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        Thank you for reading!

      

      

      The Reluctant Assassins continues the story of Clara and Damien and their adventure. Order the second book here.

      You’ll probably want to go ahead and grab book 3, too! The Immutable Pact tells the chilling conclusion of these assassin’s adventures.  Get it here.

      You’re invited to join my Facebook group where you can participate in discussions and banter about all things books, fantasy, and sci-fi. Lurkers welcome!

      You’re also invited to like the Delta Underground Operatives page on Facebook and join our reader group for all things DUO.
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      The agents of Dual Underground Operatives have one critical mission: Keep magic secret. Humans are not ready to know that the creatures from their dreams are real. They’re even less prepared to fight the monsters from their nightmares. 

      When the gods were killed, Alder Shaw—the sole surviving demi-god—established DUO to protect the status quo, solve the mystery of the gods’ fates, and safeguard the Puddle, the last reservoir of divine magic. Aided by twin witches Maven and Moxie, Shaw paired up beings of magic who resonated with each other. In tandem with the Puddle, these individuals now enjoy access to a second set of abilities, making them tough to beat. 

      

      
        
        These beings are the agents of DUO. 

      

      

      

      
        
        Following are the case files of DUO agents:

      

      

      

      
        
        ACCESS RESTRICTED

        File Codename: The Improbable Pair

        Agents: Clara & Damien

        All information is for Your Eyes Only
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        For my DUO partner, Craig.
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        Coma Ward, Saint Paul’s Hospital,

        Dallas, Texas, United States

      

      

      

      The sterile smell in the coma ward brought back fond memories for Taz, reminding him of his childhood spent playing in the morgue. Growing up with a father as a coroner meant that he was comfortable being around dead bodies—very, very comfortable. But the bodies that lay in the other room, just past a high-level security perimeter, wouldn’t’t be dead, and that was key for Taz’s mission.

      Striding down the darkened corridor, Taz Kiera scanned the nurse’s station. It was empty at this late hour, but there would be someone on duty. They were probably smoking outside or scarfing down fatty treats in the kitchen. The permanent residents behind the door ahead didn’t require much attention at night. And, there was almost zero chance they’d wake—ever.

      The average length of a coma was two to four weeks. The patients in the long-term care unit of this coma ward had been locked away in dreamless sleep for months or years.

      Taz had discovered that in most cases, those who fell into deep, almost irreversible comas had an incredible amount of brain power, mental strength and usually magical abilities. It was this combined with whatever trauma that had happened to the patients that kept them in a coma.

      It seemed like such a tragedy to Taz that such powers should go to waste, which was why he’d discovered how to harness them. Mentally open the patients up. Siphon the powers out. Steal them. That would take trial and error, but he was willing to do what it took, even if that meant burning some matches. Or rather, losing some people.

      Taz halted at the entrance to the restricted ward, peering through the windows. Patients could be seen on the other side of the locked door, neatly tucked into beds.

      Catching sight of his reflection in the glass, Taz grinned at himself. He was close. So much closer than ever before and the pride showed on his boxy face. His brown eyes lit up with satisfaction and the dimple on his chin surfaced when he smiled. He wore his long white hair in a bun on the top of his head. The color of his hair made him appear much older than he was, but the smoothness of his pale skin showed the youth of his mid-thirties.

      Snapping his fingers, Taz Kiera indicated the badge reader and number pad that guarded the door ahead. Katy Eilish stepped forward, looking ready for the next task. She wasn’t dressed practically in chunky black boots, a short mini skirt and a torn top. Her red hair was short on one side and long on the other, like she couldn’t figure out how to wear it. And her fake, impossibly long eyelashes were just as impractical as her dress, but she still got the job done.

      “Open it.” Taz waved to the badge reader and number pad. To enter the coma ward, they’d need both a security badge and a specific four-digit number. They had neither of those things, but they did have Katy and she could open anything.

      Smacking her gum, Katy placed her hand on the badge reader. Her green eyes closed, and Taz witnessed the intense concentration overcome her face. Her puffy, collagen-filled lips pursed as her brow lined with wrinkles. Although born with the power of technokinesis, it still took a lot of energy and focus for Katy to use her skill.

      Glancing over his shoulder at the darkened corridor, Taz was on the verge of growing impatient. They were running out of time to do this without interruptions.

      The loud beep of the badge reader brought Taz’s attention back around.

      He sighed with relief. “It’s about time,” Taz grumbled, seeing the green light flashing over the badge reader.

      “Not quite,” Katy replied, smacking her gum and hovering her hand over the keypad. “I’ve only got one chance to get this code right before it pings security.”

      “Well get it right,” Taz said, hearing footsteps at his back. He turned again, this time to find an orderly dressed in turquoise scrubs hurrying down the hallway.

      “Hey! Who are you? Get away from there! You don’t work here!” the man yelled, hurrying as fast as his fat legs would carry him.

      Taz sighed with irritation and glanced sideways at Leo Pinch. “Take him down. But be quiet about it.”

      Leo, even when not shifted into werewolf form, looked quite canine-ish with his long black sideburns and full head of scroungy hair. His stretched T-shirt showed his huge veiny muscles and ripped chest, and when he turned to face off against the orderly, the other man halted at once.

      The hospital worker held up his hand, his eyes wide with fear. “W-who are you? W-what are you doing here?” the man stuttered, like he was hoping they could discuss things rather than resort to force.

      However, Leo wasn’t a talker, hardly able to construct intelligent sentences. He settled most all conversations with violence.

      Slamming his thick fist into his open palm, he gritted his teeth at the other man. “Come here and I’ll show you what we’re doing.”

      The frightened orderly held up his hands in surrender. “Man, I don’t want trouble.” He nearly tripped when he took several steps backward.

      “Don’t let him get away,” Taz said, half bored by the whole thing. “We can’t afford for security to be tripped.”

      “You got it, boss,” Leo said, leaning forward, like he was about to run on all fours, before springing into motion and moving in a blur. There was a scream. A crash. The sounds of struggles. Yawning, Taz withdrew his attention from the assault.

      He turned back to where Katy stood proudly with the door open to the long-term care unit. “I got in and without even breaking a nail.” She held up a hand with a set of entirely too-long fake nails on her fingers.

      Taz didn’t commend her, only strode forward into the coma ward filled with patients with minds ready to be harvested. He glanced around the room, looking for a specific individual. It wasn’t that the mentalist knew any of these people, but he’d done his research.

      “Should I take down the surveillance?” Katy asked, pointing to a camera stationed in the corner.

      He shook his head, knowing that the guard monitoring the camera feed was asleep. Taz had been the one to put him under and he wouldn’t be waking for quite some time. “Help me find Rodger Libby.”

      Katy nodded, hurrying over to the first bed with a man sleeping in it and checking the clipboard beside it. “Who’s Rodger Libby?”

      “The one here with the lowest IQ,” Taz said, checking the clipboard beside another patient’s bed.

      “But all the people here are intelligent, right?” she asked, moving onto another bed, that one obviously not Rodger Libby.

      “Yes, but I’m starting with the least powerful and skilled one.”

      Katy grinned, winking at him. “Smart. That way if you snuff him out, it’s not such a waste.”

      He nodded. “Yes, and absorbing his consciousness, powers and mental energy should be easier.”

      “Dude, you’re going to be so much smarter after this,” Katy remarked, moving onto the next bed.

      The commotion from the hallway died away. Taz glanced out the open door to find the orderly unconscious and slumped against a wall. Leo left a fair bit of destruction in his wake as he strode in their direction.

      “Keep a lookout,” Taz ordered, having located Rodger Libby. “Take down anyone who bothers me. I need complete concentration for this.”

      “You got it, boss,” Leo replied, putting his large back to the open door, guarding it.

      Taz lifted his hands and held them out, palms facing the man lying comatose before him. Closing his eyes, the mentalist focused on drawing from the patient locked away in sleep.

      That sleep made it possible to access his memories, his powers, his energy and his skills. If this worked, then Taz would know everything that Rodger Libby knew. He’d have all the powers and magical skills that he had. And he’d absorb a brand-new energy, making him more powerful than ever. But in all his attempts to do this, he’d learned one thing—the patient couldn’t die. If they did, then everything that was absorbed instantly evaporated with them.

      The objects on the bedside table began to vibrate, making a rattling sound, like a train was roaring overhead. The life-support machine beside Rodger Libby beeped suddenly, indicating that his blood pressure was rising. His pulse quickened.

      Taz felt his hands shaking. Sweat dripped down his brow. His breath hitched in his chest. And then he felt it…

      The gentle flow of someone else’s powers, energy, thoughts and memories pooled into Taz’s mind. He suddenly knew things he hadn’t before, like how to sail a boat or lacquer an old rocking chair. He had memories that weren’t his own. He had a new type of magical ability but wasn’t sure what it was. He’d have to explore that later if this was successful.

      Feeling greedy from the sudden influx of power and skills, Taz yanked at the man’s consciousness before him. A flood of energy hit Taz like a blunt force, making him stumble back.

      He whipped his eyes open, nearly tripping over the bed behind him. The coma patient of that bed didn’t even notice. Taz bit his tongue, out of breath as the loud beep filled the room. The life support next to Rodger Libby’s bed flatlined, triggering an alarm.

      Taz had lost another one, and by doing so, he’d lost everything he’d tried to steal from the man before him.

      Sirens blared and running footsteps could be heard charging down the hallway. With an annoyed sigh, Taz strode forward toward Leo guarding the room.

      “Get us out of here,” Taz ordered. “And take down anyone who tries to stop us. Lethal force is encouraged.”

      Leo nodded, charging down the opposite hallway of the one with hospital workers rushing in their direction. Katy brought up the rear, hurrying behind Taz as the three made their escape. He gave the coma ward one last look over his shoulder. It was another failed attempt, but soon he’d be successful. And then he’d be unstoppable.
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        Train, Location Unknown

      

      

      

      Growing up in Tornado Alley, Clara Jordan had gotten used to waking up to a storm barreling down on her roof. But it’s been a lifetime since I’ve lived in Texas, she thought, trying to wake from the strange dream. It still felt like she was partially locked in a coma. She shook off the strange dream she’d just had—or seen…

      The roar of what sounded like a train thundering over tracks sought to shake Clara from her sleep. She figured the noise was the trash truck, picking up outside her apartment. Or maybe the neighbors blaring their loud music. But it definitely couldn’t be a tornado in Los Angeles.

      Peeling open an eye, Clara tried to right her vision, but everything was blurry. Navy blues and grays swam in her vision. She blinked to try to make out the strange shapes in front of her.

      This wasn’t her bedroom—where had she fallen asleep? Jerking to an upright position, Clara snapped to attention. Suddenly fully awake, she took in her surroundings as her vision came into focus.

      She lay on a couch in a small, enclosed compartment. Beside her was a large picture window showing the night sky with twinkling stars and a crescent moon. Outside the train, hills, houses and cities streaked by. She could just make out the landscape from the ambient light of the city.

      Clara had thought she was dreaming of a tornado from her youth, which sounded like a train barreling overhead. But in fact, she was on a train. A real one.

      However, Clara had gone to bed in her apartment. In Los Angeles. Not on a train, ripping through… she didn’t know where. And worse, she had no idea where she was headed.

      How did I get on a train, she wondered, standing and checking over her body. She was unharmed, wearing her linen pajama pants, a loose hoodie and flip flops. She caught her reflection in the window. Her long blonde hair was braided over her shoulder, per usual, and there was nothing out of sorts about her appearance… except for the fact that she was on a train, quickly going… well, she didn’t know where.

      A sudden worry occurred to Clara and she felt in the pockets of her linen pants and then her hoodie. Meddy wasn’t there. He was always there. That worried her almost more than the fact that she’d seemingly been abducted and stuck on a train without her knowledge and not knowing where it was headed.

      She remembered what her mother had told her on many occasions and bolstered her spirit, pinning back her shoulders and raising her chin with determination to face the mystery before her.

      ‘People are made of flesh and blood, and a miraculous fiber called courage,’ her mother’s voice chimed in Clara’s head. Those words couldn’t be credited to her mother, but she said them nonetheless. Her mother had never said anything original, but she always said things that were inspirational. That quote was from Mignon McLaughlin and it was truer now than ever.

      Clara turned and faced the door that led to the train hallway. She didn’t know what was out there or where this train was headed, but she wasn’t staying in that sleeping compartment to find out. She was hunting down answers.

      Then she was going to figure out what the dream, which she knew wasn’t really a dream about the coma patients, was all about. As a clairvoyant, she knew that what she usually dreamed wasn’t fantasy. Strangely, magically and also sometimes sadly, it was always real.
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      The hallway of the moving train was empty when Clara slid the door back just enough to peek her head through. She peered one way and then the other, feeling like she might still be dreaming. However, she knew well enough to know when she was awake versus asleep. It was a crucial skill, since so often her dreams put her in strange places with real events taking place.

      But this was real.

      The metal of the door was cold under her fingertips when she pushed it back all the way, making it slide into the recess. The train moved along smoothly on the track, accompanied by the roar that woke her.

      Tentatively, Clara looked over her shoulder at the compartment where she’d awoken. It was empty. Her phone, which was often beside her, wasn’t anywhere to be found. It made no sense that she would be alone on this train with no belongings. Something was wrong—really wrong.

      Stepping out into the hallway, Clara tested her balance with a few steps. The train’s movement made it feel like she was on a boat and needed to get her sea legs. The car jerked slightly as it went under an overpass and entered an industrial zone. Clara didn’t recognize the area streaking through the windows opposite of her. She spied through the glass panes on the other side of the train into the neighboring compartment, which was empty.

      Running her hands over the wall for balance, Clara headed toward the back of the train. She passed several sleeping compartments—all of them empty.

      When she came to a door leading to the enclosed connector between cars, Clara pressed the button to open it. Nothing happened. She yanked, but it didn’t budge. It was locked.

      Peering through the window, she tried to see what was on the other side. It appeared to be a passenger car with rows of seats—all of them empty.

      “How am I on an empty train?” Clara asked aloud.

      Since she was in fact alone, no one responded.

      Fearful that she was trapped in this car, Clara strode back the way she’d come. When she passed the compartment where she’d awoken, she heard something at her back.

      Halting, she tensed, her hands fisting at her side. Clara listened to the new sound. It was a pecking noise and growing louder. More insistent.

      This was like a bad dream where she felt like if she didn’t look, then it might go away. If she tried hard enough maybe she could change things, like when lucid dreaming.

      A flapping noise took over the sound of tapping. Clara braced herself, knowing she had to face whatever was behind her.

      She turned to find a crow standing in the middle of the aisle between the compartments. It must have been hiding in one of them. Strangely, it made Clara feel somewhat better to have the company of a crow on the train.

      “Hey there. What are you doing here?” she asked the bird.

      The crow’s wings spread out as if trying to make itself look bigger. It cawed loudly, a noise that cut through Clara with panic. And then it took flight, heading straight for her.

      Instinctively she knew she didn’t want the animal to catch her. Clara spun and ran in the opposite direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Train, Location Unknown

      

      

      

      Clara whipped her head back and forth as she ran, checking the compartments she passed. They were all empty. As she neared the end of the car, she hoped the connector door wasn’t locked. Otherwise, she feared the screaming bird would peck her until she was a bloody mess.

      Her feet skidded to a halt at the door and she slammed her hand onto the button. A hissing noise echoed from the metal divider before it slid back, granting her access through the connector. She dove through and ran into the next car, which was also lined with sleeper cabins on either side.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she watched as the crow sailed through the opening before the door slid closed. It flapped its wings with a fierce menace that reflected in its beady eyes.

      Spinning back around, Clara pushed harder, looking ahead for options. She thought about darting into one of the cabins she passed. But with the crow gaining on her, she worried that she might not open the door and get to safety in time. And then she’d be trapped.

      She noticed a sleeping cabin up ahead with its door open. It was at the far end of the car and a good way off, but she reasoned that if she got there she could lock herself in and take cover. Running along the train like this definitely wasn’t going to work much longer.

      And still, all the cabins she passed were empty. There wasn’t anyone or even anything on the train. It simply made no sense. But Clara reminded herself that she was being chased by a rage-filled crow, so there was a lot that wasn’t adding up.

      Her heart felt ready to burst out of her chest, but Clara didn’t slow. She didn’t turn back. She didn’t even look sideways to see if the cabins she passed were empty like all the rest. Clara kept her eyes trained on the open compartment ahead.

      Her arms moved swiftly by her side. Her feet carried her quickly down the aisle. Her focus was on the cabin, now only ten yards away. She prepared to dive into the space and shut the door. Before she could, a metal divider slid back on the other side of the hallway.

      What happened next was a blur. Hands reached out and grabbed her. Yanked her into the compartment. Restrained her with a force she couldn’t fight. And the door shot closed just as the crow flew by, continuing on.
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        Train, Location Unknown

      

      

      

      Twisting back and forth, Clara tried to free herself from the strong arms pinning her. They were holding her tightly, and she could feel the chest of the person cinching her into them. Whoever it was was tall, lean and rock solid.

      Desperate thoughts raced through her head, and she had no idea what would happen next. The worst things occurred to her. Was this person going to kill her? Torture her? And where were they taking her?

      All Clara knew was that she had to fight. She had to be strong. She couldn’t give up.

      “Let me go!” she yelled, trying to resist any way she could. The person hauled her back and off her feet as she kicked, hitting the door in front of them and banging her toe against the metal.

      “Fine,” a man said, breathing into her hair from behind. “Just don’t do anything stupid.”

      He set her down, holding her into him tightly still. Her arms were restrained, but she flexed her fingers by her side, preparing to use them when free.

      “Seriously, I’m not going to hurt you, so don’t freak out when I release you,” the man said, his voice deep and strangely casual.

      Clara’s heart raced. Her body vibrated with adrenaline. All she wanted was to run, but instead she nodded. Letting out a breath, she tried to regain her composure as she stayed pinned in a stranger’s arms. “Just let me go and keep your promise. Don’t hurt me.”

      The hands slid away from her, granting her movement once more. Clara pretended that she needed to shake out her arms and check them over. They were fine. She was only stalling before she turned to look at the stranger behind her. None of this was computing and she needed time to assimilate all the bizarreness that was happening to her at every turn.

      Finally, Clara spun to face the man who had grabbed her. He wasn’t what she expected, but then again, she didn’t know who exactly she anticipated to find behind her. For starters, Clara hadn’t predicted waking up on a mystery train, being chased by a crow or grabbed by an incredibly attractive man.

      The person she shared a very small space with had short, jet-black hair that swooped to the side and up on the top of his head. She instantly got a rockstar vibe from his ripped jeans, button-down white shirt and black leather jacket. He was pale, but still handsome with his high cheekbones and chiseled jawline. The guy was maybe in his mid-twenties, but he had a strange timeless wisdom in his piercing blue eyes. They ran over her, taking in her appearance as she studied him.

      “What… Where… Who?” Clara began, not sure how to start this very strange conversation. But thankfully, from the moment she looked at this new person, she didn’t feel as fearful as she had upon waking. And even weirder, she didn’t feel in danger, even after being yanked into this compartment with him. He had saved her from the deranged crow, after all.

      “Did you wake up on this train?” the guy asked, studying her.

      She nodded. “How did you know? Did you?”

      He shook his head and pointed to her cheek. “Not really, but yeah, kind of, I guess. But you’ve got crease marks on the side of your face, like from a pillow or cushion. I got knocked out somehow and woke up here.” He indicated the small space they were sharing.

      Clara nodded, looking around. There was nothing in the sleeping cabin but a small couch, the same as the one where she’d woken up. “Do you know where we’re going?”

      Again he shook his head. “All I know is besides from me, there’s only you and one other person on this train.”

      She scrunched up her brow. “How do you know that?”

      He tapped the side of his head. “I can hear your hearts beating.”

      Clara blinked at him, trying to decide where to start with her many questions. Before she could though, the guy laughed. It was a strange thing to do in light of the circumstances, but he seemed suddenly amused. “Oh, and that crow. There’s also a crow on board this train, but I think that’s all.”

      Clara shook her head. “The other person, is it the driver?”

      “Maybe, but these things can pretty much drive themselves,” the guy replied, motioning to the train. “I’m guessing it’s whoever abducted us, which is what I’m calling this. A bona fide abduction.” He looked up at the ceiling. “I better not get probed.”

      Clara actually laughed. She didn’t know why, but something about this strange, edgy character put her at ease. That was saying a lot since she was in one of the most perplexing situations of her life. “So you were knocked out? Do you remember anything before that?”

      “Not much and nothing of use,” he answered. “And you were?”

      “Asleep,” she said and then added, “in my apartment. In north Los Angeles. And now I have no idea where we are or where we’re going.” She motioned to the picture window showing the darkened landscape, meaning it was still nighttime.

      “Yeah, I was in downtown Los Angeles when I was knocked out,” he answered.

      “Doing what?” she asked, thinking that she went to bed pretty late, so this guy must have been out partying. Clara wasn’t the partying type and had no idea why she’d be abducted with one.

      He shook off the question and extended a hand. “Looks like we’ve got a mystery to solve and we’re unlikely partners until we do. So why don’t we start with introductions. I’m Damien Monty. And yes, I mean, the Damien Monty.”

      Clara blinked at him and then his outstretched hand with confusion. “Why would you say it that way? The Damien Monty? Should I have heard of you?”

      He shot her a look of offense, pulling back his hand. “Wait, what are you? Mid-twenties? Urban culture? You haven’t heard of… Never mind.” Damien waved this off and extended his hand once more. “And you are?”

      She considered him, totally baffled on so many levels. However, she decided there was no harm in being polite and properly introducing herself. Taking his hand, she smiled. “I’m Clara Jordan. Just Clara Jordan. You haven’t heard of me. I promise you that.”

      He wrung her hand lightly. “Nice to meet you. And it appears that you and I, Clara, have to figure out who put us on this train, where we’re going and how to get off before we get there.”
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      “Get off?” Clara Jordan asked, her brow scrunching up.

      She was very cute, Damien observed. Not beautiful in that “you can’t have me” kind of way. And not passable in that “I look good in the right kind of light” way. Clara was one of those pretty in that “I just woke up in a train, I’m confused, scared and still cute” kind of way.

      “You think we have to get off?” she continued, pointing to the floor. “Do you mean, off this train?”

      He nodded, grinning sideways. “Yes, thanks for clarifying. Of course, I meant we have to get off this train and not the strange mind-altering drugs we might be on.”

      She shook her head adamantly. “I’m not on drugs. I promise you that.”

      No, Damien thought. This woman wasn’t the drug type. She was the “goes to bed early and alone in her apartment on a Saturday night” type.

      “Yes, I vote we get off this train,” he began, wishing he could pace to expend his nervous energy. However, there was no space for it in the tight little compartment. “Whoever put us on this train is up to something, which is probably sinister. Currently they have the advantage. I don’t want to see what they have planned for us. So, I say we jump.”

      Clara crossed her arms in front of her chest like she was suddenly cold. She was fit, but not bulky, with long lean muscles. She seemed like the type that did yoga and she appeared dressed for it. That didn’t make Damien feel much better about his chances of being teamed up with her since yogis weren’t known for their fighting skills.

      “I’m not sure about jumping,” Clara challenged, nodding at the window. “This train is going sixty or seventy miles per hour.”

      He shrugged. “I can survive that jump and I think if you trust me, I can help you survive it too.”

      She gave him a very calculating stare, really looking into him. “Before we resort to jumping off of this moving vehicle, let’s figure out what we have in common.”

      Damien leaned forward, like he didn’t hear her, which would have been unlikely. “In common? Like we’re on a date? Do you think this is someone’s really lousy attempt at matchmaking?”

      Clara pursed her lips and shook her head. “No, I think that there must be something that connects us. If you’re correct and we’re two of three people on this train and we were both abducted, then we have to figure out why. There is a reason that we were chosen. So, tell me, are you a part of a special organization? Do you belong to a famous family? Are you wanted by the law?”

      He smirked at the line of questions. “No. None of those things. What about you?”

      “Me neither,” she replied.

      “Then why did you ask me?” he inquired.

      She shrugged. “I’m just trying to drill down to find out if there’s something about us that is unique and would be the reason someone would be after us.”

      The train began to slow like they were coming to a stop. Both turned their attention to the window. The rolling hills were giving way to city streets and buildings. They were getting to a station. Which meant they needed to run.

      Damien didn’t ask permission and grabbed her hand. He knew his super strength would mean Clara couldn’t fight him. Thankfully she didn’t resist when he pulled her to the door. “We can get to know each other later. Right now, we’re getting off this train. And before it gets to its destination.”
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      Clara allowed herself to be tugged out of the door. If she was honest, there wouldn’t have been any point resisting Damien. There was definitely something inhuman about him. Firstly, his strength was off the charts. Then there was the comment about hearing heartbeats. Also, there was a strange way that he looked, like he was something magical under the surface.

      Whatever Damien was could be the reason that he’d been abducted. Clara was all human, though, through and through. She could admit to being different than most, but most of the time people summarized her strangeness with one word: weird.

      As a clairvoyant, Clara knew things that others didn’t. She saw things before they happened. That usually freaked people out. The last time she was at a backyard barbeque party and told the person beside her to duck seconds before they were hit by a ball, they didn’t think she was that cool. Usually seeing the future just made her a freak and not get a second party invite. Also, the way she lived to “manage” her skill made her an annoyance to most everyone.

      Pulling back the door, Damien looked both ways before tugging Clara out into the hallway. The train was definitely slowing down. Although Clara wasn’t sure about this idea of jumping from the train, she strangely felt reassured when Damien said he could help her survive the feat.

      The pair hurried down the aisle between the sleeping cabins, the crow thankfully not making another appearance yet.

      “There’s an exit in the car up ahead,” Damien said in a rush over his shoulder, indicating to a door on the other side of the next connector.

      Clara nodded, stamping down her hesitation about jumping from a moving train.

      “We need to hurry,” Damien encouraged, speeding forward and moving so fast he nearly pulled Clara off her feet. There was definitely something not human about him. Something graceful and beautiful and strong—and deadly.

      Thankfully, he released her hand at the connector, giving her a chance to right herself on her feet. Yanking back the metal divider, Damien rushed into the next car. He went straight for the exit on the right.

      “It’s stuck!” he yelled, pressing the button and tugging at the handle.

      Clara ran over to the door opposite of it and pressed the button, thinking it might slide back like the others. It remained locked. She tried the handle but it felt glued in place.

      “I don’t think the exit doors will open while the train is in motion,” Clara said, not sure why she would know this, but it felt right.

      Damien continued to pull on the handle but made no progress.

      “Maybe we just wait until the train gets to a stop and then we open the door and run,” Clara offered.

      He turned, looking around erratically before focusing on her. Damien shook his head. “No, either we get off this train before it gets to its destination or we stay on it when it does.”

      “Why?” Clara asked, noticing the landscape was passing by even slower than before.

      “It just feels like someone wants us off somewhere and we can’t play into their game,” Damien urged. “We have to outsmart whoever is behind this.”

      Clara drew in a breath. This did seem like the strangest setup and she definitely didn’t want to get trapped in a worse situation than what she’d already experienced. Looking down the hallway at the next car, she made an impromptu decision.

      Grabbing Damien’s hand, she hauled him down the next car, not using the same force he had. Thankfully he allowed it, although he seemed amused by her attempts.

      “What are we doing?” he asked her.

      “We’re going to find the third person on this train,” she answered. “That’s how we’ll get answers.”

      A laugh fell from Damien’s mouth. “Although I’m up for kicking the guy’s butt behind this, how do you know they are this way?”

      She glanced over her shoulder at him, giving him a serious expression. “I can sense them.”

      He gave her a chilled expression before she turned back around and pressed the button for the door to the next car. It slid back to reveal a small dining cart. The décor was different than the rest of the train. It was traditional with curtains and finely upholstered chairs. A table with a white linen cloth sat on one side, and behind it was a man with silver hair. Beside him, sitting on his shoulder, was the crow.

      He smiled, looking pleasant but serious. Holding out a commanding hand, he waved to the two chairs opposite of him.

      “Come. Sit. I’ve brought you here together for a very important reason.”
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      Damien tensed, every muscle in his body ready to spring into action and fight. But he’d learned to control his impulses, having had hard lessons on the subject. His pupils dilated. His breathing sped up. His hands flexed by his side.

      The man, who, Damien could discern in a short period of time, was a rare type of person, held up a commanding hand. There was nothing threatening in the action. If anything, he actually seemed strangely welcoming. He was definitely an authority figure, but that just put Damien more on edge.

      “I’m not here to harm either one of you,” the man said, his voice deep and clear. “Quite the opposite. I’m here to offer you an opportunity. But first, sit, and I will explain.”

      “You knocked me out and put me on a train,” Damien said, enunciating each word, the hostility in his tone thick.

      Clara nodded in the direction of the animal on the man’s shoulder. “And that bird chased me.”

      The crow cawed and dove to the floor where it stood still, looking up at the pair. Both Damien and Clara regarded the bird for a moment, ensuring that it wasn’t going to attack.

      The man smiled slightly, a polite gesture, but absent of any remorse. “I understand that—”

      “Who are you?” Clara asked, interrupting, her chest high and voice strong.

      The stranger, the other heartbeat Damien had heard on the train, sighed. “My best efforts to explain will be thwarted if you two steer this conversation.”

      Clara glanced at Damien and then pointed. “And he’s right, how did you get into my apartment? And transport me here? I’m a light sleeper. If this is really about an opportunity, then you’ve gone about it all the wrong way.”

      Damien nodded. “Yeah, have you heard of texting? That’s usually preferable than kidnapping.”

      The man actually chuckled. He was probably in his mid-fifties, and although he was wearing a silver suit to match his hair, he seemed much too casual for that to be his usual attire. And there was definitely something magical about the guy. He was alive, his heart thumping, although not fast enough to indicate that he was at all nervous about this situation.

      “For the opportunity that I’m about to present to you,” the man began, steepling his hands in front of him, “it’s important that I’ve got your attention. Moreover, my experience has taught me that many don’t believe what I’m about to tell you is real. But when you see the extent of my power, then it is a bit easier to digest.”

      Damien narrowed his eyes, exchanging a tentative expression with Clara. This guy definitely had their attention. He was beyond intrigued. But he also knew that sometimes things were too good to be true.

      “Tell us what this opportunity is,” Damien commanded, threading his arms in front of his chest.

      “Of course,” the man said good-naturedly, indicating a drink cart on the other side of the dining car. “Please grab a refreshment and take a seat. I’ll then introduce myself, explain, answer your questions and if at that point you’d like to walk away, then you’ll be free to go. There is zero obligation to take the offer I’m about to give you.”

      Damien locked his eyes on Clara, trying to read her expression. Should they listen to this weirdo who overstepped boundaries and dangled mysterious carrots in front of their faces? Or should they tell him and his crow to take their train off the nearest cliff? This wasn’t a typical experience for Damien. He wondered what she was thinking and getting the strangest sensation inside his own head.

      She nodded. “I say we hear him out. Then if we don’t like it, we ask him to jump off the nearest cliff for overstepping boundaries.”

      Damien’s eyes widened at her response. Why did that sound so remarkably close to what he’d actually been thinking? His mouth fell open and he was about to question who she was, since he absolutely didn’t know, but she started for the drink bar.

      “I am thirsty after… well, whatever you did to me,” Clara said over her shoulder to the man of mystery.

      “It was simply a sleeping spell to ensure you didn’t wake up until you were in place,” bird man replied. “And as for you, Damien, I had to drug you since spells of that sort wouldn’t work on you, but drugs will.”

      Clara paused, a glass in her hand. She glanced sideways at Damien. “What does that mean? A spell of that sort wouldn’t work on you? What are you?”

      He scratched the back of his head and neck dismissively. “I’m different, much like you, it would seem.” Damien then shot the man a punishing look. “You better not have touched my junk when putting me on this train.”

      The guy smiled politely again. “You were handled with the utmost care, I assure you.”

      Clara filled her glass with ice cubes from a bucket and poured some water over them, making a gentle clicking noise. When she turned to take the seat closest to the window, Damien picked up a crystal goblet and then hesitated.

      “Wait, is this poisoned?”

      The man shook his head. “I didn’t go to all the effort to get you here only to kill you. And I assure you, I very much want both of you alive—working for me.” He added the last part a beat later.

      “Where are we?” Clara asked, looking out the window. The train had come to a full stop and they appeared to be at a small train station.

      “I think we both know that gin and you don’t get along,” the man said, his attention on Damien, who had in fact picked up a bottle of Seagram’s Gin.

      Damien cut his eyes over his shoulder. “I know that, but the question is, how do you?”

      The guy waved at the other side of the drink cart. “Grab a glass of wine. There’s a very nice bottle of Cabernet Sauvignon opened there. I’m sure you can finish that off for me.”

      “Thanks for your leftovers,” Damien said dryly, choosing a wine goblet and filling it almost to the brim with the dark red liquid that looked like blood, though it lacked the same viscosity.

      “So, this is your train,” Clara said to the man, taking a sip of her ice water. It wasn’t a question and she sounded confident about her statement.

      He nodded. “In a way. But, in the future, I’d caution you about trespassing. I set many bear traps that you wouldn’t want catching you.”

      Damien turned, holding his glass of wine, and appraised the two. They seemed to be having a staring contest. He wasn’t sure what the man was referring to with his trespassing-and-bear-traps comment, but he was overdue for answers on all subjects.

      He took a seat next to Clara and a sip of the wine before sliding it onto the table in front of them.

      Firstly, he wanted to know who this man was. Secondly, he needed to know what this opportunity was about. And thirdly, he had to find out where he’d gotten this wine. It was the best Cabernet Sauvignon he’d ever had and he’d thought he’d tried them all.
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      “My name is Peregrin Alder Shaw,” the man with the crow and a train and tendency for overstepping boundaries said.

      Clara didn’t know how he knew she was in his head before, but he must be very powerful. Most people didn’t know she was telepathic or when she was in their minds but he’d seemed to have sensed her somehow. This Peregrin Alder Shaw knew a lot and was well guarded, only giving her probably what he wanted her to know. That was in contrast to Damien, whose thoughts when he was nervous broadcasted like on a loudspeaker.

      “You can call me Alder,” he continued. “I’m the Director of Delta Underground Operatives, also known as DUO. We are a secret paranormal agency tasked with eliminating threats to the unseen world, as well as those supernatural threats that may be affecting the mundane realm.”

      “So you’re the FBI for the world of the paranormal,” Damien said casually, draining half his gigantic glass of wine.

      Clara took note of how easily he digested that there was in fact a supernatural world or that it would need police. Damien Monty wasn’t normal and she was learning that more and more by the minute. When she’d read his thoughts, it was only because he was upset, but usually people had their personal details locked away. She couldn’t detect anything about him from dipping into his thoughts, but she suspected she’d get her chance.

      Alder shook his head. “Our missions are very straightforward and we handle them in only one way. Agents of DUO, also known as dualcasters, are charged with eliminating those abusing magic worldwide.”

      “By eliminating, you mean offing,” Damien offered, rather casually.

      “I hire assassins, yes,” Alder affirmed, also sounding matter-of-fact.

      “Assassins?” Clara asked, batting her eyes in surprise.

      He drew in a breath and shrugged. “I get that it’s a strong word with negative connotations, but it’s what we do here to protect the normal world and the fantastical one from magic. There are many out there who desire to abuse the power that magical forces allow. They don’t care that most don’t know and shouldn’t know that magic exists. They don’t care what they destroy to get sources of magic or to utilize the powers they possess. The cases that come across my desk, the ones I assign to my dualcasters, can only be handled one way.”

      “Assassination,” Clara said in a hush.

      Alder Shaw nodded. “If there was an alternative, then it’s been tried. And it’s failed. The villains we go after have to be stopped and there is only one way.”

      Damien rubbed his hands together and leaned forward, looking eager. “I like it. Some can’t be rehabilitated. Let’s not waste our resources or efforts. So you want us to be assassins. Cool. I’m in between jobs and have an opening in my schedule. Do I get a badge?”

      Clara fluttered her eyes at him with annoyance and held up her hand. “Not cool. There’s a lot more of this I need information about. Like, how do we know you’re who you say you are?”

      An abrupt laugh fell out of Damien’s mouth. “The guy drugged and spelled us, put us on a runaway train and led us to him. Remember, he said it was to show his power. Done. I’m sold. I get it. Secret agency meant to protect magic from baddies. I’ll kill them for you, as long as the pay is good.”

      “Well, I won’t,” Clara said much less loudly than the man beside her. “I want to know specifically what you want from us, why DUO is in a position to assassinate threats and how we’re supposed to accomplish this. It seems you know a lot about us, but we don’t know much about you. However, since you know who I am and what I’m capable of, then you should know that I’m not a murderer and this kind of job isn’t for me.”

      Alder placed his elbows on the table and laced his fingers together, cracking his knuckles slightly. “I know you’re not a murderer, Clara Jordan. I would never recruit an assassin who was. I only choose the best, brightest and those who have a strict ethical code.”

      Damien laughed again. “Then what am I doing here?”

      The silver-haired man pointed directly at Clara. “She will be your moral compass. I assure you, she will keep you in check.”

      Clara scoffed, confused on so many levels by this unveiling of information. “I’m not a babysitter. And what are we supposed to be, partners?”

      Alder gave her a very intense but thoughtful look. “No, I’m not expecting you to manage anyone, Clara.” Then his gaze turned to Damien, also full of sincerity. “And you’re not a bad man. You’re just… just toasted a bit more, on both sides.”

      Damien finished his glass of wine and got up to refill it. He pointed at Alder as he walked over to the bar. “I like that. I’m like a mozzarella stick done medium-well or a piece of toast right before it’s burned.”

      “And yes, I recruit only partner teams,” Alder stated. “I choose two people who have the right connection. It is this relationship that makes them successful as dualcasters. But more importantly, I recruit those who have the right skill set to take down a specific threat. I’ve enlisted you two because of the one I want you to eliminate. Alone, you and most everyone on this planet would fail to stop this dangerous villain. But together and with much work, I think you two stand a chance of bringing peace once more to this world, by offing a very evil man.”

      Now this Peregrin Alder Shaw was speaking Clara’s language. She operated on the plane of peace and love and harmony. Fighting wasn’t in her DNA. Killing was totally foreign. But making the world a better place, well, she could get behind a mission like that.

      Clara sat forward on her chair, perching on the edge. “Can you please explain a bit more about how DUO works? I’m interested, but not sold. I need to know that firstly, what I’m doing—assassinating threats—is the only option. Secondly, I need to know that I have the support to do it. And thirdly, I need to know that”—she indicated the guy filling up another glass of wine, almost to the brim—“if this guy is my partner, that he isn’t going to get me killed.”
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      “Say what?” Damien said, picking up his big boy pour of wine and nearly spilling it. “Why would I get you killed? I’m strong and tough and can jump off a train. You get chased by a bird and run like a coward.”

      Clara narrowed her eyes at him. “I just woke up on a train and was disoriented. And I’m not well versed in jumping from trains like a hobo like you.”

      Damien took a sip of the wine so he didn’t lose any more of it. This woman had called him a hobo. He was going to need a lot more wine. And maybe some restraints. Hopefully this Alder guy could help him with that.

      “I’ll answer all your questions, as promised,” Alder stated calmly, cutting in. “But I’ll tackle the first one, last. The other two are very important and explaining them will set the stage for the opportunity that I’m offering you.”

      Damien took a seat with his wine. “Yes, and please add to the lineup of questions: how am I going to keep this one alive?” He thumbed in Clara’s direction.

      She shot him an angry look, but she’d started this with saying that he’d get her killed. Yes, Damien was a bit of a loose wire and gave off the rebel image. But he was also a lot of other things—like smart, strong, fast and immortal.

      This human with a beating heart couldn’t say the same thing, so it was more likely that she’d get herself killed… and actually die. Damien would only have a bad day if he fell from a building or got shot or stabbed. She’d wake up in the afterlife.

      “Let me start with explaining the unique power that DUO can offer you on your mission to assassinate evil,” Alder began evenly. “You two were chosen for specific reasons that I believe can defeat a very particular bad guy. You both have a complementary skill set, although it appears you might need some trust and team-building activities to finesse things.”

      Damien pointed to Clara without looking at her. “She started it.”

      “He’s getting drunk,” she shot back.

      He laughed, taking a sip of his wine. “It’s going to take a lot more than half a bottle to get me tipsy. I drink double that before dinner.”

      Alder glanced out the window to the train station and then back to the improbable pair. “As I was saying, you two were chosen for a reason, and currently, you both have powers that, independently, I’d rate an eight out of ten. But if you come together to work with DUO, then we can give you access to a power source that will heighten your skills to more like an eleven.”

      “Nice!” Damien exclaimed.

      “Is that safe?” Clara asked, leaning forward, looking worried.

      “Is that safe,” Damien said in a high-pitched voice, mocking her.

      “Stop it,” she scolded, giving him an annoyed expression.

      “Damien gets combative when excited,” Alder offered her and then glanced at him. “And Clara is careful when confronted with a new challenge. You see, you two balance each other. And your skill sets will also complement each other’s, if you elect to join DUO.”

      Damien turned his head, regarding Clara nonchalantly. “What’s your skill set? Well, besides being uptight?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure that’s important to discuss yet. I still need to know about this power source.”

      Alder nodded. “DUO was established when the Puddle was discovered.”

      “Puddle?” Damien asked. “As in a shallow body of water one might find in a road?”

      “Yes,” Alder answered. “But in this case, this Puddle is a very concentrated collection of powers that lived in the old gods. When they died, killed by their children, the demigods, their power pooled into this source. I discovered it in a cave when I was searching for my parents.”

      “Oh, were your parents cavemen?” Damien joked.

      Clara slapped his arm. Like legit slapped it, like she wanted war. “His parents were demigods. Follow the story.”

      “I am,” Damien replied, yanking his arm away, less he be assaulted by the ferocious miniature dachshund again. “So, Alder, your parents were demigods. I knew you were magical. What powers do you have?”

      The Director of DUO cut his eyes to the crow pecking around on the floor. “Not as many as I once did.”

      There was an element of regret in his voice. It was unmistakable.

      Alder coughed in attempt to cover his sudden tension and returned his attention to the duo. “In time, I decided to use the Puddle’s powers for the assassin’s guild. It is an incredible source of magic and gives us a unique advantage over those poised to do evil.”

      “Why not use it for just about anything else?” Damien asked. “I mean, it sounds like you won the magical lottery and you’re using your winnings to make unlikely pairs of hitmen.”

      “There’s actually a few reasons,” Alder replied. “My purpose has always been in protecting magic. I’m driven to stop those who aim to abuse that power. However, those types of people don’t play by the rules. They cheat, and they aren’t afraid to leave destruction behind.”

      “So you’re saying as vigilantes we need an upper hand,” Clara offered.

      He nodded. “That’s exactly right. And once I began studying and understanding the Puddle, I knew that it couldn’t simply be used for one’s benefit. For starters, not just one person can access it. The Puddle is a tumultuous mixture of pure primordial power, full of darkness and light, good and bad and the traces of the influence of the gods who once carried it. This power source was, I believe, left for us to use, but ever so carefully. One misstep and the Puddle can destroy dualcasters. But used correctly, it can make the world a better place.”

      Clara took a sip of water, seeming to try to put all this together. She drew in a breath. “Are you saying that because the Puddle is a mixture of good and bad, yin and yang, that it requires two people on different levels of that spectrum?”

      “Not completely,” Alder answered. “To safely access and use the incredible powers of the Puddle, it requires two people. A duo.”

      “Dualcasters,” Damien said, nodding.

      “That’s right,” Alder affirmed. “And while the Puddle gives each person more power, it also mixes their skills between them.”

      “Therefore, you put together people who have skills that would complement,” Clara said, like she was thinking as she spoke, working this out along the way.

      “If we did this,” Damien began, also working this out with each word, “then I’d take on her abilities and she’d take on mine? Right?”

      “With each dualcaster, the Puddle affects them differently,” Alder explained. “It’s hard to know, and after the bonding ceremony we simply wait and find out.”

      The Director of Delta Underground Operatives looked between the two, but they were both speechless. Damien wasn’t sure how he felt about pairing up with this woman who definitely seemed like the opposite of him. She was a stranger, and he had no idea what powers she had that he’d inherit. And more importantly, he wasn’t sure if she’d want his. There was a great burden that came with being what he was. Yes, he was powerful, with heightened senses and incredible speed. But he was also a monster. Many times, he’d have willingly given up who he was to be much less.

      “Well, that’s how DUO can help you as assassins,” Alder continued, finally breaking the silence. “Now, as promised, I’ll explain how eliminating threats is the only way. Let me show you exactly the kind of evil I want you to rid the world of.”
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      Alder Shaw withdrew a phone from the inside pocket of his suit jacket. Clara couldn’t believe that she was even entertaining this idea to be an assassin for a strange organization. She never expected to be given such an offer. But she also didn’t expect to wake up on a train with a strange man, a crow and the director of a secret magical protection agency.

      Something about this “opportunity,” as Alder had called it, was calling to her though. She felt like something had drawn her to this place for a reason, beside the fact that she was spelled and brought there. Something about this felt important and so she decided to keep an open mind.

      “Now what I’m about to show you is footage from a security camera,” Alder explained. “It happened yesterday, and we at DUO have every reason to believe that it will only increase in frequency until the culprit is stopped. These events took place in the coma ward of a hospital in Dallas, Texas.”

      An audible gasp fell from Clara’s mouth. Both men looked at her, interest written on their faces.

      “You’ve seen this already, haven’t you?” Alder asked, a pointed look in his wise eyes.

      “I don’t know,” she answered. “Maybe.”

      “How could you have seen this already?” Damien asked. “Do you monitor the illegal feed on security cameras?”

      “Sort of,” Clara whispered.

      Alder cut his eyes to Damien. “She sees things.”

      “I’m not sure that I have,” Clara amended. “I just had a dream before I woke up on the train.”

      “Well, let’s see then.” Alder tapped on the screen of his phone, angling it so that Clara and Damien could both see it.

      However, only a few seconds in, Clara knew that she didn’t need to watch. She had already seen this and with much better quality, in her mind. She knew before the man with the silver bun and commanding presence spoke that it would be the girl with uneven hair who went to work on disabling the security for the coma ward. She knew that when the large orderly showed up, down the hallway, the boss would order the muscular man to go after him.

      But worst of all was that Clara knew what was going to happen when the strange and definitely evil man got access to the coma ward. She kept hoping as she watched the screen that things would play out differently than they did in her dream. But they didn’t.

      She covered her mouth when the powerful man held out his hands and began siphoning energy from the man lying in the bed. Clara couldn’t bear to watch Rodger Libby die again. She wanted to close her eyes and not watch the replay on the phone.

      “It’s okay,” Damien said, putting a consoling hand on her shoulder.

      She looked up suddenly, catching a sensitive expression in his eyes, and that’s when she realized she was crying.

      Clara pushed away the tears, glancing back at the screen. That was just in time to watch Rodger Libby flatline. Then, just like in her dream, the security alarms sounded and the man, the woman in big black boots and a mini skirt and the brute with sideburns made their exit. They strode down the opposite hallway, appearing to easily get away from the nurses and security guards rushing in from the other direction.

      Alder snapped off the phone and drew in a breath, not saying a word for a long moment. Finally he settled his gaze on Clara with a new intensity. “Is that what you saw in your dream?”

      She nodded, trying to keep the tears at bay.

      “That was Taz Kiera,” Alder began in a clear, neutral voice. “He’s a mentalist that we’ve been tracking for quite some time. Before, he’d do small jobs. Break into things with his crew, the technokinetic and the werewolf. But it appears that he’s figured out how to extract energy, power and skills from coma patients. My sources tell me that these types of vessels are easier to steal from. But the problem is that if he kills them, he loses all that he’s taken.”

      “So he’s experimenting,” Damien said in an angry hush.

      Alder nodded. “Yes, and he’s not going to quit. You see, the people we go after, they can only be stopped one way. They don’t have a conscience. They can’t be reasoned with. Most of them are so powerful that imprisoning them would be ludicrous. They’d simply break out. And if Taz gets more powerful absorbing the energy, abilities and capacity of coma patients, then he’ll be unstoppable.”

      “He went after Rodger Libby for a reason,” Clara said, having heard him and the redhead talking in the dream, although there wasn’t any audio in the security video.

      “Who is Rodger Libby?” Damien asked.

      “The man that Taz killed there in the video,” Alder answered, lowering his head and looking at Clara intently. “What did you hear in the dream?”

      “He… He said that Rodger Libby had the lowest IQ of all the patients,” Clara said, closing her eyes and trying to really recall the dream. She usually kept hold of them for a good few hours after waking. And usually she tried to shake them away immediately. It was like living in other people’s lives. “He said that absorbing his consciousness, powers and mental energy should be easier. And then the lady said that not wasting their efforts on good ones was best… or something like that.”

      Alder let out a heavy breath. “Yes, that seems about right. Taz has done his research. He knows the traits of long-term coma patients are that they are highly intelligent, mentally powerful and usually have a magical ability. He’s figured out that if he can absorb their powers then he can effectively level up.”

      “And coma patients can’t fight back,” Damien said gravely.

      “Sadly, it’s their mental prowess that keeps them locked away in a coma,” Clara stated, having done a fair bit of research on the subject.

      “All I know is, that if Taz succeeds, then he can have the abilities, powers and skills of multiple people,” Alder stated. “And this is a man who doesn’t care if he snuffs out several humans on the way to being successful.”

      “So just think what he’ll do when he gets this power,” Clara said mostly to herself, her stomach suddenly turning.

      “We have to stop him,” Damien said adamantly. “We have to kill him if that’s what it takes.”

      Clara strangely found herself nodding. “Yeah…”

      “It’s not going to be easy,” Alder cut in. “This mission to take down Taz Kiera and his minions is one of the most challenging to come across my desk at DUO. And that’s saying quite a lot. Taz is not going down without a fight. He’s elusive, smart and already quite powerful and growing more so all the time.”

      “And you think that people like us stand a chance of taking him down?” Damien asked, motioning between him and Clara.

      Alder shook his head. “No, I don’t think anyone but you has the chance of stopping Taz.”

      Clara sat back. Gulped. Let that sink in.

      “You see,” Alder continued. “I pair my dualcasters with great care. Not only do I put together two people who will complement each other with their skills and personality, knowing that they will share their abilities, I also match my assassins to the villain I need taken down. Your two skill sets are what will be required to kill Taz. We need Clara’s mental abilities and Damien’s physical ones to stop this man. Anything short of that and he will succeed, and become too powerful for a hundred assassins to kill.”
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      “So where do we sign?” Damien asked, finishing his glass of wine and looking eager. “Do you have a contract or what? I can sign it in blood if you want.”

      “What?” Clara asked, looking at him with surprise.

      “Well, my vote is yes,” Damien said, feeling like he’d been called for this. He had to admit that he’d been lost lately. Struggling to find his purpose and so this felt like the thing to right him. To put him on a path where he was useful once more. Giving back. Making the world better. Yes, he’d have to kill to do that, but that was also something that Damien could get behind. Sometimes bad people had to die.

      Clara seemed off in thought suddenly, staring at the table without really seeing anything. He waved his hand in front of her face.

      “Hey, are you asleep? Seeing anything of use?”

      She batted away his hand, annoyed. “I’m thinking.”

      “There’s nothing to think about,” Damien argued. “You saw this in a dream. That sounds like destiny.”

      “I see lots of things in my dreams,” she said in a hush.

      “Okay, well, that’s of interest,” he imparted. “But firstly, we have to stop this man and his henchman-slash-woman. We are the ones who stand a chance. And I’m not sure why that is based on your skill set, but I strangely trust this weird bird man over here.” He nodded in Alder’s direction.

      “Thank you,” the Director of DUO said calmly.

      “I actually salute the whole abduction thing,” Damien admitted to the man. “If you would have simply brought us together over coffee then I would have laughed in your face. But put me on an abandoned train without memory of getting there and that totally earns you props.”

      Alder chuckled. “I told you. I learned the hard way. And I am recruiting assassins, so your type aren’t the real trusting kind.”

      “This is still a lot to consider,” Clara said, her attention back on the table.

      “Yes, and as we’ve learned, time is really important,” Damien urged. “So you might want to make your pros and cons list so we can get on with things.”

      Clara glanced up at Alder. “So if we do this, then we’re bonded using the Puddle? Is that right? And how does that work?”

      “Well, immediately, you’ll start to share each other’s skills and abilities,” Alder explained. “And like I said, that manifests differently in each duo. You’ll take on some of Damien’s strength, but also, you’ll have his disadvantages.”

      Clara shot him a look. “What are your disadvantages?”

      He grinned at her. “I’m devilishly handsome and the ladies never leave me alone.”

      “The traits that partners inherit are more of a change in lifestyle than anything,” Alder stated. “It’s like you have a new personality living inside of you all of a sudden. You’ve grown as you are for all your life and figured out how to assimilate with your abilities, which you know takes time to manage. But all of sudden you’ll inherit some of his traits and that usually takes adjustment.”

      Clara nodded, seemingly overwhelmed, but computing all this information. “Okay, I can see how that would require getting used to.”

      “Alright, well, let’s see what we’re working with,” Damien said, turning and facing her directly. “What are your powers?”

      She looked up at him, her turquoise eyes full of intensity. “I’m an empath, clairvoyant, dream traveler, intuitive, telepathic and psychic. What about you?”

      “I’m a vampire,” he said simply.

      Clara visibly peeled back a few inches.

      “Yep, that’s usually the response I get,” he said with a laugh. “That’s why I don’t lead with that information at dinner parties.”

      “You’re a vampire?” she asked and looked at Alder. “What does that mean? Will I hunt the innocent?”

      Damien scoffed. “I’m not a monster. I’m pretty civilized as far as the forsaken go. I don’t usually kill unless I come across someone like this Taz guy.”

      “Unfortunately, you wouldn’t be able to take him down on your own,” Alder stated.

      Damien nodded. “I sensed that.”

      “And, Clara, it’s impossible to know how you two will bond together,” Alder explained. “But to take Taz down, I firmly believe that we need dualcasters who have both psychic strength and physical abilities. Your powers mentally can defeat him, but Damien is an extraordinary hunter and you’re going to need that to find Taz. Together you two stand a chance of eliminating this man and his cronies, who go by the names Katy Eilish and Leo Pinch.”

      Silence filled the space between the three. After a long moment, Alder went on, “I will tell you, that although duos share each other’s abilities and weaknesses, that’s exactly what makes them so powerful. The Puddle mixes together all parts of them and the result is two people who operate as if they are one. I’ve lived a long life, but I didn’t experience real magic until I started watching dualcasters work together.”

      Clara brought her gaze up and looked at Damien directly. She was an incredibly complex person, he could tell. She seemed mentally strong and brave, but also like she could end up being a real pain in his ass. And he actually thought that all made for a great combination.

      “What do you say?” Damien asked, extending a hand like he had done in the sleeping cabin when they’d met earlier. “Want to magically mix together so we can rid the world of evil?”

      She actually smiled, the gesture lighting up her whole face. Extending her hand, she laid hers in his and wrung it. “Absolutely. Let’s do this.”
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      “Okay, now do we sign away our lives in blood?” Damien asked, pulling his hand from Clara’s.

      She shot him a worried look.

      He chuckled. “Hey, I drink blood. I make blood jokes. It’s my thing.”

      “We can work on that,” she said dryly, turning her attention to Alder Shaw.

      She couldn’t believe what she’d agreed to, but it strangely felt right. Being in a partnership with a man she’d just met wasn’t something she ever expected. Agreeing to be an assassin, well, that was on the list of things she never thought she’d do. And working with a vampire, well, that was beyond bizarre.

      However, Clara wasn’t so sheltered that she didn’t know about vampires, like many. She just had hoped to stay away from them, which was why she didn’t go to parties on Saturday nights in downtown Los Angeles.

      It was ironic to her that she played it safe, tucking in early, and yet she still found herself on a train with a vampire and facing a dangerous job. And yet, this was her destiny and she simply knew it. Embraced it. Reveled in the opportunity to do something good with her skills for once.

      “So how are we actually bonded?” Clara asked Alder, motioning between her and Damien. “Is there a ceremony? Do we have to go to this cave with the Puddle?”

      “Yes,” Alder answered as the train lurched forward, starting up again. Clara looked around suddenly.

      “The train is going to take us to Delta Underground Operatives Headquarters,” Alder continued, spotting the look of confusion on her face. “Now that you’ve consented, I can take you there.”

      “Wow, this is a magical train, isn’t it?” Damien asked. “I knew it. Where is this headquarters?”

      “East of Salt Lake City in Utah,” Alder answered. “We will be there in a few hours.”

      Damien nodded, an impressed look on his face. “Definitely a magical train, going that fast.”

      “The Silver Bullet drives itself and goes twice as fast as a normal one,” Alder said proudly.

      Damien winked at Clara. “Told you it didn’t need a driver.”

      She glanced at Alder. “This ceremony? How does it work? Do we need to do anything?”

      He shook his head. “The ceremony is brief, but necessary. Then I think it will be important for you two to train together before setting off after Taz Kiera. There are training facilities at headquarters, as well as everything else you’ll need or anything that you’re missing.”

      “Like…” Clara asked, her sentence trailing away.

      “Like Meddy,” Alder offered, thoughtfully.

      Clara sighed with relief.

      Damien blinked, obviously confused. However, Alder continued on before he could ask his question.

      “I will caution you,” Alder began, his tone serious suddenly, “that time is crucial. We have a limited opportunity to get ready and go after Taz and his team before it’s too late. I need you two to train, work together, track him down and take him out. The sooner the better, for everyone.”

      Clara nodded, not concerned that she’d be suddenly gone from her life. No one would notice really, and she wasn’t leaving anything behind. “We will do whatever it takes.”

      “Yeah, we will,” Damien added. “But one small question.”

      “Yes?” Alder asked.

      “Do we get paid?” Damien added.

      Alder chuckled. “Of course. But not handsomely, I’m afraid. However, I can assure you that the perks are extraordinary. But we can discuss details related to human resources later. For now, I think Clara might need breakfast.”

      He then pointed to the window where a glimmer of sun could be seen peeking up over the horizon. “And, Damien, you should probably take cover. You’ll find that the cabin where you awoke is outfitted with blackout drapes. The Silver Bullet pulls straight into an underground station next to headquarters.”

      Damien stretched to his feet. “Nice and much obliged, sir.”

      The vampire then turned and smiled down at Clara. “And I look forward to working with you, partner.”

      She found herself returning his gesture, strangely and almost instantly endeared to him. “You too. Get some rest and see you soon.”

      And that was the truth. Clara Jordan felt called to do this. She’d never done anything brave with her gifts. But this, well, this seemed like the way to finally give back, for all that she’d been given.
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      Sleeping wasn’t really something Damien had ever been good at, even before becoming a vampire. He always wanted to be doing something, and now with all the newness of the assassin guild buzzing in his head, he was definitely not sleep material.

      When the train slowed a few hours later, Damien was grateful to leave his sleeping cabin. Alder had said that when the train decelerated it would be safe for Damien to leave his room, meaning they’d entered the caves where the Delta Underground Operatives Headquarters was located.

      Being a vampire had its advantages, but not being able to go out in the daylight was a definite drawback. It wasn’t that Damien missed picnics on the beach or summer sports. It was just that he missed sunlight.

      Becoming a vampire meant embracing the dark in many different ways. And that required giving up the light. But Damien still felt human most days and longed for sunshine kissing his skin or see the way the light filtered through trees. He wasn’t a romantic, but he was a man with a past and memories and images that he’d never see again with his own eyes in this life.

      “How did you sleep?” Alder asked when Damien joined him and Clara at the exit for the train, right before the dining car.

      “Did you sleep like the dead?” Clara asked, unscrewing the lid from a bottle of kombucha and taking a sip.

      He shook his head, rubbing his hands over his tired face. “I slept like a man who just signed on to be an assassin for a secret organization that has a powerful magical source.”

      Alder nodded. “It’s common for new operatives not to sleep for the first few days. You’re processing and some do that while awake.” He indicated Clara. “Although I’d think you’d be prone to the opposite.”

      She took a sip of her tea and puckered her lips from its tartness. “Yes, I sleep on my problems and often wake up with solutions. My dreams are a constant source of information, inspiration and rejuvenation for me.”

      “Sounds magical,” Damien said dryly. “Tell me, when you dreamed about a madman killing a coma patient, was that inspirational for you?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I also see real events and yes, that’s a source of stress, often. But I’ve learned how to live with it. And also, I can travel in my dreams to real places and times and have actual conversation with people, so there are advantages.”

      “Cool, will you go haunt my ex-girlfriend and ask her to give me back my Van Halen T-shirt?” Damien asked. “Oh, and my dignity too.”

      “I’d say that your ability with dreams is full of advantages,” Alder intervened. “And over time we can help you to hone that skill.”

      The train was grinding to a halt and through the windows, Damien couldn’t make out much except for rock and darkness. He didn’t know what to expect from this Delta Underground Operatives Headquarters, but all of this was brand-new territory. All he knew was this was where he needed to be. This felt right and nothing had felt right in a very, very long time.

      “Oh, before I forget,” Alder said, reaching into the pocket of his suit. He withdrew what looked like a foil pouch with a straw and handed it to Damien. “You should fuel yourself before the ceremony. After you two are bonded, it’s unclear what the repercussions could be. Sometimes there’s a loss of appetite, lethargy, aches and pains, as well as other short-lived ailments.”

      “So I get cold and flu symptoms then,” Damien said with a laugh, looking the pouch over. He squished it in his hands and felt the liquid inside move around.

      “Is that a pouch of blood?” Clara asked, a grossed-out look on her face.

      Damien pulled the attached straw from the pouch and stuck it into the hole. The smell of iron-rich blood hit his nose, making all the primal urges inside him rise to the surface. He felt his canines lengthen and his thirst burn in his throat—animalistically. It was brief and he smiled, sticking the straw to his mouth and taking a sip. “It’s a juice box… of blood,” he said as he drank.

      “There’s more of those in your room,” Alder informed him and then glanced at Clara. “And don’t worry, that blood is from willing individuals. There are many who understand the plight of a vampire and volunteer to give their blood so that they don’t have to feed on real people.”

      “Yeah, I subscribe to their delivery service—Vamp Vitals,” Damien said, slurping down the pouch in one go. “It makes my life so easy. I get a week’s supply delivered to my door step, hassle free. No extra trips out of the house or hunting down victims or having to suck on sweaty people.”

      Clara shook her head, shooting him a repulsed look as he wiped the blood from the corner of his mouth. “Or homicide.”

      He shrugged. “Sometimes it can’t be avoided. But I’ve only ever killed people who deserved it. Creeps stalking women at night, registered pedophiles, men running dog fights… Oh, and vegans.”

      She huffed, flustered suddenly. “I’m a vegan.”

      “Of course you are,” he said dryly and then looked up, as if praying. “You think this is funny, don’t you?”

      “Although you may think you’re polar opposites,” Alder began, cutting in again to their growing tiffs, “you two have more in common than you’d think. But more importantly, you’re forecasted to bond in exceptional ways due to your complementary skill sets. Dualcasters are picked based on things akin to soul mates.”

      Damien laughed. “I don’t think my soul mate would eat bean sprouts.”

      “Mine wouldn’t kill for food,” she shot back.

      “I think that you two have a lot to learn about each other,” Alder interrupted as the doors to the train opened. “You are much more alike than you are different. And you’re about to go through something together that will bond you in ways you never imagined.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTEEN

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Delta Underground Operatives Headquarters,

        Mountains East of Salt Lake City, Utah, United States

      

      

      

      The cave that encapsulated DUO Headquarters was cold, making Clara wish she’d brought a jacket. Then she remembered she hadn’t packed for this trip. She couldn’t wait to have Meddy back in her hands and the comfort he always provided her. Especially right then, since she was shivering in the darkened cave that was at least sixty-five degrees and smelled of cool moisture.

      The headquarters wasn’t much besides being dark and cold. It was a cave, so about what one would expect with its stone walls and strange echoes. However, Clara felt a mental calmness as soon as she stepped into the subterranean network. She knew at once that it had a good mental energy, and she could almost feel the essence of the gods resonating in the Puddle deep inside the headquarters.

      Firelight led her down a long tunnel until she was directed to a women’s locker room of sorts. It wasn’t fancy, but it had everything that one might need. Clara was instructed to change into the clothes set out for her and go through to the door at the back to meet the men on the other side.

      The small garments she was told to change into for the ceremony only added insult to injury. Her pants and hoodie seemed like an Eskimo’s survival suit in comparison to the tank top and small shorts.

      “How is this a part of the ceremony?” she asked, coming out of the door at the back to find Alder and Damien.

      The Director of DUO appeared perfectly warm in his silver suit and casual expression. Damien didn’t seem to care that he was wearing a pair of black swimming trunks and nothing else. Clara reasoned that vampires didn’t feel cold, or just about anything else.

      “I didn’t think you wanted to get your favorite pair of pants and hoodie wet,” Alder answered matter-of-factly.

      Clara wanted to laugh but pretended to be insulted. “The fact that you know those are my favorite pants and hoodie is creepy.”

      “What’s creepy is that he expects us to bathe in that.” Damien pointed to a small pool surrounded by torches with fire. There wasn’t much to the Puddle. It was set against the far wall and not big enough to swim in, but probably large enough for two people to take a dip.

      Clara chuckled, having thought the ceremony would go this weird direction. She smirked at the vampire. “Is it weird because you don’t bathe?”

      “Together,” Damien added. “We have to bathe together.”

      “But it’s not holy water,” Clara sang casually, striding over to the placid water. It appeared somehow inviting with a cool mist radiating off it that seemed to make music as it shimmered in the air. The bottom of the pool was dark and the water was so clear she could see every crack on the floor. Although she was freezing, she couldn’t wait to feel the refreshment of the water. For some reason, she thought it might warm her in a new way.

      “This is the Puddle,” Alder explained as soon as they all arrived at the edge of the small pool. “It is exactly as I found it all those years ago. Unpolluted. Unaltered. And pure. I knew when I stumbled upon it that I’d found something of incredible significance.”

      “You’ve got quite the eye,” Damien imparted. “I would have just thought I found a silly puddle with cave-dwelling creatures.”

      “Nothing lives in the Puddle,” Alder stated.

      “Is it safe for us to swim in?” Clara asked.

      “I’m not sure you could do a lap in there, so no,” Damien teased.

      “It is fine for you to take a dip,” Alder clarified. “The powers of the old gods will wash over you when you both enter the Puddle. That will bond you to each other, allowing you to become dualcasters who can access its power. But this is when I must make the gravest of warnings.”

      “We’re joining an organization that kidnaps its recruits and eavesdrops on every part of their life?” Damien pretended to ask.

      “That we are signing up to kill dangerous abusers of magic and thereby putting our lives in great jeopardy?” Clara added, feigning curiosity as to the answer to her question.

      Alder shook his head. “While connected to the Puddle, your powers are enhanced. When you two merge, the Puddle will act as a conduit between you, allowing each of you a small portion of the other person’s magical abilities. Individually, you’ll be more powerful due to your connection to the Puddle. To access the full potential that it offers, you will have to draw on it together. And here is the ultimate warning.” Alder held up one finger for emphasis. “You must only ever draw on this power together at the exact same time. Doing so individually, without your partner, will only ever result in death.”

      Clara was speechless. Damien appeared so too for a moment, but then opened his mouth as if to say something.

      “A time will come, as does with all dualcasters when hunting their target, where they will need to draw on their source magic,” Alder continued. “It’s why I knew its purpose. Taking down evil demands great power. When your time comes, you must activate your connection to the Puddle together. Doing so alone, independent of your partner, will kill them.”

      Clara got the distinct impression that Alder was speaking from experience, but she had no idea why. She simply observed the cold, sobering look in Alder’s eyes and felt a deep wound that existed within him.

      “How can we be so careful as to not make a mistake?” Damien asked, any hint of joking aside now. He was treating this seriously.

      Alder nodded and withdrew two small metal objects from his pocket. He presented them in the palm of his hand. “These are the dualcaster coins and given to assassins at the time of their ceremony. When you bathe in the Puddle, the coins will be coded to you specifically. When it comes time to draw on the Puddle, you will communicate in some way with your partner and flip them at the same time. Then you will actively draw on the power of the gods together.”

      “That seems like something we could do by accident, if we dropped our coin or something,” Damien said, taking one of the two coins from Alder and inspecting it.

      “I assure you, this requires a very deliberate action and cannot be done by mistake,” Alder stated. “We invite you to turn these coins into anything you desire and wear it on your body at all times.”

      Clara took her coin, noticing how strangely warm it felt in her fingers. She held it up to her face, inspecting it. The round object was the size of a dime and smooth with engravings. “Maybe we make ours into bracelets.”

      Damien pursed his lips, considering this and then nodded. “I don’t hate that idea.”

      “Another caution,” Alder interrupted.

      Sighing heavily, Damien lowered his coin. “This is like that time I tried to rent jet skis. There are so many safety warnings.”

      Clara laughed. Alder didn’t.

      “When you draw on the power from the Puddle,” the director began, “there will be a price for using this amount of energy. It is always different and always specific to the dualcaster, so it’s impossible for me to tell you what will happen to you. Just be warned that when the time comes that you need this power, you will pay a price for it so make sure that it’s necessary.”

      “That must be why you have two who guard it at once,” Clara observed.

      He nodded. “Now if you are ready to be bonded together as dualcasters, sharing the mission and purpose of ridding those who seek to abuse magic from this planet, please step forward and bathe in the Puddle—the essence of the old gods.”

      Damien gave Clara a deadly serious look. Then he said, “What side of the bed do you sleep on?”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Why?”

      “Because this feels like marriage and I have to be closest to the window,” he joked.

      She shook her head. “I’m not sharing a bed with you.”

      “But Damien is right,” Alder cut in. “This relationship and its bond are akin to marriage. I know this feels rushed and you don’t know much about each other, but I hope that you feel your pull to one another. I have paired you two together for a reason and believe you are right for each other. But do not enter into this lightly. Once you are bonded together as dualcasters, the connection is something that is unbreakable.”

      Clara drew in a breath, suddenly feeling the weight of this situation. She wanted to think on this. To have a moment to step back. But things had been rushed. And yet, Alder was right—she felt connected to Damien for no explicable reason. And so, she stepped forward, toward him and closer to the Puddle.

      He glanced at the space between them. The Puddle. And then locked eyes with Clara and closed the distance.

      Slowly, he extended a hand to her. She took it and allowed him to lead her into the shimmering water of the gods.
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      “Do you feel any different?” Damien asked, after the ceremony when they settled down to dry off.

      “C-colder.” Clara shivered, pulling the thick robe Alder had given to her closer around her shoulders.

      Damien picked up the plush robe he’d been given and handed it to her. “Here, you can take mine too. I don’t need it.”

      She blinked at him with uncertainty before seeming to make up her mind and taking the robe. “Thanks,” Clara said, seeming so small and girl-like with her wet hair and face. She hugged the robe into her, nuzzling her face into it like it was a pillow.

      Damien watched her for a moment, feeling like he was eavesdropping but not caring enough to stop.

      Clara pressed her eyes closed and seemed to be enjoying the softness of the terry cloth as she wiped away the water from her face. Something about her reminded Damien of his own humanity. He’d never really missed it before, but when he looked at Clara, all pure and simple, he remembered what it was like to feel cold or extreme heat or pain. Those feelings weren’t really in his wheelhouse anymore. Damien knew hunger and thirst and instinct, which usually only told him how to survive, rather than how to live.

      “You’re staring at me,” Clara said, looking directly at him.

      He snapped out of his reverie and coughed, turning his attention to the Puddle shimmering in the distance. They sat on a bench against a cave wall, the firelight from torches casting weird shadows around the large space.

      “So, I don’t notice anything different after that bath with the gods,” Damien joked, inspecting his bare arms. “I mean, besides that strange smell being gone and my skin feeling absent of all the particles I’ve been accumulating.”

      Clara grimaced. “That’s called being clean. You do shower, right?”

      “Why?” Damien pretended to ask. “The undead don’t get dirty because of the evil wards. Oh, and we don’t sweat. And bacteria and germs can’t stand us.”

      “I’m certain that at least one or all of those things are wrong,” Clara joked.

      Damien shrugged, resting his hands on his bare knees. He was at a neutral temperature in just the swimming trunks after the dip in the Puddle. Meanwhile, Clara was still shivering, although the more violent convulsions brought on by the cold had passed.

      “And, no,” she said, burying into the robes more. “I don’t feel anything different, but we also don’t know what we’re feeling for. Alder said that it manifests differently in each dualcaster. We might have many remnants of each other’s shared powers or none of them at all. Also, he said some just draw on the main force of the Puddle when they really need it.”

      “Yeah, and there’s a lot to consider about that too,” Damien mused, realizing the complexity of the situation. He wasn’t just an assassin, which was cool enough. He was now bonded to a partner and would share her powers to defeat an evil man and his henchman-slash-woman. It was a bit overwhelming to say the very least, but there had been a lot to digest.

      “So,” Clara said, drawing out the word with a sudden quizzical look in her eyes.

      “What?” he asked a once.

      “Well, I normally wouldn’t ask, but since we’re bonded and all, then how did you get to be… well, you know?”

      “A vampire?” he supplied with a laugh. “And can’t you just steal the information out of my brain using your telepathy?”

      She shook her head. “That’s not really how it works. I don’t have an all-access pass to everyone’s thoughts. It’s more like what’s put in the shop display cases. Some people have things sitting there for everyone to ‘see.’” Clara used finger quotes for the last word.

      “Interesting explanation, but it makes sense,” Damien stated.

      “Usually people have their secrets, both big and small, pretty well guarded,” Clara continued. “Mostly they broadcast things that they’d be willing to say anyway. It takes digging to find real information and that is a bit more work. It requires concentration and some mental ninja work on my part. I’m not brilliant at it and most can keep me out if they want.”

      Damien tapped the side of his head. “I’ll remember that.”

      “I’d prefer you tell me things of your own accord,” she said firmly.

      He considered her for a moment and then slumped down slightly, getting more comfortable. “I used to be in a rock band.”

      “And you were the famous Damien Monty who everyone recognized,” she guessed.

      “Well, not you,” he pretended to scold. “But yeah, the band was huge, top of the charts. We had it all and the music was great. It was a crazy lifestyle, as you can imagine, with noise and parties and nonstop excitement.”

      “I can’t imagine,” she said honestly.

      He nodded. “I’m starting to gather that. Well, anyway, one night after a concert, a fan who was obsessed with me got through security undetected. She had a plan and it included making me her forever partner and lover.”

      Clara gasped. “She was a vampire.”

      “Yep,” Damien affirmed. “By the time I figured out what was happening and called security, it was too late. She’d bit me. She fled, overrun with security forces, but they couldn’t help me. I turned into a vampire that night. But I stayed quiet about it, trying to figure out what I suddenly was. I killed a few, but I promise you, they deserved it. And then I found the subscription service of blood, Vamp Vitals. I figured out how to manage what I’d become, but still there was a problem.”

      Clara gave him a meaningful expression that seemed to say, Keep going. You’re safe here.

      “I was constantly changing the band’s schedule to suit my needs,” Damien continued. “No one knew what I was so I couldn’t explain that I couldn’t travel when the sun was shining or why I had to shut myself up during the day. Or why I was looking younger while they were still aging. Or why I had stamina when they were exhausted. Or any of the weird nuances that become the details around a vampire. At first, they don’t seem so strange, but when you’re around one for long enough, most all realize we aren’t right. There’s just something off about us.”

      “Besides that whole drinking blood thing,” Clara interjected lightly.

      He was grateful for that funny jab and nodded. “Yes, besides that. Anyway, my behavior and inability to admit the reason for it caused a rift with the other band members. I had to do what was right for everyone and walk away. And with it, I left behind the only thing I’ve ever really loved—music.”

      Clara was quiet for a long moment, only offering a warm expression. Finally she smiled and said, “That had to be hard, but it was honorable that you let them go.”

      “I’m soulless,” he joked. “Not heartless.”

      She laughed. “Strangely, I always thought they were the same thing.”

      “Goes to show what you know, empath,” he teased. “By the way, what does that really mean?”

      “It means that I can sense and understand people’s emotions,” she answered.

      “Isn’t that just being human?”

      She shook her head. “It’s a bit deeper than what most do, but all can learn how to do it. We just have to be in tune to our fellow humans.”

      “So how did you become… you know, bitten, if you will?” he asked with a wink.

      She chuckled, lowering his robe, seeming to have warmed. “I was born this way as a psychic with all my extrasensory abilities. Many in my family have the gift.”

      “‘Gift?’” he asked, putting the word in finger quotes.

      “Many of the people in my mother’s family were born with specific psychic abilities,” Clara explained. “Some have a lot and some a few and some none. My mother called us dream travelers, which is a type of astral projection and lucid dreaming allowing us to use our dreams for special purposes. The real key is that holistic connection during sleep or meditation that gives us abilities. I’ve honed my lifestyle to support my powers.”

      “And apparently you’ve done a good job if you got Alder’s attention and are really powerful,” Damien said, looking around the cave for the Director of DUO who had disappeared after the ceremony.

      She smiled shyly. “I just learned that certain things interfered with my connection to the mystical forces.”

      “Like bad drivers, sushi and reality television?” he pretended to ask.

      Clara glanced down to where her dualcaster coin sat in the palm of her hand. She picked it up with her other hand and began playing with it. “You’ll make fun of me if I tell you and then that will be our thing. You will constantly patronize me for my lifestyle.”

      He shot her a look of mock anger. “I thought you said you weren’t reading my thoughts.”

      She shook her head, rolling her eyes. “Fine, so you’re going to think I’m crazy because I don’t like rock music, but I actually prefer the quiet. I spend an hour in meditation in the morning and at night. I eat a pure vegan diet, connect with nature daily and practice simple living as a part of my personal religion.”

      He glared at her for a long moment like she had turned into a Martian. Then he said, “I can deal with all of that, but seriously, no rock music? Do you have a brain tumor?”

      Clara laughed, continuing to play with her coin. “It’s just the noise. I can only hear things in the other planes if things are quiet in my world. I feel the vibrations of the Earth and it communicates with me. It connects me to this world and other ones, giving me a line to voices others don’t hear. I see things others can’t. I know things that others don’t.”

      “So, you’re saying that you hear voices? And that you see things that aren’t real?” Damien asked, quite seriously.

      She nodded, her eyes bright.

      Damien leaned forward. “And you thought that I’d make fun of you for that?”

      Clara smiled slightly. Then she nodded, a meaningful expression on her face.

      He leaned in a little closer, his own smile widening into a big grin. “You, Clara Jordan, must be psychic, because I’m going to ream you every single day for being the fruitcake hippy that you are, annoying the rest of us with your mystic ways.”

      Clara shot back, leaning far from him. She weaved her arms across her chest, drilling Damien with a murderous stare. “Do you know what happens when you go to war with a monk?”

      He shook his head, seemingly interested. “No.”

      Clara stood, leaving his robe on the bench and dropping hers on the floor. She wore only the tiny shorts and top Alder had given her. “You don’t ask for mercy, because they’ve made you pray for death.”

      On the heels of her statement, she pivoted and strode for the exit. That was where Alder said they’d find their rooms and other communal areas.

      “Ha! And where are you going?” Damien asked, watching Clara walk away.

      She paused and looked over her shoulder at him, brandishing a light smile. “Mortals have basic needs to take care of.”

      “Does that mean you have to pee?” he asked with a laugh.

      “It means I’m going to go enjoy a warm shower, then look at my image in a mirror and tuck into bed to listen to the gentle purring of my soul,” she said in one long, quick sentence. Then she tilted her head to the side, giving him a quizzical expression. “Can you do any of those things, Mr. Soulless? No? Well, enjoy wallowing in your perpetual nothingness for all of time. See you tomorrow for training.”

      She turned and continued for the hallway.

      “See you tomorrow!” Damien called. “And I look forward to warring with you, God’s holy monk. Something tells me the devil’s demon will always win.”
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      The banging on Damien’s door tore him from a vivid dream. Since he hadn’t slept on the train, he’d passed out hard when he’d actually laid down. He was disoriented when he awoke to the incessant banging, trying to piece together where he was.

      He was used to rolling off his bed to the left, but this one was backed up to a wall, making him roll to the right. The carpet felt strange under his feet since he was used to hardwood. And the incessant banging sought to shake him from the strange dream that was still playing in his mind.

      “I’m coming,” he grumbled, stumbling around furniture that seemed out of place from what he was used to. But then Damien reminded himself that he was the one out of place, waking up in an underground headquarters.

      Still wrestling with his sleepiness, he fumbled with the door handle, rattled by the knocking that wouldn’t stop.

      He yanked back the door to find Clara standing there, an urgent look on her face. Well, as much of her face as he could make out. She had a towel wrapped around her head like she was auditioning for Fiddler on the Roof. It was pinned by her hands at her chin, and she seemed like she might still be drying off from her dip in the Puddle.

      Damien glanced over his shoulder at the ticking clock on the wall. “Ummm… it’s ten o’clock in the morning.”

      “Which is when most people are awake,” she said tersely, ducking under his arm that held the door open and inviting herself into his room.

      “Yes, please come right in,” he said, looking down at his clothes, or rather lack thereof. He was only wearing his boxers, but she didn’t seem to notice or care.

      “Were you sleeping?” Clara asked, looking at his unmade bed.

      He pointed at himself. “Vampire, remember? I sleep during the day and prey on the innocent by night.”

      “Well, we have real problems, so wake up,” Clara stated. “Do you need some coffee or blood or to chant something demonic to wake up?”

      “Usually I just play some rock music,” he offered, pointing to his phone lying on the table next to his bed.

      She grimaced and shook her head. “Don’t do that. I can’t take anymore travesties.”

      He shot her his own look of annoyance. “We’re going to have to work on that. You have to like rock music or I’m calling off this whole bonded-to-each-other thing. Evil men can reign, but I won’t socialize with a rock music hater.”

      “We might be dissolving this whole bond thing, actually. Just look at this.” She peeled off the towel wrapped around her head, shoulders and arms.

      Damien ran his eyes over her white tank top and bare skin, his focus pausing on her neck before he shook off the primal urge. He looked up at her face and head. “What am I looking at exactly? Did you cut your hair?”

      Clara grabbed at her long braid over her shoulder and held it up. “Does it look like I’ve cut my hair?”

      “I’m guessing no… But if we’re honest, I don’t pay much attention to your hair.”

      She rolled her eyes and held out her bare arms. “I’m sunburned. Can you believe it?”

      He ran his gaze over her skin, noticing the twinge of pink. “You went outside?”

      She grunted in frustration. “That’s your question? And yes, when I woke up, I did what I normally do and went outside to do yoga, but I got a sunburn.”

      “Well, maybe it’s the Utah sun,” he offered. “It could be more UV-ray rich than in Los Angeles.”

      Clara narrowed her eyes at him. “I was outside for less than a minute.”

      “Oh…”

      “It’s you,” she accused bitterly. “Now that I’m bonded to you, one of the drawbacks must be that I’m sensitive to the sun.”

      A laugh popped out of his mouth. “Well, welcome to my world. I haven’t felt sunlight in a long time. At least you can stand it and not burn to ashes.”

      “I might have if I stayed out there much longer,” she complained.

      Damien found a T-shirt and put it on, covering his chest. “I’m sorry. Seriously. I know how bad it sucks not having the sun on your skin. Believe me. Maybe Alder has some advice?”

      “I went to him,” she said with a sigh. “He said that he has a tech team that works on devices and magical solutions to such problems. They might be able to come up with something, but it won’t be immediately.”

      Damien brightened. “If they can make something to help you, then maybe they can help me. I’d love to see the sun again.”

      “I hope so,” Clara said, plopping down on the small couch. “I have to be able to go outside. That’s part of how I connect with my gifts.”

      “You can be a child of the night like me,” he offered. “There’s no rule about what time of day you commune with nature.”

      She shook her head. “No, I need blue skies, sunshine and morning breezes.”

      “You might have to settle for starry skies, full-belly moons and howling winds.”

      Clara looked him over as he began to pace. “Have you noticed any side effects from the ceremony?”

      Damien cut his eyes to the table in front of the sofa where one of the full drink boxes of blood sat. He shook his head. “No, I’ve mostly been sleeping…”

      Clara gave him a skeptical look. “You said you sleep during the day, because you’re a vampire. What did you do all night?”

      He averted her gaze and pointed to his phone. “Just catching up with things. Not many people will notice that I went missing, but there’s the one person.”

      “Oh?” Clara suddenly sounded curious. “Who is that?”

      “The delivery person for Vamp Vitals,” he admitted. “They’ll wonder if my shipments keep stacking up.”

      “Sounds like you’ve really forged lasting relationships during your time on this planet,” she teased.

      He cut his eyes at her. “Hey, I’m sure your coven of witches is all worrying themselves sick about you, picking at their warts and crying into their cauldrons.”

      She gave him a petulant expression. “Yeah, well, I may not have anyone filing a missing report for me just yet, but that doesn’t mean I don’t have friends.”

      “So, no Mr. Jordan wondering why his little lady doesn’t have his fried tofu and arugula on the table, then?”

      “Oh, come on,” she complained, throwing up her hands. “Why would you fry tofu?”

      “I think you missed my point,” he muttered.

      She shook her head. “I got it. And no, I don’t have a significant other and I just released my last boyfriend back into the wild.”

      “Sounds like your problem is you’re dating animals,” he joked.

      “Selfish egotist, actually.”

      “Yeah, well, you might be surprised, but dating for a vampire is near impossible,” Damien offered. “There’s literally no good time to tell someone that you’re undead. You lead with that, and they run. You wait until you’re in the throes of passion and they run. Toss it out casually over pizza and they think you’re joking and then run.”

      “You could date other vampires,” she suggested.

      “Yeah, like the one who turned me, you mean?” he questioned. “And no thanks. That’s like dating your cousin. You’re too similar to the person.”

      Clara studied him for a long moment. “Maybe your problem is that you don’t like what you are and therefore couldn’t find another vampire attractive. You have to come to terms with being what you are and accept that before you can find love in another.”

      “Thanks, Dr. Jordan, but I don’t need your therapy. Besides you’re the one on the couch, whining about your problems.”

      “My problems are real,” she countered, digging into the pocket of her pants. “And besides, I can’t text anyone to tell them that I’m okay and haven’t been murdered by a vampire.” She withdrew a cracked cell phone from her pocket.

      “Oh, that sucks,” he said, offering a sympathetic look, having cracked a fair amount of phones. “Did you drop it on the hard cave floors?”

      “I cracked it with these.” She held up her hand and wiggled her fingers. “Apparently, another of the side effects of us being bonded is that I have mind-blowing strength. I simply went to tap my phone to turn on meditation music and it cracked from the force.”

      He wanted to laugh. “So how was the meditation after that?”

      “Not good,” she replied. “I can’t commune with nature since I have an aversion to sunlight. I’m too strong to do small tasks, which usually keep me humble. I’m constantly hungry and I feel totally restless.”

      “Welcome to my world, mortal,” he said, flashing her a grin.

      She slumped, throwing her head back. “I don’t like this. It feels unnatural.”

      “There’s nothing more natural than being a blood-sucking vampire or sharing their powers and weaknesses due to a ceremony you underwent to be an assassin.”

      She lowered her chin and regarded him wickedly. “You’re not helping, Dracula.”

      He locked eyes with her. She was actually suffering due to the ceremony and, after the last twelve hours, he definitely sympathized. Damien was experiencing his own repercussions of their bond, but he wasn’t about to broadcast such ridiculous information to other people since he hadn’t yet come to terms with it.

      “Okay,” he began, “well, it sounds like what you need is a chance to figure out how to control your strength. I know first-hand that it takes some getting used to. What about we go into one of the training rooms and practice with it. We can even start on some of the fighting exercises that Alder wants you to master.”

      “I’m still not certain that I need to learn to fight,” Clara argued, having rejected this idea when Alder had posed it the day before. “I thought I was supposed to be the mental strength in this duo and you were the brute power.”

      “Well, although I love the idea of you being the brains and me being the beauty, I can see why Alder doesn’t want to risk it,” Damien reasoned. “If you’re caught alone, without me, then you won’t have a way to physically defend yourself. You can’t always rely on your mental powers, and they do seem a bit passive.”

      She nodded. “Yes, they are more informational, telling me about a person, place or event either in the past or future.”

      “And although that’s helpful, I think we can transform them to do more to help defend you if the time should arise,” he stated.

      “Which is where the Puddle could come into play.”

      He nodded. “That’s what I’m thinking too. But I still think you need to learn to fight. And you’re going to need to figure out how to hone your strength, otherwise you’ll smash a soda can simply trying to open it. Believe me, it took me forever to get that one action right.”

      She gave him a repulsed look. “As if I’d be drinking soda.”

      “Okay, then you’ll smash your coconut water,” he amended. “But you’re going to need training.”

      “And what kind of training are you doing?” she questioned.

      “I’m not sure I need any,” he answered. “I mean, I’ve got this badass vampire thing down. I could sneak by high-level security without being noticed, take down a crew of armed guards soundlessly and scale a building inside of thirty seconds.”

      She pursed her lips at him. “But only if it was nighttime. Otherwise, you’re totally screwed, hanging out in your coffin, waiting for the sun to go down.”

      He motioned to his unmade bed. “I don’t sleep in a coffin.”

      “And you also don’t make your bed,” she countered.

      “Excuse me, but someone woke me up,” he said, looking around for his pants. “Just give me a minute to get dressed and then we’ll go find the training rooms.”

      Clara lifted her cell phone from her lap and held it up in the air. “And we also need to add to the list to get me a new cell phone.” She placed it on the coffee table in front of her, and the small action splintered the table, breaking it in half, leaving it looking like it had been hit by a sledgehammer.

      “And a new table,” Damien added with an amused grin. “We need to replace the coffee table you just broke and anything else you destroy, Hercules.”
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      Fighting was the most unnatural thing Clara had ever done. This was coming from someone who had spoken with the dead and listened to people’s thoughts and saw the future. But fighting felt like the wrong thing to do with her hands when they could be used for good, rather than creating pain.

      “You’re going to have to keep your fists up or you’re going to get punched in the face,” Damien warned, bouncing on his toes and sending jabs her direction. She deflected them the best way she could, but if he was really trying, she knew that she’d be down on the mat.

      “Can we take a break? We’ve been at this for hours.” Clara backed away, lowering her hands.

      He gave her a skeptical expression. “Are you tired?”

      “No, but I should be,” she answered. “Actually, I’m starving.”

      “Are you going to eat another one of those squirrel bars?” he teased.

      She trotted over to the drink station and grabbed one of the almond honey-oat bars stocked there. “They aren’t squirrel food. They are protein bars and packed full of nutrients and vitamins.” Clara unwrapped the bar from its packaging and held it up. “This is the best brain food you can get.”

      “Oh, yeah? Then why do squirrels run straight in front of cars?” Damien argued. “Not real smart if you ask me.”

      “They are squirrels…”

      “Fine, take your little snack break, mortal,” Damien said, wiping his hand over his forehead, although he hadn’t broken a sweat during their long hours of training. “But you know, at some point you’re going to have to actually throw an attack at me. That’s how it works. You can’t just be on the defensive. You have to send offensive moves too.”

      She chewed, not at all liking this idea. “Can’t I just try to talk out our differences if I find myself in a combat situation? Find out what’s at the core of the issue? Maybe the attacker is simply suffering from trauma and I can help them work through it.”

      “Definitely,” Damien said, quite seriously. “Ask them questions about their mommy, but while you’re at it, throw a roundhouse kick at their head. It will be much easier to get to the crux of their problems when they are incapacitated, I’ve found.”

      Clara sighed. “And I’m not finding it much easier controlling this strength. It’s like I’ve been driving an old beat-up clunker and now you’ve put me in a sports car.”

      He chuckled. “Good analogy. But go with that. Just think of it as tapping the gas, rather than putting your foot down on it.”

      “Okay, I guess I can try that,” Clara said, having wolfed down the protein bar at record speed.

      “Let’s try something a little different.” Damien picked up two fist pads and slid them onto his hands, making shields. “You don’t want to hit me, and I get that. I’m pretty.”

      “Pretty conceited,” she interjected.

      “But you might not mind throwing some punches at these.” He held up the shields. “You’ll get the idea of the movement, making it more natural.”

      “Well, I did tell you that throwing punches at your face wasn’t really something I could digest.”

      He nodded. “But you also thought you might hurt me, like I couldn’t stop you with my superhuman reflexes with my eyes closed and hands tied behind my back.”

      “Wow, your modesty is simply overwhelming,” she gushed.

      He bowed slightly. “I’m like Gandhi, in a way.”

      “Which way?” she asked.

      “I like to go shirtless whenever possible,” he fired back, holding up the punching pads. “Okay, just ball up your fists and try hitting these. You’re only trying to get an idea for the movement, so don’t worry about form or aim.”

      Clara held up her fists, wishing there was something in yoga that lent to this, but it was all about peace and strength and definitely not violence. “Alright, here goes nothing.”

      She extended her right arm, her fist connecting with the pad Damien was holding up. Clara paused, looking at him. He nodded, his blue eyes sparkling.

      “Good, keep doing that,” he encouraged proudly.

      She nodded and then shot her left arm out, hitting the neighboring pad. It connected too. And although the pad was soft under her knuckles, it felt like she’d hit a solid wall since Damien didn’t budge from her assault.

      “Do it again,” he ordered.

      She threw four more punches in succession, and it suddenly started to feel like a dance. Like a release. Like something she could get used to, if it was hitting pads and not people.

      Clara paused, giving Damien a questioning look.

      “Keep going?” he encouraged. “You’re doing great.”

      She smiled, surprised at how good it felt to hit something. She did what Damien called a cross, which meant her right fist hit the pad to the left. Then she switched. Then she did it again and again. And then she saw something strange and stumbled back a few feet in surprise.

      Damien had seen it too, but he didn’t look as mortified as Clara felt. “Your speed is enhanced. And I bet your reflexes are too.”

      “I don’t know,” she argued, not sure if she wanted it to be true. It felt so strange to have the strength, speed and reflexes of a vampire. That felt like it would have serious drawbacks. Currently the only repercussion was that she was crazy hungry and thirsty as ever since waking up.

      She strode back over to the table and grabbed for a bottle of water. Just as her hand reached for it, she spotted something out of the corner of her eye and threw up her hand, knocking the pad hurled at her face to the mat. Clara looked up at once, surprised and a little offended.

      “Did you just throw that at me?” she asked Damien, pointing to the pad on the floor.

      He nodded proudly. “With lightning speed most wouldn’t have detected, but you did, which means all your senses have been enhanced and your reflexes are definitely stronger.”

      Clara drew in a breath. “What does this mean?”

      He waved her forward with his uncovered hand, the pad still on the floor. “It means that you’re about to become the toughest hippy psychic to ever exist. Now get back over here and let’s go again.”
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      “You’re having fun,” Damien said in a teasing voice as Clara threw punch after punch at the pads in his hands.

      “No, I’m not,” she volleyed, trying to cover the smile she had let slip. Fighting was strangely fun. Or maybe it was because she was doing this with Damien. Or maybe it was because she in fact was stronger and faster than she’d ever thought possible. She felt powerful like a superhero, which was not something she ever wanted to be.

      “You can plaster a serious look on your face, but I saw you were enjoying this,” he argued as her hands crossed, throwing different styles of punches just the way he’d taught her.

      “I just like hitting you,” she joked, sending an uppercut out of the blue, taking him by surprise and making him stumble back slightly.

      “Nice one,” he said, sounding impressed. “You want to try throwing some kicks?”

      She shook her head, surprisingly not at all winded by the effort. “I don’t want to mess up your hair.”

      He smirked. “Because you like it so much.”

      Clara paused, glancing up at this short dark hair, angled up and to the side. He had great hair that most girls probably wanted to run their fingers through when he’d been a rockstar. Not Clara. Musicians weren’t her type. They were too loud and egotistical.

      “No, because I don’t want your hair to get any worse,” she shot back.

      Damien smiled wider and waved her forward. “I think you’re still holding back. Why don’t you send a punch that doesn’t feel like a gentle, happy breeze.”

      Clara narrowed her eyes at him, holding her fists up at the ready. She felt the power she wielded inside her—this brand-new force. The problem was, she didn’t know how to unleash it. Or it was more likely that she was afraid of what happened once she did. Maybe it was like a burst water main and once it was open, it would be difficult to shut again.

      Releasing a breath, Clara shot her fist forward and noticed Damien’s hand going back slightly. She’d pushed it back more than before, but not by much.

      He toggled his head back and forth. “Not bad, but you can do better.”

      “That’s really hard,” she argued, sending another punch at him, creating the same effect as before.

      Damien shook his head. “No, you’re simply going through the movement.”

      “The movement that you just taught me,” Clara stated through gritted teeth.

      “You have to know how to fight,” Damien explained. “Then once you do, you have to bring passion to it. Otherwise, you’re just a robot going through the motions. They are predictable and can be defeated.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not passionate about fighting since it goes against my very nature,” she said.

      He lowered the pads, making her pause. “So, you’re not human.”

      Clara laughed. “Coming from you, spawn of Satan, that’s funny.”

      “I was human once,” Damien argued. “And I still have emotions, you know.”

      She nodded. “Yeah, just not a pulse or a soul or any of the things that my fellow humans get to brag about.”

      A reluctant regret crossed his face before he seemed to shake it off. “My point is that you have to draw on your emotions, Clara. You might think you’re all peace and love and daisy chains. But you can’t have lived this long without being hurt. Draw on that. Think of when someone really wounded you. Use that when you fight, and you will exert the power inside you. Without a motivator though, you’re never going to get to that lethal force.”

      Clara thought, her mind going straight to her last relationship. There were things about it that still hurt. Parts of it still raw. But she’d tried her best to forgive him… it’s just that that took time.

      A spark radiated in Damien’s eyes. “You’ve got something. Use that. Now come at me again.”

      She brought up her fists as he raised the punch pads. Clara thought of the man who had broken her heart all because he wasn’t ready to open his own. She thought of the things she’d tried to dismiss as “all for a reason.” He had wasted her time. He’d led her on. He’d lied to her by lying to himself.

      Sending her fist forward, Clara felt something break inside her like a dam. The power that released from her fist surprised her, but it seemed to delight Damien. His arm shot back several inches.

      Again, Clara threw another punch, this time with her dominant right arm. Her fist connected with the pad and something exploded inside her. Her fist didn’t simply pull back once meeting the pad. Instead she pushed harder, realizing that connecting with a surface didn’t mean to stop. It meant to push more.

      Damien stumbled back a step, laughing with surprise. “Nice! Keep going,” he encouraged.

      Clara sent another left uppercut, making the pad fly off Damien’s hand and into the air. Before it landed, she threw another right punch, this one the hardest yet. It felt like a blast going off in her hand.

      The assault threw Damien onto the mat. He landed on his back and slid several feet. Clara expected the vampire to laugh again. To give her another look of shocked pride.

      She didn’t think that she’d hurt him. That’s why she was absolutely stunned when his head lolled to the side and his eyes fell shut.

      He’d passed out.
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      Clara sprinted over to Damien’s still body, running faster than ever before. She skidded to a halt, sliding down her knees and grabbing his face. “Damien! Are you okay?”

      His skin was ice cold.

      But that’s how he is, she thought.

      Clara didn’t know what to do or how to check if Damien was okay—since he wasn’t really alive. How could he pass out? she wondered. And how did she check someone’s vitals when they didn’t have any?

      “Did I hurt you?” Clara asked, looking him over, not finding any injuries.

      “He hurt himself,” a voice said at her back.

      Clara turned to find Alder Shaw standing in the doorway of the training room. The expression on his face was neutral, but his eyes were full of warmth.

      She shot to an upright position. “What? How did he do that?”

      “He hasn’t fed since he got here to DUO Headquarters,” he answered.

      Her brow furrowed with confusion. “Why? I thought you had his room stocked.”

      “It is,” Alder stated, his hands casually pinned behind his back. “And when the staff went to restock it, they discovered that none of the supply of blood had been drunk. A vampire should have consumed quite a bit of blood in the time he’s been here, especially after the bonding ceremony, which is draining.”

      Clara nodded, thinking of how exhausted and hungry she’d felt since that ceremony.

      “So he’s starved himself to death? Why would he do that?” she asked.

      “I have my suspicions,” he replied. “But for the real answer, we’re going to have to wait until he wakes up and get it directly from him.”

      “He’s simply out?” Clara questioned. “How do we wake him up?”

      Alder pulled his hands from around his back to reveal a syringe in one. It was red and Clara suspected it was full of blood. “We have to feed him intravenously.”
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      Clara looked away when Alder injected Damien’s arm with the blood. This was mostly out of habit since she never liked blood. However, if she was honest with herself, the syringe of blood didn’t really bother her when she saw it. There were many different ways that she suddenly felt tougher. Or maybe it was just her feeling different.

      At first, nothing happened when Alder injected the blood into Damien. Then his arms and legs began convulsing. His head flung back and forth. A groan escaped his lips.

      Clara’s head jerked up and she gave Alder a panicked look. “What’s happening to him?”

      The director studied the body rocked with tremors. “His system is rejecting the blood.”

      “What? What will that do to him?” Clara asked in a rush.

      “It will be okay,” Alder said, calm and collected, although he was kneeling beside a convulsing vampire. “It’s like getting a really bad night of sleep. You won’t feel great, but you at least got some rest.”

      Clara narrowed her eyes in confusion. “So the blood will work?”

      “It will work for now,” Alder said as a cough flew from Damien’s mouth.

      He shot to a sitting position, covering his mouth with his hands, rocking forward. Explosive coughs echoed from his mouth. Tears spilled down his cheeks from the violent purging from his lungs.

      Gradually the tremors and coughs subsided. Damien kept his eyes pressed tightly closed, his hands covering his mouth. He stayed like that for a long moment, like he was hoping not to jinx himself and bring on another coughing fit.

      Then slowly he opened his eyes and looked straight around at Clara and then Alder. Letting out a breath, he sighed. “That sucked…”

      Alder nodded, standing and extending a hand to Damien. He took it, allowing himself to be helped to his feet. Clara rose too, looking him over.

      “Are you alright? How do you feel?” she asked him.

      “Like I have a really bad hangover,” Damien answered, shaking out his arms.

      “Why is it that you starved yourself?” she questioned him, giving him an annoyed expression.

      He pursed his lips, cutting his eyes to the side, seeming to avoid the question for a moment.

      Alder held up the empty syringe. “This woke you up this time, but the next may not work. You’re going to need to tell us what’s going on or we can’t find other solutions for keeping you conscious.”

      Damien eyed the empty syringe with remnants of blood flecking the inside. “Well since I don’t want to waste away or become comatose, I guess I better fess up.”

      He ran his hand through his hair, definitely flustered. Clara thought he’d avoid the question again. Damien blew out a breath and swallowed before looking at her directly.

      “Since we bonded, since the ceremony, I’ve had an aversion to blood,” he began. “I was starving afterwards, but I tried to drink the supply stocked in my room. It made me sick, though. Like violently sick. So I haven’t fed.”

      “And a vampire who doesn’t feed turns into bones and doesn’t have the energy to be awake much,” Alder explained, looking between Clara and Damien.

      “Yeah, and usually that happens because of a lack of supply,” Damien continued. “And their hunger will awaken them when a food source comes along, allowing them to rally.”

      “But you don’t have a hunger for blood,” Alder stated.

      Damien shook his head. “I’m hungry, but really just to survive. I can’t stand blood suddenly.”

      “But why?” Clara asked.

      Alder pointed directly at her, making her feel suddenly self-conscious. “You’re the reason.”

      She blinked at him, unsure whether she should be offended or ashamed. “Me? I don’t see how I can be responsible for this.”

      “Well, the bonding is different for every assassin pair,” Alder stated. “They take on each other’s strengths and share their weaknesses. You might have experienced some effects of this already.”

      She nodded. “I’ve developed an aversion to the sun, apparently.”

      “And I told her welcome to my world,” Damien said with a laugh.

      Alder actually chuckled at this. “But Clara’s psychic abilities require that she maintains a vegan diet and very clean living.”

      “Yeah, meat actually makes me sick to my stomach,” she related.

      “So now that means I can’t tolerate blood,” Damien scolded. “I don’t think I would have done this if I knew bonding with a vegan would pretty much kill me.”

      Alder gave him a sympathetic expression. “There really is no way to know how the bonding will affect each duo. Some share a lot when not directly pulling from the Puddle. Some very little. Some nothing at all.”

      “Well, how am I supposed to survive and be an assassin or do pretty much anything besides be a bag of bones?” He pointed at Clara, like Alder had. “This one has made it so the very thing that keeps me alive, I can’t tolerate.”

      Clara slapped his hand away. “Weren’t you two taught that pointing was rude? And I actually think that I have a solution that might work.”

      Damien arched an eyebrow at her, looking curious.

      “Well,” she continued, drawing out the word. “Your system didn’t seem to like that blood Alder injected you with.”

      “What gave that away? The brutal coughing fit that woke me?” Damien said, his tone dripping with sarcasm.

      She rolled her eyes. “Well, your body doesn’t want blood because of our bond and my intolerance of meat. But I’ve been a vegan for a long time and know that certain nutrients replace animal protein and fat fairly seamlessly.”

      Damien stuck his hands on his hips and gave her a petulant expression. “I don’t think the solution to my problem is eating tofu.”

      Clara shook her head. “No, and that’s not what I’m suggesting. I do think that finding the solution to your problem will be a bit more complex. It will take enlisting the help of an expert. But my point is that there should be another substance that you’ll be able to consume that gives you what you need.”

      Alder nodded, combing his hand over his stubbled chin. “This could work. You can’t have blood, but really you just need the proteins, iron and nutrients found in blood. Clara, what are you thinking?”

      “I know a really amazing alchemist in Midnight Crossing,” she replied. “I think they can help us.”

      Damien flashed her a look of disbelief. “You’ve been to Midnight Crossing?”

      She lowered her chin and regarded him with a confident expression. “Not only have I been to Midnight Crossing, I used to read tarot cards for Forge and I’ve been known to throw drinks back with Tiana.”

      Midnight Crossing was a walled city in a pocket ’verse with multiple access points around the world. Vendors sold their wares from carts along the city that sat on an ancient ley line. The types of goods and services found in the magical city attracted assorted characters. Not just anyone could get into Midnight Crossing. Not only did you have to know the right phrase and access point, but you had to look like you belonged there. You also had to appear like you could defend yourself in case you ran into an angry ogre or a demon jonesing for trouble. Things always happened in Midnight Crossing—things that quickly got covered up or erased from magical crime reports.

      The reason the city ran at all was due to the governance of an industrial sprite, Forge. The Market was run by a succubus named Tiana. Forge was reliable, honest and mostly good. Tiana, who had controlled the Market for nearly a century, was fickle, petty and prone to brutality. Her rules were arbitrary and known to change based on her mood. The two strangely kept balance to the whole pocket ’verse.

      Damien gave her a proud look. “You, Clara, are full of surprises. So you can get us in there?”

      She nodded. “As long as you don’t get us kicked out. I wheel and deal in that city because people like me.”

      He held up his hands, as if in surrender. “I get that most don’t take kindly to vampires, but don’t worry. I know how to walk a straight line when I need to. You think your alchemist can help me?”

      “I think if anyone can, then she will be able to,” she replied.

      Alder nodded. “It’s definitely worth a shot.”

      “It doesn’t hurt that we only enter via the access point at midnight,” Clara said. “Since I can’t tolerate the sun now.”

      “And it absolutely incinerates me,” Damien added.

      “Yes, which is going to be a problem for taking down Taz, I fear,” Alder imparted. “Although he breaks into hospital coma wards at night, I think that you can’t be restricted to only being out at night. It’s simply too chancy.”

      “Well, then you probably enlisted the wrong magical monster,” Damien joked. “Vampires have never, nor will they ever be able to, tolerate the sun.”

      Alder flashed him a cunning smile with a wink. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’m not certain of this, but here at DUO Headquarters, we have the best and brightest minds working for us. I think that my magitech team might be able to come up with something that could help. It may not allow you to sunbathe poolside, but you might be able to risk some exposure to sun with one of their gadgets.”

      “That’s fantastic,” Clara said. “I need to be able to do my morning yoga.”

      Damien shot her an annoyed look. “And I’d like to see the sun for the first time in what feels like forever.”

      Alder nodded. “I’ll get Maven and Moxie working on a solution and hope to have something for you once you’re done at Midnight Crossing.” He glanced at the Rolex on his wrist. “We have just enough time to get you to the closest access point.”

      “You can get us to Los Angeles in a couple of hours?” Clara asked, thinking that the Silver Bullet train took a bit longer than two hours to get them there to Utah.

      He nodded. “Yeah, the DUO private jet should work. I hope you’re okay with flying.”

      Damien nodded and grinned. “Yeah, especially because that sounds like first class treatment.”

      Alder returned the gesture. “We treat our assassins right, knowing that you deserve the very best.”
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      Damien sang the chorus for Jack Harlow’s song “First Class” as he and Clara boarded the shiny private jet. As one of the biggest rockstars in the world, he’d traveled all over in first class. And then he’d been bitten, and everything had changed.

      Damien didn’t travel much anymore and definitely not first class. People often thought that rockstars and popstars and celebrities made a lot of money. Some of them did. Those who were business savvy made smart negotiations, getting good deals. Those who were good with money saved it, investing in case their careers took a dip.

      Damien had been neither of those things.

      He’d let his agent get the upper hand. That’d meant he hardly saw most of the money he earned.

      Blowing up suddenly as a rockstar and never having money before also made for a bad combination. What Damien earned during his glory days was spent on fancy vacations, expensive clothes and a house that he sold when he quit the band. After being the biggest rock sensation for years, Damien literally had nothing but some platinum records and worn-out designer clothes to show for it.

      Being a vampire had its advantages. Damien didn’t age. He didn’t have ailments. He was superfast, strong and agile. But it’s fairly impossible to check pouches of blood at an airport or get it through security in one’s carry-on. And traveling at night, although an option, was pretty risky. There were always delays and Damien couldn’t risk being on a plane with a pesky kid who threw up a shade, dousing him in morning sunlight.

      In short, being a vampire had many drawbacks, the most pressing one being that he couldn’t travel easily. But it appeared that DUO was about to make that dream return.

      Damien began singing the lyrics from the song First Class as he danced to his seat.

      Clara gave him a look that seemed to say, What’s wrong with you?

      That only encouraged him, so he really started shaking his hips as he continued to sing.

      Clara slid into one of the cream leather seats, studying the fine furnishings. “You think this thing is magical like the Silver Bullet train?”

      He took the seat next to her, not feeling like his normal self but better than before the injection of blood. “Probably. I think everything about DUO has to be magical.”

      She laid her head back on the rest, letting out a breath. “What a strange couple of days it’s been.”

      Damien let out a breath too, more out of habit than anything. As a vampire, he didn’t really need to breathe, just like his heart didn’t really need to pump blood. But somethings just didn’t go away. Maybe in time they would, but he was a young enough vampire that he still did things that were human. Well, not fear things in the shadows. Damien was the monster hiding in the dark usually…

      “Yeah, it’s definitely been the strangest couple of days,” he related, nodding to the flight attendant when she delivered two glasses of Prosecco for the pair. They were the only passengers on the airplane and it felt so good to not be traveling with commoners.

      Clara laughed. “That’s funny coming from a vampire. I mean, what were those first few days like for you after you turned?”

      “Weird,” he said, realizing that was an understatement. “I knew what vampires were from the movies, but I was a pretty normal guy who didn’t know about the magical world.”

      She chuckled again. “Yeah, just a normal guy with a guitar and worldwide fame who sold out Madison Square Garden.”

      Damien picked up his glass of sparkling wine. “Oh, Clara Jordan, you looked me up, didn’t you?”

      “Maybe,” she replied, giving him and his glass a disapproving look.

      “And what did you think of my music?”

      “It didn’t melt my soul,” she answered.

      He shrugged, taking a sip before brandishing his canines. “I can do that for you, if you really want. Just one bite.”

      She smirked at him. “Can you? Or are you going vegan?”

      Damien threw his flute of wine back, taking the rest of it one gulp. “Don’t remind me of how you’re ruining my life.”

      “Ruining?” she questioned. “Or making you better?”

      “Ruining me,” he stated, setting down his glass and catching sight of something small and brown scurrying across the open floor space ahead of them. The plane had just begun to take off, picking up speed, otherwise Damien would have jumped to his feet and taken care of the pest.

      He reached out and clasped Clara’s arm, who was looking out the window at the darkened city as they lifted off. “Don’t freak out, but apparently DUO isn’t as classy as I thought.”

      She pulled her gaze away from the skyline of Salt Lake City. “Why, is that sparkling wine not up to your standards?”

      He shook his head. “No, there’s a rodent on this plane.” Damien pointed to the far corner of a console where he’d seen the mouse disappear. “I just saw one go over there. But don’t worry. When we level off, I’ll take care of it for you.”

      She rotated toward him, brandishing a repulsed look. “Oh, no you won’t!”

      Damien sighed. “Oh, I forgot… vegan… That’s fine. I’ll just catch the little guy and put him in a box. Then I can dispose of him later.” He shook his head. “I really expected better from DUO with their private jet and magical train. I mean, Alder just has to make one call to get an exterminator.”

      “You’re not disposing of anything,” Clara said, unfastening her seat belt and leaning forward. She cupped her hand and kneeled down as the plane continued to gain altitude. “Here, Meddy. Come on, little guy.”

      Damien watched as the little brown mouse poked his head out from around the corner of the console. He sniffed the air, his nose wiggling. Then he bolted forward, running in their direction.

      Damien nearly shrieked but caught himself. He did pick up his feet before the grotesque beast could run over them or up his pant leg.

      To his surprise, the mouse didn’t bolt for him. Instead, he scurried for Clara and ran straight into the palm of her hand. She lifted the mouse and pressed him gently to her cheek, nuzzling him slightly into her, closing her eyes momentarily. “There you are. Don’t go jumping out of my pocket when we’re in strange places, okay?”

      Clara held the mouse away from her face a few inches. To Damien’s shock, the mouse nodded his tiny head, like he understood her demand.

      He pointed at the creature, leaning back away from it. “Wait, that’s your mouse? Why?”

      She nodded, looking fondly at the animal. “Yes, of course. This is Meddy. Alder ensured that he was waiting for me in my room at Delta Underground Operatives headquarters. He’s my meditation mouse. He helps me to concentrate by centering me and making me feel secure and at peace.”

      “A dog can do that,” Damien offered, continuing to lean in the opposite direction.

      Lowering her hands into her lap, she nestled the mouse between her legs. “He’s also really smart and super helpful.”

      Damien eyed the pair for a moment, wondering how strange this woman was. She’d made him the first vegan vampire, had a support mouse and didn’t like rock music. “Dogs are also really smart and helpful. You should trade the mouse in for one. Or just feed it to a snake and then still get a dog.”

      She shook her head, pulling her legs up to sit crossed-legged in her seat. “Meddy really helps me to concentrate when I meditate. He’s my best friend.”

      “Have you always had a meditation mouse?”

      “I’ve always had Meddy,” Clara answered.

      Damien’s head jerked to the side. “Wait, you’ve always had that mouse?” He pointed to the furry brown creature.

      She nodded. “Yeah.”

      “And you’re how old?”

      “Well, that’s rude to ask, but since I don’t care, I’ll tell you. I’m twenty-six.”

      “Me too,” he stated. “But are you telling me that Meddy is twenty-six years old?”

      Clara shook her head. “No, of course he’s not.”

      Damien sighed. “Okay, good, because otherwise that was going to be weird.”

      “My mother got him right before I was born,” Clara stated. “So he’s older than me.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” Damien asked. “That’s not normal. Mice live usually like two years at the most. A twenty-seven-year-old mouse isn’t right.”

      “In your world,” Clara said with a shrug. “But that’s the thing, most live their lives based on restrictions. Science likes to dictate everything with no room for exceptions. As humans, we’re supposed to live so long. There’re all these rules about life expectancy and if you do this, then that happens. But really, life can defy your expectations if you allow it.”

      She lifted the mouse in her hand and smiled at him. “I believe that Meddy will always be with me, and I always have, and so he does. Also, I think that the meditative energy I exude during my sessions probably aids his health and well-being.”

      “And I think that there’s something totally whacked-out crazy about your mouse,” Damien said, shaking his head. “Are you sure that he’s not a man stuck in a rodent’s body?”

      Clara sighed, lowering the mouse back into her lap. “This isn’t Harry Potter and no, he’s a mouse. A very smart mouse, but one regardless. And yes, he’s probably got many magical qualities. There’s a lot more magic in this world than we realize. I mean, just look at you—a vampire. And I can see the future and read thoughts and do real things in my dreams. Most would think that I’m normal.”

      He looked her over. “I don’t think that anyone would look at you and think you’re normal. And how come you get my super strength, reflexes and speed, but the only thing I get from you is something that might zap me as a vampire?”

      “Well, I do have the aversion to sun, which isn’t a picnic,” she argued.

      “Picnics in the full moon are actually delightful,” Damien teased. “Although by picnic, I mean a pouch of blood… or I used to before you infected me.”

      “I didn’t, and being vegan will help connect you with the powers you inherit from me,” she countered. “To be clairvoyant or psychic you need to plug into the universe. Maybe if you try meditating with me and Meddy then you’ll receive one of my gifts.”

      Damien took her glass of sparkling wine, not asking for permission. “Although meditating with a hippy and a rodent is really enticing, I think I’d rather throw back a few glasses of Prosecco and take a nap before we get there.” He held up the flute and winked at her. “Wake me when we arrive. And keep ahold of your mouse. If that thing gets under my feet, I’m not responsible for stomping on it.”
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      When the plane landed smoothly on the tarmac, Damien awoke with a start. He hadn’t even realized he was asleep. And the dream he had wasn’t like any one he’d ever had before. It felt too real.

      He pulled up his feet, tucking them under him. He looked around, trying to blink his vision into focus.

      “Are you alright?” Clara asked, putting a hand on his arm, seemingly to try and calm him with her touch.

      He jerked his head in her direction, seeing her and their surroundings suddenly clearly. Damien shook his head, feeling strangely tethered between reality and the dream that had felt so real. “No, the floor…”

      “The floor?” she asked, studying the cream-colored carpet of the jet as it taxied along. “What’s wrong with it?”

      “I-it’s lava.” Damien knew how ludicrous this sounded as the words came out of his mouth. But in the dream, that had been his reality and he’d been seconds away from being vaporized by hot lava.

      “You had a dream, didn’t you?” Clara slipped Meddy into the pocket of her hoodie. She sounded so matter-of-fact about this, like Damien perched on his seat like a gargoyle wasn’t strange at all.

      He nodded. “Yeah, but it wasn’t like any dream I’ve had before.”

      “Explain it,” she prodded sensitively.

      “Well,” he said, drawing out the words and watching as she uncurled her legs from underneath her, placing her feet on the floor of the jet. It was as if the action was supposed to tell him that the floor wasn’t lava. He shook off the strange fear in his chest and tried again. “Well, in the dream, I was standing in a valley. On one side of these hills, lava gushed over the ridge and started racing in my direction. I fled, but it was so fast. And worst of all, I watched the others I outran get incinerated. I remember climbing trees to get to higher ground, but quickly learned that wouldn’t work for long.”

      “Because the trunks would be burnt,” she offered thoughtfully, listening intently.

      He nodded. “Yeah, and so I was able to jump from safe zone to safe zone, but only barely escaping from being burned alive. I’d just made it to a dead end, a locked building, when I awoke. I think I was going to try to scale the building, but who knows if it would have worked.” Damien laughed, but it didn’t sound right at all. Too forced. His tension laced the gesture. “I can’t believe that dream has me so worked up. It was just a stupid product of my imagination.”

      Clara shook her head, a haunted look in her eyes. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      He chuckled again, this time it sounded more normal. “Don’t be absurd. It’s just my fears of being roasted by sunlight or actually being caught in real fire. It’s one of the few ways that could actually end me.”

      “Did the dream feel very real?” Clara questioned.

      “Well, yeah, hence the fright upon waking and thinking the floor was lava.” Damien slid his legs down, sitting properly. He felt strangely relieved when his shoes touched the floor and weren’t melted by invisible lava.

      “And were you able to think and make decisions, unlike a usual dream where you’re a passive observer?” she asked.

      “Sure, but to be honest, I never really remember my dreams to begin with,” he replied. Then he shrugged. “So, who knows, I might always make decisions in my dreams, but I’m remembering it since all the strange circumstances. You know, like suddenly being an assassin and having an allergic reaction to blood.”

      “Could be,” Clara said, but didn’t at all sound convinced.

      “What?” Damien demanded, leaning forward with a stern expression.

      “Well, it’s just that I think you’re lucid dreaming,” Clara said after a moment of reflection. “And that’s one of my abilities.”

      “Cool, so you have really vivid dreams that you can control,” Damien sang, leaning back in his seat as the plane came to a swift halt, finally having found its parking place. “Maybe I can dream about something less lethal and more fun next time—like racing a Lamborghini or entertaining a supermodel.”

      She sighed, rolling her eyes at his flippant comment. “My concern is that if you’ve inherited my ability to lucid dream, then you probably have many of the other attributes that go along with that.”

      He pushed up to his feet, stretching. “I want to know why you get my super strength, speed and reflexes but I get a food allergy and nightmares from you.”

      She stood too, leaning to look out one of the port windows. It was dark in Los Angeles, just an hour before midnight. They’d made it right in time. “I’ll remind you that I have an aversion to the sun now too. But also, it seems to me that you won’t just have shortcomings when it comes to my abilities.”

      “So, what are the benefits to lucid dreaming? Besides that whole feeling like I’m in an action movie without having auditioned for the part?”

      Clara straightened. “Well, lucid dreaming gives me power over my dreams, which means I’m not simply a bystander to circumstances.”

      He scowled at her. “You can punch through brick walls now. And thanks to you, I can decide between which tree to climb to escape the lava in my dreams. Thanks, pal.”

      She returned his gesture of annoyance. “But along with the lucid dreaming, I’m able to see the future in my dreams, travel to real places and have real conversations with people and use them as a resource for all sorts of purposes. Dreams are really useful and powerful if you know how to harness them.”

      “I’m not sure that I’m seeing the benefit, but it’s good to know that a lava storm is about to hit us.” He looked around dramatically, really checking over both of his shoulders. “Keep an eye out for the lava storm. According to my dream, it’s on the way.”

      Clara threaded her fingers around the thick braid draped over her shoulder and began fidgeting with it. “Dreams are rarely literal, even when in premonition form. If I dream about shattered glass, it could mean that there will be a car wreck or someone will throw a ball through a house window. I have to look for clues that tell me what the dream is forecasting, and it takes a lot of practice.”

      “And how do you know the difference between when you’re just having a strange, off-the-wall dream, a premonition and an actual real experience?” Damien asked, actually fascinated by all this.

      “Again, it takes practice,” she answered. “But dream traveling, where I go anywhere in reality with my consciousness, is a very focused activity that I mentally direct. Premonitions come on when I least expect them and are usually uninvited. And if I’m having a problem that needs solving, then I can use them like a book to find a solution. It’s quite literally a skill you learn to hone with time.”

      He glanced at his phone, checking the time and their location. They were at a private airport in Burbank. “Well, speaking of which, we don’t have a lot of time to get to the entrance to Midnight Crossing. It will take at least half an hour to get to the Second Street Tunnel and that’s without any traffic. We better get a move on it.”

      Damien hoped there was a private car waiting for them, sent by Delta Underground Operations. Otherwise getting an Uber at that time of night might eat up all their time. One had to enter Midnight Crossing straight at twelve, although one could leave at any time.

      Another perk of the place for Damien was that it was always nighttime in Midnight Crossing, meaning that it was home to many vampires. However, those types also tended to be pretty hot-headed, and Damien hadn’t lasted long the few times he’d gotten into Midnight Crossing or the Market.

      He’d have to be on his best behavior this time or risk getting tossed out—or worse. Usually, it was much worse for those who got into trouble in the magical marketplace.

      Not wanting to risk wasting any time and feeling the hunger rising in his veins, Damien started for the door of the plane. The flight attendant was thankfully already opening it up for them, having clearly picking up on his haste.

      Another thing about the dream abilities, Clara said.

      He turned. “Tell me about it in the car.”

      She hadn’t moved and looked nervous suddenly. That’s just the thing. I’m not talking, she said. Well, not out loud, anyway.

      His eyes widened in shock. Damien leaned forward, wondering if he was still dreaming. “Are you talking in my head?”

      Sort of, she offered. I’m thinking and you’re reading my thoughts because they are on the top of my head. I’m practiced at it though, and know how to send people my thoughts to read.

      “Are you freaking kidding me right now?” Damien grinned excitedly. “I can read people’s minds!”

      “Well, it’s not all that easy to do if someone isn’t sending you the thoughts like I just did,” she said, talking out loud, but the communication seeming very similar to mind reading. “But I just figured if you had my dreaming abilities, then you’d have my telepathy too.”

      He gripped the side of his head, smiling even wider. “This is so cool. Finally, you give me a skill I can actually do something with.”

      She strode over, giving him a cautious look. “Telepathy can be very helpful, but it can also be a curse. Walking through a crowd can feel like you’re getting yelled at from every angle. There’s a reason why I spend a lot of time alone.”

      “Besides all that patchouli you wear that most wouldn’t be able to tolerate,” he teased.

      Clara rolled her eyes. “Just you wait. If you don’t buckle down the hatches on your mind, then you’ll be like a net, catching every single random thought in Midnight Crossing.”

      “Sounds pretty awesome to me,” he countered proudly.

      Clara shook her head rebelliously. “I’m not sure if you’ve ever thrown a net into a cesspool, but you end up getting a lot of things you don’t want. Not just that, but there are somethings you simply don’t want to know. I can teach you how to control your telepathy and use it when needed.”

      Damien held out an arm to the open plane door. “Sounds like a great lesson for the car ride. I hope you can talk fast because we don’t have long before midnight.”

      “I can,” Clara said, striding past him and tapping the side of her head. “But I can think even faster, so get ready to read my thoughts.”
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      “You’re going to have to focus for this to work,” Clara said, having repeated her previous question three times to Damien.

      He glanced at her with a sideways grin. “I get that you’re trying to give me a crash course on telepathy.” Patting the steering wheel to the car they’d been given at the airport, his smiled widened. “But DUO gave me a brand-spanking-new Lamborghini to drive, so can you pipe down? I want to hear this baby purr.”

      Clara huffed, crossing her arms in front of her chest. Yes, the car was nice as far as gas guzzlers went, but she didn’t get the big deal. They had a mission, and he clearly wasn’t willing to focus behind that steering wheel. That was going to result in him strolling into Midnight Crossing and being bombarded with voices. It was like a full-on assault on one’s mind—overwhelming them from every angle.

      “Damien, this is serious. If you don’t lock down this telepathy then it will be your undoing. I’ve seen new telepaths pass out just walking into Trader Joe’s unguarded. If you go into Midnight Crossing without some guards on your mind, then you’ll be inundated.”

      “Okay, fine. Tell me the low down on how to lock things up and also read minds,” he said, speeding up as they merged onto Interstate 5.

      “Well, locking down is easiest,” Clara explained. “Visuals work well for me. I see my mind as a metal box with a lock and I keep it shut at all times.”

      He nodded, fondling the shifter before changing gears. “Okay, visualize. Got it. That makes sense. What else?”

      “Well, most are always broadcasting their surface thoughts,” she stated. “You’ll hear a lot of things about temperature, hunger, loneliness and moods. People are always thinking about their current state of being.”

      Damien found an open lane and really floored it, sending Clara’s head back. “Sounds depressing.”

      “It can be,” she agreed. “But the key is that if you need to access someone’s thoughts, then you take down the guard to only them. It’s like you give them a key, but in actuality, you’re opening their minds.”

      “I like this lock box analogy,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Now people are only going to give you information on things they are thinking about currently, so you won’t get deep secrets for the most part.”

      “And how do I put thoughts in people’s heads like you did?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “That’s an advanced move. You’re not ready for it.”

      “Fine, fine. And it doesn’t matter because we’re almost there,” he said, sounding giddy as they neared the entrance to the 2nd Street Tunnel, an iconic place in Los Angeles. “I hope you have the current phrase for opening Midnight Crossing.”

      “Of course, I do,” she said, pointing ahead. “Get ready and keep your eye on the road. As soon as we get to that orange sign up there, I’ll speak it. Then we’ll be portaled and everything around us will change.”

      He gripped the steering wheel excitedly. “It’s been too long since I’ve been into the city.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Clara said heavily, remembering the last time she’d been there and how she’d promised herself she’d wouldn’t return unless she had to. Right now, she had to. But as soon as they had what Damien needed, she was getting out of there. And hopefully before she ran into the reason why she didn’t want to return to Midnight Crossing.
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      “The Dodgers should eat magical turnips to win,” Clara said, almost in a robotic voice.

      Damien narrowed his eyes at the strangeness of the statement, but also at the sudden change in scenery. He’d entered Midnight Crossing many times, but never in a Lamborghini and never as the driver.

      The tunnel receded instantly, falling into the ground and putting them on an open road with street signs much different than the ones in Los Angeles. They were officially in the walled city of Midnight Crossing, which was a strange enough place geography-wise. It wasn’t on any map and couldn’t be located on the globe because it existed in a pocket ’verse.

      Once one found the entrance to the secret city, they simply had to follow the signs to Midnight Crossing. Getting there was straightforward enough. Getting into Midnight Crossing was the tricky part. Usually, Damien had to bribe his way into the city. On a few occasions, he’d snuck in through the gates. None of the times had turned out favorably, and Damien was currently on the blacklist of those not allowed into Midnight Crossing.

      “The current phrase to enter Midnight Crossing via Los Angeles is ‘the Dodgers should eat magical turnips to win,’” he said with a laugh as they neared the parking areas for the city.

      Clara nodded. “Forge is a big Dodgers fan and Tiana is pushing the magical turnips this time of year. Apparently, she made a gamble on a large crop of them and is really trying to sell off the vegetables in the food stall area.”

      Damien chuckled again. “And what better way to push something than to require people to speak about it right before entering Midnight Crossing and the Market.”

      “And most importantly,” Clara began, “it has to be a phrase that someone couldn’t say by accident while in the tunnel.”

      “No harm of that.”

      The city itself was actually quite beautiful, but Damien hadn’t spent much time walking the Baroque streets. It was a safe place for vampires and drifters and those who couldn’t hack life in the “real world.” But it was also full of those types, which meant it was bursting with trouble. It didn’t take Damien long to realize he’d rather sleep during the sunlight hours and prowl the night streets in the normal cities.

      “It sounds like you have a pretty solid in with Tiana,” Damien said, trying to sound casual to keep the hope out of his voice.

      Clara studied him. “You can’t get in there, can you?”

      “It’s not so much that I can’t as much as if I’m caught then I’ll be burned alive,” he answered with a laugh, again trying to seem relaxed about his potential death.

      “Go past the first parking lot and find a spot over there.” Clara pointed to a set of rows to the east, just in front of the main entrance to the city.

      “It’s not my first rodeo, cowgirl,” he replied, turning the Lamborghini and loving the way it handled.

      It was like an extension of himself, and he’d like nothing more than to drive that car all day long, really stretching it across the roads around Midnight Crossing. However, that could be trouble, according to rumor.

      Apparently, it was easy enough to drive out of the outskirts of the magical city if one wasn’t careful. But beyond its borders was quite literally nothing. Some said you ran into an invisible wall. Others reported that you disappeared—but how would they know unless they lost someone and were simply reasoning the notion? And then there was the whole monster conspiracy.

      Damien actually doubted that some Groo was stalking the outer perimeters of Midnight Crossing, ready to eat those who tried to leave its borders. But, it was still safer to stay well within the city limits and, thankfully, the Market was in its center.

      The Lamborghini pulled into a parking spot that seemed reserved for it with plenty of space on either end so it wouldn’t get dinged by car doors. Damien simply sat, looking over the steering wheel at the gates to the city of Midnight Crossing. He was well aware that Clara was still studying him, but he didn’t really care since his impending fate was teetering in the balance currently. He didn’t have to take the risk, entering the city and the Market. But then he’d starve and wither away.

      “I’d say that you could stay in the car and I’d go alone but—”

      “Are you going to stay out of my head?” Damien spat, cutting her off.

      She shook her head. “Lock down your mind. It works both ways: you won’t be inundated by other’s thoughts and it’ll also prevent others from getting into your brain.”

      “You,” he corrected. “You mean it prevents you from getting in there. Before meeting you, I didn’t really have trouble with telepaths trespassing into my thoughts.”

      “That you know of,” she teased. “And as I was saying, I’d go into the city and the Market without you, but Hong Hanh, the alchemist, will want to meet you. She won’t make any special formulas for people unless she sees them first.”

      “Sounds like a doctor I once had,” Damien joked. “I had an awful case of strep throat and just needed penicillin. I called her and she made me come and see her just to say, ‘Hey you have strep and need penicillin.’ But hey, the insurance paid for my office visit so someone won out, even though I had to drag myself out of bed.”

      “I can guarantee you that Hong Hanh doesn’t want to make the insurance companies more money,” Clara said. “She just does things by the book and will want to assess you. Also, aren’t you glad that you can’t get strep throat anymore?”

      “Yeah, but then there’s that whole relying on blood to keep me alive now,” Damien replied. “Hence the reason I’m risking my life to get into a dangerous market to get a replacement antidote.”

      “Life is never easy,” Clara sang. “When life fixes one problem, it invariably gives you a different one.”

      “Just to keep it spicy,” Damien chortled.

      “And don’t worry, I can get you into the city and the Market is no problem once we’re through the gates,” Clara offered in a more sensitive voice. “But you have to keep your head down and not draw any attention to yourself. They love me at the gates. And at the food stalls. Oh, and the apothecary. Also the—”

      “I get it,” Damien interrupted. “You’re popular, especially in the Market.”

      “I’m nice and I don’t cause problems,” Clara corrected. “And enough of the regulars like me that they protect me from any bullies.”

      “I can keep my head down,” Damien stated, staring intently at the entrance ahead through the windshield. “I just wished I had a disguise or a cloak.”

      Clara looked over her shoulder in the back. “Hey, what about a hat?” She turned around, brandishing a blue Dodgers hat.

      Damien grimaced but took the billed hat. “Yeah, that will do, I guess.”

      “Delta Underground Operatives really is a step ahead of us, aren’t they?” Clara asked proudly. “Alder must have known you’d need something to cover your face and had it put in the car.”

      Damien opened his driver side door, shaking his head. “Or the person who owns this car is a Dodgers fan.”
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      “I’m not really a hat person,” Damien grumbled, pulling the cap low over his eyes as they strode for the entrance to Midnight Crossing. Just inside the gates, at the center of the city, was the Market.

      “Suck it up, buttercup,” Clara whispered, feeling the vampire’s anxiety.

      It was well placed, and if he was on the banned list and found inside the walls, he’d been hung and never tried. No records of his death would be made, and everyone would quickly forget about it. Clara wasn’t going to allow that to happen, though. She knew her way around this place well enough that she could get them to where they needed to be without a problem—barring that Damien might do something stupid, which she suspected he was prone to doing.

      “The line queuing up is long,” Damien noticed. “It’s going to take forever to get through that, and are they patting people down? They are going to recognize me.”

      Clara shook her head. “You’re not that memorable, Damien Monty, although I get that you’re used to clarifying that you are ‘the Damien Monty,’” she teased, knowing that he needed that right then to put him at ease.

      “Most do,” he argued. “And I don’t think you realize that I will be recognized by one of those ogres doing security checks. If I recognize their giant bulbous noses, then they’ll remember mine.”

      “I don’t stand in lines,” Clara said, strolling by the people queuing up, fidgeting impatiently as they waited. “And save the five-dollar words for another time. Just shush it and pretend to be my boyfriend.”

      “How do I do that?” he asked.

      She took his hand, wrapping hers in it and smiled at him. “You act like you like me.”

      “I would like you if you didn’t make me allergic to the one thing that keeps me alive… well, sort of alive, in an undead way.”

      “Well put, boyfriend,” she said, dragging him up to the front of the line where an ogre with an axe stood, looking people over before waving them through or turning them away. By this point, they’d already been questioned, patted down and pretty well interrogated by the other security strolling the line.

      “Hey, there’s no cutting,” a mage said, throwing up a hand and cutting Clara off. She paused, only a few feet from the ogre guard.

      “But…” Clara complained, sounding uncharacteristically whiney.

      “He’s right,” the ogre said, looking over the werewolf standing in front of him, deciding whether or not to let him into the city.

      “Right, but, Nikko, I’m in a hurry and—”

      The ogre looked up, at first surprised that someone knew his name. Then relief and happiness flooded his green face. “Clara Jordan! What are you doing here? I’ve been expecting you for ages! And missing you every day you didn’t show up.”

      The giant monster pushed the werewolf out of his way and reached out, picking Clara up in his arms and whirling her around. Her legs and feet nearly swung into a few people’s heads, but no one said anything, afraid that would ruin their chances of getting into Midnight Crossing and the Market.

      When Nikko set her down, Clara smiled up at him, straightening her clothes. “I know, it’s been too long. I’ve just not wanted to return because of… well, you know who and all.”

      The ogre nodded, a sensitive expression in his black beady eyes. “Oh, I know. That split was hard on all of us. We knew you wouldn’t be coming around after that. But have we missed you like crazy.” He lifted his huge triple chin and pointed at Clara. “Hey, Moe! Skid! Guess who is here! It’s Clara!”

      The other ogres patrolling the line cheered and smiled—well, as best as ogres could, anyway, with the rings in their noses and the tusks and oversized teeth.

      “No! You lot stay at your posts,” Nikko ordered, waving when the other two ogres looked ready to run over and greet Clara. “She’s all mine.”

      “You know that’s true,” Clara sang, smiling up at the towering figure. “It’s just that I actually need to get into the Market quickly to see Madam Hong Hanh. I’m in a hurry. It’s for my new boyfriend.”

      Clara stepped to the side and presented Damien, who stood with his head down, the blue of his hat the most visible part of his head.

      “Not really a looker, is he?” Nikko asked.

      “He treats me good,” Clara stated.

      “Well, that’s all I ever wanted for you,” Nikko said, meaning it. “If it weren’t for Tiana’s protection on Lord Greggory, then you know the boys and I would have beat him into a pulp.”

      “I know,” Clara said, nodding proudly. “But I don’t want that blood on your hands. Anyway, can Dam—I mean, Don—and I get into the Market please? I wouldn’t cut the line if it wasn’t really important.” Clara was quick to cover her blunder, thinking it was better not to name Damien since he had such a bad reputation in Midnight Crossing.

      He chuckled. “You can cut the line today for an important reason and tomorrow for a less important one. Just keep coming back. A day is better when I set my eyes on you.”

      Clara smiled at the ogre, reaching out and grabbing his large hand—the size of her torso—and squeezing it the best she could. “Thanks, Nikko. And I’ll be back, I promise. As time permits.”

      “You better,” he said, stepping aside and allowing them entry into the city of Midnight Crossing where the Market lay ahead.

      As soon as Clara entered, a wave of familiarity hit her. It was a rush of old memories, some good and most of them bad. And all of them marked by regrets and the naivety of her youth.
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      “What in all that is holy was that?” Damien asked, still in disbelief by how Clara had coasted by the guards. Not just coasted. She was revered in the city, which was beyond impressive, not that he was telling her that.

      “Nikko is my friend,” she stated. “We go way back.”

      “Ogres don’t have friends. And you touched him… You might want to wash your hand in bleach, and shower… Actually, I think maybe we should just be safe and douse you in gasoline and light you on fire to get rid of the germs.”

      “Ha-ha. Ogres are people too, you know,” Clara stated adamantly.

      Damien shook his head. “No, ogres are big smelly monsters who are known for their violence and stupidity.”

      “They are simply misunderstood, as are most in this world,” Clara said, looking around, apparently trying to locate the Market and this alchemist. “That’s kind of the rule to this place in Midnight Crossing. Most here feel out of place in the world, so they come here to find themselves. That’s why I do well here, because I understand what people need.”

      “I thought they came for magical drugs… and I thought you did well here because you dated some lord, apparently…”

      “They come for more than drugs,” Clara argued, pulling them through the thick crowd between strange gnomes haggling over goods and giants fighting about politics in the streets. “And I didn’t just date Lord Greggory. We were engaged, but it just wasn’t meant to be…”

      Damien suspected there was a lot more to that than she was letting on, but the strangeness of their environment stole the focus away from the conversation. They’d arrived to the center of the city quickly and were already deep in the Market. He’d never been in this area and felt lost suddenly.

      If he was honest, he’d admit he’d spent most of his time on the other side where the dodgier things happened. Clara appeared to be pulling him into the part of the Market that sold actual goods and reputable services—not just sketchy magitech and illegal drugs and criminal services.

      When Damien had had to quit the band, he’d fallen on hard times and was desperate for money. A vampire could get all sorts of jobs in the Market, like being paid to steal items in the real world. Their stealth and speed were handsomely rewarded if they were picked for a heist.

      Unfortunately, those who hired for such jobs had no scruples, loved trouble and were prone to violence. It didn’t take long before Damien angered the wrong warlord and got stamped with a reputation which banned him first from most places in the Market and then the whole of the city altogether.

      Checking over his shoulder, Damien ensured that he hadn’t been recognized. Thankfully the Dodgers hat kept him pretty well disguised. The vampire definitely wasn’t a sports fan and normally wouldn’t be caught undead wearing a baseball cap.

      “Hong Hanh’s shop is down this way,” Clara said, tugging Damien down a narrow set of stalls.

      It had been weird when she’d taken his hand and pretended to be his girlfriend, but not in an awkward way. More in a “try not to be surprised by the hippy’s lies” so he didn’t give himself away and get recognized.

      “So this Hong Hanh is an alchemist and you think she can help me?” Damien asked, noticing a huge bin of magical turnips that had drawn quite the crowd. They were in the fruit-and-vegetable section of the Market and there were so many arrays of colors that the sights were simply dazzling.

      “If anyone can, then she will be able to,” Clara answered, directing them through a tight path through the spice bins. The smells of seasonings and aromatic fresh ground herbs was intoxicating. Damien reminded himself that many of the spices were probably, in fact, inebriating with many magical properties.

      “She has an apothecary or something?” Damien questioned, the Market’s scenery changing moment by moment with each step. Smoke wafted through the air up ahead, laced with rich savory aromas. He had forgotten what it was like to be hungry for real food, but the satisfaction that went along with eating hadn’t left his memory.

      Damien often longed to enjoy creamy mashed potatoes or freshly baked bread or homemade chocolate chip cookies. But as a vampire, ingesting food wasn’t just unnecessary, it was counterintuitive. It was about like giving a fish a glass of water. It had no effect, went unnoticed and did them little good. Food, if anything, simply slowed Damien down, draining his system from working at maximum efficiency.

      “Hong Hanh’s place, Everything Pho You, is more than just an alchemist shop,” Clara replied, pausing and looking around when they arrived at a busy intersection.

      “As the name would suggest,” Damien said with a chuckle.

      Clara grabbed his arm and tugged him down a crowded aisle. “And although many things in the Market move locations, this place has been around for a long time.”

      “That is impressive,” Damien agreed. The nature of the competition in the Market made it so vendors were constantly cutting their prices to remain ahead of the competition. Usually this put many business owners under who couldn’t sustain the steep price cuts for long.

      “There it is,” Clara said, picking up her pace as they rounded a corner to find a huge store front with a large neon sign that read: “Everything Pho You—If We Don’t Have It, You Don’t Need It.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Everything Pho You, Market, Midnight Crossing

      

      

      

      Damien had expected to walk into a dusty little shop with a decrepit old woman grinding spices behind a counter. The place they entered was nothing like that. It appeared that Clara had brought him to the superstore of the Market.

      “What is this place?” Damien asked, looking around to the right of the large shop when they entered. That area was filled with tables and diners who talked excitedly as they slurped noodles. On the other side was a bookstore and what appeared to be a gift shop with little trinkets. And at the back was a bar with various jars and potions lined up on a counter.

      “It’s Everything Pho You,” Clara answered matter-of-factly, looking around, seemingly trying to locate the alchemist, Hong Hanh.

      “I get that, but is this place a bookstore or a pho restaurant or an apothecary or what?” Damien asked.

      “It’s all that and more,” Clara replied. “That’s why Hong Hanh has remained in business so long. She learned to diversify. There’s nowhere else in the Market where one can get a hearty meal, a book of magical spells, potion ingredients and shop for Christmas gifts.”

      “Yeah, I guess that’s pretty smart,” Damien said, not sounding too sure. “But I’d prefer for my alchemist to not be so divided with their attention. You know, specialize in making potions instead of also making broth and being a librarian.”

      “Believe me, Hong Hanh is the very best,” Clara assured. “Oh, and she’s over there.”

      She pointed to an older Asian woman who didn’t look at all like what Damien would expect. Hong Hanh was small and lean, as he would have guessed. But she was dressed like she was going to a CrossFit class instead of the senior center to play mahjong. The older woman had her black-and-gray hair pulled back into a ponytail and wore black yoga pants, a racerback sports top and bright white trainers. And even more surprising was that the owner of this very successful superstore was taking the order of a table beside her.

      “Are you sure she’s the best?” Damien asked in a whisper. “I mean, usually really competent people don’t have to wait tables at their own hodgepodge place.”

      Clara rolled her eyes, yanking Damien over in the direction of the dining area. “She’s cheap so she doesn’t employ much staff. But I assure you, she’s the best.”

      She didn’t release Damien until they were standing next to the small woman writing down the order of the table next to her.

      “I’ve got one Pho Bo Vien with extra wonton and vegetables and a sparkling water,” Hong Hanh said to the man sitting alone at the table, repeating his order back to him as she wrote it on a pad of paper.

      He shook his head. “No, I wanted extra noodles and add shrimp with a soda.”

      She pinned her hands on her hips, giving him a stern expression. “You need extra crisp in your life and also more vegetables and no shrimp or soda. You will get what I bring you and I guarantee you’ll like it and be better off for it.”

      The guy, a pudgy man who could use more vegetables in his diet or stand to miss a meal altogether, sighed and nodded. “Fine, Hong Hanh. You’re always right.”

      She smiled knowingly and pulled the piece of paper where she’d written the order off her notepad and wadded it up. Then she opened her hand and blew on the paper. It disappeared at once and then from the kitchen, a bell sounded.

      “Nice efficiency,” Damien said, impressed.

      “Hong Hanh,” Clara said, sidling up next to the small woman. And she was; even Clara stood a head taller than the alchemist. “I was hoping you could help us with something.” She indicated to her and Damien.

      The shop owner glanced at Damien, giving him a curious look before nodding. “Yes, Clara, I’ll help you and your vampire friend. Just follow me and explain your predicament while I wait on customers.”

      “Great!” Clara exclaimed, but the tiny Asian woman had already set off for the bookstore section of the shop.

      “You see,” Clara said in a rushed voice, following after Hong Hanh, “as you figured out, somehow, my friend is a vampire.”

      “He’s a malnourished one at that,” the woman said, taking a book out of a female customer’s hands and looking up at her. “This is too advanced for you. Instead, you read this first.” Hong Hanh picked up a book on a nearby shelf and thrust it into the woman’s hands.

      She read the title, squinting. “Rules for Dating…”

      The little spitfire nodded. “Yes, you aren’t ready for Rules of Intimacy. First start with landing a man… or whatever you’re after. But no jumping ahead in the curriculum, got it?”

      The woman, a nervous-looking type, nodded, pressing the book to her chest. “Yes, thank you, Hong Hanh. Of course, you’re right.”

      “Of course, I am,” she replied and continued on, waving for Clara and Damien to follow. “I’m listening. Tell me about your friend’s problems.”

      “Well,” Clara gulped. “There was a recent ceremony that left him unable to meet his usual dietary needs.”

      Hong Hanh halted. She glanced over her shoulder at Clara, then eyed Damien. A smile flickered to her eyes. “You don’t mean…?”

      Clara nodded, seeming to understand the unfinished question. “I do.”

      The woman spun around and marched over to a man seeming to decide which trinket to buy from the gift shop area of the store. “Your friend doesn’t want that. You can’t afford it either. Use the money to get a haircut already.”

      The man, who Damien suspected was a werewolf, combed his dirty nails through his hair. “Yeah, it’s been a while. I guess you’re right. And also, a gift probably won’t make up for their furniture I ruined.”

      “No, it definitely won’t,” Hong Hanh replied. “Get a calendar with any leftover money. Then you’ll be in a better position not to make the same mistakes.”

      “Thanks, Hong Hanh,” the man said, replacing the trinket and hurrying out of the shop, not having bought anything.

      Damien had never seen anyone operate quite like this woman. She was intuitive and thoughtful, yet bossy and brash. He instantly liked her.

      “I can help you,” Hong Hanh said, turning to face him, her eyes intently on him.

      “You can?” he asked, a rush of excitement hitting him. “Thanks.”

      “But not without something important,” she continued.

      He deflated, realizing that it was never going to be so straightforward. “Like lots of money? My soul, which I don’t have. Or something else that’s very costly.”

      “I need a magical golden beetroot,” she stated matter-of-factly. “And I had it recently, sitting on that very shelf.” Hong Hanh pointed to the counter bar where the apothecary was located.

      “What happened to it?” Clara asked.

      The older woman narrowed her eyes. “Tomas happened to it.”

      Clara sighed. “He’s not—”

      Hong Hanh nodded. “Oh, yes. He’s still up to his old crimes and bullying. He stole it and said that if I want it back, I have to pay half a million dollars for it.”

      “What?” Clara asked in disbelief. “But that’s ridiculous.”

      “What it is, is manipulation,” the other woman replied. “He has been trying to get his hands on my shop for ages. He knows what it’s worth and that I could get his money, but only if I sold Everything Pho You. This is his tactic to get it. Somehow, he realized that my small, but ample, supply of magical golden beetroot was the basis for some of my most important potions. Without it, well, I won’t stay in business long. It’s just too important to my major customer base.”

      “But to get it back, you’ll have to sell the shop to pay for it,” Clara said.

      “Yes, and I don’t know where another supply of it is,” Hong Hanh stated. “I had to travel all over Vietnam to find that one.”

      “So we need to track down Tomas and get it from him,” Clara replied.

      “But stealthily,” the other woman imparted. “If he thinks I’m behind it, well, there will be retaliation.”

      “I think I know how,” Clara said, a knowing look in her eyes.

      Hong Hanh nodded. “And you know where to find him?”

      “Yes…”

      “But you know you can’t go in there, right?” the alchemist asked.

      “I know, but I know who can…” Clara cut her eyes to Damien, a twinkle in her gaze. He didn’t know what was going on, but he had a feeling that he’d be central to stealing back this magical golden beetroot. And if that’s what he needed to survive, well, then it would be worth the risk.
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      Hong Hanh left without another word. When Clara turned to Damien, he didn’t get the impression that she was about to buy him a drink at the strange bar of assorted herbs and potions. Instead, she looked like she was about to sell him a bridge that he absolutely did not want to buy.

      “What?” he asked warily.

      “So we have to get the magical golden beetroot back from Tomas,” she said in an upbeat singsong voice.

      “So I gathered,” he countered, matching her tone.

      “But we have to get the information about where it’s being housed first,” she imparted, sounding as casual as before.

      “Again, gathered,” he stated, more matter-of-factly.

      “If there was another way…”

      “Sounds like this woman’s livelihood depends upon it.” He made a grand gesture at the place around them, bustling with people eating noodles and shopping for books.

      She nodded. “Don’t let the storefront fool you. Hong Hanh makes most of her money from her alchemist business, but she gets people in the door with noodles and books.”

      “Who would have thought,” he said with a laugh, wondering where this strange conversation was going.

      “And who would have thought that at the root of her alchemist business was an actual root.”

      He gave her a dry look. “If you want me to laugh, I won’t.”

      “We have to help her,” Clara said, now sounding like she was pleading.

      “I will because it helps me, but also because I’m supposed to be a good guy. At least, that’s how I want my story to be told.”

      She scowled at him. “Come on. You want to be an actual good guy. Otherwise why would you sign on to be an assassin of bad guys?”

      He fisted his hands on his hips suddenly. “Because I’m an assassin, for the love of all that’s evil and what not.”

      “Fine, I’ll let you play the antihero, but my point is that Hong Hanh needs our help and you need her help and that means I need her help because I can’t have you dying or that ruins my job at DUO—”

      “Sounds like this is about you,” he joked with a laugh.

      Clara took a breath. “It’s about the greater good, which is what happens when we all work together. But I really like how this could work in everyone’s favor.”

      “Okay, enough with the sales pitch and more with the details.” Damien combed his hand through the air. “Tell me more.”

      “Well, I know Tomas—”

      “Everyone who is anyone in Midnight Crossing has heard of Tomas,” Damien interrupted. “He’s the weasel of all weasels. Like Hong Hanh said, he stole the one thing he knew would keep her in business so she’d have to sell her shop to get it back. It’s a lose-lose for her.”

      “Unless we get it back,” Clara pleaded.

      “Is she going to continue to keep it in a jar on the shelf like the rest of the ingredients?” He motioned to the area in front of them filled with various herbs and things. “Because if so, I’m not helping Miss Ill Prepared.”

      “Miss Ill Prepared can save your life,” Clara argued. “So I vote we help her because she can create the tonic or whatever to help replace your blood dependency and we can help her save her business. Tomas is a bully and he’s doing this to take her retail space, which is primo.”

      Damien leveled his gaze at her. “So what’s the catch?”

      Clara arranged her face into a sweet smile. “Well… Tomas is known for hanging out in this bar—”

      “Which you can’t enter, according to the convo I just heard,” Damien interrupted.

      Clara nodded. “I can, but I’ll be noticed and then we’ll compromise our mission here.”

      “So what do you need me to do?” Damien asked.

      “Well, I need you to use my telepathy skill, based on how I’ve taught you, to talk to Tomas and find out where he’s keeping the beetroot,” Clara answered. “It should be easy enough, but you have to lead him to it.”

      “I like this plan,” Damien said, nodding along. “But what’s the catch? Why can’t you go into this bar?”

      “It’s owned and operated by my ex-boyfriend-slash-fiancé,” she answered. “Lord Greggory.”
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      “So this all could have been yours? If you would have played your cards right?” Damien asked smugly, motioning to the dive bar standing a few feet from them.

      Clara groaned, knowing this was going to be harder than it should be. “I didn’t want the bar or the money or anything that Lord Greggory had to offer.”

      “Why does he call himself a lord, anyway?” Damien asked, sounding interested, a smug look on his face. “Does he own a lot of land?”

      “I don’t think so,” Clara answered. “Just the bar and lot of IOUs from those who frequent the Market. I think it’s more of a self-appointed title but definitely not worth us talking about for very long.”

      “Well, fill me in on what I need to know then,” Damien replied. “Since I’ve got to go in and do your dirty work.”

      Clara shot him an angry look, wishing she could do this but knowing she couldn’t. “You have to talk to Tomas. He’ll be with a pit bull by the name of Patrón. That’s how you’ll spot him.”

      Damien nodded. “I’ll spot him.”

      “But you need to figure out where he’s hiding the magical golden beetroot,” Clara continued. “That’s the tricky part.”

      “So I talk to him, dip into his brain and bam, I got it.”

      Clara shook her head. “That’s where you’re wrong. It’s not that easy. You must lure people into thinking about what you want to get from their brains with telepathy. Otherwise, you can dip around all day long and they won’t think about it.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I’ve been waiting all my life to read people’s minds. Why does it have to be so difficult?”

      “Because,” she answered simply. “Anyway, get him talking about racing. He loves that. Buy him a drink when y’all agree about something out of camaraderie. Then mention the magical golden beetroot, but only in passing. That will bring it to the top of his mind. And he’ll hopefully think of where he hid Hong Hanh’s. Then we sneak in and get it, wherever it is.”

      Damien smiled. “Then I sneak and get it. You’ve already been sneaky enough with this approach.”

      Clara winked. “I know how to get into people’s minds. But I usually choose not to.”
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      Damien pulled the Dodgers baseball cap down lower on his head, covering his face. If he was going to be recognized anywhere, it might be in the Insane Clown Bar. He suddenly wondered why Clara couldn’t use her charm and reputation to get into this place and get the information they needed. Then he caught sight of who was undoubtedly Lord Greggory and he knew the answer.

      The dude was a total tool.

      Damien didn’t have to be introduced to the guy to know that he was a total jerk. He might have been kind to Clara back in the day and treated her nice, but in the “I’m trying to win you over” way. He probably loved-bombed her until she fell for him, then dropped the act and let his true nature take over. Poor Clara was most likely too endeared to him by that point to drop him. She didn’t seem like the kind who broke things off easily.

      Lord Greggory, as the name would suggest, appeared totally self-indulgent. Who else wore a neon-green three-piece suit to their own bar or surrounded themselves with the company of hostile Asian businessmen literally arguing about the price of tea in China? Oh, that’s right, of course the ex-lover of the person who Damien had bonded himself to… who had also made him into a vegan vampire.

      “To hell with my life,” he grumbled, waltzing farther into the bar. He didn’t so much as glance in Lord Greggory’s direction when he cruised by the booth where the bar owner sat surrounded by stuffy businessmen in suits, none of them as loud as the neon-green pinstriped one he wore.

      Still, even though Damien hadn’t made eye contact with him, he felt Lord Greggory’s gaze on him. Thankfully the two hadn’t crossed paths, so Lord Greggory wouldn’t recognize him. However, Damien was certain that Lord Greggory would have heard of him.

      Pretending to look for a good seat at the bar, Damien glanced around. He’d already spotted Tomas and his pit bull upon entering the Insane Clown. It was best if he acted as uninterested in the guy as possible, so he took a seat at a wide-open spot at the bar. Then he made a great show of trying to see the television, which was stationed right in front of Tomas.

      With a mock sigh of frustration, Damien moved over to the place next to Tomas, his dog, Patrón, sitting on the floor next to him.

      “Hey,” Damien said to the bartender, getting his attention. He pointed to the screen which was playing football. “Can you turn that to the Dodgers game?”

      “I can,” the guy answered.

      “Will you?” Damien asked and then added, “Please, man. I’ve got a lot of money riding on that game.”

      “Sure thing,” the bartender replied. “And what will you be drinking?”

      He pointed to the pale amber beer in the glass next to Tomas. “I’ll have what he’s having.”

      “Good choice,” Tomas said, taking a sip of the beer, half draining it. “So you’re a baseball fan, then? You came through the Los Angeles entrance, I’m guessing.” He indicated to his hat.

      Damien pulled it down low but wasn’t worried about Tomas recognizing him. He’d never seen the guy before but guessed that Tomas had heard of him. The two both had reputations in the Market and the city.

      Tomas was about as fat as Damien expected with his round face and thick neck full of chins. He had just assumed that this thug bully would be overweight, stealing other people’s food and overindulging. Like many owners with their animals, he resembled his brown pit bull, full of rolls and wearing a “stay away from me unless you want your face eaten off” look.

      “I sure am and I sure did,” Damien replied. “I prefer the east coast and racing, but due to certain circumstances, I’ve got to stay west side.”

      “I hear that, amigo,” Tomas said, smiling wide and chuckling, instantly endeared.

      Damien did as Clara instructed him and took down his guard, but only to the man beside him. As the bartender delivered his cold beer, he asked Tomas, “Can I get you another?”

      “In a minute,” he replied. “I’ll take a bowl of water for Patrón, though.”

      The guy behind the bar nodded, grabbing a metal bowl and going to work filling it with water and ice. He slid it across the bar with a wink. “Just the way that canine likes it.”

      “He’s like me,” Tomas said, taking the bowl and sliding off his seat to put it on the floor next to the angry-looking dog. He straightened and laughed. “He likes it over ice.”

      “You a tequila fan, then?” Damien asked, pretending to have half his attention on the game.

      “I am, but it’s not a fan of me,” Tomas stated.

      From what Damien could tell, there wasn’t much going on in his mind. Mostly what he was doing later and a passing thought about how Damien looked like a pretty boy.

      “I hear that.” Damien took a sip of his beer, finding it refreshing, but not in the way that blood was. He was starting to come down from that blood high and it wouldn’t be long before he was weakened by the thirst.

      “So, you’re a racecar fan,” Tomas said, taking a drink.

      “That I am,” he replied.

      Damien dipped into Tomas’s mind, looking for the thoughts sitting on the top of his head. It was strange reading someone’s thoughts. It was like looking at the way someone organized their closet. It might make sense to them, but Damien couldn’t readily find things in the storage area.

      He heard a name, along with some other reactions and random thoughts.

      “Yeah, Grey Maverick is my man. He’s been killing it lately,” Damien continued with a fake chuckle.

      The smile on Tomas’s face disappeared. “I don’t know what rock you’ve been under, but he’s killing nothing. Grey Maverick was killed last week in a race. Horrible crash. Worst I’ve seen in while.”

      Damien worked to keep the tension off his face from his blunder. He saw his mistake now in reading Tomas’s mind. He’d heard Grey Maverick’s name in his head, followed by killed. Damien had assumed that this had meant that the racecar driver was killing it, but he realized how he’d have to read in between the lines with this mind-reading business.

      Lowering his head, he feigned sudden shock and grief. “Oh, man. I have been off the grid lately and hadn’t heard. He was one of my favorites.”

      Tomas nodded, clapping Damien on the back. “Yeah, me too. It’s been a rough week for the racing community.”

      Damien held up his glass, morbidly grateful for this opportunity to bond over a stranger’s death. “To Grey Maverick.”

      “To the best of the best. A shame when they die young.” Tomas clinked his glass against Damien’s and then had a sad thought. Apparently, he’d lost his brother at a young age.

      Clinking glasses, Damien kept his face neutral. It was so strange getting into someone’s head. He always thought that it would be fun, but this didn’t feel just like a gross invasion of privacy. It made him sad.

      People’s thoughts were often depressing and marked with fond memories. And for whatever reason, Damien seemed to be able to feel Tomas’s emotions related to his thoughts. He guessed this had something to do with sharing Clara’s telepathy. He groaned internally. If this woman made him sensitive as well as vegan, he was going to be pissed.

      “A real shame,” Damien said, holding up his beer, indicating to the bartender that he wanted another. “Can I buy you one now?” He glanced at Tomas, a cordial expression on his face.

      The guy drained his mug and whipped his hand across his mouth. “For sure. Thanks, man.”

      Damien nodded, holding up two fingers to the bartender, who nodded in response. Now the tricky part was to mention the magical golden beetroot but not directly. He considered the way people thought. It wasn’t linear and usually random things sparked related ideas. Memories were tricky like that and Damien realized he needed to be a bit more strategic in his approach than he’d originally thought.

      “Thanks.” Damien slid a twenty-dollar bill onto the counter when the bartender delivered their drinks.

      “So, who are you gunning for now that Grey is out for the big championship race?” Tomas asked.

      A quick peek into his mind told Damien that Tomas was hoping that a Pitta Bakersfield won. At least, he thought what he’d read from Tomas’s mind was straightforward enough.

      “You know, I’m rooting for Pitta Bakersfield,” Damien replied, really finessing his words to create the perfect bait. “If he beat out the rest that would be golden. Totally magical.”

      Tomas’ thoughts cut away from the world of racing. Something new popped into his mind, followed by Hong Hanh’s name. It was a location. A picture. A sense of gleeful victory. And a few more details that had to be connected to the magical golden beetroot. Damien felt like he’d just opened a vault and suddenly wanted to dive into it deeper.

      Tomas flinched suddenly. He slammed down his beer and looked around, a furious expression on his face.

      “What is it?” Damien asked, peeling back slightly, glancing around the bar.

      Tomas shook his head, sliding his sausage-like fingers over his thick black hair. “Nothing. I just got the strangest sensation.”

      “Oh?” Damien asked, trying to sound casual and withdrawing from Tomas’s mind. He had what he needed.

      “Yeah, it was like there was someone in my head,” Tomas replied, turning back and scowling. “But I only know one mind reader and she ain’t in here.”

      “Oh, mind reader and a woman,” Damien remarked, shaking his head. “That sounds like a dangerous combination.”

      “She’s alright. But Lord Greggory wouldn’t want her in here.” He thumbed in the direction of the man in the neon-green suit who was eyeing Damien a bit more than he would’ve liked.

      Tomas leveled his gaze at Damien, suddenly scrutinizing him. “So what’s your deal? You’re not a mind reader, are you?”

      Damien drained his second beer, noticing his hand shaking a bit, which actually worked in his favor. He set the glass down and held up his hand, showing off his tremor. “I’m a child of the night and I’m overdue to feed.”

      “Oh, well, then you better get out of here,” Tomas said with a relieved laugh, obviously not thinking a vampire would read minds. “I never like to keep the company of one of your types when you’re hungry.”

      Damien gave a lazy salute to Tomas and nodded. “Catch you later, man.”
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      “You left a tell,” Clara grumbled, pacing in the dirty alleyway on a mostly deserted part of the Market. “If you linger for too long or dig around too much in a person’s mind, they’ll sense you. That’s especially true if you’re new to reading thoughts and not practiced at it.”

      Damien held up his hand. “Well, I did just learn how to use this brand-new skill on the drive over here.”

      Clara nodded. “I get it. And I know it’s not easy. I’ve spent my life perfecting the ability and I’m still traceable.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty certain that Tomas thought you were in the bar and the one trying to read his mind.”

      “Just tell me that you got the information we need while you were downing beers.”

      He chuckled. “I had two and could have used a lot more. Actually, I really need something stronger, if you know what I mean. However, because of someone, I’m allergic to the very thing that keeps me going.”

      She pointed to his hand, having noticed his slight trembling upon meeting him in the alleyway. “Yeah, you’re shaking. Is that due to withdrawal?”

      “It sure is,” he replied. “Which is going to make what I have to do a little harder. According to what I saw and read in Tomas’s mind, he’s stashing the magical golden beetroot in the rafters of a warehouse on the south side of the Market.”

      Clara nodded, knowing exactly the place he was referring to. “I can get us in there.”

      Damien blinked at her dryly. “Because…?”

      She sighed. “Because the warehouse is owned by Lord Greggory and I know the code to get in there.”

      “Don’t you think he would have changed it after you broke up with him for having the worse fashion sense in the world?”

      Clara actually laughed at this. “What atrocious suit was he wearing today?”

      “Neon green with pinstripes,” Damien answered.

      Clara grimaced, remembering having to stomach his awful suits. He always said that he was dressing for the job he wanted, but she didn’t get that since he liked swindling and making money in only shady ways. She often thought about buying him an orange suit since he was destined for prison one day. However, Lord Greggory wouldn’t have liked the joke, although he would have worn such a loud color.

      “Even if you can get us into the warehouse,” Damien continued, “this isn’t going to be a walk in the park.”

      “It never is.”

      “Yeah, well, according to what I got from Tomas, he’s got the beetroot suspended on a pulley system,” Damien explained. “But it’s all booby-trapped, with alarms and traps if someone tries to bring it down.”

      “So you climb up to get it,” Clara stated. “If I’m remembering the duct work correctly, then you should be able to scale the walls and get over to where Tomas has the beetroot stashed. It makes sense that he’s hidden it in the warehouse since that’s where he works and it has tight security.”

      “Yeah, that’s my next concern,” Damien began. “Even if you can get in there, what about security and alarms or us being spotted?”

      Clara shook her head. “The warehouse will be closed until morning. If Tomas and Lord Greggory were both at the Insane Clown Bar, then they are off for the night. That gives us a couple of hours to get in there and get to it. By the time that Tomas realizes in the morning that the stash has been stolen, it will be too late.”

      Damien held up his hand; it vibrated more in the air. “I don’t think I have hours until I pass out, so let’s get a move on.”
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        Lord Greggory’s Warehouse,

        Market, Midnight Crossing

      

      

      

      Clara held her breath as she prepared to type out the security code on the keypad at the back exit to the warehouse. She knew that a wrong code flagged the security. Three wrong codes in a row and Lord Greggory got a phone call.

      “How do you know that the code hasn’t been changed?” Damien asked, looking over his shoulder. He was supposed to be watching their backs, not looming.

      “I don’t,” she replied, pressing the first number. The keypad beeped once.

      “It would be cool if you had some sort of telepathy that worked on electronic devices. Then you’d know what the code was by reading the device’s mind.”

      She cut her eyes at him. “That’s not a real thing.”

      “You don’t know,” he spat.

      “We live in the land of magic, not a science-fictional world.” Clara pressed the second button, biting her lip nervously.

      “I live in a supernatural thriller, thank you very much.”

      “And Lord Greggory hardly ever changes the security code,” Clara stated, mashing her finger on the third number.

      Damien held up his hands, as if in surrender. “Hey, I’m just saying, if I broke up with a psycho psychic, I might change my security codes and passwords and locks.”

      Clara scowled at him. “I’m not psycho and I dumped him, not the other way around.”

      He nodded. “That’s just what a psycho ex would say.”

      Clara sucked in a breath and pressed the last number. The keypad beeped again. The light on the top flashed green three times, followed by a gentle click.

      She grinned, grabbing for the doorknob and turning it before it relocked. “And there you go.”

      He flashed a grin at her, but Clara could see the exhaustion behind his eyes. Damien needed to feed… and soon.
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      Inside the large warehouse, it was ice cold and dark. Clara knew that she shouldn’t be able to see, but she could clearly. Out in the Market, the stalls were ablaze with lights. But inside the storage warehouse, there was only ambient light around the perimeter. And yet, Clara saw all the details in the dark, as if she had night vision.

      “You can see in the dark, can’t you?” Damien asked, grinning at her.

      She glanced at him with a curious look. “Did you read my mind?”

      He shook his head. “No, but you’re blinking around like a newborn baby.”

      “Newborn babies can’t see that well,” she whispered, looking around to ensure there were no guards patrolling. It felt like instinct, but somehow Clara knew that no one was in the general vicinity. She simply sensed it, but in a way different from her clairvoyant abilities.

      “So, if I have your night vision, then is it possible I have other enhanced senses of yours?” she asked him, tuning in and noticing how much better her smell, sight and hearing was. In her pocket, she could feel her mouse and even hear his little breathing. It reminded her that he was there and offering his gentle support.

      He nodded. “It goes to reason. And again, why is it that you got all my awesome abilities and yours give me allergies and make me sensitive? I swear, I almost wanted to cry for Tomas when I found out his brother died young.”

      Clara wanted to laugh but refrained. “Empathy is a powerful skill, but it will feel very foreign to you since you’re not used to caring about anyone.”

      “I care about people,” Damien said, craning his head to study the ceiling and rafters.

      She shot him a look of doubt. “Who?”

      “My mom,” he retorted, pointing ahead to the far end of the warehouse. “And if what I learned trespassing into Tomas’s mind is correct, then the magical golden beetroot is down at that end.”

      Clara hurried forward to get a better look. “I think I see it there. Do you think that’s it?” She pointed to something shiny peeking over the edge of a beam at the top of the tall ceiling.

      “Yes, that’s it,” Damien answered. “And without enhanced vision, one wouldn’t notice that.”

      “I see the fishing wire he used to get it up there,” Clara pointed out.

      “Yeah, and apparently using that or trying to get it from the floor will trigger an alarm and all the booby traps,” Damien explained.

      Clara nodded. “That’s about right. So that means the ducts are the way to the beetroot. But there’s no way up to it on this end.”

      Damien turned. “No, there isn’t. I’m going to have to climb that pipe to the ceiling over there.” He pointed to the door where they entered.

      Clara craned her neck to check out the area above them. “That’s at least a thirty-foot climb.”

      He shot her a prideful look. “I have scaled buildings at least triple that.”

      “Okay, but I haven’t,” she argued.

      “Well, you’re staying on the floor and keeping a look out, now aren’t you, Flower Child?”

      Clara shook her head. “First off, don’t call me that. Secondly, you’re about as shaky as a massage chair and therefore not qualified for such a climb. And lastly, that duct work isn’t fit to hold your weight.”

      He scoffed at her. “Are you calling me fat?”

      “I’m saying I weigh less and am smaller in general,” she stated. “One of us needs to climb that pipe up to the main duct. Then take it across the entire length of the warehouse. And then traverse to the beam where Tomas has the beetroot hidden. I simply don’t think you’re the best one for the job.”

      He pursed his lips, seeming to internally wrestle with this turn of events. “You’re not used to using my skills though.”

      Clara shrugged. “I grew up climbing trees.”

      “That’s a lot different than shimming across aluminum ducts which are meant to carry air. I get that you’re skinny, Vegan, but you’re not as light as air.”

      “Don’t call me that either,” Clara spat. “And I’m nimble. I do yoga. I can be up there, get the beetroot and be back down in no time.”

      He considered her, a reluctant expression on his face. “Fine. I’ll allow you to go up and play the floor is lava. But be careful. You might have my skills and abilities, but you’re still human. A fall from up there to the concrete floor will kill you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lord Greggory’s Warehouse,
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      “Climb with your legs,” Damien encouraged from the floor, calling up to Clara. He didn’t like it at all that she was the one doing the dangerous climb, but he couldn’t argue with her. In his current depleted state, and based on her size and weight, she was the better option for the job. Still, it made him nervous watching her shimmying up a slippery pipe attached to the cinder block wall. It was about a foot in diameter and sturdy enough, but still not the easiest surface to climb.

      “Use your hands and arms like a vice grip,” he continued. “And really cinch your legs and feet around the pipe. Engage your inner thighs and keep your core tight.”

      Clara glanced over her shoulder, looking down at him. “Seriously, you’re not my Pilates instructor and I need to concentrate.”

      “Is that what one does in Pilates?” he asked with a laugh. “I thought it was mostly stretching and pretty little ballerina moves.”

      Clara blew out a breath, continuing to climb. She was already halfway up and making it look fairly easy. However, Damien knew that the problem with climbing was mental blocks and exhaustion. When heights entered into the picture, people usually got freaked out. And once you were worn out, it was tough to recover properly.

      “Even without your vampire abilities aiding me, I’m still in fairly good shape,” Clara stated, sliding her arms up a few inches and following with her hips and legs.

      “Yeah, and I get that you’ve climbed trees, Dirty Hippy,” he called up. “But climbing pipes up the sides of buildings is a bit different.”

      Clara grunted, her hands looking close to slipping. “Please tell me about all these occasions where you scaled buildings. I’m sure illegal activity wasn’t involved.”

      “It was, one hundred percent of the time,” Damien said, flinching as Clara slid down a few inches, losing her grip.

      “Great. I love taking advice from a criminal,” she said, undeterred, continuing to climb.

      “Hey, you’re only a criminal if you get caught,” he argued, wishing he was the one climbing up to the top of the ceiling. They were there for him, after all. But they were also a team now and if he was depleted, then they couldn’t go after Taz.

      “I’m almost there,” Clara said, sounding hopeful, although breathless.

      She was, in fact, almost to where the pipe ran beside the large silver ducts. They were roughly two feet wide and suspended from the exposed ceiling with metal wires. They wouldn’t be able to support much weight, but if she was nimble and fast, then it should be fine. Security would definitely be signaled if Clara brought the major duct work down to the concrete floor. But worse was the fact that she probably wouldn’t survive that fall.

      “Just be careful making the transfer,” Damien encouraged, biting his lip as Clara inched up a bit higher than the top of the aluminum duct work.

      The jump between the pipe and the flat metal wasn’t far, but the problem was letting go and grabbing hold without falling.

      Damien tasted blood and realized his nervousness had made him bite his own lip. His stomach turned, sickness welling up in him. The taste of even his own blood was simply revolting to him, which meant he definitely needed a replacement or he was a goner.

      Clara resembled Spider Man, in a way, as she cinched her legs around the pipe and looked over her shoulder to the top of the duct. With a grace and agility to impress, she pivoted her core and shoulders in one fluid movement. Her hands caught the top of the duct and pulled herself up on top of it, kicking off the pipe with her feet.

      For a moment, she disappeared completely, securing herself onto the top of the air duct. Peeking over the side, she brandished a victorious smile, her face red.

      “I did it!” Clara chimed.

      Damien nodded but pointed the length of the duct which ran roughly twenty yards across the warehouse. “Now you have to crawl, but be careful. One misstep and you could bring that whole thing down.”
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      “Are you always so positive in stressful situations?” Clara joked, starting the long crawl. It was strange to look out over the silver duct work that ran the length of the building. That was much better than looking down at the floor where Damien stood. She only was making that mistake once.

      Although Clara never thought of herself as being afraid of heights, it had been pretty disconcerting when she looked down from the top of her climb. She knew that Damien’s vampire abilities were helping her endurance, but the trek up the pipe was one of the most exhausting things she’d ever done.

      With adrenaline pumping in her veins and her nervousness trying to bound out of her chest, she started to doubt that volunteering for this job had been a smart decision. Still, she was the one in the best position to get the beetroot. Damien needed it. And she needed him to be at his best. Then they could go after Taz.

      “I’m just being the realist here, Granola,” he called up. “How’s it going by the way? I can’t see you.”

      The metal groaned and creaked as Clara inched forward, testing the strength of it. It was sturdy enough, but she could also sense places where it could cave, especially at the seams. Running across the duct work would be a huge risk. But moving at this snail pace was also a problem. Clara needed to be stealthy and smart in her approach. “Well, so far I don’t like any of your names for me. And it’s going. Just meet me on the other end.”

      “I don’t think so, Moonchild. I’m going to be here to catch you, just in case.”

      Clara moved forward a few paces, the duct work making note of each of her movements. She simply had too many places of impact on the surface of the metal. It was starting to dent, and she worried that it would start sagging soon. Then it would be just a matter of time before the wires holding it overhead gave way. “That’s sweet, but also that’s not my name, Demon Boy. I don’t think the all-fours approach is working.”

      “I like the all-fours approach, but for something else. Not this.”

      “Ha-ha,” Clara said, realizing that she’d hardly made any progress.

      “Can you get to your feet and run across?”

      “I can, but I can also jump from bridges and put my finger in electrical sockets. You don’t see me doing that.”

      Damien sighed. “I get that it sounds crazy, but with my agility, you can pretty much run on water.”

      “That’s a little sacrilegious, if you ask me.”

      Damien’s laughter echoed from the floor. “Excuse me, but Jesus doesn’t even allow me in his churches, so I’m not concerned about offending. Anyway, I know you’re untrained with this, but I’m watching from down here and time is your biggest issue. The longer you’re on that part of the duct, the more that the wires are strained. You need to cross as lightly and quickly as you can. Then if you can get to the exhaust at the far end, you’ll be fine because that’s reinforced.”

      Clara sucked in a breath and pushed back onto her toes. The ducts swayed a bit, making her tense. Damien was right. The longer she was on this part, the more risk of her falling. She had to chance running across. Then she could traverse to the beam with the beetroot. And then her biggest concern would be getting down from there, which would be a big one, but she’d figure that out later.

      “You can do this,” Damien encouraged. “Just be light on your toes. Pick them up as soon as they touch. Push forward and don’t stop until you get to the end.”

      Clara nodded, although she knew he couldn’t see the gesture. She’d never cared for running, but for the next several seconds, her life was about to depend on her ability to do so.

      She pulled her hands off the metal ducts and rose to a crouched position. From there, she could easily see Damien standing on the floor. She knew she shouldn’t have looked down, but the expression he gave her filled her with confidence. She vaulted that away just before she set off, barreling lightning fast down the metal ducts, as light as her feet could carry her.
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      When Clara rose to her feet, Damien caught sight of her head. There was no doubt that she appeared nervous. For Damien, that sprint across the ducts would have been easy, but his weight would have brought it down.

      He hadn’t wanted to point out to Clara that the sections under where she was located were sagging, but he suspected she was aware of it. Her only option was to run to the far end. And she could make it easily if she kept her footing light and her balance in check.

      Because Damien didn’t like other vampires or hang out with them, he hadn’t seen them move much. And since it was impossible for him to witness his own grace, he was absolutely mesmerized when Clara took off.

      She went from a solid form to a blur in seconds. Her agility was simply breathtaking, for someone who breathed. Still, it shocked Damien, and he didn’t take his eyes off her as she ran so fast it was difficult to keep up with her. Just as he had instructed her, her feet hardly touched the metal ducts, not even making a sound as she progressed. Thankfully, the duct didn’t sag and the wires held up easily during the short trek.

      When Clara made it to the exhaust, she halted gracefully, crouching down and looking around, suddenly animalistic—like she was hunting.

      “That was brilliant,” Damien called up, wanting to cheer but remembering that they were trespassing.

      “Thanks,” Clara said, excitement in her voice. “Now all I have to do is get to that beam over there.”

      “Do you see the package?” Damien asked.

      “I do.”

      “Oh, good,” he replied, worried that he had made a mistake from the mind reading and picked the wrong location.

      “But there is a problem,” Clara said, an edge of tension in her voice now.

      “What’s that?”

      She glanced down at him, a serious expression on her face. “It’s entirely too far from here for me to reach.”
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      Damien got right underneath where the magical golden beetroot was located. From the floor, it seemed like Clara could jump, grab onto the ceiling beam and monkey-bar over to the place where it was located. However, he could see how perspective was off from below.

      She pointed to the rafter beam. “I can’t jump that high. It’s well over my height. Even with your abilities, it’s too much of a risk.”

      “I agree,” he said with a sigh. “Just come on down and we’ll lower it using the pulley system.”

      Clara shook her head. “You said that tripped alarms and traps. Who knows what will happen? We could be stuck in here.”

      Damien threw up his hands, suddenly feeling defeated. “Well, I don’t know. It seems like we’re out of options.”

      From up high, she grinned mischievously. “Don’t count me out, Dracula.”

      Damien was about throw an insult at her for her name-calling when she reached into her hoodie pocket and retrieved something. He honed his attention in on what she was doing, curious and wishing he could get a closer look.

      She leaned down and set something on a small pipe that ran perpendicular to the duct work. It was such a skinny tube that he hadn’t really noticed it. However, it was plenty wide enough for a tiny brown mouse to use as a pathway.

      Damien watched from the floor as Meddy, Clara’s mouse, ran across the pipe until he was under the beam where the beetroot was located above. Then the mouse jumped to a support beam running diagonally and hurried up the way. He zigzagged several times, taking multiple structures to cross this way and that.

      Damien was absolutely elated when the mouse finally reached the area where the beetroot was located.

      “Yay! Great job, Meddy!” Clara cheered, throwing her hands into the air.

      “Yeah, but now what?” Damien asked, thinking that the magical ingredient had to be too large for the mouse to carry back.

      “Now you get underneath it and catch it,” Clara stated. “Meddy, push the beetroot off the platform.”

      Damien knew that mice were considered smart enough to do mazes and science experiments, but he didn’t think they could take orders. Meddy was obviously no normal mouse. And if this actually worked, well, it appeared that Damien owed Clara and her mouse an apology and a big bit of gratitude.

      Looking up, Damien watched as a small red pouch inched over the side of the platform located on the beam. It must have been heavy for the mouse, but it was slowly slipping over the side until it fell straight down.

      Damien extended his hands and caught the magical golden beetroot, finding it surprisingly heavy for its size.

      “I got it,” he rejoiced.

      “Great,” Clara said, waving at the mouse to return to her. The sounds of little nails on the metal told of his path back to his owner. “Now the question is, how do I get down from here?”

      “I’m afraid it will have to be the way you came.”

      She sighed, leaning down to scoop up Meddy when he returned to her, having made quick work across the pipes and beams. “Okay, let’s hope the ducts can handle my weight a second time.”

      “You’ll be even more graceful and quick than before,” Damien encouraged.

      Clara nodded, focusing on her path ahead as she slipped the mouse back into her hoodie pocket.

      “And… Clara?”

      “Yeah?” She seemed surprised that he’d used her real name for once.

      He lifted the red pouch that strangely held the ingredient to keep him alive. “Thanks for this. And thanks to Meddy for helping. That was amazing.”
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      Clara couldn’t stop laughing ever since she’d successfully crossed the metal ducts and scaled back down the pipe safely to the floor. She’d giggled all the way back to Hong Hanh’s place. Her giddiness was mostly because of relief, but also because Lord Greggory would be absolutely baffled about why his air duct system was sagging in places and ready to collapse in others.

      “You got it?” Hong Hanh asked in surprise when Damien presented the red pouch to her. Clara spotted his hand shaking and knew that he was on the last of his reserves.

      “Of course, we did,” he replied. “Now can you please keep that in a safe or something, instead of displayed on a shelf for gangsters to steal?”

      The old Asian woman considered him and then nodded. “I guess so. And now it’s my turn to return the favor.”

      She turned around and opened a small refrigerator. From it she pulled out a frosty mug full of mint green liquid. It was thick like the kale smoothies that Clara often had in the morning. However, the strange smoke that came up from the top of the drink made it appear more like a witch’s brew than a hippy’s snack.

      From the red pouch, Hong Hanh withdrew a small round beet that looked more like a piece of jewelry due to its shimmering gold color.

      “Are you sure that this will replace what I need?” Damien asked, his face covered in skepticism.

      “I’m certain of it,” the alchemist answered, taking a grater and zesting a bit of the magical golden beetroot onto the top of the drink.

      “I’m sorry, but I’m reluctant to think that a green smoothie can sustain me when I’m used to surviving off human blood,” Damien argued.

      “That’s just what vampires have used for nutrients,” Hong Hanh stated. “But all you have to do is replace the components found in blood sufficiently and use a bit of magic.”

      “That’s what I said,” Clara said smugly. “It’s not rocket science.”

      “No, but it is complex alchemy.” Hong Hanh stirred the drink and then handed it to Damien. “Now drink up and you’ll be all better for at least a few days.”

      “A few days?” he asked. “Are you certain? Usually I have to feed daily.”

      “Magic,” she said, pointing to the green smoothie in his hand. “And I can keep making these for you, for a price, of course.”

      “You have enough beetroot?” Clara asked.

      She nodded. “It’s like a starter for a bread. Feed it and it continues to grow and live. If you get one magical golden beetroot, you never need another.”

      “Wow, that’s pretty cool magic,” Damien said and held up his green drink. “Well, cheers. To finding alternatives.”

      “Cheers,” Clara said with a laugh.

      He gulped down the drink in a matter of seconds and puckered his mouth. “Damn, that’s really the worst thing I’ve ever tasted. I sort of would rather die than drink that regularly.”

      “Die again,” Clara corrected. “And how do you feel?”

      He seemed to think on it. “You know what, I feel like I do after I feed, but slightly better. Like more energetic and happier… somehow.”

      “Magic,” Hong Hanh chimed with a twinkling smile.

      “Will you be all right?” Clara asked her. “Tomas will find out that the beetroot was stolen and figure out you have it back when you don’t pay up.”

      “Yes, but he’s lost his advantage over me and I have my guard up more than before,” she replied. “Oh, and I hired bodyguards too.” She nodded to the door of the noodle-bookshop-potions store. Standing at the front were a couple of menacing trolls holding metal bats and staring everyone down who entered.

      “Oh, that’s smart,” Clara stated. “But seriously, I don’t want him bullying you ever again.”

      “He won’t,” Hong Hanh said. “And I can take care of myself. There was this one time that there was a war in my country. You might have heard about it. Anyway, I walked across Vietnam and Cambodia barefoot to get to safety. I think I can handle Tomas and his puppy.”

      “Damn,” Clara gushed. “I know you know this, Hong Hanh, but you’re a badass.”

      “And my savior, quite literally,” Damien said with a laugh. “Some pray to Jesus, but I pray to you.”

      She smiled. “Be back in a couple of days, vampire. I’ll have another elixir ready for you.”

      “Cool, we’re going to go be superheroes in the meantime since I feel extra super.” Damien grabbed Clara’s arm and tugged her to the exit, a definite new pep in his step.
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      “I know that we haven’t known each other long, but I’m definitely bonded to you and never want to let you go,” Damien said fondly, caressing the steering wheel of the Lamborghini as they made their way out of Midnight Crossing.

      Clara gave him an annoyed glare from the passenger’s seat. “Get a room already.”

      “I would if I could,” he replied, nodding excitedly. “But alas, I’m probably going to have to give this car back to whoever it belongs to, a Dodgers fan or whatever.” He tore off the ballcap and tossed it into the empty back seat.

      “You’ll survive,” Clara said, squinting out the windshield, although her vision was better than ever. She couldn’t believe it when she could see in the dark in Lord Greggory’s warehouse. That was almost as cool as having enhanced stamina, speed and strength. She’d never have been able to run across those metal ducts and clear the space so gracefully without Damien’s abilities. “Speaking of getting a room, the sun will be up within the hour. We’re going to need to get you someplace safe.”

      “Yeah, troublesome timing of when we left Midnight Crossing,” Damien replied, speeding out of the 2nd Street Tunnel. “My apartment is about forty-five minutes away and it’s safe.”

      “That’s cutting it mighty close,” Clara said, not liking the glow of the sun peeking up over the distant horizon. Something about the sun repulsed her, which was beyond strange since she’d always been a child of the light. She knew innately how Damien must feel not liking blood after their bond. It was like the things they craved were suddenly their detriment in a very reverse-y world kind of way.

      “Well, I’m sure that your place isn’t equipped to protect me,” Damien stated. “So I’ll just have to floor it.”

      A vibrating sound echoed from the glove department. Clara gave Damien an uncertain expression, wondering what crazy contraption was making the noise.

      “Sounds like a phone buzzing,” he offered.

      Clara felt her pants and hoodie, remembering how naked she’d felt lately without her phone. But she definitely didn’t have it and hadn’t since awaking on the train in a daze.

      “Should I open it?” She pointed to the glove box.

      “Well, yeah,” he replied. “So far DUO has given us this car, that hat and just about everything we’ve needed, so I’m guessing whatever is buzzing is trying to help us.”

      “Fine,” she said, opening the compartment and digging around. “But remember they also recruited us via abduction and drugs.”

      “That’s like my perfect first date scenario,” he said with a wide smile.

      “You’re sick,” Clara replied, finding a vibrating phone receiving an incoming call. She swiped it to accept. “Hello?”

      “It’s Alder Shaw,” a deep voice said on the other side.

      “Who is it?” Damien asked.

      “Alder,” Clara answered and then said into the phone, “We got what Damien needed from the Market.”

      “Yes, and you helped a very important person survive what could have been a detrimental business situation,” he said.

      “I won’t even ask how you know that,” Clara responded.

      “I have my sources,” he stated matter-of-factly. “You and Damien need a safe house and his apartment is too far from your location to reach by sunrise. And your place isn’t equipped.”

      “Do you have clairvoyance or something? Or do you have us bugged?” she asked.

      “It’s not important how I know,” he said. “But I have a closer option for you that will provide you both shelter from the sun, comfortable rooms to rest up before your next big mission and a place to meet up with Maven and Moxie who have special magitech for you.”

      “I like the sound of all of that,” Damien said, apparently having heard it all using his enhanced hearing.

      “Great,” Clara replied. “What’s the address?”

      “It’s a bit tricky to get there because it’s a magical location and the portal entrances vary, but I’m sending the coordinates to the car now,” Alder stated. “Just have Damien follow them and you’ll be at The Majistic within ten minutes.”

      “I’m loving all this,” Damien said as something new populated on the GPS on the car’s main control screen. “It sounds fancy and like the perfect place to grab a drink and some rest.”

      “It sounds like we need to rest up for a big mission,” Clara argued.

      “You say rest, I say drink,” Damien countered. “Potato. Tomato.”
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      The unmarked black door in the sketchy alleyway that smelled strongly of urine definitely looked like it could lead to a safe house for vampires. Damien had been in his fair share of them, but none were nice nor places he thought Clara should enter, especially since she’d be dinner for most of the residents.

      The majority of vampires weren’t like Damien who survived off Vamp Vitals subscription blood supplies. Most loved feasting off innocent people and embraced the monster inside them.

      However, with the sun threatening to peek out of the shadows soon, Damien knew he didn’t have a choice. He needed the sanctuary of the windowless building before them.

      Clara knocked on the door three times, just as Alder had instructed them. He’s also said that he’d called ahead and made arrangements for them at this safe house of sorts. Damien hoped that meant that they’d have a place to sleep since he was exhausted. He couldn’t be his badass vampire self and face whatever was coming for them next without some shut-eye.

      He’d pretended he was more about the partying to Clara, but in truth, their adventures in Midnight Crossing and the Market had drained him. Maybe it was being bonded to a clairvoyant and inundated by thoughts and emotions. Or maybe it was just all the newness of their situation. And then again, it could be that he had nearly starved to death twice in a day.

      Because he was expecting a thug covered in tattoos with bad hygiene to open the door to The Majistic, Damien was utterly surprised by who opened it.

      “Welcome to The Majistic ,” a very familiar face said. “We’ve been expecting you. Please, come in.”

      Damien gawked at the huge figure beside the door and then at Clara. “Can you believe it?”

      “Believe what?” she asked. “Alder said he made arrangements for us. Of course they’d be expecting us.”

      Damien shook his head and pointed at the muscly man before them. “No, that we’re being invited into The Rock’s house.”

      Clara’s brow furrowed with confusion. “The Rock? Who is that? Is he a religious leader?”

      He sighed, completely exasperated. “You can’t be serious? You don’t know who the Rock is?”

      Damien glanced at the movie star-slash-wrestler standing in the entrance, a calm expression on his face. He looked as Damien would have expected, with ripped muscles and a bald head and simply towering over them in size.

      “Dwayne Johnson,” Damien said, waving at the man. “You know, professional wrestler, actor, producer. Fast and Furious, Jumanji, Rampage… Please tell me that something is ringing a bell inside that very sheltered head of yours.”

      Clara shook her head, her face blank. “No clue.” She turned her attention to the movie star before them and smiled, offering her hand. “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. The Rock.”

      “It’s just The Rock,” Damien said, cringing.

      “Actually, you can call me whatever you like,” the man replied. “But I should clarify, this isn’t my home, nor am I the real Dwayne Johnson. I’m an AI figure meant to look like him. And this is The Majistic, a hotel and refugee for Delta Underground Operatives and other magical types who need a place to stay. Please, do come in.”

      Damien held out his hand, encouraging Clara to go through. She did, looking up and around at the strange entrance hall.

      The floor was black-and-white checkered marble, reminding Damien of a chess board. The room they stepped into was octagonal with many doors on each of the walls, all of which were covered in dark red paper. Ahead of them was a long hallway that appeared to lead to a bustling and lively lobby area.

      “You’re not Dwayne Johnson?” Damien asked, looking the figure over. He appeared exactly as he would have expected the man to look.

      “I’m very convincing, but I’m just fancy magitech and meant to welcome guests through the Los Angeles entrance and ensure you get your stamp,” The Rock stated, pulling out something from his pocket. “I will give you your marks now, if you’ll please show me the back of your hands. I promise it won’t hurt a bit.”

      “Marks?” Clara asked. “Can you explain a bit more about The Majistic hotel? We’re not familiar with it.”

      “Of course,” Dwayne Johnson replied, bowing slightly. “Only those with special access can enter this place, but the doors to it can be found all over the world.” He motioned to the many other doors all around them. “Each one of these leads to a different city. That one, for instance, is the entrance to The Majistic in Nashville.” The Rock pointed to the door next to the one they’d entered. “And then we have New York City, Las Vegas, London and so on and so forth.”

      “Oh cool,” Damien remarked. “So we can portal to any city we want?”

      The AI shook his head. “Similar to Midnight Crossing, you can only enter and exit the same way.” He held up the stamp in his head. “That’s why you get the mark. It means you can only open the Los Angeles door when it’s time for you to leave. Without it, you can’t open any doors. And with it, you can access only your own place of entry. This is to ensure we don’t break the dimensional construct that allows us to travel through the ley lines.”

      Damien whistled through his teeth. “Wow, this is complicated business.”

      “It is,” Dwayne Johnson affirmed. “Which is why our chief priority at The Majistic is to ensure your safety, both when traveling through the ley lines and protection from whatever reason that has brought you to us.”

      Damien pointed to the ceiling. “The sun. She can’t stand it and it will burn me to ashes.”

      The Rock nodded. “Yes, your room has been prepared with this in mind. And I’ll show you to the front desk to retrieve your key in just a moment. Hands, please.”

      Clara dutifully held out the back of her hand and the AI stamped it with a strange symbol, but at the bottom, Damien was sure he read “Los Angeles.” Deciding that this seemed fine and safe and a bit intriguing, he offered his own hand, receiving the stamp.

      A knock sounded on the door next to the one they’d come through. Nashville was the location, Dwayne Johnson had said.

      A second later, a figure appeared out of nowhere, springing up from the black-and-white checkered floor. It was a short woman with long curly hair and a big smile.

      Damien’s eyes widened. “Is that Dolly Parton?”

      The Rock nodded. “Yes in a way, I’m the Rock. She’s also an AI generation and she’ll be the one to greet whoever comes from Nashville. The owner and operator of The Majistic thought that it would make the process of entering the hotel more welcoming if a celebrity associated with their location greeted visitors upon arrival.” He pointed. “The New York City location is hosted by Robert De Niro. Daniel Radcliffe for London. Celine Dion for Las Vegas. You get the idea.”

      “That’s so cool,” Damien gushed.

      “Who is—”

      Damien pressed his finger to Clara’s mouth, interrupting her. “Please don’t ruin this with your ignorance of modern popular culture. If you don’t know who those celebrities are, then there is little helping you. Just smile and look pretty.”

      She scowled at him, but still nodded all the same.

      “Oh, howdy!” Dolly Parton bellowed, opening the door to the Nashville entrance. “Welcome to The Majistic, where you’ll be safe and pampered until your next adventure.”

      Damien didn’t recognize the two figures who stepped through the door but got the distinct impression they were DUO agents.

      “Shall I escort you to the front desk?” Dwayne Johnson asked, looking between Clara and Damien. “Your room should be ready. You just have sign for it and get your key.”

      “Keys,” Clara corrected.

      The Rock gave her a quizzical expression and then nodded. “I’m sure the receptionist will be happy to accommodate your requests. My job is just to chaperone you to the front desk.”

      “Lead the way, Dwayne Johnson,” Damien said with a smile. “I’ll let you chaperone me anywhere.”
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      A grand chandelier hung in the center of the magnificent lobby. Clara had never seen a place that was so elegant in design… and then there was something off about it—like it was stuck in the wrong time period. The furnishings appeared modern at first glance, but under closer inspection they seemed like something from hundreds of years ago.

      The busy lobby was filled with people, all deep in conversations at tables or sitting on couches. They appeared like they were engrossed in whatever they were talking about. Clara guessed that’s why none of them looked up when Damien and she strode into the open area. However, when she nearly ran into a couple, her attention directed up at the elegantly decorated ceiling high above them, and they didn’t even take notice, she thought she might be under an invisibility spell.

      “That was weird,” she whispered to Damien, angling around the couple.

      “That you don’t watch where you’re going?” he guessed and nodded. “Yeah, it could be a problem for us.”

      She shook her head. “No, doesn’t it seem that no one notices us?”

      He shrugged, glancing around. “I’m used to being noticed, but you’re not. This should be the status quo for you.”

      “Well, no one is noticing you. Or Dwight, even,” she said, indicating to the hulking man leading them to the front desk.

      “Dwayne,” Damien corrected.

      And just then, as Clara and Damien reached the front desk, the large man disappeared. There was no one at the reception area, though. Just a bell and a bunch of keys hanging on the back wall behind the elegant area of polished wood and carved marble.

      “What do you think we do now?” Damien asked, looking around. “Just grab one of those keys and get a room?”

      “Or try calling the receptionist,” Clara said, tapping the bell, making a gentle ringing sound.

      Damien rolled his eyes. “Boring.”

      A moment later, a man came through a door that Clara hadn’t noticed before. It was hard to notice something when it was covered in the same blue-and-black paisley wallpaper as the rest of the area, hiding inconspicuously in plain sight.

      The man wore a black-and-white bellhop suit and a mischievous smile. He was older, his gray hair parted down the middle and wrinkles marking his hazel eyes.

      “Hi,” Clara squeaked, taking note that the man didn’t really have any emotions for her to read—just like the AI. However, for whatever reason, she didn’t get the impression that this guy was an AI, although he was definitely different. “We have a reservation. I’m guessing it would be under one of our names.”

      The man held up a white gloved hand and shook his head. “No names here at The Majistic.”

      “Oh, well, then how do you know which is our reservation?” she asked.

      He winked at her, typing on the keyboard in front of him, the screen hidden below the counter where they stood. “I know. Now, I have a room with full coverage from the sun for you and you.” The man nodded in turn to Clara and then Damien.

      “Two rooms,” she corrected again.

      The man cracked a smile at her. “I think you’ll find that you have more than enough space and privacy from your companion in your accommodations.”

      “Okay, fine,” Clara said, again noticing how strange everyone in the lobby was acting, all of them seeming to be having really important conversations. “About the people here…”

      The concierge, who had a name tag, which was blank, glanced up. “They are conducting top secret business. The lobby ensures they have ultimate privacy, so it’s conducive for having secret conversations.”

      Clara tuned into the people talking all around her using her new vampire hearing. She, in fact, couldn’t make out a single word. Her telepathy and empathy also didn’t work.

      “Furthermore, they won’t notice you because we have one main rule here at The Majistic,” he continued. “You don’t ask about anyone, notice them or seemingly engage with them in any form. For most who are used to this place, they simply get their business done and ignore everything else. You’ll get used to it.”

      “Wow, this place is so strange,” Damien remarked, looking around. “I like it.”

      “And it appears different for everyone,” the man said. “So what you see will be what is pleasing to your eyes. We try to make our guests feel at home.”

      “That you do,” Clara said, thinking that the blue of the wall paper was her favorite shade.

      He turned and plucked a key from the wall. Pivoting, he dangled it in front of Clara and Damien’s faces, letting it swing slightly. “I trust you will find your room to your liking.”

      “Thanks,” Clara said, taking the key from him.

      “Dinner will be served at five o’clock and accompanied by a meeting with invited guests,” the man continued. “I’ve been instructed to advise you to sleep before then and be ready in time.”

      “This meeting?” Damien asked. “Who is it with?”

      The man cut his eyes to the side, a sneaky expression on his face. “Again, we don’t use names here. But my instructions say that you will want to have this meeting. That way, you’ll be ready to leave The Majistic before sunset.”
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      “We’ve got the entire penthouse!” Damien exclaimed when they exited the elevator at the top of the hotel.

      “Yeah, that’s pretty cool,” Clara muttered, chewing on her lip. “I guess I’ll have some privacy from you after all.”

      “Privacy?” Damien challenged, striding into the grand entryway and taking note of the lavish space. “Look at this place! You can have your own wing and I wouldn’t even know that you existed, even if you blared loud music.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Clara said, grimacing. “And first off, aren’t you even a bit concerned about that ominous thing the strange concierge said?”

      “About having a meeting with some stranger?” Damien asked, plopping down on an oversized couch. The furnishings in the penthouse suite were simply unreal and that was coming from someone who had stayed in the finest of places.

      “No, I mean about us leaving here before sunset,” Clara said, standing like a statue and looking around like she was afraid to touch anything.

      Damien shrugged. “It’s sounds like we’re in store for something cool. I mean, look at this place—a refuge for DUO agents. This assassin organization does things right. They take care of their people.”

      “I think I’m a bit more skeptical than you,” Clara stated, narrowing her eyes at the bearskin rug in front of the giant fireplace. “I couldn’t read any minds or emotions in the lobby. There’re strong protective wards on this place, and all that AI technology can’t be good for our psychic energy.”

      Damien propped his boots up on the table. “You mean your psychic energy. And I don’t see what the big deal is. This place is amazing. They have our reservation without having our names. The Rock escorts us into the place. Some strange guy tells us our schedule for the day. What more could you want?”

      “Well, we’re supposed to be killing a very powerful man very soon,” Clara stated, striding over and opening a door. It led to a long hallway with more sets of doors. She poked her head in and then turned for another door on the other side of the large living area. “I think that we should be preparing for that. Oh, and please remember that I’ve never killed anyone, so this is getting very real for me.”

      Damien sensed something about Clara right then. It wasn’t his enhanced senses picking up on the subtle change in her demeanor or his hunter’s instinct noticing the difference in her body temperature and mood. It was something more intuitive. It was her empathic skills.

      He pulled his shoes off the table and sat up. “You don’t have to be scared.”

      She halted, her hand closing on another doorknob. Tensing, she looked over her shoulder at him. “I’m not… Well, it’s all new to me.”

      “Me too,” he stated.

      “You’ve killed people before,” she argued.

      “And Alder wouldn’t have picked you if he didn’t think you could do what needs to be done,” Damien replied. “Also, he paired you with me for a reason. I’m certain that when the time comes, when we need to, we’ll draw from the Puddle and we’ll finish Taz.”

      Clara turned and faced him. “Thanks. I actually needed to hear that. And it reminds me…”

      He watched as she pressed her hand into her pocket and withdrew the coin that Alder had given to her after the bonding ceremony.

      “Do you have yours?” she asked him.

      Damien nodded. “Of course. I was told to keep it on my person, so I did.”

      The same as her, he pushed his hand into his jeans pocket and took out the coin.

      “Well, I think we better fashion them into something so that they are secure and always in place for when we need to flip them,” Clara stated, looking around. “I’m sure I can find something in here to make it into a piece of jewelry.”

      Damien laid his head back on the comfy sofa. “Okay, you work on making us friendship bracelets. I’m going to do as the nice man said and get some rest before dinner and all.”
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      Yes, Clara could have slept more, but how could she with the upcoming mission weighing on her? Usually, she would have relished lying in a huge California king-sized bed and having luxurious sheets, even if she wasn’t the type to like such things. But everything had been thought of in the penthouse.

      Not only were the blackout blinds closed tightly by remote to keep out the light and protect Damien and her, but there were so many other details paid attention to. In the room she’d chosen, there was an individual thermostat that had everything from settings for humidity to the air pressure. There were sound machines with tons of different options. An aromatherapy station. And a carousel of lights that could create galaxies on the ceiling or a night sky or just about whatever one wanted.

      Needless to say, the huge bedroom was comfortable and yet, Clara still hadn’t slept much. Thankfully, she’d refreshed herself with one of the most indulgent shower experiences she’d ever had. There were way more shower heads and soap options than one needed, but Clara wasn’t complaining, since she was notorious for enjoying her shower time.

      The plush towels and robes were also a welcomed find when she exited the oversized shower. What was strange was to find a closet of clothes all in her size and brand new. It was like someone had professionally shopped for her, looking for anything and everything she could possibly want to wear on any given day.

      Clara chose a pair of jeans and a T-shirt with a soft hoodie and brand-new shoes. She didn’t much feel or look like an assassin, but she told herself that was for the best. If she was outfitted with guns and knives, that would have been a dead giveaway that she was on the hunt to kill someone. As it was, she looked as harmless and inconspicuous as they came.

      Feeling as ready as she was going to be for whatever came next, she opened the double doors that led to the main living. Clara found Damien sitting at the grand piano next to the majestic columns, playing a haunting tune, his eyes closed as he swayed back and forth. She simply watched for a moment, mesmerized that he had such talent and that it tugged at her heartstrings. But also, she found herself captivated by his beauty, and not that which was loaned to him by being a vampire.

      He cracked an eye open at her and smiled. “You’re watching me.”

      “I’m appreciating your musical talent,” she corrected. “And how does the bracelet fit?”

      He held up his wrist to show the black rope with the coin fastened to it. “Like a glove, if it had finger holes and all.”

      “Nice,” she said with a smile. “Mine too.” Clara held up her own wrist to show her bracelet.

      “Crazy to think that simply turning this will give us superpowers from the old gods via the Puddle,” Damien remarked, stretching to his feet.

      “Well, we have to draw on the power together, which will take coordinating,” Clara stated. “And remember that it’s a huge amount of magic, with definite drawbacks, so we have to be prepared and the situation warranting it. I wished we could practice but it sounds like the situation will have to be quite extreme.”

      “Yeah, I read my new employee handbook cover to cover,” Damien said, opening up a cabinet. Finding it empty, he went for the next one.

      “It’s just so troublesome to me that there could be a predicament that would require such power,” Clara said, watching as he rummaged through another cabinet. “What are you looking for?”

      He turned. “Maybe we do have an opportunity to practice this Puddle power. I need a bottle of whiskey and for as cool as this place is, it’s totally bone dry.”

      Clara shook her head, rolling her eyes at him. “We’re not turning our coins so that you can get a drink.”

      “No,” he stated adamantly. “I don’t need a drink. I need a bottle of whiskey. Anything less will only make me slightly irritable.”

      “We were told to rest up and that we’d be leaving on a mission right after dinner and this meeting,” Clara said, looking at the large clock on the wall. “And that’s all very soon.”

      Damien kept checking the many cabinets along the wall. “Which is why I need a bottle of whiskey. I work best when I’m slightly buzzed. Totally sober and I’m a sloppy mess at best. Totally drunk and I’m cumbersome.”

      “I would think it’s the opposite.”

      “Well, you would think wrong,” Damien said as the doorbell chimed at the front of the suite. He sighed. “That better be room service.”

      “I agree,” Clara said, hurrying for the door. “I hope they brought a hearty salad. I’m starving.”

      “I hope they brought a whiskey,” Damien stated. “Or something stronger.”
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      “Room service,” a woman chimed when Damien opened the door, angling around Clara protectively. He didn’t know who this meeting was with and was slightly worried it could be a trick. He hadn’t ever heard of The Majistic, and although being greeted by Dwayne Johnson was neat and all, it was also really unsettling. If this place could impersonate people, then what else could it do?

      In the hallway was a cart with a white linen tablecloth and stocked with an ice bucket, a silver tray with a cover and a vase with two red roses.

      “We didn’t order room service,” Damien said, blocking the doorway. Two women stood on either side of the cart. They were unmistakably identical twins, although dressed very differently.

      The one on the right side of the cart was strait-laced in appearance. She wore a pencil skirt and blazer. Her black hair was pulled back tightly and she appeared very studious as she reviewed the clipboard of notes in front of her.

      “You would be Damien Monty and that means the bottle of whiskey is for you,” the woman said, reading from the page.

      “And that means the bed of vegetables and assorted breads are for Clara Jordan,” the other woman said, leaning to try and look around Damien. She wore a short skirt, knee-high socks, combat boots and a ruffled top. Slung on her shoulder was a bag and spread across her face was a sneaky grin.

      Both appeared to look a bit like Rhianna, the singer, making Damien wonder if this was another set of AIs from the hotel.

      He motioned to the two. “You two work for The Majistic?”

      They both shook their heads in unison. “Delta Underground Operatives,” they answered together as well.

      “I’m Moxie,” the librarian one stated, pressing a hand to her chest.

      “And I’m Maven,” the other said. “You’ve been expecting us.”

      “Well, we were expecting someone, and I’ve been needing some whiskey.” Damien stepped back, welcoming them into the hotel penthouse. “Flipping my DUO coin to make my wish come true must have come true.”

      “You didn’t flip your coin,” Moxie said, striding into the hotel room.

      “How do you know?” Damien held up his bracelet with the coin.

      “Because you’re still standing upright,” Maven replied, pushing the cart in behind her sister.

      “Oh, you must be the magitech experts Alder told us about,” Clara said when the pair strode into the penthouse.

      “That Maven and Moxie,” Damien said, slapping his hand to his forehead. “I was expecting someone not bringing us room service in a strange magical hotel where they know who we are and what we need without asking.”

      “Well, soon we’ll have you trained to expect the unexpected,” Maven stated.

      “By definition, that’s impossible.” Damien reached out and took the bottle of whiskey chilling on the ice.

      “You want a glass?” Moxie picked up a crystal goblet and held it out to him.

      He shook his head, unscrewing the lid and tossing it on the floor. “I don’t like middle men.”

      “You’re as cute as in your music videos,” Maven said, uncovering the plate and handing it to Clara.

      “Oh, good, someone who has heard of me,” Damien said, tossing his head back and taking a drink.

      “Of course, I have,” the edgier of the twins said, brandishing a grin at Clara who was taking the plate of greens. “And I’m glad you remember Alder mentioning us. We’re here to offer you some handy-dandy magitech for your upcoming mission.”

      “And to brief you on the criminals you’ll most likely encounter,” Moxie added.

      “You know where we’re going to find them?” Clara set the plate on the table and sat down, looking ready to gobble the greens down like a starving cow would a pasture—although she wasn’t large and probably didn’t have several stomachs… or the ability to digest grass… or release that much methane.

      “We do,” Maven stated, plopping down on the couch and digging around in her bag. “But it’s going to require that you leave before sunset.”

      “Which means I better drink up fast since I’m about to be toast.” Damien threw his head back again, taking another long drink.

      “Normally that would be true, but we have magitech that will allow you to stand the sun for small bursts of time,” Moxie said, very thoughtfully taking a seat and crossing her legs in front of her.

      “Are you kidding me?” Damien asked. “I get to see a sunset?”

      “At some point,” Maven replied. “But not tonight. On this particular day, we need you to sneak into a hospital here in Los Angeles and be in place before Taz and his crew break into the coma ward.”

      “Wow, you know where Taz will be tonight?” Clara asked.

      “We know a lot of things,” Moxie stated.

      “It’s scary,” Maven added.

      “But yes, we know where he is, what you need and how you’re going to get there,” Moxie continued. “Where I propose we start is with the where.”

      “The what they need is soooo much more fun,” Maven said, pulling out a couple of small boxes from her satchel. “Like, I’m sure the vampire wants a way of dancing around in the sunlight.” She opened one of the boxes to show a black chrome ring.

      “You had me at sunlight, but I promise I won’t be dancing,” Damien sang, sliding over to take the box from her. He slipped the ring on his finger. “So I just put this on and I can prance around in the sunshine?”

      “No,” Moxie said at once. “You are an agent of DUO. They don’t prance. And this technology will make it so that you, vampire, can withstand small bursts of sunlight, like up to one to five minutes depending on its intensity. And you, hippy.” She pointed a finger at Clara. “It allows you to enjoy five to ten minutes of sunshine a day, maybe more if there are clouds.”

      “I’ll take it,” Clara said, chewing on her salad.

      “Me too,” Damien agreed. “So, we need this technology to sneak into a coma ward at a hospital tonight? You know where?”

      “I think so,” Moxie stated, consulting her clipboard. “If our calculations are correct, then—”

      “They are always correct,” Maven interrupted.

      “Then Taz is going to target a very specific Los Angeles hospital tonight,” Moxie continued. “You see, he’s left a wake of bodies that he burned in his path from Dallas to here.”

      “By burned, she means he messed up and killed them when he was trying to steal their energy,” Maven explained. “We’ve been tracking his activity, and although it’s cost casualties, we think we know where he’s headed. Unfortunately, we’ve lost many of the patients that he’s burned, absorbing power and failing, but it’s taught us a lot about him and his team. Now, we believe we’re in a position to take him down. And we think you are ready, too.”
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      “That’s so incredibly sad,” Clara said, feeling the weight of the deaths Taz was causing and wanting to stop him more than ever. “He’s just killing coma patients without concern?”

      “He’s trying to figure out how to harness their energy, powers, skills and memories,” Moxie stated. “But he keeps sucking out too much of their life force and when he does, he ends up killing them.”

      Maven nodded. “We’ve watched him on several video surveillance cameras and he’s as angry about failing as we are devastated about the murders. Each time, he’s trying to get better at it, but we suspect that he gets too greedy and leeches too much at once. He’s definitely trying to figure something out. But since he’s a mentalist, we’re not as well versed with how his strange abilities work.”

      “Through corruption and theft, it sounds like,” Damien muttered, taking a sip of the whiskey he so desperately wanted and got.

      Clara turned her attention to the salad she knew she needed to eat, but suddenly she wasn’t as hungry as before. “Mentalist powers are very strange and each one is different. Taz has apparently discovered a battery source within coma patients, but he hasn’t perfected it yet.”

      “That’s exactly right,” Moxie replied, looking at her notes. “He’s getting closer, though, but we’re hoping that we can cut him off on this next break-in. Not only is he getting more arrogant with each attempt, his team is getting sloppy.”

      “I’d say so, if they are leaving behind surveillance like what Alder showed us,” Damien stated, starting to pace from nervousness, the whiskey bottle in one hand.

      “That’s the thing,” Maven cut in, her tone much more casual and easygoing than her sister’s. “We think that he doesn’t really care because he thinks he can’t be caught, or when he is, that he’ll be so powerful that it doesn’t matter. It’s almost like they don’t erase the footage to brag. And the thing is, he has the ability to erase the footage and very easily, but he doesn’t use it—mostly because by that point, he’s too focused on sucking out the power from the coma patients.”

      “Yeah, that’s important,” Moxie stated. “We think that he’s very narrowly focused on one thing, and hopefully that can be his downfall.”

      “What do you mean he has the power to erase the footage, but doesn’t use it?” Clara asked, pushing the salad away from her entirely, giving up on the hopes she’d be able to eat it with all the nerves and anxiousness bounding around inside her.

      “That brings us to Taz’s first and currently most valuable henchman,” Maven stated, firing a finger gun at her sister. “Show them the picture.”

      Moxie pulled a photo from her clipboard and turned it around. It showed a picture of a girl in her mid-twenties with red hair that was short on one side and long on the other. Although the photo was grainy, Clara could still make out the woman’s long fake eyelashes and smug expression.

      “That’s the woman from the surveillance we saw,” Clara stated. “What did Alder say her name was? Katy Eilish?”

      “What I can’t understand is why two self-proclaimed magitech gurus are showing us pictures of people instead of videos?” Damien joked.

      Moxie shook her head. “We humble ourselves by using such things.”

      “And yes, that’s Katy,” Maven began, pointing at the photo. “And she’s how Taz gets through the top-level security of these hospitals undetected until it’s too late to stop him. She has the ability to take down any security system as far as we can tell. And her technokinesis can erase video footage, take down security footage, gain access to security passwords—”

      “Ha-ha!” Damien exclaimed, looking victoriously at Clara. “I told you that was a thing. You just don’t have it.”

      She huffed, rolling her eyes. “Yeah, I can read minds, not electronics. I have no regrets about my apparent shortcomings in your eyes.”

      “You should,” he sang playfully. “But that’s a very impressive skill and going to be difficult to combat.”

      “It’s why Alder chose you two though,” Moxie explained. “One of the reasons. He believes you, Clara, will be good at disabling her powers.”

      “Using the magic from the Puddle?” Clara asked, holding up the bracelet with her coin on it.

      “Possibly,” Maven replied. “But there’s something important that we need to disclose on using that in just a minute. However, I can tell by the look on my sister’s face that she wants to stay on track with this meeting.”

      Moxie nodded. “Time is of the essence. By our calculations, Taz will break into a specific hospital here in Los Angeles in roughly two hours.” She glanced at the large watch screen on her wrist and swiped at it several times. “Yes, so far, that schedule is holding intact. There are no signs of them tripping any of our alarms yet.”

      Maven smiled mischievously. “We’ve baited Taz by giving him a plethora of coma patients of the highest caliber at a specific hospital nearby. Knowing how he works, we’ve set little trip wires to know when he pounces on the place.”

      “Ummm… you could have just locked the place down entirely to protect these people,” Damien offered, shaking his head at her.

      “We must stop Taz, not deter him,” Moxie argued. “If he knows we’re on to him, he will change his game plan and find another hospital. If he thinks we’re about to catch him, then he will fight differently with new tools. We know what he has and how he works. We’re in the best position to stop him when he doesn’t know that we’re setting the playing board for him.”

      “Are we certain that killing is the option here?” Clara asked, needing to check the morality of this situation.

      “Well put, sister,” Maven chimed. “And yes. Unfortunately, there’s little hope in catching Taz. He’s simply too powerful and corrupt. He will have to be killed, which is why this is a Delta Underground Operatives mission. If a case comes across Alder’s desk, it means the stakes are so high that there’s only one option for resolution.”

      “And what about this Katy?” Damien questions, cutting his eyes to Clara—a new tension marking them.

      “We think that Clara is in the best position to stop her,” Moxie answered. “The powers of a clairvoyant would be the natural way to block a technokinetic. How you are going to do that, well, it’s up to you. Yes, the Puddle will invariably come into play at some point. Nothing in battle goes to plan for as much as we try and prepare. But again, you two were chosen to fight these specific enemies. Alder believes something about the combination of the two of you has what it takes to bring Taz down once and for all.”

      “All we can do is place you on the playing board we’ve set up, putting our best champions against the challengers,” Maven said, almost teasingly. “What you do with the tools we’ve given you is up to you.”

      That felt very ominous and pressure-y to Clara, but what wasn’t about this scenario urgently thrust upon her? How much had her life changed in the last few days that she’d hardly questioned? But that was because for as bizarre as it was, it also felt right. She felt called for this and what was to come. She only hoped it wasn’t her death…

      Clara allowed her exasperated breath to fall out with a heavy sigh, bringing all eyes to her. “Sorry.”

      “You’re feeling the pressure,” Maven observed.

      “How can I not?” Clara replied. “This is a lot. We’ve had little time to train and have been going nonstop since this all started. And although it feels right, it also is a lot when we’re being thrust into a deadly situation with little notice or preparation.”

      Maven nodded, a sensitive expression on her face. “‘Great men are forged in fire. It is the privilege of lesser men to light the flame.’”

      “That was really well put,” Damien remarked, sounding impressed.

      “It’s from Doctor Who, a show she quotes often,” Moxie stated, sounding like she was tattling on her twin.

      Maven thumbed in the direction of her sister. “And this one always quotes Isaac Newton. Which would you prefer?”

      “Neither,” Damien muttered dryly, continuing to pace barefoot, whiskey bottle in tow. “So, who else, besides Taz and his techno-girl with a bad haircut, do we need to worry about?”

      Moxie pulled another picture from the clipboard and held up an image of a brutish-looking man with long black sideburns and a head full of scroungy hair. “This is Leo Pinch, a rogue werewolf without a pack. Taz took him in when he fell out of his own ranks and has since relied on him for his brute strength.”

      “He’s the muscle behind their jobs,” Maven stated, pointing at Damien. “And we think you’re in the best position to take him down. As long as Taz has him, then he’s really dangerous.”

      “That’s right,” Moxie cut in. “Katy gets Taz into places. It’s Leo who keeps him there when challenged by guards or force. The werewolf also gets him out because he’s strong, ruthless and not afraid of anything.”

      “Yeah, I’m pretty certain that Leo has a death wish,” Maven added. “A werewolf without a pack has deep-seated demons, a troubled past and nothing left to lose, from my experience.”

      Clara shivered. “This is sounding more complex by the moment.”

      “It was from the beginning,” Moxie said. “But if we told you what you were up against, you might not have signed on.”

      Maven nodded. “Now you have the power of the Puddle coursing through you, and hopefully that gives you the hope you need to push past the fear.”

      “And you hopefully have some faith in each other,” Moxie imparted. “As Isaac Newton once said, ‘If I have seen further… it is by standing upon the shoulders of giants.’”

      “Told you,” Maven said, pointing at her sister before turning her attention back to Clara. “But it’s true, and the only way you two will be successful at taking down Taz and his hench-people is by standing on each other’s shoulders. And to help with that, we’ve got some more handy-dandy tech.”

      She dug around in the bag strapped across her shoulder and retrieved two small earpieces. “These are advanced comms. Just place them in your ears and they will connect you two together so that you two can communicate in battle. That’s key and brings us to that important tidbit.”

      Maven shot to her feet, her eyes wide as she read the screen of her oversized watch. “The first trap has been triggered!”

      “What?” Moxie exclaimed. “Taz is early? Are you sure?”

      “It appears so,” Maven replied, rushing over and waving at Clara and then Damien. “Suit up. We don’t have much time to get you into place.”

      Clara gave Damien a look of worry. If they weren’t ready before, this definitely felt like trial by fire. But she couldn’t allow Taz to get away with killing any more people. She didn’t know how she and Damien were going to defeat this evil man and his goons, only that they had to. It all rested upon their shoulders.
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      Traffic had started backing up on the busy street adjacent to the hospital as soon as the eighteen-wheeler truck was in place. This was the riskiest plan that Taz Kiera had ever attempted, but he’d decided it was the only way.

      He was stronger than ever before. His team knew what to do. And he had the truck and the crew. Now he just had to hope that the diversion worked as intended. Taz wasn’t a man who often relied upon hope, but at this stage, it was the only thing left to ensure this was a success.

      “Sir, you can’t park that truck there,” a hospital security guard said to the truck driver. The driver held up his hands to absolve him of any responsibility and pointed in Taz’s direction.

      The guard nodded, directing his attention to Taz, who stood on the curb next to the side entrance of the hospital. He strode purposefully until he was close enough to tap Taz’s shoulder. “Sir, is this your truck? You can’t park it there.”

      Taz turned and faced the man directly, looking deep into his eyes. He locked onto his mind. Sunk into the man’s thoughts. Took the reins and with it, control. It was almost too easy with a mind like this one.

      “Are you sure?” Taz asked, an ironic tone to his voice, like he was taunting the security guard.

      The man blinked. Seemed to think on it. Then he shook his head, like dispelling a strange notion. “Yeah. I’m not sure, actually.”

      The guard looked around at the crowded street of cars, all trying to get around the truck blocking the road. “Actually, would you like me to clear this road? I can shut it down for you.”

      Taz nodded. “I’d very much like that. Thank you. And then you should take the rest of the day off. Would you like that?”

      The man chuckled with delight. “I’d very much like that,” he said, repeating Taz’s words having been given them along with what felt like free will, but which was actually full-on mind control.

      “Boss,” Katy Eilish said, climbing out of the back of the truck. It was almost entirely empty now. “Everything inside there is up and running and ready.”

      “And the division on the other side of the hospital?” he asked.

      “Leo is moving into place for that as we speak,” she answered, clinking her long fingernails together. They were decorated with a cheetah print and so long that Taz had no idea how she got much done.

      But somehow the technokinetic hadn’t let him down yet. This would be the ultimate test, though, because he needed her to grant him access to the coma ward remotely. The only way that she could do everything necessary was from the main control room.

      He’d always felt more secure having Katy by his side, but that had led to many mistakes, too. For this plan to work, everyone had to separate. Taz wouldn’t have Leo’s protection or Katy getting him through each security checkpoint. But by dividing up, they’d take control over the hospital, and that was what was necessary to steal something of great importance.

      Taz eyed his watch. It was 6:54 PM. “Okay, well, then it’s your turn to get into the main control room. We’re ahead of schedule.”

      Katy nodded. “And I’ll have access for you and the security feed shut down in exactly six minutes.”

      “I’m counting on it,” Taz said, watching as Katy took off for the side entrance. It took her seconds to bypass the security badge reader. She disappeared a moment later.

      It would take her longer to get into place, open the coma ward, disable the security between here and there and disable the cameras entirely. Six minutes exactly. But Taz and his crew would be ready.

      He smiled, turning his attention to the truck and ready for the next part of the plan. The security guard had already shut down the road and cleared the traffic. That would make getting away even easier—not that this was a concern.

      Taz always got away. This time, he would get away and be successful.
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        Outside of Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

        6 minutes until all hospital security is disabled

      

      

      

      “Can I tell you a secret?” Damien asked as he and Clara stood outside the side entrance to the hospital.

      “You’ve missed the sunlight,” Clara guessed, looking at him directly, the waning light making everything glimmer as it cut through the many buildings.

      “Missed” wasn’t even the right word for it. Damien had longed for sunshine on his face, to feel the connection to the Earth that only came from walking during daytime hours. That was no secret and not what he wanted to share with Clara.

      He shook his head. “Earlier, when you were snoring away in the penthouse—”

      “I don’t snore,” she cut in.

      “You do,” he countered. “Anyway, I didn’t think I’d be able to doze off with you sawing logs, but somehow I managed to. I’ll admit that I haven’t liked sleeping since bonding to you because I have the strangest dreams. They don’t even involve me, but rather it’s like I’m watching a whole movie of other people’s lives.”

      “That’s dream traveling,” Clara explained. “It’s one of my skills that connects me to my psychic sources. With practice, you can get better at it and direct your consciousness to real places and have real conversations and interactions with people in real time.”

      “For real-real?” Damien joked, taking note of how many times she’d used that word.

      “It’s an important ability that when used properly can be incredibly powerful,” Clara stated, rolling her eyes at him.

      “Well, that’s just the thing,” Damien said. “I believe that and have been leaning into this dream-traveling business. But when I trailed off to sleep earlier, I expected to have one of those really strange dreams about strangers and situations I didn’t understand. However, I dreamed about us and the conversation we’re having exactly right now.”

      Clara gasped. “A real déjà vu.”

      “Yeah, which is pretty spooky for me right now, since I knew you were going to say that.” He paused, waiting for her to open her mouth to talk. “And now you’re going to ask ‘what did you say next?’ followed by ‘what happens next?’”

      She smiled eagerly. “That’s so amazing. You had a premonition dream of what we’re doing. That’s totally groovy.”

      He nodded. “And would you believe that you took off your shirt and laid a big kiss on my lips for good luck?”

      Clara groaned. “Oh, wait. Not a premonition. You’re just losing your mind.”

      Damien smirked sideways. “But for real-real. Anyway, our instructions from the twins and Alder said for us to make our way to the coma ward, but in the dream, we didn’t do that.”

      “Why?” Clara asked just as a loud explosion sounded on the side of the hospital. Yelling followed. It appeared that a large shipment of equipment had fallen off the back of a truck and busted on the pavement. Metal canisters rolled in different directions. The driver was yelling at employees and chaos was ensuing.

      Damien casually pointed over his shoulder at the disturbance. “That’s why.”

      Clara narrowed her eyes at the commotion. “It’s a diversion.”

      “Probably.” Damien shrugged. “But I think I better go and investigate.”

      “And I should go to the coma ward by myself?” Clara asked.

      “That’s what you do in the dream, which sort of faded in and out, leaving many blank portions in my mind,” Damien explained.

      “So you can’t tell us exactly what happened?”

      “What I can tell you is that at the end of the dream, I had one regret and it was that you went to the coma ward alone…”

      She gave him a sobering look. “And you regret that why?”

      “Because you die… If you go there without me, Taz will kill you, so you must not.”
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        East Side of Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

        5 minutes until all hospital security is disabled

      

      

      

      Not for one minute did Clara doubt that what Damien had seen in the dream was a potential reality. Dreams were strange and wonderful sources of information. They were often wrong, but just as frequently correct. It could greatly trip someone up, questioning each aspect of a dream and deciding which part to put stock into.

      If Damien had seen Clara dying if she went to the coma ward of the hospital by herself, then she wasn’t going to do it. The risk was too great. The universe had given them a warning. It was unwise to ignore such important information.

      Instead, Clara made her way through to the other side of the hospital. She and Damien reasoned that if the commotion on the west side was a diversion, it was because Taz and his goons wanted attention drawn away from east wing. And as luck would have it, although Clara didn’t think that had anything to do with it, the main security control room was located on that end of the building according to the twins’ information.

      Scanning the badge that Maven and Moxie had made for both her and Damien, she held her breath until it made a pleasant buzzing noise. It seemed to say, “You’re okay. Go ahead and save the day.”

      Clara paused before opening the door and entering the inner hallways of the hospital. She held her hand over the badge reader, closing her eyes and mentally digging around for cosmic energy.

      It hit her immediately. There were traces of psychic force covering the badge reader. Clara didn’t know exactly how she knew this, but she was absolutely certain she was correct.

      This wasn’t an ability that she’d ever had before, but the Puddle made everything heightened, like bonding her to Damien. She could hardly fathom what powers would pulse through her when they flipped the coin and channeled the raw powers of the gods. Maven and Moxie seemed to believe that there was no avoiding this, but Clara sort of hoped they were wrong.

      Even without turning the coins, she and Damien were more powerful, so why would they have to risk something that could potentially harm them to finish this job?

      It won’t come to that, Clara told herself as she pulled her hand away from the badge reader and made her way into the secure hallway. It was deserted and quiet, but she knew she wasn’t alone. Somewhere down the sterile hallway, there was another psychic. Clara could feel her energy the same way she knew when a storm was approaching.

      But this time she was the storm, and she was going to stop Katy Eilish before she helped Taz kill any more innocent people.
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        West Side of Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

        4 minutes until all hospital security is disabled

      

      

      

      Damien highly suspected that the disturbance on the west side of the hospital was a diversion. However, he also thought that dealing with it was important. It wasn’t just the dream that gave him the intuition to investigate whatever was going on near the loading zone.

      In the dream, Damien had met Leo the goonish werewolf, Taz’s muscle. Because of the dream, he knew that the man was huge and had earned his title as a brute by sheer appearance. He knew that the beast was dumb as a dog. That he was behind whatever had caused the shipment of materials to fall off the truck and scattered into the road, creating the explosion of noise. And that they’d fight.

      Damien hadn’t seen anything else, and nothing that told him how the fight went. But Damien got a gut feeling that he had to face the werewolf.

      Maybe he stopped him from doing something else. Maybe he stopped him from harming Clara. Or maybe it was just part of the playing board and he couldn’t pass “Go” or collect two hundred dollars until he took down Taz’s muscle. It made sense to Damien that it would be easier to take down the head villain if he brought down his henchmen.

      The remnants of the strange dream kept playing in Damien’s head like parts of a movie. A trailer showing the highlights. He saw himself running down a corridor after a large man. He saw Clara at Taz’s mercy. He got a glimpse of where he found the werewolf—hiding like a coward. And he flinched from the visual of Clara dying from Taz mentally overpowering her. She wasn’t ready to face him. Not alone and not without the Puddle.

      “Just take down the henchmen and we’ll be one step closer to taking down Taz,” Damien said, following a path he seemed to know by heart, but really it was from the dream.

      “You must be reading my mind,” Clara said over the comm in his head. “I’m hot on Katy’s path, I believe.”

      He grinned, rounding a corner and knowing exactly what he’d see next. “Good. Take down Taz’s way to get through security and I’ll go after his force for getting away. Then we’ll go after the man himself together.”

      “Sounds good,” Clara said, a smile in her words.

      Damien saw what he’d expected as he entered the loading dock of the hospital. Running down the long hallway from the opposite end was the man from his dream. Leo looked over his shoulder, catching sight of Damien pursuing him before spinning around and fleeing—just as he had in the dream.
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        East Side of Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

        3 minutes until all hospital security is disabled

      

      

      

      Just as Clara had expected, she found the technokinetic woman in the main control room. Her senses lent to her from Damien told her there were two beating hearts in the large area full of buttons, wires and video surveillance monitors. The closest heart belonged to the security guard slumped against a wall. He appeared to have been electrocuted and was passed out.

      Clara refrained from helping him, knowing that she had to focus on whoever was typing on a keyboard in the adjoining work space.

      A quick glance at the security footage told her that most of the security guards and maintenance personnel for the hospital had been diverted to the commotion happening on the west side. She caught a brief glimpse of Damien running down a white hallway, pursuing someone.

      Although Clara wanted to watch and see what happened when he caught the figure a few screens ahead of him, she yanked her attention forward. Her heart beat fast. Her breath hitched in her throat.

      Clara had never been in a single fight in her entire life. It simply hadn’t been in the fiber of her being. But the world wasn’t all daisies and rainbows, and she knew that. Clara knew that if she didn’t stop Katy Eilish, bringing down Taz would be impossible. So she was ready to embrace the beast inside her—borrowed from Damien—and take down the technokinetic.

      She stepped into the next area and was planning to attack right away using force when something hit her in the head. Clara let out a soundless scream, the wind knocked out of her lungs. Her hands clasped to her head. She turned, looking for the person who had hit her. There was no one there.

      Turning back around, she nearly fell back, her head aching. Standing before her was the technokinetic. There was no mistaking that the woman with an identity crisis and bad fashion choices was Katy Eilish, or that she was the one telepathically attacking Clara.

      Throwing up a wall, Clara stopped the mental torture. Although she appreciated that Katy was using mental prowess to fight, Clara thought that force was better. She held up her fists, shaking off the pain searing in her head. Only as she rushed at the woman wearing combat boots and a skirt did she catch sight of a large screen overhead.

      It had a progress bar ticking along that appeared almost complete. Below it there was a countdown clock. It currently read: 2 Minutes.

      Two minutes until what? Clara wondered as she dove for the woman, throwing a fist straight into her smug face.
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        West Side of Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

        2 minutes until all hospital security is disabled

      

      

      

      Damien leaned forward and broke into a run. He enjoyed the instant speed owed to him for being a vampire. Quickly clearing the hallway, he arrived right behind Leo, soundlessly.

      The werewolf halted. His hair rose on the back of his neck and head. Damien heard his heartbeat speed up. Saw the muscles in his back tense. Felt the rush of fear in the werewolf.

      That last part was new to the vampire. He was used to reading his prey. To seeing what they were going to do by telegraphing their moves before they did them. But he didn’t feel their emotions. And suddenly he saw why that might be a shortcoming in battle.

      Damien suddenly felt bad for the werewolf. He’d experienced a great loss. Been rejected from his pack. Had fallen on bad times. And if it weren’t for Taz, then he’d be on his own—which was never the way of the werewolf.

      Shoving this all out of his mind, Damien reached out and tapped Leo on the shoulder. The werewolf turned to look over his opposite shoulder, his eyes dark little slits. His nostrils flared. Hot breath issued from his mouth.

      “Boo!” Damien said when his gaze connected with the werewolf’s.

      In a flash, Leo grabbed Damien’s hand and heaved him up and off his feet. Damien had fought his fair share of vampires, but never a werewolf. Right then, he realized his mistake. Where the vampire was lean, fast and agile, the werewolf was strong, solid and robust.

      Like flinging a rodent, Leo tossed Damien over his shoulder, making him hit the ceiling as he did. Damien simply hadn’t expected such force, and his body felt the insult of a weird crunching noise when he landed at the feet of the werewolf.

      Peeling his face off the linoleum, Damien offered the man before him a tight smile. “I can’t help but think we got off on the right foot. My name is—”

      “What, you want to meet my foot?” Leo asked, sounding as stupid as his flat face looked. He hauled back his boot and thrust it straight into Damien’s chest, making him fly back several yards where a wall thankfully stopped his progress.

      “What is going on there?” Clara asked in a breathless voice.

      “Dog training,” Damien answered, ducking as Leo rushed at him, fist first.

      The dumb mutt’s hand was now lodged in the wall where he’d been just a second ago, giving Damien a new advantage. He took this opportunity to throw a roundhouse kick at the brute’s face. It definitely wouldn’t help with his looks and Damien hoped it would knock him out. Sadly, it only provided the force he needed to dislodge Leo’s fist from the wall.

      “Yeah, well, things are going bad here,” Clara said over the comm, the sounds of metal-on-metal sounding in the background behind her.

      “How bad?” Damien asked, ducking again from a near assault that didn’t quite connect, but then having his legs kicked out underneath him. He just couldn’t get ahead of this guy, which was weird because he wasn’t fast. Just strong and wide. But then there were his emotions, bombarding Damien in little doses. It was like Damien was hesitating to really assault him, afraid of the pain he’d cause. But that was the entire point.

      “Bad,” Clara said, a spraying noise now echoing around her. “Like, we need a new advantage before it’s too late for both of us.”

      “Agreed,” Damien said, lying on his back and looking up at the brute regarding him from above. He needed to get to his feet. He needed to get the upper hand. And he needed to quit caring how Leo felt about this or anything else.

      “Time to flip a coin and see how things go?” Clara asked, sounding like she was being tossed around like Damien.

      Feeling a surge of hope, he arched his back and popped up to his feet, making Leo stumble back out of surprise. “Let’s do it.”

      Leo’s animalistic eyes darted to the bracelet on Damien’s wrist as he flipped the coin on it over. That wouldn’t channel the gods from the Puddle on its own. Simultaneously he drew on the powers of the gods, knowing that Clara was doing the same thing. And then he felt… Not a rush. Not an unnatural power. But something that made him fear this moment might be his last on Earth.
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        Coma Ward, Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

        1 minute until all hospital security is disabled

      

      

      

      Katy Eilish hadn’t ever let Taz down. Most hadn’t. He wasn’t the kind of man who people let down.

      People went above and beyond to ensure he was happy. They did whatever it took to avoid his wrath. And those who didn’t set the expectation that served to others.

      Still, everything was riding on this. Taz held his breath, hoping that the technokinetic delivered. He knew that she’d die trying—as she should. Because if she failed, then he would kill her himself.

      Taz had simply come too far for things to fail at this stage. Yes, he had burned quite a few matches, trying to leech the mental powers and energy of coma patients. No, he hadn’t mastered it yet. But his attempts had made him stronger—more so than ever before.

      Also, his attempts had made him wiser, giving him the idea for the plan that was currently underway. It was risky. He was in a huge hospital with top-notch security. But what Taz had learned was that the best places in the world underestimated small diversions.

      It didn’t take a lot to bring down a giant. Or blindfold them, as in this instance. All one had to do was put a very talented technokinetic in the heart of the beast. From there, she could control the beast, limb by limb—giving Taz the access he needed. Then he’d have what he wanted, and he’d be unstoppable. No one at this phase could stand in his way. Not with powers he had now. And soon, he’d be so mentally strong that he’d be a force the whole world should fear.

      The green light illuminated on the badge reader next to the outer door to the top-level security ward. Taz grinned as the beep sang, telling him he had access through the locked door.

      With deliberate force, he opened the metal door and threw it back. Behind him, the closest crew member caught the door, waving to the team to follow. They didn’t have to worry about being quiet. The ward was locked down.

      All personnel were locked out, drawn out by the diversion. And they never really kept many staff members in the coma ward at this hour. By design, Taz had picked this time because it was when shift changes made for a gap in staff for a few minutes. Everything for his plan had relied on precise timing.

      Not only was no one but the coma patients present in the ward, but no one but Taz and his team could get through the security perimeter until he was done. He glanced up at the cameras in the corners. They were all dead, none of them recording his presence or what he’d be doing there. By the time anyone figured it out, it would be too late.
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        East Side of Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

        0 minutes until all hospital security is disabled

      

      

      

      When the ticker counted down to zero, Clara wasn’t sure what she expected to happen. Truthfully, she hadn’t had much time to consider the options with Katy throwing physical and mental attacks at her at every turn. She felt Meddy wiggling around in her pocket, offering emotional support, telling her that she wasn’t alone, although she very much felt that way.

      The woman scratched at her with her cheetah nails, drawing blood. Clara had always liked cats and their grace. What she didn’t like were tacky women who wore gaudy cheetah prints.

      “You’re no cheetah,” Clara had said when Katy put her hands around her neck, trying to choke her.

      She threw her head forward, butting the redhead hard and making her stumble back. That’s when she had the opportunity to turn her coin. Before there had been a race around the control room. Katy’s mental attacks. Dodging computer equipment being thrown at her. And then the sprinkler system being hit, making water spray down in one corner of the control room.

      That was where a large mainframe sat in a huge black closet. Clara couldn’t even fathom the amount of electrical damage the two of them had made in the last five minutes, but she also didn’t care. This mission was about saving people—not money.

      

      Clara wasn’t sure what she expected when she pulled on the magical power from the Puddle. What she felt wasn’t even close to any expectation that she could have conceived. It felt like gasoline had flooded her veins. She suddenly knew things she had never learned. She suddenly felt things she’d never experienced. She knew how do things that she shouldn’t.

      And most importantly, she knew how to end the woman before her.

      Katy cackled, glancing at the monitor that hung over the main workstation. “You’ve lost. We’ve won. Taz will get what he came for.”

      Clara lowered her chin, feeling her eyes burn with a vengeance she’d never known before. “I’ll deal with Taz later. For now, it’s time for you to die.”
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        West Side of Cedars-Sinai Hospital, L

        os Angeles, California, United States

      

      

      

      Damien was going to die.

      He’d realized it as soon as he turned the coin and pulled on the magical power of the Puddle. It hadn’t filled him with a huge source of energy and strength. It had robbed him of everything. He and Clara had done something wrong, but that was the risk of using the Puddle. Flipping two coins as Dualcasters never worked exactly the same way.

      Suddenly he felt so weak that he thought if he closed his eyes, he’d never wake again. Twice he tried to push up to his feet. Both times he failed, falling on his face.

      Something was wrong. The Puddle hadn’t worked. He only hoped that Clara was okay after flipping her coin. But the comm had flown from his ear and he didn’t know where it was now.

      Calling her would be impossible, anyway. He simply didn’t have the breath to speak. The energy to say a word. The power to remain conscious…

      Of course, cowards like Leo didn’t care if someone was dying before them. They took the opportunity to take the final blow when the hero was down.

      The werewolf picked Damien up in his massive arms, almost like he was going to carry him to the emergency room for help. A sinister laugh fell from his mouth as he looked down at Damien cradled helplessly in his arms.

      Who knows what the meathead planned to do. Probably break Damien in two over his knee. And he could easily do that.

      But just then, an alarm blared overhead. Urgency jumped to Leo’s eyes. He dropped Damien’s broken body straight onto the linoleum, making a series of cracking noises from the fall.

      Then the goon ran—fleeing the way he’d come.

      Damien didn’t know why the alarm was sounding. What it could mean. Or if he was dying. He simply let go of trying to hold onto consciousness and closed his eyes, allowing himself to be dragged into the blackness that seemed to be begging for his attention.
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        East Side of Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

      

      

      

      Clara felt the rush of adrenaline like an animalistic force. She suddenly felt like a tiger, going in for a kill. With a power she instantly loved, she screamed, making the floor under their feet shake.

      Katy’s eyes widened as she looked around, trying to find a weapon. There wasn’t one—not one that could stop Clara. She knew that with certainty.

      Holding up her hand, she shot it through the air, telekinetically throwing the redhead back. She flew through the air, her back hitting the large black mainframe closet with a crash.

      Water rained down on the woman, instantly drenching her. She seemed dazed as she tried to get to her feet. But Clara knew that there would be no getting up for the technokinetic who had abused her powers. This was the end of the road for her. Katy Eilish wouldn’t ever get up.

      The Delta Underground Operatives assassin was about to make her first kill and she already looked forward to the next one. She hoped it was Taz, but she’d take down anyone who got in her way. With the force of the Puddle flooding her veins, Clara felt the power of the gods and never wanted it to leave her being.

      Yanking her hand through the air, she ripped the door of the mainframe closet open, knocking Katy to the floor. The woman lay in a puddle of water, looking up, fear vibrating in her eyes. She knew what was coming next. And she knew there was no stopping it.

      “P-please,” she pleaded, looking sideways at Clara.

      “I’m sure if those coma patients you watched him kill could have spoken, they would have begged, too. But you didn’t care. You just let them die. And now, it’s your turn to go to the land of the dead.”

      Clara threw her hand up and slashed it through the air. Live wires flew from the mainframe closet and shot forward like they’d coming alive. Then the whole box tumbled forward, landing on Katy with a loud crash. Her body convulsed as she was electrocuted. Smoke and the smell of burning flesh filled the room. The woman screamed, but only briefly, before dying right in front of Clara’s eyes.
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        West Side of Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

      

      

      

      Clara didn’t need to know where Damien was to find him. He could have been buried in the desert and she would have found him… Anywhere.

      Maybe it was the magic pooling within her from the Puddle. Or maybe it was that magic bonding them. Or maybe it was because on some level they must have been bonded before any of this for Alder to have put them together.

      All she knew was that, more so than ever before, she felt that her instinct directed her path in Damien’s direction. Her feet moved without her conscious thoughts directing them. Her eyes stayed focused, knowing she wouldn’t find Damien unless she concentrated. And when she heard his moaning, she knew it was his and not another’s amidst all the chaos and strangeness happening in the hospital.

      Taz’s team had done a number on this place, creating confusion at every turn. No wonder the security forces had been overwhelmed. And by what, really? Just smoke and mirrors, all while he did… well, she still hoped that it wasn’t too late to stop that. But first, Damien.

      Clara slid down to her knees upon finding Damien on the floor. She never knew he could look so defenseless, curled up in the fetal position and holding his legs. At first, she thought he was dead, but his muscles were all too stiff for that. He wasn’t dying. Inside, he was fighting.

      He was battling to stay alive. Seeking to wake up. Tearing away from whatever it was that was keeping him locked away from the world he was so accustomed to. And Clara knew this instinctively on a deep level.

      She checked him over for wounds. If he had any, then his vampire blood had already healed him of them. If he was hurt, then it was in his mind and not on his body. Still, she had to find a way to bring him back, for all the shaking and calling did nothing to regain his consciousness.

      “Damien, Damien,” Clara pleaded, rocking his shoulders. “Where are you and why can’t I get to you?”

      As she shook his shoulders, she felt the power inside her seeking to burst forward. It was like champagne seeking to explode from a corked bottle. It was almost too much for her. She remembered what it had her do without a second thought, back there in the control room.

      And it didn’t scare her to think about what it would have her do in the future. She welcomed the powers of the gods. But something was wrong with Damien. The power wasn’t just overwhelming him, the same way it was with her. It was robbing him of his very strength.

      It was taking it from him and giving it to her…she realized.

      Slipping back a few inches, Clara checked him over. She studied him. Thought. And then she realized that the best solutions were the easiest.

      With the same deliberate focus she’d used before, Clara released the power of the Puddle, putting a wall up to it. Blocking the energy. Then she did the same thing to Damien. But since she couldn’t think for him, she simply tried the best she could to slip into his mind and offer the idea that he stop the flow of power from the Puddle. It was subtle, but a moment later she knew it had worked.

      Damien shot up with a jerk, sucking in a breath. He’s like a vampire waking up for the first time, she thought. He was brand new and old at the same time. He was alive and yet still dead.

      But he was still here and that’s what mattered to her.

      She cupped his hands in hers, looking at him fondly. “Are you okay?”

      “Are you?” he asked, his voice cracking.

      “I killed a person,” she admitted, feeling like if she held on to the information for too long then she’d be culpable for the crime that should be one.

      “Taz?” he asked.

      Clara shook her head. “No, Katy.”

      “She deserved it,” he said, looking around, seeming to try and clear his vision. “Leo left me here. He’s gone. Where are the alarms?”

      “I turned them off,” she replied. “I couldn’t stand the noise.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to,” he joked.

      “But the authorities will be coming soon,” Clara stated, hearing footsteps in the distance, thanks to Damien’s enhanced hearing.

      “And Taz?” he asked.

      “Well, if you’re up for it, I say we go after him,” Clara stated. “I don’t know what Katy was doing to help in the control room, but we might still have time to stop him.”

      Damien nodded. “Yeah, and Leo seemed too intent to get back to his master, the little dumb dog.”

      Clara straightened and held out a hand to her partner. “Then let’s go and stop him before it’s too late.”

      Damien considered her small, outstretched hand before wrapping his fingers around it and allowing her to help him up, brandishing a strength that was all hers, since the rush of the Puddle’s magic had left her completely. He stood, seeming more himself than moments prior.

      Shaking off the weakness, he honed his attention on their path like a hunter going after its prey, tightened his hand in hers and pulled her forward, in the direction of the coma ward.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Coma Ward, Cedars-Sinai Hospital,

        Los Angeles, California, United States

      

      

      

      “Wow, and it’s too late,” Damien said, his voice a mixture of sarcasm and shock.

      The coma ward was wide open when they staggered into it, Clara half holding Damien up, although he kept insisting he could walk just fine. The problem was his legs kept forgetting every few steps, sending him to the floor into a heap like a defenseless baby, much how she’d sadly found him earlier.

      However, when they entered the coma ward, empty of employees and guards or Taz or anyone else, Damien was mostly walking alright. What was most shocking was that there were no coma patients in the ward.

      The entire floor that should have housed a dozen or so beds with sleeping patients divided by curtains was absolutely and totally empty. There weren’t even any machines left behind to beep their protests about having their patients taken away. Everything and everyone had been stolen from the coma ward, and it was beyond anything that Damien had fathomed recently—and that meant a whole hell of a lot.

      Things had happened in the last twenty-four hours that hadn’t ever been on his radar. A magical hotel! Dreams that came to fruition. Losing a fight to a werewolf! And then being magically sucked dry.

      But to see an entire coma ward evacuated under their noses, while they battled henchman—and henchwoman—well, that was beyond the realm of possibility. And yet, Taz had made it happen.

      “Where are they?” Damien asked when Clara had broken away from him, letting him stand on his own for once. She inspected a random object on the floor that had been left behind. She held it up, and it appeared to be a butterfly clip.

      “I don’t know,” she said, pocketing the barrette. “But we’re going to find them and get them back and help them wake up and stop Taz.”

      “That’s a long to-do list,” he half chuckled.

      “So?” she challenged.

      “So, I’m ready,” he said and staggered slightly. “Well, I could use some rest and a green smoothie from Hong Hanh and probably a new shirt.” Damien glanced down at his blood-spattered shirt, absolutely repulsed that it was his own blood.

      “I can’t believe this,” she said, nearly kicking a wall next to empty tubes that led to nothing and no one. Clara seemed to quell her anger, swallowing it down. “He did this right under our noses while we were battling his goons and we didn’t stop him.”

      “We didn’t know,” Damien soothed. “We went after who we thought were the problems, not seeing the diversion. But like I said, in the dream, if you’d come here first, then you would’ve died. Taz is very powerful now. He will get even more so. That’s why we have to train and prepare and get more information. The only way we’re going to take him down is to get one step ahead of him.”

      “Yeah, well, he no longer has a technokinetic to break him into places,” Clara said, sounding half regretful but mostly gleeful.

      “No thanks to you,” Damien said proudly and then sighed. “But if he’s taken these patients, then something tells me he doesn’t need to break into any more hospitals. He’s going to figure out how to harvest these coma patients’ abilities, powers and memories all on his own turf.”

      “And that’s where we need to find next,” Clara said, holding out a hand to Damien.

      He eyed it skeptically. “Where are you proposing we go next?”

      “Where all agents who need to reconvene and restore go,” she answered. “Home base. Then we’ll get what we need so we can start the hunt once more. And this time, bring that madman down for good.”

      Damien loved her spirit. He loved that she surprised him. And most of all, when he was down and out, he loved that she was ready to keep charging on and fighting.

      He wrapped his hand around hers and held it up, kissing the back of it before leading them out of the empty coma ward and away as night settled on Los Angeles.
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        Peregrin Alder Shaw’s Office,

        Delta Underground Operatives Headquarters,

        Mountains East of Salt Lake City, Utah, United States

      

      

      

      “You were lucky,” Alder said, pointing directly at Clara, making her feel even worse than she felt after her first murder.

      The high had worn off and now the empath was dealing with the aftermath of what she’d done—which she’d reasoned was still right and the only option, but still engraved in her subconscious for all of time.

      He directed another accusatory finger, this time at Damien who was seated next to Clara on the other side of his desk. “And you were not. Do you know your mistake?”

      “She forgot to take an antacid?” Damien joked, directing a thumb in Clara’s direction. “Her heartburn is killer and I think I got the residual effects of it.”

      Alder shook his head. “We never know how channeling the Puddle will work. It’s always different, which is why there aren’t any hard or fast rules on it. But we usually caution our agents not to use the coins unless they are in the immediate vicinity of each other, at least for the first time. It can be done and has. The comms make communication possible and are a must for it, but still, what you two did was risky.”

      “Isn’t that the nature of the job?” Damien challenged.

      “Yes, but you lost to your villain,” Alder told him before looking at Clara. “And you won very decisively. You both could have been winners but on level playing fields. Agents are always better if they remain together. I think you two will benefit from that because I chose you based on your complementary skills.”

      “Okay, so a newbie mistake,” Clara stated, sounding casual. “It was a result of a lack of training, which can be put on you.”

      He nodded, taking the blame. “You had to rush off to get a food source for Damien and then everything escalated. But yes, I think you both could benefit from more training. And if we had the time, then the twins would have told you about the coins and the risks, which I’d advised them to do beforehand.”

      “We ran out of time,” Damien stated.

      Alder nodded again. “That happens in the field. And it was key to get to Taz when you did.”

      “But we failed,” Clara said, sounding devastated.

      “You were there, and you stopped Katy,” he argued. “And you helped us to find leads on where he could be storing the coma patients.”

      “We did?” Damien asked, surprised.

      Alder withdrew the butterfly clip that Clara had found in the coma ward. “It’s little things like this, which will be tethered to the memory of the person who it belonged to. Do you think, Clara, you can hone in on it if you try?”

      She nodded. “I can try. And with Damien’s power assisting me, I definitely think so.”

      “Of course,” Damien offered at once. “What’s mine is yours.”

      “Then I think we stand a chance of finding Taz and the patients,” Alder stated. “All we have to do is track a few left-behind-clues. There’s still traffic footage, eyewitnesses and the butterfly clip and what we know about Taz. Then there’s also the werewolf, who always leaves behind a trail, wherever they are. So we will put our ears close to the ground, and we’ll find them. And when we do, we’ll get the innocent back and make the bad ones pay.”

      Clara smiled. “I like the sound of that.”

      Alder leaned forward, looking just at her, a twinkle in his eyes. “I know what you did was outside the realm of what you’re used to. But it’s what we do. And you’ve shown a remarkable adeptness of dealing with that type of action, making me certain I chose right in you.”

      “Thanks, sir,” Clara said, her voice strong and confident.

      “And what about me, sir?” Damien asked as Alder rose from his seat. “Did I impress you?”

      Alder turned and faced him. Looked him over. Smiled. “You did about how I expected. It wasn’t your best effort. You’ve got better in you. And I think you’ll show it. But you need to be ready. You need to be properly motivated. And you need to stop wearing so much of that damn aftershave.”

      Damien mock saluted to him. “You got it, sir.”

      “Well, you two get some rest,” Alder said with finality as he headed for the door. “Tomorrow, you start back at training. Then we track Taz. And then we start again. The bad guys don’t take a day off, so neither do we.”

      He paused at the door and then turned around and winked. “But we do celebrate a near win. You’ll find a bottle of something nice in the corner there. I hope you share it nicely and enjoy.”
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      “I don’t much care for Prosecco,” Damien said, shooting his glass and sighing.

      “And I think it’s delicious,” Clara said sipping on her glass and smiling. She was glad to be safe. Glad that Damien was alive. And happy that they were still on the mission even though they hadn’t fully succeeded.

      “So, you think you can track down the coma patient using the butterfly clip?” he asked, pouring them more sparkling wine.

      “I’ve used objects before to track people,” she stated. “Usually for important ones, energies of the person are left behind on it, making it like a tracking device for them. It’s a good idea that Alder had.”

      “You’re a good idea that Alder had,” Damien said, swaying slightly.

      “Damien Monty, are you tipsy?”

      “It’s just my iron deficiency weighing me down, and by that, I mean making me as light as a feather,” he answered.

      “We’ll take care of you,” she offered, patting his hand slightly. “Don’t worry.”

      “And what about you?” he asked.

      “What about me?” she questioned, looking up suddenly.

      “Well, don’t you have something in your life you need to get back to?” he asked. “A job? A boyfriend? A farm of succulent plants?”

      Clara laughed and shook her head. “No. Honestly, I don’t have much going on that begs for my attention. I’ve been looking for something to call me to it. And then this came along. It was easier than you think to drop everything and take this assignment.”

      He shook his head too. “No, I think I get it. The most I’m worried about is whether the open yogurt in my refrigerator has turned into a science experiment.”

      “Why do you have yogurt in your fridge?” she asked.

      “For guests,” he answered a bit sheepishly.

      Clara nodded, knowingly. “So, I guess, there you have it. We’re two loners who were looking for a reason to exist with all our superpowers and DUO found us.”

      “I’m really happy about it,” Damien said and then added, “and I haven’t been happy about a lot in a long time.”

      Clara pulled Meddy from her pocket, sensing that the mouse needed some air. He sniffed and then went about hunting for crumbs or whatever he needed. “Do you mean that you haven’t been happy since becoming a vampire?”

      “Since becoming a human,” Damien joked. “But yeah. I just never felt like I had a real purpose in life, even as a musician. I always wanted to do something that made a difference in this world. And I’m hoping, as sadistically as this sounds, that killing bad guys does that. I’m hoping I do something that makes this world a better place, even if that means ridding it of other people.”

      Clara drew in a breath, watching as her mouse sniffed around the room, exploring. “I know what you mean. It’s always been a blessing and a curse. I’ve never felt content doing the ordinary when I knew I had the capacity for more. But now, with Delta Underground Operatives leading my focus, I feel like I have the opportunity to finally do something that will make a difference. And that… well, it means a lot to me. It means the world, I’d say.”

      Damien held up his flute of bubbling wine. “To doing something that finally feels right.”

      Clara lifted her glass. “To something finally meaning the world.”

      They clinked their glasses together, not knowing that they’d entered into a silent, unbreakable partnership that would last a lifetime. They were an improbable pair, but they completed each other in ways that would defeat the most unbelievable of villains.

      For Clara and Damien, the world would offer them many problems. And they had a lifetime to solve the adventures that would come—from the case files of the Delta Underground Operatives.
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        Thank you for reading!

      

      

      The Reluctant Assassins continues the story of Clara and Damien and their adventure. Order the second book here.

      You’ll probably want to go ahead and grab book 3, too! The Immutable Pact tells the chilling conclusion of these assassin’s adventures.  Get it here.

      You’re invited to join my Facebook group where you can participate in discussions and banter about all things books, fantasy, and sci-fi. Lurkers welcome!

      You’re also invited to like the Delta Underground Operatives page on Facebook and join our reader group for all things DUO.
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      I haven’t written a book in a long time…by myself. I write books all the time. I can’t stop and rarely take real breaks. But I’m awful at playing in my own sandbox. Obviously I was a lonely child who didn’t have anyone to play with. Instead of diving into the old shoe boxes of my youth and disclosing too much personal and irrelevant information about myself, let me just say that I’m a writer who likes writing with a friend.

      For the last six years, I’ve collaborated with Michael Anderle, or as I affectionately call him, Bird Killer. You don’t get the reason why. You have to read other author notes to know how I turned his childhood secret into a constant jab. Is it ever a wonder that people don’t tell me secrets twice?

      My point in telling you this, is that I’m used to playing in other people’s sandboxes. There was a lot of self-imposed pressure to make this venture on my own a success. I doubted myself a lot in the beginning. I even convinced myself for a whole day that I didn’t know how to write anymore. And then I shook it off and focused on the characters. And they pretty much wrote this book themselves. Clara and Damien made this book happen and all I had to do was sit back and record their voices.

      Actually, I dreamed a lot of this book up. Like from a real sleeping dream. That’s happened to many authors like with Twilight and Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. I’m not trying to say that I’ve written something of that caliber (although I sure as hell would hope so). I’m simply saying that dreams are a source of information, not just weird ramblings from our brains.

      Oooooh last night, I had this dream that someone stole my wallet from my purse. I was really bummed until I realized that the lining to the purse was broken and the wallet slipped behind there, hiding away from the thief and staying safe. I woke up quite relieved.

      Yeah, that’s what I do. I derail things in author notes. You’ll get used to it.

      Anyway, I woke up one morning and I’d dreamed about a girl who woke up on a train…Oh, yeah, that’s totally meta. Welcome to my world. Anyway, this girl, she didn’t know how she got on this train or where it was going. I was like, and there’s a story for a book.

      Cut away to my real life with school drop offs and a boyfriend and whatnot… I remember thinking then, I have enough on my plate with a current series and 12 other ones, all like starving children, looking for food.

      Also, please keep in mind, that I’d always give attention to starving children and feed them, so please discard my bad metaphors. They are bad…

      Okay, so then months later, I go to sleep and wake up and get this glimpse of this guy who steals the powers from coma patients. I was like, and I have a villain!

      After that, I still doubted whether I should write this series, but a whole lot less. The universe, through my dreams, had given me the beginning and then the villain. Later, when I was writing it, I was like, this story wants to come to life. And that brings me to a quote I wrote years and years ago when I was thinking of what brought me to the keyboard.

      Most simply, this quote goes, “One day, the story inside you will want to breathe on its own. That’s when you’ll start writing…”

      It’s true and Clara and Damien wanted to tell their story and even with my ego battles, they came to life. Here is their story. The next one is even better. And I love them like they were my own. I hope you do too.

      Thanks for reading. Thanks for taking a chance on me. I hope you enjoy the stories. They are a part of me.

      Sincerely,

      Sarah Noffke

      AKA Tiny Ninja (Don’t ask. That nickname is a long story)
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      Sarah Noffke is a prolific USA Today Best-Selling Author, who writes YA and NA science fiction, fantasy, paranormal and urban fantasy. Most of her stories draw on her experiences living on the West Coast, growing up in Texas or traveling the world.

      Her passion for art, culture and literature drives her to create stories that are full of whimsey, humor and philosophy. Her books appeal to readers who enjoy an escape, a bit of magic mixed with science and the unexpected--like a dragon who tells bad jokes and has a video game addiction, but fights for justice.

      Noffke's books are top rated and best-sellers on Amazon. Her books are available in paperback, audio and in Spanish, Portuguese, German, Dutch and Italian.

      To stay up to date with Sarah, please visit her website and subscribe to her newsletter: www.sarahnoffke.com

      For a complete list of books by Sarah and a suggested reading order, please see: http://www.sarahnoffke.com/reading-guide/
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        Visit the Delta Underground Operatives Facebook Page for updates and information.
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