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I COULDN’T TAKE MY eyes off my new ring during the ride to my mom’s house. Drake had asked one of his employees to drive me to the bungalow. He had to catch up on work after our tense meeting with the supreme rulers of the supernatural community. I’d texted mom that I was on my way home. I hoped she would have coffee ready, because I needed a hit of caffeine.

Aurora’s SUV and my hatchback were still parked out front of the small house. My bestie yanked the door open and raced down the path when I climbed out. “We were so worried about you!” she exclaimed, hugging me hard.

“I’m fine,” I said, patting her on the back, then waving at the shifter in thanks as he drove away.

Mom was standing in the doorway, looking concerned. I hadn’t been able to give them any clue about where I’d been taken, or what had happened. To my surprise, I saw Ruen lurking in the background. He was staying well back from the sunlight. Dawn had arrived here in the States, so he should have been tucked away in his apartment by now.

“What’s Ruen still doing here?” I asked as we crossed to the house.

“He was worried about you,” my bestie said. I gave her a skeptical look and she shrugged. “Why else would he have hung around?”

He was probably curious about the secret meeting I’d been taken to, but I kept that thought to myself. “I need coffee, stat,” I said, hugging mom when I reached her.

“I just made a fresh pot,” my mother said, squeezing me tightly before releasing me. I could sense Kye in their bedroom. He was deeply asleep and would miss out on the update I was about to give them.

Ruen had skulked back to the dining room. He’d taken a seat at the table and was cradling a cup of coffee. “Where did Sherlock and Watson take you?” he asked.

Mom had drawn the thick drapes to block the sun, so he was safe from being turned to ash. Aurora and I sat down at the table, while mom poured us coffee and took a box of cookies out of a cupboard.

“I don’t know exactly where I was taken,” I said quietly, so the shifters who lived nearby wouldn’t overhear me. “The lions drove me to a fairy’s mansion and he teleported us somewhere overseas. We ended up in a castle and I was taken before the supreme rulers.”

Mom gasped in shock, Aurora looked confused and Ruen nodded as if I’d confirmed his hunch. “You met the supreme leaders?” mom asked.

I nodded, then sipped from my mug. “They were wearing hooded robes and masks and a spell was shielding their voices. They have no idea I know what their species and genders are,” I added smugly.

“Who are the supreme rulers?” Aurora asked.

“They’re the ten beings who are in charge of the supernatural community,” Ruen explained. “Former rulers have been assassinated by their enemies in the past, so they now keep their identities a secret.”

Mom’s gaze sharpened when I grimaced at the mention of assassins. “Tell us everything that happened,” she ordered.

“They held a trial to determine whether I deserved to be executed for murdering Lady Galantine,” I said, confirming their worst fears.

“They decided to let you live,” Aurora figured in relief.

“Nope. They decided to kill me,” I replied.

Mom’s mug shattered when she clenched her fist. Coffee splashed onto the tabletop, forming a puddle.

“I’ll clean it up, Pearl,” my bestie said, hurrying over to the kitchen to grab some cleaning supplies.

Mom’s bright yellow and pale green eyes were blazing with rage and Ruen was eyeing her warily. “Did you tell them about your destiny?” mom asked, voice sounding slightly raspy. “Did you tell them Fate chose you to save our world from the overlords and their minions?”

“I thought telling them about that might paint a target on my back, so I kept it vague,” I replied as I helped Aurora mop up the spilled coffee. “I told them they have no authority over me and that I serve a being more powerful than they are. I said they would be dooming our world if they executed me.”

“And they just let you go?” Ruen asked skeptically.

“A spell one of them cast told them I was telling the truth and one of the fairies had a vision,” I replied, tossing the used paper towels in the trash. “She said that I’m above their laws until I’ve achieved my purpose. I’m free to wield justice as I see fit and no one can impede me. One of the other rulers declared that I’m now untouchable. Anyone who attempts to take my life will be executed in my place. This will only last until the threat to our world is over.”

Silence fell at that news, then Ruen jumped to the same conclusion our boss had come to. “You’ve publicly defied our supreme rulers. You’ll be hunted by assassins now, even after the fairy received a vision of your importance.”

“Why?” Aurora asked as she sprayed the table with cleaning product and wiped it down.

“They see her as a threat to their authority,” mom figured wisely and angrily. “No one is above the supreme rulers on the hierarchy, yet they were just told that a lowly bounty hunter outranks them all.”

“No offense taken,” I joked when she gave me an apologetic look. Aurora put the cleaning supplies away and we took our seats again. Ruen looked drawn and pale from staying awake while the sun was up. He needed to get some sleep. Not even coffee was going to keep him up indefinitely.

“How did Lord Gilden react to all this?” Aurora asked.

I flicked a look at my dragon ring and struggled to keep my expression neutral. “He said the same things Ruen said,” I replied. “I’m constantly going to need to look over my shoulder for assassins now. We’re the only ones who know about the mission he gave us. Not even the supreme rulers are aware of it.”

“What do you think they would do if they were told about Lord Gilden’s plan to gather the nine spell fragments?” mom asked Ruen.

“They would take Saige into custody and turn her into their puppet,” he said gravely. “They would use her as they saw fit if they knew what her true destiny was. None of us would ever see her again.”

Fresh rage filled mom, but she resisted the urge to smash her dining table to pieces. “They’ll have to go through me to get to my baby girl,” she snarled.

“No one is going to kidnap me or assassinate me,” I said soothingly. “Fate has been arranging everything behind the scenes for thousands of years. She’s not going to let me die before my job is over.”

“Is that ring new?” Aurora asked, suddenly seeing my new jewelry.

“Yeah, isn’t it pretty?” I asked, willing my heart not to speed up. “Ungul made it for me. He gave it to Lord Gilden to hold onto when he heard I was out of town. I guess he was worried someone would try to steal it from him.” I’d come up with the explanation on the spot, but it was as close to the truth as I could get without giving away its true purpose.

Mom became distracted from her meltdown as both women leaned in close to examine it. “What sort of gem is that?” Aurora asked.

“It looks like a silver diamond,” I said, using a joking tone while being completely truthful.

Ruen snorted out a laugh. “You couldn’t possibly afford a silver diamond,” he said. “They’re exceedingly rare and beyond priceless.”

“A girl can dream,” I said, conjuring up a wistful smile.

“About these assassins,” mom said to get us back on track. “What sort of beings are they likely to be?” she asked.

I let out a silent sigh of relief that I’d been able to avoid admitting I was wearing Drake Gilden’s betrothal gift. 

Ruen shrugged his bony shoulders. “The supreme rulers employ beings from various supernatural species. There’s no way to tell who they’ll send after your daughter.”

“Whoever they send will have a death wish if they come after me,” I said grimly. I’d been given permission to execute the minions who tried to assassinate me. Even so, it wasn’t going to be fun having a perpetual target on my back.
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WE CHATTED FOR ANOTHER hour, then we needed to go home to get some sleep. “Do you want to sleep in my basement, Ruen?” mom offered. “Saige’s old bedroom is down there.”

My partner grimaced at that thought and shook his head. “I’ll get Saige to drop me off on her way home,” he replied.

“It’s lucky you still have your body bag with you,” I said with a smirk. “Do you want to ride in the trunk, or on the back seat?” I didn’t have a traditional trunk, since my car was a hatchback, but there would be enough room for him if he tucked his knees to his chest.

“I’ll take the back seat,” he said sardonically.

“Are they always snarky like this?” mom asked Aurora, who was snickering quietly.

“They’re even worse when we go out of town for our missions,” she confirmed.

Ruen grabbed his body bag and took everything out of it. He gave us our backpacks and went to tuck the glowing fragment into his own backpack.

“Can I see that?” mom asked, holding her hand out. He gave it to her and she squinted at the squiggly red writing. “It looks like it’s written in a long-dead language,” she mused. He took it back from her and put it in his backpack, then handed me the body bag. I took his backpack as well.

I unzipped the bag and Aurora helped me hold it upright. The vamp stepped into it and pulled his bandana over his eyes. The sun was going to be too bright even inside the body bag. My bestie zipped the bag up all the way to the top.

“It might be best if someone opens the car door, then Aurora deposits me inside as quickly as she can,” Ruen requested. His voice was muffled, but discernable.

“We’re on it,” the demon promised. She could run a lot faster than mom and me.

“Thank you for your hospitality, Ms. Sterling,” Ruen added.

“You’re welcome,” mom replied. “Have a safe trip home.”

Aurora picked Ruen up, easily holding his weight. I hugged mom goodbye, then hurried to my car to open the back door. Aurora was standing next to me a moment later. She stuffed the body bag inside before anyone could see her. I closed the door, then we both turned to wave at mom.

“I’ll see you at home,” I said to the demon. She nodded, then we climbed into our cars and drove away. My ride ran smoothly, thanks to mom and Kye looking after it while we were gone.

Ruen didn’t make any noise in the back of my car. I found out why when I drove into the underground parking level of the twenty-story silver tower. I opened the hatch and unzipped the body bag to see my partner had succumbed to sleep. He was over three centuries old, yet he wasn’t a master and he couldn’t stay awake indefinitely.

I found his keys after a quick search of his pockets, then hefted him and his gear over my shoulder. The elevator carried me to the eighteenth floor and I unlocked the door to his apartment. It felt weird to be back in his stark black and white home again. I deposited Ruen on his bed and stripped the body bag off him. I left it, the scroll and his gear on a chair in the corner of the room. It looked like that was where he sat to read, going by a book that sat on a small black lamp table next to the chair.

Leaving his keys on the dining table, I locked the door and pulled it shut behind me. I couldn’t sense Drake in the building, so he must be somewhere in the city. I covered my yawn with my hand when I entered the elevator again and returned to my car. Driving home on autopilot, I kept my senses on full alert. No one approached me and I made it to my apartment safely.

Aurora was still up when I stepped inside. She’d removed her wig and sat on my couch, waiting for me expectantly. “Spill it, Saige,” she ordered and pointed at my ring. “Where did that really come from?”

A bright red flush gave me away as I shut and locked the door. “I already told you,” I said.

“I saw the gold glow around you when that shifter dropped you off and I know you had sex with the dragon again,” she said knowingly. “Is that a betrothal gift from Lord Gilden?”

Heaving a heavy sigh, I sank down onto the couch next to her. “Yeah, it is,” I admitted and she squealed with delight.

“I’m so happy for you!” my bestie said and threw her arms around me.

“Don’t get too excited,” I warned her.

She drew back when she heard my morose tone. “What’s wrong?” she asked with a frown. “You’ve finally become bonded to your true mate. You should be ecstatic.”

“That’s the thing,” I said with a grimace. “We’re betrothed, but we can’t become bonded properly.”

Her frown deepened. “Why not?”

“It’ll apparently somehow change my fate and doom our world if we do,” I said glumly.

She threw her hands up in annoyance. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard! What’s the point of having a true mate if you can’t become bonded to him?”

“That’s pretty much what I said,” I told her ruefully. “Drake said a seer predicted that his first wife wouldn’t be his true mate. She told him he wouldn’t become truly bonded to a full-blood weredragon. She said that he’ll meet his true mate one day, but bonding with me will screw everything up.”

“So, are you supposed to never have sex with him again?” she demanded.

“We can have sex, but we can’t bite each other until after we’ve saved the world,” I said.

She shook her head, just as dubious about this whole debacle as I was. “How are you two going to ignore your instincts? Lord Gilden already bit you lightly once. There’s no way you’ll be able to keep stopping yourselves from completing the bond.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of as well,” I agreed. “The seer was right about Drake’s wife not being his true mate. He knew we were destined to be together the first moment we met. He resisted me at first because of what the seer told him. If we become fully bonded, my destiny will change and we can kiss our world goodbye.”

“That sucks,” Aurora said unhappily. “It’s so cruel of Fate to dangle your mate in front of you like this and deny you true happiness.”

“Drake thinks this is a test,” I told her. “We have to put the greater good ahead of our own selfish desires.” My tone indicated my annoyance with that ridiculous rule. I couldn’t see how biting each other and cementing our bond could possibly change my destiny. Then again, it was a bad idea to mess with prophecies. It would be like challenging Fate and her consort directly. Crowmon had seemed decent enough, for a weird little demi-god, but his partner was frankly frightening.

“What sort of gem is that really?” Aurora asked, lifting my hand up to take another look at it.

“It’s a silver diamond, of course,” I replied wryly. “Ruen might not think I’m worthy of it, but my mate thinks otherwise.”

We snickered that we were in on the secret that few others were aware of. Not even mom and Kye knew of my engagement to the weredragon who ruled Nexus.
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I’D HAD PLENTY OF EXPERIENCE at being stalked, thanks to the jinx who’d pranked me constantly. Waiting for assassins to attack me was exactly the same. Two weeks passed since the supreme rulers declared me to be untouchable. No one had tried to kill me yet, but it was only a matter of time. Everyone close to me had been warned, not that there were many people who fell into that category. Mom, Kye, Aurora and Mekhi were all on the list. It was doubtful any of them would be targeted, since I was the one the rulers saw as a threat.

Ruen and I had been on missions every night since we’d returned home. I was glad I no longer had to work a day job. Everything had gone mostly back to normal, with Drake meeting all of his bounty hunters one night a week to pay us. I’d seen him last night. It had been excruciating not to be able to acknowledge our feelings for each other.

A knock sounded at the door, snapping me out of my fantasy about stripping my boss naked and riding him on his desk. The heavenly scent of pizza wafted through the door. Aurora was in the shower, so I heaved myself off the couch to get it. I’d paid for it online rather than using cash, so I wouldn’t need my wallet.

The delivery guy’s hat was pulled down low enough to hide the upper half of his face. “I’ve got an order for Saige,” he said and held the box out to me.

“That’s me,” I confirmed and took it. The tip had already been paid online, so he turned and scurried back towards the elevator.

I stepped back inside and closed the door. Opening the lid, I took out a slice and lifted it to my mouth to take a huge bite out of it. Aurora was standing in front of me a second later, stark naked and dripping wet. “Don’t eat that!” she exclaimed, slapping the food out of my hand. It landed facedown on the floor and toppings scattered around our feet.

“What the hell?” I asked in shock.

“It’s covered in poison,” she warned me.

My eyes narrowed, then I snatched my kill-bag off my scuffed brown trunk next to the door. Dumping the pizza box on the kitchen counter, I strode around the screen that hid my bed from view. I pushed the window above my bed up, took a knife out of my bag and waited for the human to emerge from the building. They always came through the back, since parking at the front of the building was so limited.

Aurora squeezed in next to me just as the delivery guy appeared. He made the mistake of pausing to look up and his mouth dropped open when he saw my bestie’s boobs. It was an effective distraction and he didn’t even see my knife whistling towards him. The blade sank into his heart up to the hilt. He flipped over from the force of the blow, landing on his face.

“Direct hit,” I said in satisfaction.

A couple of werewolves who lived in the building pulled into an empty spot. Aurora drew back inside before they could see her and get an eyeful.

“Just leave him,” I said when the wolves got out of their ride and peered at the corpse. I had to lean out through the spell so they could hear me. “He’s an assassin.”

“Can we drag the body over to the dumpster?” one of them called back, knowing my hearing wasn’t as acute as theirs. “He’s blocking the path to the door.”

“Yeah, sure,” I agreed. “The body disposal team will be here soon to get rid of it. Can one of you toss my knife back up to me?”

One of the wolves bent to pull the knife out and wiped it on the dead guy’s shirt. He drew his arm back and threw it upwards. I deftly caught it and gave him a salute of thanks, then shut the window.

“I can’t believe that douchebag ruined our pizza,” Aurora said in annoyance. She’d gotten dressed and was towel drying her hair.

“I don’t have enough time to order another one and wait for it to arrive before I’ll have to go to work,” I said as I reached into my kill-bag. “I’ll have to heat something up in the microwave.” My glum tone indicated I was just as annoyed as she was that our meal had been ruined.

“It was sneaky of the supreme rulers to send a human to kill you,” my bestie said as I used a disposable wipe to clean my knife. “He wouldn’t have shown up on your radar.”

“I wonder if poison even affects me?” I mused, picking up the slice I’d dropped and tossing it into the trash. I cleaned up the toppings and wiped the cheese grease off the floor.

“Don’t even think about it,” Aurora warned me when I glanced at the still-steaming box of remaining pizza.

“One small bite probably won’t hurt,” I said in a wheedling tone. “It might even be a good idea to see if I’m immune, since not much can hurt me.”

Aurora heaved a sigh and shook her head. “At least call the body disposal team before you kill yourself with poisoned pizza. I’ll get them to dispose of your corpse as well when they get here if you die.”

I gave her a sardonic look and took my phone out of my pocket. Someone answered after a couple of rings. “This is the BD team, how can I help you?”

“Hi, this is Saige Sterling and I have a corpse that needs to disappear.”

“Is there only one body this time, Ms. Sterling?” she asked.

“Yep. There’s not much mess to clean up. Maybe a bit of blood and human waste.”

“You killed a human?” she asked in shock.

“He was an assassin,” I reassured her.

“Who would be stupid enough to send an assassin after you?”

“Good question,” I said, pretending I didn’t know the supreme rulers were behind it. Word hadn’t spread that I was supposedly untouchable yet. “You can probably expect to get more calls like this from me, since I’ve apparently made an enemy,” I added.

“Where do we need to collect the body from?” she asked.

I gave her my address without telling her I lived in the building and we hung up. “Can I try the pizza now?” I asked.

Aurora had hung her towel up and was hunting in the freezer to search for food. “Go ahead,” she said with a sigh.

I opened the box, picked up a slice and took a tiny, cautious bite. Apart from a slightly weird odor, I didn’t notice anything different to normal. “I don’t think poison affects me,” I said in satisfaction.

“You’re not eating the whole slice,” she said with a dire frown when I went to take a bigger bite. “A small amount might not kill you, but that doesn’t make you invincible.”

Giving the pizza a longing look, I heaved a sigh of capitulation. “You’re right,” I agreed reluctantly. “It’s best not to risk it.” I closed the box and dumped the whole thing in the trash.

She took a couple of frozen meals out of the freezer, then turned to the window. “I think the BD team is here,” she said.

I crossed to my bed and peered through the window to see a van pull into the lot. Two men wearing dark blue overalls got out. They quickly zipped the dead assassin into a body bag and stashed him in their vehicle. Then they cleaned up the small amount of mess he’d left behind before driving away.

Aurora heated up our substitute dinners. We’d both been looking forward to eating pizza and we weren’t happy that it had been poisoned.

The more I thought about it, the angrier I got. “You could have died tonight,” I said after we’d finished our meals.

“Demons have strong stomachs,” she reminded me. “I could probably have eaten an entire slice without dying.”

“I’m not willing to take that risk,” I said grimly and reached for my phone.

“Who are you calling?” she asked in trepidation.

“My fiancé,” I replied. She clapped a hand over her mouth to muffle her glee as the phone rang on the other end.

“Saige,” Drake said silkily and my insides clenched in desire. “What a lovely surprise.”

“Are you alone?” I asked.

“I am, as a matter of fact,” he replied. “Are you?”

“Nope. Aurora is sitting right beside me,” I warned him. He knew she had exceptional hearing, so he would have to watch what he said.

“Has something happened?” he asked in alarm when he picked up on my grim tone.

“The first assassin struck tonight. He was a human disguised as a pizza delivery guy. He poisoned our food.”

“Were either of you hurt?” the dragon asked. I could feel his anger through our bond.

“I tried a small bite and it didn’t affect me, but that’s not the issue.”

“What is the issue?” he asked.

“They sent their lackey to my home,” I said, growing angrier by the second. “Aurora could have died because of their stupidity. I’m giving them one warning and they’d better take notice.”

“What is your warning?” he asked. Now I could feel a hint of arousal through our link. He liked it that I was showing my strength of will.

“If any of their assassins come to my house again, or hurt or use my friends and family to get to me, I’ll go after the people who sent them to kill me. I’ll take down all ten of the supreme rulers if I have to, just like I took down Lady Galantine and her guards.”

Drake was silent for a few moments as he struggled to control his lust. “I agree,” he said, to my surprise. “It’s bad enough that you’re going to be subjected to the constant threat of death. It’s unacceptable for any innocents to be drawn into this. I’ll ensure your message is passed on.”

“Good. Thanks, boss. Ruen will be calling me with a mission soon, so I’d better go.”

“Have a lovely evening, ladies,” he replied, then we ended the call.

Aurora fanned her face with her hands. “I can feel the heat between you two and you’re not even in the same room,” she joked.

I felt a bit better now that I knew my warning would reach the ears I’d intended it for and some of my rage abated. My phone rang before I could put it down. “It’s Ruen,” I said, then answered his call to see what sort of creatures I would have to kill tonight.
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MY UNDEAD SIDEKICK arrived ten minutes later to pick me up. He’d been vague on the phone, apparently preferring to tell me the details of our mission in person. Ruen had advised me to wear something suitable for visiting the Den, so I was dressed in red leather pants and a sexy purple top. Aurora was staying home tonight, since mom and Kye were having a date night. She would either game, or sketch images from the underworld.

“Howdy, partner,” I drawled after seating myself beside the vamp. Just to be different, he was wearing a black suit and a white shirt. He forced out a long-suffering sigh at the hated greeting and set the car into motion. “Are you going to tell me what we’re hunting tonight?” I asked.

“We’re being sent after a foursome of face-changers,” he replied.

“I’ve never heard of face-changers,” I said doubtfully. “Are they a type of shifter?”

He shook his head, then flicked his lank black hair out of his eyes. “In some countries, they’re known as fetches,” he said. “They can assume the guise of anyone they meet, but they can’t change their scents.”

“They’re not fae, are they?”

“They don’t possess magic, as such,” he replied. “Their only talent is to change their appearance.”

He sounded tense and I had a hunch why. “I guess Drake told you about the assassin.”

His response was to bare his fangs in a silent snarl. “They shouldn’t have sent their minion to your apartment,” he said. “Aurora could have been killed in their futile attempt to execute you.”

I noticed he hadn’t been worried about my safety and rolled my eyes. “I’m fine, thanks,” I said sarcastically. “I ate a little bit of the poisoned pizza and it didn’t affect me.”

“I’m fairly certain by now that you’re indestructible, Ms. Sterling,” he said primly. “I highly doubt even a nuclear bomb could destroy you.”

I snickered and he allowed himself a tight smile. “Our boss is going to pass on a warning from me to the supreme rulers,” I told him. “I’ll go after them directly if they send assassins to my home again, or if they target my friends and family.”

He nodded in agreement and relief that Aurora wouldn’t get hurt. “If they’re wise, they’ll heed your warning.”

I changed the subject back to the mission we’d been given. “So, what do we know about the four fetches?”

“Not much,” he said. “Face-changers usually stay under the radar. They’re extremely good at embezzling money, since they can assume the guises of wealthy marks. They don’t normally kill anyone during their scams. They usually just kidnap their victims, assume their identities and release them once they’ve gotten away with their theft.”

“I take it our targets went off script this time?” I figured as he pulled up near the Den of Iniquity.

“They kidnapped the CEO of a business and slaughtered him and his entire family last night,” Ruen verified. “The police have cordoned off the area around their mansion. I won’t be able to get close enough to it to pick up on their scents.”

“Let’s hope Lenny has heard a rumor about where they’re hiding out,” I said as we exited from his black sedan.

A werewolf was guarding the door this time. He nodded at us in greeting and we nodded back. The shifter wore a red t-shirt and black jeans, with the logo of the bar stitched onto his shirt. A spell warded humans away from the building.

Ruen preceded me into the club and we stepped into the foyer. As always, music thumped loudly from the speakers and the dancefloor was packed. I fit right in with my leather and lace outfit. My partner was the one who stood out in his boring suit. We both received respectful greetings from the patrons as we headed towards the bar. A lot of the young vamps gave me worshipful smiles. I’d helped improve their lives after threatening to kill the twelve top masters of the city if they didn’t change their ways.

Speaking of grateful fledglings, a trio of beautiful young vampires spotted me and surged my way. The blonde, brunette and redhead I’d rescued from a sicko necromancer embraced me from three sides, turning me into the filling inside a vampire sandwich.

“Hi, girls,” I said in greeting as they began weeping on my shoulders. “Sorry about what I did to your former master.”

“We’re not,” the blonde said, drawing back to dab bloody tears from her eyes with a tissue. Her name was Tiffany.

“We’re glad Lady Galantine is dead,” Britney, the brunette, agreed.

“Our new master is a lot nicer than she was,” the redhead told me. Her name was Skylar. “We’re crying because we’re happy. It’s like you saved us all over again.”

Ruen had stopped to wait for me rather than approaching Lenny on his own. He kept his expression neutral, but I knew he was impatient to get on with our mission.

Everyone was watching us by now. The entire supernatural community in Nexus was aware that I’d executed a master vampire and had gotten away with it. The master vamps in the room watched me warily, as if they expected me to whip out a machete and start lopping off heads at any moment.

“Why did you kill our master?” Tiffany asked.

“She sent a jinx after me and he threatened a close friend of mine,” I replied. “He was going to torture my friend in retaliation for your master being forced to treat you better. I told her to call him off, but Lady Galantine refused. Her feud was with me, but she made the mistake of targeting my friend. Only one of us was going to walk away from our feud alive and it turned out to be me.”

Murmurs sounded, but the music drowned them out for me. I’d just made it known to everyone that the people I cared about were off-limits.

“Don’t forget that we owe you, Ms. Sterling,” Britney said. “Here are our numbers if you ever need us.” She pushed a piece of paper into my hand, then they returned to the dancefloor. I put the list of phone numbers in my kill-bag, then followed Ruen to the bar.

The zombie manager of the club stood at the center of the bar that stretched the length of the back wall. A vampire bartender was on one side and a werebear was on the other. A werehyena was guarding the fridge where the blood was stored.

Lenny grinned at us when we approached him. “If it isn’t my two favorite bounty hunters!” he declared, spreading his arms wide. Missing an ear and a couple of fingers, he had one milky eye and one brown eye. He was in pretty good shape for a corpse who’d been walking around for a few decades. Unfortunately, his taste in clothing was abominable. Tonight, he was wearing a white shirt with black blotches on it. They looked a lot like mold spores.

“Hey, Lenny,” I said fondly. “How’ve you been?”

“I’ve been feeling a bit dead lately,” he joked. “What can I get you?”

“Just a beer, thanks,” I replied. Ruen shook his head that he didn’t want blood tonight despite being gaunter than usual. He was probably hoping to have his weekly binge on our targets tonight.

Lenny poured me a beer, while eyeing us shrewdly. “Too many rogues are going wild for me to guess who you’ve come here for info about,” he said when he handed me my glass. “Who are you hunting this time?”

“Fetches,” I said, lowering my voice. “Four of them killed a CEO and his family last night.”

“That was a terrible tragedy,” the zombie said, shaking his head as I paid him for the drink. I slipped him a couple of hundred bucks as a bribe at the same time. “I heard the face-changers were seen driving away in a fancy red sports car that belonged to the CEO,” he added. “The car was dumped near a wealthy suburb to the north of the city before some kids took off in it for a joyride. Fetches can change their faces, but someone with a good nose should be able to track them down from where they left the car.” He looked at Ruen meaningfully, then gave us the name of the street where the car had been briefly abandoned.

I chugged down my beer, then put the empty glass on the bar. “Thanks for the intel, Lenny. We owe you.”

“I might just take you up on that one day,” he said enigmatically, then turned to his next customer.
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I WAS GLAD DRAKE HAD rescinded his decision to make me work for him for free. Packing groceries all day long had been a nightmare I never wanted to relive. The work had been mind-numbingly boring and my coworkers had been awful. Then there was Karen, my overbearing manager. I shuddered at the thought of ever having to see any of them ever again.

My days of having an empty bank account were over and I was flush with cash again. I could even afford to replenish my wardrobe on a regular basis. The weredragon paid us well to hunt down the rogues and there were a lot of them to execute. Ruen was just as glad that I was being paid again. It meant he didn’t have to pay Lenny’s bribes anymore.

Ruen knew Nexus like the back of his skeletal hand. He drove to the suburb the zombie had named and pulled up where the sportscar had been dumped. “You might as well wait here,” the vamp said before I could climb out. “It could take me a while to track the fetches to their lair.”

“Leave your keys in the ignition, so I can listen to the radio,” I requested.

He nodded, then got out. I watched him search the area for the targets’ scents, then he flashed away so quickly that he was just a blur. My senses told me there weren’t any supernatural beings living around here.

I closed my eyes and sang along to the radio as I waited for my unholy partner to return. The door opened a few minutes later and I opened my eyes to see a gun being pointed at my face.

“Get out, you fat tub of lard,” a human wearing a balaclava growled menacingly as he climbed inside. “I’m stealing this ride.”

“What did you just call me?” I asked, rage instantly spiking at the insult.

“You’ve got two seconds to get out, or I’ll blow your brains all over the window, you chubby ho!” he snarled.

My response was to snatch the gun out of his hand and punch him in the jaw. “I’m not a ho, dunce cap,” I snarled at him. His eyes rolled back and he slumped against the wheel, making the horn blare loudly. I pulled him upright to cut off the noise, then reached across him to open the door. With a hard shove, I sent him flying. He landed on the grassy verge and rolled a few times until he hit a fence. Pulling the door shut, I locked it this time.

I turned the music down to listen for sirens if any of the neighbors had noticed the attempted carjacking. Groans of pain came from the human a couple of minutes later when he came to. He climbed to his feet and stood there on wobbly legs as if he was wondering what the hell had happened. 

He groggily turned in my direction and I pointed his gun at him. His eyes widened behind his balaclava, then he staggered away as fast as he could. The idiot was lucky I knew exactly how much force to use on my opponents to render them unconscious. I could have easily torn his head from his shoulders, but it was against the rules. That was something a rogue would do, not a law-abiding bounty hunter like me.

“It was pretty frugging tempting, though,” I muttered, putting the gun in my kill-bag. If he’d been an assassin, I wouldn’t have hesitated to off him. Since he’d just been attempting to steal the car, I had to let him go. It wasn’t my job to police his kind. I’d leave that up to the cops. Besides, it would have made a hell of a mess in Ruen’s car and I didn’t have enough disposable wipes to clean up all the blood.

Ruen returned half an hour later. His cheeks were even hollower after expending so much energy sprinting around the neighborhood. “Why does it smell like a human was in my car?” he complained when he slid behind the wheel.

“A moron tried to steal your ride,” I said with a smirk. “I persuaded him it was a bad idea and kicked him out. I scored a new gun in the process.”

He rolled his eyes and his stomach growled so loudly that it echoed around us. “I hope we can trap the targets inside their house so I can feed on them,” he said with a grimace.

One of the stipulations Drake had placed on him was that he could only binge on the targets if I was the only one to witness it. Ruen always chose to wait until we had multiple foes to take down so he could glut himself. Draining four rogues should satiate him for a while.

“I found the fetches’ home,” he reported as he slowly motored away from the curb like a hundred-year-old human. “I sensed they’ve been going downhill for the past few days. Now all four of them have gone rogue. I peeked through a window to see they’re wearing disguises of two adults and two teenagers.”

“How do you know they’re just disguises?” I asked.

“They’re not quite in control of themselves now. Their true faces kept flickering into sight every now and then. They’re all adults beneath their camouflage.”

“Are you sure?” I asked, hating the thought of having to execute teenagers. Killing kids and teens was the worst part of being a bounty hunter. The guilt wasn’t something I could easily shrug off.

“You’ll be able to see for yourself when we confront them,” he replied.

He drove to the far side of the suburb where the houses could be classified as small mansions. “Why did it take you half an hour to track them down?” I asked. It had only taken him a few minutes to drive here.

“They disguised the location of their home by leaving false trails everywhere,” he replied. “It wasn’t easy to narrow down which house was theirs.”

“How did you pinpoint their lair?”

“I overheard them whispering about the dead CEO,” he said ruefully. “They were quite clever and left their scents on the pathways leading to every house on their street.”

“But they were dumb enough to talk about their crimes where any supernatural being with enhanced hearing could listen in,” I said with a smirk. “Are fetches easy to kill, or am I going to have to get inventive?”

“They shouldn’t be much of a challenge from what I’ve heard,” he replied. “Any weapon in your arsenal will be able to kill them. Try not to make too much noise.” He nodded at the houses full of humans that surrounded us, then pulled to a stop. “The targets are in the light blue house halfway down the block.”

With luck, we would get this job done quickly. It was still early enough for a few people to be out walking. There were plenty of streetlights, but they also carried flashlights. Some had dogs with them for extra security. I looked down at my outfit and realized I was going to stand out too much. “Maybe I should get changed,” I suggested.

“Are you afraid someone might call the police and report you for trolling for clients?” he joked.

I snickered at his rare show of humor. “The guy who tried to steal your car called me a ho,” I confessed.

“Perhaps pulling a t-shirt over your blouse will tone down your look,” he said diplomatically.

I was wearing ankle boots with a three-inch heel, which made me six-foot-two. With my purple hair, eyes and tatts, there was no way I wouldn’t stand out, but I nodded in agreement anyway. He climbed out and popped the trunk to retrieve a t-shirt for me. I pulled it on and climbed out as well. Ruen locked his car, then we crossed the street and began to amble towards the house where our targets were lurking.
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IT HAD BEEN A GOOD call to don the t-shirt. From a distance, I could have been wearing red jeans rather than leather pants. A pair of joggers ran towards us and we veered off the sidewalk to step into the shadows. They nodded in thanks that they could stay on the path. Their eyes lingered on my hair on their way past.

Ruen’s head kept swiveling as he searched for danger. I suspected he was keeping watch for another assassin to pop up. It sucked that I couldn’t sense humans on my radar, or tell if anyone meant to do me harm. Even that talent wouldn’t help me much, since the assassins were just doing their jobs. They didn’t have a grudge against me personally.

We reached the targets’ property and I opened the gate as if I had every right to be there. Ruen followed on my heels, closing the gate behind us. I’d left my beloved black guns in the trunk of his car, since I’d have to be quiet during this mission. The last thing we needed was to rouse the neighbors and get the police involved.

“Where are they exactly?” I whispered, hiding from view of the street behind a tree.

“Two of them are in the living room now, watching TV,” he murmured. “The other two are upstairs. One is taking a shower. The other one is listening to music in a bedroom.”

It was handy having him pinpoint exactly where the fetches were. We’d started working more closely together now that our boss had given him permission to feed on our targets. Ruen no longer stood back and left the hunting up to me. Deep down, he enjoyed our missions and no longer pretended to be indifferent to them.

He led me down the side of the house and we peered through a window. The targets’ backs were to us and they were enraptured by the sitcom that was playing. No one could tell at a glance that they were crazed killers. Rogues could function with a semblance of normalcy until the urge to do murder took over again.

I studied the interior of the house and saw it had an open concept, with the kitchen at the back of the property. The living room was at the front of the house and a dining room lay between the two rooms. Their furniture was far nicer than mine and their clothes looked expensive. I guessed embezzling money had been working out pretty well for them.

At my nod, we headed towards the front door. I couldn’t sense magic anywhere on the property, so I wouldn’t need to use a charm to unlock the door. Ruen reached up and unscrewed the lightbulb above the door to plunge us into semi-darkness. He was smiling in anticipation as I took my mini crossbow out of my kill-bag.

Glancing around to make sure no one was about to walk past the house, I twisted the doorknob to break the lock. It was bolted shut, so I had to put my shoulder to it. Canned laughter drowned out the small noise I made when I forced the door open. We quickly scurried inside and I closed the door again.

The fetches had no idea their house had been infiltrated. Sitting calmly on the couch, one of them leaned forward to pick up a glass of wine. She looked ordinary and somewhere in her forties, with plain brown hair. Then her disguise slipped and I saw she was thinner, had blonde hair and a shapely body. Her partner wore an ordinary face and body as well. His control was worse than his wife’s. His face flickered, changing appearances several times before settling back into the disguise he’d chosen.

I waited until the woman had put her glass down again before pulling the trigger. The bolt lodged in her jugular vein and she gasped in pain. Her husband turned to see what the problem was and my second bolt landed in his throat.

Ruen zoomed over and yanked the bolt out of the female’s vein and sank his fangs into her neck. She was weak, but still alive and thrashed uselessly in his tight grip. I grimaced and looked away to see her husband tumble off the couch onto the floor. He tried to crawl away, but the vamp was on him before he could get very far.

It was never fun to watch my partner satiate his addiction for blood. At least he didn’t make a huge mess like he had on our rescue mission to save Aurora when she’d been kidnapped by demons. He drained the male fetch just as quickly as he had his wife. He brought my bolts back to me wearing a wide, satisfied smile.

I cleaned the bolts with a disposable wipe and made sure they were okay to use again, then we headed upstairs. Technically, Ruen was supposed to feed on the targets after they were dead. This time, he’d fed on them both before they’d expired. I’d hit their arteries, so their doom had already been sealed. I figured that was how he’d skirted around the dragon’s orders. It was a lesson on how crafty you had to be when making deals. It was possible to tweak the rules if they weren’t spelled out precisely enough.

Ruen took the lead and stopped at a door to a bedroom. He mimed putting earphones on, so I assumed it was the face-changer who was listening to music. I readied my crossbow and tested the handle to find the door was unlocked. Pushing it open, the target was lying on her bed, reading a book. At first glance, she looked like an ordinary teenager. Then her face flickered and she aged by a couple of decades.

Sensing she was being watched, she turned her head and blanched when she saw me. She rolled off the bed, but my bolt caught her in the back before she hit the floor. I quickly rounded the bed to see she was still alive. Fetches were tougher than humans and they didn’t die as easily. I put a second bolt through her heart, then Ruen was shoving me out of the way. He thumped quietly to his knees, yanked the bolt out of her chest and tore her clothes open so he could latch onto her wound.

Gross sucking noises sounded and I made a face. It wasn’t as easy to drink from someone’s heart as it was from their throat. He probably would have torn a larger hole in her chest to make it easier if he hadn’t been so heavily restricted.

I was glad we only had one more target left now. Ruen’s stomach was already sloshing with blood, but I knew he would gorge himself as much as possible. His smile was blissful when he dropped the corpse to the carpet. He rolled her onto her side to remove the bolt from her back and gave them both to me like an offering.

A bit relieved that he hadn’t licked the metal tips clean, I used another disposable wipe on them and stashed them in my kill-bag. “Only one left now,” I murmured. “Which room is he in?”

“The bathroom is at the end of the hallway,” Ruen replied with a tiny smirk that made me uneasy. “He’s unaware that we’re here,” he added.

He was hiding something from me and I knew he wasn’t going to tell me what it was. I resigned myself to seeing something unpleasant as we left the bedroom. Water was running behind the door to the right at the end of the hallway. It was locked, but I easily broke it.

I took one step into the bathroom and my lips wrinkled back from my teeth. The final target was jerking himself off in the shower. His eyes were closed and his expression was almost agonized. He’d dropped his illusion of a teenage boy and looked the same age as the others. His chest was heaving and his breaths came in short, sharp pants.

“Fanghole,” I whispered darkly at my sidekick, who was laughing hysterically, yet silently at my grimace.

It felt mean to kill the fetch before he’d finished, so I waited for him to climax. He sagged against the wall and didn’t even notice it when I opened the shower door. My bolt thudded into his heart and Ruen’s arm shot past me before the corpse could fall. He dragged the target out and took him to the floor. I turned the water off as the vamp yanked the bolt out and frantically sucked blood from the wound,

Part of me wished I’d never come up with the idea to let Ruen feed from the targets. It made him happy for a while, but it disturbed the crap out of me. When he was done, he went into a weird trance again with a creepy smile on his face. Blood was smeared all over the lower half of his face, but that was the extent of his mess. He wasted as little of the liquid he craved as possible.

I’d learned to leave Ruen alone for a few minutes as the blood infused his body. I retrieved my bolt, then left the bathroom and headed downstairs to wait for him to recover. 


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Seven


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


RUEN SNAPPED OUT OF his trance and joined me downstairs after he’d cleaned up in the bathroom. I was watching funny videos of animals on my phone when he entered the living room. “Did you call the body disposal team?” he asked. It showed just how out of it he’d been if he had to ask. He should have been able to hear everything that was going on in the surrounding area.

“Nope,” I replied. “They already know you’ve been feeding on the targets once a week, but I figured they don’t need to know that you get lost in bloodlust each time.”

He grimaced at the reminder of his trances. “Lord Gilden advised them that I’m allowed to drink from the targets. He instructed them to keep the information under wraps.”

I’d expected as much and nodded. There was no way we could hide what he was doing, since he had a habit of biting some of his victims even after they were dead. It was obvious a vampire had drained them and his faint scent would be all over the corpses. The BD teams comprised of some humans, but others were supernatural beings. The humans in their fold had all known about our world before being offered their jobs. Like Mekhi, they’d encountered supernatural beings in the past.

Ruen called the body disposal crew and gave them the address and details about the corpses, then we left the house. “I should have plenty of time to get some gaming done,” I said with a grin, pleased we’d completed our mission so quickly.

His phone rang and his eyebrows rose when he checked the screen. “Yes?” he asked, then paused to listen. “We’re on our way,” he said grimly.

“Why do I get the feeling I’m not going to get any gaming done?” I asked with a scowl as he started towards his car again. I’d been itching to kill some zombies in a new game I’d bought.

“We’ve just been given another mission,” my partner confirmed.

“Two jobs in one night?” I asked skeptically. “How did they even know we were finished?”

“I always send a message to the team who hands out our missions when we’re finished before I notify Aurora,” Ruen said. He’d taken on the task of informing my bestie when we were done, since I often had to clean myself up after a hunt. She always worried about us when we were on a mission.

“I’d better let Aurora know I’m going to be delayed,” I said and took my phone out. We climbed into his car and I made the call.

“Hey, Saige,” the demon said brightly. “Do you want me to make coffee and a snack for you?”

“Not just yet,” I replied. “We’ve just been given another mission, so I’m not sure when I’ll be home.”

“Two missions in one night is rare,” she said in concern. “What are you hunting this time?”

I looked at my partner as he drove away from the curb. “A rogue werehyena,” he said without glancing at me. “It might take us a while to track her down, so you shouldn’t expect Ms. Sterling to arrive anytime soon.”

“Good luck and watch out for assassins,” Aurora said.

We hung up and I put my phone away. “What did the hyena do?” I asked.

“She murdered a human right in front of a group of people a few minutes ago, then headed for an entrance to the catacombs.”

“Did anyone see her go into the tunnels?” I asked in alarm. There were many doorways to the catacombs, but they were all cleverly hidden.

He shook his head as he headed back towards the heart of Nexus. “She fled so quickly that the humans weren’t able to follow her. I’m sure I’ll be able to pick up on her trail easily, since she’s apparently covered in blood.”

“How did she kill the human?”

“She ripped one of his arms off.”

“Yep, that’ll do it,” I said, feeling sorry for the victim and the people who’d witnessed the event. “Blood must have sprayed all over the place,” I figured.

He nodded in agreement and glanced down at his distended stomach. “At least I’ll have plenty of energy if we need to chase the target through the catacombs.”

“I bet she’s gone into hiding in the sub tunnels beneath the catacombs,” I predicted dourly. “I hope she doesn’t go near the trolls’ territory.”

“Maybe they’ll kill her and eat her,” he said with a slight smirk.

“Would I still get paid a bounty if the trolls did my job for me?” I asked. Ruen didn’t get paid bounties like I did. The bloodsucker had a different arrangement with our boss.

“I highly doubt it,” he replied. “Lord Gilden isn’t obligated to pay you if someone else eliminates your targets.”

“Figures,” I muttered, imagining all the ways I could make Drake pay me instead of giving me gold or gems. I turned away to look through my window so he couldn’t see my dreamy smile as I pictured myself in bed with the dragon.

I snapped out of my fantasy when Ruen pulled over. Blue and red lights from police cars were flashing up ahead and a large crowd had gathered. We got out and he locked the car, then rounded to the trunk. I changed into sneakers, but couldn’t swap my leather pants for jeans with so many people around. I decided to leave my t-shirt on to protect my lacy top. “Should I take my twins?” I asked.

Ruen nodded, while scanning the area. “It’s doubtful anyone in the catacombs will investigate the noise if you have to use them. They’ll know we’re hunting a rogue as soon as they recognize us.”

I put my black guns in my kill-bag, then slung it over my shoulder. He closed the trunk and locked his car, then led the way along the sidewalk. We skirted around the crowd and the area that had been cordoned off by the police.

“I can smell fresh blood around the corner,” the vamp said when we’d walked half a block. He quickened his pace and I took longer strides to keep up with him.

Following the hyena’s scent and the drops of blood that she’d been sprayed with, we walked for about a mile before we came to an alley. “The entrance must be here somewhere,” my sidekick figured.

There were no lights in the alley and a brick wall blocked the end. The smell of urine was strong. It had either been left there by a drunk human, or by guards who worked for the merchants in an effort to warn people away. Some of the entrances were warded with spells to keep humans out, but I couldn’t feel one here.

We moved to the end of the alley and searched for the secret door that had to be here somewhere. Ruen spotted a brick that stood out slightly and pushed it. We heard a click, then a section of the wall swung inwards. I looked over my shoulder to make sure no one was watching us, then followed him inside.

It was as black as the inside of Ruen’s body bag when I closed the door. I fumbled my flashlight out of my kill-bag to see we were in a tiny brick room. I could make out the outline of a trapdoor on the floor. “There must be another latch in here somewhere,” I said.

We searched the walls and I found another brick jutting out slightly. I pushed on it and a grating noise sounded as the trapdoor swung open to reveal a stone staircase. Ruen took the lead and waited for me to press the trigger on the wall to close the door again when we’d descended the stairs. “Her scent is still fresh, so she isn’t too far ahead of us,” he murmured.

“How evil is she?” I asked.

“She just went rogue tonight,” he replied. “She’s probably in panic mode, hoping she can avoid being executed if she lays low for a while.”

“Fat chance of that,” I scoffed as I hurried after him down the tunnel. “Rogues always kill again. They never stop after just one victim.”

“With luck, she won’t realize we’re already on her trail until we catch up to her,” he said, then took off running.

Glad I’d changed into my sneakers, I sped after him with a gun in one hand and my flashlight erratically lighting my way.
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A VAMPIRE STEPPED INTO the tunnel ahead when he heard us coming, then nodded in recognition. He slunk away after I gave him a distracted nod in return. It was rare, but not unheard of for Lord Gilden’s bounty hunters to enter the catacombs.

Our target had avoided the densely populated areas. Just as I’d predicted, she headed directly for a set of stairs leading downwards. We were at least a couple of miles from the markets. I could sense our quarry somewhere below us as we descended. Ruen could probably hear her breathing and her heart beating wildly in terror. It couldn’t be pleasant losing your mind so suddenly and without warning. While it wasn’t her fault she’d gone rogue, I still had to execute her for her crime.

I couldn’t move stealthily like my undead partner. My sneakers scuffed on the stairs as we headed down into the depths of the city. It smelled a bit like musty acid on the top levels. The lowest levels were far grosser. It always stank of blood and rot down here. This was where the bodies were stashed, either by rogues we hadn’t caught yet, or by normal criminals who were hiding their dark deeds.

“She knows we’re here,” Ruen murmured when he picked up on something that was beyond my range of hearing. “She’s making a run for it,” he added.

“Maybe I should climb onto your back and you can carry me when you sprint after her,” I suggested.

“No offense, but you’re not exactly petite,” he said with more diplomacy than I’d expected.

I snickered to show him I’d been joking and he rolled his eyes. He took hold of my hand and began to run, proving it wasn’t necessary for me to ride on his back. My feet left the ground and my hair streamed out behind me from his sheer speed. Not even shifters could move as fast as vampires, but his stamina couldn’t last forever.

Staggering to a stop about twenty minutes later, Ruen’s stomach was flat again after using up so much energy.

My gun snapped up when my feet touched down, but there was nothing to shoot. “Where is she?” I asked, looking around and not seeing her anywhere.

“I lost her scent,” Ruen said in annoyance.

“How?” I asked. “Is your nose broken?”

“I believe the target has found a way to mask herself from me,” he said stiffly.

It reeked of rot here, which meant there had to be a pit full of bodies somewhere nearby. “She must have rubbed rotting flesh on herself,” I said with a grimace.

“That’s the conclusion I came to,” he agreed dourly. “It won’t be easy to track her down now. There are too many death pits in this area.”

“Maybe we should give up for now and come back with help to track her down tomorrow night,” I said and he gave me an incredulous look. I tapped my temple to indicate that I could sense her and he clued in to my ruse.

“I suppose you’re right,” he agreed with a gleam in his eyes. “It could take weeks to find her in these sub tunnels.”

“Let’s see if we can find another staircase leading back to the upper levels,” I said, then took the lead.

Shapeshifters usually had exceptional hearing and hyenas were no exception. Heading towards where I could sense our target, I arched an eyebrow at Ruen, silently asking if she was on the move. He shook his head that she was still stationary.

We came to an intersection and I pointed to the left where the werehyena was hiding. My partner ghosted ahead of me, moving noiselessly. His heart didn’t beat and he didn’t need to breathe, so our quarry would have no idea he was closing in on her.

I sensed two creatures appear on the edges of my radar and my stomach fell. They were both festering boils, which meant it had to be the trolls. They were the strongest beings down here that I’d come across so far. “We’re about to get some dangerous company,” I warned Ruen. He was out of my sight by now, but I knew he’d heard me. So had the target, because she suddenly began to move.

The trolls were lumbering closer with each second. Their voices echoed through the tunnels as they argued about something. The werehyena cut across the tunnel mere yards away from me. Gobbets of rotting flesh clung to her skin, hair and clothes. She saw me and halted and our eyes locked. Spying the gun in my hand, she bolted.

“Ruen!” I called out and he was standing beside me a moment later.

“What’s that godawful stench?” he complained. “It smells like a gorilla rolled in a rotting corpse.”

“The trolls are heading this way,” I whispered.

“They smell even worse than you did in the underworld,” he said with a smirk.

“The target is getting away,” I reminded him.

“Food!” one of the trolls exclaimed when he saw the hyena.

“Fresh food!” the other one declared joyfully.

“Do you still think she’s getting away?” my partner asked sardonically when the werehyena gave a crazy cackling laugh as her mind snapped again.

I was about to lose my bounty to the trolls and broke into a sprint. Following my senses and my ears, I raced towards the sounds of battle. I burst into a large chamber to see the target dodging the trolls’ long arms as they lunged for her.

“More food!” one of the creatures said in delight. Covered in dirt, they were far hairier than humans. Blood, meat and other gross substances were matted into their wild beards. Their kind was probably how stories of bigfoot began. They were tall and muscular and wore pants that had been torn off above the knees to create shorts.

“Not food,” I denied and pulled my gun.

“The hyena ours!” the second troll said, thumping his fist on his chest in challenge.

“She’s yours,” I agreed as the target took the opportunity to make a break for it. I shot her in the back and the bullet tore through her heart. “Enjoy your meal,” I said and motioned for Ruen to back away.

Transfixed by the blood that was seeping out of the shifter’s flesh, he didn’t move. He took a step towards her and the trolls roared in rage.

“We’re leaving,” I said, putting my gun in my kill-bag and grabbing hold of my sidekick. I gave him a hard yank to snap him out of his bloodlust. He snarled at me and the trolls reacted like it was a threat to them.

“Get us out of here!” I shouted as one of the monsters charged.

Ruen realized the danger we were in and grabbed hold of my hand. He zoomed away from the trolls’ territory, leaving pursuit far behind. He staggered to a stop, looking gaunt and starving again. We were nowhere near where he’d left his car and we were thoroughly lost. Retracing our steps would be a bad idea. We would have to keep going until we found another staircase leading upwards.

“Why didn’t you shoot the trolls?” Ruen asked with a scowl.

“Bullets won’t hurt them,” I said crankily. “Nothing in my kill-bag can hurt a troll. Their skin is too damn thick to be able to penetrate it with normal weapons.”

“That tribe of rogue trolls in the sixth realm managed to tear each other apart,” he reminded me.

“They’re ridiculously strong,” I said. “It wouldn’t be easy for them to dismember each other and bash their heads in, but they’re probably the only beings who could pull it off. Rogues are always stronger than normal. Rogue trolls have got to be the worst of the worst.”

He cast a wistful look over his shoulder as if he was longing to go toe-to-toe with them. He was weaker in this form than he was in the underworld. We both knew he wouldn’t stand a chance. I could probably kill them if I had to, but I’d rather not take the risk of having any of my limbs torn from my body in the process.
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“YOU NEED BLOOD,” I said as Ruen trudged along beside me. It showed just how much energy it took for vampires to use their blinding speed for him to have depleted himself so quickly.

“Are you offering to let me drink from you?” he said sardonically.

“I didn’t bring your knives with me, so I don’t have anything that will be able to cut through my skin,” I reminded him. His fangs wouldn’t be able to sheer through it to reach my veins.

His already morose expression became even glummer. “I’ll just have to starve until I return home,” he said sullenly. His stomach growled and the noise echoed around us. I muffled my snicker, but he still shot me a sour look.

We walked for a few miles, searching for markers that would lead us to a staircase and finding nothing. I felt a flicker at the edges of my monster radar and pulled my gun again.

“What is it?” Ruen asked, becoming more alert.

“Demons,” I whispered as over twenty supernatural beings popped up on my senses. They were all pimples and boils, except for one. Their leader was only a cyst, but I assumed he or she was in charge.

Everything looked the same down here, since it was all made out of rock, yet the area seemed vaguely familiar. I could smell a death pit in the distance and had a hunch we were near the chamber where I’d stolen the metal box from.

After a few more minutes of walking, I sensed a bunch of spells and my hunch was confirmed. I gestured for Ruen to take the next tunnel to the right and he arched an eyebrow. I’d been walking as quietly as I could and we hadn’t spoken since I’d identified the type of creatures I’d sensed. It would be easy to wipe them all out, but that wasn’t why we were here. My job was done and now I just wanted to go home. I wanted to get an hour of gaming time in before going to bed.

Ruen’s head turned when he heard something. I sensed several demons coming our way and picked up my pace. I vaguely remembered the route to the staircase that would take us back up to the catacombs. With luck, we could leave the demons’ territory before they intercepted us.

My hopes were dashed when the demons rushed forward. Coming from several directions, they cut us off as we entered a long tunnel. We turned to face the creature in charge. He looked like an ordinary, yet scruffy human somewhere in his thirties. He sneered at us, recognizing us instantly even though we’d never met him before. Everyone in the supernatural community knew who I was and what I looked like. “What are Lord Gilden’s pets doing in our territory?” he demanded.

“Who wants to know?” I retorted with a sneer of my own.

“I’m Lorenzo,” he said, puffing out his chest as if I should have heard of him. “And you’re the thief who snuck into our turf to steal from us.”

Ruen cut a look at me, knowing exactly what he was talking about. I’d stolen what was supposed to be a mummy, but I was pretty sure that had been a lie.

“I was sent here to retrieve something that was stolen from my client,” I corrected him.

“You have no idea what you’ve done, bounty hunter,” Lorenzo said, spitting out the title like it was a curse. “The object you stole is dangerous. It was being kept down here for a reason.”

“Who is the object dangerous to?” I asked.

He shook his head in derision. “You’re not authorized to know that information.” He pointed at Ruen when the bloodsucker narrowed his eyes. “Don’t try to charm it out of me, leech,” he said and his minions pulled guns, stakes and knives from their pockets. “My boss will want to talk to you soon,” he said to me. “You’re going to have to undo the mess you’ve made before it causes a disaster that will impact on the entire city.”

“Who is your boss?” I asked, feeling like an idiot for agreeing to Belladonna’s deal. I’d known it was a bad idea, but I’d gone ahead with it anyway. Lorenzo seemed to be genuinely afraid of the disaster he was hinting at. Something told me it wouldn’t just be demons who would be affected by it.

“He’ll reach out to you when he’s ready,” the demon said, then motioned for his crew to let us pass.

Glares followed us as we continued along the tunnel. I made Ruen walk in front of me so I could shield him with my body. He wasn’t impervious to physical attacks like I was. He was also weak from using too much energy. My partner could probably use his mojo to get us out of danger, but it would just add to the demons’ anger against me.

Obviously, mom, Aurora, Kye and I hadn’t gone unnoticed when we’d stolen the box. We’d killed all of the minions who’d been guarding it, but Lorenzo still knew I was to blame. There were eyes and ears everywhere in Nexus. The only place I was guaranteed to have any privacy was in my own home.

I found the staircase leading upwards and we hastened to the upper levels, leaving the stench below. Ruen’s lips were pinched into a thin line by now.

“Go ahead and say it,” I said in resignation.

“Making that deal with Belladonna was reckless,” he snapped, unable to hold in his ire any longer. “Obviously, it wasn’t a mummy that you stole from the demons. It was something far worse and taking it from them is going to have repercussions beyond your understanding.”

I grimaced that he’d basically repeated what the jinx had said to me. My history at making bargains had gone pretty badly so far. “You’d better tell Drake about this,” I said as we followed the markers away from the staircase.

“I intend to,” he retorted.

“Do you want to stop at the markets to buy a glass of blood to replenish your strength?” I asked when we reached an intersection of passageways.

His nostrils flared in morbid hunger. We were miles away from his car, which meant we would have to walk all the way back to it. He could flash there far more quickly if he filled the hole in his stomach. “You’re buying it,” he told me imperiously, then took the lead.

I sensed a large variety of supernatural beings milling around the markets. There was a long line at the blood vendor as vamps patiently waited for their turn to purchase a meal.

“I’m going to visit Ungul,” I murmured as Ruen came to a stop at the end of the line. He nodded, then took a step forward along with everyone else in the line.

The goblin was wearing his usual guise of an elderly man with a paunch and white hair. He wore the same type of woolen vest over a plaid shirt and tan trousers. His face lit up when he saw me coming. He was with a customer and the shifter was examining his new range of jewelry that was on display. He had a collection of weapons on offer as well.

I looked around while I waited for her to choose an item. Vamps and shifters were standing guard to stop trouble from breaking out. They gave me respectful nods and I returned the gestures. They considered me to be one of them, since I was a bounty hunter. We were all employed to keep the monsters in check and would kill if it was necessary. My job always ended in executing my targets, but they usually just had to break up fights or toss someone into a cell for a while.

Everyone knew who I was and darted looks at me. I clearly wasn’t here to hunt for anyone at the moment, yet a few beings slunk away as soon as we’d entered the marketplace. While they might not have gone rogue, they’d done something to deserve death. Their time would come, but not tonight. I’d already finished two missions, so they were safe from me for now.
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I STEPPED OVER TO THE stall and smiled at Ungul after the werelynx chose an item and left. “I see you’ve expanded your business,” I said.

“And it’s all thanks to you, Ms. Sterling,” he said with a grin. “My clientele has increased substantially since I’ve begun selling jewelry.” I reached out to touch a pretty gem. He sucked in a breath when he saw my new dragon ring. My heart lurched and I looked up to meet his gaze. “I knew it!” he whispered in awe, then cast a muting spell around us. “I knew you and Lord Gilden were destined to be together!”

“How?” I asked. He’d never even seen the two of us together. As far as I knew, he’d only met Drake after he’d been asked to make the ring I was wearing.

“I could sense many emotions on the diamond and the gold ring you asked me to fuse together,” he explained in excitement. “Dragons leave impressions on precious items from their hoards. I sensed your devotion to the person you intended to give the priceless ring to. Descriptions and rumors of Lord Gilden’s betrothal gift spread like wildfire, so I knew you’d given it to him. I also sensed his devotion to his betrothed when I crafted that item for him.” He pointed at my betrothal gift.

I looked down at my ring in confusion. I got how he could sense Drake’s feelings towards me, but I didn’t understand how he could have known about my feelings for my boss. “I’m not a weredragon,” I reminded him. “How could you have felt any impressions I left on his ring?”

He peered into my eyes as if he was looking into my very soul. “You have magic inside you, Saige Sterling,” he said. “Very specific magic,” he added knowingly.

“I might have a trace of weredragon blood in my genes,” I admitted. “We think that’s why we’re so attracted to each other.”

“I’d like to be the first to offer you both my congratulations,” the goblin said in delight. “Lord Gilden swore me to secrecy about both rings, so I won’t breathe a word of this to anyone.”

“That’s good,” I said in relief. “We’re not ready to announce our betrothal yet.”

“I believe I know why,” Ungul said, turning somber. “I sense great upheaval coming. All of my kind have felt it. War is coming and it’s getting closer with each day that passes.”

“Do you know who is going to wage war on us?” I asked.

“It can only come from one place,” he replied. “Or should I say nine places?” he added sardonically, meaning the nine realms of the underworld.

“We’re doing our best to stop the war before it can start,” I said evasively. I trusted the goblin even though I’d only met him a few times. My instincts told me he was a good guy and a firm ally. “Have you heard any rumors about the overlords?” I asked.

He shook his head and my eyebrows rose in surprise. “There’s been little word from the underworld for well over a year,” he told me. “I’ve heard the emissaries rarely visit here now.”

Their visits had largely stopped after Ruen, Aurora and I had begun stealing the scroll fragments, but I couldn’t tell him that. “I guess they’re busy rallying their troops and getting ready to invade our world,” I said, hiding my hunch that something was very wrong. Surely, word that six of the overlords were dead had to have spread by now. Travel between the realms was heavily restricted, yet there seemed to be portals that weren’t being guarded on our end.

“Ruen is about to purchase his meal,” Ungul said, looking past me at the blood vendor’s stall. “We’d best end our meeting before anyone becomes suspicious.”

“Thanks again for crafting our rings,” I said. “I feel like I owe you for the hard work you’ve done.”

He shook his head and dispelled the muting enchantment. “Payment has been given and accepted,” he said. “I’m the one who owes you a favor. Make sure you use it wisely, Ms. Sterling.”

His tone was playful, yet it had a serious undertone. Goblins had strong magic even in our world. I had no idea what favor to ask him, but I figured I’d know when the time was right to call it in. I lifted my hand in a wave, then wended my way over to my partner.

Ruen had already downed one glass of blood and was accepting a second one when I reached him. “I’ll pay for it,” I said, taking my wallet out of my kill-bag.

The vendor was a vampire, of course. Thin and pallid, she was almost as tall as I was. Her eyes widened when she caught a glimpse of my collection of weapons inside my kill-bag. A werewolf was guarding her fridge full of blood. Shifters wouldn’t be tempted to steal from her. A couple of microwaves sat on a counter behind her. They were working overtime to heat up the blood for her customers.

“That’ll be five hundred bucks,” the vendor said. I grimaced at the cost, since it was even more expensive than what Lenny charged, but I didn’t try to haggle with her. Ruen would have protested if she was trying to rip me off.

My sidekick managed not to embarrass himself as he drank his meals. He even resisted the urge to lick the glasses clean. I handed over the cash, then we headed for the surface.

“What were you and the goblin talking about so secretively?” Ruen asked as I lifted the heavy metal door in the crypt off its hinges to let us out.

I couldn’t sense anyone close by, so it was safe to answer him as long as we whispered. “Ungul said all of the goblins can sense war coming. They assume the overlords are amassing their armies and are getting ready to invade our world.”

He waited for us to step out of the crypt and for me to settle the door back into place before he replied. “What did you tell him?”

“I asked if he’d heard any rumors about the overlords. He said the emissaries have pretty much stopped coming here.”

“Their visits stopped when we began our private missions out of town,” he confirmed.

“Word still hasn’t spread that six of the rulers are dead,” I said. “Doesn’t that seem strange to you?”

“How can word spread if no one is coming through the portals?” he figured with a shrug. He was far less concerned about this than I was.

I checked my watch to see it was too late to bother gaming now. Aurora would have gone to bed, since she had to work tomorrow. “I’ll catch a taxi home, if you like,” I offered. It would probably be faster than waiting for him to drive all the way back here to pick me up at his glacial pace.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

I patted my kill-bag to remind him I could take care of myself. “I’ll see you tomorrow night,” I said, sure that more rogues would need to be executed.

He nodded, then zoomed off. I’d had a long night and I couldn’t even game to destress from it all. I trudged to the parking lot, using my flashlight to skirt around the graves. A few vampires watched me from the darkness as they lurked near the parking lot, but none of them came any closer.

I half expected another assassin to appear as I called for a cab to pick me up. The taxi arrived a few minutes later and I climbed into the back. “Do I even want to know why you’re in a cemetery in the middle of the night?” the grizzled driver asked.

“Nope,” I said wearily and gave him my address. I wasn’t covered in gore and my clothes hadn’t been torn to pieces this time. It was rare for me to complete a mission without some kind of wardrobe mishap.

I remained on high alert during the ride home. The driver was a human and I was relieved when he didn’t try to kill me. It would have been a bother to call the body disposal team to get rid of his corpse. He took me home and I paid the fare, then paused on the sidewalk. Sending out my senses, I couldn’t feel anyone in the building who didn’t belong. Most of the beings here worked night jobs, but some worked during the day. They were all long asleep by now.

It felt weird to enter the building through the front door. I kept going rather than stopping at the elevator. Being pranked by the jinx had left its mark on me. I had to check my car to see if it was okay. It was still parked where I’d left it and it seemed to be intact, so I headed back inside. Aurora’s cute little red SUV was nestled next to my bright orange heavily pockmarked hatchback. They looked like unlikely friends. One was beautiful and vivacious and the other one completely unable to conform to society’s standards.

I snorted out a quiet laugh that our cars represented us both so aptly as I took the elevator to the fourth floor.

Aurora was deeply asleep when I quietly entered our combined apartments. She’d left her sketchpad on my coffee table. I locked the door, dumped my kill-bag on the trunk next to the entrance and ambled over to take a look at her latest drawings.

It was always amazing to see the beings, monsters and beasts my bestie drew from memory. She’d drawn me in my satyr form, wearing the hooded robe she’d made out of sabretooth tiger pelts for Ruen. My goat head, horns and goat legs looked just as demonic as she’d told me.

I put the sketchpad down, covering a yawn with my hand. Taking a quick shower, I changed into a sleeping shirt and crashed. I needed to get a few hours of sleep after such a trying night full of action and death. 
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NOW THAT THE FIRST assassination attempt had been made on my life, I knew it was only a matter of time before the next one would occur. I’d just finished cleaning my knives after eradicating a pack of rogue werebeagles when I sensed a vampire appear outside the window. I was on the tenth floor of an apartment building, so it wasn’t like they were casually strolling past and decided to glance inside. 

Ruen was waiting downstairs, since he’d already binged on blood this week. I turned to face the window above the kitchen sink and my eyes met the assassin’s. Even wearing a balaclava and what looked like ninja clothes, I could sense she was female.

Clinging to the brick like a spider, she punched her fist through the window. Glass shattered everywhere, but I didn’t flinch away from the shards. I saw a knife zooming towards my face and my lightning reflexes kicked in. Snatching it out of the air, I hurled it straight back at her. It lodged in her heart with so much force that she went sailing out into the night. She turned to ash and her remains drifted to the ground.

I crossed to the window and looked down to see the assassin’s clothes had fluttered to the parking lot. Ruen looked up at me and shook his head, then picked up the knife and clothes to dump them in the trash.

I felt bad about having to slaughter the six beagles. They were usually pretty lovable, but not when they went rogue. They’d been just as rabid and insane as every other species that lost their minds. This pack had killed a pair of teens who’d picked on the youngest shifters. All six werebeagles had snapped at the same time and had beaten the kids to death. They’d fled from the scene afterwards, but Ruen had followed their scents to their apartment.

“I hate it when I have to kill kids,” I muttered, glancing at the bodies lying on the living room floor. The adults had fought hard to save their children from being executed, but they’d been no match for me. I’d used my knives to keep our battle quiet. Their kids had been aged between ten and sixteen. None of them had changed into their animal forms, which had made it a lot harder to execute them.

The door opened and I grabbed one of my knives before I registered it was just my partner. Ruen closed the door and took in the scene gravely. “Why didn’t they shift?” he asked in puzzlement.

“Maybe they’d retained enough intelligence to realize how much harder it would be for a bounty hunter to kill the kids while they were in their human forms,” I said tiredly. None of us enjoyed executing children. Drake employed counsellors for us to talk to if we felt the need to unburden ourselves.

“I’ll notify the body disposal team that they’ll need to replace the window when they collect the corpses,” he said.

“At least they won’t have to clean up the assassin,” I joked weakly. The wind had already scattered her ashes and there would be few traces of her left now. I was trying hard to hide how close to tears I was, but Ruen saw straight through me.

“I’ll call them from the car,” he said and herded me towards the door. I had to change my bloody t-shirt when we reached the parking lot. Ruen made the call while I was tossing my shirt into the dumpster. I sank onto the passenger seat and closed my eyes, feeling far more exhausted than I should have. The mission hadn’t taken very long to complete, but killing kids always drained me.

Ruen texted Aurora that we were on the way. He must have warned her that I was upset, because she had coffee and ice cream waiting for me. My bottom lip quivered when I stepped inside and she was standing in front of me a moment later. I burst into tears, incoherently telling her that I’d murdered four young shifters. I did my best not to flood Drake with my sorrow through our link.

“It sucks that you had to go through that again,” the demon said soothingly, guiding me over to the couch and sitting us both down. I could hear the distress in her tone as she handed me a tissue. “I know it hurts, but they can’t be saved once their minds snap,” she reminded me gently.

I alternated between crying, drinking coffee and scoffing down an entire tub of ice cream before my emotions finally settled down. “So, how was your day?” I asked dully, voice sounding clogged from my tears.

“Awesome, as usual,” she said and stood up to toss my tissues and empty tub of ice cream away. She came back with two fresh mugs of coffee. “Mekhi invited us out for drinks after work tomorrow night,” she said when she sat down.

“You mean you and his team?” I asked. Mekhi and his crew got together every now and then to unwind.

“He only invited you and me this time,” she replied.

“Really?” I asked in surprise.

“He wants to take us to a local human bar where we’ll be able to talk about sensitive stuff in private.” By that, she meant he didn’t want any supernatural beings to hear us.

“He’s not having more trouble with demons, is he?” I asked darkly.

She shook her head, making her short, spiky blue and green hair flutter slightly. “I think he just wants to ask us questions about my sketches.”

“It’ll be good to catch up with him,” I said. “What time do you want me to meet you guys there?”

“I’ll text you when we’re about to finish up for the night,” she decided.

“Okay. I need a shower,” I said morosely. “I feel gross after that mission.”

“I didn’t want to say anything, but you’ve got specks of blood on your face and in your hair,” my bestie said solemnly.

Shuddering at the memory of having to knife four kids to death, I took my coffee into the bathroom with me. Fresh tears fell as I washed away all traces of their deaths. I wished I could wash away my guilt as easily, but it had sunk deep into my soul.

My phone rang while I was drying myself off. I glanced at the screen and my heart lurched when I saw who was calling. “Hey, boss,” I said, forcing a cheerful tone that I didn’t feel. “What’s up?” He might have people with him, so I had to be careful about what I said.

“Ruen told me about the werebeagles,” Drake said. His sexy voice was full of sympathy. “I felt your pain and knew something had upset you.”

He had to be alone if he was talking so openly about our bond. He was aware that Aurora, mom and Kye knew about our relationship. Aurora and Ungul were the only two other people who knew we were engaged.

“It sucked,” I said, voice cracking a little. “I ate an entire tub of ice cream and not even that could lift my spirits.”

“I’d tell you my ideas of how I can make your sorrow less acute, but I’m afraid it might make Aurora blush,” he said teasingly, well aware my roommate could hear every word he was saying.

“She’s a sex demon,” I said ruefully. “I highly doubt there’s anything she hasn’t seen or heard that could shock her.”

“Truer words have never been spoken!” Aurora called out from her seat on my couch.

Drake chuckled and my knees went slightly weak. He had the ability to set me on fire without even being in my presence. “Are you busy?” he asked me seductively.

“Nope,” I replied, heartrate picking up in anticipation. “Why do you ask?”

“I thought I might pick you up and take you for a ride,” he said casually.

“That sounds nice. What should I wear?”

“You won’t be wearing your clothes for long, so I’ll leave it up to you,” he said silkily. “I’ll be there in a few minutes. Meet me on the roof.”

He hung up and I scrambled into my jeans and t-shirt.

Aurora was grinning at me when I emerged from the bathroom. “You should put your hair in a ponytail,” she warned me excitedly. “The wind will dry it, but it’ll be a complete mess by the time you get to wherever the dragon is taking you.”

“Good idea,” I agreed and stepped back into the bathroom to grab a hair tie.

“Do you think Lord Gilden will mind if I watch you ride away on him?” she asked shyly. I knew she wanted to draw us together and didn’t have the heart to say no.

“I’m sure he won’t object,” I said as I pulled sneakers on. She grabbed her wig from her room, then hurried to follow me out into the hallway.
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AURORA AND I CLIMBED the stairs up to the roof. I sensed Drake coming a couple of minutes later even with his power shielded. My roommate gasped when she saw the huge gold dragon speeding towards us from the twenty-story skyscraper. “He looks even more amazing in real life,” she said in awe.

“The tattoo you did on my back looks exactly like him,” I said in fresh appreciation for her skills as an artist. We were whispering so our voices wouldn’t carry to anyone in the building below us. The muting spell didn’t extend beyond our apartment.

We moved back to give the weredragon room and he gracefully landed in front of us. Thankfully, he didn’t shift to his human form. I didn’t want my bestie to see him naked in real life. She’d already gotten an eyeful of my mate in the sex fantasies she’d given me.

“Hi, Lord Gilden,” Aurora said with a huge grin when he cast a spell around us to keep our conversation private.

He inclined his head in greeting, then leaned down to press his scaly cheek against mine. I stroked his long, elegant neck, feeling better just from being close to him.

“Aw,” the demon said, sounding slightly choked up. “I’m definitely going to draw this scene. I’ll call it ‘Fated Mates’.”

I scratched Drake’s nose, sensing that he was feeling a slight itch through our bond. He groaned in enjoyment and just the sound of his pleasure was enough to make my lust surge. His pheromones flooded over me and I had to hold onto him to stop my legs from collapsing.

Aurora took in his magnificence, examining the spikes that ran from his nose, getting bigger when they reached his neck. They grew larger and larger as they descended along his neck and over his back, then started getting smaller again when they reached his tail. His wings were large and leathery on the underside. His entire body glittered with golden scales. He was gorgeous in both forms, at least to me.

“I won’t wait up for you,” Aurora said with a smirk when the dragon gave me a nudge with his nose. “Don’t bite each other,” she reminded us. “You wouldn’t want to change Saige’s fate.”

The weredragon gave me a slightly admonishing look for spilling all of our secrets to her. “She’s my best friend,” I said defensively. “She won’t tell anyone else about our private business.”

Aurora pretended to zip her lips shut, lock them and throw away the key. “I swear I’ll never betray either of you, on pain of death,” she vowed.

He looked at her intently, then nodded. Drake could tell when someone meant him harm and whether they had good or bad intentions. He knew her heart was good and that she loved me like a sister.

“I’ll see you when I get back,” I told her. “Have fun sketching while I’m gone.”

“I will,” she said as my fiancé scooped me up and tossed me onto his back. 

I’d zipped my kill-bag shut and had pulled it over my head so it was lying against my chest. “Ya, mule!” I said and kicked him with my heels. “Giddy up!”

Aurora snorted out a laugh that I’d copied Ruen’s antics. Drake gave a long-suffering sigh, then took to the air, dispelling his muting enchantment. I waved at Aurora, since she wasn’t human and she could see us. She waved back, then the dragon zoomed away, leaving the city behind.

My hair fluttered wildly, drying quickly in the wind. I was glad Aurora had suggested I should wear it up. It would have been a rat’s nest by the time we reached our destination.

I wasn’t surprised when Drake flew to the lake in the distance. He owned the remote cabin he landed next to. I slid off his back and landed on my feet. My boss morphed into his human form, naked and glorious. His body was sheer muscular perfection. Not even one strand of his blond tipped brown hair was out of place.

“I’ve missed you,” Drake said, taking me into his arms. He was hard, but he knew I needed to feel comforted rather than merely ravaging me.

“Me, too,” I agreed, sinking against him and wrapping my arms around him. We stood there chest to chest, reveling in the peace and quiet and knowing there wasn’t another soul for miles.

Pressing myself against Drake, my hands began to roam across his muscular back. He made a rumbling noise deep in his chest and it reverberated throughout my body. My sorrow and guilt receded as desire took over. This was exactly the distraction I needed to take my mind off the horrible mission I’d just completed.

I went up onto my tippytoes to kiss my mate. His lips met mine and our desire instantly flared white hot. His hands went to my butt and he lifted me up. I wrapped my legs around him, glad he was strong enough to support my weight. “Inside. Now,” I requested in between kisses.

Drake turned to the cabin and strode over to the door. He used magic to unlock it and switched on the lights. He kicked the door shut when we were inside and carried me to the bedroom. I caught glimpses of the modernized kitchen and nicely furnished dining and living rooms, but most of my attention was on the dragon.

Entering the master bedroom at the end of the hallway, Drake deposited me on the king size bed. I kept my legs wrapped around him to prevent him from standing up. “Do you think you’re strong enough to hold me captive, Saige?” he asked, voice raspy with pent up passion. He planted his hands on either side of my head to support his weight.

“I can take you, my lord,” I said coyly. “I know all of your weaknesses.”

“What weaknesses?” he asked me warily. His species was extremely difficult to kill. It made me wonder what method the malevolent fairy had used to murder his first wife, but now wasn’t the time to ask.

“This is one of them,” I said and nipped his nipple.

He sucked in a breath, instantly paralyzed with lust. I’d learned how to turn him to putty in my hands and reduce him to a quivering mass of desire. Any form of biting, no matter how light, was enough to drive shifters wild. It was a prelude to permanent bonding between true mates. It was also dangerous in our case. That was what made it so exciting.

Drake thrust his pelvis against mine, rubbing his hardness against me. I moaned and let go of his nipple. The friction was almost enough to make me orgasm, but he stopped just before it became unbearable.

“Clothes off. Now,” he requested hoarsely.

I unclenched my legs from around him and he practically tore my jeans off. I stripped my shirt and bra off while he slid my thong down. My hair tie joined my clothes on the floor and Drake stood back to take in the view. Almost my entire body was covered in tattoos. He drank his fill of my lush curves, erection straining to be plunged into my depths.

Our eyes met and I saw how he felt about me, even if he hadn’t voiced it. There was something I needed to say and this felt like the right time. “I love you, Drake Gilden,” I said huskily. “We might not be able to become properly mated yet, but I just wanted you to know how I feel.”

Drake’s eyes looked like they were made from liquid gold as emotions overwhelmed him. “I love you, too, Saige Sterling,” he said. Smoke puffed out of his mouth with each word, indicating how close he was to losing control. “I want nothing more than to bite you and seal our bond forever.”

“But we can’t,” I said with the same longing he felt. “It will doom our world if we do.”

“Screw the world,” he said, grabbing me by the ankles and dragging me over to the edge of the bed.

“Screw me instead,” I invited him with a grin. I knew he wouldn’t deliberately become bonded to me and cause an apocalypse. But there was a very real chance that we might become lost in the moment and succumb to our greatest desires.
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DRAKE THRUST HIMSELF into me and only his grip on my ankles kept me from sliding off the other side of the bed. I let out a moan of need rather than a scream of pain. I wasn’t a fragile human who would break if he unleashed his passion on me. Being a mixture of monsters gave me the strength and resilience to take anything he could give me.

Pumping his hips hard and fast, the dragon stood between my legs instead of pinning me to the mattress with his body. Flames flickered in his eyes when I cupped my breasts. My flesh spilled over my hands. They were far too large for me to hold it all. I rolled my nipples between my fingers and began thrusting against him.

The dragon groaned at the sensation of filling me completely with each surge of his shaft. More smoke poured from his mouth as I arched my back and toyed with my breasts. He leaned down and sucked my nipple into his mouth. I grabbed a handful of his hair, ready to yank him away if he tried to bite me.

Drake lifted me up and turned around to sit down with me straddling his lap. I kissed him deeply, thrusting my hips to keep up the rhythm he’d set. He breathed smoke into my mouth and I swallowed it down. His rumble of pleasure vibrated through me, making me jolt and orgasm unexpectedly.

He broke off our kiss and put his lips on my neck, kissing his way down to my shoulder as I continued to pump my hips. Sweat trickled down my back from exertion, but I was nowhere near done yet. When his teeth grazed my skin, I pushed him down so he was lying on his back.

“Ride me, Saige,” he ordered, flames now flaring brightly in his eyes. “Ride me so hard that neither of us will be able to walk afterwards.”

“Challenge accepted,” I said with a smirk. Bracing my hands on his rock-hard abs, I sank up and down on his shaft. He gripped my waist, holding on tight. His eyes were riveted on my breasts as they bounced up and down at my rapid speed.

I could feel another climax coming and sensed he was nearing the edge as well. His breaths sped up and his chest heaved. A wave of pleasure built up and up, then I squeezed him from the inside as I came. Drake roared in ecstasy and flames burst from his mouth to lick at the ceiling. I kept riding him, milking another orgasm from us both and shouting his name incoherently.

Our pleasure was far more intense this time, thanks to our spiritual link. I collapsed next to him and he drew me to his side to cuddle me against his chest.

“Wow,” I said, struggling to catch my breath.

“Indeed,” he said in a bemused tone.

“If sex is that good just from being betrothed, I can’t imagine what it will be like when we become fully bonded,” I mused.

“I’ve heard the pleasure is indescribable,” Drake said, then planted a kiss on my forehead.

“What was it like when you were with your wife?” I asked hesitantly, unsure if it would upset him to talk about her.

“The sex was amazing,” he said. “But my wife always felt more pleasure from it than I did, although I never told her that.”

“You loved her as much as you could,” I said when a shadow of guilt crossed his lightly bearded face. His impeccably styled hair looked sexily mussed now. “What was her name?” I asked.

“Isla,” he replied with a fond, yet sad smile. “Everyone was surprised when she turned out to be my mate.”

“Why?”

“She wasn’t classed as being beautiful by the usual standards back then.”

From my calculations, he’d married her six hundred years ago, back when he’d been a young dragon of about a hundred. “What did she look like?” I queried.

“Isla was a lot like you,” he said, to my shock. “She had black hair and blue eyes, but her body was similar to yours.”

“Really? I thought she’d be skinny and petite like that weredragon who came to the ball at the botanical gardens.”

“I’ve never been attracted to thin women,” he denied, putting his free hand behind his head. “I love women with lush bodies. Isla was considered to be overweight even during the Rubenesque phase that occurred around the time of her death.”

“It’s no wonder you’re so attracted to me,” I said with a smirk. “I’m exactly your type.”

“That you are, darling,” he said silkily.

“Can I ask how Isla died?” I asked hesitantly.

His expression darkened, but I wasn’t the one he was angry with. “The fairy used the same spell on my wife that she tried to use on me at the ball. Her daggers were enchanted to burrow through dragons’ skin and penetrate our hearts. I’m always shielded from such attacks now, but Isla hadn’t been back then.”

“I’m glad I got to kill the fairy,” I said with a scowl. One of her daggers had bounced off my chest after the hilt had hit me. There was no way of knowing if it would have killed me if the tip of the blade had hit me instead. Frankly, that wasn’t a spell I wanted to test.

Drake looked at the ring on my finger. He was wearing his as well. Neither of us had taken our betrothal gifts off, or at least I hadn’t. “Ruen told me about your visit to the markets in the catacombs. He said you spoke to Ungul?”

My mood darkened again as I told him about the conversation I’d had with the goblin. “It’s like no one in our dimension knows six of the overlords are dead except for us,” I said when I was done.

“None of the emissaries have visited here since you almost ran into one on your way back from the third realm,” he told me.

“Is it normal for them to wait so long between visits?”

He shook his head, lazily brushing his fingertips up and down my back. My fingers were tracing the ridges of his abs and fresh desire was already rising between us. “Usually, I receive visits from the emissaries every month or so. They know someone from Nexus has been visiting the underworld. Six rulers are dead, which even an idiot would know isn’t a coincidence.”

I nodded in glum agreement. “I’m always surprised when we aren’t confronted by thousands of soldiers when we step through the portals. Why haven’t the overlords placed more guards at the gates to kill us as soon as we arrive?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’ve staggered your trips to the realms to make your arrival unpredictable. The portals are usually in remote areas, far from the capital cities. The overlords don’t have many soldiers stationed out in the wilds. Perhaps they’re so arrogant that they believe they can take the scroll fragments from you once you’ve found them.”

“That’s another thing that’s been bothering me,” I said with a frown. “How do they always know when we’re near the spells? We don’t exactly ride in on white steeds, blowing trumpets to announce our arrival.”

He chuckled in amusement, hand sliding down to my butt. “It’s a mystery how they always seem to know when you’re approaching the guardians’ lairs,” he murmured, growing distracted when I ran my hand from his abs down to his growing erection. “Ruen told me a second assassin attempted to kill you tonight.”

“She didn’t even come close to murdering me,” I said with a smirk, squeezing him hard enough to make him groan in pleasure. “My reflexes were too good for her to match.”

“Vampires are one of the fastest species of supernatural beings,” he said breathlessly.

“I know,” I said with a grin. “I’m part bloodsucker myself, remember?”

“Why don’t you show me just how good you are at sucking, Ms. Sterling?” he suggested with a smirk of his own.

“I promise I won’t sink my fangs into you, my lord,” I retorted, then kissed my way down his body and took him into my mouth. I didn’t have fangs, but I wouldn’t have nipped him in such a delicate area even if it hadn’t been too dangerous for us to bite each other. Damaging his shaft was the last thing on my mind. My only goal was to bring us both pleasure.
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MY MOOD HAD LIFTED by the time Drake flew me home a couple of hours later. It was late and Aurora had gone to bed. She’d left a sketchpad on my coffee table. I crossed to it and flipped it open. It was the sketchpad she drew private images in. She never took this one to work.

Flicking to the last page, I wasn’t surprised to see Drake in his dragon form, standing beside me. Our cheeks were pressed together and our eyes were closed in contentment. Just as she’d said, she’d named it ‘Fated Mates’. I was touched at seeing the love we clearly shared. The silver diamond on my dragon ring sparkled even in her drawing.

I’d taken a quick shower at the cabin, so I got changed and went to bed. It was heaven to be able to sleep in and not get up at six to go to my dreaded old day job. Mom was free all day, so I headed to her house to game and chat. Neither she, nor Kye, had noticed anyone lurking around their house. It seemed my warning to the supreme rulers was being heeded. Not even they wanted to risk my wrath by getting their assassins to lure me into a trap using my friends or family as bait.

“I know you’re all-but indestructible, but don’t get too cocky,” mom warned me when we wrapped up our gaming session for the day. “You don’t know what sort of beings the supreme rulers have on their payroll. These first attempts on your life might just be to test your strengths and weaknesses.”

“That’s pretty much what I’d figured,” I admitted glumly. “Sending a lowly human to poison me was lame. They already know I can easily kill vampires. They’ll probably send all sorts of species after me to try to find one that can take me down.”

“That’s what I’m worried about,” she said. “What if they send a troll after you?”

“Trolls are too stupid to use as assassins,” I reminded her, hiding how disturbed I was at that prospect. “Besides, I know how to bribe trolls into not fighting with me,” I said with a smirk.

“Offer them fresh food and they won’t feel compelled to kill you,” she surmised.

“Exactly,” I agreed in satisfaction. The only reason the trolls had been enraged with us when Ruen and I had encroached on their lair was because they thought my partner wanted to make off with the shifter I’d shot.

We hugged and I drove home to wait for Aurora to call me. It was just after six when my phone rang. “Hey, bestie,” I said when I answered it.

“Hey, Saige,” the demon replied brightly. “Mekhi and I are getting ready to leave the studio. It should take you about twenty minutes to reach the bar. We’ll meet you there.” She told me the name of the establishment and we hung up.

I’d already changed into a sexy purple top and black jeans. I pulled on a pair of black knee-high boots with a four-inch heel. I donned my favorite belt with the snake for a buckle, then took a photo of myself in my full-length mirror, since I looked so good. I sent the photo to Drake to show him what he was missing out on. He texted me a heart emoji and my heart fluttered in response. We could feel each other through our bond, but it was faint. He sent a pulse of love at me and I sent one back to him.

Feeling happier than I’d ever known, I shouldered my kill-bag, then drove to the bar. It was only a few minutes away from Mekhi’s tattoo studio. My friends had beaten me there and I parked next to Aurora’s car in the lot. We were in a human area and I couldn’t sense any supernatural creatures anywhere nearby.

It was the end of spring now, so it was warm enough for my friends to have grabbed a seat in the courtyard. It was situated at the back of the bar right next to the lot. Mekhi waved me over and stood up to hug me. He was tall, but I towered over him in my boots. In his thirties, my tattoo artist had long brown hair in dreadlocks. He had a couple of nose rings and a collection of earrings. His body was covered in tatts. As usual, he wore a tank top and jeans. The ink Aurora had done of Ruen in his vampire form was on his ribs. It was an amazing likeness and embodied the vamp’s malevolent nature.

“How are you, Saige?” Mekhi asked when our hug ended. “It feels like forever since I last saw you.”

“I’m good,” I replied as we took a seat. Aurora leaned over to hug me, even though we’d seen each other last night. “How have things been at the studio?” I asked.

“Nice and quiet, just how we like it,” he said with a grin and poured me a glass of beer from the pitcher.

“So far, no non-humans have tried to enter the building,” Aurora said. Ruen had paid for the studio to be warded against supernatural beings from entering it. Only a charm like the gold bangle with emeralds and sapphires on her wrist would allow our kind to enter the place. I was impervious to the spells and didn’t need a charm.

My bestie wore her long black wig and a t-shirt with sleeves long enough to hide her bird tattoo. Her skirt was almost indecently short. Her slender legs drew stares from the guys sitting outside in the courtyard. She ignored them all, since she had no interest in dating anyone right now. With her light brown skin and startling green eyes, she was exotically beautiful.

“Was there a specific reason you invited us here for drinks?” I asked, then took a sip of beer.

Mekhi shook his head to put me at ease. “I just had a few questions and was hoping you could answer them.”

I was glad he didn’t have another employee who needed to be rescued from demons. “What do you want to know?” I queried.

“Where do you two go when you have to leave town for so long?” he asked, leaning forward and lowering his voice.

I’d figured that would be his first question. “We can’t tell you,” I replied, sharing a glance with Aurora. “My boss needs us to travel from time to time, but we’re sworn to secrecy about it.”

He knew I worked for Lord Gilden and slouched back against his chair again. “I hate not knowing where you girls go, or what trouble you’ve been getting into,” he complained.

“We can handle ourselves,” Aurora said confidently. “We both have skills that we can call on to get us out of any problems we encounter.”

He gave her a skeptical look, judging her by her small size and delicate beauty. “I know Saige is a trained bounty hunter, but what skills do you have?”

“Her species can use magic to mess with minds,” I reminded him.

His eyebrows went up when he remembered she was half demon. He didn’t know her other half was a succubus. “Valac used magic like that,” he said uneasily. “I overheard my dad talking to another gang member about it once when I was a kid. He said he saw a leader from a rival gang turn on his own people and shoot them all dead.”

“Valac was a hatred demon,” Aurora said with a shudder. “One of his talents was to make his victims turn on each other.”

Mekhi reached over to pat her on the shoulder comfortingly. “I wish I’d never gotten you mixed up in my problems, kiddo,” he said guiltily.

“She’s three hundred years old, Mekhi,” I told him. “She just looks young.” He gave her a startled look and we snickered at him. My bestie was the epitome of appearances being deceiving.
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MEKHI’S EXPRESSION became speculative. He looked around to make sure no one was paying close attention to us. We were sitting too far away for the other patrons to overhear our conversation, but most of the men were still staring at my roommate. “What sort of talents do you have?” he whispered.

“I’m a sex demon,” Aurora whispered back.

He blinked at her, then looked at me for an explanation. “She can give people sex fantasies that are either amazing, or horrifying, depending on what they deserve. Her talents have come in handy far more times than I can count during our jobs out of town.”

“Can you give me a demonstration?” he asked her nervously.

“Sure,” she said, confident in her control now that she’d had so much practice. “I’ll give you a hint of what I can do.”

Aurora reached out and touched Mekhi’s arm. He went rigid when she unleashed her power on him for a few seconds. I couldn’t see his lower half with the table in the way, but I knew he had a raging hard on from the heat that rose on his cheeks.

“Holy crap!” he exclaimed quietly when she took her hand away. “I’ve never experienced anything like that before!”

“That was just a tiny sample of what my kind can do,” she said with a shrug. “I could have given you the full treatment, but you would have been knocked out after you climaxed and it would have drawn attention to us.”

“You can take care of your problem in the restroom if you need to,” I told him pityingly when he shifted uncomfortably.

“I promise we won’t drink all of the beer,” Aurora added solemnly.

Mekhi switched his attention between us, knowing we were on the verge of laughing at him. Muttering an embarrassed curse beneath his breath, he shot to his feet and hurried over to the building. He did his best to hide the bulge in his jeans with his hands.

I snickered first, then Aurora joined me. “Poor Mekhi,” I said with a grin. “Now he knows the true meaning of being careful what he wishes for.”

“Do you want to know what his fantasy is?” she asked me teasingly.

I was torn between curiosity and giving the man his privacy. “Does it involve either of us?” I asked.

“Nope. He’s got a crush on a woman I’ve never seen before. She’s got a lot of tatts, so she might work in a rival studio.”

“I don’t need to hear the details,” I said, relieved that Mekhi didn’t have the hots for either of us. He was a nice guy, but he was still just a human. Even Aurora would probably crush his spine if she tried to sleep with him. Most supernatural beings tended to be far stronger than humans.

Mekhi returned a few minutes later wearing a sheepish grin. “I can see why you hide your true nature from everyone,” he said when he sank back down onto his seat. “You’d have people lining up to let you zap them with fantasies all day long,” he joked.

“She could probably make a fortune from it,” I said.

Aurora made a face and sipped from her glass. “Been there, done that and I don’t want to do it again.” She’d been forced to use her talents on her former owner’s allies and enemies for three centuries. I could see why she wouldn’t want to go back to that even if she could earn a living from it now.

We chatted about our jobs until the pitcher of beer was empty. I checked my watch and my stomach rumbled. “Ruen will be calling me with a mission within the hour,” I predicted. “We should grab some food on the way home.” I’d told him to give me some extra time tonight, since I’d been invited out for drinks with my tattoo artist.

“I could eat,” Aurora agreed.

Mekhi wasn’t a big drinker and didn’t want to stick around either. We left the courtyard and stepped through the gate to the parking lot. “Here’s trouble,” Mekhi said when he saw three young guys lurking next to his dark blue pickup.

“Do you know them?” I asked. The men were in their early twenties and were wearing gang colors. They wore baggy jeans, red tank tops and belligerent expressions.

“They’re new to the neighborhood,” he said with a frown. “They’ve been trying to make a name for themselves by robbing locals and stealing their cars.”

“This your ride?” one of the thugs asked Mekhi. He seemed to be their leader from the way the other two hung back.

“Yeah,” he replied.

“It’s mine now,” the dude said and pulled a switchblade out of his pocket. “Gimme the keys and I won’t have to cut you.”

“You have no idea who I am, do you?” Mekhi asked contemptuously, showing no fear of him at all.

“You ain’t no one,” the thug said with a sneer. “Keys, now, or I’ll gut you.”

“Do you want me to handle this?” I asked.

He debated about it, then nodded. “Sure. I’ll do your next tatt for free if you can manage not to get blood all over my truck.”

The wannabe gangsters exchanged looks, suddenly nervous. I took two steps forward, then casually reached out and grabbed hold of their leader’s wrist. “Before I break your arm, let me introduce you to Mekhi,” I said. “He owns Mekhi’s Ink tattoo studio. He and his crew do the tattoos for most of the gangs around here.”

“Hold up, hold up!” the hoodlum said when my grip on his wrist tightened. “We didn’t know! I swear, we meant no disrespect!”

“Break his arm, Saige,” Aurora said with a scowl. “They need to learn not to rob from the hard-working locals.”

The hoodlum tried to yank his arm free as his friends rushed at me. I backhanded one of them, sending him crashing to the ground, out cold. I kicked the second one in the stomach. He went down and vomited up his last meal. I snatched my foe’s knife out of his hand and he almost blubbered in terror. Instead of breaking his arm, I decided to throw him into the dumpster.

“Time to take out the trash,” Mekhi said. He hauled the unconscious guy to his feet and grimly carried him over to the dumpster to deposit him next to his friend. I dragged the third dude over and Mekhi helped me toss him inside. I had to pretend not to have inhuman strength with so many witnesses around. The other patrons were gawking at us in fascination. A couple of them were on their phones, possibly calling the cops.

“If you try this on any of the locals again, I’ll track you all down and make you wish you’d never moved here,” I warned them in a menacing tone.

Cowering away from me, the two conscious hoods nodded frantically. “You schooled us, homie,” their leader said respectfully. “We won’t rob no one from the hood again.”

“Good,” Mekhi said with a scowl. “I’ll spread the word about this and we’ll all be watching you.” He pointed at his eyes, then at them, then we turned and walked back to Aurora.

My bestie snickered as low mutters came from inside the dumpster. “What did they say?” I asked quietly.

“Their leader said you’re the strongest trannie he’s ever seen,” she replied.

Mekhi doubled over in silent laughter at the look on my face. I didn’t have anything against transgender people, but it got old not being recognized as being born female after a while.

“We should do this again sometime,” Aurora said when her boss had recovered enough to drive. The unconscious guy woke up and all three gangsters climbed out of the dumpster. They slunk off in shame at being beaten so easily.

“I’ll see you at work tomorrow,” Mekhi told her. He gave us both a hug, then we climbed into our cars.

I stopped for takeout on the way home. Aurora had already had a shower when I entered our apartment. I’d half expected an assassin to try to kill me after our trip to the bar, but nothing had happened. It sucked being so tense every time I left my home. An attack could come at any moment, so I always had to be hyper alert.
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MY FAVORITE NIGHT OF the week was when I was paid my bounties. While it was excruciating to be so close to Drake and not be able to touch him, at least we could see each other in person. It wasn’t easy to hide my excitement from Ruen when he picked me up a few nights after meeting Aurora and Mekhi at the bar. My partner seemed distracted. He remained silent during the drive to the tower.

Everyone had already arrived when we reached the nineteenth floor. My colleagues were aware that assassins were after me. Everyone in the supernatural community knew something was going on, but they didn’t know the details.

“You’re still alive, Saige?” Hugh joked when I sauntered out of the elevator.

“I’m still alive,” I confirmed with a smirk. The handsome blond werelions sat on a couch together, holding hands.

“Have you figured out who put the hit on you yet?” Felicity asked. She was probably hoping one of my assailants would succeed.

The supreme rulers had announced that I wasn’t to be touched and that I was above our laws, but it seemed word hadn’t spread beyond the castle. It had all just been for show from what I could gather. “Nope,” I lied and took a seat where a shot glass of whiskey waited for me. A thermos of blood was sitting on the coffee table in front of Ruen’s seat.

“We’ll be happy to assist you if you need our help hunting this mysterious foe,” Zahir offered and Yareli nodded in agreement. The Egyptian vampires had repaid the debt they’d owed me when they’d helped me rescue Aurora from Valac. It was a sign of friendship that they were willing to help me out again.

“Thanks, guys,” I said with a smile when the lions and Otis nodded as well. Felicity elbowed her partner in the side and scowled at him. The redhead had hated me from the moment we’d met and the feeling was mutual. Otis was far more easygoing than she was.

“You all have missions to accomplish tonight, so we should begin our meeting,” Drake suggested. He knew exactly who was sending killers after me and that there was little we could do to stop it.

Each team updated the weredragon about their missions for the past week. Ruen and I weren’t the only ones who now had more than one hunt per night sometimes. It seemed all four teams had been tasked with hunting rogues twice on at least one occasion.

“The rogues are getting more numerous,” Otis muttered when we’d all finished our reports. “You might need to hire more bounty hunters, boss,” he added.

“The thought has occurred to me,” Lord Gilden replied and checked his watch. “I have a meeting soon, so I’ll pay you all your bounties now.”

We dutifully lined up as he crossed to the safe hidden behind the painting of the fourth realm of the underworld. Ruen and I were the only ones on the team who’d seen the green sky, black trees and blood red grass in person. The others didn’t even know the landscape depicted one of the nine realms.

Drake kept his pheromones in check as he paid me first. Our eyes locked for a couple of seconds as he poured gems and gold coins into my cupped hands. Our bond felt far stronger up this close. It would be easy to get lost in his gold eyes, but we had too many witnesses. It was apparently common knowledge that I lusted after the weredragon, but few knew he returned my feelings. “Thanks, boss,” I said when he was done.

“I need to discuss a special mission with you and Ruen, Ms. Sterling,” he said, keeping things formal.

I glanced at my partner to see he didn’t look surprised. Whatever the mission was, it had to be the reason why he’d been so distracted. “I’ll grab another drink,” I said as I poured my bounties into an outside pocket of my kill-bag. Then I ambled over to the coffee table to retrieve my empty glass.

Ruen was still seated in his chair, texting someone on his phone. I poured another shot of whiskey and took my seat to sip it slowly as Drake paid my colleagues their bounties. “See you next time, guys,” I said when everyone had been paid.

They all waved and headed for the elevator. Drake carried a fresh glass of whiskey over to sit with us rather than sitting behind his masculine desk. “I’ve received a formal request for you to assist an ally with a personal problem, Saige,” he said.

I couldn’t even begin to guess who he was talking about, but his tone was serious. “Who needs my help?” I queried.

“Lenny has asked for you to travel with him to Salem to investigate his past.”

“Lenny the zombie?” I asked for clarification, even though he was the only Lenny I knew.

Drake nodded and Ruen put his phone away. “Their flights have been arranged, my lord,” my sidekick said. “The jet will be ready in two hours.”

“You’re really sending us to Salem?” I asked, indicating my partner and me, already intrigued by the job.

“Ruen is needed here,” our boss said. “You’ll have to pick Lenny up at the Den in an hour. One of my employees will meet you at the private airport where my jet is being prepped.”

“Will this take longer than one night?” I asked, mentally trying to figure out what I needed to take with me.

“Probably,” he figured. “I’ll ensure Aurora is guarded in your absence.”

Both Ruen and I were relieved that my bestie wouldn’t be in danger. “Where’s the airport?” I asked.

“I’ll send you all the information you need,” Ruen said and picked up his phone again. My phone dinged when he sent me the info.

“This is going to be a weird mission,” I predicted as we all stood up. “I hope Lenny can remember enough about his origins to give us a hint of where to start.”

Ruen took the lead and Drake’s hand came to rest on the small of my back as we headed to the elevator. My entire body went hot as desire flashed through me. He caressed my skin through my sheer black top, then ran his hand down to squeeze my butt through my dark blue leather pants. “I’m sure you’ll be able to help him solve the mystery of his past,” the dragon said smoothly.

“One of the security guards will drop you at home,” Ruen told me, glancing at me over his shoulder.

“You should have just told me to drive myself here,” I said in exasperation.

He shrugged in response and we all stepped into the elevator together. My boss and the leech stopped on another floor, then I was whisked to the parking garage alone.

A werewolf was waiting for me in a dark gray SUV. He beckoned to me and I climbed into the back. “Lord Gilden asked me to drive you home, Ms. Sterling,” he said.

“If you’re an assassin, I’ll kill you dead before you can even try to off me,” I warned him.

He grinned at me in the rearview mirror as he set the vehicle into motion. “I’m not an assassin and I wouldn’t be stupid enough to try to take you down. I’ve heard how hard you are to kill.”

My origins were as much of a mystery to most people as Lenny’s were to him. We settled into silence as he drove me the short distance home. I waved my thanks after climbing out and hurried upstairs.

Aurora was already gone, which meant she was on her way to mom’s house. I called mom and she answered straight away. “Hey, Lil Bish,” she said in greeting. “Have you been given a rare night off?”

“I wish,” I scoffed. “Lenny has asked for my help to figure out his origins. Lord Gilden is sending us to Salem. We might be gone for a few days.”

“Is Ruen going with you?” she asked, just as intrigued as I was.

“Nope. Someone else will be coming with us, but I won’t find out who it is until we get to an airport where a private jet will be picking us up.”

“Should I ask Aurora to stay with Kye and me while you’re gone?” she asked in concern.

“Drake said he’d make sure she’s guarded while I’m away,” I replied. “Can you tell her what’s going on? I need to cash in my bounties before I head to the Den to pick Lenny up.”

“Ugh, I’m glad my old boss paid us in cash,” she said. “I never had to deal with that whacko wereweasel.”

“I wish I could say Pierre isn’t that bad, but it would be a lie,” I joked. “I’ll give you an update when I can. Love you, Big Momma.”

“I love you, too,” she replied, then we hung up.
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PACKING A BAG FOR A few days, I changed into a t-shirt and jeans. There was no point in dressing in leather and lace since I didn’t have a normal mission.

I took all of my recent bounties out of my safe and poured the gold coins and gems into another pocket on my kill-bag. Swapping my boots for sneakers, I carried my gear down to my car. 

Needing to pick Lenny up was the perfect excuse not to linger at Pierre’s Paraphernalia. I parked in front of the pawn shop, then got out to peer through the window. The weasel was fully dressed and was sitting on a stool behind the counter. He looked up when I opened the door and smirked in greeting.

“Where’s your undead sidekick?” he asked, then held his hand up. “Don’t tell me, you came here alone because you’re finally giving in to the burning desire you have for my body.”

He ran a hand down his thin chest and I forced myself not to gag. “Ruen’s busy and Lord Gilden is sending me on a job out of town,” I said. “I have to pick up my client soon, so I don’t have time to chat.”

With his scraggly brown hair, squinty eyes and pointed nose, the shifter matched his animal side almost too well. He didn’t seem to harbor any anger towards me for executing his rogue cousin, Izzy.

“Are you sure you don’t have time for a quickie?” he asked, hiking his thumb at the door behind him. “We could nip up to my bedroom and I can bend you over the back of my couch. That’s where I always pleasure my conquests.”

“Ew,” I said in response, wrinkling my nose in disgust. “I hope you clean your couch with bleach afterwards.”

He laughed rather than getting offended, then took a wooden box out from beneath his counter. My colleagues all tended to cash in their bounties once a week or so, since we were getting paid so much. He was an expert at sorting the payments into coins and gems, then rapidly calculating their worth.

“I know it’s horrible that so many people are turning rogue, but it’s been excellent for business,” Pierre said as I poured my bounties into the wooden container.

“Dealing in death is always lucrative,” I said wryly and he grinned in agreement.

The weasel tallied up what he owed me, then transferred my funds to me and locked the wooden box in a cupboard. “Until next time, fair lady,” he said, eyeing me as if I was still wearing my sexy clothes rather than an outfit similar to his.

“See you later, Pierre,” I replied, then turned and walked away. I could feel his eyes crawling all over my ass, but I wasn’t about to turn around and catch him in the act. He was sleazy and proud of it. Calling him out on his bad behavior would only make him worse.

Glad to have that unpleasant ordeal over with, I zoomed towards the Den. No one followed me to the club that I was aware of. As always, I kept my senses on high alert.

Lenny was waiting for me on the sidewalk when I pulled over. The zombie was wearing a wig that covered his missing ear. He was also wearing dark sunglasses and gloves, but I knew it was him straight away. His garish neon orange shirt with psychedelic pink and yellow flowers was a dead giveaway. Rainbow suspenders helped keep his lemon-yellow pants up. Lenny gave me the thumbs up when he saw my car almost matched the orange on his shirt.

A werebear was holding the zombie’s suitcase. She carried it to the hatch and stuffed it next to my duffle bag, then shut the door. Lenny murmured something to the shifter, then climbed into the passenger seat.

“Looking sharp, Lenny,” I said with a grin.

“I’m supporting the LGBTQI, etcetera community,” he replied, hooking his thumb around a suspender and stretching it out.

“Good work,” I said, then took off. My passenger didn’t bother to buckle himself in, since he was already dead. “Do you know who’ll be coming with us?” I asked as I followed the directions to the private airport on my phone.

“I thought Ruen would be coming with you,” he replied, sounding nervous.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

He took his sunglasses off and turned to face me. “I’ve wanted to find out about the necromancer who raised me for decades, but I’ve never had the guts.”

“Why are you looking for answers now?” I glanced at him to see both his milky eye and the brown one were staring past me rather than at me.

“Hearing about that rogue fairy who created amulets to enhance death magic got me thinking,” he confessed. “What if my maker had one of them as well, or something like it?”

“None of the other zombies are intelligent, or as well-preserved as you,” I pointed out. “Whoever raised you seems to have different talents.”

“They have to be powerful,” he mused, sitting back again and toying with his sunglasses. “Maybe they raised more zombies than just me. What if there are others like me out there?”

“If there were, surely we would have heard about them by now,” I figured.

“You’re probably right,” he said morosely. “This whole mission will probably turn out to be a wild goose chase.”

“I’ll do my best to find the answers you’re looking for,” I promised. “I consider you to be my friend and I try not to let my friends down.”

He looked surprised for a second, then smiled widely enough to reveal his black gums. “I’m honored that the great Saige Sterling thinks of me as her friend. I think of you as my friend, too,” he added.

“Does this mean I won’t have to bribe you for information anymore?” I asked slyly.

“Nice try,” he said with a smirk. “It costs a lot to dress as sharply as I do, so I’ll keep taking my bribes, thank you very much.”

We broke into snickers and it didn’t feel weird at all to have a talking dead man in my car. I’d known Lenny for long enough to know he was a good guy. I hoped we would be able to get to the bottom of who had created him and why he’d been abandoned. Everyone deserved to know the truth about their origins. He’d already spent far too long in the dark.

It took forty-five minutes to drive to the private airport to the south of the city. A huge silver hangar sat off to one side, with a few small buildings clustered next to it. There was a single airstrip, with a small, sleek white jet waiting for us. Cars were parked in a lot near the buildings. I drove through the gate and parked in an empty spot.

A familiar person was sitting in a car two down from mine. He climbed out and grinned when he saw me. “Hi, Ms. Sterling.”

“Hey, Nelson,” I said with a smile.

“You must be Lenny,” he added, holding his hand out to the zombie. In his late twenties, Nelson Osmond was scrawny and had red hair and freckles. His wardrobe seemed to consist of baggy t-shirts and jeans. He wasn’t a weak wizard like the one who lived in my building. He could cast far stronger spells than my neighbor.

“Lenny, this is Nelson Osmond,” I said as the pair shook hands. “Mr. Osmond is a wizard. He works for Lord Gilden.”

“It’s nice to meet you, kid,” Lenny said. He’d put his sunglasses back on, just in case any normal humans were around. It was unlikely that anyone who didn’t know about the supernatural world would be here, but he wasn’t taking any chances.

“Why were you chosen for this mission?” I asked as we grabbed our bags from the back of my car.

Nelson heaved a duffle bag and a suitcase out of his trunk, grunting beneath the suitcase’s weight. “I’ve been studying necromancy for years,” he explained as we locked our vehicles. “I’ve always wanted to meet you, sir,” he added earnestly.

“Sir?” the zombie joked. “That’s a new one. Just call me Lenny.”

“You can call me Saige,” I added as we headed towards the jet. Nelson was having trouble carrying his suitcase, so I took it from him.

“I’m glad we aren’t going to be so formal,” he said with a grin of thanks. “You can both call me Nelson.”

“Why have you always wanted to meet Lenny?” I asked, but I was pretty sure I knew the answer.

“As I said, I’ve been studying necromancy for quite some time now, although I’m not a practitioner myself,” the wizard said. “To my knowledge, Lenny is the only intelligent zombie who has ever existed.”

I could tell Lenny was despondent at that news even with the sunglasses hiding his eyes. It had to be lonely being the only smart zombie on the planet. Vampires were just as undead as he was, but they weren’t the same. I touched him on the arm and gave him an encouraging smile, then we were ushered onto the jet by one of Drake’s minions.
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NELSON TURNED OUT TO be a nervous flier. He put headphones on and buckled himself into one of the plush black leather seats up the front of the jet. Lenny and I sat on opposite sides of the same aisle a few rows back, so we could both look out the windows. The wizard tapped his fingers on the armrest and crossed his legs. His foot jiggled up and down and he was humming loudly to the music blasting from his headphones. He probably didn’t want to knock himself out with a spell or drugs just in case we needed his talents.

“I was told we’re heading for Salem,” I said as our flight attendant moved around the aircraft. The door was closed and locked and the pilot started the engines.

“That’s where I was when I first became aware,” Lenny said.

“Aware of what?” I asked.

“Aware that I wasn’t alive,” he said wryly. “I’ll tell you everything I can remember when we reach our destination. The kid will want to hear it and I don’t want to have to repeat myself.” He hiked his gloved thumb at our companion. It was amusing that he called Nelson a kid when the wizard was a few years older than me.

I nodded in agreement and watched the stairs being wheeled away. “How long will it take us to reach Salem?” I asked the attendant when he hurried to check that everything was in order.

“About two hours, depending on the weather, Ms. Sterling,” he said deferentially. He was a wererat and was just a pimple on my monster radar.

I couldn’t use my phone during the flight, so I’d brought my journal along. I took it out of my kill-bag, along with a pen.

“Is that a sparkly unicorn?” Lenny asked in amusement.

“Yep,” I replied with a grin and showed him the cover. I’d almost filled it by now and had brought another one along. A blonde fairy wearing a pink dress was shooting stars from her gold wand on the cover. “It’s a journal about my hunting missions,” I explained. “All the women in my line have kept notes about their hunts.”

“Are they all as colorful as yours?” he asked skeptically.

“Nope. Angela chose them for me,” I explained, using Aurora’s fake name. “She likes sparkly things.”

“Are you two an item?” he asked, lowering his voice even though the shifter would easily be able to hear him.

“Neither of us swing that way,” I denied. “We’re best friends and we share an apartment, but that’s it.”

“Angela seems like a real sweetheart,” he said as the jet began to move. The flight attendant had vanished into the cockpit, but it still wouldn’t be wise to talk about anything confidential.

“She’s pretty cool,” I agreed.

Nelson let out a scream of terror when the jet took off and Lenny and I shared amused looks. The wizard’s humming grew louder and louder until he was singing in an effort to calm himself down. He eased off on the volume when the jet levelled out, but it was obvious he was going to remain tense until we’d landed.

Lenny stared through his window, lost in his thoughts. I pulled the tray holder down and put my journal on it to resume writing about my past missions. One day, I’d be able to catch up to the present, but I wasn’t in a rush. It wasn’t like I was going to publish them and have hundreds of avid fans clamoring for more. Snorting out a laugh at that ridiculous notion, I turned the page and kept writing.

Two hours passed quicker than I’d expected. I hadn’t travelled much, apart from my excursions to the underworld. The jet touched down in another small private airfield. Nelson bit his fist to hold in his screams of fear during the landing. I could see the impressions his teeth had left in his flesh when we coasted to a stop and we were allowed to stand up.

“Are you okay, Nelson?” I asked when he took his headphones off.

Pale and shaky, the wizard gave me a weak smile. “I’ll be fine, once I stop feeling like I’m going to throw up.”

Our luggage had been stored in a compartment underneath the jet. We descended the stairs and retrieved our belongings, then the wererat pointed at a dark gray SUV parked near the buildings. “Lord Gilden arranged for a vehicle to be left for you,” he said. “The keys are inside.”

“Thanks,” I said with a nod. He’d made a couple of cups of coffee for me during the flight and had provided me with tasty snacks. Neither of my companions had had anything. The wizard had been too keyed up to eat or drink and zombies only ate flesh. That raised a question I’d always wanted to ask Lenny, but hadn’t been game to.

We lugged our gear over to the SUV and stashed it in the back. “What have you got in that suitcase?” Lenny asked Nelson when I heaved it into the vehicle.

“I brought some of my magical supplies along, just in case,” the wizard said. “They might come in handy during our mission.”

An envelope was sitting on the driver’s seat when I opened the door. A note was inside, along with some keys. “Lord Gilden rented a house for us to stay in,” I said, glad he was as organized as he was handsome. He’d probably asked Ruen to make the arrangements for us.

“That’s a relief,” Lenny said. “I was worried we’d have to stay in a hotel and I’d need to wear my disguise all the time.”

I took the wheel and Lenny claimed the passenger seat. Nelson sat in the middle of the back seat. He beat me to the question that had been burning on my tongue. “What sort of food do you eat, Lenny?”

“I don’t eat anything,” the zombie said with a shrug. “Unlike most zombies, I don’t feel compelled to eat flesh. I never feel hungry or thirsty.”

“What would happen if you tried to eat something?” I asked.

“It eventually gets digested, but I get nothing out of eating, so I don’t bother,” he explained.

“Do you mind if I take notes?” Nelson asked, already reaching for the duffle bag he’d placed on the seat next to him.

“Knock yourself out,” Lenny replied. The wizard was here to help him and necromancy was his passion project, or so it seemed.

I started the SUV and plugged the address of the house into the GPS. “It’ll take us an hour and a half to drive to Salem,” I said.

Nelson madly scribbled in a notepad as I took off. “Can you tell us what you know about your origins?” he asked, glancing up at Lenny.

“There isn’t much to tell,” the zombie said. He’d taken his sunglasses off again now that we were in the SUV. It had heavily tinted windows to hide us, except for the windscreen. “I became aware in the woods on the outskirts of Salem back in the nineteen seventies,” he explained. “I had no memories at all. I didn’t even know I was dead at first.”

“How did you figure out you weren’t alive?” I asked as I followed the directions on the navigation system.

“Probably after about ten minutes or so,” he admitted. “I suddenly realized I wasn’t breathing and freaked out. I didn’t know who I was, where I was or what the hell was going on.”

He shuddered and I gave him a sympathetic look. “It must have been traumatic,” I said.

“It wasn’t fun,” he confirmed wryly. “I was wearing a black suit and figured it was my funeral attire. I didn’t have any ID on me to tell me who I was. I started walking and eventually heard traffic. It was nighttime, but someone stopped for me when I put my thumb out.”

“That was brave of the driver,” Nelson said, frantically writing to keep up with the story.

“It was a different time back then,” Lenny said wistfully. “People weren’t quite as crazy and weren’t as afraid of each other.”

I couldn’t even imagine a time when it hadn’t been dangerous to hitch a ride. “Did the driver freak out when he saw you?” I asked.

Lenny shook his head and his wig shifted slightly. “I looked normal back then, since I was so freshly risen. I asked the guy where I was and he said we were a few miles from Salem. He gave me a ride to town and gave me a couple of bucks when I lied and told him I’d been robbed.”

“A couple of bucks must have been a fortune back then,” I figured.

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Lenny said sardonically. “I’d intended to buy coffee and grab a meal from an all-night diner while I tried to figure out who I was, but realized I wasn’t hungry or thirsty.”

“Were you covered in dirt like you’d just crawled out of your grave?” I asked.

“I had some dirt under my fingernails and on my hair and clothes,” he replied. “But it wasn’t enough to make people run screaming. My shoes were badly scuffed, as if I’d walked a long way through rough terrain.”

“Now we’re getting somewhere,” Nelson said in excitement. “I’m betting the necromancer raised you from a cemetery in or near Salem. We’ll have to do some research to be able to work out which cemetery you came from.”

“Believe me, I already searched for my grave, kid,” Lenny told him. “I read the obituaries in all the newspapers. I spoke to all the morticians in town and I even talked to the cops.”

“What did you tell them?” I asked.

“I said I didn’t have any memory of who I was and that I believed I’d been buried by mistake,” he said. “A cop took pity on me even though he thought I was full of crap. He couldn’t find any information about anyone who matched my description who’d died recently. None of the recently buried bodies in Salem came close to my description at all.”

Nelson’s excitement faded with that information. It seemed this mission might turn out to be harder than we’d expected.
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NELSON ASKED LENNY more questions as we drew ever closer to Salem and the rental house. The zombie didn’t have much more information for him about his background. “Where did you get your name from?” the wizard asked.

“The cop who tried to help me told me I looked like a Lenny and it stuck,” Lenny said. “I never bothered to make up a surname. I hung around Salem for a couple of months, then decided it was time to move on. I got into a few scrapes with hunters over the years who thought I was a flesh-eating ghoul, hence my missing pieces.” He gestured at the scar tissue where his ear had been, but the wig hid the damage. Two of the fingers of his glove were empty.

“Where did you go after you left Salem?” I asked, slowing down to turn onto the road where we would be staying. Houses out here were few and far between, so we would have privacy from our neighbors.

“I wandered around for a couple of decades, doing odd jobs and eventually ended up in Nexus. Lord Gilden sent Ruen to have a chat with me when he heard a talking zombie was in the city. Once they figured out I wasn’t dangerous, Lord Gilden offered me a job tending the bar at his nightclub. I turned out to be good at it and he eventually put me in charge of the place.”

It was fascinating to hear about his history. Most people in the supernatural community seemed to know about him, but he wasn’t really close to anyone. “We’re here,” I said when the navigation system told me we’d reached our destination.

We all turned to look at the house I’d pulled up in front of. “It looks haunted,” Nelson said, peering through the tinted window. The house was old, but not decrepit. It had two stories and was in need of fresh paint. It looked sound enough, but the gutters were a bit rusty.

“Can you see ghosts?” Lenny asked me.

“Nope,” I replied. “That’s not one of my talents.” I pulled into the driveway and parked beneath the carport next to the house. The yard hadn’t been mowed lately and the grass was overgrown.

Nelson yawned as he climbed out of the car. It was late by now and the terror of flying had taken it out of him. “I’m going to crash, if you guys don’t mind,” he said. “I took a potion to calm my nerves for the flight and it’s made me really sleepy.”

“No problem,” Lenny said kindly as we retrieved our gear from the back of the SUV. “I never sleep, so I’ll be available whenever you need me.”

“I only need a few hours of sleep, so I’m going to stay up for a while,” I told the wizard, lugging his suitcase over to the house for him.

I unlocked the door and flicked on the hallway light. It was slightly musty inside, but not dirty. Doorways led to a sitting room, dining room, living room and a small powder room before we reached the kitchen. The house was fully furnished with furniture that had to be at least fifty years old. A set of stairs was over to the left. Nelson led the way to the upper floor. He took the first bedroom we came to and I carried his suitcase inside.

“You can leave the suitcase on the floor,” Nelson said, indicating a spot at the end of the bed. He’d chosen a room that had been decorated for a small boy, going by the cartoon characters on the bedspread and curtains.

Lenny had continued along the hallway to the second bedroom, which turned out to be for a little girl. The walls were painted light pink and matched the bedspread. “I love the stars stuck to the ceiling,” Lenny said with a grin.

I looked up to see glow-in-the-dark stars. They were ancient, yet still emitted a faint glow, since he hadn’t bothered to turn the light on.

“It’s very pretty,” I said, then kept going to the end of the hall, passing a bathroom on the way. My room was the master bedroom and I had a queen size bed. The sheets smelled clean when I gave them a sniff. I left my duffle bag on the bed, then ambled back downstairs. I wasn’t tired enough to sleep yet and figured I should find a convenience store to buy some supplies. Just in case Drake had already seen to our needs, I opened the fridge to see it was stocked with enough food to last us several days.

Lenny entered the kitchen and started preparing the newish looking coffee machine.

“You drink coffee?” I asked in surprise.

“Nah, but I make a mean cup of joe,” he said. “Maybe I owned a café back when I was alive.”

I was happy to watch him work and sat down at the small breakfast table. “What do you do when the Den is closed during the day?” I asked.

“I read, mostly,” he replied. “I’ve got a library in my quarters on the third floor. I send someone out to buy new books for me when I run out. I give the ones I don’t want to secondhand bookstores.”

“You never watch TV?”

He pushed the button to start brewing my coffee and leaned against the counter. He’d removed his wig and gloves and looked like his normal self again. His natural hair was short, brown and always looked slightly messy. It had stopped growing when he’d died and wasn’t long enough to hide his scar tissue. “I sometimes watch movies, but I stopped watching the news and weekly or daily programs a long time ago,” he said.

“You find them boring?”

He shrugged with one shoulder, then turned around to search the cupboards for a cup. “They never seem to change,” he said. “I get tired of watching the same old same old decade after decade. Maybe they remind me that I’m just as stagnant and unchangeable as they are.”

I was so used to seeing the happy side of Lenny that it was strange to see him so morose. I’d wondered if he was putting on a façade to hide his true feelings and I now had my answer. “It sucks that someone raised you from the dead and left you to fend for yourself,” I said, feeling terrible for him.

“Don’t get me wrong,” he said with the grin I was so used to seeing when he turned to face me again. “I don’t long for my existence to end, or anything morbid like that. Interacting with beings from the supernatural community gives me a lot of entertainment. Some of the people who come in are thousands of years old. They’ve managed to keep their minds intact and I learn as much as I can from them.”

“What sorts of things have you learned?” I queried.

“Not to dwell on the bad stuff,” he told me. “To be glad I’m still around and in possession of my wits. To do good when I can and to make sure the Den remains a safe place for all of our kind.”

“Is that why you act as Lord Gilden’s informant?” I asked.

“That was one of the stipulations I agreed to when he gave me my job,” Lenny explained. “That was long before he took over the bounty hunting business from the previous guy. Lord Gilden said I had to pass on any information to the bounty hunters that could help lock away the beings who break our laws. I was glad to help out if it meant keeping our kind safe from discovery by humans.” His expression momentarily darkened at that part.

“Have you ever been hunted by humans?”

“A few times,” he said ruefully. “They’re the ones who did this to me.” He pointed at his milky eye and gestured with his hand that had the missing fingers.

“Did you kill them in retaliation?” I asked.

He shook his head. “That would’ve just made them even more rabid to hunt me down. I got away each time and went to a new city where I hoped to blend in.”

“Nexus is the safest place for you,” I figured, watching him froth the milk with ease and make me a perfect cappuccino. He even found powdered chocolate in the pantry and sprinkled some on the top.

“Here you go, lovely lady,” the zombie said, handing me the cup with a flourish. “That’ll be ten bucks.”

“You’ll have to open a tab for me,” I said and we both snickered.

I led the way to the living room and we took a seat on the weathered old floral print couch. The TV was modern and the house had cable. I found a movie that was just about to start and we settled down to relax.

Not even the coffee could stem my tiredness forever. I was feeling sleepy by the time the movie ended. “I’m going to head up to bed,” I said and heaved myself to my feet.

“Will it bother you if I keep watching movies?” Lenny asked.

“Nope. I don’t have enhanced hearing,” I replied. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

He saluted me and I carried my empty cup to the kitchen to rinse it out. Nelson was snoring contentedly when I walked past his door. I took a quick shower, then lay down on the too firm mattress. I’d sent mom and Aurora a text message earlier to let them know we’d arrived. So far, there was nothing else to tell them and I didn’t know how long we would be here.

Drake was so far away that our bond felt thin and stretched, yet I could still sense him in my heart. I focused hard and sent a blast of emotion towards him. It took a couple of minutes before his response reached me. His love felt warm and soothing and helped me fall asleep faster than I’d expected.
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WHEN I WOKE UP A FEW hours later, I felt confused for a few seconds when I found myself in an unfamiliar bedroom. Then I remembered I was in Salem, or at least on the outskirts of it. I couldn’t sense any supernatural people around, but some species could mask their talents and power. Lenny was still downstairs and I couldn’t hear Nelson moving around yet.

I got up, pulled some clothes on and donned makeup in the bathroom. Cereal had been provided, courtesy of one of my fiancé’s lackeys. I almost had to shield my eyes from Lenny’s shirt when he entered the room. It was fire engine red, with huge purple polka dots. His pants were a fairly staid mustard yellow color. “That’s a bright shirt,” I said as diplomatically as possible.

Lenny grinned and went about making me another cappuccino. “Some people don’t like my style, can you believe it?”

“Nope,” I lied. “I guess they just don’t have any taste.”

“Exactly,” he agreed in satisfaction.

Nelson appeared a few minutes later. His red hair was sticking up and he had creases on his cheek from his pillow. “That potion was stronger than I’d expected,” he said sheepishly. “I’ll have to cut down on the dose for our return trip home.”

“What’s our plan for today?” I asked as he poured himself some cereal. Like me, he was dressed in a t-shirt and jeans.

“We should visit the woods where Lenny became aware,” he said. I was going to have to rely on him, since this mission was out of my scope of experience.

“I’ve been back there dozens of times, kid,” Lenny said as he made the wizard a cappuccino. “It didn’t do anything to jog my memory.”

“You didn’t have this back then,” Nelson said, taking a familiar amulet out of his pocket.

“Where did you get that from?” I asked warily when I saw the round pendant made from dark brown metal. A grinning skull surrounded by strange runes was embedded in it. I knew it would feel warm if I were to touch it, but I had no desire to. It contained one of the spells I’d sensed in his suitcase.

“Lord Gilden loaned it to me so I could study it,” he said as Lenny carried his coffee over to him. “I’ve been trying to glean information from it and I’ve made some progress.”

“Can I see it?” the zombie asked, holding his hand out.

“Sure,” Nelson said and dropped it onto his palm.

Lenny frowned as he studied the amulet intently. “I can feel something strange about it, but I can’t quite put my finger on it.”

“The evil fairy who tried to assassinate Lord Gilden made it,” I told him as he handed it back to the wizard. “It’s one of the amulets that’s supposed to enhance death magic.”

“That’s exactly what it’s designed for,” Nelson confirmed as he tucked it back into his pocket. “I’ve translated the runes around the skull and it’s a spell to boost a necromancer’s natural talent for death magic.”

“I had to execute a couple of rogue necromancers who were wearing those amulets,” I said. “They gave their owners far more power than normal.”

“But none of the zombies they raised were intelligent,” Lenny surmised. “How is it supposed to help me figure out where I came from and who raised me?”

“With luck and a spell I’ve been working on, it might help us find the trail back to your maker,” Nelson told him.

A mixture of longing and trepidation crossed Lenny’s face as he took a seat at the table. “It’s doubtful the necromancer who raised me could still be alive after all this time,” he figured. “I don’t know if I’ll ever get the answers I’m looking for.”

“We won’t give up until we’ve exhausted every avenue,” I promised. “It should be easier to search through old records back when you died with the advances we’ve made in technology.”

“Lord Gilden already had someone run a search for me,” he said. “They didn’t come up with anything. It’s like I never even existed at all.”

“There goes that idea,” I said with a sigh. “Let’s hope Nelson’s spell will lead us to something useful.”

“I just hope we don’t have to enter Salem itself,” Nelson said. “The covens here are extremely territorial. They might take my presence in their town as a challenge.”

“We’ll just tell them we’re here on Lord Gilden’s authority,” I figured. “They won’t want a weredragon for an enemy.”

Nelson nodded, then we finished our breakfast. He headed upstairs to prepare his spells, while Lenny and I watched TV. It was lunchtime by the time he was done and came back downstairs. “I’m ready to go,” the wizard announced with subdued excitement.

“We should eat before we leave,” I suggested.

We made sandwiches and scoffed them down, then packed water bottles and snacks into a backpack he’d brought along. I shouldered his pack, while Nelson carried another one that was full of his spells and a few supplies. Lenny donned his wig, sunglasses and gloves, then we headed to the SUV.

Lenny knew exactly where the woods were even after all this time. New suburbs had been built close to where he’d become aware, so we didn’t have quite as long a hike as I’d feared. I parked the SUV near a park that backed up to the woods, then we took off on foot.

“We’re nearly there,” Lenny said after we’d been walking through the forest for half an hour or so. Sweat was running down Nelson’s face, but the zombie and I didn’t feel the heat. I’d sweat if I ran, or exerted myself a lot more than just walking.

Lenny stopped in a small clearing and looked around. “I was standing right here when I regained my ability to think,” he told us.

I sent out my senses, but couldn’t detect anything. Nelson knelt and opened his backpack. He took a container out and waited for the zombie to step aside. Pouring the contents on the ground, the wizard chanted a spell. He spoke too quietly for me to make out the words. Mist rose from the soil and wafted towards Lenny. It curled around his ankle almost like a dog sniffing for a scent.

“It worked!” Nelson said in delight when the mist suddenly went into motion. “It should lead us to Lenny’s grave, if I cast the spell right.”

We hurried after the mist, wending our way through the trees and around shrubs and dead branches. I was glad I’d worn sneakers as we trekked for several miles deep into the woods. We’d had to maintain a fast, steady pace to keep up with the quickly moving fog. It stretched like a rope from the spot we’d left behind where it was anchored to the ground.

At last, we left the forest and stepped out onto an overgrown field. “It’s an abandoned farmhouse,” I said as we took in the scene ahead. A barn over to the right had pretty much collapsed. The old house dead ahead looked mostly intact. Outbuildings to the left were in a sad state of repair. Decades had passed since anyone had lived here.

Lenny’s head turned towards the outbuildings in the same direction the mist had headed. He had a weird expression on his face, almost as if he recognized this place. He took the lead and climbed over the rickety old fence barring our way. Nelson and I hurried after him, afraid he would leave us behind.

Our fears were in vain when we rounded the decrepit buildings to see a small graveyard. The zombie stood at the foot of one of the graves. He was staring down at the soil, transfixed. Each grave had a makeshift headstone, but the words had been worn down to nothing. They hadn’t been done professionally and were just crudely carved into the big rocks.

“Is this your grave?” I asked Lenny gently. The mist had come to a stop and hovered a couple of inches above the ground.

“I feel a tie to this place,” Lenny confirmed. “This is where I was raised from the dead.”

Nelson and I shared a look, at a bit of a loss now that we’d found his resting place. We’d hoped to find a name on the headstone, but it just looked like worn scratches. “I can feel a spell down there,” I told my companions. “It isn’t buried very deep.”

“Let’s dig it up,” Lenny said.

“It might break the enchantment that’s keeping you animated if we disturb the spell,” Nelson warned him.

“I’m willing to take that chance,” Lenny said in firm resolve.

With his decision made, I took the backpack off and prepared to dig.
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IT DIDN’T TAKE ME LONG to scoop grass, dirt and rocks out of the way. My hands were tough enough that I didn’t need a shovel. I sensed the spell was only about three feet deep. My fingers encountered a metal box and I quickly dug the soil from around it. Lenny must have been buried on top of it if he’d been so lightly covered in dirt after digging his way out.

“Don’t pick it up yet,” Nelson cautioned me when the box was exposed. “Let me take a look at it first.”

I moved aside so he could kneel down and lean over the hole. “The box is locked with a strong enchantment,” he murmured. “I sense it’s tied to this grave. Lenny might be adversely affected if we try to remove it.”

“What if I use one of my charms to open the box so we can see what’s inside?” I asked. “Would that affect him?”

Nelson went deep into thought as he pondered about the problem. “I think it would be safe enough to open the box, as long as we don’t remove the contents yet.” I reached for my kill-bag, but he shook his head. “Your charms won’t be strong enough to unlock this enchantment. We’ll need to use a far stronger spell.”

“Can you cast it?” Lenny asked, mesmerized by the box.

“Lock breaking spells aren’t my forte,” Nelson admitted. “I’ll have to call a colleague and ask for her help.”

I knew he was talking about Ellen Chaim and managed not to wince. “Why don’t we take a look at the house, while Nelson calls his colleague?” I said to Lenny.

The zombie had to drag himself away from the grave. Once he was a few yards away, he seemed to snap out of his fascination with it.

“Are you okay?” I asked after we’d walked around the dilapidated outbuildings.

“Yeah,” he replied in a raspy tone. “I was hoping I’d get some answers, but I never actually expected to find my own grave. It’s an eerie feeling standing over the place where I was raised from the dead.”

“What does it feel like?” I asked curiously.

“Part of me wants to lie down and sink back into the ground,” he confessed. “The rest of me wants to get the hell out of here.”

“Maybe we’ll find documents in the house and figure out who raised you,” I said, crossing my fingers.

I couldn’t sense any spells keeping the back door to the house shut. Lenny reached out and turned the handle, snapping the lock easily. It was a reminder that zombies were far stronger than living humans. He preceded me inside, gazing around the ancient kitchen. Thick dust covered every surface. The appliances dated back to the nineteen seventies and older, which meant the place hadn’t been lived in since Lenny had been raised.

Crossing to the fridge, I opened it and saw the remains of long putrefied vegetables and rusty tins of food. Jars held unidentifiable contents. Milk had evaporated from the bottles in the door. There was no electricity, or running water. Enough light shone through the windows that I didn’t need to use a flashlight. I wondered if the necromancer had used magic to keep everything in his house running.

Lenny checked the pantry to see similar signs that the house had suddenly been abandoned. We checked the drawers, but couldn’t find any letters or paperwork to tell us who the house belonged to.

Nelson entered through the back door just as we finished checking the lower floor. The house was in remarkably good shape and none of the windows had been broken. “Someone forgot to let the maid in,” the wizard joked when dust motes swirled around him. Lenny and I were standing at the staircase, ready to head upstairs. He’d followed our footprints in the dust to find us.

“Did Ms. Chaim answer your call?” I asked.

“She left a message on her phone to say she’s unavailable until she starts her shift,” he replied. “We’re going to have to wait until nightfall before I can get in touch with her. I doubt I’ll have the right supplies in my backpack anyway. We’ll have to return to our rental house before I can craft the lock breaking spell.”

“Let’s finish looking for clues, then head back,” Lenny suggested. So far, he had no recollection of the property at all. The only thing he’d found that was familiar was the grave he’d been interred in.

Lenny led the way up the stairs, leaving footprints in the layers of dust. I sneezed a couple of times when the motes got up my nose. It was dark in the hallway, so Nelson and I used our flashlights. The first three doors we tried led to a bathroom and two bedrooms. The fourth and final door was locked. Lenny broke the lock when he turned the handle, but it didn’t budge when he pushed on it.

“Is the latch stuck?” Nelson asked.

“I don’t think so,” Lenny said, giving the door a hard shove. Metal rattled on the other side. “I think it’s bolted shut from the inside.”

“Do you want to break it down, or do you want me to do it?” I asked. We were all tense with anticipation that we might have finally found something.

“You do it,” Lenny requested. “I don’t want to get my shirt dirty.”

He smiled to show he was joking, but I was pretty sure he was actually serious. Inwardly rolling my eyes, I handed him the backpack and my kill-bag. Both men made room for me when I took a couple of steps back. I lifted my leg and kicked the door and the hinges snapped. It popped open a bit, but the door didn’t fly open like I’d expected it to. Something was holding it in place.

I put my shoulder to the door and forced it open. Several bolts on both sides of the door snapped simultaneously. I almost lost my balance when the door suddenly swung inwards. Nelson grabbed my elbow to help steady me and I nodded in thanks. “Get a load of this,” I said, taking in the scene before me. Stepping into the room, I moved aside to let them enter. I glanced at the door to see it had six sturdy bolts on it, with three on each side. They were useless now that I’d broken them.

“I guess the house wasn’t abandoned after all,” Lenny said as we stared at the skeleton lying on the bed across the room from us.

“I’d bet anything that glass on the nightstand contains poison,” Nelson said, gesturing at the glass.

Even with dust inside it, I could see traces of a green liquid. “He locked himself in here, then committed suicide,” I surmised.

The bedroom was large and contained a queen size bed and a variety of furniture. Two standing wardrobes held ancient, motheaten clothes. The corpse’s clothes were in tatters, since the curtains had rotted away, exposing the bed to the sunlight.

A trunk sat at the bottom of the bed. I could sense spells inside it that were active even after all this time. Lenny crossed to the dresser to start checking the drawers. Nelson and I walked over to the desk that was to the right of the door. 

We found a bunch of letters inside the desk, but they were written in a foreign language. “We need someone to translate these,” I said with a frown. The handwriting was spidery and difficult to make out after all these years. The ink had faded, making them almost illegible.

“One of my colleagues speaks several languages,” Nelson said. “I’ll send him photos of the letters and see if he can make out what they say.”

“They’re all addressed to the same person,” I said, squinting at the squiggly writing. “I think his name is Frederikke.”

“That’s weird, because they’re all from someone called Frederikke as well,” Nelson said, pointing at the signatures on the letters he was holding. I checked the signatures on the letters I was holding to see he was right.

“Should I break the trunk open?” Lenny asked, finished with the dresser.

“I can sense spells inside it,” I warned him.

“Let me take a look at it,” Nelson requested. First, he took photos of all of the letters and sent them to his colleague, then he crossed to the trunk to scan it. “It’s not warded, so it’ll be safe to take it with us. I’d rather look through it back at our base.” His phone dinged and he checked the screen. “My colleague is going to read through the letters and translate them for us. We should head back to our rental house for now.”

I could tell he was uneasy at being in the forgotten farmhouse. There didn’t seem to be any danger, but it was a bit creepy. “Can you carry the trunk, Lenny?” I asked. “I need my hands free, just in case I need to use my weapons.”

“Sure thing,” he replied and picked the trunk up. Several glass containers clinked inside it, but nothing broke. Nelson stuffed the correspondence we’d found into his backpack, then we left the house.
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“HOW LONG WILL THIS spell last?” I asked as we followed his misty enchantment back across the field.

“Until I dispel it,” Nelson replied.

“I can find my way back here now that I know where my grave is,” Lenny told him. “It might be a good idea to dispel the enchantment before someone stumbles across it.”

“Can you find your way back to our car?” I asked. My sense of smell was barely good enough to follow our scents. It would be good to have a backup plan.

“I have an excellent sense of direction,” Lenny assured me.

Nelson released his spell and the misty line dissipated. Lenny unerringly led the way back to our SUV. We stashed our gear in the back, then I drove us back to the house. Dusty, sweaty and hungry, I took a quick shower and got changed. Nelson used the bathroom next. It was late afternoon by now. Lenny made us cappuccinos and I sent a text to mom and Aurora to give them an update. Drake knew I was okay due to our bond, so I didn’t need to text him.

The wizard turned out to be a competent cook. He whipped us both up steak and home fries. I did a credible job of steaming some veggies for a side dish. We ate in the dining room like civilized people and discussed what we’d learned so far.

Lenny was distracted and kept glancing at Nelson’s pocket where his phone was stored. He almost reached out to answer it himself when it finally rang after dinner.

“It’s the wizard I sent the letters to,” Nelson said. He had a notepad and pen ready and took the call. Few of our kind liked to be put on speakerphone, so Lenny and I didn’t get to hear what the wizard was saying. Nelson furiously took notes, making appropriate noises when it was necessary. “Okay, I think I’ve got it all,” he said when his friend was done. “Thanks so much for your help.” They hung up and he looked at us with shining eyes. “You’re not going to believe this,” he said excitedly.

“Let’s grab some coffee and take this conversation to the living room,” I suggested. The couch and armchairs were far more comfortable than the hard dining chairs.

Lenny made coffee, while Nelson helped me clean up. We settled in the living room and the wizard consulted his notes. “The necromancer who raised Lenny was called Frederikke Weissenberg. He moved to the States from Germany back in the nineteen fifties after a coven of witches began hunting him. These letters are all addressed to and from himself, in a sort of a mad rambling journal.”

“Why were the witches hunting him?” I asked.

“They suspected he was murdering men and experimenting on them with his death magic. They were right, of course.”

Lenny’s expression became disturbed, even though he wasn’t surprised. “They never proved it?” he asked.

Nelson shook his head and consulted his notes again. “Mr. Weissenberg was a strong wizard as well as a necromancer. He hid his lair behind wards. No one could track him to his home, yet he decided to flee from his country and settled here.”

“He chose to live in Salem, where witches and wizards pretty much rule the town?” I asked skeptically.

“What better place to hide?” Nelson figured. “No one would ever think to look for him in a location where magic users are so plentiful.”

“Go on,” Lenny said, pointing at his notepad. He wanted to hear the rest of the story that had been preserved in letter form.

“Mr. Weissenberg was a vain, narcissistic man,” Nelson continued. “He wanted to live forever and believed death magic held the key to immortality. He worked for decades to attempt to craft a spell that would prolong his life. According to his letters, he managed to create a charm that made his zombie servants smarter than usual. He didn’t even trust his own minions and only kept a couple around at a time.”

I glanced at Lenny to see how he was holding up so far. He was gripping the armrests of his chair and staring intently at the wizard.

“Mr. Weissenberg grew paranoid in his old age,” Nelson went on. “He believed the witches in Germany suspected he’d moved here. He hid his farmhouse behind a ward to keep everyone away. From time to time, he’d drive to Salem and use his magic to ensnare new victims. They disappeared without a trace, which he was very proud of. He ordered his zombies to dig their own graves when he was done with them. Their bodies are scattered all around his property.”

Lenny’s head turned towards his grave. He knew exactly where it was even from a distance. He had a glimmer of knowledge about his origins now, but Nelson wasn’t done yet.

“Mr. Weissenberg finally perfected his spell to create an intelligent zombie, but he never managed to come up with a way to prolong his life,” the wizard said. “He was in his eighties by then and his mind was ravaged with dementia. He thought the witches were after him, so his final act was to use his charm on his last victim. He pretended to be lost and ensnared the person who stopped to help him. Using his magic, he compelled the man to drive him home, then he poisoned him.”

Lenny flinched, knowing he was the victim in the letters. “He drank the same poison he killed me with to end his miserable life,” he figured. “I hope it wasn’t a quick, pleasant death,” he added darkly.

“Is that all?” I asked.

Nelson shook his head and kept reading. “The necromancer had a plan to get revenge if the witches found his home. He raised the zombie using the charm he’d made, then gave him orders to kill anyone who approached his property and to bury their bodies. He was to seek out witches in particular. Mr. Weissenberg buried the charm in the zombie’s grave to bind him here forever, then he locked himself in his room. He would have turned himself into an intelligent zombie if he could, but no necromancers can raise themselves from the dead. He left his letters behind, believing no one would ever discover his home, then I suppose we know the rest.”

“Not all of it,” Lenny denied. “The necromancer’s charm didn’t work. Sure, it made me intelligent, but it didn’t bind me to his property, or make me kill any witches.”

“He’d gone insane in the end,” I mused. “Maybe he messed up his spell and didn’t realize it.”

“It’s possible his orders failed as soon as he died,” Nelson said. “His warding spell to keep his property hidden eventually dissipated. Perhaps Lenny is still intelligent because of the charm that was left in his grave, but he’s not actually bound by the orders he was given.”

“We need to take a look at the charm,” Lenny said. “Are you going to call your other colleague?”

Nelson was just as eager to see the charm in question and picked up his phone again. He called Ellen Chaim and she answered after a few rings. “Hi, Ellen. I could use your help with something, if you have a few minutes.” He listened to her response before going on. “I found a box with a locking enchantment on it. Do you know a spell that might break it? I’ll need something a lot stronger than the normal charms you make for the bounty hunters.”

He picked up his pen and flicked to a fresh page on his notepad, then jotted down her instructions. Lenny craned his head to read it, but I didn’t bother. It would all be gobbledygook to me.

“Thanks, Ellen,” Nelson said when she was done. “I’ll owe you for this.” They hung up and he read through the notes. “It shouldn’t take me long to craft this spell. We can head straight to Mr. Weissenberg’s property as soon as it’s ready.”

We were all eager to finish our mission. Lenny and I waited downstairs and watched TV, while Nelson got busy crafting upstairs. 
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“THIS INFORMATION COULD help us find out who you are now that we know you were kidnapped,” I said to Lenny.

“The cops surely would have figured out my identity back in the nineteen seventies when this all happened,” he reminded me. “They checked missing persons reports as well as death records.”

“What if you were just passing through Salem and you didn’t actually live here?” I asked. “You wouldn’t have shown up on the local records as a missing person if you came from somewhere else. I highly doubt they would have been able to check every single city for missing people back then with their crappy technology.”

Hope blossomed on his face as he grasped at that idea. “I’ll ask Ruen if he can get someone to run a search of all the missing men from the seventies who match my description,” he said, then took his phone out. Lord Gilden would have to okay it, but I knew he wouldn’t let us down.

I ambled into the kitchen while Lenny made the call. I worked out how to use the coffee machine and made two cappuccinos. They weren’t as perfect as the ones the zombie could make, but they would do.

“Ruen said he’d get someone on the case right away,” Lenny said when I returned from delivering Nelson’s coffee to him.

“Did he tell you to say hi to me?” I asked.

“Did you expect him to?”

“No, but I had to ask,” I said ruefully.

Nelson came back downstairs about half an hour later. “I’ve got the lock breaking spell, a flashlight, water, snacks and toilet paper,” he reported, slinging his backpack over his shoulder. “Did I forget anything?”

I snickered at his list, amused by the toilet paper. Some people were super regular with their bathroom breaks, but I didn’t ask him about his toiletry habits. “I’ll grab some of my own snacks and we’ll be good to go,” I replied. I grabbed a fresh bottle of water as well.

My kill-bag still had the flashlight in it, along with spare batteries. Lenny could see in the dark and didn’t need a light. I made a quick stop in the kitchen for supplies, then we headed for the SUV.

Now that we knew where the farmhouse was located, I’d searched online maps and had found a route that would take us closer to it. The road Frederikke had used was obscured by trees. Even his fence was overgrown by shrubs. It was no wonder his property had remained undetected for so long.

I parked at the obstruction and we only had to walk for twenty minutes to reach the farmhouse. We didn’t need to use any of the extra gear we’d brought along. Clouds had moved in and it smelled like it was going to rain soon. “We should have brought umbrellas instead of toilet paper,” I murmured as we made our way to Lenny’s grave.

“We won’t melt,” the zombie joked. He was nervous now that we were so close to discovering his true identity. Maybe he was worried that he’d been a bad man when he’d been alive. Finding out he’d been a serial killer, or something even worse, would be a horrible blow after not knowing about his origins for so many decades.

Nelson needed both hands, so he gave his flashlight to Lenny to hold when we came to a stop at the hole I’d dug. The box was still there, not that I’d expected it to vanish during our absence. Nelson knelt next to the hole and opened his backpack. He took out a key that looked like it was made out of clay. The shape was symbolic, or so I figured. The lock breaking spell he’d placed on it felt a lot stronger than the charms Ms. Chaim had made for me.

“Here we go,” he murmured, then touched the key to the box. I felt the locking enchantment fizzle out and he held his hand up for a high five. I obliged him, being careful not to slap my palm against his too hard. “I’ll have to let Ellen know how effective her spell was,” he said in delight.

We all crowded in close. Lenny and I aimed our lights at the box as Nelson carefully opened the lid. A musty, herblike smell puffed out and we saw a small container inside. It didn’t have a spell locking it, so Nelson reached inside and took it out of the box.

“It has a spell inside it,” I cautioned him.

“It feels like death magic,” the wizard said in growing excitement. “It has to be the charm Mr. Weissenberg wrote about in his letters.”

He opened the lid of the ancient plastic container and Lenny shone his light inside. Metal glinted and Nelson picked up the charm. It was square in shape and about two inches wide and tall. It appeared to be made out of brass. Words had been carefully etched onto it, but they were in German. “Is that a spell?” I asked.

Nelson nodded. “It appears Mr. Weissenberg engraved his spell onto the metal. I’ll be able to recreate it once I have it translated.”

“You should talk to Lord Gilden first,” I warned him.

“I will, of course,” he agreed, then peered into the container again. “There’s something else in here.” He held his hand out and tipped the contents onto his palm.

“Is that hair, fingernails and a tooth?” I asked, upper lip wrinkling at the thought that the necromancer had harvested the parts from Lenny.

“One of my molars is missing,” the zombie confirmed.

“I’m starting to think this spell might not just be tied to normal necromancy,” Nelson said in a slightly disturbed tone. “This seems more like ingredients that are used in voodoo spells.”

“Maybe the necromancer mixed voodoo in with his death magic,” I mused.

“I sincerely hope not. Some voodoo practitioners deal in souls as well as this sort of stuff,” Nelson said with a frown. He tipped the contents back into the container, then placed the charm back inside it as well. “I can see why Mr. Weissenberg’s order for Lenny to remain here failed,” he added.

“Why?” Lenny asked.

“He cast the binding enchantment on the outer box rather than the inner one,” Nelson explained. “His orders were broken the moment he died. You would have been lost and confused and probably wandered away from his property in a daze. You were miles away from your grave when your mind finally cleared.”

“Will it be safe to remove the charm from the property if he cast the binding spell on the wrong box?” I asked in concern when he stood up and dusted the dirt from his jeans.

“I doubt even dropping it into the deepest depths of the ocean would affect Lenny,” he replied. “Although, if the spell rusted away completely it could result in the death magic ending.”

A few drops of rain fell, so we quickly covered the hole with dirt, leaving the box inside it. I’d taken photos of the boxes and their contents on my phone. There was no need for us to stay here any longer, so we hurried back to the SUV.

It began to rain in earnest when we reached the house. We had to make a run for the porch to avoid getting soaked. Nelson decided not to send photos of the charm to his colleague. He wanted to discuss the spell with Drake first. Our boss would decide what to do about the charm. He would also be able to read the enchantment on it. Dragons could apparently read any spell, no matter what language was used.

“Should we call Ruen and ask for the jet to be readied so we can return home tonight?” Nelson asked. We’d gravitated to the kitchen so Lenny could make us more perfect cappuccinos.

I was about to answer in the affirmative when I sensed something on the edges of my monster radar.

“What’s wrong?” Lenny asked, picking up on my unease.

“We’re about to get company,” I said grimly.

“What sort of company?” the wizard asked.

“The magical variety,” I replied. “Either it’s a coven from Salem wondering who we are and what we’re doing here, or it’s a bunch of assassins out for my blood.”

“Assassins?” Nelson exclaimed in alarm. “Who would want to kill you?”

“The list grows longer every day,” I said with a heavy sigh.


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-Four


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


“YOU TWO SHOULD WAIT inside where you’ll be safer,” I suggested as I headed back down the hall. I didn’t want my kill-bag to become soaked, so I quickly shoved a bunch of sheathed knives into my waistband. The coven had seven members, all of whom were fairly low-level. The strongest was barely a cyst on my radar.

“I’m not letting you face a group of potential assassins alone,” Lenny said firmly, following on my heels. Nelson came as well, but he wisely stayed inside when I stepped out onto the porch. I flicked on a spotlight and it illuminated the front yard.

I could feel the magic users hiding in the shadows. I didn’t need to hear them to know where they were. “I know you’re there!” I called out, pointing at the trees and shrubs they were hiding behind. “You’ve got five seconds to come out into the open, then I’ll start hunting you down!”

It was raining steadily, but not torrentially. Seven men and women wearing hooded robes stepped out into the open. Their robes were either black, or some other dark color that looked black when they were wet.

“We’ve come for you, Saige Sterling,” one of the wizards intoned. He was the cyst and the leader of the coven.

“Beat it, losers!” Lenny snarled. “We’re here on Lord Gilden’s orders.”

“Lord Gilden doesn’t rule us, zombie,” the wizard retorted. He had a European accent, so he wasn’t a local. “Our orders come from someone higher on the supernatural hierarchy.”

I knew exactly who their orders had come from and rolled my eyes. “I’ve already killed two idiots who were sent to murder me,” I said. “Do you really want to be the next ones to die?”

His response was to point at me and shout a word. A bolt of electricity lit up the raindrops as it flashed towards me. I sidestepped it and Nelson let out a yelp when it almost zapped him. He closed the door most of the way and peered out through the narrow gap.

Lenny and I exchanged a look when it became obvious I was going to have to fight them all. “Say the word and I’ll tear them apart for you, Saige,” the zombie offered.

“I wouldn’t want you to lose any more body parts,” I replied. “I’ll let you know if I need your assistance.”

Another spell came at me and I ducked under the fireball. It hit the door rather than me. Nelson put it out with magic before the wood could catch on fire. Lenny moved to lean against the wall, staying under cover so he didn’t get wet. I didn’t want the house to burn down, so I trotted down the steps and moved onto the lawn.

Chanting came from the coven and they moved to surround me. Fireballs, sprays of acid, shards of ice, electric bolts and other spells hit me from all sides. My clothes became shredded and my rage flared up. I reached for my knives and my hands became a blur as I threw them at my foes. All seven coven members were dead in mere moments.

“Holy crap!” Lenny exclaimed in shock. “Did I just see that? No one moves that fast. Not even vamps could have killed them that quickly.”

Nelson opened the door and they hurried over, ignoring the rain that drummed down on us. “You got all of them in their hearts,” the wizard said in amazement. He showed no signs of being disturbed at the sight of seven corpses.

“I knew you were good, but now I can see why you’re the most badass bounty hunter in Nexus,” Lenny said in awe.

Most of my shirt was gone and my bra was on display, but I basked in their awe anyway. “No offense, but puny humans aren’t exactly much of a challenge for me,” I said, directing the apology at Nelson.

“I can’t wait to get back home and tell my colleagues about this,” Nelson said excitedly.

The wizard took a photo of the neat circle of bodies and I did the same. I sent it to mom and Aurora, so they’d know I’d survived yet another attempt on my life. I sent them a photo of my ruined shirt as well, knowing they’d be amused by its sad state.

“Do the BD team have an office in Salem?” Lenny asked.

“I have no idea,” I said with a grimace. “I’ll text Ruen and ask him.”

We headed back inside, leaving the corpses where they lay. I flicked the light off to hide the bodies, glad we were in a secluded area. Lenny made coffee, while I headed upstairs to change. I texted Ruen before taking the shower. He’d responded by the time I got out.

“The body disposal teams operate all over the States,” I told my companions when I headed downstairs. “A team will be here in an hour to take the corpses away.”

“I retrieved your knives and cleaned them for you,” Lenny said, gesturing at my kill-bag that was now sitting on the small breakfast table.

“Thanks, Lenny,” I said with a grin. He’d changed out of his wet clothes and was wearing a hot pink shirt with geometric lime green patterns on it. He’d paired it with almost ordinary black pants. They had electric blue strips on the sides to make them less boring.

Mom and Aurora had texted me back. They were unsurprised by the attack and glad I was okay. Lenny had asked Ruen to get the jet ready. We needed to be at the airport in two and a half hours.

We packed our gear and Nelson drank one of his anti-terror potions. Headlights shone through the front windows, indicating the BD team was here. Lenny took an umbrella and went outside to deal with them. I drank a final cup of coffee, then visited the bathroom.

The crew had taken the corpses away by the time we were ready to leave. We’d timed it perfectly and arrived at the private airport right on time.

“That mission didn’t take as long as I’d thought it would,” I said to Lenny when we took the same seats we’d used on our way here.

Nelson had put his headphones on and was listening to loud music. He was gripping the armrests and was humming to try to keep himself calm. I’d hate to see him fly without taking a calming potion. He’d probably be a screaming mess and would need to be strapped into his seat to stop him from trying to escape.

“I just hope the person who’s searching for info about me will find out who I am,” Lenny replied.

I’d left the car keys and house keys in the SUV. Our stuff was packed into the cargo area of the jet and Nelson had both death magic charms in his pocket. We’d done as much as we could here and we hadn’t even had to risk entering Salem. The covens might know a strange wizard had been near their town, but they apparently hadn’t been particularly concerned. None of them had come to the house to investigate us.

We had to turn our phones off again when the jet started up. I took my journal out and took up where I’d left off. Lenny stared through the window, silent and tense. He hadn’t found out everything about his past, but at least he knew how he’d died. Being poisoned had left his body intact. I guessed it was the preferred method of murder for evil necromancers.

Nelson did his best to muffle his scream of terror when the jet took off. Landing was much worse. Not even biting his fist could muffle his screech when we touched down. He was pale and shaky when the jet coasted to a stop. He turned to face us and gave us a sheepish grin as he took his headphones off. “Sorry about the drama. I’ve never been a good flyer.”

“We appreciate how brave you were for coming with us,” I said.

“You did good, kid,” the zombie said kindly. “I’ll ask Lord Gilden to give you a special bonus for helping me out.”

“You don’t have to do that,” the wizard said, but his tone was pleased. “I’d better head home before the potion knocks me out,” he added as we gathered up our gear.

“Will you be okay to drive back to the city?” I asked in concern.

“Yeah. The potion will wear off in an hour and that’s when I’ll need to crash,” he replied as I carried his heavy suitcase to his car. I deposited it in his trunk, then he climbed in and drove away.


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter Twenty-Five


[image: image]


––––––––
[image: image]


LENNY’S PHONE RANG as we were packing our gear into my hatchback. “It’s Ruen,” he said when he checked the screen. We were alone, so he put it on speaker phone.

“Howdy, partner,” I drawled.

“Welcome back, Ms. Sterling,” the vamp said dourly. “Is Lenny there, or did you steal his phone from him?”

“I’m here,” the zombie said with a grin. He didn’t breathe, or have a heartbeat, so he was eerily silent.

“I have news about your origins,” my sidekick said and we both instantly became serious.

“Hang on while we get into my car,” I requested. We climbed inside and I took off as soon as we were buckled in.

“Okay, we have some privacy now,” Lenny said a few minutes later. I’d pulled over a couple of miles from the airstrip and couldn’t sense any supernatural beings nearby.

“The person I asked to run a search for missing people in the nineteen seventies found out your true identity,” Ruen said. 

Lenny reached for me and I took his hand. “Who am I?” he asked hoarsely, squeezing my fingers tightly.

“Your name is Leonard Minato. You owned a nightclub in Boston and you disappeared after visiting your ailing mother in Salem. Your wife reported you missing, but your body was never found. Your wife is deceased, but you have four living children. They all have children of their own now. I have their names and addresses if you wish to know them.”

The zombie was too stunned to respond, so I took his phone from him. “Thanks, Ruen,” I said solemnly. “Lenny is processing the information. He’ll get back to you later.”

“I’ll call you tomorrow night when we’ve been given our next mission,” he replied, then ended the call.

Lenny’s stunned look began to ease, then he surprised me by laughing.

“What’s so funny?” I asked in bewilderment.

“The cop who helped me decades ago told me I look like a Lenny and he was right,” the zombie said. “All this time, I’ve been wondering who I am and it turns out I’ve been me all along. My name has always been Lenny, or something damn close to it. I used to own a nightclub, which is why I’m so good at managing the Den. It’s like my fate was set in stone and not even dying could change it.”

I snickered with him, yet I couldn’t help but think that being turned into a zombie was a crappy fate. “Do you feel relieved that the mystery has been solved?” I asked as I set the car into motion again.

“It feels like a gigantic weight has lifted off my shoulders,” he confirmed. “I was a family man and a business owner rather than a lowlife crook like I’d always feared.”

“You were a good guy when you were alive and you’re still a good guy, Lenny,” I said, feeling tears prick the backs of my eyes. “I’m glad you asked me to go to Salem with you. It’s nice to have a mission where I didn’t have to kill a target for once.”

“You killed an entire coven of seven witches and wizards,” he reminded me.

“Well, yeah, but only because they tried to kill me first,” I said in self-defense.

He shook his head, awed all over again. “Everyone wonders exactly what sort of supernatural beings you and your mom are,” he said speculatively. “Is that information something you can trust me with, or are you not allowed to say?”

Lenny had proven he could be trusted by now. I knew he wouldn’t tell anyone what I was about to divulge to him. “As I told you on our way to Salem, I come from a long line of female hunters,” I said. “Few people are aware that all of my ancestors mated with different types of supernatural beings. We have a lot of mixed genes all jumbled in together.”

“Your ancestors slept with the monsters they hunted?” he asked skeptically.

“They couldn’t sense what sort of creatures they really were like I can,” I said with a shrug. “They thought they were just normal humans. This information has only come to light recently.” I didn’t add that I’d learned about it in the dream I’d had of Fate and Crowmon.

We chatted about our trip during the forty-five-minute drive to the Den. We both climbed out after I pulled over. Lenny gave me a hug that would have cracked the ribs of a lesser being. “I can’t thank you enough for your help, Saige,” he said solemnly when he released me. A werebear was standing guard at the door, watching us curiously.

“I was glad to help out,” I said as I opened the back hatch. “I always help my friends when they’re in need.”

“If you ever need my assistance, just say the word,” the zombie vowed. 

The werebear ambled over to take his suitcase, treating Lenny like royalty. “Welcome back, boss. We missed you while you were gone.”

“Did any trouble break out in the club?” Lenny asked.

“Nah. We had everything under control,” the bear said with a grin. “Will you watch the door for me for a minute, Ms. Sterling?” he requested. “I need to get someone to take Lenny’s gear upstairs for him.”

“Sure,” I said wryly and Lenny smirked.

“Your next drink will be on the house,” Lenny promised me with a wink. He followed the shifter inside, leaving me to stand guard.

I could feel Drake more strongly now that we were back in Nexus. He sent a pulse of affection through our bond and I smiled at the warm feeling that spread through me. I sent a pulse back, then texted him the photo of the seven slain assassins.

He texted me that Ruen had notified him about the latest attempt on my life and warned me to remain vigilant. I texted him that I’d watch my back, then the werebear returned.

“Take this for watching the door,” he said and handed me some cash.

“Thanks,” I said, shaking my head that he’d tipped me and tucked it into my wallet. I wasn’t about to turn down free money, even if it was only twenty bucks.

Aurora was at mom’s place, waiting for me to give them both an update. I drove straight there and parked behind her shiny red SUV. Checking the area automatically, I sensed the pack of shifters who lived nearby, but there were no other supernatural creatures.

Mom heard me arrive and opened the door. “I’ve got coffee and snacks waiting for you,” she said.

“You’re an angel,” I said in gratitude as I started up the path.

Aurora squeezed in beside her and opened her arms. “Get over here and give us a hug,” she ordered me.

Mom and my bestie engulfed me with their arms, hugging me tightly as if I’d been gone for a month. Kye wasn’t home, which meant he was at work. Mom would fill him in later.

We stepped inside and trooped to the dining room to sit down and chat. I told them everything that had happened and they were both predictably stunned.

“Lenny’s real name is Leonard?” Aurora asked incredulously. “What are the chances the cop could have guessed his name like that?”

“Maybe he had a touch of psychic abilities,” mom figured. We’d pigged out on the snacks and were on our second cups of coffee by now. “I’m glad you were finally able to solve the mystery of his origins,” she said proudly.

“Ruen’s minion found out who Lenny really is,” I reminded her. “Nelson did all the hard work to find his grave. I was basically just along for moral support.”

“Your fame will spread even more after taking down seven magic users in front of two witnesses,” Aurora predicted. “Maybe it will give the other assassins pause before trying to kill you.”

“It won’t,” mom refuted with a worried frown. “The supreme rulers will just keep sending more dangerous lackeys after her. Their fear of her will grow with each attempt on her life that she survives.”

“It’s so stupid,” I complained. “I’m not gunning for them. I didn’t even know they existed until they sent Sherlock and Watson to take me to their castle. It’s like they think I want to kill them all and take their places.”

“They probably do,” mom said with a shrug. “People in power fear their positions being stripped away from them. They’ll do anything to retain their status, no matter the cost.”

As if I didn’t already have enough on my plate, the supreme rulers were adding to my burden. I was trying to save our world from annihilation and all they cared about was retaining their metaphorical crowns.
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IT WAS LATE BY THE time Aurora and I drove home. I would get to sleep in, but my bestie had to be at work by ten. She was gone by the time I got up. I had an uneventful day and spent most of it working on updating my journal. Usually, I spent my free time gaming. I’d found writing about my missions was a different form of therapy. Maybe that was why my ancestors had started the trend so long ago.

Aurora was in a chirpy mood as always when she got home. “Remember the three idiots who tried to jack Mekhi’s truck?” she asked as I made us both coffee. She was in the process of stripping off her wig.

“The guys we threw in the trash?” I asked with a smirk.

“Yeah, those guys,” she replied with a grin.

“What about them?”

“They showed up at the studio today.”

My head snapped towards her in alarm. “What did they want?”

“Another gang beat them up for trying to steal Mekhi’s ride. They want to make it up to him by paying him to do full sleeves on all three of them.”

I whistled at the expense they would be laying out for getting their arms tattooed from their wrists to their shoulders. “What did your boss say?”

“He accepted, of course,” Aurora said with a grin. “Mekhi’s really good at keeping the peace between the gangs. His studio is similar to the Den and it’s a no-fighting zone. Sometimes, the gang leaders meet there to negotiate while getting ink done.”

I’d had no idea about any of this, but I wasn’t really surprised. “I’m shocked the rival gang didn’t kill the morons,” I said, carrying our coffees over to the living room.

We chatted for a while, then Aurora cooked dinner. Ruen called me shortly after sundown. “This is Saige Sterling, badass bounty hunter,” I said in a mock professional tone. “How can I help you?”

“You’re hilarious,” Ruen said dourly when Aurora and I snickered. “I suggest you wear one of your slutty outfits tonight, but you’ll need to change afterwards. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” He hung up before I could respond.

“Is this slutty enough?” I asked, looking down at my black velvet miniskirt and sheer lacy red top.

“You could go sluttier, but the cops would probably lock you up for indecent exposure,” Aurora said solemnly, then we snickered again.

I donned a pair of fishnet stockings and ankle boots, then grabbed my kill-bag. Ruen arrived right on time and I was already waiting for him in the parking lot. I was a bit surprised that I hadn’t been attacked by an assassin, since I’d been standing out in the open.

Ruen eyed my outfit with a slight sneer. His cheeks were hollow and he needed to feed. Being hungry always put him in a foul mood. “You certainly took me at my word,” he said snarkily. “That’s perhaps the cheapest outfit I’ve seen you wear so far.”

“They aren’t cheap,” I said defensively as he drove away. “None of my work clothes are cheap.”

“I meant tawdry, Ms. Sterling,” he said sourly. “I’m not talking about the cost of your clothing.”

“What do we have to kill tonight?” I asked in annoyance.

“Several rogue demons,” he replied.

“Good. You’re going to feed on them if I have to pour the blood down your throat myself,” I told him.

His fangs lengthened at the thought of being able to binge on blood again. “I assure you, I won’t need your assistance in that regard,” he said with monstrous hunger.

I would have to make sure I executed the targets where no one else could see us, so he could feed in private. He wouldn’t be able to quench his bloodlust if there was even one other witness around.

“What do you know about the targets?” I asked.

“They’re five females and they’ve been luring men into alleys with the promise of sex, then robbing them.”

“I’ve heard that one before,” I said with an eyeroll. “I’m guessing they killed their last victim?”

“The body disposal team had to hose his blood and entrails off the walls,” he confirmed.

“Are we heading to the Den to ask Lenny for intel about their location?” I asked when he took the familiar route to the club.

“I know where their lair is,” he replied. “I need to speak to Lenny about a private matter first.”

He was being deliberately secretive and I knew I wasn’t going to be able to pry the details out of him. The werehyena guarding the door gave me a long, appreciative look when we approached the door. “I’ll be taking a break soon,” he said with a sleazy smirk. “Do you want to hire one of the upstairs rooms with me for ten minutes?”

“We’re on a case,” I told him in an attempt to be diplomatic.

“You know where to find me, sexy momma,” he said with a wink. I used to hook up with random shifters before I’d met Drake, but that was all in the past now. The gorgeous weredragon was the only man I’d allow into my bed ever again.

Ruen preceded me inside and slithered through the crowd. My vampire groupies surged forward to hug me. They were still hero worshipping me for changing their lives for the better. Ruen and Lenny were heading for the stairs to the upper levels by the time I extricated myself from them. The zombie gestured at me and I hurried to catch up to them.

Lenny led the way to a vacant room. Eyebrows rose and speculation would no doubt run rampant that I was having a threesome with two undead guys. I snorted out a laugh at that thought, then stepped into the room and closed the door. It was soundproofed, so we would have complete privacy.

None of us wanted to sit on the huge bed that was covered in black satin sheets, even though they were clean, so we chose to stand.

“What did you want to talk to me about?” Lenny asked curiously. His shirt was dark blue, with red and white stars all over it. He would have looked very patriotic if it was the fourth of July.

Ruen’s expression turned somber. “Lord Gilden was able to translate the spell on the charm that was found in your grave,” he said. “We now know how Mr. Weissenberg was able to create an intelligent zombie.”

“Don’t keep us in suspense,” I grumbled when he paused.

My sidekick scowled at me, then resumed his speech. “Apparently, the necromancer crafted a spell that bound part of your soul to the charm. That’s how you were able to retain your intelligence and why your body doesn’t rot.”

Lenny and I shared a shocked look. Neither of us had expected to hear this. “That’s a horrific thing to do to someone,” Lenny said. “Did Lord Gilden destroy the charm so no one else can ever duplicate it?”

Ruen shook his head in alarm. “Destroying the charm would result in your instant and permanent death. Lord Gilden disguised the charm with magic to hide its true nature. He put it on a chain and asked a trusted ally to craft it into an unbreakable necklace.” He took a black velvet box out of his pocket and handed it over. “Once you put this on, it will become very difficult to take it off.”

Lenny took the box and opened it. I leaned over to examine the bronze charm. Drake’s spell made it look like a silver amulet with the picture of a majestic tree on it. “The tree of life,” Lenny murmured, brushing his thumb over it. The chain was silver and long enough for him to hide the charm beneath his shirt. “Will you help me put it on, Saige?” he asked.

He seemed so vulnerable and nervous that I couldn’t possibly refuse him even if I’d wanted to. “Of course,” I said gently and took the charm out of the box. He turned his back and I reached around him to draw the chain around his neck. I joined the two ends together and felt the unbreakable spell snap into place. “There,” I said as he turned to face me again. “You’ll be safe now.”

“What if I eventually grow weary of my existence?” Lenny asked as he tucked the charm beneath his shirt. “What if I choose to end my life one day?”

“Visit a goblin and ask them to undo the unbreakable charm on the necklace,” Ruen said. Drake had already thought of this possibility. “Melting the charm in extreme heat will dispel the enchantment that’s animating you. The fragment of your soul will be released from it and you’ll die instantly.”

“Did our boss wipe Nelson’s memories of the charm?” I asked. The wizard was too curious to let something like this go. He would probably work in secret to try to duplicate the spell.

“Lord Gilden altered Mr. Osmond’s memory of the charm,” he said. “He now believes it’s similar to the amulet the rogue fairy crafted. Our employer ordered the wizard to destroy any photos or notes he took or made about the charm. He also erased Mr. Osmond’s colleague’s memory of the letters he translated. No one will be able to duplicate the spell.”

Lenny nodded, relieved at the steps Drake had taken to protect him. No one else would have part of their soul trapped in a charm. He would be able to end things if he ever got to the stage where he couldn’t stand his quasi life anymore. “I want to thank you both for what you’ve done for me,” he said solemnly. “From now on, I’ll pass on my information to you for free. You won’t have to bribe me anymore.”

“You deserve to be paid for ratting on the rogues,” I told him firmly, unwilling to change a longstanding tradition. “Besides, someone has to pay for your trendy threads.”

We shared a snicker and Ruen heaved a quiet sigh. “We should go. We have some demons to hunt down.”

Lenny escorted us downstairs, but we declined his offer of drinks. The werehyena standing guard at the door gave me a suggestive leer when we exited. I ignored him and tried not to flash him when I climbed into Ruen’s car. I always wore thongs, but my skirt was so short that I showed a lot of flesh when I got in and out of vehicles.
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SOMEONE HAD ALREADY ratted out the rogue demons, so Ruen knew where they were living. He drove to a rundown building in a seedy suburb. Supernatural beings were scattered all over the place, but humans lived here, too. There were a lot of lights on and TVs going in apartments where I couldn’t sense anyone.

“Did the informant tell you which apartment the targets are living in?” I whispered when my partner parked halfway down the street.

“No. He only said he saw the women enter the building,” Ruen replied just as quietly. He was tense with anticipation of being able to binge on blood again and climbed out with me.

It could get messy when taking down multiple foes, so I took a change of clothes out of his trunk. I removed my boots and pulled my jeans on over my fishnet stockings, then shimmied out of my skirt. I left my lacy top on and pulled a t-shirt on over it. I donned sneakers just in case I had to chase after my quarry.

My kill-bag was loaded with weapons and I couldn’t use my guns in this neighborhood. Humans had a tendency to call the cops when they heard gunfire. The rogues had only just snapped last night, so they wouldn’t be completely nuts yet. They would retain enough intelligence that they would want to remain under the radar.

“Let’s go,” I murmured, closing the trunk and heaving my handbag over my shoulder.

Ruen skulked along beside me as I crossed the street. Eyes watched us warily from windows as creatures with enhanced hearing heard us coming. Ruen gave no indication that the targets were aware we were coming for them. His head turned from side to side, searching for potential danger. I would sense it if any non-humans came towards us. No one did and we made it inside the building safely.

My sidekick cocked his head when he heard something and held up three fingers. I took that to mean he’d heard the targets on the third floor. My senses picked up a few groups of low-level demons in the building. They tended to live in small packs, so it would have been hard for me to pick the right apartment. Going door to door to find the rogues would have made all supernatural beings in the building flee.

We took the elevator upwards and stepped out onto the third floor. Ruen led the way, making no noise as he walked down the hallway. I took a pair of knives out of my kill-bag when he came to a stop towards the end of the hall. His dark eyes were intense and he was almost vibrating with anticipation by now.

Assuming the door would be locked, I didn’t bother to turn the handle. I rammed into it with my shoulder and caught it before it could slam into the wall. The five female demons were sitting in the living room to the right, huddled together on the couch. They looked terrified and screamed shrilly when they saw me. I sent both knives flying and they lodged in two throats.

Two of the other targets yanked the knives out and rushed at me, enraged that I’d killed their friends. I pulled a short, compact machete out of my kill-bag, then dropped my handbag to the floor. Kicking one of the pimples in the stomach, she dropped to her knees, gasping for breath. I dodged away from a wild slash from the second female. She was cursing viciously beneath her breath. The tip of my machete slid into her throat and she collapsed instantly. The third demon leaped at me and I skewered her through the heart.

Ruen entered the apartment and shut the door just as I sliced through the final target’s spine to kill her. He flashed across the room and frantically began to suck blood from the corpses’ wounds before it could go cold.

I’d made more of a mess than I’d intended with the final kills and blood had pooled on the carpet. Ruen’s mouth was ringed with blood and his eyes were glazed. Demon blood was potent, but he wasn’t going to stop until he’d drained all of them.

I used disposable wipes to clean my weapons and didn’t pay much attention when I sensed another demon arrive on the third floor. It was only when I sensed the person was an abscess that I realized it was probably another assassin.

Turning just as the door was shoved open, I caught the dagger that sped towards my heart. The demon’s grin of triumph turned to shock when I hurled the blade back at him. He managed to dodge it, but I was on him before he could yank it out of the wall.

My fist caught the assassin beneath his chin in an uppercut, lifting him a couple of feet off the ground. He wrapped his hand around my throat when he landed, groping for the dagger. I could feel a spell on it and I wasn’t about to give him a chance to use it on me. I grabbed his wrist and snapped it with a hard twist of my hand. His roar of pain choked off when I pulled the dagger out of the wall and rammed it into his heart.

Ruen appeared beside me, intent on feeding on the assassin. Already dead, the demon’s veins turned black and his skin became tinged with green. My partner’s thirst eased off and he took an uneasy step back. I dropped the assassin and we both made a sound of disgust when he broke apart when he hit the floor.

“Ew, gross!” I exclaimed at the putrid smell that wafted from the remains. The enchantment had made him rot on the inside within seconds.

“That’s going to leave a stain on the carpet,” Ruen said solemnly.

Our eyes met, then we burst into quiet snickers. I knew I shouldn’t have been laughing about such a dangerous spell, but I’d always had a weird sense of humor.

I cautiously fished the dagger out of the sludgy mess and rinsed it off in the kitchen sink. Ruen called the body disposal team and warned them about the dead demon’s remains. “The carpet might need to be replaced,” he said when he finished his report. He listened to their response, then they hung up.

“What did they say?” I asked. The dagger was now clean and I’d put it in a spare sheath in my kill-bag. I highly doubted it would have been able to penetrate my skin, but I wasn’t about to test it. So far, Ruen’s rune-carved daggers were the only weapons that had been able to draw my blood and only if I used a lot of force.

“They’ve apparently cleaned up messes like this before and they have a product that will remove the stain from the carpet,” he replied, then held his hand out. “Lord Gilden will want to see the dagger the demon tried to use on you.”

I grumbled beneath my breath that I wasn’t going to get to keep it and handed it over. “You can keep the sheath,” I said. “I’ve got spares at home in my trunk.”

He saw my expression change when the familiar feeling that it was time to return to the underworld hit me. “What’s wrong?” he asked shrewdly.

“Our boss will be sending us out of town again tomorrow night,” I predicted.

His face lit up in something close to joy before he could control himself. He could only ever truly be himself when we were in the nine realms. Even then, his psychosis was still restricted. “How do you always know when it’s time to leave?” he asked me curiously as we stepped over the stinky puddle that had been the assassin and left the apartment.

“Instinct,” I figured. “My bestie always feels it, too.”

“I never feel anything like what you two experience,” he said almost glumly.

“It’s probably because I was chosen for this and she came from there,” I figured, speaking cryptically. “Her destiny seems to be linked to mine.”

“And mine isn’t?” he asked skeptically. “Am I just a random minion in this saga?”

“Of course not,” I said to soothe his wounded ego. “You play an important role as our protector.”

He perked up at that reminder and puffed his chest out. He patted the tattoo of the twin daggers that Aurora had inked onto him. “Thanks to the gifts you gave me, I’m more than a match for most of our foes.”

I knew he was itching to get his bony hands on his precious blades again. We’d only been back in our world for just under a month and we were already heading back into danger again.
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AURORA HAD GONE TO mom’s house to game with her. My bestie sent me a text message asking if I’d felt the same thing she did. I texted her back that I had and that I was on my way home. It was still early, but we hadn’t been given another mission to fulfil. It looked like I was going to be able to get some gaming time in to wind down.

My plans changed slightly when Aurora told me to get Ruen to drop me off at the bungalow. “You’ll have to drive me to mom’s place,” I said when we climbed into his car. Ruen rolled his eyes, but he didn’t protest. “Are you going to wipe the blood off your face?” I asked him.

He angled the rearview mirror towards himself to see his mouth was still stained with blood. “Can I borrow a disposable wipe?” he asked sheepishly. He was usually fastidious about keeping clean, but we’d gotten distracted after the assassin had turned into a puddle of goo.

“Sure,” I said and handed him one. He delicately wiped his mouth clean, then got out to toss the wipe in the trash. I sang along to the radio during the drive to mom’s place. He winced every time I tried to hit a high note, but his mood had improved after feeding on the targets.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night,” I said when he pulled up out front of the small bungalow. He nodded, then slowly motored away.

It was nice to get a chance to visit mom before we had to leave. We spent a few hours gaming, then it was time to go.

“Are you girls going to leave your cars here again?” mom asked as she escorted us to the door.

“I don’t want to paint a target on your house,” I said. “I’m going to ask Drake if we can leave our cars at his tower this time.”

“That’s a good idea,” Aurora agreed. “Your mom, Kye and our cars will all be far safer if we hide our vehicles while we’re gone.”

Mom wasn’t happy about the situation, but she agreed as well. “Neither of us have seen any signs that we’re being watched,” she said. “I think your warning that you’ll go after the supreme rulers if the assassins target your home, friends or family has sunk in.”

“Just like the demon’s remains sank into the carpet,” I said gravely and we broke into snickers. I’d showed them a photo I’d taken of the green stain on the carpet and they’d been dutifully disgusted by it.

Aurora and I gave mom a hug, then my bestie drove us home. She’d already notified Mekhi that we were going away again. “Mekhi isn’t happy that I’m leaving less than a month after we got back,” she said as she drove home.

“Your clients will be pissed at the delay, too,” I figured.

“Yeah, but they’ll wait as long as they have to because I’m just that good,” she said without any signs of bragging.

“You’ll have all sorts of new material when we get back from the seventh realm,” I mused. “You said vampires are common there. I wonder if I’ll turn into one of them again?”

“I doubt it,” she predicted. “You’ll be something else that’s just as freakishly ugly.” I made a face and she giggled at me. “We should buy burgers for dinner tomorrow night before we leave,” she suggested. “It’ll be weeks before we’ll be able to eat junk food again.” Onboard with that plan, I nodded my agreement.

Aurora went to work in the morning, since we couldn’t leave until after nightfall. I spent the day gaming and made sure to have my backpack ready to go. My bestie brought burgers and fries home with her and we pigged out until we were overfull.

“That’s the last good meal we’ll have until we get back,” I said with a satisfied groan.

Aurora let out a loud burp of contentment. “I’m going to miss you,” she said fondly to the empty wrappers.

I was surprised when my phone rang and Drake’s name came up. “Hey, boss,” I said, just in case he wasn’t alone.

“It’s safe for us to talk,” the dragon said. Just hearing his sexy voice was enough to make my insides heat up. “I wanted to speak to you before you leave.”

“Is something wrong?” I asked. He felt calm through our bond, but he could be hiding his emotions.

“No. I just wanted to tell you that I’ll miss you and remind you to be careful. I’ve heard the seventh realm is unusual and that vampires abound there.”

“We’ll do our best to avoid them,” I promised. Aurora’s hands were clutched together beneath her chin and she was wearing a goofy expression. She loved seeing people in love.

“Two spots have been reserved for you and Aurora in the garage, just as you requested,” he went on. “Ruen, Sherlock and Watson are expecting you to arrive shortly. I have a meeting to attend, so I won’t be able to come down to bid you both farewell.”

His tone was regretful and I felt a stab of disappointment. “You’ll have to make up for it when we get back,” I said playfully, not wanting to end our call on a sad note.

“Look after Saige for me, Aurora,” he requested, knowing she could hear him. “She’s the most precious being to me on this entire planet.”

“I’ll keep her safe, my lord,” Aurora vowed with tears in her eyes.

“I’ll see you ladies when you get home,” the weredragon said.

He didn’t tell me that he loved me, but he sent a wave of love through our bond. I sent a pulse back to him, feeling a bit like I might cry. We hung up and I pretended my throat wasn’t clogged with tears. “We should get going,” I said huskily.

“I’ll just put my ring and bangle in your safe,” she said and trotted over to my closet where my small safe was stored.

I clenched my fist that held my dragon ring, unable to convince myself to take it off. It had become a part of me and I instinctively knew it wouldn’t vanish once I passed through the portal.

We left our phones on their chargers, then grabbed our gear and headed to our cars. Aurora followed me to the silver tower and a shifter pointed at the spots that had been reserved for us. My bestie hadn’t pinned her wig on this time. She took it off and left it in the back of her SUV, then grabbed her gear.

Ruen and the two lions stepped out of the elevator just as I locked my hail dented orange hatchback. Watson shook his head in pity at my ride, but he knew better than to disrespect it. “Are you ready to leave?” he asked.

“We’re ready,” I confirmed. Ruen placed a change of clothes in the back of their SUV, just in case. We never knew if the werelions would bring us here, or if they would take us to another location upon our return. We’d been avoiding the skyscraper when we were due to head to the underworld. We’d been worried that the overlords’ spies would put two and two together that we were behind the deaths of their allies. It seemed a bit pointless now that there were only three rulers left.

“Where’s the gate to the seventh realm hidden?” Aurora asked once we’d left the parking garage. She could sense their locations, but didn’t know where each gate led to. She also didn’t know how they’d been hidden from sight.

“You know we’re not going to tell you,” Sherlock said teasingly. The shifters were far less formal now that they’d gotten to know us better. Sherlock had the typical blond hair most lions possessed. Watson’s hair was brown, which made him stand out.

Ruen smiled secretively. He knew where all of the gates were and he wasn’t about to spill the beans.
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WATSON SPED AWAY FROM the heart of Nexus, heading to the southeast of the city. Aurora’s nose wrinkled as we approached the river. “It smells like sewage,” she complained, then a look of horror appeared on her face. “The portal isn’t in Sector G, is it?”

“Thankfully, no,” Sherlock said with a snicker. “That would be the worst post if it was.”

“Its location is still a crappy place to be posted to,” Watson quipped and both shifters laughed.

I had my suspicions about where we were going. It wasn’t a surprise when Watson pulled into the driveway leading to the sewage treatment plant. “Nice,” I said sardonically. “What better way to keep the humans away from the portal than to build something like this around it?”

Aurora’s hand was covering her nose in disgust, making me glad I had a weaker sense of smell than she did. Ruen could shut off his ability to smell and glanced at her smugly. “The portal is beneath the building,” he said, gesturing at the gigantic industrial looking concrete edifice. “It’s less stinky in the lower levels.”

We climbed out and followed Sherlock and Watson to a door marked for employees only. Sherlock knocked a combination and the door opened a couple of inches. I could sense eight shifters inside, guarding the gate. The door opened fully and we all stepped into a bare concrete room that looked like a prison cell.

“I love what you’ve done with the place,” I joked. They had minimal kitchen facilities, a dining table and a few chairs. Cots were pushed up against a wall to give them somewhere to sleep if needed. A door to the left probably led to the restroom. They had a ratty old couch and some armchairs and a huge TV. I noticed they also had a gaming console and a bunch of videogames. The door to the right was far thicker and heavier than the other two. They were all made of dense metal.

“What can we say?” one of the werewolves said with a shrug. “Interior decorating isn’t really our thing.”

“Make sure you have candy bars waiting for us when we get back,” Aurora requested.

“We know,” he replied with a smirk. “We’ve been given the brief.”

I had no idea what was in their brief, but we didn’t have time to chat. Sherlock crossed to the thick metal door and unlocked it. Ruen pulled a black bandana over his eyes in preparation of the blazing blue light that was about to spill out.

“The combination you’ll need to use when you return is four knocks, a two second pause, then three knocks,” Sherlock told us. Ruen was the only one who would remember it, but we all nodded.

“I’d better take a look first,” Aurora said.

“Why?” I asked suspiciously.

“I need to check something before we cross through the portal. I’ll stick my head through and take a peek, rather than going all the way through it.”

She was slipping through the door before anyone could stop her. I surged forward and shoved the door open just as my bestie stuck her head through the magical gate. She pulled it back in a second later before I could yank her to safety.

“What the hell?” I exclaimed angrily. “A thousand soldiers could have been waiting on the other side to chop your head off!”

“No one is there,” she said with a shudder at her semi-transformation. Even after the momentary pain, there was a twinkle in her green eyes. “Wait until you see the seventh realm,” she said mysteriously. “You’re not going to believe it.”

“Can we leave before my eyeballs burst from the bright glare?” Ruen asked crankily. He stood with his back to us, shielding his face with both hands.

“I’ll go first,” Aurora said. “Ruen can come second and Saige can come last.”

Sherlock and Watson exchanged amused looks that she was being so bossy. I was annoyed with her for taking such a risk, but I was also intrigued by now. Aurora took hold of Ruen’s elbow and guided him towards the portal. She stepped through it and drew him after her. I waited for a couple of seconds, then passed through the gateway after them.

I was used to the tingling sensation and all the hair on my body standing on end by now. To me, it wasn’t painful at all, but my friends were still groaning when I took a few steps away from the glowing blue gate.

“You two are giants!” I exclaimed in shock when my vision cleared. My voice sounded weirdly deep. I realized my mistake even before Aurora turned around and looked down at me. They hadn’t become giants. I’d shrunk to about four feet tall.

My bestie’s eyes widened, then she shrieked in laughter. She dragged us both away from the gate, then yanked Ruen’s blindfold off. The vamp squinted against the harsh glare to see me standing with my itty-bitty hands on my hips, glaring up at them both. He blinked at me in astonishment, then his shrill cackles joined Aurora’s giggles.

“This is ridiculous!” I exclaimed in disgust in a deep, manly voice. I wasn’t even sure what the hell I was this time. I looked down to see my skin was green. My nose was long and had a sharp point. Touching my teeth, then my ears, both were pointed. Completely bald, I had a small potbelly. “I’m a freaking goblin!” I screeched, then jumped up and down on my tiny feet in fury.

Tears were streaming from Aurora’s eyes. Her legs gave out and she went down, taking Ruen with her. He was covering his eyes to shield himself from the glare coming from the portal, laughing so hard he was unable to speak.

“What the hell use am I going to be in this form?” I ranted, waving my hands around. I bent down to pick up a rock and hurled it at a tree. It zoomed towards the trunk like a bullet, becoming embedded in the wood and I staggered back in surprise. “Did you see that?” I asked in amazement. My companions were still cackling madly and hadn’t seen my display. Goblins were small, but they had a skill none of my other forms possessed. “I can use magic,” I murmured gleefully. It had happened just by thinking about it.

“Did you see her?” Ruen choked out. “She’s a goblin!”

“I saw!” Aurora exclaimed, still laughing and crying. “She’s so tiny!”

Ignoring the two idiots for now, I was relieved beyond my ability to express it when I realized my dragon ring hadn’t vanished. It looked exactly the same, but it had shrunk down to match my new size. 

Relaxing that my betrothal gift had survived the journey, I surveyed the landscape. The area directly around the portal was pretty, but kind of morose. The trees were a dark, old gold color and the leaves were only slightly lighter than the trunks. I couldn’t see a path anywhere nearby. We were in a field of dark honey colored grass. I took a deep sniff and the air smelled musty. Something felt extremely off about this realm, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

I sent out my senses, relieved that my talent still worked in this form. A coven of vampires was in the distance, but nothing else dangerous was nearby. I glanced at the portal and saw an even brighter light coming from behind it. Ruen hadn’t noticed it yet because the glare was too much for him to bear.

“What the hell?” I murmured in confusion. They didn’t have electricity in the nine realms, but something was shining through the woods beyond the gateway.

I took a few steps towards the woods and tripped over something. Going down to my knees, I came face to face with a thin, elongated skull. I stood up again and looked around to see skeletons were scattered all around the field. The bones were long and too skinny to be human. Leather armor, swords, spears and even a few shields lay in the grass, along with tattered hooded robes. The overlord’s soldiers had once been stationed here, but the corpses were at least a few years old. The portal was now being watched by far more dangerous foes.

“We need to leave,” I warned Aurora and Ruen when I sensed the vampires stirring. “We need to leave right now!” They’d heard us and were coming to investigate.

My deep voice set Ruen off again, but my bestie snapped out of her giggling fit. “Vampires?” she asked as she rose to her feet.

“Vampires,” I confirmed.

“Get in your sack,” the demon said to Ruen grimly. “We need to leave before they catch us in their territory.”

“Where can we possibly go?” I asked. “They’ll be able to catch us before we can get away.”

“Not if I sprint,” Aurora said, yanking the sleeping sack out of Ruen’s hand and pulling it over him. She tossed him over her shoulder, then scooped me up and took off running.
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AURORA HAD POSITIONED me so I was facing away from the portal. Ruen made a noise of pain when she flashed past the glowing blue gate, but it was already fading with distance. I sensed the vampires on our trail and raised my hands. Seconds later, I caught sight of several bloodsuckers. They caught our scent and began to zoom towards us.

“Hurry!” Ruen hissed when he heard them coming, but Aurora was already running as fast as she could through the trees.

“I’ll slow them down,” I said and he snickered at my weirdly masculine voice. Neither of my friends saw me flinging spells at our pursuers, but Ruen flinched away from the bright fireballs.

“What are you doing?” he asked nervously.

“Using magic,” I said, then sent a burst of air spiraling towards the vamps. They’d slowed down a bit once they realized I could use magic.

“It’s a goblin, a demon and one of our kind,” one of them muttered.

“Get them before they reach the border,” another one snarled.

Aurora risked a look over her shoulder. Her breath hitched when she saw how close they were now. They looked like Ruen, with long black hair hanging over their faces and gaunt, hollow cheeks. Their clothes were black sack cloth like ours, but in better condition. Their outfits didn’t have tears in them that showed off their skeletal ribs. Their skin oozed the same clear fluid as Ruen’s, making their clothing perpetually damp. I sensed they were all cankers, which was level six on my monster scale. None of them shrieked at us, so I figured they didn’t have the ability to shatter our eardrums.

One of the leeches bared her fangs in a grin, displaying what looked like a hundred teeth all crammed into her mouth. Her grin vanished when I flung a fireball at her head. They were fast enough to dodge my spells, but Aurora put on a burst of speed.

“What’s that bright light?” Ruen asked. “My eyes are stinging like they’re on fire.”

“It’ll be over in a second,” Aurora said soothingly.

I tried to turn my head to look at the source of the increasingly bright light, but her elbow was in the way. My neck was too short for me to lean that far. One of the vamps leaped forward, trying to tackle Aurora to the ground. Bloody tears were trickling down his face and they were all squinting against the glare. I hit him with a spell and icicles formed on his eyebrows and clung to his hair. It was enough to make him lose his balance momentarily, then in the blink of an eye, everything changed.

“We made it,” Aurora panted as she slowed down to a fast jog. “We’ll be safe from the vampires now.”

She stopped to put me down, but kept Ruen over her shoulder. It took a few seconds for my eyes to adjust to the intense brightness. My mouth dropped open in shock when I could see clearly. “Is this an optical illusion?” I asked in confusion.

“Nope,” my bestie said with a smirk. “I told you the seventh realm was unique.”

She had, but she hadn’t told me what was so strange about it. Now that I was here, I could see it for myself. One side of the dimension was dark and the other was light. The moon shone down on the vampires, who’d moved back from the deadly side where the sun was shining brightly. I looked around to see the trees, grass and other foliage were in shades of gold. It was breathtakingly beautiful.

“You’re going to have to explain this to me,” I said.

“I will, but let’s move away from the border first,” she replied.

Ruen had been rendered unconscious as soon as she’d left the dark side. He wouldn’t have any idea what was going on. I was awake and I was having trouble processing it.

We hadn’t been on the nightside long enough to see or hear many animals. On the light side, animals, birds and insects abounded. I could hear a stream ahead and we walked through the picturesque trees until we reached it.

Aurora put Ruen down in the shade, then opened her sack and took her waterskin out. I took mine out as well and we filled them both up. The water tasted sweet and fresh and unlike anything I’d tasted in our dimension. “This is like paradise,” I said, gazing around in wonder. Even the sky was a light gold color.

“It’s hell for vampires,” the demon said and took a seat under the tree next to Ruen. We kept our voices down, so the vamps lurking on the nightside in the distance couldn’t hear us.

I sat down beside her, feeling small and pathetic as I waited for her to fill me in about the strangest dimension we’d seen so far.

“Everyone here calls this realm Equinox,” she told me. “One half of the realm is perpetually nighttime and the other half is always daytime. It’s divided exactly down the middle. As you’ve already figured, a lot of vampires migrated from the other realms to the nightside of Equinox. They never have to worry about frying to death and they can stay awake permanently.”

“The dark side didn’t seem all that healthy,” I mused. “The foliage and animals need sunlight to thrive.”

She nodded in agreement. “Everything that lives deeper on the nightside is nocturnal. I was lucky enough to come through a portal close to the border. I managed to reach the dayside before I could be caught by bloodsuckers and drained to death.”

“Humans would lose their minds if they saw this place,” I said, still in shock about it. “I can’t wait to tell Drake about it when we get back.”

“Do you miss him already?” she asked.

“Yeah,” I admitted sheepishly. I was still new to being in love and felt weird talking about it.

“I can’t believe you’re a goblin,” she said as she studied me. “You might be small and hideous, but at least you can use magic.”

“I have no idea what I’m doing, as usual,” I said ruefully and took another sip of the sweet water. “I’ll probably end up blowing us all up by accident.”

We snickered, then she turned serious again. “I’ve got some bad news about the scroll fragment.”

“Don’t tell me,” I said, holding my hand up. “It’s a thousand miles away on the dark side of the realm.”

“It’s a long way away,” she confirmed. “I’m not sure how deep on the nightside of the dimension it is yet.”

“Can we travel on the dayside most of the way, then cut across to the spell when we get closer to it?” I asked.

“I didn’t spend enough time here when I passed through it to know much about it,” she said. “I rested near a village and heard the locals talking about Equinox, but I didn’t learn much.”

“The overlord has soldiers on both sides?” I asked and she nodded.

“The capital city is on the dark side, probably somewhere near the scroll,” she said. “I won’t know how long it’ll take us to get there until I see how fast we can move.”

I looked morosely at my short legs and sighed. “I’m going to slow you guys down.”

“Ruen’s not exactly going to be much help when we’re on this side of the realm,” she reminded me, hiking her thumb at the sleeping sack.

“We only just got here and I can already tell this mission is going to suck,” I said with a grimace.

“There’s one thing you can look forward to,” she said brightly.

“What’s that?” I asked skeptically.

“Goblins are supposed to be really smart and inventive. Maybe you’ll figure out a quicker way for us to reach the fragment than walking all the way there.”

My mind instantly began ticking over at the challenge she’d given me. “I’ll need to see what sort of materials are available in this realm,” I mused, rubbing my chin in thought. “We need to visit a town or village so I can get a look at their gear.”

“They don’t have things like electricity, vehicles or gas to power them,” she reminded me. “Some realms use carts and wagons, but they’re rare, since they don’t have many animals that can be domesticated.”

“I’ll think of something,” I said confidently. I was supposed to lead our missions and I was determined not to be a burden to my friends.
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“WE SHOULD SEE IF WE can catch some food,” I suggested when we got moving again. Aurora was strong enough to carry Ruen’s slight weight and both of their belongings all day long if she had to. I had no idea what goblins ate, but my pointy teeth suggested I could eat meat.

“Can you zap that bird to death without setting the forest on fire?” my bestie asked, pointing at a large light gold bird perched on a branch of a tree ahead.

My eyesight was pretty good and so was my hearing. I pointed at the bird and sent a small blast of air at it. The bird let out a squawk of alarm, then tumbled to the ground, dead.

“Success!” I crowed in victory.

We started towards it, but an animal about the size of a large dog raced over to snatch it up with a cackle of triumph. “Get it!” Aurora urged me.

I pointed both hands at the beast and zapped it with electricity. It jittered for a couple of seconds, then fell down, smoking from its ears and mouth. We hurried over to see it looked similar to a hyena. Its back legs were short and its neck was too long. Its nose was squished into its face and it had tufts of dark gold fur growing in patches on its skin.

“Ew,” we said in unison when we got a good look at it.

“I hope it tastes better than it looks,” Aurora said, then she put Ruen down and started butchering it with knives she’d borrowed from me.

The bird had been cooked by the electricity. I pulled it out of the hyena’s mouth and ripped off a wing. “Mmm,” I said in appreciation when I took a bite and swallowed it down. “It’s not bad.”

“Does it taste like chicken?” Aurora asked with a smirk.

“Kind of, but gamier,” I replied.

My clothes had shrunk to fit me during my transformation, but the knives in my sack were too large for me to wield with my small hands. I used magic to cook the meat before she placed it in our sacks. We both tried the hyena and found it to be barely palatable. “Let’s avoid hunting these things if we can,” Aurora said with a grimace.

“The vampires are still watching us,” I said, sensing them on the dark side. While they couldn’t turn to face the bright light fully, they kept darting looks at us over their shoulders.

“We should move further away from the border and hope they give up on tracking us,” she replied.

We washed our hands in the stream, then got moving again. Just as we’d hoped, the bloodsuckers slunk back towards their territory after a while.

It wasn’t easy to make my way through the underbrush when I was so damn short. Aurora was a foot and a half taller than me. She got tired of waiting for me to catch up to her and scooped me up to carry me on her hip like I was a toddler.

“Thanks, mom,” I joked and we both snickered.

“You sound like a fifty-year-old man who’s been smoking for half of his life,” she said with a smirk.

“Ungul’s voice doesn’t sound like this,” I said, glad I could see ahead from my higher vantage point.

“We all change when we leave the underworld and go to earth,” she said with a shrug. “It’ll be interesting to see what the other goblins in this dimension are like.”

While the sun was bright, it wasn’t overly hot. The temperature was perfect and only a few clouds marred the light gold sky. Animals played in the trees and grass, fish swam in the streams and birds flew overhead, singing merrily. It was a stark contrast to the gloomy nightside.

All of the creatures I could see were diurnal and usually needed to rest at night. They must have adapted to the permanent brightness, or they would have become extinct long ago. The ones who lived close to the border probably rested on the dark side when their bodies told them it was nighttime.

Aurora angled away from the border, but walked parallel to it. We came to a pathway leading deeper into the dayside. “It’s been years since anyone’s used this trail,” I said, noting the lack of recent footprints.

“The overlord must have stopped sending his soldiers to guard the portal after that coven of vampires moved in,” Aurora figured. “They’re even more effective than the soldiers at slaughtering anyone who comes through it.”

“We barely made it out alive,” I agreed.

For a change, I was going to have to feed my bestie while she ran. It was going to sap her energy to run mile after mile. She stepped onto the path and took off at a fast run. After a few minutes, we came to the main road and she stopped. We looked right and left and could tell that the road was well used.

“Patrols come through here regularly,” I surmised when I saw the overlapping footprints. “They aren’t using horses or carts. The only footprints are humanoid and houndlike.”

“Great,” she said with a sigh. “More dogs to contend with.”

“At least I won’t feel compelled to hunt them down and eat them this time,” I said solemnly. She snickered beneath her breath at my troll form’s preferred diet.

Turning right, Aurora began running down the road that would eventually take us to the relic. I shoved food into her mouth when she turned and opened her maw. She chewed and swallowed without breaking her stride. 

“You’d better slow down,” I said when I sensed people ahead. A group of ten guards were coming towards us.

Aurora had heard them and veered off the path and into the trees. “What if the hound follows our scents?” she asked in concern.

I concentrated, then pointed at our trail. A puff of magical air blew our scents away, but only as far as the road. “I just wiped away part of our scents,” I whispered. “The guard dog will probably follow the trail back the way we came.”

“Leading it far away from here to the dark side where they can’t go,” she said with a grin. “That was smart!”

“I’m a goblin,” I said with fake modesty. “I’m supposed to be clever.”

The hound barked when it picked up our scents. We peered through the dense foliage at the guards. Tall and skeletally thin, their faces were too narrow and their heads were elongated, just like the skull I’d tripped over. One wore a hooded black robe. I sensed he could use magic, but he wasn’t as strong as I was. He was just an ulcer on my scale. His companions were mere pimples and boils.

Straining at its leash, the dog was about the size of a lion. It had tawny fur, but lacked a mane. Saliva dripped from its mouth as it struggled to free itself so it could hunt us down and tear us apart. The wizard didn’t sense us, or appear to feel the spell I’d cast. We should be safe as long as we kept our distance from patrolling soldiers. Once they were gone, we continued our trek, but stayed off the road this time.

“I can hear a lot of people up ahead,” the demon said after she’d been running for a few minutes.

My senses picked up on what had to be a village full of people. She slowed down and crept through the trees until the town came in sight. The houses were made from gold logs. The thatch roofs were a lighter shade, but the same color. Only their clothes were black. That never seemed to change no matter which realm we went to. I noticed wooden shutters could be closed to block out the light when it was time for them to sleep.

“This is the prettiest village we’ve seen so far,” I murmured in appreciation.

“I can’t wait to see the capital city,” Aurora said. “I bet it’s beautiful even though it’s on the nightside.”

I nodded and peered at the townsfolk. The soldiers standing guard at each end of the settlement carried spears, just like the guards who had passed us on the road. I couldn’t see any signs of advanced technology or tools. Even their farming equipment was rudimentary. There wasn’t a single cart in sight.

“The underworld is so far behind us when it comes to technology that it’s almost laughable,” I complained.

“I guess it won’t be easy to make something we can use for transport with crappy old tools,” Aurora figured dourly.

“Let’s just say building an airplane is out of the question,” I said despondently.
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WHILE I COULDN’T CONJURE up a fast mode of travel right now, I could do something to block our scents. I cast a spell around all three of us that had a dual purpose. “I just blocked our scents and cast a muting spell,” I told Aurora proudly. “We should be able to talk, run and make any noise we want and we won’t be heard by anyone.”

“Can you make us invisible, too?” she asked, impressed that I was figuring out how to use my magic.

I wracked my brain, then shook my head reluctantly. “Nothing comes to mind. I’m new to this and I haven’t seen anyone else cast that sort of spell.”

“You’re copying what you’ve seen other people do?” she queried as she skirted around the village while keeping to the forest.

“Pretty much,” I confessed. “The idea to use air to wipe our scent trail away was mine, though.”

“Can you cast sex fantasies?” she asked in fascination.

I put my hand on her cheek and tried to force an image of her having sex with Ruen into her mind, but nothing happened. She would have killed me if it had worked. “Nope,” I reported.

“Good,” she said in relief. “I don’t even want to know what sort of horrors you would have inflicted on me.” My gaze flicked to the sack that contained our undead companion and she gasped in outrage. “You didn’t!” she said accusingly.

“I did,” I said with a smirk. “You’re lucky it didn’t work, because Ruen would have been giving it to you doggystyle and you would have loved every second of it.”

“Gross!” she exclaimed, but she laughed along with me as she no doubt pictured it in her mind. 

I knew what she was going to do when a sly grin appeared and I blocked my mind from her power. “Nice try,” I said wryly. “I can stop you from entering my mind, remember?”

She let out a sigh of defeat and nodded. “It wouldn’t have worked anyway. Lord Gilden is the only man you’ll fantasize about now.”

“Couldn’t you force me to have a sex fantasy starring someone other than Drake?” I asked.

“Maybe, but that’s a form of torture and I’d never do that to someone I love,” she said, aghast at the idea.

Now I felt bad for trying to prank her. “I didn’t think of it like that,” I said guiltily. “Sorry for trying to make you see yourself having sex with Ruen.”

“It’s okay,” she said, forgiving me instantly. I relaxed my guard and the rotten cow zapped me with a fantasy before I could stop her.

I woke up a while later, draped over her shoulder and still shuddering in the aftermath of the orgasm I’d had. “That was low, Aurora,” I mumbled.

“There, there,” she said, patting my back like I was a cranky baby. “I watched you and Lord Gilden mating in dragon form and it was very touching. Especially after you both climaxed while you were falling from the sky and he gently put you down on the grass.”

I pushed myself up and glared at her for invading my privacy, then remembered why she’d punished me. “I guess I had that coming,” I grumbled.

“No pun intended,” she joked as she settled me onto her hip again. “I wonder why you’re always a silver dragon in your fantasies instead of a gold one. As far as I know, all the silver weredragons died out centuries ago.”

“I guess one of my earliest ancestors slept with one before they became extinct,” I figured.

“Wouldn’t it be awesome if you changed into your shifter form in the eighth or ninth realm?” she said, eyes shining at the idea.

“I’m not sure I have enough shifter blood to be able to pull that out of my gene pool,” I said doubtfully. “I think the forms I’ve taken on in the underworld must be the last nine beings my ancestors mated with. They’re probably the strongest forms I have inside me.”

“That would be a pity,” she said sadly. “It would be amazing if you and your mate could share being dragons together.”

I knew it was what Drake longed for and it was the one thing I couldn’t give him.

Now that I was awake, she picked up her pace and started running again. It was a lot slower having to traverse through the wilderness. “It’ll take us seven to eight weeks to reach the scroll at this pace,” Aurora said, already struggling to catch her breath.

I didn’t want to be away from our world for potentially four months and neither did she. We passed another couple of villages during the next few hours, then I saw smoke rising above the trees.

“Something is burning,” I said, pointing it out to Aurora.

“I can hear people screaming and something bellowing,” she said and ran even faster.

We closed in on a small village and stopped to watch the carnage unfold. Several soldiers and two robed magic users had been killed, along with over a dozen villagers. “They’re minotaurs!” I said in amazement as five creatures with the heads and legs of bulls and the bodies and arms of humans laid waste to the survivors. More minotaurs were galloping away with women over their shoulders. Their fur was a luxurious gold, but their faces were ugly and bestial. They were all festering boils, which was level seven on my monster scale.

“We can’t let them see us,” Aurora said in alarm and went into a crouch. “I’ve heard minotaurs kill every male they see. They take the most attractive women they can find back to their lairs.”

“I’ll be safe from them, then,” I said ruefully as I glanced down at my unsightly body. “But they’d probably fight each other to the death to claim you.”

She shuddered at the thought of becoming the property of a raging minotaur. “Their captives never last long. Only the strongest ones live long enough to conceive and give birth to their young. None of them survive the delivery.”

“That’s horrible,” I said, now understanding her fear. The soldiers hadn’t stood a chance against the minotaurs. The bull-like men were eight feet tall and were far more muscular than their adversaries. Long horns jutted from their heads. They’d used them to gore their foes to death, as well as stomping on them with their large hooves and bashing them with their clubs.

“If you’d been a guy, you probably would have morphed into a minotaur in this realm,” Aurora mused as we watched the last few women being carried away to their doom. There was nothing we could do to save them and guilt wracked me.

“I’m glad I’m not a guy,” I said. “So far, all the beings I’ve turned into have been good, or at least neutral. Even the ogres and trolls weren’t evil. They were just big and stupid.”

“How strong are the minotaurs on your radar?” she asked as she got going again.

“They’re festering boils,” I replied with a grimace. “But at least they can’t use magic.”

“They could squish your puny little body flat with one stomp,” she said without a trace of humor. “I hope we don’t run into them again, because we won’t have Ruen to get us out of it while we’re on the dayside.”

“It’s nice without him being so dour all the time, but we could really use his speed and strength,” I agreed.
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AURORA RAN UNTIL THE food was gone, then hunted for more. She spied a beast that looked vaguely like a goat and turned to me. “Would it offend you if I ate that animal?” she asked.

“It’s not a satyr now,” I said, shaking my head. “Let’s hope it tastes better than that horrible hyena.” I did the honors and zapped it with electricity. She put me down and butchered it, then I used magic to cook the meat. All of our sacks were full again, but she was going to go through our supplies pretty quickly. I didn’t need as much food or water as she did, since I wasn’t expending much energy being carried like a toddler.

Aurora began to stagger from exhaustion after a few more hours of running. “I need to rest,” she said, looking around for somewhere to sleep.

I spied a dark circle in the side of a hill ahead and my curiosity was piqued. “Let’s take a look at that shadowy area,” I suggested, pointing at it. The sun was always directly overhead. It never moved, so there were few shadows on the dayside.

Aurora dragged her feet tiredly as she pushed her way through some shrubs. One of the shrubs rustled, then began to bleat in terror. More of the cleverly camouflaged beasts woke from their nap and panicked. Running in all directions, the annoying sheeplike creatures projectile vomited everywhere and bleated as they ran for their lives.

“Those stupid things are too good at blending in with their environment,” my bestie complained. Their sticklike fur was the exact same shade of gold as the leaves on the shrubs.

Thanks to my spell, we could sneak around most creatures without them being aware of us. Hopefully, it would help us avoid a lot of confrontations.

Aurora moved closer to the shadowy area until it lay directly ahead. “It’s just a shallow depression in that small hill,” she said in disappointment.

“Is it?” I asked slyly. “Can’t you feel something strange about it?”

She frowned, then moved closer. “I can feel a spell,” she said in budding excitement. “Can you tell what it does?”

“It’s a concealment spell,” I figured. “I think there might be a cave behind it. Put me down, so I can take a look.”

“I should be the one who scouts it out,” she protested as she put me down. “I’m a lot tougher than you are in your current form.”

“You can’t use magic like I can,” I reminded her. “I’ll be able to counter or block any offensive spells that might be in there.” I hoped so anyway. I wouldn’t know for sure until I’d encountered them.

I strode over to the concealment charm and cautiously stuck my head through it. Just as I’d guessed, a cave lay behind the enchantment. The ceiling was about seven feet high. I peered around to see an ancient campfire in the middle of the space. A long tunnel sloped downwards on the far side of the cave. I couldn’t sense or smell anything dangerous, but there could be animals living deeper inside the passageway.

Aurora grew impatient and her head poked through the spell next to mine. “Is it safe to enter?” she asked.

“I think so,” I replied. My spell enabled us to hear and smell each other. I had no idea how I’d pulled that off. I’d trusted my instincts when casting magic so far and was winging it as I went along.

We entered the cave and sat down near the cold campfire. “Goblins must have lived here a long time ago,” she mused, gesturing at the concealment charm.

“That’s the only spell I can sense, so I guess they left it there just in case they might need to return one day,” I replied.

“At least no one will find us here and we can sleep without fear,” she said and lay down next to Ruen. 

She was asleep within seconds, but I wasn’t tired yet. I decided to explore the tunnel to see where it led. On our world, dawn would have just come and gone. Ruen would have climbed into his body bag to rest. Everything felt out of whack in this perpetual daytime area. It would be just as bad on the nightside, but in reverse.

The sloping passageway became level again a couple of hundred yards beneath the ground. I noticed the walls were too smooth to be natural. I figured the goblins had carved the tunnel with either magic, or tools. 

The ground was soil rather than rock. Ancient footprints were everywhere. They were similar to mine, but smaller. I saw other depressions in the soil that puzzled me and studied them closely. Sitting a few feet apart, they were long and thin and ran parallel to each other. Broken and scuffed by all the footprints, I could just make out the weird tracks leading straight down the tunnel.

“They almost look like train tracks,” I murmured, then spied something up ahead. I hurried over to it and knelt next to the broken hunk of metal. “It’s a cog,” I said in excitement and picked it up. About six inches round, the circular cog had teeth that could interlock with other cogs.

“They created an underground tunnel system and used a vehicle to travel along it,” I surmised in awe at their ingenuity. The underworld was primitive, but goblins had been smart enough to work with the limited materials this world could provide.

I could see side passages branching off further down the tunnel. Some would probably lead to the surface and to caves where the goblins could rest. We had excellent night vision, so they wouldn’t need to light the way. There were no signs of flaming torches or lamps anywhere.

We could have used the tunnel as a safe method of travel if it had been running in the direction we needed to go. But it was heading to the nightside where the vampires reigned.

“I wish they’d left a map,” I murmured as I trotted along the tunnel.

Feeling a spell ahead, I picked up my pace and saw a wider tunnel branching off to the left. The enchantment was hovering on the wall at about my head height. It was another concealment charm and it stuck out from the wall a couple of feet. I put my head through it rather than dispelling it, since I didn’t want to mess with someone else’s magic.

My eyes widened when I saw the very map I’d been hoping for. It had been carved into the rock wall with magic and displayed an intricate tunnel system.

“This is amazing,” I said in wonder as I saw goblin cities depicted beneath the ground. Some areas had crosses next to them, which probably meant they’d been abandoned. The section we were in right now was in one of the off-limits areas. Tiny images were etched into the rock next to a dot I took to be a cave. “Minotaurs,” I said with a grimace, recognizing the bullheaded beings.

There were other warnings carved all throughout the tunnel systems, but the map hadn’t been updated in a very long time. The goblins had moved on from here to a safer location away from the minotaurs. There were other creatures depicted as well. Some had bodies of horses and the torsos and heads of humanoid beings. “Centaurs,” I figured excitedly, glad to see they didn’t have warning signs next to them. 

The third beings took me a second to figure out. “What the hell are they?” I murmured. The carvings were small, yet detailed. The creatures had humanoid heads and torsos, lionlike bodies and what appeared to be scorpion tails. I’d seen something like this in a game once and the name came to me. “Manticores!” I exclaimed, snapping my fingers. They had a warning like the minotaurs, which meant they were dangerous.

I examined the map closely, committing it to my memory. A line ran through the middle of it, separating the nightside from the dayside. Vampires were only marked on the dark side, of course, but they were scattered everywhere. All three of the intelligent creatures who were humanoid hybrids were marked on both sides of the realm. The goblins had carved out their homes beneath the ground as far from the dangerous creatures as they could get.

I examined the border between the two sides from the bottom of the map upwards. A grand city was above the ground on the nightside near the top of the map. “That’s got to be the capital city,” I mused.

The overlord who’d been in charge back then had built the city near the scroll fragment. It was now obvious that they’d known where they were all along, but the guardians had kept them from reaching it. We’d speculated that some of the overlords could probably have retrieved the fragments, but hadn’t been ready to invade our world. It didn’t really matter why they’d held back. The war between Order and Chaos had finally begun. It was my job to make sure the good guys won.

“No pressure,” I muttered, then pulled back from the concealment charm and trudged back to the campsite.
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IT WASN’T COLD HERE and we didn’t need to cook anything, so I didn’t bother to build a fire. I lay down on the soft dirt next to Aurora. Her arm came around me and I automatically shielded my mind from her power. I sank into a deep sleep and once again didn’t dream.

It felt like late afternoon when I woke up. Aurora roused as well. Her short spiky gray, blue and green hair stuck up everywhere and I snickered at her. She scowled at me and did her best to finger comb it. Her gray armored skin that was streaked with blue and green would fit in far better in the nightside of the realm. She stood out on the dayside.

“Did anything happen while I was asleep?” she asked, glancing at Ruen’s sack to make sure he was still there.

“I found a map of the tunnel system the goblins carved out and worked out a safe route to the scroll,” I replied.

She gaped at me, trying to determine if I was pulling her leg. “Are you serious?” she asked, voice raising a few octaves in excitement.

“Dead serious,” I replied with a grin.

“Can you show me the map?” she asked, surging to her feet.

“I need to answer a call of nature first, but I’ll show you when I get back.”

“I need to go, too,” she admitted and followed me to the exit.

We split up for privacy and I was pleased that I didn’t excrete my own bodyweight this time. I could smell the slight sulfuric stench of Aurora’s crap and quietly giggled in amusement. Our spells only worked on us, not on the waste we left behind.

Aurora knifed a couple of birds to death and I zapped them to cook them. The less bloody our food was, the fewer traces we’d leave behind for predators to find. A small creek was running nearby, so we washed up and filled our waterskins before heading back to the cave.

“Should we take Ruen with us, or come back for him?” my bestie asked.

“We won’t need to go back to the surface for a while now that we have food and water,” I replied. “We’ll take him with us.”

Aurora nodded and slung our inert companion over her shoulder. I held my arms up like a small child begging to be picked up. She heaved a fake sigh and picked me up to let me ride on her hip.

“Giddy up!” I commanded, thumping her with my heels.

She took off running and reached the side tunnel quickly. “I can feel the concealment spell,” she said, turning to look at it. She put me down, then bent down and stuck her head through the spell to examine the map. “Wow,” she said in the same amazement I’d felt when I’d seen it. “The only thing missing is the location of the scroll fragment.”

“I’m guessing it’s somewhere in that area,” I said, sticking my head next to hers and pointing at a spot on the map to the right of the capital city.

“That place is infested with minotaurs, according to the warning marks,” she said with a frown.

“They’d be pretty effective guardians,” I figured. “They’ll kill every male who approaches their territory and breed the females to death. I’m too small and ugly for them to use for breeding, so I guess they’d just kill me on sight.”

“It doesn’t look like that area has been mapped out extensively like the rest of the realm,” she mused. “There has to be a way to reach the fragment without being torn to pieces.”

“We’ll have to figure it out when we get there,” I said. First, we needed to come up with a faster method of travel. I had some ideas about how to accomplish that and held my arms up again.

“Which way do you want me to go?” Aurora asked when she settled me onto her hip.

“Go straight, then take the first wide tunnel to the left,” I replied.

Just as I’d figured, she could run a lot faster along the smooth tunnel. I fed her snacks and she occasionally drank from her waterskin while running. “It’s weird to follow your directions for once,” she said as she took yet another passageway I’d pointed out.

“Our roles are reversed,” I agreed, then munched on bird meat.

“Where are we going, exactly?” she asked after she’d been running for a few hours.

“We’re heading to an abandoned goblin city,” I replied.

“Why?”

“So I can scavenge for materials.”

“Why?”

“So I can make a vehicle that will transport us to the spell.”

“Really?” she asked, excited all over again. “What sort of vehicle are you going to make?”

I hadn’t told her about my plan yet, since I didn’t know if I could pull it off. “You’ll just have to wait and see,” I teased her.

Unfortunately, my grand plan came to a screeching halt a few minutes later. Aurora came to a stop when we saw the tunnel just ahead had caved in. “Damn it,” she said unhappily. “We were so close to the city, too.”

We’d veered closer to the nightside of the realm where the abandoned settlement was located. I mentally traced the map and came up with an alternate route. “Backtrack a bit and we’ll take a different tunnel,” I said.

She turned around and followed my directions. We knew the moment we crossed back over the border when Ruen suddenly woke up. He thrashed inside his sack and fell off Aurora’s shoulder to land on the ground with a thump.

“Calm down,” I said in amusement. “You’re safe.”

Ruen struggled out of his sack, looking far gaunter than usual. “I’m starving,” he complained as his stomach rumbled so loudly that it echoed up and down the passageway. “How long have I been asleep?”

“This is only our second night here,” Aurora said.

He enviously eyed the meat sacks we were holding. “You’ll have to fill me in on what happened while I was asleep after I’ve found some food.”

“I’d let you feed on me, but you’d probably drain me dry,” I said ruefully.

“Don’t even think about it,” Aurora said when his hungry gaze slid to her. “There’s a tunnel leading to the surface just over there.” She gestured ahead of us and he vanished like magic.

“I pity the poor animals he catches. He’ll probably turn them inside out when he sucks their blood out,” I said solemnly and we burst into quiet giggles.

The vampire returned with one of the goatlike beasts. He’d fed on at least a couple of them judging by his paunch, but our food sacks could only hold so much meat. “Did you bring my knives?” he asked.

I’d forgotten to hand them over before we’d left our dimension. I took them out of my sack now. “Here you go,” I said.

He strapped them to his skinny wrists, then I cooked the goat with electricity. I’d tried to use fire, but it charred our food too much. My friends carved it apart and he carried the remains back to the surface. I used magic to wipe the scent of food away so predators wouldn’t be drawn down here through the concealment charms.

“Why can’t I hear myself moving around?” my partner asked when he returned.

“You’ve missed a lot while you were dead,” Aurora said.

We described what had happened after we’d fled to the dayside of the realm as we walked. “Your ability to use magic has already come in handy,” he said. “Do you really think you’ll be able to craft a vehicle to make our journey quicker?”

“I hope so,” I replied. “I won’t know until we reach the goblin city.”

“Give me the directions and I’ll get us there in a few minutes,” he boasted. Being chock full of blood always made him cocky. He would deplete his reserves and need to feed again, but there was plenty of food on the surface.

I couldn’t sense anything dangerous in the tunnels, so I gave him the directions he needed to take us to our destination. “Climb onboard,” he said, holding his arms out in invitation. “The good ship Ruen is about to set sail.”

Aurora picked me up and put me on his hip, then wrapped her arms and legs around him. My legs were short, but he was so thin that I clung to him easily. He took off like a rocket. If I’d had hair, it would have blown back from my face like his.
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ZOOMING DOWN THE TUNNELS, Ruen unerringly followed my directions. He halted just before he could smash into a wall. “There should be an opening right here,” he said with a frown.

“There is,” I assured him and reached out to put my hand through the concealment charm. “It’s hidden from view.”

Aurora and I dropped to the ground and we all stepped through the enchantment together. It had been at least a century since anyone had lived here, going by the thick dust and signs of neglect. Buildings had been carved out of rock in the gigantic underground chamber. Magical lamps had once lit the settlement brightly. A few still clung to walls here and there, but they were lightless now.

“It’s bigger than I’d expected,” Aurora murmured in awe.

A huge well sat in the center of the city. I could smell the sweet water and knew it would be safe to drink. Residential buildings were over to the left. A marketplace was in the center and workshops and stores were to the right. It had once been a thriving metropolis. They’d moved on after the area above had been taken over by vampires.

“Do you think you’ll be able to find what you need here?” Ruen asked, sweeping his gaze around the empty city.

“Let’s take a closer look at the workshops,” I said and started down the long ramp that led to the settlement. “They might have left something behind that I can use.”

I saw the remains of a platform and pulley system that the goblins had once used to haul gear up to the tunnel. They must have used their railway system to transport goods between the settlements. Most of the equipment and materials had been stripped away and taken elsewhere. They hadn’t left much behind, but I was hoping I’d find something I could use.

My short legs carried me down to the city. I headed to the closest building that had been used to craft items. It was empty except for a piece of ancient furniture. I eyed the table and mentally marked its location before moving to the next structure.

Ruen and Aurora grew bored after a while and went off to explore. I found a building with a pile of rusty old pulleys in a corner. Crossing to them, I sorted through the gear and pulled out a few items that were still in good shape. I carried them back to the building where the table was and left them sitting on the wooden surface. 

All of the furniture I’d seen was made for goblins and were far shorter than normal. I could sense my friends poking around in the residential areas. “Search for rope!” I called out, knowing they could hear me through the muting spells I’d cast on us all. Nothing else would be able to hear us, so we were safe for now.

It took me a couple of hours to find all the materials I needed. I found a box of tools behind a barrel that someone had forgotten about. It contained implements that would come in handy and I carried it back to the workroom. Ruen had found rope and Aurora had discovered nails, bolts and screws.

“You’re going to make one of those pushcarts they used in old railways?” the vamp asked as he examined the materials I’d gathered.

“That’s the plan,” I confirmed. “Can you pull the legs off that table for me?” Turning the table over, they snapped the legs off it. I judged its width, then calculated whether it would fit in the narrower tunnels. “It’ll just scrape through,” I murmured, then I went to work.

Aurora and Ruen watched in fascination as I quickly attached the makeshift metal wheels to the cart. I crafted all the parts I needed with the items I’d found and it was far easier than I’d expected.

“You couldn’t have made that in your human form,” my bestie said when I stepped back to examine it.

“Goblins might be small, but our brains are powerful,” I joked. 

Next, I attached the parts and rope to propel the cart along. I’d crafted two handles made out of table legs. Spaced a couple of feet apart, they could be operated by either one, or two people. Only the front wheels had ropes threaded through them, so we wouldn’t be able to reverse it. I didn’t have enough rope to loop them over the back wheels as well. I used magic to fuse the ends of the rope together. With luck, they would hold long enough to get to and from our destination.

“This would be a lot more durable with metal cables,” I muttered. Unfortunately, that was one thing I hadn’t been able to find. “Turn it on its side and let’s see if this is going to work,” I requested and Ruen did the honors for me. “Push one of the handles up and down,” I said to Aurora. She did as I’d asked and the front left wheel began to roll smoothly when the rope propelled it into action.

“You actually did it,” Ruen said in near disbelief when she tested the other wheel.

“It’s crude, but it should work,” I said, critical of my work.

“It’s genius,” my sidekick said, incredulous that I’d created something he wasn’t capable of putting together.

“You did an awesome job,” Aurora said, beaming at me proudly.

“Let’s test it before you heap too much praise on me,” I suggested. Ruen flipped it over and carried it over to the marketplace. The ground here was covered in soil like in the tunnels. I figured out a major problem even before he sat it down.

“It’s not going to work,” he said as the metal wheels sank into the soil. The wheels were hollowed out rather than solid, so they could be used in pulleys.

“It would work if we were traveling on rock instead of soft dirt,” Aurora said morosely.

“This is fixable,” I told them before they could scrap my invention completely. “We just need to add wheels that have a solid edge, rather than hollowed out ones. Help me look for something suitable.”

We split up to search the workrooms I hadn’t scavenged yet.

“I found something!” Aurora called out in excitement a few minutes later. We hurried over to her just as she carried a couple of large, solid discs out. “I think they were used as weights in pulleys or something,” she said. “Will they do?”

“They’re perfect,” I said with a grin. I’d already come up with a way to attach them to the existing wheels. “We’ll be able to move faster than I’d anticipated, since they’re bigger than the other wheels.”

We found two more of the heavy discs the same size as the ones my bestie had discovered. I was too puny to carry them, so my companions lugged them for me. Using more of the parts I’d scrounged, I attached the bigger wheels to the smaller ones. Ruen pumped both of the handles and both front wheels rolled smoothly.

He turned it over so it was resting on the ground, then picked me up and put me on it. “You should get to test it properly, since you created it,” he told me. It sank into the soil, but the ropes wouldn’t become clogged with dirt this time. The larger wheels lifted the cart high enough for the ropes to be able to function normally.

Grinning just as hard as Aurora was, I pumped both handles up and down at the same time. We all let out a whoop of triumph when the cart shot forward.

“I only have one question,” the demon said when I let the cart coast to a stop. “How do we steer it?”

I turned to face her with a dumbfounded look, then slapped myself on the forehead. “I didn’t even think about that,” I admitted.

“Back to work with you,” Ruen joked.

I couldn’t reverse the cart, since only the front wheels worked. Climbing off it, the contraption was too heavy for me to turn around. “A little help?” I said wryly.

Aurora snorted out a laugh and strolled over to assist me. She easily picked the vehicle up and turned it around, then we clambered onto it. She pumped the handles until we reached Ruen and he climbed on as well. It was a tight squeeze and we had to sit on both ends to prevent it from tipping up. Aurora was heavier than the two of us combined. I would have to travel sitting in front of Ruen.

We rolled back over to the workshop with my friends using their feet to guide us in the correct direction. I’d already figured out how to steer it and got to work immediately. In short order, I’d attached a steering wheel where I’d be sitting and had connected it to the ropes and wheels beneath the cart. I was too feeble to help propel the cart along, but at least I could steer it in the correct direction.

“I was dreading having to stay down here and travel through the tunnels, but now I’m looking forward to it,” Aurora said in anticipation.

Even Ruen was looking forward to our trip. We would sometimes have to travel through the dayside to reach our destination, but I’d worked out the best route that would get us there the quickest. I just hoped nothing drastic had changed down here since the map had last been updated.
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ALL THREE OF US WERE excited as Ruen carried the cart up the ramp to the tunnel. Aurora was too impatient to let me walk at my slower pace. She carried me and we were right behind the bloodsucker when he walked through the concealment charm.

Ruen put the cart down and I cast a muting spell on it to muffle any noise it would make. Aurora sat up the front, facing away from us. Ruen plonked me next to the steering wheel, then sat behind me. Most of our gear was now stashed inside his sleeping sack and was looped around his neck. Aurora and I both had our waterskins and a meat sack to snack from.

“Off we go,” Ruen said, then he began pumping the handles. He had to use them both in sync, or the cart tried to veer off course. It would be a struggle for me to keep it steady if he pushed one up and the other one down at the same time.

We shot off down the tunnel and Aurora laughed in delight. “This is awesome!” she exclaimed. We could hear the squeaking and creaking of the cart inside the spell, but it would be soundless to everyone else.

“How long will it take us to reach the scroll at this pace?” I asked.

“About a month, if we don’t run into too many obstructions,” she replied.

“I had my doubts about the form Fate chose for you for this realm,” Ruen said. “But she’s proven to be wise again.”

“I just hope the other goblins won’t think we’re their enemies,” I said as he propelled us along the tunnel. “We need to turn left at the next side tunnel,” I added.

Ruen slowed down when he saw the passageway and I steered us into it. Just as I’d calculated, there was just enough room for the cart to fit inside. The tunnel had a couple of other passageways leading to the surface, but it also led to another wide tunnel. Ruen slowed down when he came to the end of it and I steered us to the right.

I sensed vampires above us from time to time during the next few hours. Aurora took her turn to pump the handles after a while. She tried swapping places with Ruen, but her extra weight behind me made the cart tip upwards a bit, just like I’d calculated. She had to sit facing us as she used the handles, twisting around to watch where we were going. They could have worked together to pump the handles constantly, but they preferred propelling the craft solo so they could give their arms a rest.

“Are you over it yet?” I asked when my body clock told me dawn was approaching.

“Yes,” they both intoned in bored voices at the same time.

“Our hands would be covered in blisters by now if we were human,” Ruen added.

“Mine wouldn’t,” I said gleefully. I’d crafted the steering wheel out of wood as well, but I only had to turn it when we needed to change direction into a new tunnel.

“Riding on this thing beats the hell out of lugging you two idiots around,” Aurora said. It was her turn to propel the cart and she was starting to look tired. Ruen didn’t look weary. He could probably keep going for the rest of the day, since he didn’t need to sleep while we were on the nightside of the realm.

“We should pick a cave to sleep in for a while,” I suggested.

“I’d keep going, but I can’t pump both handles with one hand and steer at the same time,” Ruen said. The handles were too far apart for him to reach them both at the same time.

“Can’t you steer with your foot?” my bestie joked.

“Maybe,” he mused, lifting one of his spindly legs and stretching it over my shoulder. I knocked his foot away before it could touch me and he snickered.

“How far away is the next cave?” Aurora asked.

“There’s one just a couple of minutes ahead,” I replied. I told her when to slow down, then steered the cart into the narrow passageway that sloped upwards. Ruen took over and pumped the handles to get us to the cave at the top. Another concealment charm was hiding the exit and no one had been here for a long time.

“I’m going to hunt for food,” Ruen said, unlooping his sack and leaving it sitting on the cart. Aurora and I needed to refill our waterskins and followed him outside.

I took a deep breath, but the air smelled stale and musty without sunlight. Bats flew overhead, chittering to each other as they hunted for insects. Nocturnal moths flew in crazy patterns to try to evade them. Birds and animals were on the prowl as well. I sent out my senses as we headed towards a nearby stream and picked up on a coven of vampires. They were several hundred yards away and were hunting for game.

“Can you hear that?” Aurora whispered, forgetting we were muted.

“Vamps,” I confirmed. “It sounds like they’re hunting something big.”

Right after I spoke, I realized one of the beings I could sense felt different from the others. Hooves crashed through the trees as the being fled from the pursuers. I heard a whinny of fear and exchanged a glance with Aurora.

“That sounded like a centaur,” she said in concern. “They’re not evil like minotaurs are. Maybe we should help him.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Ruen said from the shadows, then he flashed into action. The muting spell would prevent him from shrieking at his foes to shatter their eardrums, but he was deadly even without that ability.

Aurora picked me up and raced towards the sounds of action. I sensed five vampires chasing the centaur. They were all cankers, just like the first coven we’d encountered. I’d already figured the monsters and beings would be stronger in the last few realms. It seemed my theory was being proven correct.

The centaur burst through the trees, heading straight towards us. He had a humanoid head and torso and a horse-like body. He wore his long gold hair in a braid and was so panicked he didn’t even see us at first.

Beyond him, the leeches had moved into an arc. He was fast, but they should have been able to catch up to him easily. They were toying with him to make their hunt more enjoyable.

I sensed Ruen coming just as he barreled into the vampires. He bowled two of them over and started stabbing them in a frenzy. For once, he didn’t sink his fangs into his foes. Vampires had dead blood running through their veins and they couldn’t drink from each other.

Three of the leeches died before the other two knew what had happened. I cast air spells at the remaining pair. It knocked them off balance long enough for my sidekick to slaughter them.

“That was barely a challenge,” he complained, holding his dripping knives away from his tattered clothes. He was only lightly splattered with blood.

The centaur skidded to a stop, eyes rolling in fear and confusion. He glanced back to see the bloodsuckers were dead, then took a few nervous, prancing steps away from Ruen.

“Who are you people?” he asked. “Why did you save me from the ravenous coven?”

I dispelled the muting part of our spells so he could hear us. “Centaurs are supposed to be good,” I said. Ruen nodded to confirm he could smell that the centaur wasn’t evil. “We couldn’t just stand by and watch you get murdered.”

He looked us all up and down, slowly settling his nerves and catching his breath. “I was separated from my herd when the vampires attacked us. It isn’t easy to keep a level head when vicious predators are on the prowl. My herd will be waiting for me at our compound a few miles from here. I’ll tell them of your heroics and we’ll offer you a safe place if you need one.” He galloped away without waiting for a response.

Ruen was grinning, happy that he’d had his murder fix. “Your spells will make hunting a breeze,” he predicted.

At that reminder, I recast the muting spells around us all, linking them together so we could hear each other again. I could have killed the two vampires I’d targeted, but Ruen needed to slaughter our enemies from time to time. He would become belligerent and unbearable if we didn’t let him have his fun. Aurora hadn’t used her talents against them for the same reason.

Ruen resumed his search for food, while Aurora and I backtracked to the stream we’d passed. “That should keep him happy for a while,” she murmured.

“He didn’t get to feed on them while he was stabbing them to death,” I said. “It might not be enough to satisfy his inner psycho completely.”

“I’m sure we’ll run into some minotaurs that he’ll have to kill sooner or later,” she said wryly. “Just one of those huge things will fill him to bursting when he drains it.”

We didn’t laugh this time because we both knew a confrontation with the minotaurs was inevitable. Ruen wouldn’t be able to resist fighting them. He craved battling strong, intelligent foes far too much.
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AURORA AND I RETURNED to the cave to rest, but Ruen didn’t come back straight away. I woke up when I sensed him on my radar. His clothes were always damp from his ooze, but he was dripping from washing them in the stream. His stomach was grotesquely swollen and he was giggling beneath his breath.

I didn’t want to wake Aurora up by asking him what he’d eaten. From the glee in his eyes, he’d satiated his need for mayhem for now. I sank back to sleep and woke up in what would be late afternoon earth time.

Ruen had been hunting again and had cooked the meat over the campfire. “Did you get any rest?” Aurora asked when she sat up.

“I don’t feel tired yet,” the vamp said. He’d drunk enough blood to keep him energized for the entire night.

We got moving again and spent the next four nights traveling underground. I sensed vampires in villages and settlements above us from time to time. Our cart moved without a sound and they didn’t detect us zooming along beneath them. We also passed beneath towns with soldiers and normal folk, which meant the main road crossed overhead sometimes.

We’d been here for a week before I finally sensed my own kind. “Goblins are just ahead,” I said in budding anticipation. “We need to turn right at the next tunnel.” Aurora was pumping the handles and slowed down to make the turn. “Damn it!” I exclaimed when I saw another cave in. Ruen reached out to put his hands on the walls on either side of the tunnel to slow us down and Aurora stopped pumping the handles.

“We’ll have to find another way around,” my bestie said, examining the debris.

I consulted my mental map and made a face. “We have a choice of heading into manticore territory, or minotaur territory. Both will be dangerous, but we hopefully won’t run into any of them.”

“Not unless we need to head to the surface to find another entrance like we did a couple of nights ago,” Ruen said in anticipation. We’d run into a collapsed area and had carried the cart overland to get to another entrance to the tunnels.

“Which way do you want to go?” I asked. Both detours would take about the same length of time before we could get back to the route I’d mapped out.

“I want to take a look at the minotaurs,” my sidekick said. He’d missed out on seeing the tribe slaughtering the villagers when we’d first arrived in this realm.

“Of course you do,” Aurora said in resignation. We got off the cart and Ruen stood it up so he could turn it around to face the other direction. The rope was beginning to fray and I’d need to find more soon. Not even magic could keep the strands together for much longer.

We resumed our journey, detouring around the obstruction and came to another blocked tunnel. I looked at the walls closely and noticed tool marks. “I think the goblins deliberately blocked the tunnels near their city to keep the predators away.” They’d dug into the rock and had forced the ceiling to cave in.

“We’ll have to go overland until we get past their city,” Aurora figured dourly.

A tunnel to the surface was just a short distance behind us. We backtracked to it and Ruen propelled the cart up to the cave. “I’ll scout ahead,” he offered with a grin of anticipation. He unhooked his sack with our belongings in it and handed it to Aurora. Dropping to the ground, he scuttled through the low mouth of the cave and passed through the concealment charm.

“There’s no stopping him now that he’s activated cockroach mode,” I said with a grimace.

“We should follow him and try to stop him from attacking any minotaurs he comes across,” Aurora suggested.

I nodded in agreement and she looped the sack over her neck. She picked up the heavy cart as if it weighed nothing and we exited from the cave. Ruen’s scent was muffled by my spell to everyone except us. We hurried through the trees, listening intently for screams of rage or pain.

“I can sense a large group of beings over there,” I told Aurora, gesturing through the dense dark gold trees ahead.

“It has to be a minotaur tribe,” she figured with a grimace.

We followed in Ruen’s wake, then Aurora crouched down behind a tree when she heard something. I heard it next and peered around the trunk of a tree. A hulking minotaur was on patrol. He was searching for food, danger or a lost female to add to his harem.

Ruen came from out of nowhere, as silent as the night and as deadly as poison. He landed on the minotaur’s back and reached over the monster’s massive shoulders to plunge his knives into his chest. His fangs sank into his victim’s neck and the minotaur bellowed in pain and rage.

“Now he’s done it,” I said in annoyance when a horn sounded the alarm from the nearby village. Hooves thundered in our direction as my unholy partner sucked the life out of his foe.

The minotaur thrashed and stumbled around, trying to smash his club into the leech that was clinging to his back. Ruen snatched the club out of his hand and sent it whistling off into the trees. He rode the minotaur to the ground when his knees buckled, still siphoning blood from the tear in his neck.

“Ruen!” Aurora hissed. “We need to go!”

Ruen’s dark eyes were dazed with bloodlust when he sat up. Blood ran down his chin and dripped onto his tattered shirt. Hearing the tribe of beast-men thundering towards us, he snapped out of his stupor.

I was ready for it when the vampire appeared in front of us like magic. He was strong enough to pick Aurora up even with her carrying the cart. He tucked me under his arm and took off like a rocket. We left no traces of our scents behind, thanks to my enchantment. The minotaurs would have a hard time following us and they couldn’t keep up with his sheer speed.

Giggling in enjoyment, Ruen followed my directions to a distant entrance to the tunnels. He ducked down and zoomed through the concealment charm. He came to a stop in yet another cave the goblins used as a resting place.

“Are you happy now?” Aurora asked him grumpily when he put us down and swiped his bloody chin clean with his sleeve. “Is draining one minotaur going to satisfy your need to do murder, or do you want to go back and slaughter the rest of the tribe as well?”

He cast a longing look at the exit, then let out a sigh. “I suppose one will suffice, for now,” he said glumly, then took his sack from her. He rummaged inside it to find a rag to clean his knives, then we got moving again.

We were able to travel beneath the ground for the next few days. Ruen was getting more and more bloodthirsty each time he went out to hunt for food.

Aurora waited until we were alone before she broached the subject on both of our minds. “We’ve been in the nightside too long. I think it might be a good idea to head to the dayside of the realm for a while,” she whispered. Ruen wasn’t within earshot, but this wasn’t a conversation she wanted him to overhear.

“That’s what I was thinking, too,” I admitted. “He’s getting just as aggressive and crazy as the other vamps in this realm.”

“That’s the downside of living in a land that’s perpetually dark,” she figured. “They think they can stay awake forever without any consequences, but even bloodsuckers need to sleep sometimes.”

I nodded in agreement and consulted my inner map. “We’ll take a detour earlier than I’d intended, so he can get some rest.” My bestie was relieved to hear my plan. Ruen couldn’t turn on us, thanks to Drake’s control over him. But he could be truly unpleasant when he was sleep deprived.
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I GRADUALLY SHIFTED us closer to the dayside of the realm again during the next couple of days. We’d been here for over two weeks by now and Ruen hadn’t slept for most of that time. While he didn’t look tired, he was so wired he almost vibrated. He went out into the wilds while Aurora and I slept and came back covered in blood every night. He’d barely spoken for the past few days and snapped at us whenever we tried to draw him into our conversations.

“We’ll need to cross to the dayside for a while soon,” I said casually after Aurora and I returned from a trip to the surface to stock up on supplies.

Ruen’s head snapped towards me and he bared his fangs in a silent snarl. “Why?” he asked in a tone that was almost menacing.

“Because it’s the fastest way to reach the scroll fragment,” I reminded him. “It will add several days to our journey if we detour from our route.”

“I didn’t realize we were in a rush,” he said sarcastically.

“You might not want to return home as quickly as possible, but we do,” Aurora said in annoyance.

He scowled like a rebuked child. “How long are we going to be on the dayside of the realm?” he asked petulantly.

“It depends on the state of the tunnels and how many of them have collapsed,” I replied vaguely.

“The sooner we get started, the sooner we can return to the nightside,” he said with a glower. “You’ll need me to be awake to save you if you run into any trouble,” he added, as if he hadn’t brought an entire tribe of minotaurs after us when he’d drained one of them dry.

Aurora let Ruen do all the work as he got the cart moving again. I didn’t warn him when we were about to cross the border. His bottom lip was pooched out in a pout and his brows were drawn down in a dire frown. He sensed the sunlight burning down above us a moment before we crossed the invisible border. The vampire had a split second to give me a look of rebuke, then he fell forward.

“And he’s out,” Aurora said in satisfaction as the vehicle began to slow down.

“Peace at last,” I said in relief.

“I don’t suppose we can travel through the dayside for the next week or so?” she asked hopefully.

“Ruen will slowly starve and wither away if he doesn’t feed regularly,” I reminded her.

“I guess,” she said glumly. “The vampires in the seventh realm suck,” she added.

“Literally,” I said solemnly and we burst into snickers. The tension we’d been carrying around began to fade without Ruen’s disturbing presence to bring us down.

“Going too long without sleep was making him even crazier than he already was,” my bestie said as she climbed off the cart.

“They’re all nuts here, from what we’ve seen of the vampires so far,” I agreed.

“It’s time to see if the new addition you made will work,” she said in anticipation as she lifted Ruen’s limp body and moved him to the other side of the cart. She slipped him into his sleeping sack and curled him up so his legs wouldn’t flop over the side.

I took the contraption I’d crafted while Ruen was out hunting a few nights ago out of my sack and handed it to Aurora. A couple of pieces of wood could be joined together, then clamped to both handles to form a central handle.

“It fits perfectly, she said in satisfaction, tightening the bolts to temporarily secure it in place. She could now use one hand to pump with and the other hand to steer with. It could be easily removed and taken apart if needed.

“Now you won’t have to sit at the front and look over your shoulder while I’m steering,” I said in satisfaction. “You’ll have full control of the cart when we’re in the dayside.” She got a crick in her neck twisting around to see where we were going.

“We could have implemented this days ago if Ruen hadn’t been such a volatile weirdo lately,” she complained.

“Maybe he’ll return to normal after he’s had a chance to rest,” I mused.

“Is there such a thing as normal for a psycho?” she asked ruefully.

“As normal as he can get,” I amended with a grimace. “We really need to find more rope soon,” I said, examining the badly frayed rope. “I don’t think it’s going to hold up for much longer.”

“Isn’t there another goblin city around here somewhere?” she asked.

I nodded and gestured in the direction my mental map said it lay. “We can probably reach it in a couple of hours, if all the tunnels leading to it haven’t been caved in.”

“Let’s see if we can find it,” she decided, just as eager to meet my kin as I was.

I climbed onto the front of the cart with Ruen behind me to add more balance. Aurora took Ruen’s usual spot at the back. She started pumping the central handle with one hand and steering with the other. “It works like a charm,” she said in approval.

I looked over my shoulder to give her a grin, then faced the front so I could watch for obstructions. To our disappointment, we ran into another blockage an hour and a half later.

“They’ve blocked the way again,” I muttered. I could sense hundreds of goblins just a short distance away, but we couldn’t get to them.

“Can you feel a spell?” Aurora asked, looking around for it.

Now that she’d mentioned it, I could sense an enchantment as well. We climbed off the cart and approached the wall where a concealment charm had been placed. I poked my head through it to take a look. “It’s another map,” I said.

Aurora’s head came through the spell so she could examine it with me. “This looks newer than the other map,” she said.

“It is newer,” I agreed, tracing the way back where we’d come from. “It’s an updated version and it shows all the areas that they’ve deliberately blocked off.”

“They must have left at least one entrance to their city,” she figured. “They need to go to the surface for supplies sometimes.”

I nodded and searched the map. It looked like a labyrinth with all the tunnels they’d carved out. I traced a route through all the concealed small passageways that were hidden from view. “I found a way to get to their city,” I said in excitement, tracing it with my tiny finger to show her.

“Can you remember all that?” Aurora asked doubtfully.

“Of course,” I said and tapped my forehead. “I’m really smart in this form.”

We were both excited to see the city and she dragged the cart back to the first side tunnel. Settling into our spots again, Aurora got the cart going. She didn’t use as much speed as usual, since we had to change passageways frequently. All of the secret tunnels were hidden behind concealment charms. Only beings who possessed magical abilities could have found them, unless it was by accident.

It took an hour to reach the only remaining entrance to the city. Metal tracks that looked similar to a rail line stretched out to the left and right, which meant the tunnel was used frequently.

The entrance was hidden behind another concealment charm. There was no noise coming from behind it. “They’ve cast a muting spell over the entrance,” I said when Aurora raised her eyebrows.

“The goblins are good at hiding their cities,” she said in admiration. “Let’s go and say hello.”

Hefting Ruen and our gear over her shoulders, she waited for me to dispel the enchantments I’d placed around us all. We stepped through the concealment charm together.
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LIGHTS BLAZED FROM magical lanterns, illuminating the stone city below. It had the same layout as the abandoned settlement where we’d scrounged for equipment. Goblins were chatting to each other in the residential area to the left. More were milling around in the markets in the center and gathered around the gigantic well. The vast majority were in the work buildings and stores, crafting things their city needed and buying various items. Metal rang on metal and wood was being cut and chopped. Deep voices echoed throughout the gigantic cavern that was their home in a cheerful cacophony.

A long ramp was to the right, curving down to the floor below. A large platform with a pulley system was right in front of us. Just as I’d guessed, supplies could be hoisted upwards and transported along the rail system.

All of the goblins wore black sack cloth clothing, but it was far finer quality than ours. A lone guard sat on a chair next to the platform, but she wasn’t watching the entrance. She looked similar to me, but she was about six inches shorter. Armed with a crossbow, she was staring down at the hustle and bustle below.

“Hi,” I said to get her attention.

The guard sucked in a breath and spun around on her chair. Her eyes were huge and green. They bulged when she saw Aurora. “Demon!” she bellowed in a deep voice. She lifted her crossbow with one hand and tossed a fireball at my bestie with the other one.

I instinctively created a shield that blocked the fireball and the bolt that whizzed towards Aurora. War cries sounded from the mob that began to race up the ramp.

“This isn’t the reception I was hoping for,” Aurora said wryly.

“We can’t blame them,” I said, raising my voice over the shouts and spells that flew at us thick and fast. “They’re surrounded by dangerous predators like vampires, minotaurs and manticores. Demons are probably even worse than usual in this realm.” We hadn’t seen any so far and I sincerely hoped we wouldn’t encounter any.

One of the goblins pushed her way through the crowd. Her hideous face was screwed up in fear and fury. The bolt of electricity she held ready to throw fizzled out when she saw me. “Stand down!” she shouted, turning to face the crowd. They instantly ceased trying to kill the sex demon, which meant she had to be their leader. She turned to face us, eyeing my companion warily. “Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“We’re just passing through,” I told her. “We don’t mean you any harm. I followed your map here with the hopes of finding more rope for our cart.” I gestured at the exit, but they couldn’t see our mode of transportation through the concealment charm.

“You’re not from this realm,” she said suspiciously, somehow knowing I didn’t belong here.

“No, we’re not,” I agreed. “Like I said, we’re just visiting. We’ll head back home as soon as we’ve found what we came here for.”

“I bet they’re searching for the treasure,” someone murmured.

“Is that true?” their leader demanded. “Did you come here in the hope of stealing the treasure from the overlord?”

“I’m not sure,” I said with a frown. “We’ve come here to find something valuable, but I wasn’t told that the overlord has it.”

Mutters sounded and some of their fear began to abate. Aurora clearly wasn’t an evil demon like most of her kind. Traveling with a goblin who wasn’t afraid of her showed them she wasn’t likely to suddenly attack them.

“I’m Frungul, leader of this city,” she said.

“Frungul?” I repeated. “Do you know a goblin called Ungul?”

She gasped and the entire crowd seemed shocked. “You know my son?” she asked.

“We’ve met a few times,” I admitted, hoping I hadn’t just made a huge mistake by revealing that to them all.

“You’re the person who gave Ungul my father’s goggles!” she exclaimed tearfully, then lurched forward to hug me. “I can never repay you for discovering what happened to my father. I owe you a debt of gratitude.” I had no idea how she’d jumped to that conclusion, but there was no point in denying it.

“Look at her ring,” someone murmured when I patted her on the back.

“Ungul made it,” another goblin figured. “He hasn’t lost his touch even after living on earth for hundreds of years.”

Frungul managed to get herself together and wiped away her tears. “I won’t ask you what your names are. Ungul told me just enough about you that I suspect you’re someone important in your realm. We’ll assist you in any way we can.”

“Do you have some spare rope?” Aurora asked hopefully. “Ours is badly frayed and it looks like it’s about to fall apart.”

“We searched one of the abandoned cities, but I couldn’t find any metal cables,” I said, gesturing at the cables that were attached to their pulleys.

“We have plenty of cables to spare,” Frungul said with a kind smile. “Let’s take a look at your cart.” She waved her hand to dispel the concealment charm. I winced in expectation of everyone laughing at my crude cart as they moved to surround it.

“Ooh, look at the steering mechanism,” someone said when they tipped it onto its side to see the workings underneath. Her tone was interested rather than mocking.

“The solid wheels only allow it to run on the soil,” another said. “We’ll make adjustments so it can run on the tracks as well.”

“Is that a body in the sack over your shoulder?” Frungul asked.

Aurora nodded and patted the inert leech’s back. “That’s our companion. He’s sleeping right now.”

“He must be a sound sleeper,” she said skeptically.

“He’s a vampire,” I told her and fresh gasps of shock and fear rang out. “He can’t wake up while we’re on the dayside of the realm,” I reminded them and they gave us sheepish looks.

“My people will replace your damaged ropes with metal cables,” Frungul said. “Come with me and you can have a rest and freshen up.” The crowd parted to let us through and we followed her down the ramp.

“Can I ask how you keep in touch with your son?” I queried.

“Goblins can communicate with each other even across other dimensions,” she told me.

“How?” Aurora asked curiously.

“Our magic is unique,” the leader of the city said mysteriously. “I’ll give you a demonstration when we reach my home.”

I glanced over at the workshops to see a bunch of goblins working on a trainlike vehicle in a building. The front section was a lot longer than our cart. It was far more advanced than the vehicle I’d cobbled together, but it was propelled by a system similar to mine. They had two rows of ten handles spaced apart to give them enough room to operate them. They could attach carriages to the back of it to haul goblins and supplies to other areas.

Frungul led us over to the residential section and entered one of the houses. It looked the same as the others and wasn’t a grand mansion. She might rule the city, but she seemed to consider them all to be equals.

The furniture was made of gold wood and was suited to their small sizes. Aurora put Ruen on the floor of the small living room. She knelt next to the table that could seat four goblins. Frungul bustled around in the kitchen, using magic to heat a pot of food and poured fragrant tea into cups. In short order, we were eating stew with meat and vegetables mixed together.

Frungul chatted about the city and her people while we ate. It was fascinating to learn about goblin culture. She also told us about the creatures and beings who lived in the seventh realm. Tribes of demons lived on the outskirts of the nightside. They kept to themselves and there was little chance we’d run into them. They were small in number and the overlord hadn’t bothered to recruit them into his army.

When our bowls and cups were empty, our hostess led us to a small room. It looked like a cross between a library and a witch’s conjuring den. Books lined shelves on the walls. Jars of ingredients and components were stuffed into cupboards. A cauldron sat over an unlit fireplace. Plants grew in pots beneath light spells that duplicated the sun’s rays.

“I’ll contact Ungul now,” she said. “He should have finished work by now and he should be home.”

She took a book down from a shelf and carried it over to a table. Sitting down on the only chair, Frungul took a quill out of an empty ink pot and drew on the page. Words appeared out of thin air and I sensed her pouring magic into the quill. She was asking Ungul if he was there. A response came a few seconds later when he said he was home. The words that appeared on the page looked different to hers. She told him she had visitors from his world who knew him. He asked her who we were. 

Frungul debated about it, then wrote down that one was really tall, one was very pretty and the other was very scary. I was a lot shorter than Ruen and Aurora in this form, but I was tall for a goblin. Ungul had met all three of us when we’d asked him to remove Aurora’s curse and knew exactly who she was talking about. He said to tell us hi and to be careful if we went near the overlord’s city. He warned us the seventh realm was extremely dangerous.

“Tell him we’ll be careful,” I said. “And thank him for the warning.”

Frungul relayed the message to her son, then they ceased their correspondence. She sagged on her chair and Aurora reached out to steady her. “It takes a lot of magic to contact someone in another dimension,” she told us wearily.

“I have some questions, if you don’t mind answering them,” I said. Now that I knew we had allies in this realm, we might be able to find out more about where the scroll fragment was. We also needed to learn exactly what sort of danger we would be facing when we tried to retrieve it.
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FRUNGUL MADE US MORE tea before I began questioning her. “Do you know where the overlord is hiding his treasure?” I asked first.

“He hasn’t found it yet,” she said to our relief. “We assume something of great value is hidden somewhere in the minotaurs’ stronghold. He’s sent countless soldiers to retrieve it and none have ever returned.”

“Oh, boy,” Aurora murmured in dread and I nodded in bleak agreement.

“Do you have a map of the area near their stronghold?” I asked.

The goblin shook her head. “We’ve mapped the tunnel systems we created and have noted down some landmarks that are on the surface. It’s too dangerous for us to remain above the tunnels for long. It’s far safer down here in our cities.”

“You hid the entrances well,” I told her. “We wouldn’t have found the tunnels if we couldn’t sense magic.”

Frungul nodded and sipped her tea, prompting us to do the same. “Our tunnels will take you within three days’ journey of where the minotaurs live,” she told us. We abandoned the city closest to their fortress. We collapsed most of the tunnels to preserve it, just in case we ever wish to return there. I’ll show you an updated map of that area, so you won’t become lost.”

“Does the overlord have any soldiers stationed near where he thinks the treasure is being kept?” I asked.

“Our scouts reported that he created a compound several decades ago,” Frungul confirmed. “It’s just outside of minotaur territory and they have frequent clashes. From time to time, a garrison of soldiers is sent in to attempt to retrieve the treasure, but they’re always slaughtered.”

“Why doesn’t the overlord send in thousands of soldiers to overwhelm their enemies and wipe them all out?” I asked.

“A previous overlord attempted that several hundred years ago,” she said. “Not a single soul returned from that battle. I lived in the city near the minotaurs’ stronghold back then. A scout saw the army on the march from the overlord’s great city. A few of us went to observe and watched from a distance. The overlord was slain, or so we assume, since he didn’t return. Another ruler took his place and that was the last time a large battle has been fought over the treasure.”

I shared a look with Aurora to see she was just as worried as I was. We had no idea how we were going to steal the scroll from the guardians this time. No one had ever returned from their fortress to talk about it.

“At least the treasure is on the nightside, so our undead companion will be able to help us,” Aurora said in an effort to lift our spirits.

We looked at the sack that lay on the floor. “Let’s hope he doesn’t get all cranky and weird again after he hasn’t slept for a few nights like the other vamps here,” I said with a grimace.

“You encountered vampires and survived?” Frungul asked in amazement.

“Barely,” Aurora replied. “We managed to reach the dayside moments before they could grab us when we first got here.”

Frungul peered at the sack that was damp from Ruen’s ooze. “He’s lucky the sun didn’t turn him to ash.”

“That’s why we brought that huge sack with us,” I said with a smirk. “It makes a handy sleeping bag.”

I sensed a goblin coming and turned to the door. A knock sounded moments later.

“Enter,” Frungul said, raising her voice slightly.

One of the townsfolk opened the door and stepped inside. “We’ve switched the frayed ropes with metal cables,” he reported. “The cart is fully functional. We took the liberty of altering it slightly. They can now use a lever to swap between traveling along the tracks or on the soil.”

“Thanks,” I said with a pleased grin. “I’m sure that’ll come in handy.”

“It was our pleasure, stranger,” he said, bobbing his head almost deferentially. He backed out and closed the door.

“We’d love to stay and chat with you, but we should get going,” I said regretfully.

“I understand,” Frungul said as we finished our tea. “Good luck finding the treasure. Something tells me you’ll succeed where all others have failed.”

“What makes you think we’ll succeed?” Aurora asked curiously.

“I can sense the same weight of destiny that my son felt,” she replied gravely. “All goblins know war is coming. The overlords have been gathering their armies in the nine realms. They’ve recruited the most fearsome beings from the most dangerous species. Those who refused their summons have gone into hiding. At first, we thought they intended to wipe out all resistance from the underworld. Now we believe they intend to invade your world.”

“That’s what we believe as well,” I said without telling her we knew it for a fact.

“Your destiny is tied to this war,” she said shrewdly. “The treasure you seek is linked to your success. Whomever has possession of it will determine who wins and who loses.”

“How can you possibly know that?” Aurora asked, half in awe and half in skepticism.

“Goblins are extremely intuitive,” Frungul said with a shrug. “We make deductions based on the information we see, hear and feel. I sense you three are bound in a common cause. A being of immense power has sent you to the seventh realm. You’re here for the treasure the overlord is desperate to own. Nothing will sway you from seeking your goal.” Her gaze settled on my ring and she pointed at it. “That reeks of a weredragon without me even needing to touch it. He is the one who set this task for you.”

“We can’t talk about that,” I said uneasily.

“Ungul told me of the dragon who guards Nexus,” she said soothingly. “I’m not stupid enough to cross his kind. Knowing a being as noble as the weredragon has sent you on this dangerous mission is reason enough for us to assist you. You’ve shown you are just as noble as the dragon when you returned my father’s goggles to my son.”

A lump formed in my throat when tears rose in her eyes. “I’m glad I was able to give you both closure,” I said.

“I wish my father had never gone in search of the treasure in another realm,” she said with a hint of bitterness. “But goblins are sometimes taken with personal quests like that. Once we’ve set our minds on a task, there’s no talking us out of it.”

“Is that why Ungul left the seventh realm and moved to earth?” my bestie asked.

Frungul nodded and dabbed at her eyes. “He felt called to your dimension and knew he had an important task to perform one day.” Her gaze came to rest on my ring again. “It would seem he is finally being called on to fulfil his destiny.”

“Is Ungul’s father still here?” I asked.

She nodded and smiled fondly. “My husband is working on a new invention. Not even a demon showing up so unexpectedly was enough to pull him away from his work.” She stood up and we copied her. “Come with me and I’ll show you the updated version of our tunnel system.”

Aurora grabbed Ruen and our gear and we followed Frungul outside and over to a blank wall. A large concealment charm was in place. She dispelled it with a sweep of her hand. I sucked in an awed breath at the huge map that had been carved into the rock wall.

“That’s amazing,” my bestie said in wonder.

“Is this the entire realm?” I asked, gazing at the intricate tunnel system and landmarks on display. Different markings I hadn’t seen before were on the far edges of the nightside. I figured they had to be the demon tribes she’d told us about.

“This is most of the realm,” Frungul confirmed. “We’ve stayed away from the demons, since they’re even worse than the other creatures in this realm. We move every few hundred years or so and choose another area to live in. The other tribes do the same. That’s why there are so many abandoned cities spread throughout the tunnel system.”

I nodded as I traced a path to the area where the minotaurs were guarding the spell. I mentally adjusted the route I’d chosen to factor in the obstructions the goblins had created. Frungul saw me working it out on my own and figured she didn’t need to point out the fastest way for me.

“This was a big help,” I said when I was done. “It’ll cut down on our travel time knowing the right route to take.”

“Do you require anything else before you resume your journey?” the goblin asked.

“We have enough water and food to last us until tomorrow,” I replied.

“My people have provided you with plenty of supplies,” Frungul said as she led the way back to the ramp.

“I’m not sure we’ll have enough room on the cart for a lot of food,” Aurora said doubtfully.

“They made adjustments, so you can store far more supplies,” Frungul said mischievously.

A gaggle of goblins were gathered around the cart. They parted when we reached them, proud of their work. They’d lengthened the vehicle a bit and had added a lever next to the steering mechanism. It would enable us to easily switch between the new wheels they’d installed that would allow the cart to run on their tracks. They’d also added a box to the front that was full of food and waterskins. Aurora tipped it onto its side and we saw they’d added weights in strategic places. It wouldn’t tip over no matter where any of us sat.

“Good job, everyone. It’s perfect,” I said in unfeigned gratitude. That seemed to be the highest praise I could have given them. Cheers sounded and they all slapped each other on their backs in congratulations.

Aurora settled Ruen onto the front of the cart and I climbed on behind him. My bestie sat at the rear. The goblins had placed the cart on the tracks for us. The solid wheels were currently raised to keep the out of the way.

“Thanks again for all your help,” I said to the goblins. They waved and cheered as the sex demon pumped the central handle. She had no need to steer just yet, since the tracks would keep us on the right path.
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IT WAS EVEN QUICKER to traverse through the goblins’ network of tunnels now that I knew which passageways to take. We stayed on the tracks for a few hours, then stopped to enter a smaller passageway. I pulled the lever and the larger, solid wheels dropped down so the cart would be able to move on the soil. Aurora lifted the cart off the tracks and put it on the ground.

“It feels like it’s close to dawn,” Aurora said after a couple more hours of crossing through smaller tunnels. “Should we stop to rest?”

She’d done all the work by herself and her arms had to be sore by now. “There’s a cave just a bit further up the tunnel,” I replied. “We’ll cross back into the nightside when we get going again, so Ruen will be able to feed and take his turn propelling us along.”

We could have left the cart in the tunnel, but decided to take it with us to the small cavern. I dragged Ruen off the cart and onto the soil, not that he would feel any discomfort. I couldn’t sense anyone dangerous nearby, so we should be safe enough.

Aurora woke me up when it was late afternoon. We didn’t need to resupply, thanks to the goblins’ gift of food and water. After a quick bathroom break outside, we resumed our journey.

“We’re about to reach the border in five, four, three, two, one,” I counted down. 

Ruen sat bolt upright the moment we crossed to the dark side. I’d tugged the sack down so it no longer covered his face. Instantly alert, he saw we weren’t in any danger and scowled. “How long was I out this time?” he asked sullenly.

“Not that long,” Aurora said cheerfully, but vaguely. “You missed our meeting with Ungul’s mom.”

“Aurora and I won’t need any supplies for a few days,” I added. “The goblins made a few modifications to the cart and provided us with food and water.”

“I need to feed, then you can fill me in,” he said, grimacing when his stomach growled ferociously.

“We’ll stop at the next exit and wait for you,” I said, gesturing at the side tunnel just ahead.

Aurora brought the cart to a stop and the vamp was gone in a flash. His stomach was full, but not distended when he returned. He seemed less intense and weird, which was a good sign that his sanity had stabilized. “Do you want me to take a turn now?” he asked.

“Yeah, my arms are kind of sore,” Aurora replied.

My bestie settled onto the cart behind me and Ruen got us moving. “What did I miss?” he asked as he pushed the central handle with one hand and steered with the other.

We told him everything that had happened while he’d been asleep. “I suppose it’s for the best that I rest sometimes,” he said grudgingly when I finished up by telling him we’d have to travel to the dayside more frequently. “My bloodlust was starting to get away from me,” he admitted.

“Yeah, we noticed,” Aurora said wryly, twisting to face him. “We were worried you were going to go full psycho on us.”

“That would never happen,” he denied. “Lord Gilden’s restrictions are too strong for me to ignore, no matter how feral I get.”

“That’s a good way to describe the vamps here,” I said with a grimace. “They’re definitely not as reasonable as the exiles we met in the fourth realm.”

“It’s a pity we haven’t met any manticores yet,” Ruen said wistfully. “I’ve been hoping to see what they’re like in battle.”

“You might get your chance,” I told him and he instantly brightened. “We’ll be entering manticore territory in a few more days. Maybe you’ll spot one when you go hunting.”

He bared his fangs in a grin of bloodthirsty anticipation. Aurora turned back to face me and rolled her eyes. We both knew he needed to get his murder fix again. I was also curious about the manticores. It would be interesting to see if Ruen would win a fight against one of the dangerous predators.

Aurora and I finally ran out of food and water four days later. Ruen hadn’t bothered to replenish our meat sacks when he’d hunted. The food the goblins had provided had been preserved with spices. The meat he caught wouldn’t last longer than a day or two.

My plan to crisscross from the nightside to the dayside was working out well. Ruen’s sanity had settled down and we were all getting the rest we needed. We only had about a week left before we would reach the end of the tunnel system now.

The cave we’d chosen to rest in this time lay directly on the border. I shoved Ruen with my foot to make him roll over to the dark side. He erupted from the sack with his knives in his hands, looking around wildly for danger.

Aurora and I snickered and he gave us a scathing look. “Very funny,” he said sarcastically when he saw the roll marks he’d made in the dirt.

“We thought so,” my bestie said smugly.

“Aurora and I need to find a creek to bathe in and refill our waterskins,” I told him before he could leave us and go out hunting.

“We should stick together,” Ruen decided. “We’re in manticore territory now, aren’t we?”

I nodded as we gathered our waterskins and meat sacks. We couldn’t hear or smell water anywhere nearby, so my sidekick raced off to scout for some. His eyes were alight with excitement when he returned.

“I found a stream half a mile away,” he said and pointed deeper into the golden woods.

“Don’t tell me,” Aurora said, holding her hand up. “It’s right next to a tribe of manticores and we’ll have to kill our way through them all to reach the stream.”

“We can easily avoid them with the spells Saige placed around us,” he said. “But we’ll finally get to see what they look like.”

“Take us there,” I decided, knowing he could sprint there and back in seconds if he needed to.

Smiling triumphantly, Ruen grabbed hold of us and zoomed through the forest. A few birds and animals fled when they saw us. Most were unaware we were even here. The vampire stopped next to a wide stream so we could fill up our waterskins.

“I can hear manticores just over that hill,” Ruen said, nodding towards a small rise on the other side of the stream.

“We’ll leave the waterskins here and move closer to take a look,” I said. Aurora helped me refill the bags, then we put them next to a tree that had been blasted with lightning. We knew it had rained from time to time while we’d been beneath the ground, but we’d been sheltered from the weather.

I cast a concealment charm on the waterskins, wishing it would work on moving objects, then we waded across the stream. Ruen led the way and climbed the hill first. He hunkered down at the top, hiding behind a low shrub. We moved up beside him and had a clear view of the manticores’ settlement.

“They’re a lot bigger than I’d expected,” Aurora said, keeping her voice down even though they couldn’t hear us.

Like the centaurs, the manticores had the heads and torsos of humanoid beings. Their bodies and legs were lionlike and they had long scorpion tails that curved up over their backs. Like most creatures here, they were in shades of gold.

“There are males and females,” I noted when I saw the females wearing animal skin bras over their chests.

They didn’t have houses like most sentient creatures. Instead, they used huge tents for shelter. The sides were rolled up on a few of the tents, to reveal the interior. They had small cookfires and cooking implements, but no furniture. Racks of spears and bows and arrows were lined up along sections of a sturdy wall they’d erected around their town.

An area in the center of their settlement had been cleared to form a fighting arena. Two male manticores were battling. A crowd was watching them, cheering them on. Both wielded spears, swinging and lunging expertly. One was stabbed in the arm. He retaliated by lashing out with the wickedly sharp point of his stinger. His foe shouted in pain and crashed to the ground, clutching his chest where he’d been skewered. Poison dripped from the winner’s stinger and he lifted his spear in triumph. The defeated manticore was carried over to a tent and was given what was probably an antidote. He drank the contents of the cup down, then lay on his side on the ground to recover.

“Do you still want to fight them?” I asked Ruen.

His response was to grin at me toothily. Seeing them in action had increased his desire to see if he could take one of them down.
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I COULD TELL FROM THE set of Ruen’s shoulders that he’d already made up his mind to battle a manticore. He swept his gaze around in search of a target. Spotting one on patrol outside of the gates, he grinned fiercely. “I’ll be back in a minute,” he said confidently, then took off running.

“This isn’t going to end well,” Aurora predicted and I nodded in agreement.

We watched as the vamp sprinted towards his chosen foe. Launching himself into the air, Ruen drew his knives and landed on the manticore’s lionlike back. He sank his fangs into the creature’s flesh and started stabbing him wildly.

The manticore shouted in pain and rage as he instinctively defended himself. His tail descended and the poisonous tip pierced the vamp’s back.

“Ruen!” Aurora screamed, lurching to her feet.

One of the manticores standing guard in the town spotted her. He shouted and the crowd all turned to look at us. “Kill them!” someone screamed in fury and they surged towards the gates.

Ruen was still stabbing in a frenzy as he fed on the manticore. The monster staggered and went down. Even from a distance, I could see the holes its stinger had torn in Ruen’s back. The bloodsucker kept drinking until the manticore expired, then he slid off it and flopped onto the ground.

“Something’s wrong,” I said when green foam spilled from his mouth.

“He looks really ill,” Aurora said in terror.

We shared a dismayed look, then she grabbed my hand and sprinted down the hill. Tossing Ruen over her shoulder, she zoomed back to the cave and put him down. He was shivering and had vomited blood all over himself. The clear ooze that usually coated his skin had dried up and his skin was a sickly green color.

“I think he’s dying,” I said, deep voice shaky with fear for our friend.

“We need the antidote,” Aurora said. “You’ll have to draw the manticores away, while I sneak into their town and steal some of their medicine.”

I nodded in agreement and she grabbed hold of me again and took off running. Ruen only had minutes left before he would die and we were both close to panic. Aurora left me at the bottom of the hill, then circled around to the far side of the town where there was another gate.

Manticores saw me and raced in my direction, lionlike claws digging into the ground with each stride. I hid behind a tree and began tossing fireballs, electricity and acid at my foes. They scattered when one of them went up in flames. I raced over to another tree and kept up my barrage, moving frequently so they couldn’t get a lock on me.

I sensed Aurora on the move, then felt a faint trace of her magic when she blasted it at her enemies. Noises of pleasure came from the town as the manticores who were caught up in her sex fantasy began to mate. I felt her moving closer, then she appeared among the angry beings who were intent on killing me.

Aurora had fed on the lust of her victims and sent out another wave of magic. Every manticore in the vicinity was caught up in an orgy. My ugly face screwed up in disgust when I saw the creatures fall on each other. It wasn’t a pretty sight to see the males mounting the females from behind in a frenzy of lust. Their claws dug into the females’ bodies, drawing blood in some cases. They all made animalistic noises of pleasure before collapsing after orgasming.

My bestie’s expression was frantic as she barreled towards me. She snatched me up and raced back to the cave. Dropping me, she thudded to her knees next to Ruen. She held his mouth open and poured liquid from a wooden cup down his throat, then held his lips shut so he could swallow it down.

Ruen thrashed, but she held him down grimly as the antidote worked its way through his system. He stopped moving after a few seconds and lay there limply without moving. My breath hitched as I waited for him to turn to ash. I sagged in relief when his skin returned to its usual pale white and he opened his eyes.

Aurora took her hand off his mouth and wiped the green foam and blood on his filthy shirt. “You almost died, you moron!” she said angrily. Tears of relief and fear filled her eyes.

“I vote we avoid the manticores in the future,” my sidekick said huskily.

I snorted out a laugh and shook my head at his paltry attempt at humor. “I second that motion,” I agreed.

“I’m going to get the waterskins,” my bestie said. She was too angry to laugh right now.

Ruen waited for the demon to stride away before he weakly pushed himself into a sitting position. “That antidote tasted worse than the projectile vomit from those horrible sheeplike creatures,” he muttered.

“I’ll make you eat their vomit the next time you do something stupid like that!” Aurora yelled in annoyance, then stormed away.

I snickered, then Ruen giggled, then we descended into hilarity to relieve our tension.

“You need to wash up and get rid of those rags,” I said when our snorts and giggles petered out.

Ruen looked at his filthy clothes ruefully. “I suppose they’re beyond saving,” he agreed. “I’ll need to feed and replenish my strength before we leave.”

I nodded and he shakily rose to his feet. He rummaged through his sack for fresh clothes, then tottered out of the cave. Aurora stayed with him until he’d cleaned himself up and had fed. We recommenced our trek once they returned with the waterskins I’d hidden from view.

It only took us six days to reach the end of the tunnel system, since the rail tracks allowed us to travel faster than we could move on soil. Ruen coasted to a stop at my signal and we peered into the smaller side tunnel.

“This is as far as we can go underground,” I told them. We’d just left the dayside half an hour ago, so the vampire was as well-rested as he could get. “We’ll have to stay in the nightside from now on.”

“That’s fine with me,” Ruen said. “You might need me to be slightly psychotic by the time we reach the minotaurs’ stronghold.”

“We don’t need you to be so psycho that you try to kill them all by yourself,” Aurora said sardonically.

“Let’s leave the cart in the cave at the end of this tunnel,” I suggested, pointing at the sloping passageway.

We climbed off the cart and Ruen pushed it up to the cave. He moved it over to the side and I cast a concealment charm over it. We’d already placed most of our belongings in his large sleeping sack. He wouldn’t need to use it as a sleeping bag until we returned to the dayside. That would be six nights from now, if nothing derailed our plan.

“Can you sense anything dangerous nearby?” Aurora asked as we walked through the illusion that hid the mouth of the cave.

“Only vampires and manticores,” I said in a fake cheerful tone. “They’re so distant that I can barely sense them, so we should be able to avoid them if we’re careful.”

We looked pointedly at Ruen and he rolled his eyes. “I’ve had my fun taking down the worst predators in this realm,” he said defensively. “We’re at the crux of the mission now. I know how important it is to stay focused until we’ve retrieved the scroll fragment.”

“You mean until after we’ve returned home with it,” I corrected him.

He nodded impatiently, eager to get on with it. “Do you want to take the first turn running, or do you want me to do the honors?” he asked Aurora.

“You look like you’re full of energy,” my bestie said. “You can go first.”

It would take forever to walk all the way to the fortress, so they’d decided to take turns sprinting. They would need to consume a lot of blood and food, but there were plenty of animals to hunt. I’d be fairly useless during this part of our mission. My only input would be to keep up the spells masking our scents and noise.

“Let’s hunt and fill up your meat sacks first,” he suggested. We were going to have to replenish Aurora’s supplies frequently for her to keep up her strength.

We stayed together rather than splitting up, since there were too many dangerous foes around. Ruen drank his fill of a goatlike beast and butchered it. I cooked the meat and we filled a couple of waterskins in a stream.

“Where do you want us?” Aurora asked.

“You can ride on my back and I’ll carry Saige in my arms,” he decided.

He picked me up and the demon climbed onto his bony back and wrapped her arms and legs around him. “Ya, mule!” she said and he took off like a skinny, undead rocket.
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OUR MISSION WOULD HAVE been a lot harder to accomplish without my ability to use magic. We were able to avoid the vampires, minotaurs and manticores without being noticed, thanks to my scent and noise blocking spells. Being able to sense supernatural beings was my most useful talent of all.

We reached the main road on the third night of racing through the musty smelling golden woods in near perpetual darkness. It had been almost a month since we’d arrived and we hadn’t seen any soldiers since heading beneath the ground.

Lights blazed in the distance from what had to be the capital city. Aurora spotted a hill and pointed at it. “I’m going to take us to the top of that rise,” she said, since it was her turn to carry us. She couldn’t sprint as long as Ruen could, but she’d done her share of the hard work. Both of my friends were looking a bit ragged. Ruen hadn’t slept at all, of course. He was getting that intense, insane look again.

Aurora flashed to the top of the hill and put us down. “It’s even more beautiful than I’d imagined,” I said in awe as we gazed at the capital city.

The moon was full and shone down on the glowing city. Made of golden wood, the buildings were breathtaking. The largest house was more like a gigantic mansion. We were too far away to sense the overlord, but it had to be his home.

“I wonder if the overlord knows we’re here yet?” Ruen mused. Even he was in awe of the beauty.

“If not, I bet he will soon,” my bestie said dourly. “I can sense the fragment. It’ll only take us a few more hours to reach it.”

We turned in the direction she pointed at and saw more lights far in the distance. “That has to be the overlord’s compound,” I figured.

“It’ll be crawling with soldiers,” Ruen said. “We’ll have to skirt around it and try to sneak into the minotaurs’ stronghold.”

We couldn’t see the compound or the fortress clearly from here. We’d have to get closer before we could finalize our plans.

Aurora crammed food into her mouth and quickly chewed and swallowed it down to replenish her energy. “The good ship Aurora is ready to set sail again,” she said and picked me up. “All aboard who’s coming aboard,” she intoned.

Ruen climbed onto her back and clung to her like a huge, skeletal spider. “Try not to run directly through another tribe of minotaurs,” he said in amusement.

“I only did that once,” she said with a scowl. “They were too slow to keep up with me, so we weren’t in any real danger.”

I shook my head at the memory of her blunder last night. She’d misinterpreted my directions because she’d been eating while running and had been chewing too loudly. We’d raced through a patrol of minotaurs before they’d known we were there. They’d given chase for a while, but had given up on pursuing us after a mile or so. She was too fast for them to be able to keep up with her.

Since that episode, she’d stopped to snack every now and then instead of eating while sprinting.

Aurora raced down the hill, angling towards the compound. She had to stop to let Ruen take over when her steam ran out. The vamp found something to feed on, then carried us closer. We slowed down once we were close enough for me to sense the soldiers.

“You’ll never guess who’s in the compound,” I said with a grimace when I scanned the distant buildings made out of golden wood.

“The overlord?” my bestie said wryly. “Does he have any main henchmen this time?”

“Two of them,” I confirmed.

“We’ll no doubt get to see them up close once we’ve found the spell,” Ruen said with a scowl. “They always make an appearance at the crucial moment.”

“They have to, so the guardians can kill them,” I pointed out.

“What sort of soldiers are in the compound?” Aurora asked.

“Humanoid ones, magic users, manticores, minotaurs and vampires,” I recited. I’d learned to recognize each species just from how they felt on my senses.

“How do the overlords get their minions to work together?” Ruen wondered. “Most of those beings should be slaughtering each other on sight.”

“The rulers probably dangle the lure of taking over our world in front of them,” I figured. “Maybe they want to slaughter as many humans as they can, just for the fun of it.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “The vampires we’ve seen so far have changed since they moved to the perpetual nighttime side of Equinox,” he said. “Never sleeping has made them all turn a bit rogue, but not completely.”

“That’s exactly what they’re like,” Aurora said in agreement. “They’re feral and crazy, but not quite totally nuts.”

“I can sense the guardian,” I told them, pointing at a tall stone wall about an hour away from the compound. The stones were gold and were partially covered in unsightly black lichen.

“There’s just one guardian?” Ruen asked with a frown. “I thought the minotaurs were protecting the fragment.”

“There are minotaurs, too,” I replied. “But there’s something else in there and it feels a lot stronger than they are.”

It was Aurora’s turn to carry us and she’d snacked during our short break. “Tell me where to go and I promise I won’t crash into any minotaurs this time,” she said.

Once we were in position, she sprinted for all she was worth, following my directions. She skirted around the compound, then raced in a circle around the tall stone wall the minotaurs had built around their stronghold. She was panting with exhaustion when she came to a stop where we’d started.

“I saw four entrances to the fortress,” Ruen said as my bestie sat down to rest and eat.

“So did I,” I agreed. “They were all heavily guarded.” Fifty guards were stationed at each entrance. I could sense over a thousand minotaurs inside the stronghold, ready to attack anyone who tried to infiltrate it. The overlord’s soldiers should have been able to wipe them out with large enough numbers. From the broken weapons, armor and skeletons strewn around the walls, many battles had been fought here.

“This place is huge,” Aurora said as we peered at the wall through the trees. “I can sense the spell in the center of it, but I think it’s below the ground.”

“I hope we’re not going to have to work our way through a labyrinth like in the stories of minotaurs back home,” I complained.

“It would be suicide to try to fight our way through the guards,” Ruen said, eyes gleaming as he came up with a scheme.

“You have a plan?” I assumed.

He nodded slyly and pointed at the top of the wall. “I’m going to climb the wall and scout the area first. If my hunch is right, we might have a chance of getting close to the spell without being spotted.”

“The guardian is stronger than the others we’ve seen,” I warned him.

“How strong is it?” he asked.

“It’s a sepsis,” I said grimly.

“That’s level nine on your scale,” Aurora said in concern. “I’m not sure I even want to know what this thing is.”

“I’ll be careful,” Ruen vowed. He went into cockroach mode and scuttled off towards a section of the wall that wasn’t being guarded. He was only gone for about ten minutes before he returned. From his sly grin, his hunch had panned out.

“What did you see?” I asked.

“Minotaurs like building walls around their towns to protect them,” he said. “I figured they’d have more security than usual around their fortress and I was right.”

“What do you mean?” Aurora queried.

“They’ve built something like a labyrinth, but not as complex,” he explained. “They’ve sectioned off different areas behind their walls, creating chokepoints for when they’re attacked. Each section has homes and marketplaces as well as other buildings. In their quest to keep their people safe, they’ve made it easier for us to reach the heart of their compound. Their walls are all twenty feet high, so very few species can easily scale them.”

“Vampires are one of those species,” I said with a grin of my own.

He nodded in confirmation. “I’ll be able to get us up onto the walls, then I can jump from wall to wall to reach the pit in the middle.”

“What pit?” Aurora asked.

“The pit where the guardian is watching over the scroll,” he said with all traces of amusement vanishing. “I took a quick peek inside. Whatever is down there has killed thousands of intruders. The entire bottom of the pit is covered in skeletons, weapons and armor.”

“Great,” I muttered dourly. “I can’t wait to see what we’re up against this time.”

That was a big fat lie. In reality, I dreaded facing the monster that dwelled beneath the minotaurs’ city.
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WE GAVE AURORA TIME to rest, since she might need to use her talents soon. Ruen hunted down food to refill her meat sacks. We would need to run for our lives if we managed to get the magical parchment. She would need to fuel herself when it was her turn to sprint. I hid our gear behind a concealment charm next to a huge tree stump.

I picked up on something just as we were getting ready to infiltrate the fortress. “Hang on,” I said, turning to face the compound. “I can feel the overlord and his two minions coming, along with a bunch of soldiers.”

“Their timing couldn’t be better,” Ruen said with a smirk. “We’ll be able to climb the wall and make our way to the center of the stronghold while the minotaurs are distracting the soldiers.”

“Good old Fate is pulling everyone’s strings again,” Aurora joked.

We hunkered down and waited for the overlord to turn up. His army attacked the minotaurs on the far side of the fortress, which was our signal to move.

Ruen pulled Aurora onto his back and tucked me beneath his arm, then flashed over to the wall. He tossed me upwards and I landed on my back on top of the wall. It was two feet wide, so I wasn’t in danger of falling off. I could hear hooves galloping past below and cast a concealment charm on myself, just in case they looked upwards and spotted me.

The vamp’s head poked up a second later and he looked around with a frown. “Where’s Saige? She was here a second ago.”

“She’s right there,” Aurora said, pointing at the spot where she could feel my spell.

“Can you cast that enchantment on us as well?” Ruen requested.

“It won’t work very well when we’re moving,” I told him.

“It’ll be better than nothing,” he figured.

I cast the spell and they became indistinct, blurry blobs as he hauled them both up onto the wall. They blended in with their surroundings a lot better when they went still. “Stop moving if you’re in danger of being spotted,” I told them. “The minotaurs will probably run straight past without seeing us.”

“Let’s hurry,” Aurora urged us. “It sounds like the overlord is determined to reach the scroll no matter how many of his troops die.”

We were in no danger of anyone hearing or smelling us, but our movements would give us away if we weren’t careful. I linked our concealment charms together so we could see each other, then Aurora climbed onto Ruen’s back again. She was fast and strong, but she couldn’t jump as far as he could.

Ruen tucked me under his arm again, then paused to wait for some minotaurs to thunder past us. He leaped over to the next wall and I saw a flash of the buildings below. Lights lit up the houses. Screams of terror and pleas for help came from women who’d been caught. They were being bred to increase the minotaurs’ ranks. There was nothing we could do for them, so my sidekick kept going.

The closer we came to the center of the stronghold, the more powerful the guardian felt. I’d never had to fight something this strong before. My goblin form wouldn’t last long against it even with my ability to cast magic.

The sounds of battle echoed throughout the stone passageways. Clashes of weapons and flashes of fire, electricity and other spells caused a painfully loud racket. Ruen reached the middle of the fortress and crouched on the top of the wall.

We peered down into the lightless pit, but couldn’t see the guardian. Something was breathing down there and even I could hear its heartbeat. It was weirdly slow, unlike mine, which was racing furiously. It didn’t seem to be bothered by the war raging above its lair.

“That smells rank,” Aurora complained at the musky scent wafting up from the ten-foot-wide opening.

“I think the minotaurs worship the guardian,” I said, seeing paintings on the walls facing the pit. There were images of the bullheaded creatures tossing their enemies into the hole, then kneeling down in a circle around it.

“Look at that painting,” Ruen said, pointing at the wall over to our right.

Aurora and I leaned forward to examine it. “Is that what I think it is?” the demon asked in a hushed tone of disbelief.

“It’s a giant snake,” I said, just as unhappy as she was.

“That explains the reptilian smell,” Ruen murmured.

“The overlord is getting closer,” I said, sensing the carbuncle and two festering boils who were his main minions coming towards us. “They can use magic,” I warned my friends.

“Of course they can,” my bestie said mirthlessly. “Because Equinox hasn’t been enough of a challenge already,” she added with a sigh.

“What’s your plan?” Ruen asked me.

“How deep do you think the pit is?” I queried.

“The drop to the bottom is at least thirty feet,” he replied.

“It’s a long way down,” Aurora said, chewing her lip in worry. “How are we going to get back up again?”

“Maybe you should stay up here and toss a rope down when we’ve got the fragment,” I suggested.

“The overlord will catch me for sure if I stay up here,” she pointed out. “I’d rather take my chances in the pit of death than deal with a magic user who’s level eight on your scale.” Even his henchmen would be difficult to fight, so I understood why she didn’t want to be left behind.

“What are your instincts telling you?” Ruen asked me.

“That we should all enter the pit,” I replied. “I have a feeling I’m going to need you two to distract the guardian so I can grab the fragment.”

“Then that’s what we’ll do,” the vamp said. “The snake won’t be able to see us clearly to lock onto us, thanks to the concealment spells. Aurora and I will do our best to keep it occupied, while you sneak in and grab the scroll.”

With that decision made, he grabbed hold of me, then he and Aurora dropped to the ground. No one would have heard the noise Aurora made when she landed even if she wasn’t muffled by my spell. The sound of battle drowned out everything else. Ruen barely made a sound at all.

My partner and best friend crossed to the pit and peered down into the gloom. They exchanged a look, then leaped into the hole together, taking me with them. They would have made a resounding clatter when they landed on the piles of armor and weapons scattered around without my enchantment. I could sense the guardian, but I  couldn’t see it. Ruen put me down and we all peered around, searching for our foe.

“Where is it?” Aurora asked. The circular chamber was larger than we’d realized. Piles of debris lay everywhere. The musky smell was a lot stronger now that we were standing in the middle of the snake’s lair. I noticed the bones, armor and weapons were strangely pitted and pockmarked.

Ruen squinted and nudged us when he spotted something. “Is it just me, or is the wall bulging out about ten feet from the bottom?”

Now that he’d mentioned it, I saw the lower third of the wall wasn’t flat like the rest of it. “Is it moving?” I asked when the bulging bit seemed to deflate for a second before inflating again.

“That isn’t part of the wall,” Aurora said nervously, turning in a circle to take it all in. It wrapped around the entire chamber. “I think that’s the guardian.”

My smirk at her joke withered when I realized she was serious. I spotted a section of the bulge that was bigger than the others. A gold eye opened, then the guardian lifted its head. A long, forked tongue flickered out of its mouth, then it shimmered. It was the same color as the dingy gray walls, but it was just camouflage. Dropping the spell that was similar to my concealment spell, it had dark gold scales that were flecked with lighter gold ones here and there.

“It can use magic,” I said, stating the obvious.

“I think it can see through your concealment charm,” Aurora said with an edge of panic to her voice.

Ruen bent and picked up a spear and handed it to Aurora, then grabbed another one for himself. “Can you sense where the scroll is?” he asked.

She nodded and pointed directly at the snake’s head. “It’s over there.”

I let out a sigh of resignation as the snake began to move. I’d have to cross the pit on my short legs while climbing over the piles of skeletons, weapons and armor. Wishing I could levitate, I resigned myself to blundering around like an idiot in front of my taller, far more graceful companions.
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THIS WASN’T THE FIRST guardian who’d been able to use magic. The air elemental in the third realm had been able to create deadly spears from out of thin air. The lich in the fifth realm could raise zombies. Even the giant bird from the sixth realm seemed to have been able to control lightning. I wasn’t sure what the snake could do, but I intended to stay away from its mouth. Fangs longer than I was tall dripped with venom. It hissed and my friends scattered when magical gold acid burst from its throat.

One whiff of the acid told me it was deadly. I cast a shield and an air bubble around myself and my companions, hoping we would get out of this alive. The snake focused on me and flicked its tail. I ducked under it, but it slammed into my side on the backswing.

“Saige!” Aurora shouted in alarm when I was sent flying through the air.

I landed on a pile of debris, which turned out to be skin the snake had shed. “I’m okay!” I called out, wincing and hoping it hadn’t cracked any of my ribs. The shield had protected me from dying instantly at the impact, but it hadn’t quite been strong enough. “I’ve got a plan. Keep the guardian busy while I get the fragment!” I shouted.

Ruen threw his spear at the snake’s head, being careful not to penetrate its thick scales. We didn’t want to kill the reptile, since Fate had placed it here. Besides, it still had an important task to perform.

My plan was ridiculously simple for an intelligent goblin like me. I burrowed beneath the layers of bones and equipment that had been tossed into the pit. It was several feet deep and I was completely hidden from sight. I thickened my shield and made the tip of it pointy, then began tunneling my way towards the scroll.

Dust puffed beneath me, but my spell kept it from coating me. After shuffling along for a few seconds, I realized it wasn’t dust, but vampire ashes. Nothing that had entered the pit had ever left it and now we knew why. The snake hissed again and I heard more acid spewing from its maw. Aurora and Ruen stayed on the move, tossing weapons at it to keep it distracted while I burrowed my way towards the treasure.

Goblins probably could have figured out a way to retrieve the scroll, but they’d never had the chance to try. There were too many predators to get past to reach the fortress. They could have tunneled their way beneath the stronghold, but I assumed Fate had prevented them from attempting it. It was my task to gather the spell, with the help of my allies.

I could sense the parchment by now and knew I was getting close to it. The debris above me became heavier as the snake slithered across it. It was so long that it crisscrossed the pit as it hunted the vampire and the sex demon.

A faint blue glow caught my eye and I angled towards it. I’d brought an empty sack with me and seized my prize in triumph. The glow became muffled when I stuffed it into the sack.

“Hurry up, Saige!” my bestie said frantically. “I don’t know how much longer we can keep this up!”

“The overlord is almost here!” I called back. “He and his minions will be arriving at any second!”

Half of the minotaurs had been slaughtered by now, but the overlord’s army had been badly decimated as well. He was so determined to get the piece of the spell that he didn’t care how many soldiers he lost. He would no doubt have thousands more in reserve anyway.

I crawled towards the center of the chamber, poking my head up occasionally to make sure I was heading in the right direction. When I was directly beneath the hole, I prepared another spell. “Burrow beneath the debris and come to the center of the pit!” I called out.

Obeying me, my friends ended their battle with the guardian. It hissed in annoyance and cast about for them, spraying gold acid everywhere. The entire chamber was full of it by now. It oozed from the hole and I heard gagging and coughing coming from above.

Aurora and Ruen reached me at the same time, coming from different directions. “What now?” my bestie asked.

“Wait for it,” I murmured, peering upwards through a tiny gap in the detritus.

I felt the overlord and his two main henchmen coming closer, then they peered into the pit. All three wore gold hooded robes over ornate armor. Metal spikes jutted from their shoulders and masks covered their faces. Their eyes glowed in the darkness as they tried to find us.

The guardian slithered towards us, sensing fresh danger from above. I waited until its head was looming above us, then I cast the spell I’d prepared. “The overlord has stolen the scroll!” I shouted, dropping my muting spell before I spoke. An illusion of the scroll fragment appeared in the robed being’s hand.

Hissing in rage, the snake reacted instantly. It reared up and thrust its head through the hole it was far too big to fit through. Rock burst from the edges, enlarging the opening. Screams of terror rang out from the soldiers and minotaurs as the guardian unleashed its magical acid on everyone standing nearby.

“Get us out of here!” I said to Ruen, recasting the muting spell before I spoke.

Aurora grabbed me and clambered onto his back. The vampire quickly climbed onto the snake and deftly used its scales as a ladder. I felt the overlord and his minions casting magic. Fire, ice and lightning rained down on the reptile, but they had no effect on it. The guardian’s scales protected it from harm.

We were almost jolted off the snake’s back when it suddenly struck. Its fangs punched through the ruler’s armor, piercing his body deeply. Ruen leaped clear of the pit and flashed over to the nearest wall. We blended in with the rock and watched the overlord thrashing in the guardian’s grip. The monster pumped poison into his body, while hissing acid on him and his henchmen. All three shrieked in agony as they melted.

The overlord went limp and I felt magic seep out of his mangled corpse. His minions expired from the acid seconds later. Magic seeped from their bodies as well. None of them were recognizable and their bones peeked through their liquified flesh.

The few remaining soldiers broke without their ruler to give them orders and made a run for it. I cast the illusion of the parchment again. It now appeared to be clutched in the panicked hand of a fleeing manticore. The snake hissed in rage and began slithering out of the chamber it had lived in for the past five thousand years.

“Go!” Aurora urged Ruen, thumping him on the shoulder.

The guardian could see through my concealment spell. We needed to leave before it spotted us.

My partner turned to face the wall and scaled it in a couple of seconds. He leapt from wall to wall until he reached the outer edge of the fortress. He paused so we could watch the guardian. It had crushed, poisoned and melted every single soldier and minotaur inside the complex. Even the women who’d been held captive had died from the fumes from the acid that permeated the stronghold. Once again, we were the only survivors.

Ruen dropped to the ground before the reptile could turn and spot us. He raced to the tree stump so we could grab our gear, then sprinted until he ran out of steam. Aurora immediately took over from him. We’d passed the overlord’s compound and the capital city so quickly that they were just a blur.

Aurora staggered with weariness and finally came to a stop. We’d left the guardian far behind and I didn’t think it would follow us. It would probably return to its chamber beneath the ground now that the threat was gone.

“We did it,” I said in relief as my friends slumped to the ground in exhaustion. “Seven overlords are dead and we’ve collected seven pieces of the spell.”

“Yay,” Aurora said in mock enthusiasm. “I thought we were dead for sure when the snake hissed gold acid at us.”

“Creating the shields and air bubbles was clever,” Ruen said, not that he’d needed the air. I’d cast it around him automatically. He was gaunt, pale and shaking with the need to drink blood.

“We’d have been screwed if I wasn’t a goblin,” I said with a grimace. “Using magic was the only way we could have pulled this heist off.”

Aurora snickered, but didn’t have the energy for more. “Go and get me something to eat, will you?” she asked Ruen.

“I was hoping you’d catch something for me,” he retorted.

“I’ll get you both something,” I offered.

He rolled his eyes and forced himself to his feet. “You’re too puny to catch something big enough to satisfy my thirst,” he scoffed, then wearily trudged away.

“There’s the happy, friendly Ruen we both know and love,” my bestie said sardonically. I wasn’t exhausted like they were and had enough energy to laugh.

“I heard that!” the bloodsucker exclaimed, which made me laugh even harder.

Aurora giggled at my almost manly sounding chuckles. It was good to see she was already recovering. We had a long journey home and we would have to spend the next three nights on the dark side of the realm.
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FORTUNE SMILED ON US and we managed to make it back to the tunnels without running into any trouble. Ruen was looking haggard and had lost all traces of humor by now. His dark eyes darted around constantly, searching for threats or something that needed to be killed.

“We need to get you to the dayside of Equinox, so you can get some rest,” Aurora said in concern.

Ruen’s fangs appeared in a silent snarl at the thought of being forced to sleep again. “I’m fine,” he snapped. “We don’t need to return to the dayside yet.”

“We’re following the route I mapped out,” I told him firmly. “We all need to rest after the past six grueling nights. Do you want to propel the cart first, or do you want Aurora to do it?”

His bottom lip pooched out in a cranky pout. He’d fed before we’d entered the cave, so he had plenty of energy to burn. “Do you promise not to keep me asleep for longer than necessary?” he demanded.

“I promise,” I said solemnly. “We’ll move back to the nightside as soon as we’ve all rested enough.”

He gave me a grudging nod, then we climbed onto the cart. Ruen pumped the handles and steered us down the slope to the tracks. We got off long enough for him to lift the vehicle onto the rails, then got back on again. “Tell me when we’re about to cross the border,” he requested.

“It’ll take us an hour to get there,” I said and he started pushing the central handle up and down. We were taking a different route home from our original journey.

I lifted my hand in warning when we neared the invisible divide between the two sides of the realm. Ruen was scowling as he climbed into his sleeping sack. It wasn’t really necessary for him to hide inside it, since we were underground, but it was automatic by now.

Aurora took Ruen’s place at the back of the cart and got us moving again. “He was starting to give off serial killer vibes again,” she said after she crossed the border and the vamp died.

I was relieved that he hadn’t made more of a fuss about resting. “He ruined another change of clothes when he slaughtered that pack of hyenas last night,” I said. Our meat sacks were full of the gross meat and we’d had to leave a lot of extra food behind. We were pretty sure he’d deliberately chosen the hyenas because they tasted so bad. It was wasteful, but neither of us had scolded him. We were just glad we hadn’t run into any manticores for him to fight. Almost dying from poison in his bloodstream once was enough for all of us.

I chose a cave to rest in and we both crashed. We’d gotten some sleep during our mad dash to and back from the minotaurs’ stronghold, but not nearly enough. Aurora and I left the cave and stepped out into the fresh, sunlit air.

My bestie took a deep breath and let it out in a long sigh. “I’d hate to live in perpetual nighttime,” she said, taking in the golden, bright beauty of the dayside of the realm.

“Me, too,” I agreed. The air smelled sweet and clean rather than dank and musty. There were plenty of predators here as well, but at least we didn’t have to worry about being chased by vampires.

We found a stream to bathe in and fill our waterskins, then returned to the cave. It would have been nice to visit Frungul and her tribe on our way back, but goblins were curious folk. They would have wanted to see the treasure we’d found. Only a select few people knew about the axis gate and the spell that would unlock it. It would court disaster to bring anyone else in on the secret.

“How long will it take us to reach the border again?” Aurora asked. She looked well rested, but she didn’t want to have to do all the work to get us back to the portal.

“We’re going to stay close to the border on our way back,” I told her as she placed Ruen on the front of the cart. I shoved our waterskins into the box along with our food. Aurora kept water and a sack to snack from, then rolled the cart back down the slope to the rails.

Thanks to the map in my head, we made our way to the border mostly through the small, concealed passageways. We’d have to detour around collapsed tunnels that protected active cities, but at least Ruen would be able to maintain a relatively normal sleep cycle like us.

We traveled for a solid week without encountering danger. Our luck finally ran out when we headed to the surface to replenish our supplies again. Ruen had ventured off to hunt, leaving Aurora and me behind. We were washing our tattered clothes in a creek when I sensed trouble coming our way.

“What is it?” my bestie asked when my head shot up.

“Vampires,” I said grimly. “Ten of them are coming in this direction.”

“Your spell is muffling our scents and noise,” she said with a frown. “They can’t possibly know we’re here.” 

Her head turned when she heard something and I picked up on it as well. “They’re chasing a herd of goats,” I figured when we heard bleats of terror and hooves crashing through the foliage.

We grabbed our wet clothes and hurried towards the cave. Two of the leeches broke off to circle around the herd, using their incredible speed to zoom ahead of the beasts. Spying us, they came to an abrupt halt. “The demon is mine!” the male hissed with saliva dripping from his fangs.

His female companion grinned at me hungrily. “Goblins taste better than animals,” she said, then she unhinged her mouth and opened it wide to shriek at me.

I flicked a fireball at the bloodsucker before she could shriek and she went up in flames. Screeching in agony, she fell to the ground and rolled around on the leaves to put herself out. The male leaped onto Aurora and they both went down. He tried to sink his fangs into her neck, but her armored skin protected her. She unleashed her power on him and he froze. From the terrified look in his insane eyes, she’d inflicted a nightmarish fantasy on him.

Aurora pushed the enthralled monster off her, then stabbed him through the heart before he could start screaming. His partner wailed in anger and grief at her loss when he turned to ash. I used a sliver of air to puncture her heart and sent her to her doom.

Ruen appeared a moment later with a collection of dead birds and animals. He saw the piles of ash, then his head whipped around when the eight remaining vamps joined us. “Finally,” he said with relish, dropping the carcasses. “It’s been too long since I’ve had a good fight.”

He flashed towards one of our foes with his knives drawn. The vampire shrieked at Ruen, but he just shrugged it off. His shattered eardrums would have healed in moments. Aurora targeted the others with a sex fantasy. Two of them managed to sprint out of her range, then doubled back to attack us.

Hands snatched me up and I cast a shield around myself moments before fangs could sink into my neck. I snorted out a laugh when the ravenous creature repeatedly tried to bite me. His fangs kept stopping short, unable to penetrate my magic. He unhinged his jaw to shriek at me. I cast a muting spell on him before he could burst my eardrums, then pierced his heart with an invisible spear of air.

Ruen was cackling maniacally. He was just as crazy as the being he was battling. His knives flashed with blinding speed and he turned his foe to ash. Aurora had knocked out the bloodsucker who’d made the mistake of targeting her. He’d climaxed like the others and was currently too dazed to move.

“Kill them all before they wake up!” Ruen said, already moving onto his next target.

Aurora grimly began stabbing the unconscious enemies to death. They didn’t need my help, so I just watched the insane monsters being reduced to ash piles.

The demon didn’t look wracked with guilt like she had the last time she’d unleashed a nightmare on her opponent. She wiped her knives on the dark honey-colored grass once the deed was done. “I knew the vampires here were evil, but they’re worse than we’d realized,” she said with a shudder.

“What did you see when you inflicted your fantasies on them?” I asked.

“Let’s head back to the tunnels first,” she suggested, wanting to be out of sight below the ground.

Ruen cleaned his precious knives and gathered up the food he’d dropped. We gathered our wet clothes and wrung them out, then we entered the cave hidden behind the goblin charm.

I used a spell to dry our clothes and we stuffed them into our sacks. Aurora took a long drink of water, as if she was trying to wash a bad taste out of her mouth. “We were right about them being insane,” she confirmed. “All they think about is killing, tormenting and feeding on every living thing in this realm.”

“What’s stopping them from going on a murder spree across the dark side of Equinox?” I asked.

“They might be crazy, but they aren’t stupid,” she explained. “They know they’ll starve to death if they surrender completely to their bloodlust and kill everything that breathes.”

“They probably thought it would be ideal to live in a land where it’s always nighttime,” I mused.

“What vampire wouldn’t want to be invulnerable and not be forced to sleep while the sun is up?” Ruen said, frowning slightly. I figured he was aware of how easy it would be to slip into insanity in this realm. “I thought Equinox was an ideal place for my kind when we first got here,” he added. “Now that I’ve seen what becomes of us after going without sleep for too long, I’ve changed my mind.”

“You miss home?” I asked.

“Yes,” he confessed. “I’d rather live on earth where the sun doesn’t have the same power to render me completely helpless, than to live in the underworld.”

“It can be beautiful, but it’s also savage here,” Aurora said as we packed everything back onto the cart. “I’m completely over having to chase down my food. I’d rather just get it from a supermarket or a drive-thru.”

We snickered and I cooked our food, then Ruen started rolling the cart back down the slope to the tunnel.
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I’D MADE SURE WE’D skirted far away from Frungul’s tribe during our return journey. We’d passed the halfway mark to the portal now and needed to resupply again. I sensed magic users above us when we headed to a cave to hunt, but they weren’t goblins.

“We must be close to a road,” I said when our cart came to a stop in the small cavern. A hound howled to confirm my suspicions.

“We’re definitely close to a patrol of soldiers,” Aurora agreed.

Ruen’s eyes lit up and he flicked a look at me. We hadn’t fought any of the soldiers in this realm yet. I knew he was longing to do battle with them.

“Two of them are magic users,” I warned him.

“How strong are they?” he asked, already pulling his knives.

“They’re pretty weak,” I admitted. He would have taken them on even if they’d been stronger than I was.

“I’ll be back soon,” my sidekick said with a monstrously hungry grin, then vanished through the concealment charm.

“We should follow him and make sure the magic users don’t set him on fire,” Aurora said in resignation. She grabbed hold of me and chased after the vampire.

I could only imagine how frightening it would be for the guards when the vampire suddenly appeared amongst them. To them, he would have been freakishly silent. Only Aurora and I could hear his insane giggles of delight. This time, Ruen didn’t inflict killing blows immediately. He disarmed them all, slit the hound’s throat, then darted away from a fireball and a weak blast of ice cast by the magic users.

“Ugh,” I said when I saw the mischievous look on my partner’s face. “He’s going to play with them before he kills them.”

We both grimaced, then decided he didn’t need us to babysit him. The screaming began even before we turned away to leave him to it.

Aurora hunted for her own food, since Ruen was too busy to drain something and bring it to her. She killed a goat and I cooked the meat. We took our time and the vamp was waiting for us in the cave when we got back. His eyes were dazed and he was staring unseeingly at the wall. His clothes were covered in blood, but it looked like he’d at least dunked his head in a stream on the way back to wash his face and hair.

“He looks like he’s fifteen months pregnant,” my bestie said in amusement as we stared at his swollen stomach.

He must have heard us on some level, because he let out a long, loud belch. A fine red mist emerged from his mouth to coat the wall. His stomach didn’t go down much after expelling the gas.

“You’re going to have to propel the cart first tonight,” I told her. “He’ll puke for sure if he tries to pump the handles.”

She nodded in agreement and we coaxed Ruen into clean clothes. We’d washed his clothes for him along with ours, but they were all disgustingly filthy by now. The seventh realm had stripped some of his dignity from him and he didn’t care about his appearance as much.

Aurora helped Ruen onto the front of the cart and I took a seat in front of him. She rolled us down to the main tunnel. We’d left the rails behind and she had to use more effort to propel us along the soil.

We’d only been traveling for a few minutes when Ruen suddenly lurched forward. Leaning over my shoulder, blood gushed from his mouth in a torrent as he vomited.

“Ew! Gross!” I complained, shrinking away from the stinky mess when he sat back down. “Did you have to puke into the storage box, you fanghole?”

“Our food is ruined!” Aurora said in dismay. 

“Sorry,” the leech said, then giggled drunkenly. “I drank too much blood.”

“That’s disgusting,” I said, turning my head away from the reeking, sloshing mess in the box. “We need to stop and dump the blood out, or I’ll start puking next.”

Aurora came to a stop at the next sloping tunnel. She took the box off the cart and rushed to the exit. Our water would be okay, but the bags they were in were stained and nasty.

When my bestie returned, the box had been washed out and so had our waterskins. She’d had to hunt for another goat and the smell of raw meat preceded her. She gave our undead companion a withering look when he snickered at her dour expression.

“Can you cook this for me?” she asked, holding her bloody meat sacks open.

I deftly zapped the meat with electricity without setting the sacks on fire, then we got going again. I was glad Ruen had gotten his murderous impulses out of his system for a while. If we were lucky, we might make it the rest of the way back to the gate before he would feel the need to kill again.

We were all eager to get home and to leave this strange realm behind us. Even being forced to sleep for a few hours every day wasn’t enough to curb Ruen’s psychotic instincts. He never simply hunted his food and drained it, he slaughtered the animals in the messiest ways possible.

I would have spent far more time traveling through the dayside of this dimension if I hadn’t promised my sidekick I wouldn’t. Sleeping for too long was just as bad as not getting enough sleep. He woke up starving and desperate to kill and feed each time he rested.

“The sooner we get out of here, the happier we’ll all be,” Aurora said wearily. We’d just crossed the border to the dayside after Ruen’s night of disturbing gluttony.

“Our mission would have gone a lot faster if the goblins had carved their tunnels in straight lines,” I complained.

“Why didn’t they?” she asked as I dragged Ruen off the cart. He landed with a thump on the soft soil, but he was beyond being able to feel it.

“To make it more difficult for their foes to find them,” I figured with a shrug. “It’s a lot harder to conceal the entrances to the main tunnels. By creating so many smaller passageways, they can get from one side of the realm to the other with less chance of being discovered by their enemies.”

She nodded and wrinkled her nose when she glanced into the box. “I can’t believe Ruen spewed all over our supplies,” she complained.

“At least you had his sleeping sack with our clothes and the scroll draped over your shoulder,” I said wryly. “Can you imagine Drake’s reaction if we gave him the parchment with vampire vomit on it?”

We snickered, then settled down to get as much rest as we could.

Bingeing on the soldiers’ blood had done nothing to snap Ruen out of his weirdness. Vomiting it all back up meant he was starving when we crossed the border again after Aurora and I had rested. He snapped awake the moment we coasted to the nightside. His cheeks were gaunt and his hair hung limply over his face when he emerged from his sack. He spied a sloping tunnel ahead and sped away to find something to feed on.

“How much longer until we reach the portal?” Aurora asked. We’d already refilled our food sacks when we’d been on the dayside.

“We should reach it in twelve more days,” I said. The route I’d taken made it harder for her to calculate exactly how long our journey would take. My clever goblin brain was able to figure it out almost to the hour.
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OUR RETURN ROUTE TOOK us close to the same tunnels we’d used before as we drew closer to the portal. We’d run out of food again and headed to the surface to restock. Hooves galloped somewhere in the distance. They sounded too heavy to belong to goats. 

“Centaurs must be on the hunt,” Aurora said as we found a creek to fill up our waterskins. 

“I hope Ruen’s not hunting them,” I said dourly. I wondered if they came from the same herd as the centaur we’d rescued from the vampires.

“He’s not quite that crazy,” she joked and I gave her a skeptical look. “Okay, he’s turning feral again, but we’re almost home now. Just three more nights and we can leave this realm forever.”

I sent out my senses to try to figure out where my bloodthirsty partner was and stiffened in alarm. “Manticores are coming this way,” I warned her.

“Uh, oh,” she said in dread when we heard Ruen shriek shrilly. He’d forgotten the muting spell had rendered him silent. It wasn’t a good sign of his current mental status.

Aurora grabbed hold of me and raced towards the sounds of battle. I dispelled Ruen’s muting enchantment as soon as he was in sight. He was surrounded by twenty manticores and his knives were bloody. One of the human-lion-scorpion creatures was down with his chest cut to ribbons. Unhinging his jaw, my sidekick screeched again. This time, his shriek washed over his enemies. Half of them reeled back, shouting in pain. The ones behind him lashed out with their weapons.

Giggling and cackling insanely, the vamp leaped out of the way and landed on the back of one of the deafened monsters. Her stinger jabbed towards him and he sliced it off with a knife. The manticore screamed in pain, then gave a garbled shout when my partner began rapidly stabbing her.

Aurora targeted the manticores who didn’t have shattered eardrums. Her spell washed over them and they began to mate with wild abandon. Ruen hadn’t just lost control this time. He’d snapped completely. I couldn’t see any reason in his eyes as he leaped onto his next opponent and sank his fangs into the creature’s throat.

I shared a worried look with my bestie and began casting spells at the manticores.

The demon stabbed and hacked the monsters, trying to kill them before they could snap out of their sex comas. I used air to slice their throats open, while she targeted their hearts in their humanoid torsos. Together, we managed to kill half of the dazed creatures before the rest began to rouse.

I flicked a look at Ruen to see he’d retained enough intelligence to avoid their stingers. His stomach was grotesquely swollen with blood, but he didn’t care. He stabbed another manticore to death and fed on him. Blood spilled from the sides of his mouth when he couldn’t ingest any more.

Thundering hooves announced the arrival of the centaurs. Arrows flew through the air to lodge in the bodies of the manticores. I sucked in a breath to shout at Ruen not to attack them when he launched himself through the air. He sailed over the female centaur’s back and took a manticore to the ground.

Glad he hadn’t gone completely mad after all, I cast ice at a monster that was about to skewer one of our rescuers with his stinger.

The battle was short, but intense. The centaurs used spears and arrows to destroy their enemies. One of them came forward to peer down at Ruen when the last foe fell. The leech lay on his back, grinning, dazed and covered in blood. “It seems it was my turn to come to your rescue this time,” he said. He was the centaur we’d saved from the vampires.

I dropped Aurora’s and my muting spells so we could speak. “Thanks for saving us,” I said. “We were badly outnumbered this time.”

“You were lucky they didn’t sting you,” he said as his herd began cutting the stingers off their dead enemies. “We’ve learned how to make antidotes from their stingers, but we didn’t bring any of it with us.”

“It burns,” Ruen croaked and more blood dribbled from his mouth.

“What burns?” the centaur asked with a frown.

“Their poison,” the vamp said. “I felt like I was being burned with acid when it spread through my veins.”

“We ran into some manticores a while back,” Aurora explained when he looked at us. “We were able to steal some of their antidote to stop him from turning to ash.”

“You were very lucky to survive,” the centaur said gravely.

“That’s me,” Ruen said with a drunken giggle. “I’m a lucky guy.”

“Don’t mind him,” I said apologetically when the herd exchanged worried looks. “He always gets a bit silly when he drinks too much blood.”

“I was hoping I would get to see you three again,” the male centaur said. “My life debt to you has been repaid.”

“Agreed,” I said just as formally. “You and your herd have our thanks.”

They were pleased with our exchange going by their nods of satisfaction. We might have been able to survive our battle with the manticores unscathed, but help from allies was always welcome.

“We need to return to our compound,” our rescuer said after all of the stingers had been harvested. “Will we be seeing you again?”

I shook my head in the negative. “We’re returning home now and it’s a long way away from here.”

He almost seemed relieved by that. “Have a fair journey, strangers.” He lifted his hand in a wave, then the herd galloped away.

“I bet he’d be hot in human form,” Aurora said with a smirk. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a centaur in our dimension.”

“Me, either,” I agreed.

Ruen groaned and lifted a limp hand. “A little help?” he croaked.

“If you vomit on me, I’ll drag you behind the cart until you’re just ragged strips of flesh attached to your scrawny bones,” my bestie warned him.

He giggled shrilly and I cast the muting spell around us all to muffle the noise. I snickered and Aurora gave me a withering look as she cautiously hauled him to his feet. He tottered along beside her with his hand on his distended gut, groaning with every few steps.

Once again, I decided to alter our route. We couldn’t afford for Ruen to snap like that again now that we were so close to the portal. Aurora gave me a worried look when we reached the cave. I’d gathered up the gear we’d dropped at the stream and put the waterskins in the storage box. I nodded at her in silent agreement and she relaxed slightly.

Ruen lay on his side on the cart with his knees drawn up as far as they could go around his stomach. His bony knees dug into my back and I was squished up against the box. I gave Aurora directions and we headed towards the dayside of the realm.

It was a relief when we crossed the border and Ruen’s groans from being too full finally ceased. “Help me get him into his sack,” I requested when Aurora coasted to a stop.

“At least he won’t need to feed for a couple of nights,” my bestie said ruefully. Neither of us were tempted to poke his swollen stomach. He would probably vomit on us involuntarily if we made that mistake.

“We’ll stay on the light side of the realm as long as possible,” I told her after he was sequestered inside his bag.

“He went almost totally nuts this time,” she said in a disturbed tone. “We’ve only been here for a couple of months. The other vamps have been here for centuries or even thousands of years in some cases. None of them were as bad as he’s gotten.”

“Ruen was already crazy before we came here,” I reminded her as she began pumping the handles again. “His bond with Drake is the only thing keeping him from slaughtering us both.”

“How can the bond still work even when he’s in another dimension?” Aurora mused.

“It’s magic,” I figured with a shrug. “Dragons are more powerful than most beings. Their bond must work no matter where Ruen goes.”

“Can you sense Lord Gilden from here?” she asked.

I shook my head sorrowfully. “I can only feel him when we’re in our world. My heart feels like it’s got a hole in it when we’re in the underworld.”

She gave me a sympathetic look, then focused on getting us closer to the magical gate that would take us home.
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WE STAYED ON THE DAYSIDE as planned, then finally crossed the border to the nightside when we were almost at our destination. Ruen’s stomach had shrunk back to normal when he jolted upright on the cart. He saw me sitting in front of him, looking at him over my shoulder and scowled. “How long did you make me sleep this time?” he asked dourly.

“We’ll reach the portal in a couple of hours,” I replied. We’d shaved a day off our journey on the way home, but we’d still been here for two months.

“Are you starving, or did chowing down on all those manticores keep your body going while you were dead to the world?” Aurora asked.

“I’m not as hungry as usual,” he said stiffly. “But we might have to fight our way through a coven of vampires when we get to the gate. I’d better find something to feed on.”

I’d already factored that into my plans. “We’ll be stopping at a cave close to the portal,” I told him.

Aurora propelled the cart along the main tunnel until I directed her to a side passage. It led us to the cave that was closest to the gateway and she got us to the top of the slope. Ruen ducked out through the low camouflaged opening to find some food while we grabbed our gear.

We left the extra waterskins in the storage box, taking only our original ones with us. We’d finished off the food from our meat sacks and only had our filthy, tattered clothes, weapons and the fragment of scroll left to take with us.

I sensed Ruen coming and was glad to see he’d only fed enough to replenish his energy. As a bonus, he wasn’t covered in blood this time. His craziness had eased off after his forced slumber.

He took his bandana out of his sack and looped it around his neck, ready to pull it over his eyes. “I came up with an idea while I was hunting,” he said slyly.

“Do we even want to know what it is?” Aurora asked warily.

“It’s genius,” he assured her. “We’ll only have to use it if the portal is being watched by the vampires who live near here.”

From the bad feeling that had been plaguing me for the past few hours, I already knew we wouldn’t be leaving this dimension without a fight. I was willing to listen to his plan if he’d thought of a way we could avoid a battle.

All three of us were encased in muting and scent blocking spells as we left the tunnel system for a final time. I’d cast a concealment charm over the cart so the goblins could use it if they found it. I felt a pang at having to leave my invention behind. We couldn’t take it with us, but it would live on in my memory and in Aurora’s sketches.

I kept my senses alert as we crossed through the dark gold forest. We were approaching the portal from a different direction, which worked in our favor. “I can sense vampires near the gate,” I said when I picked them up on my radar.

“How many are there?” Aurora asked.

“A full dozen.”

“It’s probably their entire coven,” Ruen figured. “They know we came from Nexus and that we’ll most likely be returning this way.”

“Why can’t they just let us pass?” my bestie asked crankily. “We’re not going to be in their territory for long.”

“The vamps here are all feral,” I reminded her. “They probably just want to kill us for sport.”

We looked at Ruen and he nodded in agreement. “That would be my guess,” he said with a smirk. “It looks like I’ll get to use my plan after all.”

“Are you going to tell us what it is, or are you going to keep us in the dark?” I asked him suspiciously.

“I’ll need your help to pull it off,” he replied and grinned when I grimaced. “Don’t worry, you’ll love it,” he added confidently.

“You’re not going to throw bird wings at them, are you?” Aurora asked.

“Not this time,” he said. “Wait here for a minute and get your muting spell ready.”

I saluted him sarcastically, but he was already gone. “Ruen and his crazy plans,” I muttered.

“He enjoys this part almost as much as murdering our enemies and draining their blood,” Aurora said solemnly. We snickered and I swept the area to make sure the bloodsuckers hadn’t moved.

Ruen came back a few minutes later, carrying a struggling pair of animals beneath his arms. His hands were clamped around their snouts.

“Here we go,” my bestie said when she saw one of the creatures was a sheeplike beast. “I knew I’d get covered in vomit at some stage of this mission.”

The other animal was one of the horrible hyena things. “Exactly what is your plan?” I asked, casting the muting spell on the animals.

“I’m going to tie the sheep to the hyena’s back and carry them close to the coven,” he said, grinning so hard that all of his fangs were on display. “They’ll make enough noise to wake the dead when you remove the muting spell. We might be able to zoom through the portal before the vampires even know we’re here.”

I hated to admit it, but it just might work. “We’ll probably have to kill them all if this plan fails,” I warned them.

“We’re so close to home that I can almost taste all the burgers I’ve missed out on,” Aurora said. “Nothing is going to stop me from going through that gate.”

“Hold them still, so I can tie this vine around them,” my sidekick requested. Aurora grabbed the hyena and I held the sheep upside down on its back. My hand was small, but I was strong enough to hold its mouth shut so it couldn’t spray us with vomit.

Both animals were panicked and terrified. Ruen giggled quietly as he swiftly tied them together. He’d used enough vines to make sure they wouldn’t become separated without a struggle. Stepping back to study his work critically, he nodded in satisfaction. “That should do it,” he decided.

The poor hyena’s mouth was moving as it barked, howled or made some other kind of noise, but nothing came out. Ruen picked them up and placed his hand around the sheep’s snout so I could let go of it.

“Let’s get as close to the portal as we can before we unleash our secret weapon on the coven,” I suggested.

We silently ran towards the distant glow of blue light. Ruen turned his face away from it when we drew closer. The coven had formed a wide arc around the portal. They were all staring in the direction we’d taken when we’d fled from them. If the closest leech turned her head even slightly, she would see us.

“I’m going to sneak closer and release the animals,” Ruen said with suppressed excitement. “Dispel the muting enchantment as soon as I put them down.”

He edged closer to the vamps, then pointed the hyena directly at them. At his nod, I released the muting enchantment and he flashed back to us. Howling and cackling in terror, the hyena bucked madly as it tried to dislodge the sheep from its back. The sheep bleated and projectile vomited on the closest vampire.

“What trickery is this?” the leech asked angrily, staring at her splattered clothes in disgust.

Ruen laughed hysterically as the hyena bolted and ran straight into another bloodsucker. The stench of acidic puke wafted to us as we raced towards the portal. Aurora linked her arm through Ruen’s to guide him when he pulled his bandana up and put his hands over his eyes to block the light. He was still laughing when they vanished through the gateway.
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AS ALWAYS, THE PORTAL flared even brighter when my friends entered it. One of the vampires glanced in our direction and spotted me. “They’re back!” she screeched. “Get the goblin before she escapes!”

Knowing how fast the undead monsters could move, I sprinted forward and leaped through the magical gate. My entire body tingled as I transformed back into my human form. Ruen and Aurora were doubled over in pain as they tried to adjust to being back in their normal bodies.

The sensation of having a hole in my heart vanished as my connection to Drake was reestablished. He felt me immediately and sent a pulse of relief that I was back. I sent a wave of emotion back at him, so he’d know I’d missed him just as much as he’d missed me.

A hand came through the portal and groped for me, then the female bloodsucker blindly followed me through the gate. She might not be able to see, but she could hear my heartbeat and smell me clearly enough. My spells had vanished as soon as we’d entered our dimension and I no longer had the ability to use magic.

Hissing in pain at her transformation, she lunged forward. My fist punched through her chest, crushing her heart and splattering black, dead blood all over my fist, arm and shirt. She turned to ash and I became coated in her remains.

“What’s going on?” Aurora asked, trying to shield Ruen from the brightness with her body.

“The vampires are following us through the portal,” I said as another leech made an appearance.

“Use my knives,” Ruen offered as Aurora pulled an empty backpack over his head to block the light. There was barely enough space for us all in the room where the gate was housed. I reached over to grab his knives, then turned and stabbed my foe.

Three more coven members decided to test Fate by following us and I turned them all to ash. We weren’t about to knock the combination to enter the sewage treatment plant while we were in the middle of a battle.

Ruen and Aurora were pressed up against the door to give me room to move. I waited in grim silence for another enemy to appear. A head cautiously poked through and the bloodsucker blindly sniffed the air. I grabbed hold of her by the hair and dragged her into our dimension, then stabbed her to death.

“I’d hate to have to sweep up all this ash,” Aurora said, shaking her shoes clean.

That struck me as funny and I snickered. Ruen snickered as well, then we were all laughing hysterically. None of the remaining coven members were brave enough to come after us. I staggered over to the door and knocked four times, waited for two seconds, then knocked three times.

“How did you remember the combination?” Ruen asked, still giggling slightly.

“I have some residual extra intelligence,” I said cryptically. Very few people knew what sort of monsters I’d turned into in the underworld. The shifters could hear us on the other side of the door, so we had to be careful what we said.

The door cracked open and several guns were pointed at us. “It’s them,” a werebear said in a deep tone that rivalled my goblin voice.

“We need coffee and chocolate, stat,” Aurora begged as she guided Ruen through the door.

“Cleanup in aisle nine,” I added as we tracked ash through the door.

My friends cracked up again and I had to wipe away my tears of hilarity with my ashy sleeve.

“Are you guys okay?” a werewolf asked in concern. I could hear one of his colleagues on the phone. He was probably calling Lord Gilden to notify him that we were back. Drake already knew, thanks to our bond. My ring had resumed its normal size now that we’d returned to our dimension. The silver diamond sparkled brightly beneath the light.

“Yeah, we just had to deal with some pesky feral vampires,” I replied.

Someone closed the door and the bright glare cut off. Ruen removed the backpack from his head and the bandana from his eyes now that it was safe. 

“I need to use the restroom,” I said, dusting ash off my shirt. The blood wasn’t going to come off that easily.

“Me, too,” Aurora added.

“Sherlock and Watson will be here in forty-five minutes,” the werecougar who’d made the call said. “You’ve got plenty of time for coffee and to freshen up.”

We were all covered in ash, but I was the messiest. I used the restroom first and took my shirt off to shake off the ashes and wash the blood off it. The ash didn’t come out of my greasy hair as easily, so I had to finger comb it.

Aurora ducked into the restroom when I was done. Ruen had made coffee for us and was leaning against the wall. “I didn’t want to get their furniture dirty,” he explained when I arched an eyebrow.

Someone had swept up the vampire ash we’d tracked into the room, but the shifters were going to wait until we’d left before they cleaned up the rest of it. It was thoughtful of them to take my partner’s aversion to bright light into account.

None of us were starving this time, but Aurora and I gratefully took the candy bars one of the shifters gave us. “I’ve missed chocolate,” I said with a nod of thanks.

“I wish they made burger flavored chocolate,” my bestie said wistfully, then tore the wrapper open and crammed the food into her mouth.

“Would you drink chocolate flavored blood?” I asked Ruen, garbling the words slightly around my food.

His look of disgust couldn’t have been more profound. “No and you should wash your mouth out for even suggesting such a horrible thing,” he said prissily.

Aurora and I snickered, glad he was returning to his usual dour self before our very eyes. His restrictions were back, which meant he couldn’t go nuts and murder anyone now. His only moments of joy would be when he could feed on our targets once a week.

Sensing two shifters approaching after forty-five minutes had passed, I finished off my second cup of coffee. We’d refrained from sitting down to be polite and not dirty their furniture. Ruen had taken his knives off and they were stashed inside my backpack along with the scroll. I couldn’t take it out while we had company. Aurora kept the knives I’d loaned her. They were pretty much hers now. She kept them in my trunk at home, but she always took them with her during our missions.

Watson preceded Sherlock into the building and handed Aurora her wig. “Your vehicles have been moved back to your apartment,” he said when she raised her eyebrows in confusion, since she’d left the wig in her car.

“Who drove my baby without my permission?” the demon demanded angrily.

“I drove your SUV home myself,” he said soothingly. “I took good care of her while you were away.”

Aurora gave a grudging nod as she donned her wig over her greasy locks. “I guess it’s okay for you to drive her. I trust you, Watson.”

“Thanks for looking after our cars,” I said to the lions when Watson’s cheeks went slightly red.

“It was no problem,” Sherlock said, amused by his partner’s reaction. “We should get going,” he added, checking his watch.

We left the room and waved to the shifters. We never saw the same crew twice, or learned their names. They were all highly trusted employees. I figured Drake had compelled them not to talk about our secret missions anyway.

“Did we miss anything of note while we were gone?” Ruen asked when we climbed into the back of their dark gray SUV.

Sherlock and Watson filled us in on the news we’d missed out on. Our colleagues were run off their feet with missions, filling the gap Ruen and I had left. Drake seemed to be reluctant to hire more bounty hunters, but I wasn’t sure why. Maybe I’d get a chance to ask him about it when I saw him next.

“Lord Gilden is waiting for you in your apartment,” Sherlock said as if he’d read my mind. He glanced over his shoulder at me when everyone except me heard my heart lurch with gladness. He gave me a pitying look before he could stop himself.

As far as most people knew, the weredragon just saw me as his employee. They didn’t know we were secretly engaged and were deeply in love. We were so mismatched that Lord Gilden choosing me to be his wife was simply unthinkable. No one would believe that a full-blood weredragon could be fated mates with a mixed gene mongrel like me.
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WATSON PULLED INTO our parking lot and idled rather than switching the engine off. “Your change of clothes is in the trunk, Ruen,” the shifter said. Ruen nodded in thanks as we climbed out. He retrieved his suit, shirt and shoes, then the SUV drove off.

I could feel Drake on the fourth floor and strode towards the back door with Ruen on my heels. Aurora made sure her sporty little SUV was okay, then hurried to catch up to us.

The dragon opened the door when I reached it. Flames flared in his gold eyes from his suppressed emotions. “Welcome back,” he said, holding himself back from taking me into his arms.

“Thanks, boss,” I said lightly, saying everything I wanted to say with my eyes rather than my mouth. “I see you’ve made yourself at home,” I joked as I stepped inside. Drake had been sitting on my couch, drinking coffee and eating cookies while he’d waited for us. Aurora and Ruen entered the apartment and I shut and locked the door.

“You bought us some food?” Aurora asked in surprise when she saw the snacks.

“I asked an employee to bring some supplies to my office after I was notified that you’d returned,” he corrected her. “I brought them with me.”

“That was very thoughtful,” I said with a grin.

“Can we postpone our debriefing until after we’ve all taken a shower, my lord?” Ruen asked.

Drake eyed the ash and blood that still clung to me and nodded. “I’m not in a rush tonight, so that won’t be a problem.”

Glad Aurora had her own shower, I used my bathroom, then Ruen took his turn. I felt a lot better with my hair now squeaky clean. Drake leaned down and brushed his lips against mine, knowing his righthand man would hear us if we did more. Aurora stopped in the open doorway between our rooms when she saw us. Her eyes got all dewy and I knew she would sketch our intimate scene.

“Do you have the scroll fragment?” the dragon asked when he drew back.

“Nah, I left it in the guardian’s lair,” I joked.

“I can’t wait to hear about your mission,” he said wryly. “I understand you had to fight an entire coven of vampires in the portal room?”

“It was only half a coven,” I corrected him as we took a seat on the couch. I’d taken the backpack into the bathroom with me out of habit, since I was so used to keeping it with me during my missions.

I took the torn parchment out and handed it to him. The blue glow brightened momentarily as he studied the red ink before tucking it into his pocket. The shower shut off and Ruen joined us after he’d dried himself.

Aurora had lost her fear of Drake by now. He might be powerful, but he wasn’t evil. We’d been worried he would use her for his own gain when we’d first brought her back from the underworld. Now I knew he’d only wanted to keep her safe. He would have declared himself to be her owner if claiming her would have kept anyone else from trying to steal her away. I’d claimed that title myself, but it hadn’t been necessary. My fiancé wouldn’t cage my bestie like her former owner had.

We told Drake everything that had happened in the seventh realm. He was dutifully amazed at the description of Equinox. He was also disturbed by how insane the vampires had been. “I wouldn’t have sent you to the seventh realm if I’d known being forced to stay awake for so long would have affected you so badly,” he said to Ruen.

“The girls needed me,” my partner said. “They know me well enough to manage me when I’m edging towards insanity.” He gave us a rueful look and we smirked in unison.

“We’ve had a lot of practice managing your insatiable bloodlust,” I reminded him.

“Saige was really good at being a goblin,” Aurora said proudly. “She’s always awesome when she turns into her other forms.”

“I was small, ugly, puny and fragile, but I made up for it with my magic and intelligence,” I told him.

“It will be interesting to see Aurora’s sketches of Equinox,” Drake said with a smile.

She’d shown him her sketchpads of the other six realms, since he had time to kill tonight. He’d been impressed with her skills. The only ones she hadn’t shown him were the private ones we didn’t want Ruen to see. Some of them depicted Drake and me together. Our boss would have to wipe the vamp’s memory if he saw any of them.

“Sherlock and Watson told us rogue activity is getting even more out of hand,” Ruen said now that our report was over. Drake hadn’t even scolded us for letting the guardian kill the overlord and his minions this time. Fate had set all this up eons ago and we just had to roll with it.

“Are you going to hire more bounty hunters?” I asked.

Drake shook his head and sipped his coffee. “I don’t think it would be a good idea to bring anyone new into the fold right now,” he said.

“Why not, my lord?” Aurora asked with a frown. “It sounds like your team is overwhelmed with work.”

“The supreme rulers haven’t called off their assassins,” he reminded her. “They still see Ms. Sterling as a threat. If they knew about the secret missions I’ve been sending you on, they would stop at nothing to end her life. They wouldn’t believe she doesn’t intend to usurp them.”

“I don’t even care about them,” I said in annoyance, waving my half-eaten cookie around. “They’re getting all bent out of shape over nothing.”

“I wouldn’t call executing Lady Galantine and her thirty guards nothing,” Ruen reminded me wryly. “Not to mention the jinx you so easily persuaded to leave the city without needing to bargain with him first.”

I scowled at my cookie, then tossed it into my mouth when I couldn’t think of a comeback.

“Being the most badass bounty hunter in Nexus comes with a price,” Aurora said gravely, then snickered at the belligerent look I gave her.

“What does the supreme rulers’ beef with me have to do with not hiring more bounty hunters?” I asked.

“Obviously, Lord Gilden is concerned that assassins might apply for the position,” Ruen said with an eyeroll that I hadn’t figured it out for myself. “Clearly, your goblin intelligence has drained away,” he added snarkily. I flipped him the bird and he sneered at me.

“It’s good to be home,” Aurora said, content that we were all safe and that things were returning to normal.

“I drove one of the company cars here rather than using my own vehicle,” Drake said, standing up to leave. “I need to speak to Ms. Sterling for a moment. I’ll meet you at the car.” He took the keys out of his pocket and tossed them to Ruen.

The vampire caught them and rose from his perch on the edge of my coffee table. There wasn’t enough room for another chair and the couch could only seat three people. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you tomorrow night,” he said to me, then grabbed his backpack and slunk over to the door.

“I’ll go with you,” Aurora said before he could leave. “I want to take my baby for a drive to make sure she’s working properly.” She darted into her room to grab her purse, her phone and the keys to her SUV that Watson had left in her room. She gave us a cheeky wink before leaving the apartment.

Drake pulled me into his arms the moment the door closed and we were protected by the muting spell. I went up onto my tippytoes to meet him. We kissed like we hadn’t seen each other in a thousand years and his dragon pheromones washed over me.

“Meet me on the roof in half an hour,” he ordered when he pulled back. “I’ll ditch Ruen at the tower, then fly you to the cabin.”

“Sounds like a good plan to me, boss,” I said with a grin. He gave me another scorching kiss before leaving. I texted Aurora that I’d be spending the next few hours away from the apartment. 

Not even the knowledge that assassins would be gunning for me again was enough to wipe the grin off my face. Visiting mom and Kye would have to wait for now. All other thoughts and concerns would be put aside until Drake and I had satiated ourselves. Right now, I needed to be with the dragon I loved.
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