thought about Abby. I would do anything for her, and if that meant keeping an eye on her from a distance, that’s what I’d do. I felt bad for him. I felt like I was about to be him. Once she realized that I ran it up the ladder over her head, I knew there would be hell to pay, but she lived. She breathed. That’s all I wanted. I sank to my knees beside the seat and covered my face. The thought of losing her overwhelmed me. Holding her hand, I listened to her breathing all the way back to the lofts.

      In our bedroom at the lofts, Lincoln excused himself as I took off the blood-stained t-shirt and jeans that she wore. I cleaned the blood off her body as he talked to someone on the phone in the other room. His watchful eyes followed my every movement from the time he coalesced in the warehouse until I shut the door to the bedroom before I cleaned her up. He said that I had time to do that before he would try to help heal her. Ashley came into the room, looking terrified.

      “What can I do to help?” she said.

      “I need to put something on her. Some clothes. I don’t know what,” I choked out.

      “I’ll find something. Don’t worry,” she said. She didn’t sound confident, but she tried. She found a loose t-shirt and some cotton shorts. I helped her put them on Abby and gently laid her head back down on the pillow.

      I touched her face, and whispered, “I love you, Abby. I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t start that Lukas. You did the right thing,” she said. “She trained you to run it up the ladder. You did what she trained you to do.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I didn’t tell her, and she’s always told me the truth about everything important. From the very first day, she’s been honest with me. Tonight, was supposed to be a happy night.”

      She opened the door, allowing Lincoln to come in. “Thank you for helping, Ashley. Now let me look at her.” He closed his eyes, waving his hands over her body. He grimaced, and I waited to see what he said.

      “It’s a nightmare spell like the one after she died. She’s asleep and living in her nightmares. It’s a dark spell that flows through her veins like venom,” he explained.

      “What can I do to help?” I asked.

      “We need to prepare a circle. I will need to draw the nightmare out of her. It will be a painful process for her. It will take some time to heal. Please prepare yourself for that,” he said reluctantly. I swallowed and nodded.

      “There is a circle in the floor in the main room under the rug. She keeps candles, incense and other items in the spare bedroom. I can show you,” I said.

      “No, you stay with her. Ashley will show me,” he turned to Ashley, as she led him out of the room.

      I held her hand and waited. Speaking to her softly, I told her that we saved the girl and that she would be better soon. She laid still and quiet except for her eyes twitching under her lids.

      “I don’t know where you are Abby, but I want you to come back to me. You promised to always come back,” I whimpered. I don’t know if it was my imagination, or an involuntary reflex, but she squeezed my hand.

      Lincoln quietly entered the room after I sat with her a while. “Please, Lukas, bring her,” he said and turned back into the main room. I carried her into the room. Inside the circle, a white candle sat at the north position.

      “Lay her head near the north candle,” he instructed. The candle had a silver ribbon tied to it. I gently laid her down. He took another piece of silver ribbon and tied it around her wrist. After I stepped out of the circle, he pricked his finger with a knife and powered it. A strong gust of wind blew through the loft. I closed my eyes and prayed.

      My parents went to church every Sunday, and when I was younger, I went as well. In my teenage years, I had other things on my mind. Mom and Dad always let me choose whether to go or not, so I never went. I remember prayer though. It seemed to work for some people. I didn’t think it would work for me, but I tried anyway. Ashley walked up and put her arm around me. The entire team stood in the room waiting for Lincoln to begin his ritual.

      Lincoln had two sticks about a foot and a half long. Feathers adorned them and symbols were carved into them. They appeared to be very old. A strand of green beads circled the center of the stick. He stood at the edge of the circle and started to chant. Her hair moved with a slight breeze that blew inside the circle.

      After about ten minutes of chanting, Ashley walked up to him, placing her hand on his shoulder.

      “It isn’t working, Lukas,” she said to me. “We must take her.”

      “Take her where? I’m going too,” I said.

      “Lukas, you are the proxy in Los Angeles. You need to stay here. It may take some time for her to come out of this. When we get her back to Boulder and let her Grandfather take a look at her, we will know better what we can do to help her. It may be that Lincoln will have to take her to the island. I promise, I will keep you informed,” Ashley reasoned with me.

      “I can go and come back. Please don’t do this to me,” I begged.

      “She is right, Lukas. You know Abigail would have you stay here and watch the city. We took care of the larger threat, but the moment you leave the city the evil that lurks here will know. You must stay,” Lincoln encouraged.

      I knew they were both right because Abby had always stressed my duties above our personal relationship. The two had never come into conflict before though.

      “Okay,” I muttered helplessly.

      “I promise, I will call,” Ashley said.

      “Can I have just a minute?” I asked.

      “Sure. I need to grab a few things. The team will stay behind and pack up some of our gear. They will be here for a couple more days,” she said.

      “You all are leaving now?” I asked.

      “Yes, we stayed, because she wanted to stay. We have work to do, Lukas,” she said.

      Lincoln approached the circle, putting his hand through the barrier. It released with the gust of wind. He nodded to me and left the room with Ashley and the team.

      I knelt down next to her. In that moment, I wished she would berate me about something stupid. Or make fun of something I said.

      I held her hand in mine. The ring I gave her caught the light and flashed on her finger. I looked at the ring she gave me. It saved me. The shield it put around me kept me safe until Lincoln arrived. I tried not to plague myself with what ifs, but they rushed through my mind. I reminded myself that she lived. That’s all that mattered. “Abby, I love you. You told me before you went to Guatemala that you would come back to me. I’m going to hold you to that promise this time too. I knew very early on that you would leave me one day, but my hope rested in that you would always come back. I’ll wait until the day I die for you to come back.”

      I heard the elevator door open. Ashley and Ichiro stepped into the room with Lincoln following. “I’m sorry, Lukas. We need to go,” she said.

      I stood up with her in my arms. Lincoln approached me and waited for me to give her to him. Reluctantly, I handed her over to him. He stepped back inside the circle. Ashley hugged me. “Take care of her. Remind her about how much I love her,” I said.

      “I won’t have to remind her. She won’t forget, Lukas. She loves you, too,” she said, joining Lincoln.

      I turned and shook Dr. Maki’s hand, “I’m glad you are going with her.”

      “Thank you for allowing me to join her team. I promise to do what I can for her,” he said.

      “I know you will, Doc.” He joined them in the circle. Ashley powered the circle with her blood as she held a red glowing crystal.

      “Goodbye Proxy Castille,” she said, then spoke a word in Latin. A gust of wind blew around them inside the circle and they disappeared.

      Anguish flooded over me as I stood there in silence. Calling the office, I left a message on Mrs. Lambert’s phone saying that I needed to be home today. I told her she could call me if anything urgent came up. I went back into the bedroom, lay down on the bed, and buried my face in her pillow, which always smelled like honeysuckle. I drank in the smell and fell asleep as my heart ached.
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      Gregory Theodoard, my grandfather, Hyperion, Greek Titan, appeared at my side. It was good to win every once in a while. Cyrus’ cool demeanor evaporated with the entrance of Gregory.

      “Cyrus, I am disappointed,” Gregory said. “When Abigail told me of your involvement in this whole shady matter, honestly I did not believe her. However, it is abundantly clear that you mean to undermine me, my power and our stability.” I contacted my grandfather through a mental bond in the few moments it took us to walk from the plane to the spot on the tarmac. Once I mentioned Cyrus’s involvement, I knew he would arrive.

      “Hyperion, please, forgive me, but the network is failing. We run the risk of losing control. I only attempted to strengthen it by exploiting its weaknesses,” he talked smoothly, but I could hear a tremble in his voice. No one remembered Ler. He had no power besides being a member of the Six. A power that Hyperion could rip from him.

      “She is your problem. She is your weakness, Gregory. Surely you see that now! She started all of this and just left it to crumble and die,” he tried to deflect the blame on me.

      Angelo and Vito stared at the confrontation silently. Gregory stepped between me and Angelo. I cut my eyes to him and motioned for him to move. He scurried out of the way and pulled Vito along with him. Nothing stood between Gregory and Cyrus. I felt Cyrus pull in power.

      On the island, we were close to the ocean. He wouldn’t have to reach far to have a source. However, he wasn’t dealing with me. He dealt with the Master of the Watch, the Keeper of the Rising and Setting Sun, and the leader of the largest undercover agency on earth.

      I spoke to Tadeas clearly. I did not want him to mistake any meaning, thought or feeling going through my head. “Gregory will not kill him here unless something unexpected happens. If he does, you make contact with me, skin-to-skin. Clear?”

      “I understand,” I filled in the holes of information with thoughts directed to him. I did not want Grandfather to know what I was preparing. I owed him for barging into my home and trying to take me without consent. I also knew that if he could rope me into being one of the Six, he might kill Cyrus without a trial. Grandfather was the master manipulator. He needed to know I was his equal.

      “Cyrus MacCormack, descendant of Helios, you are a traitor, and I will no longer look upon you as my own kin. You will return to the Six and explain your actions. We will decide your fate,” Gregory said. I felt the power stirring in Cyrus. If Gregory yanked it out of him, Cyrus would cease to be. I nodded my head slightly. Tadeas slowly placed one of his pistols into his jacket. He wrapped his left arm around me. I put my left hand under his, and his fingers intertwined with mine. He pressed against my back. I felt his breath on my neck.

      “Are you sure?” he said.

      “Yes,” I replied. I felt him tense and have doubts for the first time in the confrontation.

      “No, I will make it up to you Gregory. I swear it on my life and my power,” Cyrus started to beg.

      “How many deaths have you already had a part in Cyrus?” Gregory accused. “Andrew Gilbert. Jeremy Stafford. 4 canvas instructors. How many do I not know of? How many more?”

      “There are no more. His entire internal network was discovered by my team about an hour ago. Every single operative he has in the network has been eliminated,” I stated.

      “How many operatives, Abby?” Gregory asked.

      “Fourteen,” I replied.

      “Fourteen moles, plus the one here,” Gregory said pointing at Tillens body.

      “And one in Atlanta, Carboni. And Mr. Angelo Giordano,” I added waving to the cowering mob boss.

      “Giordano is not my responsibility,” Gregory said.

      “He is mine,” I stated, and he nodded.

      “Cyrus is,” Gregory returned his attentions to my uncle. “Did you act alone?”

      “Yes,” Cyrus replied. Milani stood quietly behind him. I thought about the chair of truth that once sat in Gregory’s office in Boulder. Tadeas’ fingers flexed as it went through my mind. He loved sitting in the chair. The chair went down with the facility in Boulder. Gregory would have to rely on his instincts. I sent a mental signal to the people in the rear SUV and received a confident reply.

      “Why is the TCA here?” Gregory turned to Milani.

      “I am working with Cyrus. The TCA believes that your network is failing. We believe its failure would create chaos across the world. We are here to help stabilize it. Regardless of whatever you think we are, Mr. Theodoard, we are here to save lives,” she spouted at him. Grandfather was not accustomed to being disrespected.

      He pointed a finger at her. “If you want to work with us, you talk to Miss Davenport. She rules the operations on the ground. You do not approach the Six.”

      “Cyrus approached me, and I answered his call,” she said simply. She condemned Cyrus to death. Gregory clinched his fist, and she dropped to her knees gasping for air. As the master of the world turning and the longest existing deity on earth, Hyperion could eliminate any being’s power. He had done it to me once as a lesson. One I learned, but the tables had turned. He wanted me to have my power to take his place, so I intended to press my luck.

      “Mr. Theodoard, I think killing a principal of the TCA would be a faulty move at this point,” I interjected. I did not need them breathing down my neck. If he killed her, they would swarm my operations. I’d be fighting them plus the GEA. And I wasn’t sure at this point if Cyrus was connected to the GEA or not. “Please.”

      He released her, and she snarled, “You will lose everything!” She snapped her fingers and disappeared. Grandfather turned his attention to Cyrus.

      The sky filled with ravens, cawing to each other in a loud, discordant song. I panicked inside. Tadeas gripped hard around my waist.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “The Morrigan,” I replied trembling harder.

      “Will you go to the Six and meet your fate?” Gregory asked Cyrus, ignoring the birds.

      The air thickened with power flowing around us. Cyrus had drawn in power to strike at Tadeas and me. I had power pulled and directed to the SUVs to protect them and us. Grandfather seethed power as he drew in to strike Cyrus down. Suddenly, I felt the cool of the spirit world, but it wasn’t Tadeas. A fold opened in the veil, and Meredith Spence stepped out, laughing with black hair flying around her face. Her power added to the soup on the tarmac, and the ravens called louder. Her eyes turned black. They stared into me, and suddenly I remembered those black eyes. Grandfather looked at her, then back to me.

      “Abby?” he questioned.

      “Morgan!” I spouted at her.

      “I’ve been called that,” she laughed.

      Confusion racked my brain, and Tadeas backed off with his thoughts. I was overwhelming him with the questions sputtering through my head.

      “No, you are Meredith, daughter of Lincoln,” I protested.

      “I am that, as well. Meredith, daughter of Lincoln, daughter of Morgan, heir to the power of The Morrigan,” she smiled, sauntering up to Cyrus who appraised her dark beauty and power. I trembled, but I knew I had a back-up plan.

      A stunning red-haired woman stepped out of the back SUV with my newest recruit, Nickolai Palladino. Nick offered a hand to the goddess, and she walked forward to join our discussion. Meredith snarled at her. The Giordano’s and Tony knelt to the ground.

      “Now, now, Meredith, you are only an heir, until you take The Morrigan’s power, you will do as I say,” Titania, the Queen of the Fae purred.

      “This doesn’t concern you,” Cyrus spouted.

      “Indeed, it does. You are in my city conducting operations against the Agency. It was long ago when Abigail and I forged an alliance. I honor that oath standing with her today. Great Lord Hyperion, I am pleased to be in your presence,” she said turning her attention to Grandfather.

      “The pleasure is mine, honored Queen,” he nodded, and they both bowed to each other out of respect.

      “Holy shit!” Tadaes said, and Grandfather and Titania both chuckled.

      “Tadeas Nahuel Duarte, it is a pleasure to finally meet you. I have heard of your bravery. We thank you for protecting, Aoibheann, our favorite daughter,” Titania said.

      “You are welcome, your majesty,” he choked out. I forced my thoughts to him, quickly apologizing for never getting to the story of why the ravens haunted me. I never had the chance to tell him about my experiences with The Morrigan. I never told him my name was Aoibheann amongst the Fae.

      He returned with the steadiness that I loved so much about him. He informed me that he knew there were many other stories that we haven’t shared, and that it did not change his resolve. With the last clear thought, he made me blush in the middle of a gigantic power struggle.

      Grandfather and Titania stood amazed at us. “The bond is far stronger than I imagined,” Titania said.

      “It seems stronger now than when I saw them yesterday, and a different color too,” he said.

      “Shut the fuck up!” Meredith yelled. Titania snapped her finger, and Meredith hit her knees and gasped for air.

      “You will speak when spoken to when in my presence, do you understand?” Titania scolded. Meredith nodded as her face turned purple. Titania released the hold, and Meredith gasped.

      Not missing a beat, Titania said, “I had no idea two beings could be so connected. It’s wondrous.”

      “Okay, you are both making me nervous, and I am way past my comfort zone, so let’s move along with what happens to those two,” I asked, pointing to Cyrus and Meredith.

      “Different color?” Tadeas asked.

      I looked through the spectrum for only a moment because power flooding the air around us overwhelmed my vision. The bond that once held us in hues of red and purple, now sparkled in a bright gold. I forced the vision of its brilliance to him, and he replied in more questions than I could answer. Shaking them off, we turned our attention back to the beings before us.

      “I cannot kill her until she takes the inheritance. She has not fully accepted her mother’s legacy. Once she takes it, I can squash her,” Titania leered at her.

      “You should have told me,” I said to Titania.

      “He asked me not to speak of it, and for his loyalty and devotion to you, I obliged him. If it is any comfort to you, I believe he always wanted to tell you, but you distanced yourself from him in those later days,” she replied.

      She was right. After Los Angeles, I returned to field work with Lincoln to help control the shadow again after my encounter with the shaman. However, things were never the same. It was a tumultuous relationship with neither of us ever connecting on the same level as we had before he left me for the woman I now knew was Morgan, the name that Scáthach asked us to call her many years ago when Lincoln and I participated in the harvest games in the Underworld.

      “Cyrus must appear before The Six,” Gregory said trying to push us past the old memories.

      “I refuse. Kill me now,” Cyrus spouted. Gregory lifted his hand to squeeze the life out of him.

      “No! I don’t want his power,” I breathed.

      Gregory spun around to me and growled. The ground shook, and Tadeas stepped between us. So noble. So foolish.

      “Get out of the way,” Gregory said.

      “No, you will not touch her. You made a deal,” Tadeas said.

      “No, I made a deal not to touch you,” he said.

      “Exactly, you will have to go through me,” Tadeas replied.

      Titania smiled proudly at him. “Hyperion, I suggest we take these two to our holding cells within the city.”

      “Very well,” he said. She motioned to the front SUV and four Fae guards exited the vehicle. As they approached Cyrus and Meredith, the smell of sulfur overwhelmed us. A thick, yellow fog enveloped the tarmac. Titania pulled wind to blow it away. Standing between us and them, a dark-skinned man in a black suit with a black tie stared at us.

      “What the hell?” Tadeas said.

      “Hell, indeed,” his smoky voice rattled at our ears. Even Grandfather winced.

      I forced my thoughts to Tadeas again, and the reply came back less confident, but it was our only hope.

      He walked toward us, each step leaving a soot mark on the tarmac as his feet burned the concrete. His red eyes bore into me. “Abigail, where is your father?” he asked laughing.

      “Be gone,” I said to him.

      “No, I think I’ve come to visit you at the perfect time,” he responded. “Look at all the power here. I could just drink it up, but many years ago, I was offered a prize that I never received. I am here to claim you, my dear.”

      Tadeas flinched, and I begged him not to converse or provoke the demon.

      “I am not yours to be claimed,” I replied.

      “Indeed, you are. In this very city, you were sacrificed for me. Then once again in Los Angeles, they poured blood to strengthen me, but you slipped through my grasp. The dark spot on your soul was put there by me. You are mine,” he hissed.

      “Speak your name,” I commanded stepping out from behind Tadeas. He held tightly to my hand, trembling.

      “I shall not, for you will use it to destroy me,” he responded.

      “I thought it would be nice to know your name so I could boast about it afterward,” I said.

      He snickered. “How cute. You don’t have that kind of power, my love. Oh, it will be so good to take you,” he said, reaching down to rub along his inner thigh.

      “Ew, stop. That’s gross!” I said. “Grandfather, go ahead.”

      Hyperion reached out and choked the life out of Cyrus. His divine power welled up around him as a humid cloud. His lifeless body hit the tarmac, and the cloud slammed into me like a magical power tsunami. My senses momentarily overwhelmed by the power while I reached deep within me and held out my hand. A large salt crystal formed as a representation of Ler’s Divine Inheritance. Grandfather smiled proudly as I stood watching the demon. Titania looked horrified. He was satisfied with himself. I’d commanded him to take Cyrus’ life knowing the empty seat with the Six would fall to me.

      Titania looked horrified as I held the crystal in my hand. She knew I had no desire to join Grandfather’s established council. In those few moments, I realized that the potential weak point in the entire Agency was the Six figure heads who intended to bicker and kill their way to the top. It was time to stop the madness.

      “Fools, that will not stop me,” the demon laughed.

      Looking to the queen of the Fae for permission, her horror turned to recognition, and she nodded. I turned, handing the crystal to Tadeas.

      “No!” Grandfather yelled.

      I felt his confidence waiver, but he reached out and took it from me. The power rushed from me to him, and he shook as it consumed him.

      “Whoa, that was weird,” he grinned at me. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded, he tore open the veil to the spirit world, and I called with a loud voice, “Vengence mea, et ego retribuam!” Now through my divinely enhanced conduit, I felt the sword and called it to my hand.

      A purple light flashed in the east, and the hilt of Vindicta hit my hand. The white dress swirled around me as I stood face to face with the demon, whose eyes smoldered at the sight of the sword. Tadeas let go of my hand, slumping to the ground. The veil closed, and Titania went over to him as I stepped toward the demon.

      “No! The way was destroyed!” the demon protested.

      The sword glow with intensity, and I narrowed my gaze. “What is your name?”

      He flinched, and I stepped forward again. “What is your name? As the bearer of Vindicta, the sword of the most high God, I command you to speak your name!”

      “Moloch, and you are mine. The children were sacrificed to me,” he replied, and his suit burned away revealing blackened skin like cooled lava with cracks of smoldering heat. His body smoked and reeked of sulfur.

      “Why are you here?” I asked and stepped forward again. I heard Angelo Giordano whimper.

      “I am here for you,” he said.

      “Who brought you here?” I asked. He flicked his eyes to Giordano. “Tadeas.”

      Tadeas, who had steadied himself and stood while I interrogated the demon, put a bullet in Giordano’s brain. Vito flinched, covering his head with his hands.
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* * *

      As we rode on the plane, Tadeas pointed to an email that popped up on my screen. “What’s that?”

      I clicked it and it simply said, “Naag, use at your discretion. -JS”

      Opening the attached file, it had two sub folders. I opened the one entitled Documents. It was page after page of records that Giordano, Skerritt and the darkest members of his organization were running a child trafficking operation to Europe, Asia and the Middle East. My mentor, Jasper Samara and his group of assistants discovered the information while digging into the GEA.

      “Madre de Dios,” Tadeas said and crossed himself.

      I clicked the folder that said Pictures. The first one popped up, and I immediately closed it. The image of a bound, malnourished child seared into my brain. “Son of bitch will die today,” I said.

      “Yes, he will,” Tadeas assured me.

      None of the records implicated Vito. The last of the documents was from Jasper himself. “From what we have found, Vito is innocent in this business. It is my advice that you retain him to create stability in New York and in the Western Hemisphere. I will continue my efforts digging into the GEA. Until we meet again, Jasper.”

      I called Ashley immediately and forwarded all the information. Lukas and Ashley coordinated strategic searches of the buildings listed in the documents. Our operatives that were based in the New York, New Jersey area swept through Giordano’s operation as we stood on a tarmac on Long Island. The Agency took over the sites with extreme prejudice towards the adults who guarded the children, while local authorities moved in to comfort and aid the children who were held captive. In all, we recovered 67 underfed and terrified children from the ages of 3 to 16.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Palladino, take Vito to the SUV. Tony, go with him,” I commanded. He grabbed him up, dragged him to the front SUV, and pushed him inside. He closed the door, standing just outside of it. Tony walked over to the SUV and got in the front passenger seat.

      The demon seethed at me, keeping his eyes on the sword. “Hyperion, the car, if you would,” I requested. His hand flinched, and the car with the remainder of Giordano’s men exploded. Titania held her hands up to shield us from exploding debris.

      I turned my eyes to Meredith, “This is your last chance. For his sake, I release you.”

      “Abigail, no!” Gregory yelled.

      She nodded. The ravens swooped down and spun around her cowering body. She faded away in darkness and feathers.

      “She must die!” Gregory yelled at me.

      “You are no longer needed, Grandfather,” I said keeping my eyes on Moloch.

      He stepped back several paces, and before he vanished said, “We will speak when this is done.”

      I looked at Titania, who did not want to leave me facing the demon. Palladino approached her, whispering in her ear. He escorted her to the rear SUV, where they both entered the vehicle.

      “Well, aren’t you impressive,” Moloch complimented me. “What about your pet god?”

      Tadeas growled, and I grinned. “He goes where I go. He stays where I stay. If you want me, come and get me.” I taunted him. “Et erit lux.”

      The sword vibrated while a vibrant purple white light surrounded me. “No, I will deal with you alone, daughter of my brother Gabriel. Lower your weapon, and I will let him live.”

      “I do not deal with demons,” I replied.

      He lunged forward at me as his form grew. Flames burst out of the crags in his skin and molten stone dripped to the concrete. I held the sword up just as he got within sword’s length. Sidestepping him, I spun to bring down the sword across his right wrist. The hand dropped to the ground and turned to obsidian. He bellowed fire toward Tadeas who shifted to a jaguar, bounding away from him. He dripped with water and shook it off as he clawed himself to a stop. While I was temporarily distracted by the wet cat, Moloch spun around to me. Gathering my senses, I rushed forward toward him with solid footing, brought the sword high above my head to slam down on him, and he winked out of sight with a cloud of yellow sulfurous smoke. I coughed, waving the smoke from my face.

      I felt the solid arms of Tadeas wrap around me. He was soaked head to toe. “You are getting me wet,” I said before realizing the innuendo. His thoughts rolled over me, and I gasped. He laughed at me.

      “Don’t do that while I’m holding an angelic sword! It’s sacrilegious or something!” I protested.

      “He gave me to you,” he said.

      “Yes, he did,” I replied.

      Somewhere in the fight with the flashing purple sword, I connected the dots between my subconscious wearing purple and the purples strands that bonded Tadeas and me. He felt my thoughts while we entertained the demon. Gabriel bonded us. It was obvious in hindsight.

      “How did you know you could reach the sword that way?”

      “I didn’t know. I hoped,” I said.

      “Damn, Abby. That’s a hell of gamble,” he said.

      “I’m holding a holy sword. You really should stop cussing me,” I grinned. “Fit iustitia.”

      The sword faded away with the white dress, leaving me standing in the red Gabbana sheath dress. Tadeas kissed me, and I melted into his neck after the kiss. Exhaustion hit me as I had pulled massive amounts of power and divided it among several spells. It was a reminder of the magic inside of me, and the man that taught me to use it beyond what Jasper Samara could teach. It was a story that I needed to tell Tadeas. A story I’d never told anyone.

      “I like a good story,” he said.

      “I love you,” I said.

      The window to the back SUV rolled down, “Alright, let’s go!” Titania commanded. We walked hand in hand to the SUV.

      “What’s it feel like to be a god?” I asked him.

      “Wet,” he replied.

      “I got a taste of it before I passed it to you,” I said.

      “Hyperion,” he said.

      “He’s already sworn never to touch you. He just didn’t expect you to become one of the Six. Hopefully this will teach him not to interfere with us. If his power is truly degrading, then he needs to make way for those who will fill his shoes,” I said.

      “So, you are going to sign the papers,” he said.

      “I haven’t decided. I’m not sure it’s necessary. Besides, I am already an heir to another inheritance,” I said.

      “What?”

      “It’s a good story,” I said.

      “You better tell me before another demon shows up,” he said as we reached the SUV.

      “Cremito.” I said, snapping my finger. Tillens’ and Sterritt’s bodies turned to ash, blowing away in the wind.

      We climbed inside the SUV. Once inside, I realized the seats were arranged like a limo. Palladino sat next to Titania, and they faced us.

      “Miss Davenport, it is a pleasure to meet you in person,” Nickolai smiled at me. “You must be Tadeas Duarte.” He offered his hand. Tadeas shook it.

      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Palladino,” Tadeas said.

      “I welcome you to New York City. Your needs will be provided while you are here. If there anything more than what is apparent, please ask. I am at your disposal.”

      “That’s hospitality,” Tadeas said. I smiled.

      “Thank you, Mr. Palladino. I had no doubts in your abilities.”

      “I made reservations for dinner, and I’m sure that you will want to speak to Vito Giordano at length. I have provided for that opportunity as well. If you would, please take a seat, and I’ll escort you to the city,” Nickolai said.

      I turned and looked back at Giordano’s body. “Cremito.”
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      My breathing was shallow, and my body shivered. I opened my eyes in a partially darkened room with a violet hue.

      “No,” I whimpered.

      “Everything is fine. You are in Boulder at the new compound,” Ashley said while stroking my hair.

      I tried to remember being in Boulder, but I didn’t remember anything, except for a shaman in Los Angeles. We were trying to track down someone performing human sacrifices. Lukas and I…

      I shot up in the bed, “Lukas!”

      “He’s in Los Angeles, and he’s fine, Abby,” Ashley said as I looked around the room. A dark figure stood against the wall on the other side of the room. His long black hair hung down around his bowed head. On the table next to him, he had laid two wooden prayer sticks. I stared at him until he looked up at me. The violet hue muddled his facial expression, but he looked to be in pain.

      I pulled at my hair and brought a lock before my eyes. It was chestnut brown. My lungs seized up, and I couldn’t breathe. My shadow had taken over my body. What did I do? My hands shook as my eyes darted between Lincoln and Ashley. “I, I don’t remember,” I admitted.

      Ashley backed away from me and looked toward Lincoln. He pointed to the door, and she turned and left without a word.

      “What did I do?” I asked him.

      He approached me slowly, “Ajéí, you have done nothing wrong. We brought you here because the shaman forced you back into the nightmare as it was after you died. Forgive me, but I’ve had to put you to sleep several times.”

      “No, I control the shadow,” my voice cracked.

      As he pushed my hair back from my face, a light touched his eyes. “Yes, you do,” he said. The violet hue faded, and the world burst through with light and color. My hands grasped at nothing until his caught mine. The memory of his hands flooded over me, and I leaned forward to him. He sat down on the edge of the bed, pulling me to him. Resting my head on his chest, I heard his familiar steady heartbeat.

      “How long?” The last time the nightmare took over my body it was months before I regained control.

      “Three weeks,” he said. I sobbed, and he smoothed my hair with his hands comforting me. “I knew you would overcome it with time.”

      “The shaman and four?” I asked.

      “Dead, but the demon evaded us,” he replied.

      “And Lukas?” I feared to ask him, but I needed to know he truly was okay.

      “He is well considering all that happened. The ring you gave him protected him while he provided a distraction for my team. We eliminated the five and took you and the other girl out before the demon arrived. Your team is intact. In fact, your new doctor, Maki, is a very talented physician. I believe his methods along with mine helped you come back to us sooner,” he replied.

      I sat back and looked at him, “You sent Lukas into that warehouse as bait?”

      He chuckled, “I told him you’d kill me if something happened to him, but no, I could not keep him from going in there.”

      “Sounds like Lukas,” I said.

      “You aren’t angry with me?” he asked.

      “No, you did your job as you always do,” I replied.

      His face turned serious, and he brushed the ring on my finger. “It is not my business, but I would like to talk to you about this,” he said cautiously.

      I was familiar with Lincoln’s way of bringing up a subject that he thought I’d cuss him for even mentioning. Fortunately for him, I didn’t feel like cussing anyone. “Okay,” I replied.

      He looked surprised and said, “I have no doubt of your sincerity for him, nor him for you, but you must know that you cannot take his name.”

      My vision swirled with tears, and I nodded. “I know,” I said softly.

      “You know that is the reason I have no name. If my real name were known, our enemies would crush me. They would do the same to you. I truly believe that your mother and father did not give you a name on purpose. They protected you,” he said.

      I didn’t want to give any credit to my parents, whom I’d always felt had abandoned me, but perhaps Lincoln was right.

      “What do I tell him?” I asked.

      “The truth. He said you always told him the truth. He seems to be grounded for one so young,” he answered as he wiped the tears from my cheeks. “It doesn’t mean you cannot continue your relationship with him.”

      “Our enemies will destroy him to get to me. I have to let him go. It may already be too late,” I replied. Suddenly, my relationship with Lukas felt foolish. My heart belonged to him, but if I truly loved him, I would have walked away a long time ago. He couldn’t possibly defend himself from the things that would come after him because of me. I knew he would choose to stay with me despite the danger.

      “I did not mean you should leave him. In fact, I worry what it will do to you,” he said.

      “The only important thing is that he is safe and continues his work in Los Angeles. He has impressed me through the whole process. We can’t lose him,” I said.

      “At this point, I believe he is locked into the program. There is one other thing,” he said.

      “What other thing?” I asked looking into his concerned eyes.

      “Please do not be angry with him, but when he received the call from the girl, he called and reported it to me before your team mobilized. He did exactly what you’ve trained him to do. When I arrived in town, I contacted him briefly to let him know we were here out of courtesy and gave him a number to reach me if needed. He felt it was necessary, and his intuition was on point,” Lincoln explained.

      Clinching my fists, anger bubbled up inside of me. I had never hidden anything from Lukas. Why would he hide this from me? Lincoln watched the fire build inside of me. Worry flashed across his face. He thought the shadow would reemerge, but I firmly retained control over the shadow. Seeing Lukas’ brilliant blue eyes flash through my mind, I was reminded of his passion for Los Angeles and his job. Lukas did exactly what I taught him to do, even if it meant hiding information from me. Feeling my tension ease, Lincoln kissed me on the forehead. The long strands of his hair brushed my cheeks, then he rose and quietly left the room.

      Ashley appeared at the door, waiting for instructions. “Ash, I need some clothes and a crystal to port to Los Angeles. Has the team moved everything out of the lofts?”

      “Yes, all of our gear and personal items are here in Boulder. I did not remove any of your things,” she said.

      “He’s alone in the lofts?” I asked.

      “Yes, but I’ve been checking on him. He’s sad, but he will be fine,” she said.

      My vision blurred with tears, which flowed down my face and dripped off my chin. Ashley offered me a tissue while wrapping her arms around me. “I can’t do it to him,” I said.

      “Tell him the truth. He will understand, Abby. He’s always been ahead of the curve and mature beyond his years,” she said. “Plus, he loves you which will never change.”

      “I need to do it now,” I said.

      “You sure?”

      “Yes, arrange the port crystal. Secretly, please,” I said.

      She nodded and hurried out of the room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Standing in the dark, I stared out the windows at Los Angeles. Outside the island, I had never felt at home anywhere, but in a little over a year, this felt like home. I waited in the loft for several hours before Lukas arrived. Feeling his presence in the building, I prepared my speech, hoping I had the resolve to go through with it.

      When the elevator door dinged, he walked into the loft. Turning to face him, he froze and stared at me. His face twisted as several emotions ran through him. Dropping his keys and briefcase in the floor, he rushed to me, folding me in his arms. His heart pounded as I felt the tears on his cheeks touch mine.

      “Hi,” I whispered. All the resolve I’d built up evaporated, and my plan changed the instant his body touched mine. I intended to fight with him over calling Lincoln, leaving him so he could move on. I couldn’t lie to him because he deserved so much more than that from me.

      “Dear God, I thought you weren’t coming back,” he whispered in my ear. His soft voice rattled with desperation.

      “I promised you that I would always come back,” I replied as his lips found mine. They gently brushed across mine at first, but quickly latched on to my mouth. Returning his fervor, I moaned with satisfaction, like devouring a favorite meal after a long diet. My heart missed Lukas’ adoration, yet ached with the impending separation. My body longed to touch his, but slowed with the desire to make the last time endure.

      With his forehead pressed to mine, I looked deeply into his eyes. “You can’t stay,” he said knowingly.

      I brushed his cheeks with my fingers and wondered at how so young a man could have so much insight. Struggling to find the right words, he waited, patiently content to hold me in his arms. He took my hand, guiding me to the sofa. Resting with my back on the side of the sofa and my legs stretched across his, he leaned to touch my face, tracing my eyebrows, chin, and the center of my nose with his fingers. My brain raced to explain things to him while my heart sat back and broke piece by piece with his every caress.

      “Forgive me, I cannot seem to come up with the words that accurately describe the situation,” I mumbled.

      “You aren’t mad at me?”

      “No, my love. I am not mad at you,” I said.

      “You know about calling Lincoln?” he asked timidly.

      “Yes, and at first, I was angry, but two very important people in my life reminded me that you did exactly what I taught you to do. How could I be angry for you following my instructions?” I said.

      “Because I didn’t tell you after I did it,” he said.

      “We were racing to save a girl, to save Los Angeles,” I said.

      “Then why are you leaving?” he asked. Perhaps this would be easier if I allowed him to ask questions and just answer them.

      “Did Ashley explain what happened to me?” I asked.

      “She did, but I’m not sure I fully understand your shadow,” he replied.

      Sitting in his arms, I told Lukas everything about my death and the emergence of my shadow. As he sat and listened to my story, he held my hands, wiping my tears when needed. I explained the ritual that Lincoln performed at my home in Northumberland, England that allowed me to accept the shadow as part of myself. Telling him about the island, he nodded and weakly smiled. Finally, I got to the part where Lincoln reminded me about having a true name. I decided to use Lincoln’s story instead of my own.

      “Lincoln and his brother Thomas chose their names to hide their true identities. As infinite beings, the only true way to destroy either of them would be to know their names. A powerful wielder could use their names combined with an unbinding ritual, and both of them would cease to be. Lincoln actually chose Abraham Lincoln as a name because he admired the former President. However, after a few years of confusion and teasing, he dropped Abraham. By the time I met him, he was simply Lincoln. Abraham Lincoln had a brother who only lived a short life, and his name was Thomas, thus Lincoln’s brother is Thomas. He thinks my parents never gave me a last name to protect me. I know, the name Abigail was the name my mother gave the nuns at the children’s home in Bristol, England. Aoibheann is my Fae name, which I learned many years ago and only a handful of people know it. However, I do not know my true last name, and it is best that it stays hidden,” I paused and looked in his eyes as he recognized what I was saying.

      “So, your name can never be Castille,” he sighed.

      “As much as I wanted it to be, no, it can’t,” I replied as the tears ran down my face anew.

      “Aoibheann is a pretty name. What does it mean?” he asked.

      “Radiant beauty,” I replied embarrassed with the moniker.

      “It’s perfect for you,” he said smiling.

      Taking the ring off my finger, I handed it back to him as my bottom lip quivered uncontrollably until I bit it to make it stop. “I love you, but I can’t keep this,” I said.

      “I wish you would, because when I saw it, I knew it belonged on your finger. You don’t have to wear it, but I want you to keep it,” he said.

      I slipped it back on my finger as he pulled me to him again. The warm kisses mingled with salty tears. “Lukas, I don’t know what the future is for us,” I said.

      “It doesn’t matter. I love you now,” he said.

      He took me to his bed for what I thought would be the last time. It turned out that it wasn’t, but it felt like the last time. It’s impossible to describe making love as your heart breaks, but I’ll never forget it.
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      Looking out across the Big Apple, the city mesmerized me with its bustle and lights. The condo on the upper east side looked down toward the river as the sun set in the west. Laying on the couch wrapped up in the arms of a new god, I contemplated the consequences of the day. My brain hurt with the overload of information, but nothing had more impact than the revelation that Meredith was not only Lincoln’s daughter, but also the daughter of Morgan, who on multiple occasions attempted to take my soul.

      Titania sat across from us on a plush white chair with a clear drink in her hand. I had dismissed Mr. Palladino earlier and asked him to postpone all of our plans for the evening until tomorrow. Tadeas and I spoke briefly with Vito Giordano, affirming our support for his new role with the families of the East Coast. Tomorrow night at a dinner in town, we would solidify that relationship with all of his men.

      We made calls back to Atlanta informing them of everything that happened on Long Island. Lukas agreed to stay in Atlanta until we returned.

      “Tell me the story,” Tadeas said. There was no need for him to use our bond to speak because Titania could hear us.

      “I’ve never told anyone,” I said.

      “It’s a good story,” Titania said. “A love story.”

      Changing the subject while I contemplated it, “Are you okay? You just took on a Divine Inheritance. It’s not like we had time to talk about it.” Once I realized that Cyrus MacCormack was deeply engrained with the coup attempts on the Agency, I knew Gregory would kill him. When I pushed my thoughts to Tadeas, I felt the first seeds of doubt during the entire encounter. However, he accepted the responsibility, trusting my judgment.

      I could never want for more from a partner. Part of me wanted my Grandfather to reap the consequences for his actions in Atlanta. If he expected me to take his inheritance, it would be on my terms, and if he laid a hand on my people, I would make him pay. I loved my grandfather, but sometimes love is tough. Ler’s godhead which Tadeas received had very little power in it, but it was new to him. He had a lot to learn in a short amount of time. The majority of the power Ler gave to Manannán many years ago. What power he retained kept him from aging and solidified his place within the Six. It also meant that not only could Grandfather not touch Tadeas, many other beings of this world who might seek to destroy him or me would have a much harder time doing so as part of the Six.

      “I suppose I haven’t grasped the full extent of it yet,” he said. “I feel the ocean like it calls to me.”

      “Ha!” I laughed abruptly.

      “What?” he said as Titania eyed my outburst.

      “You don’t like boats,” I said laughing.

      “What?” Titania said.

      “She’s right. I hated the idea of being on a boat in the middle of the ocean, not being able to see land. I think it’s the jaguar in me. However, I’d love to be on a boat right now,” he said, but his thoughts very specifically included me on the boat with him.

      “Really?” I asked.

      “It’s strange, but yes,” he replied. Titania watched both of us with a twinkle in her eye.

      “You are under my authority now,” Titania said.

      “Um, no,” I replied as she laughed.

      “What?” Tadeas asked.

      “Your godhead falls under the pantheon that I rule,” Titania smirked.

      I raised up and stared at her. Laughing at me, she added, “But I defer my authority to Abigail.”

      “That’s not any better,” Tadeas said, and I jabbed him in the side. “Ow!”

      “Big baby!” I replied as I tried to poke him again. We wrestled for a minute, and it ended in a stalemate. Well, once he restrained my arms, I suppose he won, but I considered it a stalemate. His thoughts washed over me, and suddenly I wanted Tania to leave.

      “Quit stalling and tell him,” she said watching us.

      “Yeah, quit stalling,” he repeated releasing my hands from the wrestling match. I settled back down next to him and started the story of the foundations of the current state of the Agency. It started with my recruitment of Lugh, the heir to Apollo’s inheritance who took the name Quinn Davenport becoming the Eastern Hemisphere Regent. However, he tricked Lincoln and I into participating in the Lughnasadh harvest games of the Underworld in 1918.

      As I told the story, I skimmed over the intimate details of my relationship with Myrddin, the personification of magic. Tadeas knew me and could read my mind as I told the story. I worried for nothing because he remained his steady self. Titania took over the rule of Fae after the games and has been one of my greatest allies since that time. I practically handed her the throne on a platter, but she had graciously ruled. Our realm and the Fae realm were better for it.

      “Is he still alive?” Tadeas asked.

      “He is, but he wishes to move on from this world,” Titania said soberly.

      “What?” I gasped.

      “Aoibheann, it is why I am here. It is time for you to take your inheritance,” Titania said.

      “No, the last time Lugh checked on him, he said Myr was better!” I exclaimed.

      “He is at peace more than he ever has been. It’s his choice, Abby,” she coaxed me.

      “I’m not ready,” I said, pulling away from Tadeas and pacing to the windows.

      “And I was?” Tadeas said gently to make his point without it sounding accusatory.

      I hung my head and remembered the cherished days I spent with Mryddin. I always thought he would be a part of this world.

      Titania stood next to me and spoke, “Aoibheann, the radiant beauty, descendant of Helios, son of Hyperion, champion of the Agency, heir to the personification of magic, keeper of the Solaris stone, bearer of Vindicta, you could not be more ready. The completion of the inheritance will carry you through this fight with the growing evil in this world like Moloch,” she said softly.

      “You forgot daughter of the Fae,” I replied with scorn.

      “I know, because it is my greatest desire to change that title to daughter of Titania, Queen of the Fae. I am so proud of you, my child,” she said.

      My knees buckled, sinking to the floor Tadeas caught me. I looked in her velvet green eyes seeing what I’d been so blind to all these years. Tadeas encouraged me to breathe as the world swirled around me. My vision blurred with tears and blood loss to my brain.

      “Breathe, Abby!” Tadeas’ voice cried out echoing the call of my former partner, Lincoln, when he pulled me from the darkness after my death.

      Kneeling before me, Titania’s cool hand touched my cheek, then I gasped for the air deprived from my lungs. “I beg you to forgive me,” she said, bowing her head to me.

      “I don’t understand,” I choked. Part of me wanted to lash out for the years of anguish, but the other part of me wanted to hug my mother, a woman that I greatly admired and respected. My emotions ripped me in two different directions.

      “You cannot change the past remember? We move forward together,” Tadeas’ wise voice echoed in my head.

      Surging forward out of his arms, my mother embraced me stroking my hair. I cried in confusion and relief. We sat on the floor of the condo for what seemed like hours. The flood of questions in my mind dried up, and I simply rested in the arms of my mother.
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      The days grew long as I waited for the time that Abigail would return to the island with Tadeas. Washing dishes, I stared out the window at the vineyard thinking about when they were here just getting to know each other. I knew then that Abigail had found a true partner in more ways than what she intended. The harvest was upon us, and soon the island would grow quiet, since the workers would rarely return during the off-season. I missed both of them as if they were my own children.

      A sudden clap of thunder and a flash of lightning startled me, and I turned to greet my brother. “Gabriel, how are they?” I asked.

      “They are well, but you have no greeting for me? I am your brother! You should be happy to see me,” he teased. He must be in a very good mood to participate in such a frivolous discourse. Gabriel, if anything, was stuffy and humorless a large part of the time. He took after Michael in that way. His stoic features returned after the tease.

      “It is good to see you, Brother. To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” I asked him.

      “Come. I want to show you something,” he said, and the smile returned. His demeanor puzzled me, but I followed him out of the kitchen to the great room where I started a fire after dinner. As the embers flamed, the room glowed with warmth.

      “What is it?” I asked wondering, what in the world could have provoked this gaiety.

      “Watch,” he said pointing to the courtyard.

      I felt a cool breeze blow through the room, and two blurry figures appeared near the fountain. It was as if the ghosts of Tadeas and Abigail haunted the house. I could feel the warmth of her magic, and the coolness of his pull on the spirit world. They stood arm in arm facing each other with their eyes closed. As I moved to go to them, Gabriel grabbed my arm and held me back.

      “No, they do not realize they are here. They must realize it on their own. We cannot interfere,” he said, but continued to smile.

      In an instant with a rush of cold wind, they solidified into view and stood embracing. The love between them had grown, and the red and purple binding flashed brilliantly around their bodies. His hands around her waist rested comfortably as she leaned into him with trust.

      “Their minds are joined,” I said.

      “Yes, it’s a co-meditation, but he has yet to realize that he can travel here with her as Lincoln did,” he said.

      “So, why are you so happy?”

      “Because, she is in love again,” he said.

      I laughed at him. “I thought fathers were supposed to despise the men who loved their daughters.”

      “How can I when he is such a man?” he replied.

      “I agree, but I never imagined you would think so,” I said.

      “Why?” he asked. “I bound them, did I not?”

      “Because over the years, there have been many men who loved her. Lincoln, Myrddin, and Lukas are only the ones that she returned affections, but there are more,” I replied. “Why is Tadeas special?”

      “Do you not know his father? His bloodline?” he asked.

      “No, I do not,” I said. “He is by far the best match for her, because of his abilities and demeanor. Who is his father?”

      “I cannot say if you do not know,” he replied.

      Tadeas’ arms tightened around her, and she smiled without opening her eyes. I longed for her to open them and see that she was here. She was not my child, but I still missed her as if she were. Their lips met, and Gabriel grunted.

      “That’s more like it,” I said teasing him. His face sobered, but the light of happiness filled his eyes.

      As their kiss lingered, the binding pulsed stronger.

      “I see that their relationship has progressed quickly,” I said.

      “It has, but it hasn’t been easy for them,” he replied.

      “It never is, especially with her,” I said.

      Abigail nodded to him, and their image blurred once more. My heart ached watching them fade out of sight and suddenly disappear.

      “Soon, my Brother, they will come home,” Gabriel said to me.

      “I greatly anticipate that day,” I replied. “I am happy for them both.”

      “And that, Raguel, is why I smile,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      
        From the first moment I laid eyes on you, Jeff, I knew you would be one of the most important people in my life. You and our daughter, Maleia, are everything to me.

        

        Thanks to my personal canvas crew who continue to challenge me to create fun, vibrant and intriguing stories.

        

        Thanks to the professional crew behind my books Hampton, Carol and Erica.

        

        Thanks to my co-workers who have expressed so much support and interest in my books, and the encouragement to keep pressing forward to new horizons.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Thank you so much for reading Intuition. Abigail and Tadeas’ story will continue in Reincarnation: Book 3 of the Path to Redemption Series.

        

        Please consider visiting Amazon and Goodreads and leaving a review for my books. As a new author, I love the feedback I get from readers. Please feel free to contact me via Facebook or through my website.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        From early in life Kimbra Swain was indoctrinated in the ways of geekdom. Raised on Star Wars, Tolkien, Superheroes and Voltron, she found herself immersed in a world of imagination. She started writing in high school, and completed her English degree from the University of Alabama in 2003.

        

        Her writing is influenced by a gamut of favorite authors including Jane Austen, J.R.R. Tolkien, L.M. Montgomery, Timothy Zahn, Kathy Reichs, Kevin Hearne and Jim Butcher.

        

        Born and raised in Alabama, Kimbra still lives there with her husband and 5-year-old daughter. When she isn't reading or writing, she plays PC games, makes jewelry and builds cars.

        

        Kimbra is currently writing Book 1 of a new series to start in December. Intuition, Book 2 of the Path to Redemption Series will be released in November.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Kimbra Swain

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Abomination: Book One can be purchased here.

        

        Restoration: A Historical Novella can be purchased here.

        

        Foundation: A Historical Novel can be downloaded for free at kimbraswain.com

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author Links

          

        

      

    

    
      
        AUTHOR LINKS

        

        Follow Kimbra on Facebook, Twitter, Instagram and Pinterest.

        

        www.kimbraswain.com

        www.facebook.com/kimbraswainofficial

        www.twitter.com/kswainauthor

        www.instagram.com/kswainauthor

        www.pinterest.com/kimbraswain

        

        Sign up for the newsletter on my web page and receive a sneak peek at the next book.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Coming in December

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Bless Your Heart

        Fairy Tales of a Trailer Park Queen

      

      

      
        EXCERPT

      

      

      Sitting under a beach umbrella tied to a wooden deck with zip ties, I fanned myself with a tabloid as I drank an orange soda. In Alabama, it wasn’t so much the heat as much as the stifling humidity. The air was thick and soupy.

      “I'm burning slap up,” I said to Rufus, my wiener dog. He sat under my lawn chair chewing on a plastic pink flamingo. When I bought the lawn ornaments, I didn't intend for them to be chew toys, but I think they intimidated him.

      Across the street, I watched Cletus and Tater, the trailer park idiots, trying to coax a raccoon out from under Bethany Jones’ trailer. I shook my head. One or both of them would end up with rabies shots before it was all over.

      “Y’all better leave that coon alone, Cletus!” I yelled over to them. Cletus smiled as he waved to me. “Stupid idjits,” I muttered.

      Hearing a car approach, I stood up, adjusting my bra straps. They poked out from under my tank top, with the heat and my sweat, they were slipping down off my shoulders.

      It was too hot to wear anything respectable, so I wore cutoff jeans, tank top and flat tennis shoes with no socks. The black bra contrasted with the white tank top, but I didn’t expect to have any company besides the sheriff. At least, I wasn't barefoot and pregnant like the girl next door. I never saw her very much. Josie and her last boyfriend left her knocked up. The poor thing, her boyfriend hadn’t come back.

      I held my hand up to my brow, blocking the sun, as an old black Buick Regal pulled into the gravel drive of my lot in Cahaba Acres Mobile Home Park. The driver of the vehicle got out, and his gray hair looked disheveled.

      “Jeremiah, I don't know how you drive that land yacht with no air conditioner,” I called out to him.

      “Ain't got time to get it fixed,” he called back.

      “Come on in the house, my window unit is blowing snowballs,” I said when his passenger exited the car.

      Jeremiah Freyman usually traveled alone. He was a member of the Sanhedrin like in the Bible, only he wasn’t Jewish and not really religious. For a man who looked to be in his mid-50s, he was physically fit, except for a small paunch just above his beltline.

      The Sanhedrin liked to stick their nose in anyone’s supernatural business. That’s how I got to know Jeremiah. He stuck his nose in my business, but he was different that most of them. If he was here, then he had a problem and needed my help. I supposed his problem was the tall, dark and handsome that just stepped out of the Buick.

      Aloof and mysterious, the Sanhedrin always seemed to be hiding something under their dark robes and hidden courtrooms. It made me shudder just to think about the last time I’d stepped inside one of them.

      I pulled my plastic hot pink sunglasses down to get a good look at the boy. He couldn’t have been more than 25 years old. Just over six-foot-tall, chocolate hair and brooding blue eyes that told me he was trouble or in it. He had the lean muscular body of a baseball player like a shortstop, not a catcher.

      “Grace, this is Levi Rearden. He’s my new apprentice,” Jeremiah said.

      “Apprentice!” I exclaimed. “I’m sorry to be rude, Levi, but let me talk to this old coot. Then I’ll greet you properly.” Jeremiah in the forty years I’d known him had never had an apprentice. He would rant and rave about how young magical talents were slipping through the cracks, but never had he actually taken a student.

      Jeremiah laughed at me explaining, “Yeah, I kinda got saddled with him.”

      Levi kicked at a rock in the driveway and didn’t look at us. “Y’all come on in the house. It’s hotter than blue blazes out here,” I said waving them to the porch. About that time, Cletus started yelling up a storm. We all spun around to look, as Tater had the raccoon by the hind legs as it attacked Cletus’ face. Rufus barked wildly at the commotion. Jeremiah flicked his wrist toward the fools, and Tater let go of the poor animal. It ran off into the woods.

      “Lord have mercy! You boys had that coming,” I yelled. “Tater, go call an ambulance.”

      “No, no, no Miss Grace. I’m fine,” Cletus said with blood dripping down his cheek.

      “Git in the car, Cletus. We’ll go down to the clinic,” Tater said, jumping into a 1987 Cutlass Supreme with a miss-matched hood held down by duct tape. The car tore off down the road out of the trailer park slinging gravel the whole way.

      “Life is never dull here,” I said, and Jeremiah laughed. “Y’all come on in. I’ll get you something cold to drink.”

      Rufus let out a little growl as Levi approached. He ran between my legs after his display of bravery. Rufus treated everyone like that despite he and I having lengthy conversations about his lack of southern hospitality.

      “Never mind him. He’s only half as vicious as he looks,” I said opening the screen door to the trailer.

      Jeremiah and Levi followed me into my double wide. I had four window air conditioner units in it, plus every ceiling fan in the house turned on full speed. It wasn’t by any means a freezer, but it was more comfortable that the outdoor heat.

      I went to the fridge, pulling out a new can of orange soda and two cans of coke. “Have a seat,” I said pointing at the couch I bought at a yard sale last week. The upholstery looked better than the old suede one I got last year at the thrift store. Cletus and Tater helped me move the old one to the curb, and in little less than an hour it was gone. That’s how we disposed of unwanted items. One man’s trash was another man’s treasure.

      I handed them each a coke. Levi didn’t acknowledge me or make eye contact.

      “Thank you, Grace,” Jeremiah said taking the coke. “Say thank you, boy.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” Levi said staring out the window.

      “What you doing sitting outside in the heat?” Jeremiah said.

      “Sheriff Riggs is on his way over to talk about those missing kids,” I said.

      “Oh, yeah, we haven’t found much out about all of that on our end. Looks like just a regular kidnapping. He expects something squirrelly about it?” he asked. It was his way of asking if I knew something or someone supernatural was involved.

      “He’s coming here isn’t he? Last time he was here, he blamed me for it,” I said. Actually, he came over to discuss more personal things and got mad at me. So, he proceeded to make it an official visit, questioning me about the children. He knew better, but I supposed I got under his skin enough that he tried to turn it around on me.

      “What? I thought you two were seeing each other,” Jeremiah said.

      “How the hell do you know about that?” I asked.

      “You know it’s my job to keep tabs on the supernatural in my jurisdiction, and the local trailer park fairy queen is at the top of my list,” he said. I shot a look at Levi who didn’t flinch. I supposed Jeremiah decided to tell Levi my identity without my permission. I scowled at him.

      “For your information, it was one drunk mistake,” I said. Actually, I wasn’t completely drunk, but it made for a good excuse as to why I refused to go out with him again.

      “It may have been for you, but I think he’s still sweet on you,” Jeremiah said. He had a good sense of humor, but I intended to avoid the topic of Dylan Riggs as long as I could. Jeremiah teased me like a pesky uncle. I distinctly got the feeling that Jeremiah meant more than he said when mentioning Dylan, but I let it go.

      “That’s enough of that. Why are you here? Surely you know I didn’t have anything to do with those missing kid,” I said.

      “You mean you didn’t eat them,” Jeremiah replied.

      “Fairies do not eat children. We only kidnap them,” I said. Finally, Levi’s eyes shot up to mine. “Well, he does have ears. Hello, Levi Rearden, welcome to my home. I offer you food, drink and rest. If there is anything else you require, it will be provided to you with no strings attached.”

      He stared at me for a moment, then looked at Jeremiah.

      “Son, that’s a right offer of hospitality. I suggest you take it,” he told the boy.

      “Thank you, ma’am. Your hospitality is appreciated and accepted,” he said returning his gaze to the window. I’m not sure brooding covered what this kid was projecting. It was more like wallowing in mud. Or deep shit.

      Hospitality is a tenet held through the ages that offered travelers a respite without obligation to the home owner. Without it, I could level any number of curses on both of them which would be all kinds of fun, but my cursing days were long gone. Except for the vulgarities of my language which I had no plans of cleaning up anytime soon. Of course, Jeremiah had my promise of hospitality for a long time. Levi would fall under that prior agreement because he was Jeremiah’s apprentice. However, I wanted to offer it to Levi as well. I wasn’t sure what kind of predicament he was in, but if I could help, I would, because I was a sap for a sob story.

      “Very kind of you, Grace,” Jeremiah said, as I took a seat in my recliner.

      “No problem. What brings you out this way?” I asked.

      “Well, Levi is getting started later than normal in his training. He’s had some magical experience, but found himself in a bad situation,” Jeremiah said.

      “If it was a good situation, you wouldn’t be here,” I retorted.

      “True enough. Levi’s power is in elemental magic like yours. He’s from Dublin,” Jeremiah said.

      “Ireland?”

      “No, Texas,” Levi responded without looking at us. It sounded like he got that response quite often. Touchy.

      “Why is a Texas boy being taught by an Alabama Sanhedrin?” I asked.

      “He was on the run when I found him. His girlfriend is a Cane Creek Creole Priestess,” Jeremiah said.

      Yep, deep shit. “Nope. No way. No how,” I said without letting him finish emphatically pointing toward the door. “You get your behinds out of my trailer and back down the road. I don’t play with voodoo witches.”

      “Well, that’s the thing, Grace. She needs to be handled, and the boy shouldn’t be involved. So, either you take care of her, or watch over him for me while I do it,” Jeremiah explained.

      “Nope. I do not want to be involved,” I said.

      “Grace Ann Bryant, you owe me,” Jeremiah said.

      “I thought we were friends?” I replied.

      “We are, and that’s why I’m asking you. I can’t leave him with anyone else,” he said.

      “What you mean is you can’t leave him with any of your fellow judges. What did he do?” I asked. “No, don’t you answer that, old man. Levi, what did you do?”

      His face grew dark, refusing to answer. Jeremiah opened his mouth to speak, but I put up my finger to him. He clamped his mouth shut.

      I got up from my chair and sat down on the wooden coffee table in front of Levi, so he couldn’t ignore me. Most men couldn’t ignore me at all, but he seemed to be successfully doing it. I decided to press him.

      “Levi, you are a grown man. Jeremiah is going to stop calling you boy, and so am I. But to earn a little respect around here, you are going to have speak up, and act like a man,” I said.

      His jaw flexed under his skin, and he sighed deeply. You see, Levi was a Texan, and no Texan likes to be called anything except a mature man. I appealed to his testosterone in a different way. He couldn’t help but answer me now. “Lisette and I, along with some of her coven, summoned a demon. Only I didn’t know it was a demon, and I didn’t know they had to have my magic to do it,” he admitted.

      I leaned back on the table looking at Jeremiah who flicked his wrist at me giving me permission to proceed with my methods. An evil grin crossed my face as I decided to lay it out flat for Levi Rearden, just in case he didn’t realize how deep in shit he was. I’d say he was in clear up to his neck.

      “The demon follows you,” I said.

      Finally, he made solid eye contact with me. “He does?” he asked, his eyes filled with fear.

      “Yes, he does, because that’s what happens when you summon demons. He’s tied to you, Levi. I hope she was worth being condemned to hell. She good in bed?” I prodded him.

      “That’s none of your business,” he growled.

      “Sweetheart, if I’m going to kill her or babysit you, it’s my damn business,” I said. “Where is she?”

      “I don’t know. I lost her in Baton Rouge, and a Sanhedrin friend of mine in Texas told me to contact Jeremiah when I got to Alabama,” he said burying his face in his hands. They were worn and calloused indicating that he knew all about hard work. He was too young to be tied up in this kind of mess, and unlike most of my kind, I had some compassion for the young man.

      “Which do you prefer, Jeremiah?” I asked.

      “I’ll take the girl,” he said.

      “You sure, because you are going to run off and kill his girlfriend. Doesn’t really start the apprenticeship on the right foot,” I said.

      “I know, but it has to be done. He knows that,” Jeremiah said.

      “I don’t know that at all. There has to be a way to save her,” he said.

      Poor kid. “Summoning demons is beyond normal witch practices, Levi. Most witches, pagans and druids stick to minor magic work. The Sanhedrin are on a whole different level, and I rank above that, but you won’t catch me summoning a demon, ever!” I explained.

      “I love her,” he muttered.

      “Oh, you don’t say! Good thing you are young. You’ll get over it,” I said.

      He stood up abruptly, storming out of the door. “That was heartless, Grace. He does love her,” Jeremiah said.

      “He’s too young to know what love is. She was a good lay, and he found her intriguing. At least, she didn’t put a spell on him, so we know his affections are genuine. But that ain’t love,” I said.

      “Really? What is love, Grace? You an expert on that?” Jeremiah shot at me.

      “Look, old man, you can take your trouble and go for all I care. He can stay here if you want, but you might want to reconsider your role in his life after you hunt down and murder the love of his life,” I suggested.

      “The judges want him dead,” he said.

      “Oh hell, Jerry! You sure know how to get a girl to do what you want,” I said.

      “I won’t ask for anything else for another year,” he said. Jeremiah and I had an agreement. Generally, fairies weren’t allowed to reside in the real world for a long period of time, but I had no choice. I was an Otherworld exile.

      When I was younger, I had no desire to follow in my father and mother’s footsteps. They were royalty, but I enjoyed the sunshine and fresh air of the human realm as well as the company of mortal men. Sneaking out of the Otherworld became my favorite pastime, but when they caught me the last time, the high council banished me from the Otherworld. It was essentially a death sentence, but I found a way to survive.

      I traveled around Europe like a gypsy for a while, then migrated to the new world hoping to find a new home. The natives here were terrified of me, and the Europeans who moved in weren’t tolerant either. I moved from town to town as I was discovered by Sanhedrin operatives who continuously hunted me. Eventually I settled in the south with my double wide trailer. When things got tough, I would pack up and move.

      When I met Jeremiah, he was in a bind with a couple of trolls. I helped him out, and he said if I helped him occasionally, I could settle in his territory. He drew up a contract of the things I could and couldn’t do, but after being on the road so much, I didn’t mind the restrictions. It was a nice idea to settle down. Lately though, I’d gotten tired of Shady Grove. I would need to move on to something new. People start to notice when you don’t age like everyone else.

      Jeremiah and I worked well together, but this was different from his normal request. Most of the tasks I completed for him were with the blessing of his local council, however if they wanted Levi Rearden dead, then he was asking me to do this as a friend, and not for the Sanhedrin.

      “I was considering moving anyway,” I said. “He can stay, but if you get into trouble with this witch, you call me. Okay?”

      “I can handle it,” he assured me.

      “Why don’t y’all stay for dinner? Oh hell, there’s the Sheriff. Be right back,” I said, scooting out the front door.
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