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      Welcome to the Veil

      What is the Veil you ask?

      The Veil is the shroud after death, the shadows between cracks. It’s the fog above the ocean and the chill that tingles the spine. It’s the space between you and a thought. Those who were born from this are of myth and legend, their Lore eternal.

      I welcome you to the cities that anchor this place of magic and myth where our heroes and heroines are to meet. I hope you fall in love with them as much as I’ve fallen in love with them.

      

      Love,

      Ivy Harper
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THE DEAL

        

      

    

    




      SIX YEARS AGO…

      “Argh.”

      A loud roar ripped through the silence of the long and spiraling stairwell. Tiller paused before his next step. His shadow flickering against the wall as the torches that hung on it fluttered from the stench filled wind that kept up its steady flow throughout the high tower like structure. He tensed when the loud roar was followed by a cracking sound. The ears atop his head twitched as he forced himself to continue his long trek downward, the initial fear evacuating under the fire of his ambition.

      The long descent was only interrupted when another torch flicked on and a flash of light caused him to squint his eyes. Reaching the bottom, he spotted a guard against the wall. The male’s expression was grim as he side-eyed Tiller with barely a nod of respect.

      The minute Tiller had been given the go ahead for his project, he knew those who worked as the police of Veil City wouldn’t think much of him. Not that they thought much of him with his thin figure and feminine features. Pulling a folder from within his robes, he held up the main paper that held the symbol of the Council.

      “Cell six.” He kept his voice cool, and empty of any emotion.

      The uniformed male’s eyes narrowed. He barely flinched when something slammed against what sounded like a stone wall, followed by a high-pitched scream. “You’re here for these demons?” He drew back, his mouth curling in disgust. “The only reason I’ll fucking guide you there is because of that slip of fucking paper.” He screwed his face up, spitting a few inches away from Tiller’s feet.

      Keeping his face neutral, Tiller sniffed and immediately regretted it. The foul sewage stench was far worse below. He replaced the paper into his inner pocket that held many things that wouldn’t usually fit in an average pocket.

      “Well, that’s why I didn’t go to a simple Blue Jay for permission.” He leaned slightly forward, taking in the male’s name badge. “Carlyle.” He drew back. “Lead me to cell six.”

      Carlyle’s face screwed up before he abruptly turned his back on Tiller and snapped. “This way.”

      The long hallway resembled a cave. The cell doors that lined both walls were made of heavy oaken wood. Each holding a number and a blackened magical circle.

      Some had barred windows and others were solid doors. Tiller could hear the scrape of chains against the floor and the low mumbling that sounded inhuman. The atmosphere was heavy with despair and the muffled curses of guards lent the entire walk a grim taste that Tiller found sickening.

      “This is it,” the guard said, taking a step back and leaving it to Tiller to approach the door.

      A scare tactic? Tiller had lost his fear a long time ago. Reaching out he grabbed the torch that hung on the wall near the door. Light immediately flared, causing his eyes to shine a brilliant gold.

      Turning his attention to the door, he boldly approached it. Leaning forward slightly, he was met with the sight of a large male seated against the wall. His robe open, giving view to his large pale body. The years spent in Bowels hadn’t emaciated him. His form was still as powerful and large as the day he’d been brought down here.

      His black hair was inhumanely long, covering the floor in black swirls. His robe—though tattered at the edges was made of magicked material. The red coloring seemed to almost glow in the dark of the cell. The scattering of Sakura blossoms along it were white against the blood red back drop, looking like small drops of moonlight.

      The male didn’t flinch at the sudden light invading his prison. Instead, he remained head bowed, and legs spread out in front of him. His hands sitting listlessly at his side.

      Tiller observed him for a second, trying to gather his thoughts. What words did you say to a being who radiated power even as they sat still on the floor? The iron shackles that connected to the cuffs around his wrist and ankles held the glow of runes meant to keep them unbreakable.

      As Tiller thought over the first words he should say, the focus of his thoughts spoke first.

      “What do you want fox?”

      Tillers skin prickled as the voice seemed to come from all around him. The deep, monstrous vocals caused his hair to stand on end. Slowly, the beings head lifted, the hair still blocking the view of his face. The only thing Tiller could see was a single intense red eye. But it was enough for him to question the intelligence of his plan for a second. Taking a deep breath, he forced himself to speak.

      “I want to make a deal with you, Oni.”

      The being moved again. The sound of his robe rubbing against the floor seemed almost intimidating like the rattle of a snake’s tail.

      “A deal?”

      “Yes,” Tiller swallowed. Everything hinged on him getting this being to side with him. “I know why you’re in here—”

      “Hmph, so you’re a councilman.”

      Tiller frowned. He wasn’t accustomed to being interrupted, but he let it slide. He knew there was nothing he could do to the being for its rudeness.

      “Yes, I am, but I have decided to give you and a few others freedom.”

      His announcement wasn’t met with the eagerness he’d expected. Instead, the large Oni let his head fall back so that his throat was exposed. A chuckle of amusement filled the chamber.

      “I’m serious. I will give you freedom.”

      The laughter stopped and where once the Oni had been a pose of laziness. He now stood, his form filling the view of the door. His eyes bright with a fury so violent, Tiller took a single step back only to catch himself and step forward once more.

      The Oni reached his hand out. His long pale fingers tapping against the door with a steady beat. The door vibrated as if a whole body had slammed into it.

      “You have three more taps, before I escape and tear you in half. One.”

      “I’m serious.”

      Tap. “Two.”

      Tiller didn’t run. “I am not lying.” Reaching inside his jacket he pulled out a scroll with a red letter on it. The tapping immediately ceased. “This is a decree from the Council, giving me the power to free whomever I wish from the Bowels.” He replaced it inside his coat. “You only have to agree, and I will give it to you.”

      The Oni narrowed his anger filled gaze with suspicion on him. “How much of my soul are you asking for, fox?”

      Tiller grinned, not knowing the way the torch light flickered over his face gave him the appearance of a devil. His teeth white, sharp, and fully exposed. “All of it.”

      Those once angry eyes suddenly filled with amusement, the depths turning like an ocean. Dry, cracked lips parted revealing white teeth just as sharp as Tillers. “What makes you think there is any left?”

      “Because… it still feels anger.”

      Tiller expected the Oni to continue arguing, but he withdrew retreating until he stood in the center of the room. His eyes focused above him, some of his face could be seen.

      “So, will you take my offer or not?” Tiller demanded impatiently.

      “Yes,” the answer was short, but not so simple. “I will take your offer, but I will decide what my reward will be.” Those mysterious eyes moved from the ceiling to him. “I’m not so desperate for freedom that I won’t demand payment.”

      Tiller frowned. “Is freedom not enough?”

      In answer the Oni asked. “The power you have now, is it not enough?”

      Tiller’s teeth clicked together as the two stood in silence. A silence that ultimately was its own form of warfare. Tiller wanted the other to bend, and the other kept silent as if the offer of freedom was nothing.

      Which one of them would give in? Which of the two of them was the more desperate? The answer was clear.

      “I will give you one, and only one thing,” Tiller said as he reached out and placed his hand against the flat cold wood of the prison door. A circle of magic appeared, three triangles layered in a circular pattern, with runic lettering surrounding it. The glow of it filled the long hallway. “Deal?”

      The Oni smiled and lowered his head so his hair once again hid his face from Tiller.

      “Deal.”

      Hearing the click of the lock, Tiller grabbed the wrought iron handle and pulled. The door opened with a creaking sound. “Then, Raijin, I welcome you to the Jackals.”

      Tiller felt his pulse quicken in excitement. He’d done it. He’d taken the first leap into the true power he desired and now he had his first weapon in hand.
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        * * *

      

      Sabina

      “Run!” A scream filled the air.

      Sabina looked down the hill to the village below. Her eyes drawn to the crowd of screaming mothers who fought with the men who were taking their children. The torches the men held were the only source of light below. They flickered and stretched their shadows out.

      Cries of small children mixed with their mothers’ pleas for their lives, but they went ignored. The thick jungle branches shook from the force of the wind of an approaching storm.

      She inhaled deeply, and pressed her hand against her stomach. This was her last mission. Her last time helping those like her.

      A hand landed on her shoulder, stilling her movement.

      “Not yet,” Her older sister warned.

      “Then when, Lanias?” she demanded, as she watched a man below grab a mother from behind and toss her to the ground.

      Lanias moved from behind her, and moved to her side. She pulled on the end of her right leather glove. “When he’s the surest of his victory.” She grinned. “That’s when.”

      “Lanias, we shouldn’t be dragging this out,” Sabina said, her eyes focused on the people below. “If we wait any longer someone could die.”

      Lanias’s expression remained as calm and still as the sky. Her eyes not giving anything away. Sabina envied her sister’s ability to be so controlled. Lanias’s every move was done without a bit of wasted energy.

      “How many times?” Lanias asked.

      Surprised by the sudden question, Sabina glanced at her sister. “What? How many times, what?”

      “How many times have we done this?” Lanias asked as she lowered her left hand and removed the glove from her right. Her dark complexion losing color as a black light slowly encircled her hand. She wiggled her fingers playing with the dark magic “How many times have we done what the Council won’t do?”

      Lanias’s eyes flickered with a cruel light as she slowly lifted her hand. “It’s a shame we don’t get paid for this.”

      Lanias jerked her arm down. A tearing sound filled the air around them as the empty space before them ripped apart and exposed a black portal. Lanias half-turned, her expression expectant as she looked at Sabina.

      “Coming?”

      Together the two of them entered the portal. They arrived at the village below from the other side of the portal. Lanias called out, “Hello, Mudam.”

      Mudam, who’d been getting high off the terrified faces of the women and children before him stilled. A chill ran down his spine as he straightened and slowly turned to face the person who’d called out to him. Sabina enjoyed the terror that dawned on his face. She wanted to jump the short distance between them and quickly end his life, but instead she would savor it. Patience she told herself.

      Lanias’ eyes were black like burning opals, her hands rested inside the pockets of her blood red coat. She smiled and her teeth flashed white. “You’re the hardest little rat to catch. You know that?”

      He visibly shrunk into himself as the color left his face. He staggered back. His lips worked soundlessly.

      Lanias’s smile turned into a grin, when she saw this. “Don’t tell me you weren’t expecting us?” She pouted. “That hurts my feelings.”

      One of the many men who’d been doing Mudam’s dirty work, released a shout of bravery, rushed forward with his axe and aimed for Lanias. Only he never made it as a whistling sound filled the air and a blade pierced through his back, the tip of it shining through the front of his chest. His lashes fluttered as he looked down at the ornate iron handle sunk deep in his chest before he looked back up at Sabrina and Lanias as if in confusion.

      “Tsk, why can’t these fuckers ever stash the bravery somewhere the fuck else.” A woman’s voice seemingly came out of nowhere, before her figure shimmered into view.

      Silver eyes like a cat glowed as a figure wearing leather pants lined with knives and a crop T-shirt appeared. Her thick black boots made a crunching sound as she grabbed the handle of her knife and jerked it out of his chest. She walked around the falling body and glared at Lanias. “I was wondering how long you were going to force me to hide.”

      Lanias laughed. “I like to take my time with these things. You shouldn’t be in so much of a

      rush, Oye.”

      Oye flipped the blade in her hand, it melted and changed into a long staff. “Whatever.” She turned her attention to the trembling Mudam. “So, how are we killing him?”

      Sabina glanced at her sister, eager to know as well. She personally hoped it would be especially painful.

      “Mudam, it’s been what, six years since we started this little adventure?” Lanias said as she approached the shaking man.

      Mudam’s white outfit was stained from what Sabina quickly realized was piss. Apparently having regained his voice, he turned away from them with a shriek. Sabina sneered as she watched him run, not that there was anywhere for him to go.

      The minute he started running, Sabina moved. Her magic made her limber, she felt like she could physically do anything. She crouched slightly before jumping up. Her body rising higher than the trees as she flipped upside down and landed in a crouch in front of Mudam who’d fallen to his ass as soon as she landed.

      Lanias stepped forward, her amusement clear. “I should have told you not to bother running.”

      Sabina walked over to him. Her eyes hard. She’d been hunting this man. As the years had rolled on, the reason had grown more and more personal.

      “You lied to these people,” she said, motioning with her chin to the people who’d grown quiet at the presence of her, Lanias and Her cousin Oye. “You tell them their children are demons, monsters.” She could feel the burn of anger under her skin.

      “Hee,” he released a frightened squeal as Sabina kicked out with her foot, hitting him as hard as she could in the chest. She felt her lips quirk at the distinct sound of cracking. “You think because the Councilmen don’t act that it’s okay? I’m here to correct that mistaken view of yours.”

      She leaned down, her eyes becoming bright purple. She felt mildly proud of herself, not having lost complete control yet. Her skin rippled from the amount of rage and magic that ran through her.

      “Hell, I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed teaching a lesson as much as I do now.” She smiled as she reached down, grabbed him by the throat and pulled him up. “After all, we’re the very people you seek to harm here. Witches who aren’t weak, who aren’t easy, and we never, ever stop hunting down those like you.”

      She lifted him higher, enjoying the pain on his face. “They were just girls, little girls with no one to love them, and you…You sold them to that monster,” she screamed, breathing hard.

      Her nails lengthened, piercing into Madum’s throat as his veins popped through his skin. Her hatred tainting her magic as it pulsed into him.

      Sabina’s voice grew rough and inhuman. Her anger dissipated as the Witches nature that ran through came to light while her humanity took a backseat, she smiled. “Let this monster who straddles shadow and light, teach you pain,” she hissed.

      She pulled him close but removed her hand. Her magic kept him in place as she grasped his head in both her palms. Her gaze stared deeply into his.

      She continued, “Bring darkness into the light, and bind his nightmares in iron. Bleed the soul from him and let his skin rot to feed the maggots below. Yet still no death will come for him until the wolf babe howls at the sun. So, mote it be.”

      “So, mote it be,” her sister and cousin repeated, their magic reached out to hers and created a knot of the black curse overhead. The sound of nature stilled as the moon and stars shook as they performed their rite.

      Her heart pounded in her ears as her lips parted. The screams of her victim hadn’t reached her ears as she felt the tendrils of magic born inside her coming to life. The wisp of smoke curling in the air before. With a final lash at the air, black light shot out from within her and leapt into the eyes of her victim.

      Spent, she staggered back and released him as he continued screaming. He hit the ground, scratched at his face as his body writhed in pain. He tried to physically stave off the curse, but there was nothing he could do. His struggles were futile. His body rolled in the dirt but the dark mass screeched and continued to burrow its way inside him. Mudam’s skin bulged as the mass wriggled deeper.

      And soon, his mouth opened and nothing, but black creatures fell out. Their black hands outreached for him. Mudam screamed as they attempted to devour him.

      “Stop struggling and die,” Lanias said as she appeared in front of Sabin. She lifted her gloved hand and whispered a few words and what followed was the roar of wind as the space between her and Mudam opened absorbing the wriggling mass. With a click of her tongue the open abyss closed with a soundless click.

      The place where Mudam had previously lain was now empty save for two ownerless arms. Turning around Lanias brushed her hair back. “Well, I think we’re done here. Let’s go home.”

      Sabina could only pat her chest and thank god it was her last night doing this dangerous work.
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      YEAR 2022

      SABINA

      “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      Sabina rolled her eyes. She tried to focus more on not tripping down the steps of the courthouse. She was wearing the shoes her older sister had forced on her. Now she had to perform a balancing act on the five-inch dagger-like heels.

      Her husband Derek had asked her the question at least twenty times over the past year. He’d called her several times, trying to win her back over.

      “It’s a little late to ask that, don’t you think?” she said as she brushed her shoulder length curls back.

      “But what about Kahlia? She’s too young to be without her dad.”

      She stopped and whipped around to glare at her husband. And immediately hated herself for the flutter in her belly she felt from the sight of his handsome face. Derek had always been handsome, and she’d been shocked when he’d showed his interest in her. Their first year of university, she’d been attached to him like a barnacle. Which had led to Kahlia, and Sabina leaving school behind.

      Yeah, her husband was still handsome and fit. And frankly, she would have stayed with him. However, he’d broken not only her heart, but her pride and trust. She had to give it to him. Derek never did anything by halves.

      Hardening her heart, she lifted her chin. “Well, unless you’ve decided to completely ditch your family. I won’t keep her away from you.”

      He frowned, shoving his hands in his pockets. “Sabina don’t be dense. I mean it, she won’t understand why she can’t stay with me. You’ll have to not only deal with finding a place, but with working.” He shook his head and clicked his tongue. “You’ll be hard pressed to even glance her way.”

      “Derek,” she said his name with a hard edge. “I know you think that I’m some idiot, after all.” She motioned to his body. “You thought I didn’t know about the three woman you fucked the entirety of our marriage.”

      “Now, Sabina.”

      “No.” She glared at him, not caring that  her voice was now raised. After everything she’d gone through, and all the times he’d made her feel stupid, fat, and worthless, she wasn’t going to stand here—with her maiden name reinstated—and take his shit. “I’ve spent our marriage thinking there was something wrong with me. Was I too stupid, too fat, or too plain wrong for you? You made me feel that way, and your family made me feel that way.  Yes, my family isn’t wealthy, and yes, my sister runs a bar house, but the one thing we always kept was our word.”

      She took a step up the steps, giving up a silent prayer that she didn’t fall over. “You couldn’t even keep that for a month. I gave you the benefit of a doubt the first time, because we were young. And then two years later you did it again. I didn’t say anything then because I had gained weight. It had to be because I was too fat to please you. As your mother so graciously pointed out,” she spat, feeling heat rise up her neck. She could feel her voice rising “Now, now. This time you brought that hussy into my house. Around my child. How dare you?”

      She was experiencing it all over again. If she hadn’t forgotten the cupcakes in her car, she wouldn’t have ever discovered the woman and her husband in their bed. He had fucked that bitch in her house.

      She had felt her mouth go dry when she realized through the cloud of pain that her daughter—who’d been waiting for her dad to take her to kindergarten—was still seated in the living room. While her farther got a quickie with some stranger in their house, her daughter was sitting in the living room watching cartoons.

      Taking a deep breath, Sabina felt the painful sparks on her fingertips. Even after all these years of controlling it and hiding it, the magic inside of her reacted to her anger. This moment  tested all those years of control. She swallowed.

      “Derek, it’s over. You can now go fuck any woman that catches your eye in peace. Kahlia and I will do fine without you.” Without another word, she turned and marched the rest of the way down the steps.

      Sabina could only feel relief as she left her now ex-husband on the steps. That part of her life was over. She reached  into her back pocket and pulled her phone out. Texting Lanias driver, she waited for him to come.  She was determined to regain the identity she’d left behind.

      Suddenly inspired, Sabina text her sister letting her know she’d be coming to work. She needed something else to focus on. Just as she sent the text, the sound of her name had her looking up to find Lanias driver waving at her. She returned her phone to her purse, ran over to the car and opened the door, instead of the drivers bright hello. Sabina was greeted by the news on the radio.

      “The Veil is being hit by a wave of terror once again as the remains of witches are being found in the human world. During this trying time Councilman Legolas has stepped forward and requested that a special team investigate the issue. Namely the notorious Jackals, who stirred up discussion when the members were revealed to be inmates of the infamous Bowels Prison—.”

      “Sorry,” the driver turned off the radio, “Where will I be taking you today Ms. Clark?”

      Distracted, Sabina got in and closed the door. “The Shade.”

      He nodded, pulling off.

      Sabina tried to forget what she’d heard and focus on her plans for the rest of the day.
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      NAGOYA PORT, JAPAN

      RAIJIN

      Thick smoke filled the dark gambling room. The acrid smell of cigarettes mixed with the smell of coffee. The two scents tickled Raijins noise as he leaned back in his seat. His thick black hair covered his forehead as the hair at the top of his high fade was long. The lower half of his face was covered by a black mask made of a mixture of leather and wire giving him an oppressive appearance hiding his handsome Asian features. His large frame caused the chair to creak every time he moved.

      His attention was focused on the dealers’ hands as they shuffled the cards. There hadn’t been much time given to him and his men for rest.  So, the minute they’d been given the clear, he’d left  Veil City to spend time with the humans he felt the most comfortable with.

      Hearing a loud noise, he glanced over at the other table and watched as two men at the blackjack table started fighting. Both pulled off their shirts and jackets to display their intricate yakuza tattoos. Their yells of garbled Japanese added excitement to the air as others started taking bets.

      Silently he turned his eyes back to the cards he’d just been dealt, reaching out he lifted the corners of his card. “Eight, Nine and Three. What a shitty hand.”

      The dealer who heard his words, tensed up, met his gaze and sent a nervous glance to the other men who were seated at the table. “S-senior?”

      Placing his cards back down, Raijin tapped his right pointer finger against the table. “When did Yagi stop disciplining his men?”

      The others at the table stiffened and hurriedly stood bowing to him. The oldest one with grey sprinkled through his hair spoke first. “Senior, we’re sorry we’ll handle it immediately—.”

      Raijin raised a hand cutting him off, “No, need.”

      With deliberate slowness he shifted in his chair so that he faced the two-fighting men. “Hey, you two. Why don’t both of you calm down and shut up?”

      One of the men realized he was being talked to, turned his attention away from the other he’d been fighting and faced Raijin. His hair was close shaven, and an ugly scar ran down the side of his face to his shoulder. “Oy, who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?”

      Tilting his head to the side, Raijin lifted a hand and brushed the side of his lower face mask. “…You?”

      “Fuck, you think just because you’re sitting with the Waka gashira you can talk shit to me. Ha! I only listen to the Oyabun.”

      The man he’d been fighting with tried to stop him, “Stop, Aki.”

      Aki didn’t listen to him and jerked his arm out of his hold and cockily approached Raijin who remained seated. The dark of the dealer’s room hid most of his face and figure. “You won’t be so cocky if I carve up your face.”

      He pulled a switch blade out of his back pocket and flipped it expertly back and forth as he stopped in front of Raijin. Aki leaned forward and pressed the edge of the blade against Raijin’s throat. “Now, why don’t you shut the fuck up and focus on your—urch!”

      “As I thought, Yagi has grown complacent in dealing with his dogs,” Raijin said as he tightened his hold of Aki’s throat. “Since we’ve been friends for so many years, I should discipline them in his place.”

      His smooth voice slowly grew rough as he stood up to his full height.  He seemed to grow taller and taller. Everyone in the room stared at him in blanket fear. Even those who’d been playing with him took two steps back.

      The Waka Gashira Ito frantically tried to stop what he knew would be nothing more than a one-sided slaughter. “Senior, please. While I do not care for this junior disrespectful behavior. I would hate for senior to dirty his hands, especially when it’s a rare vacation for you.”

      “But I like to dirty my hands,” Raijin argued lifting the feeble human up so his feet danced in the air. He lazily looked over Aki’s terrified expression. “And it’s better for me to discipline him than Yagi, he’s getting old.”

      “I may be getting old Senior, but I’m not so weak that I’d let my elder discipline an idiot junior for me.” Someone said sounding disgruntled.

      Everyone immediately turned their attention to the entrance where the Oyabun of the Yamaguchi-gumi stood in a slick grey suit. He was surrounded by his loyal bodyguards who he brushed off as he entered the room fully. He wore a slick smile that didn’t reach his cold black eyes, he approached Raijin passing his other men who all had their heads bowed.

      “Yagi, do you want him to live that much,” Raijin asked not looking at him. “I’ve been thinking about all the issues you’ve been complaining about, like rats and snakes. So, I wanted to come by and start cleaning, but this is your only chance to get my help.”

      Yagi stopped by Ito’s side and the two exchanged a look before Yagi said, “And if I say yes, what’s the price I have to pay?”

      Raijin lowered the struggling Aki to his feet and looked at Yagi. “Better liquor and your help in the future if I need it.”

      Yagi’s brow creased as he thought over it, “Okay, deal.” He turned around and spoke to the men in the room with a bright smile. “To those of you who got the message and wore red scarves you’re all going to fight Senior here and those with green scarves will leave, now.”

      Everyone in the room hesitated to move for a second as they gave each other confused looks.

      After no one moved for too long, he shouted. “Get the fuck to moving!”

      Raijin looked down at Aki and spotted the green scarf and patted his shoulder. “You should leave.”

      Aki didn’t hesitate and ran for the door. The others followed him which left Raijin, Ito and Yagi behind with six people. After the last person had left, the doors were slammed shut.

      The six seemed to have realized they’d been caught and with a shared look they all pulled out their weapons.

      Raijin stepped forward as Ito and Yagi moved to the back corner. Placing a hand on his neck he cracked it. “And here I thought I wasn’t going to be able to enjoy my vacation to its fullest.”

      Finished stretching, Raijin he unbuttoned his shirt and revealed the intricate traditional Japanese tattoo that covered his back, upper chest, and arms. The cruel face of an Ogre decorated it while on his chest and arms there were bright red plum blossoms and dragons. None of them perfectly hid the gruesome scars that crisscrossed his chest and back.

      He left his upper body uncovered, unsnapped his lower mask off and let it fall to the floor as he continued to walk toward them. A thick black fog started to pour from his feet as he entered the circle of six men. “Now, why don’t you all be good little boys and show me your faces.”

      “Pfft,” One of the six started laughing as his human face slowly started to melt and blend in with his skin turning a bright orange, revealing his demon features. “Aren’t you being a little too confident flesh eater?”

      Another shrill voice spoke as the rest started revealing their true faces. “He is, He is.”

      “Let’s put the flesh eaters head on a pike.” One shouted and pulled a short blade out of nowhere.

      Raijin spread his arms, “Make sure to show me a good time.”

      “Our pleasure,” they shouted all at once as they attacked him.

      “Die!”

      Raijin allowed the blade to bite into his arm and grinned. “Is that all? Why doesn’t it hurt?”

      The demon pressed on the blade and the skin around the blade slowly turned red.

      “Fuck! Hurry up and slice this fucker,” he shouted to the others.

      Raijin found himself surrounded by all six. Each one stabbed their blades into his body. His blood pooled at his feet as he endured their attack and did not move an inch. He lifted his chin, he stared at the ceiling and muttered. “I guess this is all you’ve got, sad. I was expecting something a bit more thrilling.”

      The thick black smoke at his feet stirred up abruptly, his skin turning completely red as his body grew. Before the demons could run away, they found themselves trapped by the black smoke.

      “I guess I should be happy for the easy meal.” Raijin said as he disappeared into the smoke leaving behind only his glowing red eyes.

      A large red hand with black claws grabbed the head of one of the demons and jerked him into the smoke.

      “Itadakimasu,” Raijin softly whispered.

      A terrified scream filled the room followed by the music of tearing flesh, crunching bones and the scent of blood. This caused both Yagi and Ito to cringe and turn away from the sight. The disturbing scene seemed to go on forever until finally with a gasp of pure satisfaction the thick smoke abated and revealed Raijin once again pale skinned and calm standing in the center of the room.

      The only sign of what had just happened were the splatters of blood that coated his skin and his mouth which was quickly hidden as he replaced his mask on his face. “Gochisosama.”

      Yagi and Ito turned back around to face him, only to see he’d walked over to the door to open it and revealed a shadowy figure that held a small letter.

      Raijin took it, ripped it open and read the contents. Irritated he tossed the letter to the floor where it flashed a bright white light before turning to ash. Walking back to his chair, he grabbed his fur lined trench coat and pulled it on. “It looks like you’ll have to give me better liquor next time.”

      Yagi and Ito quickly followed him as he walked toward the exit.

      “I’ll be sure to stock the bar with the best brands,” Yagi said.  As he followed him out his gaze paused on the black ford truck was parked outside. “Who’s that?”

      “My ride,” Raijin said as he walked toward it. “I suggest you stay back; my men aren’t the friendliest.”

      Immediately Yagi and Ito stopped short, both scared to know just who Raijin would work with. Even though the Yamaguchi-gumi never dug deeper, they all knew that every Oyabun who’d come before to oversee the large yakuza group respected Raijin like an Elder. It was very clear that Raijin was like deity to them, and if someone decided to disrespect him they’d be testing something that mere mortals shouldn’t.

      Raijin walked over to the big ford truck, opened the door and got in without another word.

      “And here I thought you’d stopped playing with those humans.” Someone said behind him.

      Raijin didn’t bother to look at Alek. “And here I thought you’d stopped fucking animals. Tell me, have you stopped?”

      “You fucked animals?” An accented voice broke in.

      “Shut up, Castian.” Another person growled.

      “Enough, where’s the new assignment Malcolm?” Raijin asked the man who sat next to him.

      “Veil City,” Malcolm answered as he started the engine. “We’re going back to hell.”

      “Hell doesn’t sound so bad,” Castian said with a cheery voice. “Demons sound intriguing, enthralling and spine tingling. You know what, let’s just summon one.”

      Everyone ignored that dumbass statement.

      Raijin had long gotten accustomed to the borderline madness Castian always gave off. “Did Tiller tell you anything other than that?”

      “No. He just said come back and get to work,” Malcolm answered.

      Nodding, Raijin leaned back. “Okay, let’s see what hell has to offer us.”

      Silence spread for a few minutes until Alek spoke. “You’re not planning on not washing, are you? Because the scent of that blood is atrocious.”

      Raijin closed his eyes, “Malcolm stop at the public bath before we enter the veil.”

      “You got it,” Malcolm said not bothering to hide his amusement.

      Raijin mentally sighed the only reason he agreed was because he also didn’t like the smell of the blood on him. It reminded him too much of the person he’d been before he’d been imprisoned.

      555 years since he’d signed himself up for war and painted his skin in the blood of both humans and Beings alike. Raijin would never regret that time, but he never wished to reawaken the monster he’d been then.

      Closing his eyes, he let the chatter of the others lull him to sleep.
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      RAIJIN

      The stench of death filled the air as the lights flashed through the glass windows. The wisps of black shadows dispersed as people ran back and forth. The authorities who worked for the Council quickly created a barrier of soft glowing mist to block even the sharpest eyed Being from seeing the alleyway.

      The flashing of floating cameras overhead drew onlooker’s attention, but as excitement filled the air, so did ennui. Veil city was known to have the occasional dead body appear out of the shroud that encircled it. The only inquiry was whether or not it was human.

      Human bodies were the real attraction. Whether or not their bodies would be returned to the human realm was another question. A big Ford truck pulled up to the scene. The windows heavily tinted.

      The guards dressed in their dark blues, all eyed the truck with a mix of weariness and admiration. It came to a screeching stop right before them and all the doors opened immediately. The first person to exit was a man whose height caused of few of the guards to gulp.

      Big couldn’t begin to describe the behemoth. His hair had been shaved on the sides a little above his ears. The top had been left to grow and hang in his face.

      A face that was hidden behind a mix of leather and wire. A mask that had become a trademark for the very man who wore it. He shrugged his shoulders. His long black trench coat shifted as he turned his attention to one of the guards who unlike the others, remained close to the truck.

      The guard’s aura was thick, cloying and immediately submerged the man in fear. His heart raced and palms grew sweaty. As the giant walked over to him, he barely noticed the three who got out from behind him. The male towered over him, before he seemed in slow motion to lean down. The smell of irony and blood grew as he closed the space between them.

      “The body?” His voice was rough and deep.

      Flinching, the guard worked his mouth before a single sound escaped, “Y…yes.”

      Quickly, he moved out of the man’s way and pointed at the scene. “Right this way.”

      Raijin didn’t give the little Blue Jay any more of his attention as he made his way into the circle of softly glowing mist. He was already in a foul mood after being summoned.

      He and his men weren’t Blue Jays. They usually kept to their own territory. Yet because of one fucking annoying detail, he found himself walking down a back alley in Veil City, smelling the fresh rain upon the asphalt, intermixed with the stench of bad Powder.

      The neon lights overhead flickered and buzzed occasionally when a pixie flew into them. Raijin spotted his target but didn’t bother greeting the man. Instead, he walked up behind him,. reached down and grabbed him by the collar and yanked him up.

      “Ouch,” the man exclaimed as he dangled from Raijin’s hand.

      Not looking at the man, Raijin stared at the body that had been torn to shreds. There were limbs strewn everywhere. Blood splashed the walls like graffiti and the head was nestled safely on top of the neighborhood trash can. The face wore a look of terror.

      “Hagen,” Raijin said, finally acknowledging the man hanging from his hold. “Why the fuck have I been called for a fucking Class B?”

      Hagen—a brown haired male with a small frame and pug nose he inherited from his dogkin side of the family—nervously held a little notebook in his hand. He licked his lips as he thought over his answer. Class B violence cases were considered regular fodder in Veil City.  Raijin had seen gory scenes of violence so often he knew this one to be the lightest case. Something this light was usually handled by the Blue Jays.

      “I…if you would p…put me down I could answer,” Hagen said, a show of bravery despite his clear fear of Raijin.

      Irritated, Raijin lowered the man down, but with little care. Shoving his hands into the pocket of his coat, he looked over to a Blue Jay who collected some of the blood off the wall.

      “Your birdies are doing a great job.” He looked down at Hagen. “Why do you need my help?” He lifted his eyebrow in question.

      The little man pulled a slim black card from his pocket and lifted it up for Raijin’s inspection. Raijin took it and read it. “Touch of “Shade? What does it mean?”

      “It doesn’t mean something. It’s a place,” Hagen said. “We’ve been investigating the disappearance of women here in Veil City and in Nashville.”

      Hearing this, Raijin felt his curiosity peak. “You’ve been dealing in the human realm?”

      Hagen no longer trembling, shoved the little notebook in his pocket. Noticing a few eyes their way, he waved Raijin to follow him. The two walked to the alleyway exit.

      “Yes, they’ve been sending inquiries to the Council because of it. Due to the nature of the issue, the Council had a few of their agents investigating the disappearances.” Hagen glanced around at the hexed cameras, flashing overhead before turning right, taking them away from the crime scene.

      “What exactly are your rats looking into?” Raijin asked.

      Hagen pointed at the card. “This is where that place comes into play. The women who’ve gone missing are all Dud witches.”

      “Duds? You mean, blood witches with no magic?” Rajin said.

      “Yes, they’ve been going missing. Their families have filed missing persons cases here and in Nashville. The cases were originally dismissed as runaway cases or sex trafficking, but we were given a clear indication that may not be the case anymore.”

      “Oh, the Blue Jays got it wrong. I’m not surprised,” Someone cut in.

      Raijin didn’t react to the person who spoke, accustomed to the person appearing out of nowhere. Meanwhile, Hagen jumped slightly and whipped around to find three men lounging against the wall where earlier there had been no one. The one who spoke, snapped his fingers to light the cigarette between his lips.

      The flash of fire gave view to a scruffy face and deep brown eyes that changed to black for a nanosecond before returning to their steady brown. His British tone had been mocking. Lowering his hand, he muttered a few words before he lifted his palm and smacked a pixie who almost flew into his face.

      “The disappearances have been happening for a year now. If it wasn’t for the woman who blew herself up on Broadway, would you have called us?” Castian added.

      “Is what Castian saying true?” Raijin asked, keeping his voice empty of emotion.

      Hagen glanced between him and Castian before he gave a short nod. “To the public, it’s only been a few, but there have actually been ten so far.”

      “Do we know what’s causing their deaths?” Raijin asked.

      Again, Hagen nodded, his hands wringing together as one of the men had moved closer. Tall and broad, his brown hair hovered right above his green eyes. His nose twitched as he sniffed around the little man.

      “Malcolm.” Raijin said, “Give him space.”  Malcolm snorted but retreated to stand near the other two men.

      Releasing an exhale of relief Hagen continued. “All of the women showed signs of having their magic pathways altered. Unfortunately, each time they reached a certain capacity the magic the veins grew tight and brittle and eventually—”

      “They went pop!” Castian added gleefully.

      Raijin knew that this was another case that would be forced on him. “And the Council’s stance on this?”

      “Well.” Hagen gaze moved to the alleyway where they could see a team of forensic investigators taking the evidence to their truck. “That’s the fourth agent we’ve sent, who’s shown up in that manner.”

      Castian scoffed and muttered, “Weak.” Hagen flinched but didn’t dare to confront the mad warlock over it. “The Council, more specifically Legolas; has decided that it would be best, if this was handed over to more capable persons.”

      Castian scoffed, turning his attention to the shadowy corner next to him. At first glance there was no one there, but if one squinted, they would see the silhouette of a man. His long ice blonde hair hid his features as he seemed to not even be breathing. His eyes were closed, and his head lowered. “You hear that Alek?  We’re more capable than the Council’s agents and birdies.”

      Alek slowly lifted his head. His movement graceful, he lifted his long fingers as he moved with speed and deadly accuracy, catching the iron ball that had appeared out of the air, and flew toward his face.

      “Castian, I was sleeping.” He tilted his head, so that he could see the annoyed face of the warlock. “I would suggest you learn patience.”

      To reiterate his point, he squeezed the iron ball until it made a shrieking sound as he crushed it before it was swallowed by a black mass of light and withered to nothing. Letting his hand drop to his side, he focused his full attention on Castian. “And we are more capable.”

      Alek sneered; his silver eyes focused on Hagen. “So, why is the Shade important?”

      Hagen glanced back at Raijin. “Tiller said you should go see him if you wish to know the rest.”

      Hearing this, Raijin felt his anger grow. He’d told that arrogant fox to quit summoning him like he would a dog. He turned his attention to the three. “I will go meet with Tiller, you three return to Jackal Headquarters.”

      They nodded and each made their exit in their own unique way. To the public they were a team, but they all had their own reasons for working for Tiller. At the drop of a hat, they could easily betray one another for their own interest.

      “Make sure you send a vial of blood to Alek,” Raijin said as he turned his back on Hagen, who’d jumped at his sudden order.

      “Y…yes.”

      Without another word, Raijin headed out into the city. His large figure quickly parted the crowd. No one dared to look him directly in the eyes. Brushing a hand through his hair, he swept it away from his forehead.

      He’d have to speak to Tiller, but he’d be damned if he asked the man’s permission or advice on how to handle this case. He should have never gotten into bed with that fucking weasel. Raijin narrowed his eyes as he crossed the street, headed in the direction of the Council building.

      Raijin entered an alleyway and was immediately cloaked in the dark and the noise of the crowded streets turned quiet.
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      RAIJIN

      He had long ago lost the ability to be afraid of the things that went bump in the night, when he’d realized he was one of the worst creatures who inhabited it.

      He took another left, and mentally went over what he knew about witches. Nothing stood out, except that most other creatures stayed away from them. They were mysterious to both humans and Beings, having dealt with prejudice from both sides.

      Raijin’s irritation grew. Once again, he was cleaning up after the Council. Taking their fucking laundry out. If the people knew about the true face of the Council they’d riot.

      The underbelly of this world created to be an oasis for others had become as disgusting and complicated as the human world. Stopping at the edge of the block, Raijin looked around. He slightly bent his knees and with little effort, he leapt and his body shot into the air. He landed easily onto a ten-story building. He muttered a curse when a pixie flew into his face. He slapped it away and continued on his way.

      His back tingled as he stopped at the edge of building. Looking across, he could see the high glass doors of the Council’s tower. The glass had a picture of Pegasus carved into it.

      The iron statues of heroes long past, rose to at least the mid-level. The building itself boasted a hundred floors. From the sixth floor, he could see flashes of white light as messages were sent and received from other realms that existed as mirrors to other major cities. To him it would always be a symbol of his damnation. The beautiful covering merely hid the illness beneath the surface.

      Raijin took a single step, and fell, his body hit the ground hard. He didn’t flinch as the asphalt broke under his feet and a fire alarm sounded within the building. Ignoring it, he made his way across the street to the steps that led up to the glass doors. Seeing a few of the Council employees were headed home.

      He reached the landing and paused only when the soft white lights switched to a red, the changed caused by his presence. Those who’d been headed out ran down the steps, while the doors of the Council building slammed shut at the sound of the alarm. The once still statues that guarded the doors came to life. With inhuman speed the statue holding a spear whirled it and aimed the tip for his chest. Raijin crouched deftly avoiding the first attack. He rose swiftly and  lifted his left arm using two fingers to catch the edge of an axe aimed for his throat from the second statue. The force of the blow stirred up a powerful wind that lifted the edges of his jacket.

      The first statue returned and once again aimed for his back. Half turning, he grabbed the edge the spear, the sound of stone cracking filled the tense silence. The statues tried to pull their weapons from his hold, but they didn’t budge an inch.

      Raijin grinned, “Now what?”  He taunted.

      “Stop.”

      A sharp whistle drew the statues’ attention. Their heads made a cracking sound as they turned them in the direction of the entrance, where a tall, thin man with ashen grey hair and bright golden eyes rushed out. His suit, the same color as his hair almost made him seem unnoticeable, but his feminine, beautiful features drew the eye.

      “That’s enough, Hercules and Poseidon. He’s on our side. He’s a good Ogre.” Raijin released their weapons, as the other man approached them. “Must we have this conversation every time?”  He demanded, stopping in front of Raijin he gave him his back while he glared at the statues.

      The two statues looked from him to each other before they removed themselves, and retook  their stances by the door and froze in place as if they’d never moved. The workers who’d remained inside waiting for the statues to return to their place slowly began to make their way out, giving Raijin and Tiller wide berth as they descended down the steps.

      “A good Ogre?”  Raijin asked as Tiller turned to face him. His expression blank. Not that Tiller could see it with his face covered. “That’s the first time I’ve heard our kind called ‘good’.”

      Tiller laughed bringing his hands together interlocking his fingers. “I’m sure it is,” Eyes narrowing, Tiller’s expression dropped in its warmth. “But you didn’t come here to argue over whether your kind is good or not?”

      Raijin who’d maintained the cold relationship with Tiller, enjoyed seeing the man irritated. The fucker deserved it for all the shit he’d put him through. “The witches, Hagen said I had to find out the rest from you.”

      “Ah.” Tiller’s eyes lit up with excitement, the way they always did when he was able to show off his knowledge. Personally, Raijin always desired to remove Tiller’s eyes the minute they showed anything other than cold amusement. Tiller motioned to Raijin to follow him. “I’ll explain, but first I wonder how much you know about Numb Witches.”

      After asking such an ominous question, Tiller headed inside.

      “Numb Witches?” Raijin asked as he followed Tiller, ignoring the looks of hostility and fear from those coming and going in the main receiving area.

      Tiller nodded as they made their way to a row of elevator doors. The room was filled with a high glass ceiling that gave view to a bright blue sky with fluffy white clouds. A Pegasus flew over the false sky. Raijin mildly wondered what it would taste like. Horse or chicken?

      Pressing a blue button the elevator doors opened, and Tiller entered it easily. “Yes, Numb Witches. After a few of the autopsies came back, they revealed some unpleasant news.…” He paused, realizing that Raijin hadn’t followed him inside the elevator. Frowning, Tiller looked from Raijin to the insides of the elevator. He lifted his brow as he quickly realized the issue. Tapping the iron walls, he changed the appearance to be similar to the glass roof above. Nothing but sky and the view of the countryside covered the walls now.

      But Raijin still knew it was box. He could feel the pressure in his chest increase. The noise of the building had fallen away as a sharp ringing filled his ears. Years of being in the dark, had made small places a curse to him. Inhaling deeply through his nose he fixed his eyes on the wall telling himself over and over it wasn’t a cell nor a box. It barely helped.

      “Come on, we don’t have all day.”’ Tiller urged him.

      Gritting his teeth, Raijin avoided Tiller’s eyes as he entered the elevator. He forced his breathing back to normal. He hated showing weakness in front of anyone, especially Tiller. His existence couldn’t allow for weakness.

      He spoke, trying to move forward from his moment of hesitation. “What did it reveal exactly?”

      “What the Council hadn’t wished it to,” Tiller said with a sadistic chuckle. “That the women were being taken because someone wanted to turn them into Numb Witches. Witches with little magic would be more receptive to such an experimentation. There had been some whispers about  the possibility, but no one believed it. Witches don’t just do a few spells and become a Numb Witch, it’s something you’re born with, not given.”

      Raijin frowned, hearing the humor in the man’s voice. “Tiller, why would someone go through all that? What makes a Numb Witch different from a normal one?”

      Tiller scoffed. “There is no such thing as a normal witch. Especially not since the Council decided to make them their enemies back in the 1500’s, but I digress.  Each witch has a special type of magic they can use. Duds, of course are witches with little to no magic, often they are more the type to make charms and hexes, but they aren’t ever strong. So, while they have a few tricks up their sleeves, they are considered barely witches. Then, you have grey witches, they are the type to use metal or objects in order to assert their magic they typically are weapon handlers.”

      A dinging sound filled the elevator as the walls and door disappeared. The opened doors revealed the busy streets of Dublin. A crowd of human pedestrians laid between them and their destination.  The people wandered here and there, some seeming to be tourist, others just enjoying the spring weather. Going unnoticed, Tiller and Raijin walked across the street to a pub whose sign read, “Giants Place,” and whose doors had a large, closed sign on the front. Tiller grabbed the handle, and immediately, the humans and the closed sign disappeared. Day became night, and the lights over the sign above flickered on.

      Opening the door, Tiller walked inside. The bar was empty aside from an older male who was bent over behind the counter. He moved beers from a crate to a bucket of ice. He didn’t spare them a look as he steadily continued his work.

      Tiller stopped at the counter and took in the different types of liquors on the wall. He continued his explanation. “Then, there are the green witches, who are a bit more complicated as they work with nature. They could be single element gifted or be able to control all elements. Hey, Brock, I’ll take two mugs of the dark stuff to the left of you for my friend and I.”

      The older man grunted, as he straightened. Raijin’s gaze lifted up and up, until he realized he was looking at a giant. Giving them both his back, the giant went to work getting Tiller his drink.

      Tiller took a seat and spun so that he faced Raijin. “After those are the white witches, and what they typically handle is the dead. They love talking to spirits, but at least they’re nice. Black or dark witches always leave a dirty taste in my mouth. Rumor has it that Madame Lanias is such a witch.”

      Raijin took the large mug that’d been placed on the counter. Taking sip of the bitter brew, he side-eyed Tiller. “So, you’ve spent this time reminding me why I hadn’t wanted to take this case. The point of all this?”

      Tiller took a deep sip of his own drink. Releasing a heavy exhale when he finished, he smirked. His eyes glowed as he answered. “Out of all the types of witches, Numb Witches can do it all, which is why,” he said, as he placed his glass down. His entire expression changing to something cold. “After they destroyed the three witch families with the oldest Lore. The council started to gather any young witch who showed a hint of being able to develop into such a witch and killed them. To the world at large, they all died in a mudslide, after being conscripted to a Council ran program. They can’t exist.”

      Hearing this, didn’t move Raijin nor did it shock him. This was the side of the Council he knew well. The Council had always been ruthless and loved wiping out Beings who posed any kind of threat to them.

      The Unders, who gave Raijin a lot of information during his assignments, had once told him a story of Blue Jays dragging young girls from their mothers’ arms in the dead of night.

      Not waiting for Raijin to reply, Tiller continued, “In order for the Council to remain unchallenged in their effort to wipe them out, they had to be removed. Of course, those who turned a blind eye to it gained the most out of the situation. A good example being the Warlock families, no one was around who would compete with them lore wise. Which allowed them to gain more influence and fame in Legolas’s new world.”

      Raijin wondered, if the man beside him really thought money washed blood from one’s hands. “So, if someone were to create one of these witches it would be an issue for the Council?”

      “Yes,” Tiller said. “And there is another worry.”

      “What is that?” Raijin asked.

      “The witches shouldn’t find out about this,” Tiller said with no remorse. “If this hidden enemy is able to change a Dud into a Numb one. It could alter the power balance drastically. There are witches who still till this day wish to punish the Council for their betrayal.”

      “And we wouldn’t want that to happen,” Raijin drawled sarcastically, before finishing his drink and standing. “Why didn’t you say what it is you truly wish to?”

      Tiller flinched, but he didn’t move. Instead, he kept his eyes on the left-over residue of black liquor in his glass. He released a soft laugh. “And what is it you think I wanted to say?”

      Raijin spoke bluntly, “That the witches themselves could be behind this.”

      Golden eyes met his. “Maybe or maybe not. Someone seeks to regain a power they lost. The Council is full of rotting corpses eager to regain life.”

      Tiller’s meaning was clear, whether it was the witches or an outside enemy. He wanted the result to be the death of many Councilmen who were a hindrance in his own bid for power.

      Raijin gave a single nod. “We’ll look into it.”

      “Raijin.” His back chilled. Tiller rarely called him by his name. “Shade is not a place that someone like you can just enter without being noticed. Madame Lanias is one of the four demons of Veil City and she has kept her place by doing anything and everything to protect it. She’s known for being ruthless.”

      “Hmph, it’s too late to be worried now,” Raijin scoffed.

      With that, he walked away and exited the Pub, strolling down the street he melted into the crowd. After a few minutes he spotted the man, he’d been looking for. Huddled in the corner of an alleyway. The Unders second set of arms were hidden beneath his bulky jacket, and his missing nose was covered by a mask.

      Looking both ways Raijin made his way over to the Under, who had his back pressed to the wall of the alley. “You made me come to the human world.” Was his greeting.

      “It was the better option,” Raijin said pulling money from his pocket and handing it off. “What info do you have for me Elie?”

      Elie shrugged his coat higher, his third arm quickly hiding the roll of cash within his coat. “There have been more than a few dead bodies popping up, most of them only leaving behind a trail of black dust behind. The cheap stuff leaves a trail, so look for someone selling it illegally. Also, word on the street is that your favorite body snatcher may have a hand in disposing them.  Some are even saying one of the Council men have been making the hand over less noticeable. Especially with the way he is keeping his mouth shut.”

      “Is that all the information you have for me?” Raijin asked. “What about the Shade witches, have you heard anything that points to them being involved?”

      Elie shrugged, “Witches in general are not likely to harm their own, and since the arrival of Madame Lanias it is very unlikely that one of their own could be behind this. She’s not known as one of the four demons for nothing. The witches are loyal to her, not even a warlock would dare to look at her wrong.”

      Taking this in Raijin nodded, “I’ll send for you again.”

      Elie pulled the collar of his jacket up, “Not in the human world, I hope.” With that he scurried into the dark.

      Leaving the Alley, Raijin entered the crowd smoothly following along, until he found the silver doors of the elevator hidden from the eyes of t humans. Taking in a bracing breath he entered. Once inside he pressed his palm against the wall. The walls immediately changed from silver to a live painting of the blue sky. Relief flooded him, as the doors closed.

      Reaching into his pocket he took out the card, on the back of it read a time. Seeing this he decided he would go to this establishment and see if he could find out any information about the missing women
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      SAME NIGHT

      SABINA

      “Hey, beautiful. Can I get another drink?”

      “Sorry Joe I’m going on break.” Sabina called to the centaur seated at the end of the bar. She’d been running since she’d come to work, it was time for a break. “I’ll get you when I get back.”

      The Centaur kicked out his back leg in annoyance, “Fine, but hurry cause no one else makes me my drinks the way I like them. Strong.”

      Sabina laughed, “Right, I’ll hurry back.” She made her way to the back of the bar stopping only long enough to wave a hand over a black crystal that rested near the door. It released a low chime signaling she was off the clock. Pushing the door open she hopped out of the way, as a rolling cart past her. “Sorry, Sabina.” One of the cooks shouted their eyes firmly on the food they were making, while the dishes flew over their heads.

      “Don’t worry,” she said diving under a zooming pot that landed on the stove top with a clang. “I’m used to it.”  Walking around the counter, she exited the kitchen and entered a long hallway. The smell of herbs, perfume and the tang of liquor filled the air as other Witches walked to their floor or made their way to the break room.

      “Sabina,” She paused in the hallway to see her friend Eliza coming her way. Eliza was a Dub Witch who’d been brought to Veil City by Lanias. “I didn’t think you were supposed to work today?”

      “I wasn’t,” Sabina said as the two of them made their way to the break room. “I needed something other than my divorce to think about.”

      “Ooh, how did that go?” Eliza asked, as she linked her arm with Sabina’s. “Did he cry? Or did he hit you with the  ‘You’ll never find someone like me’ proverb?”

      “No, Derick is much more of an ass. He used Kahlia. Suddenly I’m not a great mother because I’m tearing my baby away from her cheating father.” She said, sarcasm dripping from her words. “I don’t want to think about it, how are you doing?”

      They paused in front of a door that read Employees only.  Eliza reached out to push the door open. “Surviving, last week I was called in because Carla called out. So, my weekend was cut short, but that’s not where the story gets interesting. The worst part is that your favorite Incubus was hanging out at the Blackjack table.”

      “Ragan?” Sabina asked, considering there were plenty of Incubus who came to the Shade.

      “Yep, that’s the one.” Eliza confirmed before she added releasing her arm, “I almost wished you were there for it. He spent the entire night throwing money away. And got belligerent when the bodyguards asked him to leave.” Eliza shuddered, as she made her way over to her locker. “I never liked how he stared at you, and could only feel relief when he left.”

      Sabina shook her head, “I’m glad I wasn’t there, he’s always too touchy when I serve him drinks.” Deciding she’d rather talk about something else; Sabina changed the subject.  “Are you going home already?” She opened her locker with a tap against the lock. The locked popped open, and she reached up for her lunch box.

      Eliza nose wrinkled, “No, I’m going to grab some lunch and then I’ll be right back to it.” She said pulling out her wallet. “I was thinking of going to the bistro on the corner. Want to come?”

      Sabina was tempted, but she’d already promised her sister she’d eat with her. “Sorry, maybe next time?”

      Eliza shrugged as she kicked her locker closed. “No problem. Maybe we can meet up this weekend for coffee?”

      “It’s a date,” Sabina said as the two of them exited the locker room. “And don’t forget that Lanias is looking for some dealers to work at a private party.”

      Eliza frowned, “Is it that party being thrown by that kid whose dad is a senator or something?”

      “Yeah, why?” Sabina asked.

      “I hate the younger ones,” Eliza said as they stopped before the exit. “They are much worse, than the handsy old man, at least they tire easily,” She teased. “Well, this is where we split. See you later.”

      “Yeah, later.”

      The two separated as Eliza headed down the hallway to the exit that led outside. Sabina took the exit into the foyer. She barely missed a man walking passed, his hand shot up and caught the door. Her lunch box slipped from her fingers hitting the floor with a muted thud.

      “Sorry,” Sabina said as she looked up sharply.

      “I’m fine.” He grunted as he looked down at her. Sabina found herself captured by deep pools of ruby she held her breathe as if by instinct. A noise dragged those searing eyes from hers to the left. Sabina followed his line of sight, spotting a brown-haired stranger who quickly moved into the shadows.

      Curious Sabina tilted her head to see where he’d gone.

      “Are you okay?” The red-eyed man asked, taking her attention away from the brown-haired man she’d just seen.

      Sabina gave him a short nod finally remembering how to breath, “Y-yes, I am.” He towered over her, his lower face hidden by the thick mask of leather and wire. Everything seemed to fall into the background when she looked into his eyes.

      “Good.” He turned on his heel and left her, making his way to the steps that led to the lower bars of the Shade.

      Sabina watched him go silently for a moment when a few feet away a door burst open and some of Lania’s girls came out loudly chatting. Shaking herself out of her stupor she bent down and picked up her lunch box. Putting the weird meeting behind her, she headed for her sister’s office.
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      “We should celebrate.” Lanias said as she read over the little notebook that hung in the air. She stood in front of her desk; her black eyes narrowed in concentration. “I have been too busy to congratulate you on your divorce.”

      “I don’t think Sabina wants to be congratulated on failing at marriage.” Oye said, from the couch her hands busy manipulating a ball of metal lying between them. The iron substance expanding and collapsing under her will.  “Wouldn’t it be better to, I don’t know; let her relax.”

      Lanias pursed her lips and snapped her fingers. The little notebook disappeared in a puff of black smoke. She placed a hand on her hip and glared at Oye. “Just because your life is plebian at best, doesn’t mean Sabina desires the same. I raised her better than that.”

      “I was actually going to go home, and finish unpacking.” Sabina cut in, to prevent her sister Lanias from trying to hex her cousin Oye. The two were like oil and water. Oye was a silver eyed, knife tongued rebel who lived the word ‘freedom’ to a ‘T’ and her older sister, was the epitome of a bourgeoise Black Witch with a personality like poison.

      Lanias turned her glare on her. “Why? Kahlia is being watched by the ghoul nanny, and you’re almost done with your shift here. We should go party, or at the very least get drinks.”

      “Pfft, why would she go anywhere to get drinks, when she works at a bar?” Oye cut in. Her body tensed when a black root shot out of the floor and wrapped around her like a coiling snake. Her fingers froze causing the iron she’d been manipulating to still. Oye didn’t bat an eyelash at suddenly being trapped. Instead, she studied Lanias with amusement.  “You don’t have the balls.”

      “Don’t test me cousin,” Lanias warned, before she turned her attention back to Sabina. “I’ve plenty enough on my plate, with these terrorists running around blowing up witches.” She stressed, before she turned her attention to Sabina. “You should celebrate starting your life over and coming back home.”

      Sabina popped in the last grape from her lunch box and chewed it slowly trying to buy time. She honestly didn’t want to celebrate her failed marriage. Her sister was happy that she was back. Sabina understood this, but celebrating her ruined marriage also highlighted how naïve she’d been.  The dreams she’d dreamed had been proven to be worth nothing in the face of reality. “I don’t think I’m ready to celebrate it yet,” Seeing Lanias look she quickly spoke up, “Plus, it wouldn’t feel right to celebrate now. Especially with what’s happening to other witches.”  Gathering her things, she placed them in her lunch box. “Now, it’s time for me to get back to work.”

      “Same,” Oye said, her fingers twitched, and the still iron ball burst into little strings that spun midair slicing the black roots to pieces. As they fell, she stood, putting out her right hand she pushed her will out. The spinning strings stopped and melted back into an iron ball. Oye closed her hand around it, when she opened her hand again the ball was gone. “I hope the guys on level one and two are rowdy. I have some steam I need to get rid of.”

      “Tsk,” Lanias clicked her tongue. “I put you on that level to prevent trouble, not stir it.” She chided, before giving Sabina a scrutinizing look. “And you, I’ll hold back my plans for celebrating but don’t think we won’t celebrate it once you’re over this.” She waved her hand over Sabina.

      Sabina wondered what “this” was and when did Lanias think she’d be over it. But instead of dragging the conversation out she said instead. “Sorry.”

      Lanias shrugged, “No need to apologize. I understand. I can’t always get my way.”

      Hearing this made Sabina laugh, “I don’t think that’s true, I’m pretty sure you could if you wanted to. “

      Oye grabbed Sabina’s arm and started marching her to the exit.  “C’mon, or we’ll be late.”

      “Okay, Okay,” Sabina said giving Lanias a wave, “I’ll stop by after work.”

      Lanias nodded, as she turned her attention back to the notebook that reappeared on her desk. “See you then.”

      Together Oye and Sabina made their way to their perspective levels. Sabina was working on third, while Oye enjoyed the rougher seen in the lower bars one and two. Sabina still wasn’t sure if she fit the more affluent clientele on the third floor, but Lanias had put her there to make sure she stayed out of trouble. And she hadn’t seen any a reason to complain.

      As Sabina reached the third level, she spotted a familiar person making their way to the exit. The man who’d she’d nearly ran over, his aura and size, drawing her eyes to his retreating back.

      “Sabina, are you coming?”

      Turning around, Sabina saw Oye holding the   door open. “Coming.” Running over, she paused and glanced over her shoulder, but the man was gone. She faced forward once more and followed her manager to the break room. It was time she got back to work.
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      SABINA

      A few hours later and they were back in Lanias office recuperating.

      “Damn, my feet hurt! I think it’s time for a vacation,” Oye said as she rubbed her feet. She glanced at Sabina. “Can you tell you’re bitch of a sister, to give me some time off?”

      Sabina, who was helping Lanias count out the tips shook her head. “Oye, you know you’re only complimenting her when you call her that. And when would you take this vacation? The last time you took a vacation, you complained it was too quiet.”

      “I would love something quiet over dealing with your sisters bastard clientele.” Oye said shooting Lanias an irritated look.

      Lanias seeming to sense her gaze spoke without looking up.  “I’ve offered to send you to the islands several times.”

      “Right. And I told you, I don’t want to have to play survival with a soccer ball.”

      “Your choice,” Lanias said.

      “Well maybe, I should just take some leave and arrange my own vacation again.” Oye grumbled.

      “Don’t waste your money,” Lanias said.

      Oye shot her an annoyed look, before she sagged into the couch. “You’re right, it would be a waste of money.”

      Sabina’s eyes were firmly on the twenties she was counting, her fingers moving at the speed of light added her own two cents. “And it would save us from having to bail you out again.”

      “It was one time,” Oye complained.

      “Once was enough.” Sabina countered smartly as she gathered the money and tapped the collected bills against the tabletop. With a snap, the money disappeared into the safe in the corner of the room. “I didn’t even know you could do that with your metal,” she said crossing her arms.

      “There is a lot I can do with my metal.” Oye said wickedly.

      “Do I have to remind you how much we paid for your bail?” Lanias asked with a smile as she rose from her chair and walked around her desk.

      Oye smile soured. “No, I’m good.”

      To change the topic Oye turned her attention to Sabina. “So, I heard Joe was talking you up tonight, again.”

      “Yeah, and so were the rest of them,” Sabina rebutted. “Like I said earlier, since I’ve just gotten rid of a man. I’m not eager to put another anchor around my throat.”

      Oya scoffed at that, “Right, but you do have time to fuck.”

      “Do I need to scrub your mouth out with soap, Oye?” Lanias asked her.

      “You really would do it, you witch. Since you’re threatening me with a soapy mouth I’ll shut up.” Oye laughingly said.

      “Good, now have you two decided on whether or not you’ll work the private party for me?” Lanias asked.

      “I’m out,” Oye said as she stood up stretching. “I don’t mix well with the snooty types.”

      “No surprise there,” Lanias muttered as she walked over to the coffee table where a staccato box of black marble laid. Flipping the top up, she brushed a finger over the cigarettes inside. Selecting one Lanias pulled it out. She flicked the edge, lighting it. Taking a deep inhale, her eyes sparkled as she blew out a stream of black smoke.  “That leaves you, are you helping Sabina?”

      Sabina nodded, “It’s better than sitting around the house waiting on Kahlia to get out of school. Plus, I need to save as much as I can to move out.” She made a beckoning motion at her jacket and purse; they floated up in and danced over to her. Grabbing them she added. “And please don’t bother lecturing me about it, I love that you’re okay with me and Kahlia staying with you forever, but I want to have my own place.”

      Lanias gaze weighed her for a minute, “Fine. Do as you wish.” She relented taking another pull on her cigarette.

      Putting her jacket on Sabina offered her sister a soft smile. “Thanks.”

      “Yuck, okay enough of this sappy shit.” Oye cut in, “Are you riding with me or—.”

      “I’m going to grab a taxi,” Sabina said firmly as she made her way to the door.  “The last time I road with you on your bike, I saw my life flash before my eyes.”

      Oye snickered, “I know, wasn’t it awesome.”

      Sabina thought it was better to keep her mouth shut. She glanced at the clock on the wall, “Are you going to be staying late tonight?” She asked as Oye moved over to her side.

      “Yes, it’s going to be a long one. The girls have sunk their teeth into the broker of council man Felix,” Lanias grinned, it held an edge of greed. “My hope is that they suck him completely dry before the night ends.”

      “Do you have to look so damn happy, when you say that?”  Oye asked, her expression twisted.

      “Some of us need to take pleasure in our work,” Lanias said, her eyes look pointedly down at Oye’s privates. “Maybe you should find some pleasure for that desert of yours. You might want to warn your next lover to blow to get rid of the dust.”

      Oye immediately lifted her head. “Listen here, you witch—”

      Sabina made her way out of the office, the door shutting on whatever Oye was about to say. She’d had enough of their banter for the night. It was time for her to get home to her daughter.

      The hallway was filled with a dim light before brightening at her presence. Sabina quickly made her way down the hall and out of the back door. She inhaled the cool city air, feeling relief and a sort of nostalgia for the night cloaked city. Walking over to the corner of the block, she hoped she hadn’t missed her chance of getting a decent cab especially since it was so late, or early depending on who you asked.

      Sabina stopped at the corner and reached into her pocket and took out her cell to summon a cab.  Before she could, she heard a high-pitched scream, surprised she looked over to her right to spot Ragan and an unknown man carrying a struggling woman into an alleyway a few feet away. The woman screams were cut off with a disturbing finality.

      All this happened in a manner of seconds.

      Shocked by what she’d seen, Sabina found herself running after them. She had always thought Ragan was weird, but it looked like he’d chosen this night to show it.

      “Hey, stop,” she shouted coming to the opening of the alleyway.

      Spotting an iron pipe leaning against a trash can, she reached out to it and summoned it. The pipe smacked into her hand solidly, she tightened her hold on it.

      “Hey, I said stop,” she said once again as she walked further into the alleyway.

      Ragan looked up; his eyes zeroed in on her face. “What are you doing here?”

      “Why do you think,” she pointed the rod at him. “Put her down and leave before you regret it.”

      “Look, turn around and leave. This doesn’t have anything to do with you.” Ragan said as he let go of the unconscious woman’s feet, and turned to fully face Sabina. “Go.”

      “Ragan, kill her.” The Cambion demon behind him ordered. “We have to hurry up or—.” His words were cut off, when Ragan shot him a hard look. “I’ll take care of this,” He snapped.

      The demon snorted, “Fine, have at it.” He continued on his way to the back of the alley.

      Facing Sabina once more, Ragan lifted a hand his eyes glinting coldly. “Listen witch you need to leave, now.

      

      Sabina stepped forward waving the rod threateningly “Sure, tell your friend to bring her back or-,” “Or what?” He looked her over before he glanced at the opening behind her. “Your alone, witch. What can you do, ey?” He taunted her.

      Sabina lifted a brow. “Ever had a rod shoved up your ass?” she asked casually.

      Ragan snarled, his razor-sharp teeth flashing. “Don’t fucking play with me. Take that little stick of yours and leave before this turns ugly,” he warned threateningly.

      After he spoke, he turned away from her returning to his friend’s side as the empty space around the Cambion demon began to fill with the dark light of a portal.

      Sabina lifted the Rod and sent it flying right at Ragan’s back. He released a curse of pain before he turned with increased speed and in a blink of an eye, he was on her. Sabina sucked in a quick breath as she felt the iron rod in her hand ripped away.

      Staggering back a few steps she looked down at her hand to see it was bleeding from where the rods rough metallic surface had scraped it.

      Looking up, she saw Ragan toss the rod away with his eyes focused on her. “Don’t forget, I told you to run. You asked for this.”

      He took a threatening step toward her.

      Sabina brow creased as she debated on whether to make a move. She didn’t want to cause Lanias any problems but spotting Rogan’s friend still dragging the helpless woman to the portal. She immediately made her choice. The sensation of her Dark Magic poured into her veins as she felt the familiar manic energy fill her, her eyes burning as they changed from a familiar brown to black.

      “Don’t run now,” Rogan shouted as he pounced on her throwing them both to the ground.

      Just as she decided to make her move the Incubus was pulled off her. In wide eyed shock she watched him be lifted by a giant sized clawed red hand into the air and dragged with a terrified scream into the thick black mist that surrounded it. His screaming filled the air before with an ominous suddenness it ended. Only to be followed with the sounds of crunching and the sound of flesh tearing.

      In horror Sabina stared into the thick mist unsure of whether or not she would be able to fight who ever hid there.

      Raijin

      Raijin snatched the Incubus out of the air, holding the squirming Being in his hand. He frowned, he hadn’t planned on changing forms, but at the sight of an innocent woman being attacked he’d acted on instinct.

      The feeling of violence that filled his blood wasn’t new to him, but it had never hit him so quickly and so all consuming. He’d been on edge since he’d left the Shade. Hiding in the shadows of the club, he counted the hours till it closed.

      Claws scratched at his hands, irritated he lifted the Being higher till he was at eye level. The eyes staring into his only held terror. Raijin wished he felt something at the sight of it, but he didn’t.  Lifting the man higher, he opened his mouth and with little guilt dropped the Being into it.  The screams the incubus released were cut off as soon as Raijin closed his mouth. The taste of blood and bone something he’d long grown accustomed; with little remorse he chewed his prey and swallowed.

      The thick mist he used to cloak his true form dispersed as he returned to his more human visage. The Witch remained on the ground staring up at him dumbly. He approached her slowly, at the sound of his footsteps drawing her full gaze. He unconsciously noticed that her eyes were doe brown.

      At the sight of the clear brown pools, he paused as the sensation of something unfamiliar ran through him as she stared at him in fear. She shivered like prey, as if waiting for him to devour her. If it was the old him he’d have taken advantage of her fearful state but…He was no longer that demon that had enjoyed bloodshed and death so well in the past. Mentally shaking those thoughts from his head, he continued toward her and knelt. “I mean you no harm.” He said offering her his hand.

      She reached out to take his hand but right before she placed it in his. Raijin was overwhelmed by the smell of lemons and honey. It was a delicious, all-consuming smell that made his tongue heavy. Abruptly, he retracted his hand and stood taking a few steps back. Something wasn’t right. Raijin could feel it; he was not only on edge but a single sniff of the Witch at his feet had him craving…He refused to think about it.

      “Alek, Malcolm you can come forward now.” He snapped.

      “And here I was betting on you eating her, as fast as you ate that criminal.” Alek joked, as he stepped from a cloud of red mist. His long blonde hair seeming to glow in the moonlight, his pale features stark. He walked past Raijin and the Witch, “Well looks like the partner to your dinner decided he’d much rather live, then take the victim with him.” He said, kneeling beside the unconscious woman.

      Sniffing the air, Malcolm joined him his green eyes squinted at the large ring burned into the brick wall. “Looks like they used black dust to open a portal,” he reached out and brushed a finger along it, pulled it back and frowned. “Doesn’t feel like the good stuff, it’s like sand. Not fine enough to have been sold from an approved dealer.” Turning around he met Raijin’s gaze, “Pretty sure this was planned.”

      Raijin nodded, “If they prepared beforehand to snatch her, she’s not a random grab.”

      “Are you okay, Darling?”

      Raijin looked over to see Alek was now standing in front of the witch, “Shall we leave this place for better accommodations?” Alek asked offering her his hand.

      She took it, coming to her feet. “Thank you,” she said softly. Still clearly shaken. She glanced at Raijin, and he quickly looked away. Something about her gaze stirred him, and it wasn’t welcomed.

      “Right, I guess I’ll take the victim,” Malcolm complained as he walked over to the unconscious woman’s side and he bent and scooped her up like she was nothing. “Where are we taking her?”

      “Why not the establishment this lovely witch just left?” Alek offered, “After all we do need to speak to the Madame.”

      “What do you want with the shade?” The Witch demanded of them.

      Forced to look at her Raijin answered, “We have a few questions, that’s it. Council business.”

      Her gaze held his, before she finally looked away. “I’ll lead you there.” She let go of Alek’s hand and started walking out of the Alleyway.

      Raijin and the others followed. Raijin wondered if he was the only feeling weird in her presence, he reached up and adjusted his mask. Whatever it was, it could wait for after he’d spoken with Madame Lanias.
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      RAIJIN

      Raijin could feel her glancing back at him, but he refused to meet her gaze.

      “You’ve never killed a criminal so quickly.” He looked down at Malcolm who carried the unconscious woman in his arms. “It’s not like you to make such a mistake.”

      Raijin focused his gaze forward. “True.”

      “Hmm, then it’s true what they say,” Malcolm mused allowed as they crossed the empty street to the Shade. “Ogre’s aren’t very friendly when hungry.”

      Raijin felt his lips curl into a smile. “We’re never friendly, Malcolm.”

      Malcolm smirked. “Yeah, I noticed.”

      Raijin could have commanded Malcolm’s silence, but he wouldn’t. He’d been given charge of these men, but he’d never once demanded their respect. He had earned it. And it had come with allowing them a certain freedom to their speech.

      He was the biggest, but it didn’t mean he ruled because of his power alone. As they reached the Shade Raijin walked around Alek and the witch, to knock on the back door. “You don’t have to knock. I have a key.” The witch said as she walked forward as he retreated a few steps behind her.

      He immediately tensed and gritted his teeth against the urge to capture her up in his arms and lick her exposed neck.

      “Dammit Raijin, control yourself. You can’t eat an innocent.”

      As if she could hear his thoughts, she paused, glancing over her shoulder at him before she turned her attention back to the door. She made a few motions in the air and they all heard the door click.

      Someone whistled from the corner of the building. “That’s some Magic you’ve got there.”

      Raijin didn’t bother to look at the speaker. “Where have you been, Castian?”

      “Touring this lovely establishment, and finding out about this.” A man with shoulder length brown hair stepped out from the dark. His swagger was reminisced of a rakish Lothario. The many rings on his fingers and the playful smirk that played at his lips had caused many women to swoon. “They’ve been using Black Dust to cut through the veil and travel.” Castian lifted the little bottle he held between his pointed finger and thumb up and squinted at it. “It’s barely been reared out, some of the cheaper stuff.”

      “Same as what was used for the Portal in the alley,” Malcolm added. “Do you think they are connected?”

      Raijin thought over this. His informant had been telling the truth then. “Not sure, but we can’t completely dismiss the possibility.” He would need to start looking for those who sold black dust under the table. At least they now had a starting line.

      His thoughts were derailed when the heavy steel door opened, and light flooded the back alley. The minute the woman in the doorway came into focus, Raijin knew he was staring at Madame Lanias. She coldly looked them over.

      “Sabina, you and I both know you’re not up to the task of having sex with more than one man, so, please tell me why you’re re-entering my building with these people.” Her eyes landed on the past out woman, “and a human?”

      Sabina? Raijin finally looked down at the Witch, who sheepishly smiled at her.

      “I kind of got caught up in some trouble—” Sabina started but she stopped when she spotted long arms reaching out from the shadows behind Lanias to encircle her.

      Alek drew her close, letting his lips rest near Lanias ear, he whispered. “Why don’t I take you to one of the many private chambers I’m sure this club has, and explain it all to you there?”

      Raijin had observed women fall into Alek’s arms with less provocation. So, it came as a shock when the Madame didn’t fall for his seduction tactics.

      Instead something black shot forward from the shadows and wrapped around Alek’s throat. With a choked gasp, he was jerked from Lanias and into the dark of the club. Lanias lifted a single brow as if she hadn’t subdued one of the oldest vampires in the world.

      Lanias brushed imaginary dust from her shoulder. “Now that the roach has been removed, let us adjoin to my meeting room.” Her eyes landed on Raijin, “Where you can explain the current situation to me in detail.”

      With that, she turned her back on them and made her way inside. Her gown changing into an all-black pant suit as her hair dropped down her back. She didn’t even glance at the vampire who was tied to the wall by what now could be seen to be black roots.
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      RAIJIN

      They’d left Sabina and the human woman, in a guest room.

      Raijin couldn’t stop the relief that flooded him, as her scent had slowly been driving his nerves up. Now, he faced Lanias outside of the room. Her black colored lips pursed, as she looked Raijin over, before she drew her eyes from Raijin to the rest of them. Lanias aura was cold, and her stance warned all of them to stay at a distance.

      “I assume you have a warrant,” Lanias asked as turned and made her way down the hallways, “Otherwise feel free to leave now.”

      Raijin reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a white envelope. And held it out to her. An unseen hand took it, it floated in the air before settling in Lanias hand.

      She stopped before a black door and tapped the edge of the letter against her chin. The corner of her lips curled up mockingly. “I can feel the Magic,” she confirmed. “I guess the Council is very serious about getting me to help.”

      The door behind her opened, revealing a riot of colors as a floral scent filled the air. Raijin skin pricked at the warmth that emanated from within the glass house. The flowers swayed as Lanias entered, as if drawn by her magic.

      “Don’t be afraid,” she said. “I wouldn’t harm Tillers precious dogs. Plus combined, your Lore is far older than mine.”

      Stiffening at this, Raijin shared a look with Castian and Malcolm both men gave him weary looks. Witches were known for their tricks, and Lanias was the most notorious of them all. She strolled down the stone pathway, stopping at the side of table that was set for two.

      “Are you coming ogre?” She queried; amusement clear in her voice.

      “Do you think it’s safe to go in there alone?”  Castian asked, his voice low but chipper. The willy warlock enjoyed moments like this. The choice between life and death, always seemed to excite him. It was something Raijin had to control, or the man would risk all their lives for a simple thrill.

      “Yes, it’s safe,” Lanias promised, she looked over her shoulder shooting him a coquettish look. “I should be the one afraid of being alone with your leader.” Her lips quirked at the corners. “After all, I am the red riding hood to your big bad wolf, but your men can stay right outside the door if that makes them, and you feel safe.”

      Deciding to do as she said, Raijin ordered his men. “You two stay at the door until we’re finished.”

      “Shit,” Malcolm muttered, he sent the witch an annoyed glare. “I guess it beats being stuck in the same room as her.”

      Lanias scoffed, “Now Malcolm you’re the last wolfkin who should speak in such a way to me.”

      “Shut it.” He snapped, his teeth clicking together.

      Raijin wasn’t sure about the two’s relationship, but from their little moment now he could see that Malcolm was familiar with Lanias. He wouldn’t pry, not yet. He would first demand answers from the witch, entering the room he was surprised that the woman didn’t show fear at his presence. The door vanished the minute he entered, keeping his face clear of any emotion, Raijin approached her.

      She rested her hand atop a red painted box at the center of the table. “So, tell me Jackal what brings you to my place of business.” She asked, while pulling a slim black cigarette out. Her back remained to him, as a wisp of smoke came from the end her cigarette. She placed it between her lips, as she finally turned around to face him.  Her eyes were slightly squinted, “You’re not here to accuse me again of trying to create disturbances in the Veil are you?”

      “No,” Raijin said easily, not bothering to ask to take a sit. He walked over to the chair, and pulled it out. Plopping down, he let himself show his confidence in her presence. “I’m here on another matter.”

      She flicked the tip of her cigarette lighting it, “And what exactly is this other matter?”

      “Have you noticed your number of witches decreasing?” Raijin asked.

      Lanias blew smoke, the tendrils curling in the air appearing almost like a curtain between them. “And why would I notice something like that?”

      He gave her a sardonic look, “Because everyone knows if it’s a witch, it answers to you.”

      Lanias sided eyed him. “I’m flattered. Is that what they think up there at that building of worms? That I am the ruler of witches here in Veil City.” She laughed.

      Rajin didn’t join her in her amusement, “But it’s true, there is no other witch who can claim to be one of the four demons.”

      Her expression changed abruptly, her eyes darkening to a black. She sneered at him, the cigarette disintegrating in her hands. “You’re doing a lot of guessing, with little to no evidence. Even with a letter from the Council, why should I deal with your kind here stinking up the air of my castle?”

      Raijin leaned forward, closing the space between them. “You didn’t answer my question? Answer it, and I won’t make baseless accusations.”

      The two had a long stare off, before Lanias looked away. “There have been a few women who’ve gone missing, but it wasn’t anything worth looking into. They weren’t exactly the types to remain committed and responsible, especially in their field of work.”

      “Did any of them know this man, his name was Luther” Raijin asked as he reached inside his inner coat pocket.

      He pulled a picture of the recently deceased agent, who’d been investigating the case. And placed it on the table, slowly she turned her eyes away from him to the photo. Her expression turning thoughtful, “Ah, that’s the one that likes Eliza.”

      “Eliza?” Raijin he repeated in question.

      “Yes, one my dealers.” Lanias confirmed.  “He’d always play cards when she was in. Otherwise, he’d spend the night in the corner of the bar on level five rubbing elbows with a few of my regulars. I heard that he’d been planning a deal involving some ‘black powder’ which is why I’d introduced him to a few of my own connections, but it turned out his source was impure.”

      Raijin frowned, if the agent had been dealing in black powder then he must have been the one to provide the kidnappers with the produce. Raijin cursed himself, he should have held back and kept that incubus, or at least not be so out of it he let his partner get away. His hands curled into a fist.

      “He kept muttering about having to make an exchange to be welcomed.” Madame Lanias added.

      Hearing this, Raijin ears perked. “An exchange?”

      “Yes” Lanias said moving so her hips leaned against the table. “He would talk about it with Eliza, who told me because he kept wanting her to be his date for some party.” Her brow quirked, “my dealers don’t date the clients outside of the club.”

      An exchange? Of what?

      “Did she say anything else?” Raijin asked eager for more information.

      Lanias expression turned thoughtful, before something sparked in her eyes. “He mentioned that once he’d been invited, it be a breakthrough for him.” She frowned pointing at his face.

      “Are you intending to do this entire questioning form behind that mask?” she narrowed her eyes, “Don’t you think it’s a bit unfair to hide your face from me, while you’re free to judge my every expression, ogre?”

      Raijin stiffened, only to catch himself when he saw her smirk. “I’m sure you are more comfortable with me because of my visible mask, then in comparison to your invisible one.”

      Her smirk fell, and a brow lifted in acknowledgment of his statement. “Touché.”

      “Now, Madame do you mind if we proceed with the questioning?” He patiently asked.

      “Go ahead but make it quick,” she checked her wristwatch, “I’ve a few creatures from the lagoon scheduled to come. A few of their friends even have tentacles.” She offered him a lascivious smile.

      He reached inside his pocket for a picture of another person; this was another agent who’d gone missing instead of showing up dead. “Have you ever seen this man?”

      She placed two fingers on the picture on and turned it to face her. “I’ve seen him, he was here the week before Luther stopped coming. The two met, and it seemed like they were arguing.”

      A black book appeared out of nowhere before her. Falling open the white crisp pages fluttered as they turned in a rapid speed. With a small ‘ah’ noise from Lanias the pages stopped turning, leaning forward Madame La’s dark eyes drifted over the pages, before she spoke. “Yes, here it is his name was Jamison, he only came with Luther once before.”

      She snapped her fingers and the book disappeared, “He was tall, and I first thought he was a model with the figure he sported. I learned from the girl who was assigned to their table, Luther owed Jameson some ‘dust’ and had failed to come through with the good stuff.” She sucked her teeth at that, “The two argued, and Luther threatened to report him for something. Shortly after that Luther didn’t return.”

      Raijin took this in with a short nod of his head.

      “Have you seen this Mr. Jamison since?” He asked.

      Lanias pursed her red lips, her eyes slightly narrowing in thought, “I can’t say I have, when it comes to my guest when a few of them loose their polish,” she showed her teeth, but it wasn’t a smile. “I pay less attention to them.” She tapped the edge of the table, her nails making a clicking sound. “If you want to know more about his schedule, I can send off an inquiry to my girls.”

      Raijin observed her quietly letting his thoughts come together. He inwardly frowned; he didn’t usually have such a problem with focusing. For a moment he suspected the witch across from him of having spelled him. Raijin quickly dismissed the thought, from what he’d garnered she wasn’t the type to take a foolish chance.

      “So—, are we done here Mr. Ogre?” Her annoyed voice interrupted his thoughts.

      Digging into his right pocket, he pulled out the blood-stained card. “It would appear that Luther had been planning on coming to your establishment tonight.”

      She flicked glance down at the card, before returning her eyes to him. “So?”

      “There is a time stamp on it,” Raijin turned the card over, and in gold stylized ink was the time and day. “he’d planned to meet someone here. Do you have a record of people who come and go in your club?”

      “We try not to observe to closely, the coming and goings of our clientele.” Lanias said straightening, Sarcasm dripped form every word, her eyes held a glint. “Also, if he was to meet someone here especially with that card it would have been a closed-door meeting.”

      “Closed door?” He repeated.

      She nodded, “Yes, it’s a scheduled meeting, the appointment is usually made by the Third-floor hostess. No names, no identity. The two holding the card will appear in the room, their identities shrouded, and voices blurred. Even I wouldn’t know who’d scheduled it.”

      Her black eyes shined like oil on the surface of the oceans. “After all I make my money, because of my discretion.”

      Raijin sneered, “Even for the very people who’d betrayed your own kind.”

      She lifted her chin, her eyes flashing dangerously. “Rats, typically pay the most money Jackal.” She turned her back to him, “Surely we are done here—,” her voice was cut off by the sudden sound of a siren going off. Lifting her hand, she rolled her wrist and map of her building appeared out of thin air. Her eyes swiftly looked over it.

      Tense, Raijin heard the door behind him slam open.

      “What’s that.” Malcolm demanded angrily, his head whipping right and left as he searched for the source of the noise.

      Castian appearance was lazy, but the tightness around his eyes and lips spoke louder than words of his tension. “Is this a fire drill?” He joked.

      Lanias cursed, making a shooing motion at the map as she hurriedly walked to the door. “No, it’s my curse receptor.”

      “Curse receptor?” Alek questioned appearing out of thin air near the door, barely moving out of her way as she rushed past him.

      “No witch likes having people cursed under her roof without her knowledge.” She said, by way of explanation, her brow creased in worry. “Someone released a big one, and it’s in the room we left Sabina in.”

      Raijin followed behind her unsure if he’d really heard worry in her voice. But he quickly dismissed it, Lanias wasn’t known for caring for others. With that in mind he followed her, soon over taking her with his longer legs.
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later Raijin slammed the guest room door open, only to find the woman who’d been unconscious laying in a pool of her own blood. Her eyes staring unseeing at the ceiling, and her body limp. It was clear she was dead.

      “Sabina.” Lanias cried out in alarm.

      He turned his gaze from the dead stranger to Sabina who laid on the floor. Her arms curled to her chest, her body trembling. He felt something inside of him panic. But with his man standing so close to him, he couldn’t give in.

      Instead, Raijin took control of the situation turning to Castian, “Create a transport circle to the hospital.”

      Castian faded into the shadows immediately.

      Raijin moved to Sabina’s side, kneeling. “Malcolm, call Gregors and tell him we have a body we are sending to him.”

      “On it,” Malcolm said, pulling his cell from his pocket.

      “Alek, once Malcolm gets in contact with Gregor you’ll take him and the body there.”

      “Yes, Raijin.” The vampire joined Malcolm near the door.

      Raijin met Madame’s Lanias grief-stricken expression, she’d been muttering something the entire time. Her hand trembling over her friends’ body. He reached out, taking her hand only to fight having to flinch when her eyes flared in hatred at his touch. Forcing himself to ignore it, he spoke slowly. “We need to get her to the hospital; you’ll need to take a step back so that I can pick her up.”

      She stared at him and in her eyes he saw her distrust, grief and anger, before her expression became unreadable. Lanias took a deep breath and gave him short nod. “Yes, yes let’s do that.”

      Lanias stood and took a step back.

      Raijin leaned forward only to smell the alluring scent of Sabina under the taint of blood. His body stiffened, as he gritted his teeth. He narrowed his eyes, taking a deep breath through his mouth. This reaction to Sabina was troubling. He needed to get this over with as soon as possible, with that in mind he easily scooped her up. His larger stature, a gift from his ogre side made it easy for him to rise with her in his arms. Glancing down at her still soft features he felt his chest grow heavy.

      Desire?

      Or hunger?

      Shaking his head, he turned around to find Castian in the now empty doorway. “It’s set. Let’s go.”

      Hearing this, Raijin nodded as he continued carrying the unconscious Sabina. His arms tightening on instinct, when she whimpered. He wanted to growl but swallowed it. It felt like he’d done nothing but hold back his natural instincts since he met her, and he’d only met her a few minutes ago. He didn’t like it, the reason he was respected and accepted by the Council and Tiller. Were because of his control and ability to commit fully to the cause of keeping order in the Veil. As he walked through the long halls of the brothel, he inwardly prayed that this would be his last run in with the woman he held.

      He’d been tested before but never like this. Raijin had lived his life behind his mask for a reason, there were simply not too many in the world who could accept the existence of an ogre in their presence. Especially one as hideous as him. Even his own mother had rejected him—. “Stop.” He mentally shouted at himself.

      They soon arrived at the exit to the open parking lot behind the club.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Raijin was pulled back to the present by Castian who observed him with a probing stare. Reluctant to show his vulnerability he gave a nod, “Yes, let’s hurry this along. So that we can move on to our next suspect.”

      Castian nodded, turning his gaze to the 10 ft wide magic circle that glowed a sickly green color. The rim of the circle slowly turned, a loud clicking sound echoing from it. “The sooner the better, that clickity click always rubs me the wrong way.”

      Without another word, they; including Lanias, entered the magic circle and disappeared, drowning the area in pitch black night once more.
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      SAME NIGHT

      SABINA

      Sabina’s body felt heavy. She could hear the steady beep of the machine near her. In this state of unconsciousness, she felt an odd sort of peace she’d not been able to come near over the last few months. Sabina wanted to stay in the dark a little bit longer. Her limbs were heavy, and warm, the only movement she wanted to make was to snuggle deeper under the covers.

      “She’s been sleeping since we brought her here, are you sure there isn’t anything wrong?”

      Sabina immediately recognized the voice; it was Lanias and she sounded worried.

      “Like I’ve said before your sister was hexed with a very dark curse. It’s a good thing that all she is doing now is sleeping, it could’ve been much worse.” Someone responded sounding exasperated.

      Sabina held back from laughing aloud, Lanias could be very frustrating when she wanted to be.

      “Right,” Lanias said, but the tone she used wasn’t the least contrite. “That doesn’t explain the ring of black thorns around her wrist and neck. I know those Jackals told you to keep your mouth shut, but you’re going to tell me what’s wrong with her or, else—,” “Madame the Witch doctor has already told you the issue is being dealt with. Drop it.” Another person interjected.

      Sabina, who was slowly coming around inwardly smirked. Her sister wasn’t the type who took being ordered around well. Especially not by a man, whose voice Sabina found familiar though in her current state she couldn’t place it.

      “Look, you man eating beast. Sabina is my sister, and I have every right to know what’s going on with her.”

      That was her cue to open her eyes, otherwise Lanias would blow everyone in the room up out of anger alone. Sabina’s eyelids felt so heavy, but after a few tries she was finally able to lift them. The lights of the hospital room were low and not painful to them.  “Lanias—.” She called.

      Lanias turned away from the tall man standing in front of her, to Sabina. With a cry of relief, she rushed over not hesitating in using her Magic to widen the bed so she could sit on it.. “Sabina how are you feeling?” she asked as she lifted a hand to press against Sabina’s forehead. “Does anything hurt?”

      Laughing, Sabina pushed her hand away gently. “Just tired,” she said as she looked away from Lanias, to the doctor who looked relieved and the then masked man who met her gaze with barely a flicker of emotion. Red eyes brought with it the memory of her near miss with Ragan. Why was he here?

      “That stray you brought in had a—,” Lanias started only to be cut off by her savior.

      “—I think it would be best to let your sister rest, before we weigh her down with too much information.”

      His voice didn’t allow for any defiance. His hair seemed to almost melt into the shadows of the dim room. The large coat he’d been wearing when he’d helped her; was now tossed over the back of a chair in the corner of the room. He stood in a simple button up black shirt and slacks; his shoes were regular as well. Which made, the mask he wore even more interesting. He filled the entrance way easily; she was surprised that Lanias had even tried to go against him.

      Still, like before Sabina couldn’t stop looking at him. His aura drew her eyes, as surely as a moth to a flame. What was it about him that caught her attention so easily?

      “I think the choice of whether or not, I am up to hearing the news should be left to me. Don’t you?” Sabina asked.

      Something interesting entered those deep-seated eyes, but it came and went before she could catch it. He gave her his back. “In this situation, no.”

      With that simple answer, he motioned to the doctor. “Let’s speak outside.”  He grabbed his coat before exiting the room.

      “W-wait?” Surprised by his curt dismissal of her, Sabina watched slack jawed as he exited the room along with the doctor, the door shutting behind them.

      “Ass.”

      “Lanias,” she chided, more out of habit than anything else.

      Her sister shrugged, “He is an ass. This entire time, he and his men have refused to tell me anything. Hell, I even told them we’re related, and they still left me with something like, ‘It’s on a need-to-know basis mam.’ I wanted to tear their throats out.” Her fingers curled into the blanket, as black sparks erupted from between her fingers. Her expression darkened. “I could do it; I could make them all little embers.” She whispered.

      Sabina felt a chill run down her spine, her sister so easily returned to the black waste land she’d wandered into so long ago.

      Reaching out, Sabina placed her hand over Lanias clicking her tongue. “Then who would watch my baby?” she gently teased.

      Lashes fluttering, Lanias jerked her hand from under hers crossing her arms. “You’re such a goody two shoes, and nothing could ever tear me away from you or Kahlia.” She wrinkled her nose, her eyes darkening. “But something serious has happened and all because you wanted to help a human, you’re now the center of it.”

      Hearing this, Sabina lost her small smile and stared at her hands. “I didn’t know she was a human, but no matter what it is, we’ll overcome it.” She met her sister’s stare and tilted her head cutely. “Right?”

      “Depends, what exactly happened when we left alone with her,” Lanias asked.

      Sabina frowned thinking back.

      At the time she’d decided to remain with the victim. She’d grown up in Veil City and knew some things were better left unknown.

      She along with the victim had been placed in a vacant room that Sabina quickly realized had to be one of the rooms used by Lanias’s special customers. It was obvious with the white and blue decorations and cleanliness. Deciding not to think about who exactly had used this room before, she went into the bathroom to wash her hands.

      They’d been stinging since she’d fallen on the ground. Looking at them now under the bright light and running water she could see she’d scraped them. Wincing, she pumped some soap into her hand and quickly scrubbed them together. When she finished, she grabbed one of the small towels and headed back into the bedroom, coming up short at the sight of the woman throwing up.

      Rushing forward, Sabina quickly grabbed the trash bucket from under the table. She released a surprised scream when the vomit turned the color of blood. The woman’s body jerked with every heave. Alarmed Sabina pushed the bucket under the ill woman’s head. Climbing onto the bed, she tried to help by pulling the woman’s hair back.

      A scream tore from the heaving woman as she suddenly grabbed Sabina’s wrist in a painful grip. She turned to look at Sabina, her eyes red-rimmed and her lips moved the words were garbled.

      Sabina tried to pull away, but the woman’s grip only tightened. The sound of her voice going from a near whisper to a loud screeching that filled Sabina’s ears. Sabina tried to pull away, but the woman kept screeching the same sentence over and over. With a scream of pain of her own, Sabina found herself fainting into the black.

      The sound of alarms had accompanied her into unconsciousness.

      “Everything is a blur after that,” Sabina explained frowning and rubbing her stomach that ached a bit. “How long have we been here, I feel like I haven’t eaten in hours.”

      Seeing this, Lanias rolled her eyes and hopped off the bed. “Let me go see if there is anything in this place to eat,” Pausing by the door, she glanced over her shoulder. “You?”

      “Am I even allowed to eat?” Sabina asked, trying to hide her amusement.

      Lanias flicked her an annoyed look, “Don’t worry, I’ll bring you something.” With that she left the room with an air of determination around her.

      Once she was gone, Sabina finally felt herself able to relax. The strength left her body in a rush, as she fell back onto the pillow her eyes staring at the spinning ceiling. Had it really been stupid to help a stranger?

      Sabina closed her eyes as she tried to fight the vertigo running through her.

      No.

      Sabina wasn’t wrong for it.

      “I’m stronger now.”

      She said aloud, hoping that one day she could believe it. Whatever the consequences of her saving the woman, she wouldn’t regret it. Whether it was a hopeless marriage, or from some thieves, she’d always be strong.

      Raijin

      Leaving the room Raijin ignored the smell of Sabina on his coat. The smell urged to sniff it like some anime, but he managed to hold back. He didn’t have the time at present to investigate why everything about that witch made his stomach tighten in hunger.

      “The females body was taken from the Shade.” Malcolm interrupted his thoughts as he handed him a file.

      Raijin nodded at this as he looked through it as he set his coat down on the counter. “Did Gregor get a chance to look at it?”

      Malcolm shook his head, avoiding another nurse who flew by, her eyes focused on the tablet in her hand. The sparks flew, as she whipped around a fellow nurse heading in the opposite direction. They were standing in the hallway, opposite from their only suspects room. Malcolm leaned over, shooting the admin nurse behind the counter a flirtatious wink. She sneered at him, hissing she flicked her snake like tongue at him, before she stood and left. “Not yet, he has a few roasted corpses to go through. But when he looked over the pictures of her body, he said she most likely died from the ‘Dead man’s curse’.”

      Hearing this, Raijin pulled his eyes away from the file in front of him to look at Malcolm in inquiry. Seeing this Malcolm continued, “It’s one of the more gruesome forms of a “Secret” hex, basically the minute the holder of the secret is close to death it will force the holder to pass the secret along. It’s typically used by the older covens, and a few priestesses of certain orders. If the holder of said secret tries to reveal it, they can either lose a tongue, or their life. Which means those demons that were trying to take her—,” “Didn’t choose her at random.” Raijin concluded aloud.

      Malcolm nodded, letting his claws tap on the counter. “Do you think it connects with Luther?”

      Raijin passed the file in his hand over to Malcolm, “Look at her jobs list, Jessica has an association with Luther.”

      Taking it, Malcolm looked over it before his eyes widened on the last one. “She was a call girl?”

      Raijin nodded; he picked up the black card that laid in the file. “And it looks like she was the other holder of this meeting card.”

      “So, whoever took out Luther, was trying to get rid of her as well.” Malcolm summarized.

      This case was appeared far more insidious then Raijin had first assumed it be. Whoever had killed Luther, and been experimenting on witches was far more prepared then he’d first expected them to be. They’d clearly been aware of what Luther was up to. Hence both him and the call girl getting killed. The question now was where was Jameson and how did he tie into this?

      “Let’s say whatever secret our victim had, she was intending to give to Luther but instead was way laid by the Demon, that means the Madams sister now has it.” Malcolm said glancing at the door across from them.

      Raijin frowned; if the information they had been seeking was currently locked inside Madame Lanias sisters head they would have to drag an innocent into their investigation, an investigation that already had two bodies lying on ice in the morgue. Apart of him, was already coldly calculating how to get his hands on the secret from Sabina, but another part of him immediately fought his scheming.

      Raijin ignored it, “The only question now is how Luther’s dealings over black powder tie to this “secret” curse.”

      A loud bang pulled him from his thoughts, Castian entered and motioned to the phone in his hand. “There’s been another victim, but the Robins won’t let us take the body.”

      Raijin closed the folder in his hand with a snap and placed it down. “Tiller isn’t there to convince them to hand it over?”

      Castian snorted, “No, he told us to handle it.”

      Grabbing up his coat, Raijin started making his way toward him. “Let’s go, the quicker we handle this the faster we can get back.” Pausing at the exit he glanced over his shoulder at Malcolm, “You stay here and deal with any inconveniences.”

      Malcolm nodded.

      Leaving the hospital thought of a thousand ways he’d deal with that annoying Robins who’d made it their personal vendetta to go against him.
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      A few minutes later they pulled up to the scene of the crime. The minute Raijin stepped out of the car he could smell the burning flesh. The flashing lights of the floating cameras nearly blinded him as he lowered his head.

      Passing the yellow council rope, he approached three men who stood around the fried body as the forensic team collected evidence around them. “I didn’t expect you and your bird brain friends to be playing in the sylph park so late,” he said stopped behind the largest of the three. “Captain Belen, explain to me why you refuse hand over the victim’s body?”

      The person he was referring to was kneeling by the body wearing a blood red suit that was as eye catching as Raijin’s height. One of the man reasons people called Captain Belen and his men Robins. They were detectives for the Council and spent more time trying to guard their cases from Tillers sticky fingers than solving them. Not that Raijin felt bad for them. Robins were cutthroat with dealing with criminals in Veil City, in fact no one in the entire Veil wanted to catch their attention. Standing up fully Belen turned around to face Raijin. His cold snake like eyes narrowing on him. “I was trying to ensure that you didn’t take it for a snack.”

      Like Raijin height, the arrogant Gorgon glanced at Castian. “I’m still trying figure out how you bottom feeders managed to escape the cages your belong in till this day.”

      “I don’t think that’s any of your concern,” Castian drawled fiddling with the metal puzzle in his hands. “In fact, I think you should be more worried about becoming Raijin next meal. After all, he’s not opposed to eating snake.”

      Belen smiled at and tilted his head, his shoulder length red hair sliding aside to reveal a golden earing. “I don’t doubt that, but I’m bit more on the tough side.”

      Raijin didn’t have time for the back and forth and took a threatening step forward. “Are you done? Go back to your nest of vipers and tell them, to stay out of our fucking way.”

      Belen sneered, “I’ll let it go for now, but one day I’ll have you monsters back in your cages were you belong.”

      Chuckling, Castian tossed his solved puzzle up in the air where is whirled and shifted into a large metallic beast, it’s scorpion like tail waving back and forth. “Now, now let’s not make this bloodier than needs to be. I’m sure your two pets don’t want to watch their owner get a one-way ticket to hell.”

      “Fuck you, Warlock.” One of the two who’d remained quiet thd whole time stepped forward. His dark brown eyes narrowing. “Keep talking too much and I’ll take that tongue out of your head.”

      Castian snorted, “You, by yourself?”

      “Enough, Lot.” Belen ordered, “Let’s leave the dogs to their work.”

      Lot glared at Castian before looking away, “Fine, it’s not like a death of a witch means much to the city anyway. In fact, it’s probably for the better.”

      After Lot muttered those few sentences the three Robins left the scene leaving Raijin and Castian to observe the body.

      “Get everything gathered here to Gregor, and if he’s already done with the body from the Shade send the information to me as soon as possible. I want to know if it was really the Dead man’s curse that killed her.” Raijin said to Castian before leaving the scene as well and heading to the truck mentally debating on whether or not he could stop at Headquarters for some rest.

      As he was contemplating this his cell phone buzzed in his pocket, without another thought he answered. “Hello?”

      “That Lanias bitch is back, but there is a slight problem,” Malcolm said a bit of humor in his voice.

      “And what is that?” Raijin demanded impatiently.

      “Sabina’s ex-husband showed up and it doesn’t look like it was an amicable split.” Malcolm answered.

      Raijin ignored the rush of pleasure at Malcolm words, “Coming.” He replaced his phone in his pocket and got in the truck. He’d have to put a pen in his hopes of getting some rest tonight.
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      SABINA

      “So, this is why you left me, huh? To spend it getting in trouble and dragged into hospitals.”  Derrick yelled.

      Sabina tried, but failed to keep herself neutral to Derek’s yelling. She’d been a bite away from bliss, her sister had brought her a trey laden with delicious southern fair, of meat loaf, green beans, and cornbread soaked in the juice of the turnip greens.  As soon as she’d seen the trey floating over Lanias hand, she’d felt her stomach growl in hunger. Now, she was watching it cool on the table next to her because her ex-husband wanted to lecture her like she was a child.

      “I had an accident,” she calmly said. Proud that her voice it didn’t shake in anger, “I wasn’t out running the streets,” Sabina turned her glare from her cold food to Derek’s angry face. “I don’t even know why you’re here, it’s not like you actually care about what happens to me. I knew I should have revoked your pass to enter the Veil and Veil City.”

      She’d held off because she’d anticipated Derek wanting to visit Kahlia.

      Humans couldn’t enter the Veil or navigate their way through it without a Pass. The Veil was large and mysterious thing that hid amongst the shadows and cracks of mist, there were still Beings discovering new parts of it. Luckily, ever since the Council had defeated the Unseelie they’d built anchor points which had become known as Cities the one her and Lanias lived in was located in Nashville and since it was one of the first ones to be created it was called Veil City.

      “Right, I don’t but I do care about our daughter, who was left stranded because you had an “accident”. If this is going to be a thing I might as well take her.” Derick snapped.

      Her hands tightened in the blanket in her lap, her Magic rushing up and out covering the blanket in a dense black smoke. “You wouldn’t dare.” Her teeth were gritted as she glared at him. “You don’t have the right to be anything to her, much less her father. And she wasn’t stranded, her nanny was there to watch her. You only got a call because I forgot to take you off the emergency contact list here. Trust me I wouldn’t want your cheating ass around me even if I was at deaths door.”

      His eyes narrowed, his lips screwing up. “When are you going to stop holding that over my head? Just because I fucked some other woman, doesn’t mean I suddenly lost the right to be a father.”

      “Well, it damn sure doesn’t say you’re a good one.”  She yelled.

      He scoffed, “Well at least I’m not the reason she’ll never be normal.” He pointedly looked at the blanket. “I took you in, despite your weirdness and now you’re going right back to being like that pathetic girl I knew so long ago. And you’re actually thinking of dragging our daughter into it.” His tone of voice changed, from anger to consoling. “Just hand her over to me, she’d be way better off with my family. After all, you can’t be earning much from working at a bar.”

      “Are you serious? Whether I make enough or not, is none of your concern.” Sabina wanted to break his neck.

      He shot her a defensive look.  “I still am her father, and the ink isn’t dry on the divorce papers yet. I need to know whether your financially ready to raise her—,” “—No, no you don’t.” She cut him off.

      The lights overhead flickered, as her eyes burned into him. “You never cared before, so I don’t need you to care now. Remember you spent more effort lying, Derek. You worked yourself to the bone to find reasons; believable reasons, to leave us alone and go to some stranger’s house and fuck them. My life and my bank account are none of your business. I was your wife, and now I’m not. That’s how divorce works, now our daughter is another conversation. Yet, even with that it’s up to me, the woman who remained loyal through everything. The woman who pushed herself to the limit to be your perfect wife.”  Her voice grew rougher, filling the room with an echo. “I will be the one to decide how and when you will see her, now do me the favor of leaving my room.” She nearly screamed.

      He staggered back, as a sudden gust of wind filled the room. “Wait, Sabina, Sabina.”

      Derick cursed as her Magic followed her will, shoving him fully out of the room. The lights brightened as the door slammed on his flabbergasted face.

      A loud cackling noise filled the room, and she slowly looked at the wall across from her bed and frowned. “Seriously, that’s where you went?”

      “I wasn’t going to miss this moment for anything.” Lanias teased; the glow of humor not hidden by the wall she hid within. She stretched a hand forward and the wall followed her movement like gum stretching before her hand popped free followed by the rest of her body. “The passion, the drama, the excellent use of Dark Magic,” she smacked her lips, giving Sabina a wink. “Purr-fect. Are you sure you don’t want to leave Dark magic behind and play with black magic.”

      Rolling her eyes at the annoying display her sister put on, Sabina relaxed only for the door to slam open. “No thank you, I like Dark magic. It’s less complicated.”

      “Well—, I guess it suits your hands on personality,” Lanias conceded.

      “Listen here, I won’t be pushed aside by you—.” Obviously pissed, and ready to fight some more Derek re-entered he was forced to come to a stop when a shadowy film blocked his way.

      Retreating a step, he glared at it, before turning his ire on Sabina, “What the fuck is this? Take it down, now.”

      “Ha,” Lanias scoffed, with a dismissive wave of her hand, it vanished. “I can’t for the life of me remember when you became my master?” she tapped a finger against her plump bottom lip in mock thought. “I usually charge men a very high price to boss me around,” she shot Derek a mocking look, “unfortunately I am well aware it would be too steep of a price for you.”

      “Bitch.” Derek snapped, his hands curling into fist at his side.

      “Is this him Malcolm?” Someone growled as two people entered the room behind Derek.

      “I would assume so Raijin,” Malcolm said amused, “He seems to be at a stalemate with the witches.”

      “Are you just going to stand there laughing Jackals or are you going to escort the asshole out?” Lanias drawled.

      Sabina felt oddly comforted now that the two had returned, and her curiosity over the largest one name had been assuaged. His name was Raijin. It was powerful name like him, even now his larger body dwarfed Dereks.

      Raijin didn’t bother responding to Lanias, and turned his attention on Derek seeming to loom over him. “You need to leave.”

      Derek drew back sizing Raijin up. “I’m not going anywhere, I’m her husband.” He argued.

      “Ex-husband.” Sabina quickly corrected, glaring at him. “He came because the hospital called him, it was mistake. He’s leaving now, weren’t you Derek?”

      Derek went to argue only to give a look around before he seemed to realize finally, he was outnumbered. “Yeah, I’ll, um, I’ll call you tomorrow.” He gave a short nod, before leaving stopping short when both Raijin and Malcolm didn’t fully move out of his way which forced him to squeeze between them.

      After they’d watched him leave, and shut the door behind him.  Raijin turned his attention to Sabina, “I assumed your husb—,” “Ex-husband.”

      Sabina tone broke no argument, she wasn’t married. That was over, and done with. Had been so for several months. She narrowed her brown eyes on Raijin waiting for him to continue.

      Clearing his throat, the giant did so. “I will say the absence of a spouse will make what we do next far easier.”

      “And what exactly is the next thing to do?” Lanias drawled, from where she moved to stand near her sisters’ bed, she brushed an annoyed hand through her hair. The tendrils twisting and locking, until she wore a regal ponytail, her makeup rippled and rolled until she caught a ball of dried dust in her hand.  “It’s late, and I’m tired, so if you could hurry this up Jackals, that would be great.”

      Those deep red eyes turned on Lanias, Sabina wasn’t sure how, but she could tell Raijin wasn’t happy with Lanias tone. “We are sorry for the inconvenience, but its best we come up with a plan before we allow you and your sister to leave.”

      “And why do you need a plan?” This time it was who Sabina spoke, her voice holding curiosity. “The doctor said I was fine. What else is there to do?”

      He cleared his throat, as he slowly focused his attention on her. Sabina loosely wondered if she should have given voice to her question. The way the Raijin was looking at her truly unnerved her. As if his eyes were a shovel that could dig inside of her and reveal her darkest secrets. The pressure they applied made her feel like she was supposed to do something. Smile, or frown, something. Anything rather than be caught in his gaze. Was this why people were so wary of Ogres?

      Honestly, nothing about the man in front of her was unlikable. His hair was long at the top, but had high fade around the base. It was wild, and held an edge that she liked.  It buzzed overhead, and for some unknown reason she felt sad at his attempt at hiding his wild side with a mask.

      Sabina’s ears perked up, she quickly realized she’d barely heard anything he’d said. Giving herself a small mental shake, she sheepishly asked. “Could you repeat that?”

      Raijin weighed her with his eyes for a moment, and Sabina swore she saw humor there before he answered. “Yes, what I said is that you’ve been cursed.”

      “I’m sorry, what?” She exclaimed, she felt like things had escalated out of nowhere.

      “You were hit with a secret hex,” Malcolm continued, “We’ve been looking into witches going missing, and trying find one of our agents.” He motioned his chin to her sister, “Luther, who your sister entertained, was also an agent for us but he was killed before meeting the very woman, you happened to help.”

      Sabina nodded at this, “Okay, but why does that jump to me being cursed?”

      “The woman was a secret keeper holder, when she was dying the Magic had to ensure the secret survived. You were the closest person,” Raijin explained taking over once more. “Think, and try to remember what the woman whispered to you before you passed out?”

      Sabina, who was sure what they were saying wasn’t true. Shifted on the bed. “I—she said something like—.” Her eyes widened, as a flair of pain exploded in her throat. She cried out in pain. Bringing her hands to her throat, she tried to alleviate the pain.

      “Sabina,” Lanias shouted.

      It felt like someone had placed an iron rope around Sabina’s throat and was slowly twisting it. The pain was excruciating, she scratched at it while falling forward. Hands grabbed her shoulders as Raijin called her name, “Sabina, Sabina.”

      Sabina’s eyes burned, as she felt her body turned over, the lights overhead became brighter as the sound of buzzing filled her ears. The buzzing soon turned into ringing, as her limbs grew numb. Like a child running from an imagined monster, she ran further into the dark unconscious that crawled at the edges of her vision. She was spiraling out of control, when her vision was suddenly filled with red.

      Sabina’s heart thudded in her chest; as her eyes widened. The fear in the red eyes above her caused a physical reaction, her whole-body abruptly stilled, her lips parting as she desperately sucked in air.

      “Thank god.” Someone shouted

      “Give her space,” was shouted as the black at the corners of her vision abated.

      Sabina realized she’d curled up on her side. The room was filled with nursing staff and doctors. Each one holding tightly to their Magic conduit, to better focus their healing hexes on her. The room itself wasn’t the lovely cinnamon painted room it had been before.

      The walls were cracked, and glass shards slowly turned in midair as her sister maneuvered them back to the broken window. The bed that had been belly button high on her sisters’ body, was now waist high, like a flat hand had pressed everything down. Even the cabinets and chairs were crushed. She shivered, suddenly bringing her eyes to the one person who seemed unchanged.

      Raijin’s eyes met hers, their red hue slowly fading to a darker red. He stood so close, his body bent over hers, his hair tickled her cheeks. His scent filled her nose, of metal and a darker undertone she couldn’t place. She inhaled it, closing her eyes as her body relaxed. After a minute she felt composed once more, “So—, I’m going to guess that, that is the curse you were talking about.” The humor she’d been going for fell flat, but it was better than crying.

      “How do you feel?” He asked, still leaning over her. A wall that wouldn’t let anything through to hurt her.

      “Better.” She whispered.

      He stood, pushing away from the bed and gave her his back as he spoke to the doctor. “Make sure she’s really better, and once you do, let me know. Don’t let anyone aside from a Jackal or Blue jay enter.” Finished with giving this order, he turned his attention back to Sabina a brow quirked. “Now, that it’s been confirmed you are indeed cursed I hope you will work with us in order to catch the criminal we are searching for.” Without another word, he exited the room. Shocked, Sabina mutely watched him go.

      “Did that bastard do all that just to figure out whether or not you were really cursed?” Lanias demanded breathlessly, as she flicked the last piece of broken glass into place. Giving the now fixed window her back. “Are you serious?” she exclaimed.

      Still trying to regain her breath, as the doctors and nurses slowly worked their healing hexes into her, Sabina felt disappointment sweep through her. Why were all the men around her such jerks?

      Tired, she closed her eyes and let the nurses do their work.
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      RAIJIN

      Rajin felt another flash of pain at his temple, as he left the room. He’d overexerted himself once more. Standing near Sabina was a test not only of his patience but of his control. He wasn’t going to be able to keep his sanity if he was forced to continue being around her. He’d felt his anger explode at the sight of her ex. He didn’t want to examine too closely why he’d felt relief at learning that the man was no longer married to her.

      Still, that confirmed something he’d silently wondered. She wasn’t a virgin, which took away the possible theory that her lack of experience was why he craved her.

      Raijin frowned; his kind were drawn generally to virgins. Why was he pulled so to her, when she was obviously not one? Stopping some ways away from Sabina’s room, he could finally breathe normally so he took the time to gather his thoughts. He shouldn’t be worried about her status of purity, what he should be more concerned about was her connection with the kidnappers. Whatever secret she held it was obviously important to someone, the only question was how it tied with their to the death of the two victims, and the missing witches.

      Changing his posture, he crossed his arms taking a step back to lean against the wall.

      “Raijin.”

      Hearing his name, he glanced in the direction he’d come previously only to see Castian coming his way. Seeing him, he straightened relaxing his posture. “What did you find?”

      Castian brow quirked, “Not even a ‘hello’, aren’t you worried I might have encountered some danger.”

      “No,” Raijin answered immediately. “What did you find?”

      “Gregor confirmed it’s the strongest secret curse out there, it’s tied to her blood and it’s not to be taken lightly.” Castian confirmed, grimly. “But what’s new, is there is a time limit.”

      Hearing this, caused Raijin’s eyes to sharpen. “Time limit?”

      “Yes, apparently our little song here has a D-day for her secret. Unfortunately, to find out the time and day, we’ll have to call in someone to read the spell.”

      Hearing this, Raijin pressed a finger to his temple slowly rubbing in circles. “And is there a way to find a Reader?”

      Castian smirked, “Yes, but—.” He drew out the ‘but’, fluttering his lashes at Raijin who gritted his teeth.

      “But, what?” Raijin snapped.

      “We’ll have to submit a request, only the Vatican has clearance to read spells of this level.” Castian finished.

      Raijin cursed, “Seriously.”

      Castian nodded. “Yep, straight from the Vatican, their witches are the only ones carrying around the ability to read spells this old.  Of course, I could take a dip into the black waters, but,” he shrugged, “I may or may not return possessed by a demon.” He eyes sparkled with interest, “Of course I am willing to do anything for our council.”

      Hearing this made Raijin shake his head in amusement. “Your true self is showing,” reaching out he rested a friendly hand on Castian’s shoulder. “No, I will report my findings to Tiller to see what he thinks we should do next. But first we need to figure out what to do with our only witness.”

      “She isn’t really a witness,” Castian argued, “She’s more like the prize.”

      “It’s nice to know what you think of me.”

      Both Raijin and Castian felt surprised hearing the annoyed feminine voice speak up behind them. Castian turned around, as Raijin took a step to the side, so that they could meet the annoyed glare of Sabina who stood behind them her hand resting on a floating I.V. that was in her arm.

      “I don’t know much, but being referred to as a ‘prize’ has never been a goal of mine.” She turned her glare on Raijin. “You don’t need to do anything with me, what you can do is clear me so I can go home.”

      Raijin, though reluctant to get close to her; took a step forward removing his hand from Castians shoulder. “You need to remain here, and under guard. We still don’t know who is after you—.” “I don’t care.”

      Her voice held steel and her eyes sparkled with intensity as magic flecks of bright lights flickered off her. “I am going home.”

      She continued, irritation coloring her voice, “I have a six-year old sitting at home wondering where the hell her mother is. I can’t just stay here all night and day, without a good reason, and Lanias has to work.”

      Raijin brow creased; he’d forgotten that she had a child. “Still, I must insist.”

      “Look, give me guards, or whatever but I need to go home, and I’ll be going tonight with or without your permission.” Sabin insisted.

      Raijin frown deepened; it was rare for him to encounter someone who was so thoroughly unintimidated by him. He was accustomed to seeing two types of looks in people’s eyes, one; was fear when they learned who he was, and two; disgust, most felt disgust when they met him. A flesh eater, an Ogre.

      He looked from her to Castian, who shrugged. “We can send Alek and call Blue Jays to send some boys for back up.” Castian offered.

      Hearing this seemed to give Sabina hope, because she took another step closing the distance between them. “See, that works. Trust me, I won’t be leaving home any time soon.”

      Raijin, though reluctant; gave a short nod. Watching her face fill with happiness, did something to his heart. He frowned as the warmth from his heart spread to his limbs. She gave a little hop, before wincing. Without thinking it through, he reached out and grasped her hand to steady her.

      The sensation of her warm, soft hand in his burned his own skin with its presence. His heart rate picked up and immediately his noise was filled with the delightful scent of honey and lemon. His mouth grew wet with hunger, and his eyes burned. He found himself fighting the urge to rub her skin, taste her skin. Hell, he was fighting the urge of putting his dick in her.

      He swallowed, once again battling his based instincts.

      “I almost injured myself, again.” She joked as she straightened herself, her hand firmly in his. She was obviously unaware of the affect she had on him, as she turned to look up at him with warmth. “Thanks.” He gave a short nod, letting her go and quickly took a step back.

      “Castian, I’ll assume you have a handle on this. I’m going to meet Malcolm below and leave for the Council Hall.” He said.

      “Yes, I do indeed.” Castian said, eyeing Sabina with a licentious gleam.  “Go along dear leader.”

      Raijin felt reluctant to go but another spike of hunger convinced him he needed to leave.  He wasn’t going to be able to function if he remained, he needed to learn what about this woman triggered him, and quickly so that it wouldn’t cause any interruption in the investigation.

      “Okay, see to it you report back when you arrive at their residence.”

      Castian reached out, gently taking Sabina’s hand and laying it on his arm. Sending Raijin, a mock reassuring smile, “Yes, Yes—, anything else?” He asked.

      Raijin bit back the other words he wanted to say, shooting the man a look of warning before he turned and marched off. For a monster who prided himself on his control, he could feel the strings that made him up slowly unravelling. He cursed, as he avoided a flying stretcher with a shedding werewolf.  He would speak to Tiller to find out if there was something that he could do that would relieve him of this craving and reactions.

      There had to be some spell or potion for him.

      He didn’t want to lose the warm look he received from Sabina.

      Another reason he needed to look into it, he cared way too much about the opinion of a random witch.

      Sabina

      “Mom.” Kahlias shouted.

      Catching her daughter in her arms, Sabina ignored the pain in her side. And tightened her hold of her daughter to her body. She’d spent most of her time, waiting for Lanias to check her out thinking about Kahlia.

      Her daughter had been at home alone, well with her nanny; worried about her. She didn’t know about others, but she felt far better recovering at home. Not that she could recover from a secret curse.

      “I was worried,” her daughter said as Sabina settled her down on her feet. Her cheeks were flushed and her eyes slightly red. “I thought something bad had happened.”

      Her heart squeezed, and she laid a soft hand on top of her daughter spirally curls. “Really? But now you know you don’t have to worry? Right?”

      Her daughter frowned, giving her a once over. “But, dad said you were in the hospital.”

      She awkwardly smiled, “I was but, everything is fine now. I just fell, you know how clumsy I am.”

      Kahlia nodded enthusiastically at this, “That’s true, you fall over air all the time.”

      Hearing this Sabina rolled her eyes, “Geeze thanks.”

      “But it’s true,” Kahlia insisted.

      Sabina bumped her with her knee slightly, “C’mon miss truth teller, lets head to bed.”

      “Aww, but mom.” Kahlia complained.

      Lifting her chin, and turning her eyes away from Kahlia’s pouting expression she shook her head. “Nope, nope, you’re not going to get me with the puppy dog eyes.”

      “Mom—.” Kahlia whined.

      “Nope,” Bending Sabina, picked her daughter up using a tad bit of magic to make it easier. Kahlia released a shriek, “Now Miss princess, it’s time for bed.” She flicked her nose, walking down the hallway. “You’ve been up way to long,” leaning forward she sniffed her daughter lips. “Is that ice cream I smell?” she asked suspiciously.

      Kahlia jerked her hands up to cover her mouth. “No,” she denied, her voice muffled behind her hands. “It isn’t.”

      “Hm, why don’t I believe you.” Sabina narrowed her eyes on her.

      Kahlia glanced at something behind her, whipping around. Sabina found her sister arms hanging awkwardly in the air, before she seemed to realize that Sabina was staring at her. Lowering her arms, Lanias sheepishly looked away.

      “Lanias. I told you, you can’t spoil her.”

      Contrite, Lanias avoided her gaze as she picked at her sleeve. “I didn’t say she could have ice cream, I only said that natural desires are important to fulfill.” She motioned at Kahlia, “Who knew her desires are all the opposite of your rules. If you really think about it, it’s your—”

      “Lanias.” Sabina nearly snarled.

      Lowering her head, Lanias blurted. “Sorry,” her eyes were watery when she lifted her head. “She looked so cute. How could I say no?”

      “No. There, easy.” Sabina snapped, carrying her daughter to her room. “I’m going to put her to bed and when I’m done, we’re going to have to talk about this.”

      Her sister’s groaned as she followed her to Kahlia’s room.

      Raijin

      “So, the only lead we have is a cursed witch.”

      Tiller mused aloud, as he tossed another stone in the waters below. “I thought this would be easy one for us.”

      Raijin was tempted to agree, but instead kept his mouth firmly shut. He’d rip his own tongue out before he agreed with anything Raijin added, “The curse can only be read by a Vatican witch. Castian has sent a request in.”

      Hearing this Tiller scoffed, leaning forward to stare at the waters below the bridge. “I’m sure it will be delayed; the Council seems to think that now is the time to fight my power.”

      “They want to get rid of us?” Raijin couldn’t help voicing his curiosity.

      “Or delay us, so that whoever has paid them will have enough time do whatever it is their doing.” Tiller said, as he turned around. “Another witch has popped up; this one was actually able to survive long enough for us to learn something new. Which is why I couldn’t deal with those Robins.”

      “Three in one night, this killer is busier than a pub. I’m assuming that she’s dead now.” Raijin said coolly.

      Tiller only smiled; his golden eyes dead, not a flicker of emotion coming through. “Out of the three theories I had about them, it would seem my fourth one was right.”

      Raijn frowned, “And what was that?”

      “That they were being sent to the human world on purpose, that whoever is behind this. Wants us to know, like a countdown of sorts.” Tiller answered, before asking. “Do you think it’s the witches behind this?”

      Looking away from Tiller, Raijin kept his silence. While he acted the role of leader, it would be Tiller who made the final decision. The fate of the witches, and the fate of this hidden enemy was nothing more than another job for him.

      “Will you not answer me?” Tiller asked.

      “Does it matter?” Raijin said, his eyes on the many lights of the city ahead. “I don’t decide their fate either way.” He finally looked at Tiller, “You’re the puppet master here.”

      “Yes,” Tiller agreed, looking away from Raijin, “but what if a single word would alter my plans.”

      Smirking, Raijin scoffed. “You’re not getting soft now are you? We have a deal Tiller.” He said, taking a step toward the other man. Reaching out, he grabbed Tiller by the collar of his shirt and jerked him up. “You promised me blood; you promised death. Have you grown weak after a few years of blood shed? Surely you haven’t, surely you aren’t thinking about reneging on our agreement. I spent  nearly 200 years fighting in the Sengoku war. Hearing the screams of both my comrades and my enemies. We’ve only been at this for six years; you can’t be getting tired now. There still many we have to kill.”

      Lifting a hand, Tiller placed a trembling hand on top of Raijin’s a strangled laughter coming from his lips. “One would think you enjoy being my dog.”

      “I enjoy killing.” With that, Raijin shoved him away. “You came to me for help. I agreed, but don’t think that our relationship has changed. You are the puppet master, and we are nothing more than your dogs. Ordered here and there to clean up your corpses.” His teeth flashed, “That was the deal, Mr. Tiller.”

      Tiller frowned at him, as he straightened. “Yes, indeed. Then I want you to guard the witch along with Malcolm.”

      “No, send a few Blue Jays to watch her instead, hell those damn Robins could do it.”

      At his interruption, Tiller brow quirked. “Robins?”

      Raijin nodded. “Yes, less security will allow the enemy to think she’s easy to get ahold of.”

      “You really are cruel aren’t you?” Tiller said, with a smirk.

      “Which of us crueler? The man who works for those who paid people for their children’s corpses. Or an Ogre, trying to find out who’s killing witches?” Raijin mused aloud as he turned away from Tiller. “Neither of us are good people, it’s best to simply do what we can, what we’re good at.”

      Leaving, Raijin swiftly made his exit he didn’t want to be in the presence of Tiller for long. The man always chose the oddest moments to show a conscious. As if Raijin, was the one forcing him down the path he’d chosen with his own hands. He’d been the one to invade the choking black prison Raijin had allowed himself to be abandoned after two hundred years of running.

      Just thinking about the years, he’d sat on the stone floor awaiting freedom made his blood boil.

      Hell wasn’t fire or being burned.

      It was time. The slow ebbing flow of it as the world continued unseen and unheard overhead. Like many of his kind, Raijin hearing was exceptional even when young. He’d spent days listening to people, talking about their lives and of normal things that he’d lost long ago. He’d wondered every day why he hadn’t completely lost his mind there.

      Then again maybe he had. Was that why the smell of Sabina, drew him like a moth to a flame. Something about her was vibrant and alive, her eyes were open and gave him a clear view of her thoughts.

      She hid nothing, so maybe some part of him who’d grown accustomed to the evils of both humans and demons wished to possess some part of that goodness.

      Anything he focused on typically ended up one or two ways, dead or eaten. Which may explain why he decided to hide his craving from Tiller.

      A creature like him had no right to lust after her. Though another part of him, felt nothing but the savage need to possess and own her. The side of him, that remained locked beneath the mask. Hidden away from those who feared him and his kind.

      Stopping at the end of the bridge, Raijin observed a couple walking along the sidewalk across the street. Humans continued living completely oblivious of the monsters that lurked all around them. How he envied these selfish creatures, their lives were a form of heaven to a monster like him.

      He would never experience such a life, which is why he told Tiller to continue down his ruinous path. Violence, the need to destroy another was his only outlet from the gruesome reality of his existence.

      Nothing else would do.

      Crossing the street, Raijin made his way to where he and the others shared living quarters.

      Tomorrow he’d check with the butchers, to see if anyone had been dealing in witches. If witches were disappearing, but only a few were being released than maybe the others were being sold for their parts.

      He grinned, it been a long time since he’d been able to stretch his muscles.
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      THE NEXT DAY

      SABINA

      “So, it’s true.” Oye said as a way of greeting the minute she came through the door. “You’re really being guarded by Blue Jays.”

      Rolling her eyes, Sabina took the bag she held. “Did you think I was lying?”

      Oye shrugged, “I wasn’t sure, Lanias can be dramatic about everything. You know how she is.”

      “Oye, is that you bad mouthing your boss?” Lanias called from the kitchen.

      “Yes.” Oye, yelled back shooting Sabina an amused look. “I brought the wine like you asked,” she turned to Sabina, “Where is the little monster?”

      “She’s in the living room, watching the Little mermaid one more time before we go to the park.”

      The two of them headed to the kitchen. “If her one more time is anything like yours was when we were kids then I’m sorry to tell you this, but you’re not going to the park today.”

      Sabina shoulders sagged, at Oye’s words. “I feared as much.”

      Oye slapped a friendly hand on her shoulder. “Don’t be too down, it’s the life of a mom.”’

      “I really wish you’d stop saying that,” she griped, as she placed the bag on the counter. Walking to the other side, she took a seat. “I am still Sabina, as well as my beautiful daughters’ mother.”

      Pulling one of the bottles out of the bag, Oye tossed her purse onto the dinner table. “Either way, you’re not going to the park today.” She waved a hand at one of the drawers, it popped open, a bottle opener flew out. “Especially with a bunch of birds following behind you. You proved you had little patience with being guarded back in college..”

      “Like anyone would have been okay with that,” Sabina complained, leaning on the countertop glaring at her cousin. “You only liked it, because it stirred up a rumor that you were some heiress.”

      “That’s not why I liked it,” her cousin said, as she put the bottle opener in her hand to work. “I liked it, because I could bag guys who thought I was rich.”

      “You’re so annoying.” Sabina groaned, turning her attention to Lanias. “Aren’t you going to cut in with a witty insult?”

      Lanias, who’s eyes were focused on the pot on her stove shook her head. “Nope, I’m not getting involved, you already yelled at me for giving Kahlia ice cream. I can only take so much bullying from my little sister.”

      “You—,” “You two you didn’t invite me over so I could watch you argue, I hope.” Oye quickly cut her off, focused on pouring Sabina a glass of the red wine. “So, what are we doing about your little problem?”

      Looking down at her wrist, Sabina frowned. “I’m not sure. the Jackals are apparently going for the ‘wait-and-see’ strategy, but I don’t want to wait for something to happen before I get myself out of this sticky situation.”

      “It’s not only sticky, but a mess the Jackals came by the club and asked some questions. Now there’s talk amongst the witches going on.” Oye, said taking a sip of her wine.

      “What type of talk,” Lanias asked, as she turned away from the stove. The nozzle flicking off on its own as the contents poured themselves into a glass bottle that hovered over it. Her eyes narrowed on Oye, “I thought they understood I would protect them.’

      “They do,” Oye said, “but it doesn’t change the innate fear that comes when the Councils dogs starts sniffing around our sanctuary, they fear another cleansing.”

      The light air grew thick with tension, as everyone contemplated Oye’s words. Sabina eyes focused on her wrist. “I should have let them have that girl.”

      Both Oye and Lanias, looked at her in surprise.

      “I tried to reason that my helping her, in some way would help me regain what I lost. But instead, it’s put me and others in danger.” Sabina released a sigh, rubbing a hand up and down her arm. “Seriously, I thought coming back to Veil city, would make life easier. What was I thinking?”

      “Don’t beat yourself up about it,” Oye, placed a hand over Sabina’s. “There is no such thing as an easy day for a witch here in this city. Shit, I’ve been having a few interesting days myself.”

      “Plus, it’s not exactly your fault that the others worry about another cleansing.” Lanias added, taking the now filled glass bottle and placing it on the kitchen counter. Her voice serious, “There has been whispering going on, of witches showing up dead and that the Council is covering up. It was confirmed when they came by last night.”

      Her brow creasing, Sabina asked. “Did they say who is behind it?”

      Lanias sneered, “Of course not, but I’m sure they think it’s us.”

      “What? No witch would harm another,” Sabina argued, “I can think on one hand of people who’d be—.” “Sabina.”

      She looked away from her sister, she tightened her hand on her wrist.  “Sorry.”

      “It alright, but those things are your past now,” Lanias voice softened, “I will make sure nothing harms you, or Kahlia. Oye and I will look into it with the others.”

      Sabina nodded. “Yeah, I understand.”

      “Good,” Turning to Oye, who’d become quiet, Lanias said. “Let’s go to the backroom now, and see if we can catch Patty.”

      “Okay,” Oye shot Sabina a look, before she turned to follow Lanias out of the kitchen.

      Sabina watched them go secretly resenting being blocked out by Lanias. She wasn’t weak, she hadn’t lost a drop of Magic. She reached up, and pressed her hand against the burn scar right under her shirt.

      One choice. A single choice had destroyed everything she’d built.

      “Mom?” Kahlia called.

      Sabina looked to her left to find, her daughter staring at her with wide eyes filled with curiosity.

      “A penny for your thoughts?” Kahlia asked.

      The dark thoughts parted like clouds in the face of her daughters cheerful face. “A penny? They’re worth much, much more than that.”

      Kahlai giggled, digging her hands into her back pocket she pulled out a hundred-dollar bill. “Is this much enough?”

      Sabina bit back her urge to scream her sisters name. Releasing a sigh, she took the bill and nodded. “Yep, this is about right.” Leaning, down she pressed a kiss to her daughters cheek. Straightening, she took her hand squeezing it slightly. “I was thinking that you’re ready to go to the park.”

      Frowning cutely, Kahlia shook her head her pigtails flicking back and forth. “Mmm, one more episode of the little mermaid.”

      Chuckling, Sabina couldn’t help remembering Oye’s words. “You really like the little mermaid don’t you.”

      “Yes,” Kahlia said excitedly.

      Smiling at her daughters’ cute actions, Sabina said. “Welp, maybe we’ll go see a real mermaid one day.”

      At that her daughters eyes grew comically big, “Really?”

      Sabina couldn’t help laughing as she walked back into the living room to watch another episode with her daughter.

      

      A Week later

      “I’m surprise you’re back at work.” Eliza said in greeting.

      Placing her purse, and jacket inside her locker Sabina glanced at Eliza who leaned against her own locker still in her own clothes. “How long did you think I was going to be gone?”

      “Well, you’re the first bartender to call out sick. So, I thought, we’d get news that you’d gotten a job somewhere else. Plus, you even missed our coffee date.”

      Sabina groaned, “I’m sorry, it completely slipped my mind.”

      “No trouble, I’ve been keeping amused with the speculation on when you’d be coming back.” Eliza cheerfully said.

      Grabbing her vest out, Sabina side eyed Eliza, “Don’t tell me you guys started taking bets?”

      “Yep,” Eliza said with a cheeky grin, “Oye, was the one who bet on your not coming back for a week.”

      Sabina grumbled; she should have known Oye hadn’t come to visit a week ago, just to find out about her wellbeing. Who needed enemies when one had family, she’d had to do tug of war with Lanias that very morning because her sister had taken it into her head to give Kahlia a bunch of clothes that were worth more than Sabina’s old mortgage.

      At some point, she was going to hex her sister to get her point across.

      “Who won?” Sabina asked out of curiosity.

      Eliza leaned her back against the locker and sardonically said. “The madame of course, she was so sure you’d be coming back today. I swear that woman has spies everywhere.” She glanced at Sabina, only to notice that Sabina had her hand clenched in her shirt, “Are you okay?”

      Giving a stilted nod, Sabina struggled to hold back her anger. “Yes, fine.” She would hex her annoying sister, if it was the last thing she did.

      A bell sounded, causing Eliza to jump slightly before glancing down at her wristwatch. “Tsk, I got to go they’re having a meeting about the new trick cards on floor five and I have an appointment right after. My days are never peaceful.” She waved bye at Sabina, as she ran out. “See you later.”

      Closing her locker door, Sabina stared unseeing at her clothes. She’d been followed by the Blue Jays to work, but she’d been determined to get out of her house. The four walls had felt like they were closing in on her. With Kahlia at school, and Lanias at work she couldn’t handle being in the empty house alone.

      It was better to be at work, even if she was going to have to endure being watched.

      Laying her clothes on the back of the bench behind her, she started to change.

      Sabina couldn’t handle being alone, not just yet.

      After a few minutes, she finished changing. Pushing a hair pin deeper into her bun, she came out of the break room only to pause at the sight of someone at the end of the hallway. She recognized him, as the wolfkin Malcolm who’d accompanied Raijin. He was talking to one of the Blue Jays, he glanced her way giving her a short nod of greeting.

      Sabina awkwardly nodded back before walking away quickly. she felt slightly flustered, why did she experience a sensation of disappointment because he wasn’t the other man. Maybe deep down she’d hoped Raijin would be the one to check up on her.

      Even if he had come, what would she have done?

      She pushed the doors open to the bar. She wasn’t a starry-eyed girl anymore, any attraction she had for mister ogre had to stay just that. A mild attraction.

      Sabine grabbed up an apron from the counter and quickly wrapped it around her waist. Walking over to the back wall that held a few liquors she started mentally checking stock as she grabbed up the roster on the counter. Saying ‘hi’ to the few others who bypassed her as they entered the bar area to start their duties and prep for opening.

      “Sabina?” Oye called.

      Looking away from the roster, she looked at her cousin approached her from the entry way, she dodged a maintenance man walking through with an oversized piece porcelain. “What is it?”

      Straightening, her cousin shot her amused look. “You forgot didn’t you?”

      Lowering the roster, Sabina frowned. “Forgot what?’

      “That you’re helping with the party,” Oye pointed upwards, “upstairs.”

      Sabina cursed. “Shit, I did forget.”

      Oye laughed, slinging her bag over her shoulder. Her biker helmet knocking against her heavy duffel bag. “Figured, when I saw you checking the stock here.” She pointed at another girl, who was talking to a few of the servers. “Bethany already did it a few minutes earlier.”

      Pressing the heel of her hand against her forehead, Sabina sheepishly laughed. “I got lost in thought, I’ll head up there now.” Removing her apron, she placed it back on the counter along with the roster and moved from behind the bar. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “No problem.” Oye, called after her, Sabina missed the worried look her cousin shot after her.

      Sabina quickly ran up the steps. She winced when a pain shot up her wrist. Stopping, she grabbed her wrist grimacing as the pain grew. Breathing through her noise, she tried to stem the pain. In, out, in, out eventually the pain faded removing her hand she looked at the thorny ring only to find the thorns had grown sharper and the tattoo darker in color.

      The curse was growing stronger, she stared at it silently before quickly covering it with her shirt sleeve. She couldn’t do anything about it, till the Jackals brought someone forward who could break it, or she told the secret, preferably without dying in a pool of her own blood.

      A flash of deep red eyes flooded her mind.

      Biting her lip, she shoved the thought away and continued upstairs.

      It was about time she stopped dreaming.
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      LATER THAT NIGHT…

      SABINA

      “I hate you.” Sabina complained

      “I hate myself.” Lanias groaned.

      Sabina cursed from where she laid face down on the couch. “My bruises have bruises, what was I thinking volunteering to help you.”

      Lanias, who currently had her feet up on a floating purple cushion. As her head was being massaged by a pair of handless white gloves; complained. “I thought it was going to be a mix, or at the very least their music taste would be the same as ours.” She groaned, “I can still hear the pounding of EDM music in my ears.”

      A glass appeared out of thin air, filling itself with tequila, it was followed shortly by ice that clinked into the glass. “Thank you, Magic.” Lanias cheered as she grabbed it up, and took a deep drink.

      Sabina couldn’t feel her toes, she’d thought her biggest worry would be handsy lecherous old man, but instead she’d had to deal with their spoiled children.

      Children who thought nothing of spelling bar drinks to their table, and changing glasses into little creatures like rats and snakes. She’d had to hold back, from smacking a lykan who’d thought nothing of grinding against her when she’d bent over to pick up a fallen cloth.

      He still had his teeth, thanks to Lanias coming down to greet the son of the man who’d scheduled the party.

      “They’re lucky, they paid me a boat load of money otherwise I’d turned their kids into carrots, and serve them to their parents for dinner.” Lanias mused, as she took another sip of her drink.

      Sabina grimaced, pushing herself up she turned her head so she could see her sister. “Ew.”

      Shrugging, Lanias finally stood. “I’m going to bed, you?”

      “Same,” Sabina said, as she finally got herself up on her feet. “Otherwise, I won’t be able to get Kahlia to her bus in the morning. She’ll be late, again.”

      Lanias nodded, as she staggered down the hallway her heels hanging from her fingers.

      Flicking the lights off, Sabina went to follow her, but she paused when she felt an ominous sensation run down her back, she turned around to see the dark of the living room move. “L-lanias?” Her voice shook, as she took a step back.

      “What?” Her sister called from further down the hallway.

      “Did you create a golem?” she asked, her eyes widening as the shadow split into two.

      “Golem?” Lanias repeated blankly turning around. “No.”

      Before Sabina could go into detail, the two shadows split into two once more and rushed her.

      Releasing a scream, Sabina jerked her hands up. She flinched when her magic erupted between them and the golems.

      “Sabina,” Lanias shouted in alarm.

      Her body lurched, it felt like an anvil had hit her stomach. It had been a long time since she’d had to use defense Magic. Gritting her teeth, she narrowed her eyes. The salty taste of blood exploded in her mouth. As she watched the barrier between her and the attacking Golems flicker.

      “Mom” Kahlia’s called fearfully.

      Sabina’s shoulder tensed but she couldn’t turn her eyes away from the writhing golems that continued slamming against her shield. “Lanias.” She hollered.

      “On it,” Lanias grabbing Kahlia up. She moved to the back of the hallway, placing Kahlia down behind her, she took a protective stance in front of her. Lanias tossed her heels aside and bringing her hands before her, so that they formed a triangle. She glared at the golems as a sparkle of light magic gathered in her hands. “Sabina, drop it.” She yelled.

      Her arms growing heavy, Sabina followed her sisters command with no hesitation she hit the ground. A bright light exploded from behind her, swallowing the golems whole. While her sister worked on banishing the golems. Sabina crawled backwards till she reached her sisters side. She turned on her stomach coming to her knees, and reached for Kahlia, who quickly ran into her arms.

      “Mommy, I’m scared.”

      Brushing fingers  through her daughter’s hair, she pressed her lips to her forehead. “Shh, it’s going to be okay. Your aunty is strong.”’

      Lanias lowered her hands once the golems turned into dust. “Shit, they came at the worse time.”

      Sabina parted her lips to add to that thought only to feel hands wrap around her throat. With a chocked sound she released her screaming daughter to scratch at the hands that held her in their cruel grip. She struggled, her legs kicking out as she was dragged down the hall toward the front once more. The pain caused tears to fill her eyes as she continued kicking out her feet hitting one of the side tables that sat against the wall, causing a vase to fall and shatter on the floor.

      A black root latched around her ankle, just before she reached the front door.

      “Dammit. Where are the guards,” Lanias screamed, pulling hard on the root she’d wrapped around Sabina’s ankle to stop her.

      Sabina gasped trying to breath, but the hands wouldn’t loosen. “Fucking bitch. You’re going to pay for that.” A cruel voice exclaimed.

      The smell of brimstone filled her nose, she frantically searched the floor, for something anything to use. Spotting the pieces of broken vase, she moved her right hand down and flicked her fingers at a single piece of broken porcelain, trying to get one of the sharps pieces in her hand.

      It was hard trying to summon anything, while feeling like her neck was about to snap.

      She almost gave up, when the second summon didn’t work. Trying once, more she felt tears of relief as the porcelain shard flew into her hand. With no hesitation, she stabbed it into the hand wrapped around her throat.

      With a scream of pain, her attackers hands loosened and with a sharp jerk on the root Lanias pulled her completely out his hold. Coughing, she scrambled to her feet, turning to face the place where the arms were now visible. Her attackers fingers curled making a cracking nose, his form becoming more visible as he rose from the floor. His orange eyes broke through the dark of the hallway.

      “I’m not done witch.” He threatened as he took a step torward her, pulling himself from the inky blackness. “Not done. Not done.” He cackled.

      Knowing that Lanias, had her daughter Sabina braced herself. Her eyes narrowed, “You’re that demon that got away.”

      He sneered; his blue skin faded in spots, but his face was clear for her to see. “Got away, only to return to teach you a lesson.”

      “Dammit.” The shouted curse from her sister had her spinning around only to see a demon had come from behind Lanias, and slammed her sister into the wall. Kahlia who’d, been hiding behind Lanias ran at the man.

      “Let her go,” She screeched

      “Kahlia,” Sabina shouted in fear.

      Sabina attempted to run to her, only to feel something grab her ankle. She looked down, moving her angry eyes to the demon who watched her with cruel amusement.

      “Who are you working for?” She demanded, glancing at the window to see something like mist covering it. “What do you want from me?” she asked looking back at him.

      He scoffed, “You know what I want little witch,” he rolled his wrist, cracking it. “you six feet under.”

      Sabina braced herself her magic roaring through her. Right when she’d decided to pulverize the asshole, she watched in disbelief as the front door burst in as something that looked like a metallic tail wrapped around his throat, and with hard tug the demons body was pulled into the mist a blood curdling scream followed him till a loud crack ended his screams abruptly.

      “Hurting females,” A person spoke from behind her. Sabina slowly turned around, and felt her eyes widen, as she watched as the shadows wrapped around the other attacker. The vampire she’d met before, appeared behind him.  The demons arms shook, as he held Lanias against the wall.  The Vampire placed a hand on his shoulder and leaned in, “Is boring.”

      The shadows surged up and pulsed over the demon’s body. Lanias fell to the ground, coughing her arms coming around Kahlia who scrambled into them.

      The demon’s body was spin up into a little ball, the bones and flesh cracking and popping as the shadow condensed him to nothing.  Soon, another spinning ball appeared, this one spinning over the black ball, something red spilled from the black into the red on.  Until eventually the black ball, was smaller than the red one.

      The silvery man who seemed to glow, lifted the red ball to his mouth.

      Sabinas eyes widened, as she watched him open his mouth to an impossible degree and ingest the blood in one gulp. His eyes sparked as he closed his monstrous mouth and licked his lips. He turned his gaze on Lanias, and smiled. “Hello, aren’t you glad you didn’t trap me to a wall this time.”

      Her sister, who held the shaking Kahlia; didn’t take his taunting well, “Fuck you.”

      The sound of glass crunching under a boot, drew the still shocked Sabina’s attention to the doorway. She knew she should stand and go to Kahlia, but her legs were locked in place. Even as she told herself to take a step back, her knees buckled, and she fell to the floor.  The violent blood lust in the air had sucked out her strength. Eyes the color blood captured her own.

      She knew who it was the minute she saw him, but something was off about him. The air around him was more dangerous. Sabina spotted the blood that coated his coat, the smell of it filled the air as he drew closer. Till he stood before her, looking down at her with that terrible mask that hid half his face, she could see the barely leashed rage in his eyes as he stared down at her.

      “You did well.”

      Raijins deep voice jolted her out of her stupor, she tried to stand only to fail once more.

      “I-I can’t seem to stand.” Her voice quivered, her eyes filling with tears. She didn’t know what she was expecting, but she wasn’t expecting him to pick her up. Her eyes widened, once she realized she was within the Ogre’s embrace.

      “We will take it from here.” Raijin said with authority.

      She turned her head, to Lanias who was being helped up by Alek. Not seeing her daughter, she pushed at the Ogre’s chest. “Wait. Kahlia, where is she?” she demanded in a panic.

      “Here,” Someone called.

      She jerked her gaze to Castian, she hadn’t noticed him entering. He held her daughter, who was asleep. She felt her body relax.

      “What did you do to her?” There was no way her daughter would have been able to sleep so easily after what had just happened.

      “A small spell,” Castian said with an easy smile. “It’s nothing harmful, just made her calm till she felt sleepy like what I’ll be doing to you.”

      She frowned, “What—” her mind was yanked abruptly into the black of unconsciousness.

      Raijin

      He stared down at the sleeping face of his charge. He then looked at her sister who currently was being assisted by Alek.

      “You aren’t going to say anything?” He asked.

      Lanias shot him an annoyed look, “Do I look like I have the mental energy to yell at you for putting them to sleep? Never mind, it’s better for them to be asleep.” She said this as she yanked her arm out of Aleks hold. Bending she grabbed up a piece of wood and snapped her wrist downward, it instantly became a crutch. Leaning on it, she took a cursory look around the ruin town house. “I thought she’d be safe here with a few guards to look after her but looks like my assumption was wrong.”

      “I would say we both underestimated the level of the enemy we’re dealing with.”  Raijin couldn’t help agreeing.

      Lanias bared her teeth at him, “Don’t pretend you didn’t know this would happen. You dogs of the Council are all the same, just with a different name.”

      Raijin didn’t argue with her, instead he answered with a question. “Aren’t all monsters the same?” He asked instead.

      Before Lanias could respond, the sound of the ambulance arriving filled the silence.

      Turning around, he gave her his back. “We will discuss what will be done after you’ve all been seen to.”

      Raijin felt grateful that the witch didn’t argue with him. The way his blood was boiling he’d attack first and ask questions later. The minute he’d seen the alarm going off, he’d felt the sudden urgency to go to the witch’s residence. He’d known they’d be attacked; he’d known the enemy would probably come fully prepared, which had been made clear by the way the Blue Jays were dispatched without struggle, the house itself had been trapped within a soundless barrier.

      Once they were at the hospital, he’d be able to breathe better. He tightened his hold on Sabina as he made his way out.
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      UNKNOWN

      “You failed.”

      The room of lower-case demons stiffened as they observed the one who’d brought bad news to their leader. The underground chambers they inhabited were already cold enough but with the added presence of their owners anger the temperature dropped to freezing. The demons all fidgeted some even nervously licked their lips and glanced at the exit in hopes of an early escape.

      The speaker’s body was covered in a long black cloak, his face hidden by the shadows of the carven. The low-lit torches unable to give enough light to reveal his face.

      “W-we weren’t expecting the Jackals to show up.” The demon before the man tried to the chamber.

      “Ha,” A pale hand lifted and lightly placed itself on the arm rest as he stood. “I was told not to trust demons, over and over again.” The air changed as the demon retreated a step. “I wanted to be merciful, I wanted to be kind.” He drew the word out as he took another step.

      The flickering flames expanded, growing denser as his temper grew. “I guess it’s time we ourselves handled this issue.”

      The floor under the demons trembled. They began to nervously fidget in worry as  flames shot up in the air, whipping out with low hissing sounds.

      His lips parted revealing a ruthless grin, as the first demon was consumed by the flames. “But first, I should clean up the trash.”

      With painful screams the demons began to run as he ruthlessly killed one after the other. Failure was unsightly, he’d handle the witch himself and gain the prophecy.

      Sabina

      The steady beeping sound clued her into the fact that she was in a hospital once again. Her entire body ached.

      Even though she was conscious, she didn’t want to open her eyes. She’d thought returning home, and getting back to her regular life with her daughter would naturally return everything to back to normal. That the issue of her curse would fix itself, but she’d been wrong. Whoever had kidnapped that young woman, was willing to go even further to keep their secret.

      “How long are your intending to pretend you’re asleep?”

      Opening her eyes, she turned to her right to meet the expressionless face of her savior. “How did you know I was awake?”

      Raijin, who’d been sitting by her side the entire night shrugged. “Your breathing changed.”

      Taking this in, she started to sit up. “I need to check on my daughter.”

      “She’s with your sister next door.” He answered immediately.

      She paused, “She is?”

      “Yes, luckily she only suffered a few bumps and bruises.”

      Hearing this didn’t assuage her worry and Sabina pulled the covers to the side. “I would prefer to see her for myself.” Moving her legs over the side of the bed, she went to stand only for a hand to catch her arm just as her left leg gave out on her.

      “Hold it.” His voice was gruff, and his hand supportive. “You’re being too stubborn.”

      “Am I?” She asked, rhetorically regaining her balance. “Then I promise to do whatever you say, after I am able to see my daughter.”

      

      Raijin

      Raijin wanted to tell her that making such promises was dangerous especially to a man like him. Once you promised a monster something you might find yourself missing a limb or worse your soul. He helped her silently cross the room, stopping at the door.

      “Why did we stop? Are we not going?” She asked, looking up at him in curiosity.

      Raijin struggled with what he wanted to say. She didn’t fear him, he wondered why? He moved again, this time tightening his hold of her when he asked. “Do you not fear me?”’

      She glanced at him, as they started walking once more exiting the room, “Do you want me to fear you? Is that the end game Jackal?”

      “I am accustomed to a different reaction from people. Twice now you’ve awoken alone in my presence, and each time you didn’t scream or act terrified to be alone with me.”

      She averted her eyes from him, “There are a lot of other things in this world to be afraid of. I am more worried right now about my daughter, then I am of a big ogre.”

      They stopped, to allow a patient on a rolling bed by.

      “Are you sure about that?” He asked, skepticism in his voice.

      She didn’t answer, as they’d arrived at the other room. He reached out opening the door for her. The sound of childish laughter abruptly cut off.

      “Mommy.”

      Raijin took a step back and watched as Sabina entered the room. Her sister took her hand and guided her the rest of way inside. The room with its yellowish light and bright air seemed almost a galaxy away from the cold grey hallway that he stood in. This was the place that held warmth and laughter, a place he knew little about.

      “Are you okay?” Sabina asked.

      The door shut on her question to her little girl, who’d thrown herself off the bed into her mother’s arms. Raijin stood outside the door for a few moments. Feeling like an intruder, lifting his shaking hand he frowned. Balling it into fist he lowered it and turned away.

      For now, the sisters and the little girl were safe at the hospital, his mind moved to the butcher. He’d sent the others to see the butcher, while he would go to the town house to see if he could find any clues.

      Moving along the hallway, he stopped in the room to grab his jacket. Exiting the room, he made his way to the stairwell.

      “What took you so long?” Castian asked the minute he entered.

      “I had to sign something from the doctor.” He wasn’t interested in telling the man he’d been assisting Sabina move to another room. As far as he was concerned it was none of his business. “The demon?”

      Castian lifted small box, it was crudely made from wood. “Right here.”

      “Once Malcolm, and Alek return from talking to the Butcher, we’ll question him together.” Raijin said as they made their down the steps.

      

      Alek/Malcolm

      A high-pitched scream filled the room.

      “I sincerely envy his ability to endure pain.” Alek said, as he withdrew his hand form inside the man’s stomach. He tilted his head back, to eye Malcolm whose eyes were focused on the computer before him. “One kidney, and two eyes, and yet he stills refuses to answer my questions.”

      Malcolm who’d been looking over the files that had been on the butcher’s computer; scratched his chin in thought. “I’m not surprised, you have to have little feeling if you’re selling parts and pieces of witches.” Turning his eyes away from the computer. He reached down and pulled out the usb and stood, making his way to Alek’s side. “Raijin, said you’d be difficult, but he didn’t say you’d be willing to risk limbs.”

      He stepped over an arm, walking over to the Butcher who hung from the ceiling by chains he frowned. “You’ve never held onto information this long. All we want to know, is if you’ve had an influx of witches in your body delivery.”

      The Butcher, a greened skinned creature that lived in the sewers of Veil city. Lifted his head, the thing he called a nose, which was better described as two slits; widened as he sniffed the air. His mouth opened, the toothless and lipless thing akin to a gaping hole in his face. “I-if I tell you, I’d get much worse than this.” He hissed.

      “Worse than this?” Alek repeated, his long nail tapping his own cheek in thought. “I can’t think of a worse fate than this.”

      The Butcher sneered, “Then be thankful that you can’t.” He coughed, his blood splattering the floor. “I can only tell you one thing, and that’s to stay out of it.”

      Malcolm crossed his arms, “Stay out of it? How can we stay out of something if we don’t know what it is?”

      Chuckling, he opened his eyes and focused on Malcolm. Even now the sockets he called eyes healing at a rapid pace. “That’s the thing isn’t it, I tried to stay out of it but—.” He trailed off, as a high-pitched whistling sound filled the room.

      Alek and Malcolm both glanced up in alarm to see a bright light breaking up the dark of the warehouse.

      “What is—.”

      The light shrunk suddenly, followed by a big explosion tossing them both back.

      Malcolm hit the ground hard, a large stone landing on top of him. His ears rang, as he heard the Butcher screaming at someone. “I didn’t tell. I didn’t tell.”

      Struggling to lift his head, Malcolm could only see their long legs as they walked over to the hanging man. He searched for Alek, to find his partner hanging from the wall with a long pipe sticking out of his shoulder.

      “Please.” The butcher begged but to who he begged; Malcolm couldn’t see thanks to the rubble that fell around him.

      “Shh, don’t worry. I know you did your best.” The unknown enemy assured the Butcher even as he sobbed.

      “But we’ve decided to clean up all who pose a threat to us and our purpose. Starting with the trash.”

      A horrible sound of bone tearing filled the warehouse. Malcolm cringed as he heard the slap of flesh hit the ground. The stone cover on top of him was lifted.

      He was surprised when the heavy stone over top of him was removed with no visible assistance. And found himself staring into soulless eyes. Their bright white color nearly glowing, as a gloved hand lowered onto his shoulder. He released a cry of pain, as he felt that light touch slammed him into the ground.

      The enemy knelt beside him, his eyes observing as he looked Malcolm “You jackals should remain in your cave, with your tails tucked between your legs.” He moved his hand from Malcolm’s shoulder to his side and lightly pushed down. Malcolm held back a shout of pain when his rib cage cracked. “Don’t underestimate us, we have been searching for the missing piece too long, to have you and your ilk stop us now.”

      Pushing up, Malcolm tried to fight against the gravity pushing down on him but could feel it was a lost cause. His teeth grinded together, his vision filling with red.

      “You shouldn’t underestimate us.”

      He felt relief from the pressure, as Alek appeared right next to the mysterious man. His fist slamming into the other man’s face causing him to lighten his hold. Taking this chance, Alek grabbed Malcolm by the arm and pulled him to his side. Bending he helped him up so that Malcolm could lean on him.

      Squinting, Malcolm tried to ignore the tightening in his side as his began to heal. “Thanks.”

      Alek shrugged, keeping his eyes on their unknown enemy. “I’m the only one allowed to take that puny life of yours, mutt.”

      Malcolm laughed, only to wince, “Right back at you.”

      “Annoying.”

      Both of them stiffened at the flair of killing intent, but instead of attacking them the enemy gave them his back. His figure was lean, and tall, and Malcolm frowned as he noticed the pointed ears.

      “Who do you work for?” He demanded, ignoring the flair of pain in his side.

      The enemy didn’t answer, instead he looked up at something unseen before turning his glare on them. “I’ll return to finish this at a later time.” His body wavered, before he disappeared, the light that had filled the warehouse now gone, leaving them in the dark.

      “Let’s hurry and tell Raijin,” Alek said, carrying Malcolm out of the rubble. The Butchers body was nothing more than broken pieces and blood.

      “He had pointed ears.” Malcolm managed to say through the haze of pain from his healing.

      Alek frowned, “Yes.”

      “This might be a lot more of a problem than we thought,” Malcolm sighed. “Do you think Tiller; knew they might be involved.”

      “I doubt it, he’s sole focus is on doing anything and everything to bring down the Council. If he had a single inkling that, that kind may be involved he would have been a lot more cautious about involving us in such a situation.” Alek said as he carried Malcolm over to their truck,

      If the Unseelie were involved they both worried for what it meant.
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      RAIJIN

      “You were attacked.”

      Was the first thing Raijin said, when he arrived at the headquarters. It wasn’t anything fancy, more like an apartment building that had been given to them. The building boasted ten apartments, three meeting rooms and a garage.

      No matter how Raijin, had told Tiller he’d prefer separate housing he’d been forced to occupy this place. It was both a way for Tiller, to show his authority, and also to keep him and the others under watch.

      Entering the meeting room, he watched as Malcolm stomach lost the purple bruising. The man was wolfkin, healing from such a wound was easy, but the fact that there was such a wound in the first place was troubling. He turned his attention to Alek, as Malcolm eyes were closed, and body covered in sweat as he focused on healing.

      “What happened?” He demanded.

      Alek shifted; his expression troubled a rare sight on the vampire. “We were questioning the Butcher; he’d moved his project closer to the rim of the city. It was a standard questioning, but he was being more difficult than usual. He wouldn’t answer any questions about the witches.”

      Raijins brow creased, “He refused to answer?”

      “Tsk, that’s rare.” Castian said, speaking Raijin’s thoughts aloud. “He usually folds after one punch.”

      “I should have known something was different when he didn’t this time,” Alek explained, staring at the floor. “He appeared almost shaken that we were looking into the missing witches. His advice was to stay out of it.”

      “Wow,” Castian exclaimed chuckling, as he walked over to the table, and plopped down in a seat, “That’s the first time a criminal tried to warn us off. So, who attacked you?”

      “That’s the kicker, hah,” Malcolm panted, his eyes squinted as he looked at Castian, “It was either an Unseelie or an Elf.”

      Raijin stiffened Malcolm’s words.

      “That’s not possible,” Castian exclaimed, staring at Malcolm in disbelief. “One, elf’s are forbidden from ever returning to this and the human realm. It’s been that way since the Council came into existence and two; Unseelie? Are you kidding me, they don’t exist if they did—?” He wordlessly shook his head. “They just can’t.”

      That was true, Unseelie were terrifying not only because of their power but because of what that would mean for all Beings including humans. The unseelie were like the ultimate boogey man, having once ruled over all Beings as masters at one point. A history wiped form the minds of humans. Their cruelty was legend and their ruthless rule, a mar on Being past in the time before when the Veil was known as the shroud and no anchor like cities existed.

      In the first war their kind was slaughtered and erased from the face of the earth. In later years the Council had come into existence.

      “Even if, and this is a big if; what would they need with witches?” Castian mused aloud, “There is nothing I can think of, that a witch could provide to them.”

      “Exactly,” Alek said pushing off the wall, “The Unseelie were one of the most powerful Beings in the past. Why would they need a Numb Witch?”

      All four of them became silent, Raijin became lost in thought.

      “This changes thing the witch who’s been cursed needs to be taken somewhere safe.” Malcolm said, no longer panting in pain and his color returning. He ran a frustrated hand through his hair, “We can’t keep playing the “bait” game with her. Not if the Unseelie are involved”

      “You’re right,” Raijin, acknowledged, “I will go to Tiller to request she be put under our watch, and your three will help Castian get answers from our friend in there.” He motioned his chin to the box, that sat on the table in front of Castian. Leaving he spoke over his shoulder, “Our biggest worry now, is between an elf and an Unseelie which is the worst enemy?”
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        * * *

      

      When Raijin went to speak to Tiller, he wasn’t expecting the man to invite him to the upper floors. Where the Council were holding a forum, standing in the shadows he stared down as he watched the fat carcasses speak below.

      “How can you expect us to care for those who live beyond the rim, when our own people are suffering from starving and lack of jobs.” This was said, by a reed thin man. His purple eyes, and dark green hair, denoting him a Being of water. His robes were blue which signified he’d only been on the Council for a year. He glared at his opponent, “Tiller, your wish to assist those less fortunate is admirable, but Veil city has already lost money in the many ventures we’ve put into Unders at your request, and what came of it? Nothing.”

      Those in the audience like Raijin grumbled in agreement. All eyeing Tiller, like he’d personally taken the money and ran off with it.

      For his part, Tiller expression remained coldly amused. It was his signature look, in Raijin’s opinion. “Do you think that it was the Unders who lost that money?” He asked, as he tapped his podium with a single finger. “If I recall, the money for that project was siphoned off to assist your party members to build another fancy road in the Hills. I also remember having to put in a request that the funds for the Unders stop being put into Magic Waste sites, after all we have a contract with the human city to use their waste sites, and only had to pay them a small share for using them.”

      Tiller feigned innocents, widening his eyes at the other man. His ears flicking back and forth, “tell me, Damian. Did your fellow members tell you everything, before they sent you out here like a sacrificial lamb for the slaughter?”

      “Enough,” the sound of a gavel hitting the podium had Raijins eyes moving to the three elders who presided over the Council. The one in the center. With deep brown eyes, and golden hair lopped up, and over a hair pin until it created a bun was the oldest in the room.

      “Legolas.” Raijin hissed out the man’s name. His eyes narrowing on the golden bastard, the very man who’d assisted in his imprisonment so many years ago. He’d stared down at him with contempt, as he’d been dragged to the center of the floor below by chains. His feet bare, and hands still slick with the blood.

      When they’d finally caught up with him in 1816 he’d been standing amongst a pile of dead bodies in a back alley of Edo before it was later called Tokyo. His mace covered with fleshy debris and bone matter. Raijin had been asked at the time to clean up some unsavory gangs in the area. Not that he’d done what he’d did for a good reason, he’d simply stuck with what he was familiar with. Carnage and the heat of battle. He could still remember staring up at the moon wondering if destruction was all he was meant for. Even though he’d still had the energy to keep fighting he’d allowed himself to be arrested and escorted to Veil City to be imprisoned by Legolas.

      He closed his eyes, breathing harshly through his nose against the resurgence of the memory. He felt the back of his neck chill, as the mental image of snow filled his mind. He could almost hear and feel the crunch of it under his feet. The red of his robe, so bright against the white background.

      “Raijin.”

      His eyes opened, and he found the Council room empty. He blinked looking to his side to find Tiller staring at him blankly.

      “Where did you go, Ogre?”

      Deciding to not answer that question, he turned to face the willy fox. “You weren’t lying, Legolas does seem to have it out for you.”

      Tiller shrugged, a complicated emotion coming to his eyes. “It’s to be expected, I’ve released four of his greatest accomplishments. The rampaging ogre, the mad warlock, the forsaken Wolf kin and the demon vampire. I also stole his little red box, and ruined the career of his Chief of Police.” Tiller smiled, but once gain he did so with little warmth, “He doesn’t have much love for me or what I stand for.”

      “Except, the ogre was never caught to begin with.” Raijin corrected him again, “but that’s not important I have news, and you’re not going to like it.”

      “Oh.”

      After explaining everything in more detail Raijin watched as Tillers face lost color. His confidence and arrogance still remained but it was clear that Tiller was just as shocked by the news as he had been. The man frowned, “If what you’re saying is true, this can’t be kept quiet.” He said, finally looking at Raijin, “but then again we can’t make such a claim without proof.”

      He agreed, if Tiller went below and stated the Unseelie had returned, with little to no proof he’d be laughed out of the Council room. Yet, Raijin feared that by the time they had proof there would be more victims.

      “The witch, has she been seen by the Vatican yet?” Tiller asked.

      Raijin shook his head. “She hasn’t it’s been scheduled to happen in two weeks.”

      “She needs to be placed under our full protection,” Tiller said, as he finally regained his color. “I have a place you can take her, it’s within the rim territory. I want you to take her there, until I summon you back—,” “I can’t. Someone else should do it.” Raijin, interrupted, he couldn’t be alone with her, she stirred up weird feelings inside of him.

      Tiller paused, eyeing him. “I don’t believe I asked you a question.” He narrowed his eyes, “You will take her to the rim, to one of the villages where a few Beings still live. And you will watch over her there until I summon you back. And in case you need me to add, this.” He poked him in the chest, “That’s an order.”

      He withdrew his hand, turned on his heel and left, his shoes clipping against the floor as he went.

      Raijin stared after him troubled, he’d been trying his best to put distance between himself and Sabina.  And now he’d just been ordered to go out to the middle of nowhere with her. She’d probably hate being alone with him for such a long time. He turned to look at the window, to see his reflection.

      He lifted a hand, and drew it along the mouth part of his mask. The only thing that kept his mind sane, and his thoughts focused on his job. Unlike other ogres who used the enchanted mask to hide their gruesome appearance, he wore his to remind himself of what he truly was, a monster. He released a heavy sigh, and turned away from it making his way to the exit.

      He first needed to assign the others to look into what connections the witches had to the unseelie, and then he needed to break the news to Sabina that he’d be taking her away for her safety.

      He felt his lips curl something told him it wouldn’t be an easy feat.

      

      Sabina

      Sabina would have told him on a normal day that it wouldn’t have been an easy feat. But while holding her daughter, and laughing with her sister over few stories of their youth. She’d spotted the bruises on her daughters’ arm, and the cuts that had been bandaged up.

      Guilt had weighed her down since.

      She knew that some women wouldn’t try to weigh the life of another against their family member, but she couldn’t help thinking that if she’d just let that female go. If she’d just stopped trying to find a piece of her past glory, Kahlia wouldn’t be lying in a hospital bed.

      Her hand brushed along her daughter’s cheek. The gentle rise of her chest, showing that she was deep in slumber. Her sister Lanias had already been released and had told her she’d call as soon as she was done getting things ready at the club.

      Leaning on the bed, Sabina loosely wondered if it was time she broached the subject of moving to the human world to Lanias. The thought had passed her mind a few times since she’d awoken in the hospital. If she moved to the human world her daughter could have a normal life, not that Sabina would tell her to repress her magic but to have normal friends and normal hours of school would be good for her daughter, right?

      She pushed away from the bed and stood. She honestly didn’t know what to do, as she looked at the tattoo around her wrist she frowned in thought. Either way, she was the reason for the attack.

      Something had to be done, so Kahlia never had to endure such a night again.

      The door behind her slid open, and she turned only to meet the caring gaze of a nurse. “It’s time you returned to your room; we need to check your injuries.”

      Nodding, she grabbed the crutch that Lanias had spelled for her. Turning, she hobbled her way out of the room. When she entered the hallway, closing the door behind herself she found Raijin waiting for her.

      His hands were in his coat pockets, and he nodded in way of greeting. “We need to talk.”

      She stiffened at that, knowing it would be something she didn’t want to hear.

      “Okay, I’m going back to my room anyway. We can talk there.” Without a word, she turned and made her way to her room with him silently following behind.
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      SABINA

      “I have to leave?”

      Sabina stared at Raijin, not believing what she was hearing. “Why do I have to leave?”’

      “You know why. They will attack again, and this time I can assure you they won’t make mistakes.”

      Raijin words didn’t give her room to protest.

      Sabina bit her bottom lip in frustration, she should have seen this coming. Her hands trembled as she clasped them together. “Can’t you just assign us better guards, and have them watch me—,” “That’s the problem, we did and look what happened.” Raijin cut her off.

      He released a heavy sigh his expression showing a small bit of sympathy. He reached out to touch her shoulder but paused before lowering his hand to his side. “This will not only keep you safe, but it will keep Kahlia safe as well.”

      “How? She’s only six, she won’t understand, she couldn’t.” she bit back her emotions, realizing her voice was warbling. She turned away from him. “I’ve already taken her father away and now I’ll be taking her mother.”

      “You’re not going away,” Raijin said his voice harsh. “You’re leaving in order to keep her safe.”

      Hearing the vehemence in his words, she returned her gaze to him. “It would be selfish of me to ask for her to come with, right?” she asked, her voice low. “I can do almost anything, but I can’t leave her behind.”

      “If you don’t, you could be putting her in far more danger than if she remained here.”  He gently explained.

      She closed her eyes wanting to deny his words. At one point in her life, she’d sworn she’d be a way better mother than her own had been to her and Lanias. She’d be there for her child no matter what and would never choose a man over them.

      She wouldn’t ever put her child’s belief in her in jeopardy and yet. Here she sat, having put her daughter’s life in harm’s way and also shown her daughter that love didn’t always work out.  At this young age, her daughter already knew what it was to have no father.

      This was her legacy so far, showing her daughter that love couldn’t conquer all.

      At that very moment Sabina felt as low as she possibly could. Not looking at Raijin, she made her decision. “When do we need to leave?”

      Silence met her question, and for minute she thought he wouldn’t answer. Irritated she looked at him, only to find that he was looking at her with a probing stare that made her feel uncomfortable.

      “What? Is there something on my face?” She demanded.

      His eyes came back into focus as if he’d completely forgotten he’d been talking to her. His gaze moved to her lips, before he gave a short nod. “We’ll be leaving tonight.” He said as he pulled a cell from his pocket. “You’ve made the right choice.”

      “Was it?” She asked.

      “What?” He looked at her in confusion

      “A choice?” she asked.

      The two of them stared at each other. Each silently weighing the other until Raijin broke it.. “Not much in life is.” With that he turned around and left the room.

      Sabina turned her attention to the window, was her question too childish? Was that why he didn’t answer her? She smiled, finding small humor in the moment.

      She couldn’t help but wonder what he thought of her. Sabina wondered if he’d ever felt out of control. As if everything he’d had hoped for came to nothing. Revealing that having hope was a waste of time.

      The candles on the end table flickered, she looked up in time to see the walls grow dark, as the shadows crawled over them.  The sound of cackling filled the room, stoically she waited for what she knew would come.

      A gust of wind swept through turning the candles off. The darkness was alleviated by little balls of light that floated down around her like pollen. Her eyes remained forward, as two figures came into view. Their bodies incased in tight black outfits; one wore a simple dress of black with lace that covered the chest.

      The other wore a black t-shirt with motley crue on it and her pants were cut down both sides, so one could see the glint of knives that lined the side of the pants stopping where her boots started. Her braids clicked, as she brushed a hang through them causing the beads to click together.

      “So, they’re doing what we thought they would.” Lanias mused aloud, tapping her bottom lip. “I didn’t think they’d act so fast though.”

      “The Jackals aren’t the type to waste time,” Oye added.

      “Are you going to be okay.” Oye asked sabina.

      Eyes empty of doubt, Sabina met her cousins gaze. “I already told you once before. I am not weak, and after this attack they are the ones who should be worried.”

      Lanias snorted, resting her hands on her hip. “Is that so? Well, I can’t fault you for feeling that way. It’s been a very long time since anyone has been able to attack us so easily.”

      Hearing this caused Sabina to ask, “Have you gotten closer to finding out who the attacker may be.”

      “Demons from the Underground, Cambions” Oye explained. “We sent a chaser after them, but when he got there, they had all been burnt to a crisp.”

      “Demons aren’t the type be killed easily,” Sabina muttered aloud, her eyes squinting as her thoughts deepened. “And why would the person who’d hire them want to kill them?”

      “Failure, of course,” Lanias said her eyes twinkling with dark amusement. “Humans might drag around their minions for a long time, but our people don’t have the patience.”

      “So, they were killed for not capturing Sabina,” Oye acknowledged. “But now that puts to question who has that amount of power and would use to wipe out a group of Cambions like their nothing.”

      “A warlock?” Lanias mused, but then she shook her head frowning. “No, they don’t have a great affinity with fire Magic. And a Chimera, isn’t the type of Being to strategize.”

      “Whoever they are, they’ve been doing this for a long time.” Sabina said her hands wringing together. “It’s not long before they grab someone we know or one of us. My secret maybe the reason they’ve crawled out of their cage, but they’ve clearly been harming other witches long before this. We need to make sure they don’t crawl away without paying for their crimes.”

      Lanias and Oye shared a look, before averting their gaze. Seeing this, Sabina frowned, “What is it? What are you hiding from me?”

      Both witches seemed hesitant to speak. They exchanged looks that spoke volumes before Lanias released a groan.

      “Dammit, why do I always have to give the bad news.” She grumbled before she faced Sabina with a worried expression. “About others going missing, a few of the girls haven’t been coming in. Today their leads finally reported to me the names of a few of them and one of them is” she trailed off, before with a sigh she said, “Eliza.”

      In shock Sabina exclaimed, “What? But she’s—.” “I know.”

      Lanias raised her hand cutting her off.  “I know.” Her expression troubled, as she met Sabina’s worried stare. “As it is now, we have no choice but to start preparing for the worst-case scenario.”

      “Nerium will have to be planted once more,” Oye whispered, her arms crossed. “That’s another reason we’re here,” she raised her hand out to Sabina, “We need it back.”

      Sabina hand jerked up to her shoulder where a long-healed scar hid under her shirt. “Oye, we can’t—.”

      “There is no other way,” Oye said, walking around the bed to her side. “I know better than anyone that you want to keep up this illusion of a normal life but if we don’t do this. If we don’t break it, more of our kind we’ll be taken only to be used for some sickos experiments.” Sabina stared into her cousins worn expression. “Our six years of peace has come to an end, I’m sorry.”

      She looked at Lanias who only gave her a short nod.

      Averting her eyes, she said. “It looks like I’ve completely failed at being the mother I’d always wanted to be.”

      Sabina pulled her hand from her old wound and lifted it. Palm up and out, she forced her magic into her hand. The fingers grew long and sharp like knives, she moved her fingers to making sure the magic took full root before she turned her now changed hand on herself and with little hesitation dug into her shoulder where the old wound was.

      “Sabina.” Her sister said her voice holding worry.

      She barely flinched; the pain was all too familiar. This was the dead end that she’d hidden inside herself, when she’d left this world behind. They had thought that they were done, that the threat to witches and their kin were over but maybe she’d been too eager for her happily ever after, maybe that’s why it had fallen apart so quickly.

      As she dug deeper, past the flesh and bone, she felt her fingers encounter something like glass. Grasping it she pulled it out, the sound of her flesh and blood fell on deaf ears, as she squinted down at the purple light that came off the orb that rested in her now human palm.

      Symbols of the infinite spell swirled in and around it.

      All three of them looked at it, the proof of the time they’d lived lives filled with pain in her blood covered hand. All the witches of Nerium had trapped a quarter of their power within the orb so they could live normal lives. “You remember the day we bought it, swearing we would bury it and never look at it again?” Oye asked.

      “And yet, here we are” Lanias said as she waved her hand, the ball flew into the air settled into her palm, the light dimming. “It’s a shame how things go full circle.”

      “Lanias.”

      Lanias looked at Sabina who was busy healing her wound. “Make sure that Kahlia is well protected while I’m away.”

      “I will, and I won’t break the seal until I first see what we’re dealing with.” Lanias promised.

      “Yeah,” Oye agreed moving back to Lanias side, she grinned at Sabina, “Who knows, we might beat the Jackals in dealing with these kidnappers.”

      Sabina could only nod, as they were swept away by the gust of wind that had brought them. The room was once more flooded with light, the candles flickering on the shelves.

      Alone once again, Sabina wondered if she’d made the right decision. Ever since she’d been cursed, and learned of the disappearing witches. She’s been toddling between regretting her actions, and grateful that she’d made a move.

      Damn if you do, damned if you don’t.

      Since she’d been the one to save the woman, she’d be the one to end this farce. Still, her guilt remained in leaving her daughter with Lanias but Kahlia wouldn’t be safe with her. She’d be safer with her sister and cousin.

      She closed her eyes, and Eliza—. She cut her thoughts off, it was too much. She needed to sleep, and recover her strength if she wanted to be of any use to her family and Raijin.

      She blinked, her eyes popping open at her thought.

      Why would she help him? She asked herself mentally.

      He was the dog of the Council, she frowned and forced herself to push him from her mind. She was helping herself and her people. He had nothing to do with it.

      Firm in her thoughts, she rolled over and went to sleep.
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      RAIJIN

      When Raijin returned to the hospital, he stiffened at the strong smell of magic and flowers in Sabinas room. His eyes quickly searched it for traps or hexes, but he saw nothing. The room only held healing candles, hospital equipment and the bed which was currently occupied by the sleeping witch.

      Closing the door softly, behind himself he walked over to her bed. Something in him told him to turn away immediately, and leave the room but he didn’t.

      Instead, he stood, and stared down at her soft sleeping features. She was curled up in a fetal position. She moved, rubbing her face against the pillow she held.

      Her scent wafted up, and his body reacted immediately. His hand tightened on his phone, as he found himself glaring down at the bothersome witch.

      Apart of him resented her effect on his body. The unending craving, he experienced every time he saw her.

      He’d seen his share of beautiful women, especially being in world where creatures of myth lived. He’d seen demi-goddesses cloaked in grace, nymphs running nude along the sands of oceans and enchantress toiling over their potions. And—.

      A gaze filled with sympathy and lips graced with a rosy tint appeared in his memory. He flinched, shoving the memory away into the dark where it belonged. He squeezed his eyes shut, before reopening them only seeing Sabina before him.

      She was so different from the women he knew. A witch of brown skin, and lush curves drew out his hunger. What was it about her he wondered that different? His hand was out before he could think through his movement he drew his knuckle along her cheek. Her skin was so soft, against his hand he turned his hand so that his fingers ran along her jaw to her ear, far tinier than his it was almost cute.

      Raijin simply stood there for a time, using the lightest of touch to draw along her face in an attempt to memorize it. Her lips parted drawing his gaze, his breathing picked up.

      Withdrawing his hand, he brought it to the clasp of his mask. The cold sensation of the metal clasped pulled him from his trance. He took a step back, withdrawing his hand he looked from it to the woman who continued to sleep unaware of what had just happened.

      Swallowing he turned his back to her, quickly clicking the clasp back into place.

      She was dangerous.

      His eyes were a red gleam in the low light, his nails had grown turning black at the tips.

      He glanced to the corner of the room, where he met the gaze of a grinning Alek.

      “You—.” Raijin began.

      “No, no,” Alek said gleefully, looking between Raijin and the sleeping Sabina, “Do continue. I was so excited to see where you would start,” he drawled, “Her lips, the cheeks or maybe the fingers. Oh, so many things to nibble on—,” “Shut up.” Raijin warned.

      Alek eyes roamed over Raijin’s face, to the nails that were now embedded in his throat. His stance still relaxed; his smile widened.

      “Well, this is exciting.” His brow twitched, as Raijin dug his nails deeper. “Oh, testy. I see, she’s different.” He crooned, leaning forward his eye probing into Raijin’s, “She’s tempting.”

      “Shit.” Raijin exclaimed.

      Jerking his hand back, Raijin turned away from him. He stared at his right hand now coated in Aleks blood.

      “Is the car here?”  He asked walking over to where he’d dropped his phone and picked it up. He faced Alek a lot more in control.

      Alek didn’t bother to wipe away the blood covering his collar bone and shirt. His wounds healed leaving not a scratch behind. “Yes and the daughter has already been delivered to her Aunts. Her memories have been altered to believe her mother has gone on a trip.” He turned his eyes to Sabina, “Will we be altering her memories as well?”

      “Yes,” Raijin answered. “I’ll be outside. Get me when it’s done.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Raijin rushed from the room leaving Alek to do his work.

      Sabina

      Her hands held onto the little stick. As she walked along the well beaten path, behind the shack her grandmother called home. Her voice carrying off as she sang an old tune her she’d heard on the radio.

      The tree leaves made a shushing sound, as she walked along the old beaten path, beams of sun light fell all around her.

      “Little baby rabbit, why did you run.” She paused when she came to a puddle staring at it in confusion.

      “Did it rain?” she asked no one, as she lifted her hand to scratch at her temple. Only to pause when she saw it was child’s hand.

      “Sabina.”

      Her name was screamed, cutting through the sunlit afternoon. The buzzing of the bugs ceased, as she turned around her eyes wide in confusion as she felt her view change. As her limbs grew longer, she ran back to the shack. The sky changed from a robins blue to an ominous red.

      Sabina raced up the slight incline, her eyes focused on the back door. Not bothering to knock, she slammed inside. She jerked her hands up to cover her mouth as she took in the ghastly sight before her.

      The walls, and floor were covered in the gory paint of blood. The miniscule amount of furniture they kept, tossed around like children’s toys.

      “G-Granny?”

      She whimpered, staring at the woman who’d raised her. Her grandmothers steel colored hair, still as shiny as ever hung down her back as her gnarled fingers grasped the hand of the one who’d done this. Her eyes that had always reminded Sabina of gob stones, narrowed with a fierce light as blood painted her mouth.

      Her dark skin covered with her life’s blood. She didn’t look away from the shadow like creature, instead she stared at it with her whole being. Her magic swirling around her.

      “Sabina.”

      Frozen in terror, Sabina body trembled her mind tried to translate the horror of the scene before her.

      “Sabina,” Her Granny called again, her voice still strong despite the fact she had a hand piercing her through the middle. “Go.”

      Sabina shook her head, “I-I can’t.” She wailed.

      “Go.”

      A hard pack of wind slammed into her.

      “No.” She cried, as she tried to push against it.

      “Sabina, you must.” Her Granny said, her back to her as she used the last magic in her veins.

      “Granny,” She yelled in distress

      The wind shoved, falling backwards Sabina tumbled into the darkness.

      

      “Granny.”

      Sabina sat up abruptly, she could feel her heart racing in her chest pressing a hand to it she searched the room frantically for a hint of the monster in her dreams. After a tense moment she felt only confusion. Looking from the window that overlooked a large yard to the yellow-colored walls. She knew something wasn’t right, she quickly pulled the covers aside and got up immediately noting her ankle no longer hurt.

      Running to the door she jerked it open. Looking up and down the hallway. She cautiously walked into the hallway. When had she left the hospital, she mentally asked herself.

      The walls themselves weren’t covered with pictures, so she couldn’t make an educated guess as to where she was. Had the enemy gotten ahold of her?

      When she finally reached the stairs, she descended them coming to a sudden stop at the last step when the front door opened abruptly. Sabina was sure she resembled a stun dear as not only Raijin entered but also Alek.

      She felt surprised, but also alarmed. That the only words that left her lips were, “Where am I?”

      They seemed just as surprised at seeing her, as she was seeing them.

      Alek amused, tapped his temple. “She’s a strong one.”

      Sabina frowned at that, her eyes narrowing in suspicion. “Did you do something to me?

      Her expression cleared when she immediately realized what they’d done. “You messed with my memories didn’t you.”

      The stoic man only nodded.  “Only so that you would leave peacefully.” He explained, as he went to remove his coat.

      “How could you,” she demanded her anger growing. Her eyes flashed, as she tightened her hand at her side. The walls began to tremble, as her anger grew. “You had no right.” She gritted her teeth; both men tensed when they felt the first trace of magic moving.

      The walls shook, as the colors of the carpet under their feet stirred.

      How could they?

      How could they keep her from saying goodbye to Kahlia? The more she thought about the more her anger grew. She refused to believe it had something to do with those steady red gazes that didn’t flinch at the show of her anger.

      Raijin didn’t retreat as his friend did. Instead, he settled his coat on the hanger and removed his gloves shoving them in his pocket. Before fully facing her, his hard gaze challenging her angry one.

      “Right?” He questioned as he approached her, “You were afforded the consideration of our caring whether or not you could handle the emotional separation from your daughter. We wished to avoid a scene of any sort for your safety. You ask, ‘how could we?’” She could hear the smirk in his voice, “Easily, like this.”

      He reached out faster then she expected and grabbed her wrist and jerked on it pulling her close. She fell into him; she lifted her other hand pushing against his chest. Glaring up at him, as he leaned his head down.

      She bit her lip as her heart began to race for another reason. Her hand pressed against his chest, she swallowed. Her eyes widened, as she stared into his. They weren’t just a demonic red but layers of crimson and burgundies.

      Baring her teeth, Sabina shoved her attraction away. How could she be attracted to such an uncaring, giant who only knew how to bully her. “L-let go.” She demanded, pulling at her hand.

      He didn’t, instead he pulled it higher, so she pressed closer to him. Her lips were a pinkies distance from his mask, his eyes drifted down. She watched as his eyes grew hotter, nervous she licked her bottom lip.

      “Listen to me well Sabina,” she stiffened.

      He returned his gaze to hers, “You are here by my grace, it’s my grace that’s keeping you and your daughter safe. I decided it was best for you to be brought here till we could deliver you to the ones who will be able to tell us when that little secret inside you becomes free. Nothing else is important, but this,” He lowered her sleeve so the thorny tattoo like design could be seen. “Don’t think for one second, that the reason I gave you such grace was because I felt like being nice.”

      He abruptly released her; she let out a small cry as she staggered back catching herself on the stair banister.

      “You’re a means to an end. You’re lucky we even cared to offer you such an option.” Raijin added.

      “And I’m supposed to be grateful for it?”  Sabina snapped as her eyes narrowed. “You think your little group of rabid dogs are so impressive.” She scoffed, refusing to rub at her wrist that ached slightly. “No matter how powerful you think you are, if I wanted to leave I could. And there’s nothing you could do to stop me.”

      He lifted his chin, as if he to acknowledge her words, but she could see the ice in his gaze. “You’re free to delude yourself into believing you have power here but, as you yourself called us; rabid dogs like us live firmly in reality. And that reality is…We’ll do anything to complete our mission. Even if that means locking you somewhere there is no escape from.” He said, a certain tone to his voice.

      “You—.” she wanted to claw his eyes out.

      “Okay, okay,” Red mist filtered between them. Sabina was forced to take a step back. As Alek came between them.. “That’s enough of that.” He looked at Raijin. “I’m sure Ms. Clark needs to rest. My memory suppression tends to cause headaches.” He said, as he turned to face Sabina with a smile.

      Throwing another angry glare at Raijin, she muttered an insult before she turned and ascended the steps. “Asshole.”

      Watching her go, Alek glanced back at Raijin, “That’s the first time you’ve shown such an aggressive visage to a woman.”

      Ignoring Aleks observance, Raijin turned away. “I’ll contact Tiller and tell him we’ve arrived and that the ‘guest’ is awake.”

      He didn’t see the thoughtful look Alek sent after him.

      He refused to think over his actions earlier. It was better for him if she hated him. Resenting him was good for her, there was no need for her to feel the gnawing hunger that he felt. He’d been so desperate to leave the house as she slept above steps, he’d dragged Alek with him to scout around the two-story cabin they were using.

      They had come to the outer rims, a place where Veil city aligned with the human world. One had to be careful, not knowing where the human world began and where Veil city began. It had caused a many traveler’s  sorrow.

      The realm of monsters hidden in the crags and delves of the human world, wasn’t a place that a normal person should wander into.

      Stopping in the kitchen, he grumbled as he snatched the phone from the holder. The faster those Nuns came the faster he’d escape this hell.
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      SABINA

      Slamming into her room, Sabina lifted her hand, a whooshing sound filled the room as a bright light grew in the center of her hand it expanded as she lifted her hand higher the ball continued spinning. Turning around she threw the mass of energy at the window. The light slammed into an invisible barrier, it spun crackling and thrumming as it fought against it. The light bright and blue, slowly dimmed as the mass of light spun into nothing dissipating with a pop.

      Breathing heavily, she straightened placing her hands on her hips she glared silently at the window.

      “Dick.” She muttered once more, “Fuck.”

      How dare he imply she was weak? The greatest insult to any monster from Veil City.

      Sabina searched the room for something anything to blow up. Walking angrily over to her bed, she turned and fell back landing with a slight bounce she stared at the ceiling for a long silent moment.

      After a few minutes she released a groan of embarrassment. “How old am I?”

      She’d acted like an angsty teen, throwing her magic around so recklessly. Her sister would have sneered at her if she’d seen her. But that ogre was talented at getting under her skin, and to think at one time she’d felt like he understood her.

      Like an unspoken compatriot, and other times, like now. She just couldn’t understand him. Being cruel, and hard with his words as if he wanted to scare her away. Sabina had never been one to be scared easily.

      Pushing up, she looked around the room suddenly realizing that this was her first time being alone, since the day she’d given birth to her daughter, aside from the times Kahlia had gone to school.

      Kahlia.

      How was she doing?

      Could she sleep without her?

      Even though Sabina knew the answer to those questions, she couldn’t face them yet. Her fingers tightened in the blankets as a rustling sound caught her attention. Searching the room for the source, she spotted a brown luggage in the corner of the room. It shifted once more, as if irritated she was taking so long to catch on.

      Coming to her feet, she walked over to it. She tapped it’s side, and it gave a slight wriggle like pleased cat before it stilled. Grabbing the handle, she rolled it to the center of the room, and laid it down on the floor. Taking a seat by it, she unclicked the latches, unzipped it and flipped it open to find the inside filled with her favorite outfits.

      Releasing a whistle of appreciation, she started shifting through the clothes. Smiling when she saw the T-shirt, her sister had attempted to burn on several occasions. It was xxl, black T-shirt with a grinning witch emoji. She pulled it out, only to stop when something fell onto the floor. Glancing down, she spotted a little pocket watch,

      “What’s this?” She asked aloud, laying the shirt aside, she reached for it. Twisting it back and forth in her hand, she looked over the leafy etching in the silver. The silver itself looked old, pressing the button it popped open releasing a bright light.

      A circle appeared like a hologram above the watch, the circle spun before her widening eyes as she realized what her sister had done.

      “I don’t know if I should be impressed with myself, or irritated that you thought you’d be shipped to the middle of nowhere, without the ability to contact me.” Her sister said, as she entered the circle. It was similar to a video call; Lanias tapped her chin, looking around the room. “Looks like they didn’t take you to the Bowels like I had originally thought they would.”

      Pulled out of her surprise by her sisters words, Sabina frowned. “How could you let them take me? I should have at least been able to say goodbye to Kahlia. She must be worried sick.”

      “No, they altered her memories to,” her sister explained, moving on her end to what looked like a couch. Her earrings swung, as she sat, “I thought about removing it, but it was more convenient for her to think you were traveling.”

      “Lanias,” Sabina snapped, angrily. “Just once, I wish you’d do something that I agreed with.”

      “Hmm, you’re not being tiff with me are you? With everything going on, it’s best she doesn’t know where you went or have to deal with tragic memories of being torn from your side.” Lanias said easily.

      “Who said she would have been “torn” from my side,” Sabina argued.

      “No one, but she also shouldn’t know when or where you went,” Lanias pursed her lips. “Didn’t I explain this to you?”

      Sabina shook her head, “No, you didn’t.”

      Lanias expression turned thoughtful, before she shrugged, “Maybe I didn’t,” her eyes turned dark, “but you knew what would most likely happen once that Ogre told you, you were going to be leaving. We’re lucky that they didn’t just take you without letting anyone know. Not that I wouldn’t have found you, but I didn’t stop them as I felt it was a smarter for everyone involved that the situation be left alone.”

      Closing her eyes, Sabina lowered her head. “I just want control over my life again, is that so hard to get.” she whispered harshly, as she reopened her eyes and met her sister knowing stare. “I wanted to pick when to leave, and how to leave. I know I’m being dramatic, but it was important to me that I be able to say ‘bye’ to her before I got dragged off to gods nowhere.”

      “Tsk, I get it. I’m the mean older sister. I should have stopped the mean Jackals from taking you.” Lanias reluctantly admitted.

      “Well, you’ve recovered with sending me this.” Sabina said, trying to recover the mood. “I can speak with Kahlia via this.”

      Lanias expression turned thoughtful, “Sure, you should know that one of our agents were able to get a hand on a victims cadaver, I sent it to one of the witches in the human world to perform an autopsy on.”

      She kept her voice carefully empty of emotions, “And?”

      “What I first assumed to be terrorist, using witches bodies as fodder was wrong. It was my wishful thinking I suppose.” Lanias averted her eyes, her tone turning grim. “Someone has started the experiments again."

      Sabina heart tightened as she felt an icy chill fill her body.

      “I thought we’d finally found peace, and a place to belong but I guess I wrong to dream of life without nightmares.” Lanias continued, only to be interrupted by Sabina.

      “Lanias, don’t you remember, you, Oye and I, we’ve never belonged. Even amongst our own.”

      Silence reigned between them for a second, as Sabina memory remembered the sight of bodies piled high.

      “We’re not children anymore, and we’re going to find them.” Lanias declared with determination, pulling Sabina out of her walk down memory lane,

      Sabina nodded. “Okay, then what do we need to do?”

      Raijin

      “She’s been in her room this entire time.” Alek said, as way of greeting as he entered the living room.

      Raijin didn’t look up from the book in his lap, turning a page he gave a short nod. “Yes,” glancing at the clock he saw it was reaching midnight. “I won’t force her to come below if she doesn’t wish it.”

      “He says after asserting his dominance a few hours ago.” Alek grumbled.

      Glaring at the annoying vampire, Raijin set his book aside to stand up and go check on her. He wouldn’t admit it aloud, but he was very aware that she hadn’t left her room since their argument. He had been stuck between two choices, exposing himself to the face and scent that easily carved into his control or remaining at peace. He’d chosen peace.

      He’d been trying to figure out, what about her did it. The book on the little table near his seat, was a testament to his attempt to discover what about her triggered him. He had loosely wondered if she was enchantress, but that was easily dismissive because she’d have to be born one.

      Sabina was clearly a witch, even though she seemed less wicked then her sister. She still held charm, that only witches had. A seductive edge that was one step from being a seductress. Ascending the steps, he entered the hallway maintaining his calm he approached the door and knocked.

      “Ah, who’s there?” She shouted sounding a bit flustered.

      “It’s me, Raijin.” He answered.

      The sound of rustling filled his ears that shortly followed by her crying out in pain.

      In reaction he placed his hand on her doorknob, “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she shouted followed by sound of her running feet. The door he’d been about was jerked open and stepped out, closing the door behind her. A flustered Sabina met his sight. “I just zipped my finger in the bag,” she lifted her hand and ruby drop of blood slipped out of the cut quickly she sucked on it. “Must be nerves.” She added as she pulled it out.

      Raijin’s nostrils flared as his eyes zeroed in on her right hand.

      Sabina

      Sabina didn’t notice as she continued talking. “I should have used Magic first, but I guess I haven’t gotten over living in the human world—.” Seeming to notice something wrong with she looked up at him in confusion.

      “Raijin are you okay—ah!”

      Before she could finish her thought Raijin grabbed her arm and walked her back so her back bumped into the door. Stunned at his sudden manhandling Sabina tried to pull her hand out of his hold.  Before she could cuss him out, the mask she’d become accustomed to fell to the floor between them. Eyes widening, she glanced down in surprise only to feel her jaw grabbed and lifted.

      In visible shock she could barely register that her lips had been claimed by the large Ogre who’d overpowered her. Trying to push him away she only felt him move closer his left leg pushed between hers.

      His large tongue invaded her mouth as if he was chasing something. The sloppy sound of his attempt to devour her lips filled her ears as her heart pounded. The sheer power that was pressing into her and demanding a kiss shook her to her core. Her knees grew weak.

      Raijin moved once more as he drew back and placed a heavy hand on the wall to her right. His eyes glowed with the light of a predator. Sabina panted as she’d forgotten how to breathe when he kissed her. Not that she could call what he’d done to her a kiss. Blearily she looked up at his surprisingly handsome face. His masculine jaw and thin lips were the first things to catch her sight as she noticed that his lips glistened.

      She felt her wrist grabbed and lifted with dazed eyes she watched as he lifted her hand to his mouth while his long, pink tongue stuck out and licked it from the palm to the tip of her cut index finger.  Sabina wanted to clamp her thighs together but was blocked by Raijin’s leg.

      White teeth scraped against her skin creating a whole other sensation. At this point, Sabina was trapped in the wicked web that Raijin had woven. The smell of him was masculine and dangerous, he leaned his head down and brushed his lips against her ear.

      “I want to hold you longer. I want to touch you all over. I want to be inside of you.” Raijin deep voice growled in her ear full of need as he moved to nuzzle her neck. “I want to devour you down to your bones.” He nearly whined.

      Sabina felt her heartrate spike.

      A red smoke lashed out and wrapped around Raijins throat and yanked him back. “Tsk, tsk I didn’t send you up here to harass our little secret keeper.”

      Alek stepped out of the same smoke his expression amused. “I never thought I’d have to leash our great leader.”

      Sabina who’d lost Raijins support slid down to the floor and stared blankly at the Ogre who’d been wrangled back and slammed against the opposite wall with a bang. She mildly wondered what they used to build this safe house with as there wasn’t even a dent in the wall.

      Alek calmly walked over to her side and bent down picking up the mask. “I’m sorry for our leaders actions, he’s been a bit stressed lately and hasn’t eaten in recent days. Nothing worse than a hungry ogre,” his gaze lowered to her bleeding finger. “I suggest you go inside and take care of that.”

      At the predatorial look in Alek’s eyes, Sabin held back the litany questions she had and shakenly stood back on her feet. “I-I’ll do just that.”

      Opening the door, she quickly ran back into her room and shut the door behind herself. Leaning her back against it. Thinking back to the words Raijin said and felt her cheeks burn and covered her face.

      If it hadn’t been for Alek’s interference she wasn’t sure she’d have stopped Raijin.

      Shaking her head, she went to the bathroom to handle her cut.

      Raijin

      “Are you finally coming around,” Alek asked him.

      Raijin who’d fallen to the floor glared up at the vampire through the locks of his hair. “How long did you watch?”

      Alek tossed his mask, “Not for too long, just long enough to enjoy it before it became a bit too gory.”

      Irritated, Raijin caught his mask and replaced it on his face. Coming to his feet he turned his irritated gaze to Sabina’s door. “Does she not understand what it means to be staying in the same place as a flesh eater and a vampire?”

      Alek chuckled, “We both know she’s different for you Dear leader.”

      Lowering his lashes Raijin avoided Alek’s probing stare. Knowing the vampire was right, he’d never lost control like he’d just done not even when he’d been surrounded by bleeding, victims. He’d always prided himself on his control and one drop of her blood had sent him into a dizzying spiral of need and hunger. Even now he could still feel the sensation of her smooth skin against his lips and tongue.

      Inwardly shuddering he sucked in a quick breath before forcing himself to turn his attention to Alek. “I’m going to go fine something to eat, you keep an eye on her until I come back.”

      Alek whose expression showed schadenfreude shrugged, “As you command.”

      Not bothering to respond, Raijin quickly left the safe house. He needed to get something in his stomach immediately.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until around four in the morning when he saw Sabina again.

      He glanced at the clock when she entered the sitting room and said, “Alek, was wondering how long you would hide.”

      She stiffened at his accusation, before she huffed. “I’m sorry, but I wasn’t hiding not from you or him.” She added, sending a look to Alek, who placed a wounded hand on his chest in surprise. “I just decided to take advantage of being alone and took a long bath and nap.”

      Walking boldly into the room she bypassed Alek who watched her amused. “How long am I supposed to be locked in this house anyway?” She asked, taking the love seat. She observed them both, like cat who’d been cornered by dogs. “I’m not used to doing nothing for too long.” She raised brow, as if to imply that they did nothing.

      “If you’re feeling antsy, my dear leader would gladly escort you to the village,” Alek drawled, from where he stood in the corner. His eyes no longer on Sabina, he now stared at the sky as if searching for something. “He is more welcomed in the village below than I.”

      “Village?” She repeated blankly, “I thought you brought me to the middle of nowhere.”

      “Anyone born in Veil City, would think the outliers is the middle of nowhere.” Raijin said.

      She smirked, her eyes crinkling in the corners. “I wasn’t born in Veil city.”

      Raijin knew this, he also knew where she’d gone to school, and how many times she’d gone to the doctors. He knew her favorite fruit was watermelon, with drizzled honey, and she hated onions on her burgers. Tiller had given her file to him, but the way she said it made him want to ask her about it.

      “Where then, were you born?” He asked.

      “Now you’re curious?” She asked, amused. “What if I don’t have the grace to tell you?”

      He didn’t answer, knowing she meant to irritate him by throwing his words back at him.

      At his silence she rolled her eyes, “My family is from Virginia, on the human world side. My grandmother raised me in Hillsville, country, and quiet. It’s as ‘middle-of-nowhere’ as you can get.” A complicated expression altered her face to something Raijin immediately knew he hated.

      He stood, forcing her to look at him. “Are you hungry?” He asked abruptly.

      “Y-yes.” She answered appearing startled at his abrupt change of topic.

      He nodded, “Follow me then.”

      “W-wait.” She said, as she quickly got up following him out. “I’m not that hungry, I only need a snack—woah.”

      Stopping abruptly, he turned to face her only to see her stagger back. Reaching out, he wrapped his arm around her body pulling her close. This time it was different from the time he’d grabbed her in the hallway. This time, her expression was soft, and her lashes lowered.

      This time, her scent swirled with pleasant tang of desire around him.

      This time he could see an answering fire in her eyes, the need buried deep under her earth-colored eyes as well as her anxiety. So different from him, where he was pale she was dark, where he was big she was dainty. Where he was hard…She was soft.

      He was a monster.

      She was an innocent.

      They were so different from one another; their very existence should be abhorrent to one another. But instead, she now looked at him with need, and he felt the urge to answer and give it all to her.

      Her lips parted as if in anticipation for his kiss. But the hard press of wire against his skin, reminded him he could never claim them.

      So, he fought his instinct and released her settling her on her feet.

      “T-thank-you.”

      She muttered, as she brushed a loose curl behind her ear. A move so feminine, and alluring Raijin had to take another step back.

      Looking away from he said, “Don’t thank me,  think of it as an apology for earlier. I shouldn’t have attacked you.”

      “What—what did you say?”

      Refusing to repeat himself, he turned away marching directly into the kitchen. Raijin walked to the Fridge pulling it open he spotted what he was looking for and pulled out the plate and set it on the table.

      “A hag comes, and cleans and cooks for us.” By way of explanation, when she shot him a look of interest. “She will be here tomorrow, if you want something she’ll make it.”

      “Right, because I don’t have two good hands of my own.” She said, sarcastically as she walked over to the counter. “Can’t I buy some food stuffs, and make my own food?”

      He shrugged, “It’s up to you, Alek and I don’t eat much, for obvious reasons.” He didn’t bother explaining, their being an ogre and vampire were explanation enough.

      Turning to leave, he paused. “I’ll take you to the market if you wish to go, but remember I can’t let you wander around; you’re meant to be hidden.”

      “Yeah, yeah I hear you,” she said dismissively, as she placed utensils and a cup on the table. “You can go read, Mr. Ogre. Also, I forgive you.”

      He grimaced at her name for him, but it was better than ‘asshole’ plus she’d accepted his apology. Leaving without another word, he headed upstairs to take care of the problem that he hadn’t anticipated in the shower.
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      TWO DAYS LATER…

      SABINA

      “Are you ready?”

      Sabina looked away from the mirror to Raijin who stood behind her. She’d been eager to leave the cabin; it had taken two more days after their conversation to finally be able to leave. Being stuck in the house with two silent men wasn’t exactly her dream come true. Luckily, she’d been able to speak to Kahlia and Lanias, the two nights so she wasn’t feeling completely alone.

      Turning around, she reached for her purse.

      “You won’t need that,” Raijin said, as he left her doorway. “We can’t have you leaving a trail with your cards.”

      She ignored him and grabbed it anyway, “I have cash.” She said, as she chased after him.

      “You don’t take orders well,” he observed aloud as she descended the steps, “It’s better if you started to.”

      They reached the landing, Sabina thought over how she should respond to the arrogant ogre. He had to be bipolar, he went from being someone she could maintain a polite distance with to a sharp-tongued harpy. She had turned to ignoring him at times, and at others treating him like a disgruntled customer.

      She walked over to the door and grabbed the handle. “You know, Rajin.” She glanced over her shoulder at him, “You don’t have to work so hard at being an asshole. We know.”

      He tilted his head, giving her a long look.

      Sabina would pay anything to know what he was thinking. He was an enigma who’d shown her only two major emotions so far. Anger, and…she closed her mind away from the other, and facing the door she turned the handle and stepped outside.

      Immediately she was hit with the overwhelming smell of spring. The sun beamed down and the cool wind felt good against her skin. Her vision was filled with a riotous amount of colors and bright greens, as if she’d stepped into a scene from the Secret Garden. She walked down the path made of flat stones, to the little wrought iron gate. She leaned forward to look across the earthen path to the rolling hills in the distance.

      “Where are we?” She asked, in wonder her heart in her throat.

      “A shire in England.” Raijin answered immediately.

      Her hands tightened on the gate, and she felt a wistful smile come to her lips. This was a place that looked so much like the home of her youth she wasn’t sure how to feel. Her eyes closed, she could almost imagine her grandmother walking up the road, with the latest pastries she’d bought from the baker.

      “Is something wrong?” He asked.

      The question pulled her from her wistful imagination, she opened her eyes and shook her head. “No, I’m fine just remembered the town I grew up in.”

      She half-turned, and once again she found her space invaded by the large ogre. His hand reached out, pulling the little latch in the corner of the gate, opening the door for her. This time she avoided his gaze unsure of what she would find there. Knowing that whatever she found there, wouldn’t lead to anything.

      It didn’t help that ever since that weird moment in the hallway, she couldn’t relax when he was around.

      “Thanks,” she whispered as she turned away from him and together they began walking. After a few minutes, she looked around, “Aren’t we taking a car?”

      “No, everything is in walking distance in case you had to be left here for a longer time.”

      “You guys thought of everything, before you kidnapped me huh.” She mused aloud.

      She heard a coughing sound, looking up at him she found nothing but his stoic gaze that remained forward. “If kidnapping correlates with protecting you, then I would agree that, yes. We did prepare much, but this location has often been used by the Council as place for hiding witnesses.”

      Hearing this she nodded, in thought. “Well, at least it’s pretty. I thought I’d end up in the bowels or something,” she said as she lifted a hand to block the bright sunlight from her eyes.

      “Not many can return from such a place,” Raijin said, a certain note in his voice had her returning her eyes to him. This time he met her gaze, “The likely hood of an innocent like you surviving there is little to none.”

      Surprised at his words, she stopped abruptly before they reached the end of the road. “Who’s innocent?” She asked sounding confused.

      He paused, “You.”

      She laughed, it was loud and cheerful. She bent forward, shaking her head before she suddenly straightened looking at him sourly. “You really have a way of labeling people. What makes you think I’m innocent?” she asked, snarky. “Why do men always label women in such a way?”

      Seeming confused by her laughter, and her sudden mood change. His brow creased in thought, “You don’t have blood on your hands, and you’re a mother.”

      She snorted, shaking her head she started walking again. “You have weird standard for being ‘innocent’ but then again, you’re only comparing me to yourself right.”

      Raijin

      Rajin didn’t answer at first, instead he walked along beside her thinking over what she’d said.  After some thought he spoke, “Most women I’ve met, have either been so in love with the men they’d tied themselves to that they’d been willing to do anything, most of the time that meant even killing someone. But at the end they were willing to do anything to protect themselves when it came down to the wire. No one in the world I work in is innocent or willing to do the right thing for others.”

      He’d captured and killed his fair share of criminals the Council couldn’t handle. And those who’d been ‘in-love’ had quickly abandoned the other for a chance at freedom.

      “I’m sure that if it were you, you wouldn’t back down and sacrifice for others.”

      Raijin felt that Sabina would have continued to protect the other she claimed to love. She seemed to think the best of others; he could feel it even in how she acted now.

      She could have avoided him, and gone out of her way to never see him. Instead for the past two days, he’d seen her talking with the Hag who took care of the house along with her half-human son. She’d explored the garden outside, asking questions about this and that.

      At night, she’d even join him in the living room with a book.

      “I mean isn’t protecting your family the natural thing to do. Then again now that I’m a mother, I’m not that interested in sacrificing myself and more interested in fighting instead.” Sabina said thoughtfully.

      “That’s why you’re not aware, because you can’t see yourself,” Raijin argued. “Both fighting and sacrificing for anyone other than yourself demands kindness, and hope in the other person.”

      He inwardly cursed; he hadn’t been intending on saying anything. But as the silence had stretched, and he’d thought about her he found himself answering her last rhetorical question.

      She stopped before entering the store, but instead of denying it she only said. “Maybe you’re right.”

      Pushing the door open, they entered. Raijin immediately putting their conversation on the back burner, as he focused on ensuring that she remained protected. The human world wasn’t a hundred percent safe, and with the large crowd of shoppers he’d have to be completely focused.

      Sabina seemed to notice his change immediately. As she quickly grabbed a cart and headed into the rough of the market without another word.

      

      Sabina

      “Is that all?”

      Raijin asked her as they left the store, with only three bags. She wondered if he was being sarcastic, while she’d intended to be quick about shopping. She couldn’t help lingering over things like her daughters’ favorite snacks and candies.

      She’d found herself reaching out to them, only to remember that Kahlia wasn’t with her. And when she went to put them back, he’d stopped her.

      “I’ll have Alek drop them off, when he goes to check on them.”

      She’d turned to him then, in confusion. “You’ve been keeping tabs on them?”

      He looked away, “Yes, in case the enemy gets it into their head to take her and use her as bait.” He looked back at her, his eyes empty of emotion. “Best to be prepared.”

      She didn’t know what kind of face to make at his words. On one hand she wanted to punch him, seriously who said something like that to a mother who’d been forcefully separated from their child? The other side of her, felt a tiny, tiny bit grateful to him for keeping an eye on her family.

      “You must not deal with a lot mothers,” Sabina said.

      His brow creased in confusion, “Not often, why?”

      “Never mind, just sort of got a hunch that’s all. Anyway, thanks for letting me know they are all right.”

      Replacing the candy in her cart, Sabina wondered how many times had she said, thank you to this guy?

      Now, as they made their way back to the house she spotted a park across from the grocery store. “Do you mind if we take a seat, my legs are killing me.”

      He gave a short nod.

      Happy, she quickly made her way across the street, and plopped down with sigh of relief once she was off her feet. Bending she rubbed at her calves, “It feels like forever since I walked that much,” she laughed at herself, “maybe it’s time to get serious about working out.” She muttered to herself.

      Straightening, she watched a few children play. Their shrieking laughter cutting through, the quiet of the peaceful afternoon. Two little girls ran over to their parents who’d spread a blanket on the grass to eat.

      Her eyes squinted, “It’s amazing, how happy they look. I hope that the surface is as deep as what’s underneath.”

      “Was it the same for your family?” Raijin queried.

      She didn’t answer at first, then she tittered. “Maybe. Then again, Derek never hid his selfish nature. I just wasn’t ready to face it yet, that he was a liar.”

      Apparently the Ogre was curious about her because he then asked. “You didn’t feel the urge to simply spell him to be a better?”

      Her focus turned to the sand, as her right hand continued to rub at her calf. “While I don’t think I’m obligated to answer your question…I will.” She removed her hand from her leg, and straightened, digging into one of the plastic bags next to her she pulled out a bottle of water. “I did it once.”

      “What?” He sounded surprised.

      “Spelled my Ex-husband, to be exactly how I wanted him to be.” She confessed, taking a deep drink from her bottle. “It was I think after the second time I’d learned he’d cheated on me. Kahlia, was only three and his mother was nagging both him and I, to have another child.” She scoffed, shaking her head in amusement. “See, for some reason the woman kept harping about having a boy, and while she fawned over Kahlia she always lamented she wasn’t a boy.”

      “I didn’t think western culture idolize having male children.”

      She laughed, “Western culture? Well, no they don’t, not much anyway. It was one more thing she could criticize me about. Anyway, he cheated I caught him and got so angry I adjusted him.”

      She didn’t continue, suddenly feeling a bit depressed.

      “And—.” Raijin pushed.

      Shrugging, she placed the bottle back in the grocery bag. “The usual cliché situation, it was fake. Everything he said and did was fake, so I let it go. I was in love with a cheating, manipulative man and to be frank having him act any other way wasn’t okay to me. So, I released him and now I’m divorced.”

      She sent him a look, “And, now that I’ve told you my dark story. How about you explain that mask of yours? None of the other guys you work with wear one. Why do you?”

      Riajin express turned grim, “Most ogres wear one.”

      “Why?” She asked, truly curious.

      “They wear it to hide the monstrous faces underneath.”

      Sabina frowned catching on to the fact he’d said “they” and not “we”.

      “And you, why do you wear it,” she asked.

      Instead of answering her, he stood abruptly. “We need to return we’ve already been out long enough.”

      Grabbing two of the bags, he made his way back to the sage house.

      Watching him go, Sabina stood picking up her purse and the single bag he’d left her. Following behind him at a slower pace, she regretted asking him about his mask. Then again, maybe she’d wanted to shake him how he’d shaken her when he’d asked her about her marriage.

      Maybe she’d hope he’d remove the mask again; it was like specter that separated them.

      Her nose wrinkled. Why did she want to become closer to him?

      Pressing the palm of her right hand to her forehead, she pressed her lips together in a slight grimace.  Had one kiss scrambled her brain? What was she thinking?

      Looking at his retreating back, Sabina felt the desire to run after him.

      What was this insane need running through her to reach out to him?

      Lowering her hand, she gathered her faculties and continued after him. She would think about it later.
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      SABINA

      Sitting in her room later that night, with her legs drawn to her chest. She looked outside, in time to see the lightening pierce the gathering of clouds overhead.

      It had been hours since their conversation, she’d not seen Raijin since. He’d said he was going to report to HQ. Now, she was in a house alone. The feeling of loneliness was almost drowning her, slipping off the bed she stood and moved to her bedroom door.

      The minute her fingers brushed the door handle, it shook. Drawing her hand back, she watched in a stupor as the door opened revealing the source of her weariness.

      “R-Raijin, what are you—.”

      He didn’t say anything, his face hidden by shadows. His wore a simple white shirt that was opened at the throat. His figure filled the doorway as he entered.

      “I wanted to say this before. But I couldn’t.”

      Like before his voice did weird things to her stomach. His bare hand took hers, and Sabina couldn’t think to pull her hand it out of his hold. Instead, she only stared up at him, his face was still shadowed. Even without a mask, his lower face was still hidden from her.

      “What was that?” She asked, as he pulled her closer. She felt her lips part in anticipation, but she wasn’t sure what it was she was waiting for. His other arm wrapped around her waist pulling her closer. Her hand trembled, as those eyes grew sharper.

      He hesitated before finally saying, “I want to taste you.”

      She sucked in a quick breath, searching his face for a clue to whether this was some game he’d decided to play with her. He leaned down, his black hair falling forward. The moon light bounced off the black locks as he drew closer. Her stomach fluttered as his lips meet hers.

      Raijin’s lips were thinner and harsh against her. His tongue didn’t hesitate in parting her lips, and digging deeper. With a groan of pleasure, he tightened his hold of her. She placed her hands against his arms her fingers digging into his shirt.

      The desire in his kiss heightened, as his teeth scraped her lips. The slurping sound filled the room, as he sucked and nibbled, the wet and sloppy movements of his mouth drawing a moan from her as her stomach flipped.

      He pulled back panting, his eyes cutting into hers as he stared down at her lust filled expression. Sabina could barely breathe, she felt dizzy as she watched him lick his own lips.

      “How can something be so delicious?” He asked to no one.

      She felt weak in his arms, as he dug his fingers into her hair. “I wonder what the rest of you taste like.” He mused aloud.

      He roughly jerked her head to the side. “I want to taste more, your lips, your skin, blood and flesh. Everything.”

      She stared into the dark of the room, as he lowered his head his teeth tearing into her throat.

      “No.” She screamed.

      The sound of a body hitting the ground, followed by a loud groan of pain was how Sabina greeted the morning.

      Laying on the floor, she rubbed her leg where she’d hit it against the side table. Her shoulder ached to from where it had hit the floor when she’d fallen off the bed.

      Kicking out, she muttered a few choice curse words. She pushed herself up, to squint at the clock.

      “Three o’clock?” she’d slept late, that was a first.

      Swiftly following on the trails of her thoughts, someone knocked on the door.

      “Ms. Sabina, they’re saying it’s time to go to the Council building.” The hag called.

      “Uh, okay. I-uh-, will be right there.” She scrambled, getting to her feet she glanced at the bed only to stop at the sight of red on the sheet. Jerking a hand up to her shoulder in alarm, and finding nothing there she released a relieved sigh. Before shaking her head, “Get a hold of yourself, it was nothing more than a dream.”

      Running to the bathroom, she got ready to leave.
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        * * *

      

      “So, this is our little Pandoras box,” Castian teased when she arrived in the living room below. Instead of feeling overwhelmed, she felt only curious about those in the room. She knew Alek, who stood in the corner staring at something unseen, and Raijin who stood with his arms crossed leaning against the fireplace.

      Her breathing shortened when those red eyes found hers, quickly averting her gaze she faced Castian. “Is that what you’re all calling me?”

      He shrugged, “It’s what I’ve decided to call you today, tomorrow you might be known as “goddess of luck.” His dark brown eyes twinkled with mischief, as he made an elaborate motion at Raijin, “but our boss is growing fond of you so maybe wi—.” “–That’s enough.” Raijin interjected.

      Pushing off the fireplace, he walked to the exit, he stopped before Sabina, she could see the upper half of his nose crease. “We’re going to the Council Hall to have you’re curse time stamp read.”

      At this news, Sabina thought she should feel excitement but instead she suddenly felt empty. Giving a short nod, she half-turned watching him exit the room.

      A hand landed on her shoulder, taking her by surprise.

      “Our leader is a being of little words,” warm green eyes met hers. Malcolm who’d been silently crouched in the corner now towered over her. “He will not harm you.” He said giving her shoulder a comforting squeeze before he too followed Raijin out.

      Pursing her lips, she wondered if he really knew his leader at all. Raijin, she had discovered had the capabilities of being both warm and cold. And once he took it into his head, to avoid her there was nothing that could be done. She’d been experiencing that, him going out of his way to avoid her at every turn since they’d returned from the grocery store.

      Taking a few deep breaths, she followed them out of the room. No matter, she would get this curse read and finally be able to return to her life far away from the frustrating male.

      Walking outside, she searched around for the car they’d be taking.

      Seeing her, Castian waved a hand catching her attention. “No need, we’ll be taking that.”

      He pointed to a black hole that slowly turned in front of the gate. “If we’d had the Council prepare cars and retinue of Blue Jays, our enemy would catch on pretty quickly to our movements.”

      “Did you tell Tiller we’re coming,” Raijin asked, as he moved in front of their mode of travel. “I need to speak with him.”

      “Yes,” Malcolm said, next to him, his chocolate hair caught the sun in a way that made Sabina squint. “I’ll be returning to speak to our point of contact after the curse is read—.” Their conversation was cut off shortly when they entered the spinning vortex. The one known as Alek, released a long yawn as he followed behind them. He sent Sabina a look of interest before he stepped in as well.

      Taking short steps toward it, she swallowed.

      “You don’t have to worry, it’s nothing like the real thing.” Castian assured her, as he came to stand beside her. “It’s one of my earlier spell works, so jump.”

      Sabina mouth parted in a silent scream when he gave her a slight push.

      Staggering inside, she squeezed her eyes shut as a cooling sensation washed over her. Her feet landed on solid ground, and the sound of honking horns and sirens forced her to open her eyes.

      The entirety of Veil City stretched out before her, the high spires, modern steal buildings, and crooked apothecary roofs filled the field of her vision as pixies whizzed back and forth in the air as pedestrians made their way to and from work. Hearing the cry of a bird, she turned around and looked up.

      Seated above as it had for many centuries before, atop the silver dome of the Council building; was the bright red Phoenix who took flight from its nest into the light of the setting sun.

      “Sabina,” Hearing her name called she lowered her gaze to the four who stood waiting for her at the doorway.

      Meeting Raijin stare, she walked after them as they entered the building. She felt a wave of unease, how many of her kind had walked past those very glass doors and failed to return home.

      Her eyes narrowed, on the man who greeted them in the large and nearly empty lobby. His hair was an ashen grey color. His brilliant golden eyes glanced at her before he returned his attention to Raijin, his posture spoke of power and control.

      The tail, that was slung over his shoulder; told her that he was a fox demon. His ears twitched as he spoke, “The nun has set up the room on the seventh floor, but she’ll need her to be cleansed first.” This time, he looked at Sabina, his expression was warm, but that warmth didn’t reach his eyes.

      He motioned the men behind him forward, both wore the blue uniform all Blue Jay wore. Both looked barely able to hold back from violence.

      “These two will escort you to the fifth floor, and you’ll be sent to the seventh floor after.” Tiller continued.

      “And once the curse is read, and secret is known I can return to my normal life?” She asked, expecting him to fob her off with some lie. Not that she wouldn’t know it was lie.

      He shrugged, as if her life in its entirety didn’t matter either way to him. Typical behavior of one who worked for the Council, “It depends solely on your survival and what the secret is.”

      She was baring her teeth at him before she realized it, quickly lowering her head she averted her eyes. “At least you’re being honest.”

      “Don’t worry with this you should be done with dealing with us for a time,” Raijin’s voice intruded.

      He said it, as if he’d offered her a bone of greatness. Instead of screaming at him like she wanted too, she bit her lip and gave the group her back following the two silent men from the foyer. She hated this hollow feeling she felt as she left him, and the others behind.

      They weren’t friends, but that thing that existed between she and he couldn’t be ignored. Yet, to face it could cause repercussions she wasn’t ready to deal with.

      She pulled her strappy purse around, to pull out a piece of gum to kill the irritation gnawing at her as she got on the elevator that the two guards had opened for her not noticing her pocket watch falling out of her purse. Once on the elevator, she occupied herself with searching her purse for another piece of gum, so she didn’t notice them press the button for the third floor.

      

      Raijin

      “You’re suspicions I prayed over and over they weren’t right, but shit it turns out they are.” Tiller said to Raijin. “The Unseelie have a particular type of Magical register and we went to the site where your men claim to have met one and there were traces of Unseelie magic left behind.” His lips tightened at the corners, “So, for now we’ll keep this news out of the ears of those on the Council. It would be hindrance more than help, if they knew.”

      Scoffing, Raijin didn’t look away from the slim form that was now digging in her purse. This would probably be the last he’d see her. He would put it down as fate showing him a glimpse of something he could have if he’d been born without sin.

      In this world of monsters, and beasts of the night, he’d crawled his way to its pinnacle. His hands were caked with blood that could only be seen by those like him.

      “Even if you hide it,” his eyes drifted to the upper floor where a few workers stood looking down at them with both curiosity, and suspicion. “Someone we’ll know something isn’t right, which is why I wanted to know if I could make an offer to others.”

      Tiller smirked, a look of disbelief coming to his features. “You want me to request more dog passes?” he released a short laugh, “You’re really pushing it, aren’t you Ogre.”

      “No more than you pushed us all those years ago.” He smoothly rebutted, turning his head in time to see something silver fall form Sabina’s purse. He frowned, “I’ll be back.”

      “Don’t mind me, I’m only your owner.” Tiller said sarcastically, as Raijin walked away from him.

      He could feel the eyes of his men, as he left them to chase after her. He was being foolish; he’d never have done this before. He stopped before the elevator, and bending picked up the pocket watch, straightening he looked at the numbers only to tighten his hold on the pocket watch till the metal creaked.

      “Alek.” He yelled.

      The vampire appeared by his side immediately, “You called.”

      “How quickly can you break to the third floor?” He demanded, his eyes narrowing on the numbers of elevator that had stopped on the third floor.

      Following his line of sight, Alek clicked his tongue, “A few seconds, the floor barriers are tough.”

      “Do it now.” Raijin commanded, grabbing his hand.

      Alek gave a slight nod.

      “What? What’s going on?”

      Castian demanded, running over to them he tripped his hand grabbing onto Raijin shoulder. Malcolm who’d been following him, crashed into him. All four of them disappeared from sight.

      Sabina

      In the elevator, Sabina faced forward settling her purse by her side she clasped her hands together in front of her.

      Now that she was alone she felt only a weariness at the idea of this entire debacle coming to an end. Though for her, and the other witches it wasn’t truly at an end. If someone was out there taking young women, and experimenting on them it was going to dig up ten years’ worth of dirt that she and her sister had hoped would remain buried.

      But if that wasn’t to be, then it was much better to get a lead on the issue especially before the Jackals or worse, the Blue Jays got fully involved.

      She jumped slightly, when one of the guards reached forward and pressed the buttons. “We’ll be stopping on this floor to meet with the cleanser.”

      She frowned, as she noticed the floor they’d stopped on was the third floor. The two man didn’t seem thrown off by this, so she decided she must have miss heard and stepped off the elevator. Walking into the dark hallway, she waited for the other two to alight. One took a stance behind her, while the other stood before her.

      Led down the hallway, she took in the black and white photos of famous inventors and spell developers. Their figures moving as they got in heated arguments with their neighbors, she squinted at one, where she swore a witch had one of the males in a chokehold. Shaking her head, she continued on. She started to feel a bit of apprehension when instead of stopping at the bathroom, they led her to a door at the end of the hallway.

      Glancing behind herself, her nose wrinkled in confusion when she asked, “Shouldn’t I be changing?”

      The guard in front of her shook his head. “The priestess has to first check your chakras.”

      Hearing this, she narrowed her eyes. “My Chakras? I’m a witch, even I know you don’t have to do that much to purify someone.”

      He shrugged, “Her orders.”

      Eyeing him, she released a sigh and decided not to fight him. The faster she did what she had to do, the faster she could return to her daughter.

      Walking past him, she laid her hand on the doorknob her stomach tightened in warning. But she ignored it, and pushed the handle down.

      “Sabina.”

      Hearing her name shouted, she turned in time to see Raijin appear in a mist of red. His form filled her vision, as he reached out and grabbed her wrist.

      Surprised at his sudden appearance, she could only look up at him in confusion. As she was getting over seeing him so suddenly, she looked to her right to see the two Blue Jays make a move for his back.

      “Watch out,” She yelled.

      His partners escaped the red mist all looking to intercept the attack.

      Raijin moved closer to her to cover her from their attack.

      “Raij—,” Her voice was cut off as the door she’d opened released an ominous silvery light. Her voice was swallowed up, as she and Raijin were washed in the light. Her body felt weightless as it was tugged sharply right.

      When the blinding light abated, she stared in disbelief at their new location. The smell of wet stone met her nose, as her eyes adjusted to the darkness. A flicker of light came from a single of torch that was raised high above on an iron chandelier.

      The light jumped, dancing as it spilled over the edge of the torch and raced down the five long chains, that were connected to a wall. Filling the cavernous room with a blueish glow.

      A hand tightening on hers, had her turning her attention to Raijin who laid sprawled beside her. Alarmed she pressed two fingers against his neck and released a sigh of relief that he was still breathing.  Removing her hand, she looked around and stiffened when what sounded like stone scraping against the ground filled the chamber.

      She scooted closer to Raijin, as if seeking his protection. With him out, it was clear that she alone had to fight whoever was coming. And judging by the level of magic the enemy had used in the transport spell; it wouldn’t be an easy fight.

      Once she could see who’d brought her here, Sabina felt shock run through her. Their pearl like skin was complimented by their long dark hair that one had pulled into a high ponytail and the other wore lose. Both had eyes of no color, and looked down their noses at her.

      Sabina had wanted to be brave in the face of the new enemy, but she hadn’t counted on facing an extinct race.

      The one with the ponytail moved forward first his clothing elaborately detailed with silver thread. He appeared like a mythical prince, only the twisted grin on his face told her he wasn’t interested in saving her.

      She scooted back, laying one hand on Raijin’s back wishing he’d wake up.

      “You’re the witch.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement as the creature slowly walked down the steps. “It’s been very long since I’ve tasted the flesh of such an abomination.” He drawled, stopping on the second to last step before he gave a little jump, landing on the floor. He walked over to her; his hands stuffed into his pockets. “It been eons,” he stopped right before her.

      Sabina tried to keep her expression empty, lifting her chin as a show of bravery.

      His hand reached out and he grabbed her neck pulling her up. His movement so fast, she hadn’t been able to evade it.

      Releasing a choking sound, she instinctively grabbed his wrist. “Are you going to compensate me for time lost searching for you, witch?”

      She struggled against his grip; he drew her to eye level which terrifyingly enough had her feet kicking in the air.

      “Lyon.”

      He loosened his hold so abruptly, she hit the ground hard gasping for air. “Oops,” he glanced over his shoulder at the one who’d remained above. He wiggled his fingers, “Sorry, I forgot she wasn’t to be played with, Jion.” On this note, he looked back at Sabina who tried to crawl back to Raijin’s side.

      “The secret is what we need,” The one known as Jion said, as he came to a stop beside Lyon. He looked coldly down at Sabina, who’d grabbed onto Raijin’s hand once more glaring at them both with hate. “But that doesn’t mean she won’t be useful till it’s revealed.”

      Releasing a sigh, Lyon spun away giving Sabina his back. “I’ll go get Dr. Clinger.”

      Sabina stiffened when she heard that name, her eyes widening in disbelief as the unseelie ascended the steps. Maybe she’d misheard him. He’d had to have meant someone else. Sabina couldn’t let herself believe for one minute that, that terrible man was alive.

      The dark fingers of her locked away memories wouldn’t allow her to even dare think he might be alive. But what reality often teaches us, is it can be far more unbelievable than a dream. And when the one known as Jion called out to someone who had remained in the dark of the doorway.

      She felt her throat close.

      Screaming faces filled her visions, as hands scrambled against the rock and stone. The choking black covered them as she and the others tried to dig themselves out. The smell of piss, and blood filled her noise as the sound of burying spells echoed all around her and the others.

      A stoic face, with thick monocles turned to her, the demon smiled.

      “Is this my new test subject?” He asked with mild curiosity.

      Sabina lost all hold on reality as she was swallowed by the dark of her mind.
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      SABINA

      Sabina fought the scream clawing at her chest, her arms and legs held spread eagled by chains. She shivered as she felt the surge of foreign magic running up the wires that had been inserted into her body with needles. Her body rippled as the pain flooded her. Her fingers curled into a fist, as she bit her lip against the excruciating burn.

      Her eyes closed, as she counted silently.

      “1.”

      “2.”

      “3.”

      “Stop.”

      Her body went limp, Sabina had grown accustomed to this form of torture. She’d also grown accustomed to this room filled with glowing rods thrumming with foreign magic. The chains that held her upright, kept her from running, and had become assurances that they hadn’t yet judged her useless.

      The eyes of the man she loathed turned away from the large computer screen in front of him, to her. The light from the monitor casting a glow across his simple glasses. He tapped his chin in thought, “It would seem she has a high capacity for resistance.”

      She glared at him through the partings of her wet hair.

      Dr. Clinger turned to the Cambion demon and complained, “She refuses to allow us to enter her mind and continues to reject the Foreign Magic. Take her away.”

      Hearing this, Sabina immediately felt a rush of anger. Her body growing stronger as she recovered. As soon as the demon guard reached her. She lashed out, her fist slamming into the side of his face.

      “Shit.”

      He cursed, slapping a hand to his busted lip. She grinned with satisfaction.

      “You bitch.”  He slammed his fist into her stomach.

      Grabbing her by her hair he roughly pulled her head back. Orange eyes glared into her defiant ones. “You witches always have that look,” He leaned in his nose flaring as he breathed in her scent. His fork tongue flicking out as his green skin reflected the light of the magic equipment decorating the room. “I love destroying it,” he hissed. Drawing back, he grabbed a short rod from his back pocket and tapped the chain attached to her right arm twice. All the chains slackened as the cuffs popped open.

      Her weak body completely, collapsed. Instead of catching her, he let her fall. “Now, let’s go visit the well.” He said grabbing her arm and dragging her out of the room.

      She tried to fight but they’d cast a weakening spell on her limbs after her first attempt to escape. She was forced to endure being dragged from the room. The scientist watched her leave with disappointed looks. One day she would come back and tear their eyes out, she promised herself.

      “Here we are,” her capture said with glee as he looked down at her grinning. “The well is open and free.”

      She frantically tried to scratch at his hand, but it was useless her nails were nothing against his reptilian skin.

      “N-no.” She said trying her best to avoid being tossed down the large hole in the ground. She twisted like a fish.

      Cursing, he slapped her. “Dammit, let go.”

      “Carth, what’s going on?”

      The demon holding her tensed. Sabina immediately ceased her frantic struggles.  Her stomach twisting with apprehension.

      The heavy aura of magic that filled the air could only belong to one Being here. Sabina prayed he hadn’t noticed her. She shifted herself so that she was closer to the demon.

      Standing straight Carth turned to face the Unseelie Lyon. His voice turning weak in his presence. “Dr. Clinger wanted me to toss this witch into the well since she refuses to cooperate.”

      Lyon’s cold eyes drifted down to her.  Sabina curled in on herself. Her eyes avoiding his. The Unseelie terrified her, especially after she’d watched them suck the magic out of another witch. She needed every drop of magic she could hoard if she was going to get out of this place.

      “Oh, the newbie isn’t cooperating.” Lyon walked over to her and knelt. Eyeing her up and down he said, “It’s proper that she learn her lesson but,” He tilted his head squinting. “There is a better way to teach it. After all we don’t want her to get seriously hurt. She holds a very, very dear secret of mine. Let me handle this one.”

      Sabina, fearing where this was going tried to move away. He reached out and grabbed her arm pulling her up with a strength that was almost dizzying.

      She suddenly found herself nose to nose with him. Her eyes widened in alarm. His lips parted revealing iron teeth. “Yes, you will be taught a lesson indeed.”

      Too weak to fight him, she was easily carried away from the well. Sabina felt terror running through her. She knew whatever the Unseelie Lyon had in mind it wouldn’t be good, she shivered her body trembling. She gripped her hands together, if she just held one more day, everything would be fine.

      As he carried her away from the well, they entered a long hallway.  As they walked along the hallway, Sabina was forced to see the miserable appearances of the other captured witches.

      They screamed behind their prison bars. Some clawing at their skin as the foreign magic moved through them. Some gripped the bars of their prisons, their mouths open in a silent scream as their flesh boiled and moved, their eyes rolling in their heads.

      Others pressed their forehead against the ground, wailing as they kept dragging it back and forth over the stone. The smell of blood outweighed even the smell of death.

      She sharply covered her mouth, as the urge to vomit hit her. She closed her eyes, trying to tell herself she had only to do what needed to be done, and then she could run. She could escape, she’d done it before, she could do it again.

      “Ah, here we are.” Lyon said cheerfully.

      Opening her eyes, she turned to see where Lyon had brought her. Slowly, her eyes widened as her lips parted, “Raijin.”

      She called; he was seated on the floor of his cell, his head down. Some of his clothes had been taken, but they’d left him with pants and some red robe like jacket. She didn’t care why’d they’d brought her here, all that mattered was that Raijin was here.

      He was alive.

      The tears she’d fought through the terrible rounds of torture slipped out.

      Lyon set her down, she couldn’t stand so she crawled to the bars but instead of grabbing them. She fell through.

      A cruel laughter erupted from behind her as Lyon exclaimed, “Like a rat crawling to its death.”

      Pushing herself up she looked back at him with resentment.  His features were twisted in dark amusement, “My brother has decided to starve this poor, poor flesh eater to death. Since it’s only been a few days I’m sure he’s ravenous.” His eyes grew bright. “So, I thought, why not offer him his friend, maybe if he eats you he’ll fall into despair. Trash like you deserve such an amusing end.”

      His words and expression sickened Sabina.

      “Leave.” Raijin voice rumbled in warning.

      Turning around to face Raijin, she inhaled sharply. His eyes were completely focused on her and glowed a murderous red color.

      “Raijin.”

      He didn’t move a muscle. “Leave. Sabina, not safe.”

      His voice was inhuman, it rough tone rubbing against her skin. His black hair covered his face. He didn’t move an inch in her direction.

      She had finally been brought to him, through the days of being locked here and tortured she’d prayed for one thing, and that was that Raijin remained alive. So, Sabina who’d been returned to the hell of her past moved not away from him but toward him.

      Her lips pressed together in determination; she ignored the cackling Lyon. Ignored the sting of stones against her knees, and made her way to Raijin. Stopping an arm’s length away from him, she weakly reached out with her right hand and grabbed onto his ankle.

      Her hand shook, her fingers had nearly no strength. She looked at him her eyes filling with tears. She spoke, her voice filled the cell with raw emotion. “I don’t care.” She declared, with a gasp. “Don’t leave me alone.”

      Raijin, leaned forward shifting so that he was closer. He reached out and grabbed her hand, pulling her too him, he turned her, so she sat within his arms, and he wrapped his arm around her pressing his nose against her neck as he held her close.

      Sabina felt his motion to her soul, her whole body shuddering as if it had returned home. Her fingers curled in his robe, and as she relaxed against him silent tears falling, she heard him whisper. “They will pay with their lives.”

      Those words comforted her as the Unseelies back faded into the dark of the hallway as he walked away. “Ogre call me when you or she can’t take it anymore. She will remain here till she is either eaten or ready to give up the secret she holds.”
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        * * *

      

      The steady drip of water against the stone kept her awake. Her tears had long ago dried up, the torches had begun to dim over time, and yet she remained within Raijin’s arms.

      “How long.” He suddenly asked.

      She jumped in surprise at his sudden question, recovering she watched the dim light from the torches closest to their cell flicker at the chilly wind that blew through and snuggled deeper into his arms.

      “Four days.” She squinted in thought.

      “Maybe five but down here it could have been longer. I think the torches brighten the closer we get to night, and dim as we get closer to daytime.”

      “Hmm.”

      She shifted so she could see the top of his head, since he’d buried his nose in her neck he hadn’t moved a muscle. “I don’t know how much longer we have before they get it into their heads to force this thing out.” She said lifting her wrist to show off the thorny mark twisting against her skin. “Especially with that scientist. Lyon may have thrown me in here but it’s not likely the other one will let me stay.”

      She turned in his lap, pausing to fight the nausea and dizziness that hit her. “We need to get out of here. So far I’ve been able to hold some of my magic but the minute they realize these,” she lifted the thin shackles iron. “haven’t absorbed all of it they’ll come in here and drag me out.”

      “—Hungry.”

      The scrape of his teeth along her neck told her more than any words on whether or not Raijin had the clarity to help her. Shivering, she slowly rested a hand on his head. “Raijin?”

      “So hungry.” He moaned into her neck.

      His voice sounded distorted as the tip of his tongue touched her neck. It was long and thick, the heat from his mouth causing her to freeze in fear.

      “Raijin—agh.” She released a scream of surprise when she was suddenly shoved from his lap. She winced when her side hit the stone floor.

      “Wha—.” She looked up in time to see Raijin stand up with his hand covering his mouth. His eyes were wide in terror as he stared down at her. He attempted to retreat but his legs gave out on him before he could get too far; he fell on his ass. He quickly brought his hands up once again to cover his mouth.

      In stunned silence the two of them stared at each other. The large, threatening man who’d exploded into her life in the middle of the storm of chaos laid trembling a few feet away from her.

      A clear liquid slid down his chin to his neck, it was obvious it came from his mouth. Raijin was drooling. Mesmerized she watched that single droplet fall, and when she looked back at him she knew he’d seen her shock because he turned away from her.

      “Raijin, I already know what you are. You don’t need to hide it from me.” She pushed herself up and glared down at her useless leg. If only she had enough strength to stand; damn them for cursing her. Returning her eyes to the man who sought to hide himself in plain sight she said, “In order for us to escape, do you need to eat?”

      His brow creased as if he couldn’t quite grasp where she was going with this.

      “Tell me, is it flesh or blood you need?”

      Finally catching on to her plan, he cringed back and glared at her. “Fuck that.” He cursed from behind his hand. “I won’t do it.” He snapped angrily, though it was muffled.

      Sabina heard his words, but she could see the ashen quality to his skin and the dark circles under his eyes. She could already see that if she didn’t do something both he and she would be trapped here longer than needed. She pressed her lips together and situated herself so that she sat on her knees. She looked him dead in the eyes as she lifted up her arm. “I won’t die here.”

      She slammed her hand down onto the stone. She bit her lips as she dragged her knuckles across it. Sabina didn’t flinch as it cut into her skin, she would do what she had to, to get back to her child.

      Bringing her hand up before him she turned it, so her blood slowly slipped from the cut on her knuckle down her arm. “Now, Jackal are you going to let me waste all this blood. You’re not, right?”

      

      Raijin

      Raijin stared at the insane witch before him. She’d wounded herself and was demanding he take a bite. His mouth felt like a water park. Her scent alone had already been causing havoc with his intentions of maintaining control.

      Like a fucking idiot, he’d attempted to run from her. But the tiny cell wasn’t exactly spacious. Her hand looked like it was coated in strawberry jam and to him, it smelled like it.

      Soon the sight of her blood along with her dizzying scent had him coming to his feet.

      The past few days he’d had to fight his manic need to break everything down to find her. He’d had to resist the torment of knowing that somewhere in this large prison they’d tossed him Sabina was being tortured. He’d thought he’d never see her again, but ironically she’d been delivered to him by their enemies to be eaten.

      While he’d expected her to keep her distance she hadn’t, instead, she now knelt before him with her hand out, covered in her own blood. A blood that drew him like a bee to honey.

      Lowering, he sat before her.

      Reaching out he grabbed her wrist and ignored the flash of pain that appeared in her doe like eyes.

      “I need all of it,” he said.

      Leaning forward he pulled her arm higher so that his tongue could catch every little loose ruby droplet before it reached her inner arm. Her breath hitched, Raijin inwardly wondered if it was his tongue against her skin, or the size of his tongue that caused her reaction. His whole body released a shiver as he enjoyed the taste her.

      Before he’d assumed she’d taste like a sweet but now he knew Sabin was better than any sort of candy. Licking along her forearm, he swirled his tongue within her wrist growing hard at the sound of her shaky breath. His own body growing excited, as he lapped at her cut. Drinking like a cat, he tasted his fill reaching her finger’s. Raijin pulled back seeing that they were curled inward. He slowly drew his eyes from them to her face. Her eyes were half closed, her cheeks flushed, and her chest lifted as her other hand pressed into her thigh.

      He sniffed the air and looked at her in surprise. Her arousal permeated the cell triggering him to grow so hard it was painful.

      She opened her eyes in surprise.

      “I—wha—.” He moved forward placing a hand on her shoulder he pushed her back. Sabina cried out as her legs came out from under her. He held the bleeding hand above her head and straddled her body. She looked up at him in confusion.

      “Raijin?”

      Sabina was his prey. Her body was like a smorgasbord of treats bound in human form. His teeth felt numb with the urge to tear her skin. His tongue wanted to delve deeper into her wounds. Her body was soft, pliant and easy to break. The sheer teddy she wore was nothing more than a thin barrier to him. Like they’d done to him they’d strip her body of things that could be used as a weapon including her most of her clothes.

      He reached out with his freed hand and roughly balled up her dress. His nails were longer the tips black. He pulled at it tearing it. He watched as blood welled up from the small scratches he’d made along her stomach.

      “We can’t.” she used her free hand to push at him, her brown eyes pleading with him. “We have to stop.”

      No, he wouldn’t stop. Not when he had her where he wanted her.

      He grabbed her hand and put that above her head as well, his head lowering to lick and suck at the wounds that decorated her chest, her body moved and shifted under his and yet it only excited him. She never cursed him, only pleaded, and panted. Even her begging, sounded erotic to his ears.

      The hands that fought against his hold, had weakened, he took a willy nipple into his mouth and sucked letting his teeth draw along it.

      “Raijin.” She shouted his name breathlessly.

      He felt his dick twitch, he liked hearing her cry out his name like that.

      His teeth were longer, sharper and they pressed into the soft skin, creating indents. Her stomach trembled, as her breathing increased. He tongued and flicked the tip, tasting her nipple like it was a piece of candy to be savored.

      He sucked pulling till it popped from his mouth, lifting up he stared down at her. Her eyes glistened with unshed tears. Her lips were parted, her quick breaths causing her chest to bounce. Her hair was mess around her head.

      

      The burn of the beast inside him zeroed in on her exposed shoulder. The monster inside of him roared and before he could stop himself he opened his mouth, bared his teeth and striked.

      “Agh—Raijin!”

      Sabina body struggled under him as his teeth clamped on her shoulder. His teeth tore into her shoulder, as her taste filled his mouth. He mentally groaned as he felt her fingers dig into his upper arms. Just as he swallowed he felt the beast inside him settle.

      The buzzing in his head turning silent as he immediately became aware of what he’d done.

      “A-are you done?” She asked, breathlessly.

      Pushing himself up Raijin stared in mute horror at her bitten shoulder. There was a clear spot where he’d bitten away her flesh. Trying to keep his calm he lifted his hand and cut it, letting the blood drip onto her wound and didn’t feel his anxiety retreat till he saw the wound start to heal leaving behind only the teeth marks.

      Once finished he stood, the blood from a witch was potent. Staring down at her, his conscious self-resurfacing Raijin felt his Alarm climb. He had done this to her, the flimsy baby doll she’d been wearing long gone. He looked at the pieces of fabric that had been thrown by him to the side. Only wearing underwear, she moved drawing his attention as she pushed herself up to a sitting position, shyly covering her chest.

      Sabina should have never entered his cell. She’d put herself in danger being around him, and—. He looked at her hand that held the scars of her choice to help him moving his gaze to her shoulder. The traces of now drying blood only remained, “Why?”

      Her eyes had been averted from his, but now she studied his expression thoughtfully before she answered. “I don’t know.” She answered, before looking away her eyes once more. “Maybe, I didn’t want to escape without some muscle behind me.”

      He thought over her words, knowing they were a lie but unwilling to dig deeper into her reasons. “Fine, don’t ever do it again.”

      He pulled the red robe from his shoulders and dropped it on her head turning his back to her. “I don’t know if I’ll stop next time.” With that he waited for her to pull on the robe in silence.
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      SABINA

      “I don’t know if I’ll stop next time.”

      Sabina hated how her heart jumped in excitement at his words. She wasn’t usually one who looked for roughness during sex. Hell, she’d been stuck with a cheating vanilla fucker for six years. But the minute, Raijin had pushed her to the ground and grabbed her wrist preventing her from pushing him away she’d felt more than willing to allow him to go further.

      She cursed herself. Did a few years of celibacy turn her into pervert?

      Pulling the robe off her head, she swiftly put the robe on. Her arms wrapping around her waist, as she attempted to gather her faculties. She glanced at his back, unsure of what to say. She couldn’t tell him she was fine with him pushing her down.

      She wasn’t a buffet; she couldn’t offer her body up like some sacrifice to the heathen god. Staring at him she freely took in the broad back, squinting she noticed the criss crossing lashes that marred his intricate tattoos. Her mind derailed from her troublesome desire for the man standing, with his back to her. The markings weren’t new, but healed over and now were as a apart of Raijin, as his mask.

      “You said, you’re planning on how to escape.”

      She felt surprised when the subject of her study spoke, and she bobbed her head, though he didn’t see it. “I do. You can turn around now.”

      Instead of turning around, he sat down Indian style. His back still facing her, he ran a frustrated hand through his hair. “I’m good, so what’s your plan?”

      Confused, she frowned. “Well, they seem to be sure that these cuffs will keep my magic at bay.” She didn’t like looking at his back.

      “You’re saying the cuffs don’t work on you.”

      “Yes and no. They work, but not as well as they think, but I haven’t been given enough time to gather magic,” She released a frustrated noise. “This is annoying.”

      Surprise, by her sudden outburst Raijin half-turned to find two hands reaching up to cover the bottom half of his face. His eyes widened in shock, as dark brows lowered over narrowed brown eyes. “I know you don’t want me to see your mouth,” Sabina complained, with a huff of annoyance, “but talking to your back is ridiculous. We need to work together to get out of here.” She kept her arms up, and hands over the lower half of his face as she continued. “Look, as long as they think you’re torturing me, and I’m terrified of the possibility of you eating me. They’ll give me more than enough time to flood this entire place with a non-magic barrier.”

      Reaching up, he placed a hand on top of her hands, “You’ll kill the magic use here, how will that help us?”’

      She smirked then, her eyes changing from determined to mischievous. “Because nothing magical will work which is perfect situation for an Oni to destroy and tear his way out. Understand?”

      Raijin

      At this point, Raijin could mention that he and his men were more than prepared for such situations. A piece of metal embedded into the back of his shoulder would lead the death seeking warlock to him, but he couldn’t help enjoying the look of pleasure Sabina showed at having come up with a plan to escape.

      She’d also thought of him in her search to escape. He wanted to pull her close, and hold her. He turned his eyes away from her open gaze. Her palms were still pressed to his lips, he gently pulled her hands away. Lowering his face, “You’ve thought a lot about this.”

      Removing her hands, she set back on her haunches her face turning solemn. “I didn’t really have anything else to think about. I have to get back to my daughter, and I can’t let them get their hands on this secret.”

      Hearing this, Raijin felt his guilt grow at not telling her about their high possibility of rescue. Even with that growing guilt, he couldn’t risk it. If the one’s who’d captured them returned and decided to be rougher in their questioning he wasn’t sure she’d be able to hold it together.

      At this he demanded, “They haven’t—.” “No, don’t worry.” She said, cutting him off.

      Relief filled him at that, “Good.”

      Her eyes darkened “You know there are worse things that they could do right?”

      He stiffened, his mind filling with all the other possible scenarios. His body tightened with anger, as he curled his hands that rested on his thighs into fist. “Tell me.”

      Releasing a sigh, her shoulders slumped. “What’s the point,” she lifted a hand and pressed it to her right shoulder. “I could spend the next hour telling you what they did to me, or I could rest up for the next round.”

      “What did they do?” His voice guttural, he found himself half rising to physically coax her to tell him.

      She flinched at his gesture, and seeing his intent in his gaze she frowned. “The witches that were dying. They are dying because their experimenting with forcing an exorbitant amount of magic into them, foreign magic to make—.” “Numb Witches.”

      He was surprised by her lack of reaction. “You don’t seem surprised.”

      She shrugged, “Many witches had a hunch that it was something like that.”

      “Really, it’s not that your sister has already been looking into it.”

      Her expression became blank, “Even if she has been looking into it, she still knows less than you and your men.”

      He scoffed, “There is no point in lying witch. We both know what your sister is capable of.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Sabina challenged.

      His curiosity peeked; he went to speak but a blood curdling scream cut through. It was then he realized that the conversation with Sabina had almost made him forget where they were.  He frowned, that had never happened to him before.

      And by the surprised look on Sabina’s face, she’d also forgotten. She now stared into the dark of the long hallway, a complicated look on her face.

      “Why do you cover your face?” She asked suddenly.

      Her question caught him off guard.

      “Does it matter why?”

      “No, but I do wonder what makes you think of yourself as a monster.” She explained, as she faced him fully once more.

      His chest panged, as he was flooded with memories from the past he wanted to leave behind. Standing, he walked over to her and kneeling he picked her up with no words and moved to the corner. “We should sleep to regain our energy, your blood helped but it will only curtail my hunger for a time.”

      As if she sensed that he no longer wished to talk, she allowed him to settle them down in the corner, her body moving closer to his. And together, they drifted into sleep.

      One wishing they could have spoken for longer, a little bit longer so that their cruel reality would fade away, and they could learn more about their mysterious partner.

      The other, caught in the grip of past mistakes and wrong doings.

      Both found slight comfort in each other, as they ignored the screams that continued to echo.

      Lanias

      “She’s not dead.”

      Lanias nearly screamed, as she glared down at the Blue Jay working the desk at the Council headquarters. She’d been waiting for word ever since her sister had gone with the Jackals, damn near two weeks later and still no word.

      She’d done her best not to blow, burn or poison anyone. So, she thought she was being lenient, only screaming at the female Blue Jay, who kept glancing on her supervisor who’d been whispering in her phone ever since Lanias had arrived.

      Slapping her hand on the counter, she continued her tirade. “Listen, Sabina Clark was taken into witness protection by your council owned dogs, and now you’re telling me she’s disappeared. Are you fucking kidding me?”

      The young woman, who nervously typed on her air keys, that rearranged and moved as she searched the many screens that rested on the wall right behind Lanias; stuttered, “M-Ms. Lanias, as we’ve already explained, we cannot release any information as to her whereabouts but because you are family, we can tell you that the Jackals have everything under control.”

      “Bullshit.” Lifting her right hand covered in black flames, she threatened the woman. “Let me assist you in digging deeper.”

      The girl released a terrified squeak of fear.

      “Madame do you always use crass threats to get your way?” Someone interrupted.

      “Huh?” Whipping around she came face to face with a familiar fox shifter. He looked from her to the flame surrounding her hand, with a huff she let it disappear with no effort. Walking toward him, she placed her hands on her hips. Not acknowledging the looks of desire in the eyes of the men who walked by. She was used to it, she was in a short jean skirt with a black t-shirt tucked in, she knew her form was being shown off to perfection. “So, you’re the one telling the little meat eaters what to do, fox.”

      Tiller quirked a brow at her words, looking her over slightly. Despite her heels, he stood taller than her. “Depends.”

      She smiled coldly, “Where is she?”

      Carefully, wiping emotion from his face Tiller purposely played dumb. “Who?

      Her hand lashed out. A body appeared beside her and caught it.

      Quicksilver eyes clashed with her midnight gaze. “This is the third time you’ve gotten in my way vampire.” Lanias gritted out.

      Alek amused smirked ignoring her attempts to jerk her hand back. “Indeed,” his expression turned serious. “We’re going to save her. Don’t worry.”

      Lanias angry expression melted away, only to be replaced with annoyance as she snatched her hand away. “Who’s worried,” she snapped, looking away from him she side-eyed Tiller. “I would have gotten my sister, either by request or—” she left the rest unsaid hanging, as she sharply turned on her heel and exited the building.

      Both men watched her go.

      Tiller

      “Is the Warlock ready?” Tiller demanded.

      “Yes,” Alek assured him, once again slipping into the red mist that swirled at his feet. “we’ll be attacking in two days.”

      “Good.” Turning away, Tiller made his way to the Main Chiefs office, they would need as many men as they could get. Especially if they were truly dealing with the unseelie, of course he’d tell him it was one of the bloods fang syndicates. Less likely to get helpers, when dealing with a terrifying race of ancient beings.

      He hated that things had gotten complicated, yet still there was a part of him that was excited for what that meant for the world and himself.
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      SABINA

      They spent the night together. When Sabina finally woke up it was to find those horrible eyes staring at her. She flinched, only to feel Raijin’s arms tighten around her.

      “So, the Ogre hasn’t killed you yet.” Lyon said with disappointment. The way he watched her was discomfiting. “Though if he had killed you I would be in big trouble with my brother.”

      Sabina struggled to fight the fear quickly taking over her conscious mind. She had to remain brave and calm in the face of his threatening pose.

      “But the fact that the ogre didn’t take this chance is interesting.”

      Walking inside with no fear, the Unseelie closed the space between them. He looked from her to Raijin who hadn’t shifted a muscle at his sudden entrance. “I wonder why that is, maybe he needs to be starved a little longer.”

      He reached out his hand, his expression turning evil looking. “Come, it’s time we went a bit deeper to regain what is ours.”

      Sabina retreated burrowing herself deeper into Raijin’s hold.

      “Now witch, you don’t want your friend to get hurt because of your fear do you?” He chided her.

      She didn’t want to go with Lyon, but if she didn’t there was a high possibility he wouldn’t have any problem hurting Raijin more than they already had. So, with this in mind she moved to take his hand.

      Before she could take it, another much larger hand abruptly grabbed his wrist. Lyon eyes widened in surprise as he looked from her to Raijin

      “Don’t. Touch.” Raijin warned.

      Raijin’s hand tightened on Lyon’s wrist as he slowly stood.

      Sabina slid from his lap, quickly moving out of the way of the two as she felt the rush of blood lust leave him. So far she hadn’t felt that Raijin was violent in any way, but now; with the enemy in his hands he wasn’t holding back. Had her blood really helped him this much? She’d been sure he’d need something hardier to eat in order to have such strength.

      “It looks like my brothers plan to starve you didn’t work.” Lyon said gleefully. He didn’t bother to pull his hand out of Raijin hold. Sabina was sure Raijin was going to break his wrist. The unseelie only stared down at it when the cracking sound of bone released. “You are strong for a bottom feeder,” he said.

      “So are you.” Raijin calmly responded.

      Raijin

      Raijin wasn’t sure if it was Sabina blood or his anger at the man in front of him that kept him from collapsing. He’d never felt such strength before, especially not after eating.

      Remembering the scent of fear she’d released and the feeling of her slight trembling body caused him to hold the Unseelies wrist tighter. No one was allowed to make her feel such a way. When the Unseelie had first entered he’d feigned sleep in interest of finding out information, but when the bastard had reached out for her he’d had enough.

      “So, now what?” The unruly creature asked, looking at him gleefully. “Don’t tell me you only meant to break my wrist.”

      A chill ran down his spine in time for him to take a quick step to the left. He avoided a strike intended for his abdomen. The air sizzled where the Unseelie he’d been holding had attacked.  “Let’s try that one more time, but this time don’t avoid it.” The Unseelie calmly chided.

      He attacked once more, but Raijin was prepared and released his hand and retreated. Taking in the size of the cell, and the fact that Sabina was sitting in the corner watching—his brow creased as he watched how she had her back to them, her hand pressed against the stone.

      “Don’t tell me that’s all you have.” The unseelie taunted drawing his attention once more.

      Straightening, Raijin realized he’d been holding back in order not to harm Sabina. Taking a deep breath, he released a shudder as he placed a hand on the side of his neck and popped it. “Your kind have been considered instinct for all these many years,” He shifted so he faced the Unseelie head on, “then we were too afraid to fight you but now—.” He ran at the unseelie, and drawing back his arm he struck, his fist flying he slammed it into the men’s chest. Using all his strength, he gritted his teeth as he felt the Unseelie fight against the force but one thing he knew for sure, was that his strength far outweighed that of the creature before him.  “—It’s a different story.”

      The Unseelie was lifted off the ground, his body flying back through the bars. The air whistled as he flew. Leaning forward, Raijin caught himself. Straightening he looked at his arm the pale color having been replaced with bright red skin. Clenching his fist, he looked over to Sabina who now looked at him, sweat beading her brow.

      Rushing to her side, he hesitated in placing a hand on her. “What are you doing?”

      She panted; her eyes unfocused. “Digging.” She pressed her hand harder against the wall, a greenish glow emanated from where her hand met it “Deeper, I have to go deeper to get—.” Her body jolted, as she lurched forward coughing up blood that splattered on the ground.

      “Sabina.” He said his voice alarmed.

      A loud cry filled the halls of the prison, “Ogre.”

      It would seem the Unseelie was still alive.

      Both jolted as they felt the ill magic rushing through the hallways. Feeling an ominous surge, Raijin threw himself over Sabina just in time for a hand to pierce through his shoulder.

      He gritted his teeth against the pain. Pressing his forearms against the wall, Raijin opened one eye to see the look of pain on Sabina face. His blood plopped unto her cheek. Her eyes burned not with fear but anger.

      “Kekeke,” the enemy laughed as he placed his foot on Raijins back and pushed to pull his hand from Raijin’s back with a slick pop. “So, you’re not only strong but fast.” He lifted his hand to his lips licking the blood off it, “maybe your more fun after all.”

      “Closer.”

      Raijin wasn’t sure he heard Sabina speak she lifted her free hand and placed it on his shoulder. “Come closer.” She whispered once more.

      He leaned down; her hand that was placed against the wall suddenly disappeared inside it. Raijin’s eyes widened in surprise as they fell into it, their bodies slipping through and falling into a place void of color.

      “Wha—no, no.”

      The inhuman shriek of the Unseelie followed them as they fell.

      Sabina moved wrapping her arms around Raijin and announced weakly. “Change of plans.”

      She trembled in his arms; Raijin felt his alarm grow. “It would have been easier to shut down the light, and block  magic but instead, I burrowed into a line connecting to a gate.” She explained, her voice growing softer. “I—.”

      Her body went limp in his arms as the black world around them fled and he found himself hitting the floor of an office in the Council building.

      Squeezing his eyes shut against the sudden onslaught of light, he held her tight.

      “Raijin.”

      Hearing a familiar voice, his eyes pop open to see Castian in front of him. “How—.” He looked from Raijin to Sabina in his arms. He brow creased, his mad mind connecting the dots. “She burrowed into a gate line.”

      “Yes,” Swallowing, he attempted to rise only to feel his strength disappear. “And our guess was correct.” He winced as the wound in his shoulder began to slowly heal. “The unseelie are our enemy.”

      “Shit.” Castian exclaimed, “not the best news, but good to know.”

      Pulling a coin from his pocket, Castian tossed it to the floor. A bright yellow light emanated from it. Walking over to Raijin Castian knelt putting an arm under Raijin’s, helping him to stand. “How did she manage to tap into a gate line.”

      “I don’t know,” Raijin said through gritted teeth as he rose still holding Sabina, his shoulder pulling. He walked haltingly through the portal that Castian had created. “I’ll tell you the rest, once we’re healed.”

      The minute they crossed to the other side they were met with a crew witch doctors and nurses. Immediately Sabina was taken from him. One of the doctors waved a wand over her head to assess her condition. Raijin felt empty the minute she was taken from him. He felt a small bit of panic as she disappeared within the circle of healers, so much so that he unconsciously went to go after her.

      “Raijin?”

      He turned around and met Aleks intense stare, “What?”

      He lifted a familiar mask and held it out for him. “For your face.”

      Looking from Alek, to the woman who’d saved them both, he took the mask and pressed it to his face ignoring the pain from his wound he quickly locked it in place. Lowering his arm, he took the sheet Malcolm handed to him. “Where is Tiller?”

      “He’s in the room assigned to you. He said he’ll take your report as you’re getting healed,” Malcolm answered.

      “Good, I have a lot to say to that fox.” Turning away from the sight of Sabina disappearing into the operating room, he made his way to his own room. Grim faced, he headed to his room, followed by his man.
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        * * *

      

      Entering the room Raijin spotted Tiller standing by the wall his back to the door. Moving quickly, he pounced on Tiller. Grabbing him by the shoulders he jerked him around and slammed him against the wall and lifted him up in the air.

      “Tell me one good reason why I shouldn’t rip your throat out.” He demanded, ignoring the pain in his shoulder.

      Tiller, who’s expression remained empty spoke not to Raijin, but the three who stood behind him.

      “Are you three not going to stop him,” He casually asked.

      “No, it’s interesting.” Castian said taking a seat near the bed. Pulling out a short blade he used it to clean under his nails. “Will he kill you before the Blue Jays come or will the Blue Jays take him out first?”

      His eyes glinted with amused madness. “It’s an interesting puzzle.”’

      “I’ve always wondered if a fox’s blood taste as good as a humans,” Alek said from where he leaned against the wall, his eyes closed. “Today it seems I will find out.”

      “You have no honor and you lied to us.” Malcolm said simply his eyes narrowing from where he guarded the door. “That alone would get you killed where I’m from.”

      Tiller scoffed, his gold eyes glimmering with amusement. “You all are nothing more than tools. Jackals, nothing more than my dogs to be used how and when I want.” Slowly he lifted his hand and he rested it atop Raijin’s right wrist. He pushed down only to have his movement fought against by Raijin, who’s own arm began to shake. “There is no reason for you to feel offended.”

      Tiller leaned forward, his eyes squinting. “You don’t get to be offended now.”

      Lifting Tiller higher, Raijin slammed him against the wall once more. His rage spilling off of him in waves, “You,” he growled, “put her in danger. She’s innocent, she has nothing to do with our end goal and you were willing to put her life on the line.” Abruptly he released him, Tiller slid down the wall landing lightly on the balls of his feet.

      Pulling his arm back Raijin slammed his fist into the wall right next to his face. “The next time you do it. I’ll kill you.”

      Unmoved, Tiller straightened his suit jacket and brushed the wall debris from his shoulder. “And here I thought you’d treat her like we’ve treated all manner of bait in the past. Like nothing.”

      Raijin turned away from him, walking over to his bed. “Things change.”

      “Do they or are you falling under her spell?” Tiller questioned.

      Pausing by his bed, Raijin shrugged. “Spell or not. Doesn’t change what you did.”

      “Well, my plan of letting her be taken, to lead us to the hide out has come to nothing,” Tiller said, changing the topic. “We’ll have to see if we can use her magical signature to find a trail to the place.”

      “It’s underground in one of those abandoned mine shafts.” Raijin said, taking a seat on the bed beside Castian, his anger was still there but he needed Tiller’s power to find out information. “The prison they held me in was more illusion than real, but the magic was definitely upper level. Whenever I touched the bars, they were hard and unbending but if one of their own approached they could easily move through them like ghost.”

      “Hmm, so they have a high-grade castor with them. Do you think it’s a witch or warlock?” Tiller inquired.

      “Warlock,” Raijin said glancing at Castian. “They had markers in the corners. I couldn’t touch them, but the person was using chalk as a medium a lot like Castian uses metal. I could see someone had drawn a line along the floor.”

      “So, Cambion demons, warlocks and Unseelie,” Tiller said thoughtfully, his ears twitching in thought. “We’re looking for someone who could bring these beings together.”

      Alek spoke, “Obviously it’s the Unseelie, their power alone would draw lower beings.”

      “Yes, but how are they moving around without anyone knowing. Secrets are tough to have here in Veil City and like you said their aura of power alone should have been sensed. And with them using the old mining shaft, they had to have help in finding said place.” Malcolm argued. “Also, if they have been kidnapping witches, they would have to have access to records, to know the levels of all witches. Every witch taken had to be known to be a dud witch.”

      “Someone is giving them information,” Raijin said. “Unfortunately, we can’t accuse the rat here because he’s on our side.”

      Tiller cut in, sending Raijin an annoyed look. “I merely allowed for the enemy to get close, I wasn’t sure of the place or time. It surprised even me when they took her from within the walls of the Council.”

      “You were still aware they would try something,” Castian rebutted. “And you were okay with one of us getting taken because you knew we could be tracked but it’s not the same for the witch.”

      Tiller only response was to hum in acknowledgement. Walking toward the door, he reached out placing a hand on the door handle. “Now we know for sure, that the secret she has is important. Once she is fully healed, Raijin you will take her with you back to HQ and we’ll meet with the priestess.”

      Opening the door, he exited.

      “He’s a walking dead man,” Castian said aloud.

      “And who’ll be the one to kill him?” Alek asked, his silvery eyes filled with ennui. “You, dear Warlock?”

      “I will.” Raijin said, staring fixedly at the door. His hands clenching and unclenching, “If he ever puts her in danger like that again. I’ll remove his head from his shoulders.”

      Malcolm silently observed him before he said. “You’ve never cared about the other victims before. If, like you said; things have changed. You shouldn’t let Tiller catch on he will only try to use it against you.” Malcolm warned.

      The door opened as the Doctor and nurse entered ending their conversation.

      Raijin contemplated Malcolm words. The wolfkin was right, he’d never cared about what happened to the others. They’d used plenty of people. But something about Sabina, no. Because it was Sabina, he didn’t feel nothing. Instead, he felt both anger and terror at the idea of her being in danger.

      While he’d sat in his cell rationing his strength for when his men would come for him. He’d grown more and more restless fighting his natural urge to break the bars and find her. He’d allowed himself to rot those five days, because he’d quickly figured out Tiller’s goal with allowing the enemy to take them.

      Yet something in him had felt uncomfortable even as he told himself that if they broke Sabina and got the secret it would be less work for them.

      “Raijin.”

      He brought his hands to his face, covering it.

      He remembered her gaze filled with helplessness until she’d seen him. Her expression had changed to one filled with hope. Even when he’d warned her to stay away, she’d crawled steadily toward him determined to be by his side.

      He released a shudder and moved his hands from his face to his shoulder, letting his nails dig into it.  Even now her scent permeated his senses, a mixture of irony blood and sweet lemon scent.

      “May I?”

      He looked up, jolted by the sudden intrusion into his thoughts. The doctor stood before him; a short wand held up. He motioned to his shoulder, “I need to check the wound.”

      Straightening Raijin uncrossed his arms.

      The doctor bent, starting his examination.

      Turning to the others who were making their way to the exit, he called. “I want one of you to guard her door and let me know when she wakes up.”

      “Aye, aye captain,” Castian said with a hand wave before he and the other Jackals left the room.
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      SABINA

      “Her blood pressure is low.”

      Someone was speaking but Sabina could barely hear them.

      “First remove those damn drainers off her.”

      The cold chill of her body slowly abated but she still couldn’t move her limbs. She was trapped in the dark and no matter how much she wanted to scream she couldn’t open her mouth. Fighting herself, Sabina tried to reach for the light at the end of the tunnel, but it was too far away.

      The sound of a piano filled her ears.

      “Her heart rate has suddenly increased.”

      The piano music grew louder, she wanted to cover her ears, but she couldn’t. Tears slowly slipped from her eyes. She knew what was coming as the volume of the piano grew.

      If she didn’t close her eyes, she’d see it all over again.

      The light overhead grew brighter, swallowing up everything. After what felt like forever it dimmed, and she found herself standing in the center of the woods. She turned around and saw the small shack on the hill. Fear rolled through her, as she grew more and more certain of what awaited her there.

      Walking toward it, she felt the sharp stones cut into her feet.

      “Lanias.”

      She cried, searching for her sister. “Lanias.”

      The sound of a scream caused her to glance back but there was nothing but the growing darkness. She ran desperately for the opening of the forest. She reached the end and came to a sudden stop as she arrived  at the edge of a cliff and not her grandmothers shack.

      Thousands of children’s hands reached up at her, their bodies black and burnt. Their magic boiling over and spilling out like a river of lava. She retreated a step. “No.”

      Someone grabbed her from behind by the throat and lifted her into the air.

      “Failures must be disposed of.” A disembodied voice said.

      She was released into the dark abyss..

      Screaming Sabina shot up, a restraining hand was placed on her shoulder.

      “Sabina, Sabina.”

      She struggled to recognize the voice; her mind still filled with memories of the bad dream. Pushing at the person, she soon realized the person holding her was her own sister.

      “Shh, it was a dream.” Lanias whispered consolingly.

      “L-Lanias,” she said between spurts of breaths.

      “Yes,” Lanias drew back, her eyes filled with worry and assurance. “I’m here.”

      With a cry of relief, Sabina threw herself into her arms. Lanias welcomed her with a warm hug.

      “I-I can’t stop shaking,” Sabina said holding on to her sister, “it was terrible.”

      “I know, I know.” Lanias said brushing a hand down her back. “Those bastards didn’t tell me you went missing.”

      For a moment, the two sat holding each other and assuring each other of each other’s presence and safety.  After a few minutes Sabina drew back as she wiped her tears.  “I have so much to tell you.”

      “I expect you do,” Lanias said before she lost her smile. “They said your legs were under a paralyses spell and you couldn’t walk. They’ve relieved it but it will be a few hours before you’ll be at full strength again.”

      Hearing this, Sabina nodded absentmindedly her worry completely focused in another direction. Pulling away from her sister she took a deep breath. “I have something to tell you, but you can’t act on what I say until you’ve spoken with the others.”

      Lanias frowned, “what do you mean? I wouldn’t act on impulse.”

      Giving her sister a heavy look Sabina watched her flush.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll control myself. I promise. So, tell me what it is.”

      Swallowing down a wealth of hate, anger and disgust Sabina said the name that she’d sworn to herself she’d never utter again. “Dr. Clinger is alive.”

      Her sisters’ hand smashed through the table with a speed that was mind numbing. Her hand pulsed with black energy. Her hair had completely unraveled, telling sign that Lanias had lost control of her magic.

      Lanias pulled her hand from the hole she’d made in the table and slowly with no emotion on her face she asked. “Are you telling me the truth?”

      The table crumbled to dust.

      “Yes,” Sabina said, “the experiments are being done by him.”

      Inhaling deeply, Lanias walked away from the side table and approached the chair she’d sat next to Sabina’s bed. “I’ll be back with Kahlia later. Right now, I need to meet with Oye and the others.”

      She picked up her purse and coat from the chair before she left.

      Sabina watched her go unable to offer any words of encouragement. She had nothing she could possibly say after that news.

      What could she say when the boogey man had returned?

      She had thought she wanted to return to her past but now she wasn’t so sure.

      She turned away from the door to watch the play of lights on the windowsill, she hugged herself trying to give herself some comfort.

      As she was drifting, she heard the door open before her eyes landed on the person who’d entered she’d already known who it was.

      Raijin entered and it felt right that her heart jumped at the sight of him. He looked good having cleaned the dirt from cell off. His mask was firmly back in place and when his eyes met hers she saw exactly what was mirrored in her own.

      Something intangible, yet they both knew it had a name. She desperately wanted him to hold her once more, like he’d done in that dark place. It had been her first-time to experience such a desperate need for someone else. To hide it, she lowered her eyes to her hands.

      “Looks, like you’re doing better.” She started.

      “Sorry.” He suddenly said.

      She looked at him in confusion. Raijin came to her bedside and looked down at her solemnly, “You were taken because of my negligence.”

      She shook her head, “No. it’s not your fault.”

      “It is, we should have known that our enemy would attempt something like that.” He argued, “It was my job to protect you.”

      She stared up at him, “Was it only a job?”

      His brow creased at her question, and Sabina suddenly felt shy. Why had she asked such a stupid question? Of course, it was his job, she rubbed a thumb over the marking on her wrist. “Sorry, that was a stupid question.”

      “It’s not.” He said cutting her off he reached out gently placing a hand on her chin. Those eyes she at first had feared, now giving her comfort; “It wasn’t only a job to me.”

      Raijin didn’t say anything else; he kept his palm pressed against her cheek. Needing to do something, anything she lifted her own hand to cover his and pressed her cheek against his hand. “I’m glad.”

      His eyes widened before he suddenly fell to his knees reaching out to her, he pulled her into his arms.

      Startled by his movement, Sabina could only be held. “I swear, they’ll never touch you again.” He promised fiercely.

      “Raijin,” she pulled back, so that she could look at him. She tapped her two fingers to his mask, “Can I?”

      His expression turned weary, but he gave her a short nod. Releasing a breath of relief, she placed her two fingers within the mask and tugged it down gently revealing his face.

      “I wanted to see your face, but I didn’t like the circumstance that forced you to show it,” she explained taking him in. “I wanted to see it because you chose to show me.” As she took in his delicate features, and thin lips her eyes traced along his nose and thick lashes.  Closing the space, between them, “I want to do one more thing,” her lashes lowered hiding her eyes from his. “Can I?”

      He gave another short nod. “Yes.”

      Closing her eyes, she leaned forward pressing her lips against his. It was nothing more than a small innocent kiss. But when she attempted to retreat he cupped the back of her head, holding her still he slowly took her lips in a heated kiss.

      She moaned as he drew her close, her hands falling to his shoulders as he supped on her lips.

      Sabina had thought the heat between them had been stirred by his hunger, but obviously she’d been wrong. She was being devoured, and tasted, he played with her mouth like she was the most expensive succulent that he needed to savor.

      Was this what a kiss should feel like?

      Her years of kissing her ex, became black and white.

      Raijin’s, lips drew her into a land of color and passion.

      He retracted his lips; she gasped her heart racing. They didn’t pull away from each other, only sat still breathing each other in.

      He stood, releasing her after a time drawing his mask back up. “I will be leaving Alek and Malcolm to guard you, after you’re healed we’ll be meeting with the priestess.”

      On that note he left her room.

      She pressed her shaking fingers to her lips. Releasing a shuddering breath, she sagged against the pillows of her bed.  Her arms flung out, staring at the ceiling she wondered at what had changed between them with such a simple kiss. Groaning she rolled over to sleep.

      Tomorrow, she would get to see her daughter finally.

      Raijin

      The kiss had been a mistake.

      Raijin could still feel the shaking in his hands. His stomach twisted in hunger; his mouth watered at the mere thought of her.

      He shuddered with the memory of her body melting into his own. Which only triggered the memory of when she’d been splayed beneath him, her body completely on display.

      He knew better.

      “Are you alright?”

      Alek asked as he entered the hallway.

      Straightening Raijin gave a firm nod, “I’ll return once I’m done. Don’t let anyone in.”

      “Yes.”

      Walking away, Raijin fought his irrational need to turn back around. He had an enemy to catch. He needed to return to being cool and calculated. He couldn’t afford being distracted right now, not even by a tempting witch.

      

      Lanias

      Lanias got out of the taxi. Standing on the corner of the Shade she took in the few blocks that she’d come to call her home after all these years. A few witches walked down the street talking amongst themselves about the latest movie.

      The overhead lights flickered on as the day slowly melted into night. Veil City came awake at night, the streets filling with cars and Beings. The sound of honking horns and sirens was akin to an orchestra playing. The air wasn’t sweet, but a mix of iron and smog.

      “The doctor is alive.”

      She clicked her tongue turning away and walking to her club. Reaching a wall, she lifted her hand waving to the right. The brick wall melted like liquid, splattering onto the cement sidewalk. Entering, she didn’t check to ensure it was rebuilding itself. The club was fairly empty, as they were closed.

      Walking along the long hallway, she felt her mind drift to the past. The days of when she’d been a weak little girl.

      “Again.”

      She released a cry of pain, as electricity shot through her body. Her eyes wide as tears fell, the pain was excruciating as if a thousand needles were pricking her skin at once. She pulled against the shackles, not feeling them as they cut into her skin.

      The ominous light off bounced a set of monocles, as Dr. Clinger observed her through a glass wall. She hated him; he was the reason she was hurting. He was the reason; she didn’t have a family anymore.  She clenched her teeth as she endured the pain until the man lifted his hand and suddenly her entire body went slack as the coarse energy was cut off.

      The door to the tubular cell opened, “You are not taking on as much as an empty vessel should.”

      It was all she could do not to pass out, as he came to a stop before her. She was chained high enough that he had to look up at her. And him, her master and owner. The one who tortured her and the others, until they couldn’t take anymore and were thrown away.

      She could finally see his eyes, as he removed his glasses. Those icy blue eyes held no warmth or kindness. When he looked at her, he looked at her like she was a thing.

      She felt something no person should ever feel, and that was her mortality.

      Taking the stairs, she climbed them one at a time, hating herself for what she was about to do. She had sworn to others that their days of fighting were over they could live their lives as normal witches amongst the society of Veil City. That they could marry and live out their days amongst mortals far away from the magic that had destroyed their lives.

      Stopping at the top step she looked ahead to two brown doors. In the expensive wood was a carving a demon snarling. Facing it now, Lanias felt amused at her own fantasy of her never having to come here.

      She’d prayed every night that her sister and cousin could live in a world of their own making and chooses. Reaching the door she placed her hand on it. The thrum of magic vibrated through the thick wood.

      “I thought we weren’t at this point yet.” A person said from behind her.

      She stiffened, “I didn’t know you were here.”

      “I saw you when I was driving into the alley,” Oye said walking up behind her. Her hands stuffed into her pockets. “Figured I’d follow behind you when I noticed how angry you looked.”

      Half-turning, Lanias faced her, her expression grim. “Is it that bad?”

      Oye smirked, “Yeah, it was pretty terrible.”

      Turning away from her cousin, she said. “Sabina was taken like we thought.”

      “Shit, how is she?”

      “She’s fine,” Lanias answered, looking up. “But we’ve got a bigger problem.”

      Oye’s asked, “And what’s that.”

      “The witches dying, and exploding weren’t being killed by terrorist or witch haters,” She grabbed the handle of the door. “They are being magically altered by Dr. Clinger, he apparently didn’t die as we’d hoped.”

      Oye didn’t say anything, but a soft mist erupted from behind Lanias.

      “He’s working with the Unseelie it seems.” Lanias added, turning the handle. A loud sound of metal clicking filled the hallway. “I had hoped that we could deal with this issue without going to a more drastic measure, but—.”

      Oye finished the thought for her, “If he’s still alive, then that means someone is stirring up old demons.”

      “Yes,” Lanias confirmed.

      The doors creaked as they finally opened, revealing a glowing purple light. A large orb floated in the center of an empty room, its glow interrupted by the serpents that encircled it, constantly turning and wrapping around it. Their scales a grey color. Four pillars of roots surrounded it below stood other females. Their eyes all turned to Lanias who stood in the doorway.

      Oye walked up to her side placing a hand on her shoulder. “I guess we’re really going back to the good ol’ days.”

      Lanias smiled at that, “Indeed.”

      The two stepped inside as the large doors closed behind them.
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      RAIJIN

      “It took us longer than it should to find this place,” Castian said as they descended the steps to the underground hell Raijin had been forced to endure. “But when we got here, it was already like this.”

      The two came to a stop at the bottom of the steps. Bodies of both witches and demons covered the floor. It was a massacre, their corpses had been tossed here and there. Blue Jays moved amongst them examining as the coroners gathered bodies to be prepped and sent through a chilled gate to the morgue.

      The flames overhead had been doused; a lantern hung in the air giving more light to the room.

      “They killed their baggage.” Raijin stated aloud, before turning away from the scene and making his way into a hallway that was off to the right. “Did you find out about the line Sabina tapped into.”

      Castian nodded, “Yes, and I can’t help but feel impressed. With so little magic power, she managed to burrow into the gate they’d used to drag you two here. Normally such a move could drain someone to, well; death but she’s fine.”

      Hearing this immediately had Raijin tensing, she’d done something so reckless to help him. He’d seen the anger in her eyes when that Unseelie had harmed him. “Any traces of them?”

      He asked, as they stopped where few Blue Jays were taking pictures of the lab. A few items seemed to be missing but as he looked around it was clear the place had been used recently.

      “No, not yet so far they’ve disappeared after the slaughter.” Castian answered as he tossed a metal ball up and down. “But the person who designed this place was definitely a warlock. And I think I know who it is.”

      Looking away from the lab, Raijin faced him. “Is that so, who is it?”

      “Secret,” he said mockingly, “I have to follow his magic signature first.”

      Ignoring Castians behavior, Raijin waved one of the Blue Jays over. One of them ran over, “Yes, sir.” His vice shook. “Can I help you?”

      “Among the dead, were there any in white,” he asked.

      “White?” The Blue Jay repeated, “No, I didn’t see anyone among the witches or wolfkin dressed in white.”

      Hearing this perked Raijin interest. “Wolfkin?”

      “Yes,” the Blue Jay pulled a notebook from his back pocket and quickly read over them. “In the furthest part of this facility there were a few adolescent shifter males. It looks like they’d been altered too but it wasn’t their cause of death. Once we get them to the coroners we can learn more.”

      Hearing this Raijin, waved him off.

      Raijin made his way back to the platform where they’d arrived. “Let’s head back, being away from sabin—the witch makes me nervous.”

      Raijin didn’t add that he would need to speak with that annoying fox once again. The target of their enemy was confusing, from witches to shifters. What exactly were the unseelie up to? What they needed to do was capture one of those fuckers and beat the answers out of them.

      The sooner, the better.

      Lyon

      A scream of pain filled the rooms of a mansion that rested deep in the mountains. It’s location unknown to many.

      Lyons body jerked as he stared up at the man who’d stabbed a long piece of ice through his hand. His eyes still held glee but now fear also filled the white depths.

      “I gave you one job,” a rough voice spoke from the corner. “Retrieve the secret. That’s it and yet, you’ve managed to not only lose it but guide those craven dogs to our site.” The figure, who was completely shrouded in shadow walked toward him, “Do you know how much research Dr. Clinger lost because of you? I’ve little patience for fuck ups.”

      The lord leaned forward, his golden eyes blazing with hate. “We had to kill prime experiments,” Without a word, the warlock who held the staff jerked it out of his hand; “Maybe, it’s time I found better tools.”

      “No,” Lyon pleaded, drawing his injured hand to his chest. “We’ll get the girl, no matter what. I’ll deliver the secret to you soon.”

      Walking over to the window that overlooked the high mountains, the Lord added. “And why should I trust you? You let that little bitch slip away once already and once is enough. I have spent a millennium in this filthy place just to have one of your kind ruin my plans. Damn my brother and that child of Abraham.”

      “Please,” Lyon begged scooting on his knees closer to the Shadowed figure. “I’ll prove to you, that my brother and I are useful. We have already come this far; we’ll not disappoint you again.” He glanced over his shoulder at his brother Jion, who hadn’t moved from where he stood by the door. His expression empty of pity. “Right Jion.”

      Lowering his lashes, Jion spoke. “We will accomplish our mission for you Lord.”

      The warlock walked over to their lords’ side, and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “You better, or I’ll send you back to the trash heap where I found you.” His imaged fizzled, before he and the warlock disappeared.

      Lyon, released a curse shifting so he sat cross legged on the ground. Lifting his hand, he watched as it sizzled releasing the smell of burning flesh as it healed. “I didn’t think he’d actually pierce through my hand.”

      His brother walked up behind him, “He won’t allow for another mistake, Lyon.”

      “I know,” Lyon said, with a sigh crossing his arms, “he’s tensed because of what that witch possesses. If we can get it before him, surely we won’t have to answer to him like we’re dogs anymore.”

      Jion didn’t answer, instead he patted his brother shoulder before turning to leave.

      Lyon rose to his feet, grinning. “Right now, you’re in charge Lord, but know there’s always something new afoot.” He cackled as he disappeared from sight.

      

      Sabina

      Waking up the next morning, Sabina felt amazing in comparison to the days she’d spent in that underground prison. It had helped that the men left by Raijin had popped in to assure her of their presence.

      Though Sabina couldn’t fight the sense of anxiety that kept popping up when she thought of Raijin. She wanted to see him, when was he coming back?

      She was growing impatient. It was crazy, she hadn’t known the man long enough to feel so attached. And yet, every time she heard a noise near her door she eagerly looked u in hopes that it would be him walking through that door.

      Her door opened with a bang pulling her from her worrisome thoughts. And she immediately opened her arms at the sight of her daughter.

      “Mommy.”

      “Kahlia.”

      With a scream of excitement her daughter ran and jumped into her arms. Holding her daughter tightly, all her thoughts about Raijin, and her anxiety disappeared.  Kahlia was safe, and in her arms.

      “Mommy, I missed you.” Kahlia exclaimed.

      She could only humm, as she rubbed her baby’s back. The smell of cocoa oil and sugar cookies filled her nose, and she hadn’t realized how much she’d missed her baby girl until the tears pricked the back of her eye lids. Releasing a sigh, she met her sisters warm stare with a thankful look.  Her daughter rubbed her cheek against her shoulder.

      Kahlia pulled back her eyes bright with happiness. Eyes that would never see the horrors Sabina had been forced to see. “How was your trip?” Her daughter asked, before her little brow creased, “Aunty L said you were clumsy for falling off a boulder, and getting stung by a jelly fish.”

      Shooting Lanias an annoyed look, Sabina placed a hand on Kahlia’s head, “Ha-ha, yeah I was kind of clumsy, and my trip was—,” She trailed off, before she forced herself to smile brighter. “It was fun, I’m thinking of visiting a few of the people who went with me.”

      Hearing this caused Kahlia to perk up. “Really? Can I go with you? I want to go.”

      Laughing at her exuberance, Sabina clapped both her hands on her daughters cheeks and gently squeezed. Causing her daughter to not only stop hopping, but to look up at her with big eyes. “Well not this time, maybe next time you can come with me.”

      Kahlia pouted, her lips pursing as her eyes narrowed. “But moms always gone.” She abruptly threw herself forward, causing Sabina to release her cheek and hold her. “It’s not fair.” Kahlia muttered her expression contrite.

      Staring down at Kahlia’s head, Sabina couldn’t help the sad smile that came to her lips. “Have I been gone too long?”

      Drawing back, Kahlia bobbed her head up and down. “Yes.”

      “So, what if after this I spend a whole four days with you?”  Sabina asked, bringing four fingers before Kahlia. She looked from them to Sabina’s face.

      “Really? You’ll spend four days with me,” she frowned, “but what about my school. Teacher said we can’t miss school.”

      “Surely, there’s a weekend coming up.” Lanias said, approaching the bed. “We can all go to the human world, and head to a beach for some rest and relaxation.”

      “Re-lax-xzation.” Kahlia repeated awkwardly, “What does re-las-xzation mean?”

      “It means we get to do nothing but drink,” Lania exclaimed, with excitement completely ignoring the chiding look Sabina sent her way.

      Tapping Kahlias cheek, Sabina regained her attention, “It’s means that we’ll spend time together without having to worry about work and school.”

      Hearing this explanation, had Kahlia jumping off the bed. “Yay, no school or work for mommy. Let’s go.”

      Lanias laughed, “Not yet, we have preparations that need to be made.”

      Kahlia was beyond listening her mind already at the ocean, and exploring all the possible things she’d find. She’d already mentioned mermaids six times.

      “Thank you for bringing her,” Sabina said to her sister.

      “Don’t thank me just yet,” Lanias shrugged, “I figured it would be my best excuse to see you, to tell you what we’ve decided to do.”

      Sabina grew somber, “And what is that?”

      “We’ll be starting once again, the entire order.” Lanias said, taking a seat on the edge of the bed, watching Kahlia dance around in excitement. “That Tiller guy knows about the Unseelie, the experiments on Numb Witches and he may have a hint that someone else is behind this but…He doesn’t know our involvement in any of it. Which is our greatest tool right now,” Saying this, she looked at Sabina, “No matter how much their helping you, remember they’re after that.” She pointed at her wrist. “When you discover what it is, I want you to do one thing for me.”  Lanias added.

      Weary, Sabina asked, “And what is that?”

      “Lie,” Lanias said. “This story is ours. This problem is ours to deal with, those Jackals and the Council should be kept out of it. And the key to it all is hidden within you. So, don’t tell them what it is. That way, we can keep them from getting entangled with us. Understood?”

      Immediately hearing that she should lie, had Sabina thinking about Raijin but she knew if she told him the truth, he’d immediately hand it over to Tiller, who’d use it for his own nefarious reasons. Lanias was right, it was best that they, the Nerium dealt with their past themselves.

      Averting her eyes, she said. “Yes, I’ll do it.”

      Seeing this, Lanias motioned Kahlia over. “Come here, and let Aunty show you how to make a boat using magic.”

      Stopping in her tracks, Kahlia turned to her with bright eyes. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.”

      Sabina watched the two, even though she understood the reason behind her sisters choices and that they weren’t wrong. She still felt guilty about lying to Raijin, yet between them only laid a kiss and unspoken words. She needed to focus; her people’s lives depended on her.

      Forcing her guilt away, she joined Lanias and her daughter in making boats out of magic made clouds.

      Raijin would understand.
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      SABINA

      “Are you okay?”

      Sabina who’d been watching the city pass by, from where she sat in the back seat of the car that the Jackals had picked her up in. Turned her attention to Raijin, who sat near her. He’d been oddly distant since he’d picked her up from the hospital a few minutes ago.

      At first she’d thought it was because of his men and her sisters presence but she soon realized it was something else. She didn’t want to ask at least not around everyone. It was disturbing to her, how she’d so easily gone back to wanting a man’s attention.

      She shouldn’t be so needy.

      She was no longer the little girl who begged for affection and love from her ex. Maybe she needed to slow down and take a moment to reassess her attachment to the large Ogre.

      She’d become attached to him because he’d been through the same thing as her. When she’d been trapped within the darkness he’d been the light at the end of the tunnel.

      Sabina glanced at the bag at her feet that held a clean and folded red robe. The silk texture had made it difficult to clean but she’d managed somehow to get it done. Now she needed to figure out a good time to give it to the standoffish male.

      “I’m fine,” she answered simply, two could play at short answers. “I just want this to be over with.” She brushed her hair from her face, bringing it behind her ear. “Hopefully, it’s not a trap this time.”

      “Something like that won’t happen again.” He assured her.

      She shrugged, turning her eyes back to the window. “How can you be sure? They aren’t exactly easy Beings to deal with. Hell, they could be listening to what we’re saying right now.”

      “Don’t worry, if they were their ears would be ripped off by one of my little pets.” Castian cut in, he’d turned around in his seat to answer her. His brown eyes holding wicked amusement. “It would make them easy to find, they’d be walking around with one ear.”

      “You sound way to excited about that,” Malcolm said, a grimace clear in his tone. From where he drove.

      “Why can’t I?” Castian asked, sounding genuinely confused as to why he shouldn’t be excited at harming another. “Do you know how long it’s been since we genuinely went after an enemy? I miss the screams and smell of blood.”

      Malcolm scoffed, “Are you really a warlock? You sound like one of Aleks kids.”

      Hearing this, startled Sabina. A chill ran down her spine, a clear signal the man who’d been sitting in the third row back seat had moved. She felt something soft brush her cheeks, “My children are far more controlled than Castian will ever be.”

      “I resent that.” Castian argued.

      The three continued their banter, while Sabina kept shooting looks at Raijin who leaned against the window. His eyes firmly closed, shutting himself off from the others and her.

      Biting her lips, she wished she could force him to speak or say something, anything.

      Were they a thing? Were they not?

      Frustrated, she focused on her window and ignored the banter firmly deciding to focus on her family, and the end result of meeting the priestess.

      Whether she and Raijin, were meant to be anything more she’d let him decide.
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      “It’s rare for me to meet a witch from the Shade.”

      The priestess said, her eyes were closed permanently having been sewed together with white thread. Her habit wasn’t the traditional black and white, but only pure white. She wore a red cross, that hung down her front. Upon meeting Sabina, she’d pressed her hands together and performed a small bow.

      Feeling awkward, Sabina did the same. “It’s a bit weird for me as well.” She said straightening, she gave a quick look around the room she’d been brought too.

      There were two chairs seated across from each other, and a single candle burning in-between.

      “I heard you’re supposed to read the time stamp on this thing,” she lifted her hand showing off the thorny tattoo that had brighten from black to a silvery color. Then when she remembered the priestess couldn’t see she lowered her arm, “sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize,” she brushed a finger along her sewn closed eyelids. “While I cannot see the physical world I am able to see the flow of magic.” She closed the space between them, and took Sabina’s hand in her own, “The magic that created this secret is far older than I thought it would be.” Her brow creased in thought, her fingers brushed along it. “Oddly, I can sense that it was a death secret far before Veil City came to existence.”

      “How old are we talking?”

      Sabina jumped; she’d completely forgot that the guys were still in the room.

      “Can you find out?” Raijin demanded.

      “Yes, but it will be difficult for Sabina the longer I roam with in her,” she said lowering Sabina’s hand to her side. Taking a step back she turned and walked toward the chairs. “She is still weakened from forcing a gate open.”

      Surprised, Sabina wondered how she knew that.

      “The longer I stay within her the more magic I would be pulling from her. It could completely drain her of magic.”

      Raijin mulled this over, “The time stamp is more important. We need to know when the secret will be released, over how old it is.”

      Taking a seat, the Priestess motioned to the other chair. “If you will.”

      Walking over to it, Sabina took her seat. Immediately the air changed as a circle of white light burned its way around them. Her palms grew sweaty, as she looked at the priestess across from her.

      “Please, look at the candles flame.” The nun directed calmly.

      Stomach fluttering with her nerves, she lowered her gaze to the flame. Watching as it burned the wick, she felt her eyes begin to burn as the flame changed from its yellow color to a bright white. The smoke no longer clear, but black.

      “Now, count backwards from five.”

      The priestess voice seemed to come from far away, as the sound of something ticking filled the silence.

      “Five, four, three, two, one.”

      With a snap Sabina’s body suddenly felt weightless, as her surroundings changed from the room to an empty space of white. She was no longer sitting, but standing. Surprised, she turned in a circle looking for something, anything.

      Someone spoke up behind her, “This is your magic.”

      Whipping around, she found the priestess standing a few feet away. Her eyes open, a clear golden liquid spilled from her sightless eyes. “We need to find the odd flux within it.”

      A whooshing sound filled the white space as Sabina felt her hair flutter in the wind. She lifted a hand to block it squeezing her eyes closed. As suddenly as it started it came to an end. Lowering her arms, she opened her eyes to find herself staring at a red heart dripping its dark matter onto the floor. It throbbed within the grasp of thick iron-colored thorns.

      Her chest squeezed.

      Crying out, Sabina fell to one knee her hand grasping at her chest. She coughed, her eyes filling with tears at the pain there.

      The priestess walked to her side, and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Endure it, it’s trying to fight you off.” Removing her hand, she walked toward the curse. “It takes on its own attributes the longer it remains within you,” Approaching it, she clapped her hands together, “Our father who art in heaven, I quote thy scripture to purify and learn, my wisdom is your wisdom. Before me is my enemy, give me eyes of Michael as I seek to learn and not destroy.”

      Her words held power, as she drew her hands apart a white light that sparked like electricity danced between her palms. Turning her palms outwards, she pushed her hand out the lightening shot toward the curse slamming into its unseen force field. The surface rippled, as the two fought with a cracking sound the lightening cut through the force field and entered the black heart.

      With an inhuman shriek, Sabina collapsed to the ground her body thrashing in pain.

      Unfazed, the priestess remained standing as the curse contracted and black smoke appeared overhead spelling words out.

      Looking away from them, she looked at Sabina who remained on the floor curled up as she fought the pain running through her body. “You must look, I cannot see them they are blurred to me, an outsider.”

      Opening her eyes at this, Sabina forced herself to move her head so that she could see. Squinting in the general direction of the priestess she saw the smoky words become clearer.

      Three Weeks.

      A sharp stabbing pain filled her head, she shut her eyes immediately pressing her hands to both sides of her head.

      “Good,” lifting her hand, the priestess noticed her fingers starting to fade, “We are done here.”

      A sucking sound emanated and once more Sabina was in the room. But instead of sitting in the chair, she was on the floor. She felt like every muscle in her body had seized up. Moving slowly, she straightened and pushed herself up.

      “Sabina.”

      Hearing her name called, she struggled to look up to find Raijin standing outside the circle. He looked anxious, his hands pressed against the bubble that surrounded her and the priestess, seeing it made her smile. Turning from him, she looked at the priestess who was brushing something red from her eyes.

      Sabina cringed when she realized it was blood. Swallowing, she asked, “A-are you okay?”

      The priestess smiled rising. “Yes, I’ve become accustomed to this.” Pulling a handkerchief from inside her sleeve, she wiped the residue away. “Now, you know when the secret will show itself.” Walking over to the circle, she bent and picked up a crystal off the floor. The bubble dispersed, finally allowing Raijin to come to her side.

      “My work here is done.”  The priestess said as she walked out of the room

      A heavy hand landed on Sabina’s shoulder. She looked away from the exiting nun to Raijin’s worried stare. “I’m fine, can you help me up.”

      Taking her hand, he helped her stand.

      She staggered, falling into him. And for a moment she didn’t move, and he didn’t make her. She allowed herself to enjoy the closeness.

      “So, what’s the D-day?”

      Hearing this question, Sabina took a step away from him. Finding herself meeting the inquisitive gaze of Tiller.

      He looked from her to her hand that Raijin held. She quickly let go, “Four weeks from now.” She said, ignoring the twinge of guilt she felt. Rather than lie about the actual prophecy, she would instead tell them it was the week after. That way she wouldn’t have to come up with a fake one. Putting space between her and Raijin, she continued speaking to Tiller. “That should be more than enough time for you to find the guy right?”

      He gave her a short smile, without answering. “Malcolm and Castian take miss Clark to the car. Raijin and I need to speak.”

      Sabina didn’t want to leave, but it was clear that whatever Tiller and Raijin had to talk about didn’t involve her, and did she really have any right to remain when she’d lied to them.

      “Come along mon cher,” she took Castian hand, and leaned into him as he guided her from the room. She paused at the doorway to look back but Raijin remained stoic and avoiding her gaze. Releasing a sigh, she faced forward once more and continued out of the room.

      Raijin

      “You and that witch,” Tiller said getting right to it. His eyes hard, “I hope you’re not thinking there can be anything lasting between you two?” He quirked his brow.

      Raijin had known that the bastard fox would eventually say something about his growing attachment to Sabina and had tried to avoid being close to her. Lifting a chin, he stared the man down. “You act like I need your permission.”

      “In case you’ve forgotten, I own you.” Tiller said, closing the space between them. “I am the one that freed you from that black hell. I don’t have any intention of releasing you. Fuck her, use her, but don’t forget what you are.” Tiller nearly hissed, poking Raijin in the chest. His golden eyes blazing with hatred, “A flesh eater, a murderer. There is no redeeming you, and I bet she doesn’t know how much of a monster you really are, does she?”

      Refusing to show how much Tillers words affected him, Raijin grabbed the man’s wrist. “Don’t.”

      Quirking a brow, Tiller smirked his eyes curving. “Don’t what? Tell her about what you did. What you’ve done? All the people you’ve killed, or was it…eaten? How many bodies lurk in the dark catacombs of your soul?” He took a daring step closer, “Why shouldn’t I, when she’s softening my blade?”

      “You—.”

      “Ah, ah.” Tiller pulled his hand back easily breaking Raijin’s hold. Retreating a step, he fixed his suit jacket. “No more playing games,” Tiller eyes glinted with malice. “End it and get back to being my weapon. We don’t have time for you to be infatuated with a Shade witch.”

      “And if I don’t?” Raijin dared to ask glaring at Tiller.

      Tiller scoffed, “Do I really have to give you an example? We live in Veil City. People go missing all the time.”

      “I dare you if you touch her I’ll—” “You’ll do what?” Tiller demanded nearly growling. “You can’t do shit. I’ll have your ass back in hell before you can even think to fuck her. Now get your shit together, and bring me the head of these ingrates messing with my city. Got it.”

      Tiller slammed out of the room Without another word. Leaving Raijin behind barely holding on to the rage running through him.

      He wanted to strangle him, but he knew deep down that Tiller wasn’t wrong. If Sabina ever found out the truth about his past she’d hate him or be disgusted by him. He clasped his fist together feeling his nails cut into the palm of his hand.

      Squeezing his eyes shut, he had forgotten what he was. He was a monster, a killer with blood on his hands. He didn’t belong in the light with her, his place was in the dark. He’d been a fool to think for even a second he could have her.

      He lowered his head, especially when the half that wanted her was the side that drooled at the thought of tasting her. That Penny colored skin and deep brown eyes stirred both lust and hunger, he was truly damned.

      Taking a deep breath, he lifted his head.

      Tiller was right, despite the fucker begging for a short life.

      He needed to get his shit together, and focus on his mission. Being by Sabina was softening him, he needed to return to the monster he’d been before he’d met her. And to do that he needed to put space between them asap. Leaving the room, he pulled his cell from his pocket and called Malcolm.

      He would have his men take her home, and assign a few guards to her. That way she could get back to her life, and he could get back to his.

      And once the secret was out, he’d be able to completely cut their ties.

      It was better this way.
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      SABINA

      They returned her home, Sabina alighted from the car easily. Feeling nostalgic now that she was back home, her eyes roamed up and down the street. Watching people who went about their day, she suddenly was overwhelmed with the realization that this life, this place had once again become home.

      “We’ll be stationing a few guys here to watch you,” She turned to look at Castian, who hung out of the car window. “I’ll be your liaison to them, don’t worry you’re not alone.” He said, with a wink before he retreated back into the car and a few minutes later they pulled off

      Watching them go, she hugged her bag to her chest. She’d expected Raijin to come with them, but he hadn’t. She looked down at the bag, when was she going to be able to return the robe to him, she wondered to herself.

      “Mom.”

      Turning she found her daughter running down the steps toward her, opening her arms, she swooped her baby girl up.

      “How’s my baby doing?” She asked, carrying her daughter back up the steps toward the front door. “Did you miss me?”

      Her daughter pouted, “I’m not a baby.”

      Wrinkling her nose, Sabina clicked her tongue. “Yes, you are, you’re my forever baby.” Reaching the door, she met her sisters-tired gaze. “I’m home.”

      “Hmm,” Reaching out, Lanias patted her on her shoulder. “Welcome home,” taking a step back she let Sabina pass her to enter the house. Releasing a yawn, she shut the door using a tendril of magic. “I had a late night, Harpies kept getting too loud, the entire club could hear the fun they were having with their nymphs.” She gave a shudder, “I had to hold up a sound barrier all night.”

      Sabina covered her daughters’ ears, “Lanias, children’s ears.” She chided, as she made her way into the living room, letting her bag slip to the couch. Looking down at Kahlia she asked aloud, “I wonder how many new words you’ve learned with me being gone.”

      Blinking tiredly, Lanias waved away her concern. “She’ll eventually know everything, why hide it?”

      Glaring at her sister, Sabina held herself back from kicking her. “Maybe to keep her little mind innocent?”

      “Humph,” her sister grumbled, walking toward the hallway, “well why don’t you hear about her first kiss then.”

      Surprised, Sabina jerked her head toward Kahlia who was glaring after Lanias. “Aunty, you said you wouldn’t tell.”

      Eyes widening in alarm, Sabina hurriedly walked to Kahlia’s room and sat her on the bed. Kneeling she placed her arms on both sides of her daughter. “Kahlia Marie Clark, we do not keep secrets from each other. Tell me right this minute, who did you kiss?”

      Her daughter ducked her head, flushing.

      Alarmed Sabina leaned back. This wasn’t okay, her baby girl wasn’t supposed to be falling in love. She was like six, she didn’t even know what love was. Feeling all types of emotions, Sabina released a heavy breath. “Kahlia, who did you kiss?”

      Her daughter brought her head up and offered Sabina a shy smile. “I didn’t kiss him, he kissed me,” she leaned forward, and tapped Sabina cheek, “right here.” She giggled, her body giving an interesting visual of laughter. “He said I was his mate,” she frowned, looking at her mom in confusion. “What’s a mate?”

      “Oh no-, oh no no no.”

      This was result of her not being at home, trying to keep herself calm Sabina asked, her voice strained, “What’s this little boy name?”

      Kahlia shrugged, “He doesn’t go to my school, he was in the park when Aunty took me to play.”

      Releasing a sigh of relief, Sabina let her head drop. There was little chance of her daughter running into that precocious boy again. She wondered who’d taught the little bugger such complicated word like “mate”. It was a very dangerous word to be tossing around in Veil City. Laying a hand on her daughter’s head, she rubbed it.

      “Mommy stop,” she ignored her daughters laughing cry, watching as Kahlia’s hair slip from her ponytail and became a mass of curls around her head. “Mommy, my ponytail.”

      Cupping her daughters head, she drew her close pressing her forehead against hers. “Listen Kahlia, you shouldn’t let just anyone kiss you.”

      “Why?” her daughter asked, her eyes wide and curious.

      “Well, because you should only kiss the person you love.”

      Kahlias face screwed up in confusion, “But you kissed daddy all the time, and now you’re not together.”

      Leave it to a child to call you out on your own bull shit, Sabina thought. She tried to come up with something, “Yes, but I loved him and then I didn’t love him. So, I kissed daddy a lot before and now I don’t.”

      Pulling back, she tapped her daughter’s cheek, “but you love mommy and daddy right?”

      Kahlia head bobbed, her curls bouncing. “This much,” she spread her arms wide, “I love you both this much.”

      Smiling softly, Sabina took her hand and settled them in her daughter’s lap. “Exactly, so you should only let us kiss you and you should only kiss us, and your aunties but that’s it. No strangers, okay?”

      “Okay, mommy.” Kahlia said in agreement.

      Releasing a sigh of relief, Sabina rose up on her knees and hugged her daughter.

      Now maybe, she could take her own advice and stop kissing strangers.

      Every time she closed her eyes, the lingering taste of him on her lips had her wishing she could see him one more time.
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      Leaving Kahlia to play in her room, she went to her own to find the bags she’d packed weeks ago seated against the wall. Deciding to unpack them later, she tossed her tired body onto her bed.

      She’d decided hadn’t she, to let Raijins actions speak for themselves but his actions so far, had shown that he didn’t intend to form any attachments to her even after the moment they’d shared in that hospital room.

      She released a short laugh; wasn’t she good enough?

      Maybe she’d been expecting too much from him, after all she was a divorced mother and a witch. He didn’t look like the type interested in building a family. Being away from her daughter, and faced with danger might have screwed her up.

      She’d wanted a jaunt to the past, and with the discovery of Clinger and her sister having to call the Nerium together once more. She was now standing at a split road, she had received what she wanted, but she wasn’t single with no responsibilities. She had a daughter to think about now. Rolling over, she curled up into the fetal position.

      And between her and Raijin, she was sure he was the one far more aware of it.

      If him not coming was a sign of his intentions then she’d heard them loud and clear.

      Lifting her hand, she pointed her two fingers up and spun them clockwise. A few seconds later, the bright red robe entered her room. Grabbing it from midair, she drew it to her nose and inhaled deeply closing her eyes she drifted off to sleep.

      Maybe they weren’t meant to be.
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      RAIJIN

      “I already told you everything.”

      The man who sat bound to a chair, with an ear missing cried out when Castian nonchalantly stabbed him in the leg once more. “That’s the twentieth knife.” He mused allowed, another blade appearing out of thin air in his hands as he looked the other warlock over. “Where, oh where should I put the next one.” He sang.

      Raijin sat on the desk across from the man currently being played with by Castian. “So, you’re saying you just happened to get a job to create a prison under ground and you don’t know who gave it to you, Andre?”

      Andre nodded; his brow covered in sweat the scent of his fear permeating the room so thickly that Malcolm had to cover his nose. “Yes, please you gotta believe me. The guy came with purified chalk, and cash, asked me to draw him out a blueprint that would shape stone and asked me to key in certain blood signatures that would be able to move through it freely. That’s it.”

      “Why don’t I believe you,” Raijin asked tapping his knee with his pointer finger. “Everything sounds legit, up until you say ‘the guy’ then something starts to smell like shit. Castian.”

      “Mhmm,” Lifting his arm, Castian aimed for his dick this time. “Will you piss yourself or not?”

      “Wait, Wait.” Andre cried.

      Leisurely, Raijin lifted his hand stopping Castian from castrating Andre.

      Castian, who’d stopped the daggers descent a pinkies distance away from the man’s dick clicked his tongue, replacing his blade in his back pocket and taking a step back. “And here I was looking forward to answering my own hypothesis.”

      Andre, beyond terrified released a shudder. “The-the guy’s name is Jamieson, don’t know anything else. Just that whoever he’s working for is packing in t-the money department. He doesn’t hang out with the younger warlocks on Wickham row, but he’s a regular at the Shade.”

      “The shade?” Raijin frowned, that name was familiar. “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, yeah he goes to gamble with a few of those uppity families, like Renson and Napier.” At the mention of the last name, Castian stiffened.

      “He’s the only connect I got, please let me go.”

      Jumping off the desk, Raijin nodded. “Maybe next time, don’t make it so hard on us,” he kicked a dead body laying at his feet, “and get better guards.” Motioning to the left with his chin to the other two, he made his way out of the room.

      “Shade, once again is the center of this.”

      “Not as surprised as I should be,” Malcolm said lowering his hand from his nose, “That place is like the epicenter to this shit.” He looked at Raijin, “what do you want to do?”

      Raijin thought it over, “Call Alek and switch out with him guarding Sabina, and have him go to the club and see if he can find Jameison, he also had connections with Luther.”

      “I’ll go.”

      Both Raijin, and Malcolm looked at Castian, “and why is that?” Raijin demanded.

      Castian smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Wouldn’t it be better, than having Alek provoke that witch into murder. Plus, you’re not really thinking of leaving Sabina without a guard for even a second are you?”

      Hearing this, caused Raijin to think it over before he gave a short nod. “Fine, but don’t get caught by anyone even those witches.”

      “That’s not an issue, the whole place is surrounded with my medium.” He bragged, before walking over to the banister and hopping on it, he slid down. Avoiding the ten bodies laid out on the steps. “See you two later.”

      Watching him go, Malcolm turned to Raijin. “It’s been four days, and not once have you gone to see her.”

      Tensing, Raiijn kept his voice empty of emotion. “Your point?”

      “It’s not good to deny yourself your mate.”

      Freezing, Raijin didn’t move an inch instead he said. “You’re wrong.”

      Moving once again, he continued. “Monsters like us don’t have mates. And even if we did, would you really want me to claim her when my hands are covered in blood?”

      “Hmm, maybe you have a point.” Malcolm mused aloud, following him. “The again, a mate is the one person who will accept you even if you were drenched in the blood of innocent people.”

      Raijin decided against openly scoffing at Malcolm’s words, the man grew up in a society convinced their mates were everything. Raijin had been abandoned and left to rot inside of a cave. Mate? That was bull shit, Sabina wasn’t his mate, that would only be a curse for them both.

      “Let’s hurry up, the faster we move the faster this shit can be over.” He said changing the subject.

      Sabina

      “Mommy I want to go to the park.”

      Shabina pretended not to notice her baby girl was bouncing on thin air, she really should scold her, but she couldn’t bring herself too. She instead focused on the grilled cheese sandwich she was making. It was a Friday, and she was again trying to distract herself from the weird longing she felt. It was starting to get ridiculous.

      The ogre hadn’t shown his face for a week. She’d seen her guards, even Alek, Malcolm and Castian, but the person she wanted to see the most hadn’t shown his face at all. She was dying to hit him, scream at him. Hell, she would have, if she had a way to contact him but nothing.

      Who kissed your socks off and then bounced, it wasn’t fair. Here she was feeling like some innocent from highschool waiting for even a glimpse of her crush. And he was gods knows where living his best fucking life.

      Okay, maybe he wasn’t but still, the man could have at least said something to her.

      Like, “I don’t think we’ll work out.” Or “I was only in it for the kiss and maybe some ass.”

      Shit, he could have at least left her with memories of good dick. No, here she was lingering and yearning over what could’ve been and then hating herself for even thinking about it.

      “Mom.”

      Jumping slightly, Shabina caught the spatula mid-air with an unseen hand. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that Kahlia had gotten stuck midair herself. Her arms flailing as she tried to turn right side up, her brown eyes wide with distress. “Mom, I can’t turn around.”

      Unable to hold back her laughter, Sabina smiled as she lowered her daughter to the couch and the spatula to the counter. “Which is why, you shouldn’t do every spell Aunt Lanias teaches you.”

      Pouting, Kahlia crossed her arms, “I have to practice, if I don’t want to be a boring human.”

      Hearing this, Sabina knew she needed to cut some of the time Kahlia spent with her sister.

      Lanias, would have her daughter cursing boys and shocking little girls in no time. And while, her husband knew about her power and had a pass to move through the Veil, for emergencies. Not all humans were aware, and she had every intention of allowing Kahlia to go to a regular human school. “Well, it seems you’ll have to be a boring human for now.” Turning her back to her daughter, she grabbed the pan up and motioned to the bowl that had been seating on the stove top, keeping the tomato soup warm. It rose slowly, before vanishing and appearing on the dinner table.

      “Now, let’s eat before we go to the park.”

      “Yay.” Releasing a scream of victory, Kahlia jumped up from the couch, and ran over to the table.

      Sabina couldn’t help feeling happiness at the simplicity of their day. She could pretend she didn’t have the thorns on her wrist. She could pretend that she hadn’t been cursed and that there weren’t guards standing unseen outside of her sister’s house. Almost, she thought as her eyes spotted the one name Malcolm through the window as he walked to one of his men and seemed to be giving out a command. Her hands tightened for a second on the pan, before she lowered it to the table

      She wasn’t sure why she cared if Rajin was there or not, but something about his obvious absence rankled. Which wasn’t fair. She wasn’t the one who’d asked to be made a secret keeper. She would have been far happier being left alone, and living her life as best as she could.

      On that thought, she took a seat and grabbing Kahlia’s bowl she spooned in some soup. Setting it down before her daughter, she warned her it was hot before she grabbed one of the two grilled sandwiches and laid it on the flat plate near her daughter’s bowl. “Remember to blow.”

      “Yes,” Kahlia said brightly, as she proceeded to blow hard, some of the soup splattering on the table. She let out a small gasp of surprise. Sabina copied her, both of them staring at the small mess. Releasing a playful gust of air, Sabina lifted her hand and twitched two fingers in the air, the little spot of tomato sauce floated up.

      “Let’s try to blow softer, huh baby.”

      Giggling, Kahlia nodded profusely. “Yes, mommy.”

      Giving her a wink, she flicked her fingers letting the splatters fly to the garbage.

      “Now, tell me what you did yesterday at class.”
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        * * *

      

      Finished with dinner the two walked hands in hand down the sidewalk toward a local park that was a block away. As they walked, Sabina took in the changes of the neighborhood. Another bar had been opened close to the subway that came through their block as well as another coffee shop.

      The air was pleasant even as the outer shield of Veil City turned a bright orange, mirroring the color of the afternoon sun. Watching the few witches and Beings passing by her mind drifted back to when she’d been a young witch fresh to the Veil City.

      Lanias had been so sure their dreams would come true. She smiled at the memory, of them sharing an apartment and surviving off ramen and weird rice balls that the Asian restaurant beneath their apartment sold. Now she was walking down the street of a nice neighborhood, holding her daughters’ hand it would all be so great, if she could ignore the fact she was being watched.

      She couldn’t feel happier, even with her thoughts of a certain ogre. Still, she enjoyed the bit of normal in her life.

      “Mom look,” She turned her attention from the other sidewalk, to see a few children squatting around little fireworks. “Hurry mom.”

      “Slow down,” Sabina called, running after her daughter. They stopped outside the ring of children, who held onto the sparklers. One child, with a long red bushy tail looked up at Kahlia.

      “Want one?”

      Kahlia looked from him to Sabina, who gave a small nod. “Go ahead.” Letting go of her hand, Kahlia reached out taking it.

      “How do you start it?” she asked.

      The boy grinned, holding up his own, “Magic.”

      Kahlia turned hers upside down, and held it tightly. Making a grunting sound, she blew her cheeks out, her eyes squeezing shut to make the stick sparkle. Taking pity on her, Sabina leaned forward and tapped the edge. “Here.”

      Kahlia jaw dropped, as she watched the tip explode in a riot of colors. Her eyes wide, she turned it up to Sabina, “Look.” She exclaimed, grinning infectiously.

      Magic. It had once been a curse to her, but for her daughter it was something fascinating.

      Watching her daughter join the circle of children giggling and laughing about their sparklers. She crossed her arms, “maybe, being not so normal is fine.” She muttered aloud.

      She watched them when something caused her to look up. Standing on the other side of the park, a figure she knew all too well met her gaze before they grinned and disappeared.

      As if in slow motion, she turned around lifting her arm she quickly built up a barrier. The person rod slammed into it causing her to slide back. The children behind her released a collective cry of surprise. She winced; her own eyes squinting as she stared into the fiery eyes of the Cambion demon before her.

      “Mom.”

      Kahlias scream had her tensing, she looked away from the demon to see her daughter held in the grip of a second attacker. He pressed his sharp claws into Kahlias neck.

      “Kahlia.” She screamed.

      Where were the guards? She looked around only to see their bodies lying on the ground unmoving. The children behind her were crying. Trying to think of what to do, she jolted when something slammed into her barrier, facing forward once more she found the demon that had been attacking her was currently being pressed to the barrier by a red mist created by Alek.

      “Mommy.”

      She dropped her barrier turning she knelt slapping her hand on the ground causing it to rumble before the ground beneath the children gave way, lowering so that they were out of harm’s way.

      She turned around and faced the demon who held her daughter. “Let. Her. Go.” She braced her feet apart, her blood racing as fear clenched her heart. “She has nothing to do with this, take me instead.”

      The demon looked from her to where the red mist was swallowing his partner. His pained filled screams filling the air. Without another word he threw Kahlia at her.

      Surprised, she ran to her daughter only for her to be yanked back. The demon appearing behind her wrapped her in his harms, his left-hand grabbing her throat.

      “Khalia float.” She yelled.

      Her daughters’ body stopped midair above the lowered earth where the other children were. Tears falling from her eyes, Kahlia turned herself right up. “Mommy,” She called.

      “I’m okay,” she tried to assure her barely holding back a wince of pain when her captors claws pricked her neck. “Join the others. I’ll be fine.”

      Kahlia expression tightened looking down, then to her mother who was being held. “No.”

      “Kahlia listen to me,” Sabina yelled desperately, “go down.”

      Shaking her head, Kahlia launched herself at the demon who held her. “Let go of my mommy.” She cried.

      The demon clicked his tongue, lifting his free hand he shot a sickly green light at her daughter. “Annoying brat.” He muttered.

      “Kahlia, no.” she yelled.

      Sabina pulled against his hold, her heart dropping to her feet as she reached out to her child trying to stop her, but the speed of the beam was faster.

      Kahlia stopped short, her eyes widening as the light drew closer. Her body was suddenly, jerked out of the air, the beam hitting a back covered in leather instead of her.

      Relief had Sabina arms falling to her side uselessly.

      Raijin stood, holding her daughter in his arms. Kahlia, buried her head into his shoulder holding on to his coat and cried her little heart out.

      Numbly, Sabina watched Raijin brush a hand down her daughters back as he turned to face her. She could see the smoke coming off his back, from where the beam had hit. She felt the slide of tears as they fell down her cheeks. Her baby had almost been killed right before her eyes.

      “Kill.”

      Her body exploded in heat, her hands grabbing onto the demon’s forearm in a tight grip.

      “Wha—Let go.” He exclaimed.

      He struggled against her hold, but she didn’t let go, instead she tightened it. He slammed his fist into the back of her head, but she ignored that. Her body was hot as she felt the anger rise in her. “I’ll kill you.” She whispered turning so that he could look into her eyes he flinched when he stared into nothing but the abyss. “Die.”

      He released a panic filled screech, as he felt something crawling under his skin. “Let go, let go, let go.”

      He tried to shake her, but he couldn’t. Something crawled from her skin onto his arm. Startled he tossed her away as he staggered back slapping at his arms in fear. He turned back and forth slapping at his skin, soon his scratching until the very thing that wriggled under his skin exploded from within him tearing him to pieces as his bottom half fell to the ground. The wriggling black continued to consume him until there was nothing left and the leach looking creature faded from sight.

      Pushing herself up, Sabina panted once again she’d used too much magic.

      “Mom.” Kahlia yelled.

      She nearly fell back, when her daughter threw herself at her. Holding her, she released a shriek of surprise when she was lifted along with her daughter by Raijin. Seeing those red eyes after so long, stirred many emotions within her.

      “The children?” She asked, looking over his shoulder to see Alek lifting them out with his red mist. They ran to their parent’s who’d been frozen from helping when everything had gone left so fast. She sagged in relief.

      “Their safe,” Raijin said simply, his voice clipped.

      Irritated, that she felt better in his arms, Sabina turned her head away. “Good.” She held her daughter close to her, “You don’t have to carry us.”

      “No, I do.” He said once again his tone clipped.

      She gritted her teeth, instead of answering she let him carry her and her daughter to the car.

      She would give him a piece of her mind later.
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      RAIJIN

      “I’m glad I called over Dr. Roy,” Lanias said, as she watched the doctor heal her sister. “Going to the hospital every time you were attacked was starting to get tiring.” She complained.

      “It’s better not to go,” Malcolm said, from where he stood near the door. “The enemy has obviously given up acting in secret, they made a move in the middle of the day.”

      “They’re growing impatient, they must have learned that we now know the date of release for the curse,” Castian mused aloud, “Now more than ever they want Sabina.”

      “Well, they can’t have her,” Lanias said, clearly irritated. “And obviously we can’t trust your guards to protect her. This is the second time they’ve been taken out so easily. If I didn’t know any better I would think you’re trying to make it easy for them.” She accused.

      “We weren’t expecting them to attack during the day.” Alek explained, looking at Lanias. “We expected them to strike closer at night, which is why we place more guards then.”

      “At least this proves that the leak, only can report our movements, but nothing in detail.” Castian finished.

      Raijin hadn’t spoken a single word the entire time. Instead he stood at the door, his eyes focused on the women who’d been quiet as well. If the others felt the tension between the two no one said anything.

      “There,” Dr. Roy exclaimed, replacing his wand into his pocket, he turned to Lanias fixing his monocles. “I’ll be back in two days to ensure there isn’t any reactions, usually being stabbed by a demon would require more care but she only bares scratches, for now she should rest. And,” he said in a chiding voice, “she has to stop stressing her use of magic.”

      “Yes doctor,” Lanias motioned to the door, “Let me walk you out.”

      He nodded, and the two left the room.

      “Malcolm, Alek and Castian,” All three perked up at being called by Raijin, “Leave, I need to speak with her alone.”

      The three shared a look, before they left too shutting the door behind them.

      “You know what you did wrong?” he demanded.

      Sabina didn’t look at him. “Wrong?”

      “You should never have left the house,” Raijin said, pushing off the wall. “The chances of them attacking increase when you leave these four walls. What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking it had been quiet these last few days, so taking my daughter to a park wouldn’t hurt.” She said her eyes looking at her lap.

      His anger increasing, he glared at her, “Obviously your assumption was wrong.” He snapped, “Your daughter’s wounds are your fault.”

      “Do you think I don’t know that,” she cut him off with a scream. Her hands curled into her blanket. She bowed her head, “You don’t know how many times I wished that I hadn’t saved that damn woman or met you.” She glared at him. “If it wasn’t for my immature desire to take a stroll down memory lane, this shit would never have happened.”

      She was so tired of pretending she was okay. She was sick of secrets and this fucking desire to be closer to the man who so clearly didn’t think of her the same way. She was sick of seeing her daughter hurt. “Do you honestly think I don’t know? Trust me I wish none of this crapt had happened. I wish I didn’t suffer from this need to see you, I wish we’d never met each other. There are so many things I wished never happened but here we are.” She released a mocking laugh. “I bet you’re the same, I bet you wish you weren’t landed with such a ridiculous woman.”

      Her eyes were filled with tears, as she cried. “What’s happening to my life?”

      She wanted to see him?

      Suddenly his anger melted away and he walked to her side, laying his hand on her hand he knelt.

      Her hands were smaller than his, they trembled from where she gripped the covers.

      He stared at it in silence, the solitude of the room making him feel like they were the only two in the world.

      He’d thought leaving her would reduce the threat against her, but he’d erred in his judgment. Not only had they attacked her, but they’d used her daughter.

      The anger and frustration running through his body at his own stupidity, made him pull his hand from hers but before he could fully retreat, she placed her hand atop his.

      “Don’t.” she ordered softly.

      He stilled; he eyes jerking to hers. “I have to leave.”

      “I don’t want you to.”

      “Sabina you know this—,” “No, I don’t know.” Her hands tightened on his hand her eyes bright and despite her obvious wounds from the attack. Determination leaked from her, “I don’t know why your running from me.”

      He lowered his eyes, “It’s complicated.”

      “Is it? Or are you making it that way?”

      He could only shake his head.

      “I’m trying to keep you safe.” He tried to explain.

      “Look at me Raijin.” She snapped, forcing him to look at her. She pushed herself up, “Do I look safe to you? Look at me, and tell me, that your running away has kept me safe?”

      He didn’t know what to say to her, he felt like crapt seeing her wounds. The scar on her neck, from where the claws of the kidnappers had dug in and the purpling wound near her left eye stood out in stark relief on her face. His guilt ate at him.

      “What do you want from me?” He harshly demanded jerking his shirt from her hold, and grabbing her wrist, jerking her forward. “What is that you think I can give you, Sabina?”

      She pressed her lips together, glaring at him.

      He knew he shouldn’t lash out at her but, she was the source of the disruptions of emotions within him. The day he’d met her, his entire world had tilted and now he couldn’t stomach the site of her harmed and yet, he wanted to hurt her. He pushed her away, like a wounded animal.

      “We—us, can’t be. I can’t be with you, not when you—,” his lips worked over his confession, but nothing came out. His skin prickled, as his eyes searched her face. “When you—.”

      “I know for people like you, like me. It’s nearly impossible to have normal.” She said, her voice shaking with emotion. “I know between magic, being a divorcee and carrying a secret that everyone and their mother are after. I’m the last person to be making demands, but what I want from you—what I need from you is…just you.” Her voice warbled.

      His eyes widening slowly, Raijin watched her soft eyes fill with tears. The lips he’d dreamed of trembled, as she leaned in toward him. “I only need you.”

      With a shudder, he closed his eyes. Running through all the reason, he couldn’t love her. He should get up and walk out. He should leave her, and never look back. But, he couldn’t.

      Raijin had avoided making ties with anyone for the very reason he wore a mask, to hide his face from those who may recognize him. His demons had never been put to sleep; he’d lied when he’d said his past had long ago stopped applying to him.

      He was still the boy, sitting in the cave awaiting his mother’s return. Naively hopping that one day she would approve of him, and not treat him like a curse.

      “Raijin?” She called his name gently.

      He opened his eyes but didn’t look at her. “You don’t know what you’re asking of me.”

      “Then tell me.” She yelled, “Tell me why you can’t be by my side? Is it because I’m a witch?”

      Tired of fighting he snapped, “Because I desire you for more than fucking.” He said fiercely, “I also want to taste you, devour you.” His eyes brightened till they turned red. “Everything. Dammit Sabina, I can’t be within a foot of you before my stomach turns and my mouth waters. I want you. God yes, I want you, but I am not willing to be the monster that takes your life.”

      Startled, she only stared at him in shock.

      “Do you know what it’s doing to me to sit here and not claim you?” His hold on her wrist tightened, “I want to be inside of you, but I also want to consume you. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I wish I could give you normal. Hell. I wish I was human, but I’m not.”

      His expression went from anger to despair, “I’m not…and I love you too much to take that chance.”

      Releasing her wrist, he stood abruptly.  “I’ll send Malcolm in to watch you.”

      Turning on his heel, he raced out of the room leaving her to stare after him in shocked confusion.

      Sabina

      “So, let me get this straight, that big ogre loves you?” Lanias mused aloud.

      Sabina sorely wished she had someone, anyone other than her sister to talk to about the matters of the heart. But her best friend was her sister, so she sat on the couch holding a steaming cup of lavender tea having already put Kahlia to bed, asking for romance advise.

      “Yes.”

      Her sister released a groan, walking from around the back of the couch, taking a seat she stared at Sabina with doubt. “Are you sure that’s what he said?”

      “Yes,” Sabina snapped irritated, “I told you, he said it and then ran.”

      “Well, you’re timing is lousy that’s for sure,” Lanias announced taking a sip of her tea, “I mean, we’re hunting down an old enemy, you’re carrying around a secret people are willing to kill for and he’s, well he’s a whole box of worms in his own right.”

      “I know,” she moaned, hiding her face behind her cup of tea. “I know this is the worse time to be falling for someone.”

      “Wait,” her sister exclaimed her eyes narrowing on her, “you never said anything about feeling the same way.”

      “I don’t know.” Sabina finally admitted, “I want to say, it’s only “like” right now but, when I think of never seeing him again.” She shook her head, frowning. “My stomach starts to feel weird, it’s like highschool all over again.”

      Side-eyeing her little sister, Lanias thought over her next words. “So, do you believe him?”

      “Believe who?” Sabina asked, lifting her head.

      “The Ogre,” Lanias answered, “Do you think you two can’t be?”

      Sabina mulled over her sister question, did she think it could work out between her and Raijin. Realistically, no. She was just getting her life together, if she hadn’t ever tried to save that woman she’d still be working her shifts at the Shade and saving up for school and an apartment. Praying that her dick ex wouldn’t stop paying the child support.

      Yet, a part of her didn’t care about all that. She wanted to have her Ogre by her side. Her ogre? She frowned. “Again, it’s hard to say. Apart of me, thinks nothing of being with him and the other side, the realist side isn’t so lenient.”

      “Sounds like you’ve already decided on what you want to do, but can’t face it yet.” Lanias said, placing her cup on the coffee table beside them. “Your responsibilities and Kahlia keep you from taking the leap.”

      “Lanias, you should be convincing me to stop this, whatever ‘this’ is.” Sabina complained, “I’ve already lied to him, and our missions are at odds.”

      “Mission?” Lanias drawled, “Sabina, the only thing your mission entails is staying safe. You’ve given us back what we needed, me, Oye and the others have it from here. We’ll deal with Clinger and find out what happened to Eliza, those things you’ve left behind.”

      “But—.”

      “No buts, you’re a mother now and no matter that thing on your wrist. You can do what you want, a witch only lives once you know.” She shrugged; her obsidian eyes flickered with mischief. “If the ogre falls for you, that’s one less loyal man to that annoying council man. Imagine Raijin on our side, you won’t have to keep lying to him about the curse.”

      Staring at her wrist, Sabin agreed. “Maybe your right.”

      “Still, that doesn’t mean you should confess everything to him right away. Right now, you’re only trying to get him to take the next step with you.”

      She rolled her eyes at Lanias, “How am I supposed to stop a man of nearly 7’0 height, and nearly two hundred fifty pounds of muscle from running away.”

      “Oh god, are you sure we’re sisters,” Lanias complained, snapping her fingers so that the tea pot floated over to them from the stove top. “Magic of course, lock him in the room with you.”

      “Again, when? He’s made it clear he doesn’t want anything to do with me. And we’re being watched 24/7.” Sabina reminded her.

      Lanias clicked her tongue, “If those idiot Blue Jays can’t stop demons from coming in, what’s stopping a Shade witch form leaving?” She said giving Sabina a significant look.

      “No—,” Sabina glanced at the clock, it was near 12:30, “It’s not possible, I don’t even know where he lives.”

      “Here,” Lanias said a piece of paper appearing between her fingers.

      Staring at it blankly, after a beat of hesitation Sabina finally reached out for it. “I shouldn’t.”

      “You should.” Her sister egged her on.

      “Nothing good will come from this.” She said again.

      Lanias laughed, “We’re witches, no good deed goes unpunished.” She said quoting their favorite musical. “Be a dear and do something wicked for once in your life.”

      Taking the paper, she set her cup down and stood. “You know what, fuck it.”

      Walking past her sister, she headed for her bedroom. She needed to change her clothes to something more fitting for a midnight escape.

      Lanias watched her sister leave, and snapped her fingers making the cup her sister had been drinking from disappear with a smirk.

      

      Raijin

      Raijin was exhausted, he’d been running all day looking for anything, and everything that lead back to this Jamieson fellow. From what he’d discovered the man, was the go-to, to get weapons, spells, and women, he could get his hands on anything you needed for the right price.

      He spent much of his time around those with deep pockets. And while finding out about him was easy, actually getting a hold of the man wasn’t.

      Entering his building, Raijin flicked the lights on pulling his large coat off he tossed it on the dining table. It hadn’t helped that his last meeting with Sabina hadn’t gone well. He should have handed her daughter over to Alek, and left but he’d had to see that she was okay.

      When her sister had insisted on letting her doctor look at her, he’d wanted to argue but he’d quickly remembered it wasn’t his place to argue where it concerned her. Walking into the kitchen, he pulled his fridge open grabbing out a bottle of water he made his way to the stairs heading to his apartment.

      The light overhead flickered on and off, stopping midway up the steps he frowned at the overhead light. Looking down, he searched the lower floor. Sniffing he narrowed his eyes, when he picked up a floral scent. Shaking his head, he muttered a curse. Facing forward he continued to the second floor, which was his floor.

      Since it wasn’t many of them, he and the other had split the floors. Pulling a key from his pocket, he opened the door to his apartment and entered. Placing the bottle on the table, he unbuttoned his shirt and he pulled it from within his pants. Letting it hang free, he reached up to undo his mask.

      “Wow.”

      Spinning, he grabbed the uninvited guest by the neck lifting them he found himself staring up into startled brown eyes. Her hand slapped at his hand, “Can you,” cough, “let go.” Dazed he lowered the woman to her feet.

      “What are you doing here?” He demanded, finally recovering.

      Sabina squinted up at him, “Not trying to get strangled,” she said sarcastically rubbing throat. “Can you—.” She pointed at the bottle of water.

      Turning he grabbed it, facing her he paused in handing her the water and asked, “Where are Malcolm and Alek?”

      She smiled, “At home.”

      Crushing the bottle, he ignored the water that spilled all over his hand and floor. “Are you crazy.” He roared.

      She looked at the water bottle in pity, “there goes my relief.”

      “Sabina.” He snapped, eating up the distance between them with his long legs. He towered over her, his eyes blazing with barely leashed anger. “What were you thinking coming here alone?”

      She glared up at him, “You really thought you could just say you love me and then run away.” She spread her arms encompassing the apartment, “I don’t think so.”

      “What?” He exclaimed, looking at her like she was crazy only to realize what she was wearing. He retreated a step, his eyes widening. “What are you wearing?”

      She pulled the hem of her trench coat up, showing off her bare legs. “A coat, isn’t it cute.”

      “No,” he said harshly, glaring at her. “You need to leave,” He turned away from her. “I’m going to call those two fuckers and have them pick you up.”

      “Ah, Ah.”

      He reached for the phone only for it to disappear along with the living room. He stiffened when he found himself in the dark of his bedroom. The door slammed shut, locking and he slowly turned to face Sabina, who stood before the door he felt trepidation intermixed with growing awareness that he had been manipulated.

      Fiddling with her buttons, “I always wanted to role play,” undoing each button she continued. “But never got the chance.”

      Swallowing, Raijin lifted a hand. “Listen, Sabina whatever you’re thinking about doing. Don’t.”

      “I’m sick of being told what I should, or shouldn’t do.” She complained, stopping at her middle button. He could see the swell of her breast, and the delicious skin that glowed from the low white light at his desk. He was getting harder as her aroused scent filled the lock room. “Do you know how many times my ex-husband told me I couldn’t do something?”

      He shook his head, his eyes focused on where her fingers held her coat closed.

      “It must have been a lot, because I always get this urge to do the opposite.” She said, undoing the button, she went to jerk it open.

      He ran to her grabbing her hands, keeping her from opening the coat. Not looking at her, his breathing heavy he warred with himself. “Don’t.”

      She tilted her head, her expression innocent. “Why? Because you’re going to eat me?” She chuckled; she removed her hands leaving him the job of holding it. “Fine, let me be honest. I don’t think you’re going to hurt me.”

      He tensed.

      Lifting a hand, she brushed it through his inky black hair, feeling the softness. “I don’t know anything about your past, but you don’t know much about mine.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “But it is,” she argued, her eyes brightening Raijin felt the air changed. “I’m a witch, plain and simple. We deal in spells, incantations, and magic. We are the accused hand maidens of lucifer. My hands could be covered by layers and layers of spilled blood.”

      Lifting her other hand, she forced his head up so that he could look into her eyes. “Will you now turn me away, now that you know that I’m a monster?”

      He searched her face, letting the answer slip from between his lips. “No.”

      She smiled, leaning forward she rose on her toes wrapping her arms around him. Her lips brushed his ear, “Then know I’m the same. Now, what are you going to do?” she asked breathlessly, letting her tongue flick out and lick along the rim of his ear. Drawing back, she lowered herself to her heels and looked at him.

      “Jump or…”

      Her trench coat was ripped open, the buttons flying. His eyes glowed as he looked down at her. Sabina gulped as her body was put on display for Raijin. He released the tattered pieces of her coat, his reached out his fingers curled into the edge of her bra.

      “I warned you.” He roughly said, pulling her right bra cup down he exposed her breast. “I told you to stop.” He drew finger up the slope of her breast across her chest to the other one and pulled that cup down as well. “But you refused to listen.”

      Reaching around to the back of his head, with his free hand he unbuckled his mask letting it fall to the ground, he brought his fingers from her breast to his open mouth, he sucked on them.

      Pulling them out, he grabbed her right nipple. She winced, her hands landing on his upper arms.

      “Do you like provoking me?” He tightened his fingers, squeezing so that she lifted her chest. Leaning in, he could hear her short panting breaths so clearly. “Jump off a cliff? There is only me, fall into me Sabina. Completely.”

      He used his other hand, to stroke along her trembling stomach to the edge of her underwear, he drew his nails along it. “A monster doesn’t know mercy,” he whispered, letting his hand slip inside her underwear, his pointer finger traced the seam of her sex. “Your drooling for me. Is the inside just as slick?”

      Pushing past the slick lips, he grinned in satisfaction, “like an ocean.” He circled, his finger up so that his knuckle grazed against her swollen nub.

      “Ngh,” bowing her head she leaned into him, pressing her forehead into his shoulder. “ah, fuck.”

      “Not yet,” he chided lowering his head, so he could lick along her neck, to her chin. She tasted like he’d imagined her to, sweet with a bitterness of chocolate just underneath. Her floral scent blooming all around him. He wanted to burry himself in it, and drench himself in her smell.

      “Ah, Raijin.” She called his name with a hint of warble in her voice. He didn’t stop, rubbing against her. Her thighs widened, her hips riding his hand. She spasmed against his arms, as her breathing picked up speed. “M-more.” She moaned.

      Lifting his head, he looked down into her sultry eyes, the color having darkened with desire. Her nipple peaked completely, he removed his hand cupping her head he nipped her bottom lip, “Come.” He commanded.

      Her eyes widened, as her body tensed the walls of her vagina clenching. He felt the ripple, as she spilled over his hand. He bared his teeth in satisfaction, cupping her jaw he crooned. “Good girl.”

      Removing his hand, he pulled back removing his shirt. Raijin felt her dazed eyes look over his body. He knew what he looked like, pure muscle carved from stone his family tattoos decorating his chest, a serpent and dragon dancing along his skin, as waves descended behind an Oni mask with dancing red blossoms. But his tattoos were different.

      He watched her, walking toward him not shying away at the feel of her own slickness slipping down her thighs she pressed her soft palm against his tattoos. “These’ weren’t this color before.”

      He grabbed her hand, “They are carved in an Ogre skin with his own blood, they only show when I’m feeling strong emotions.”

      “They’re red.” She stated, looking up at him.

      He nodded, letting go of her hand. His hands went to his pants, and he felt himself harden as she watched him unbuckle his belt and unzip his pants. She didn’t retreat, her eyes seemed to have regained focus as she watched him undress.

      He pulled his pants down, along with his underwear and his bit back a groan when she took in his size a wicked look entering her eyes. Her hand going to her belly, “Looks, like you’ll feed me well.”

      She released a shriek of laugher when he picked her up, maneuvering them to the bed. He fell, making sure not to crush her. Holding himself up, he looked along her body. “Don’t you think you should remove all that clothing.”

      Sabina smirked, as heat rushed up her skin she burned her underwear away. Leaving her self-bare to him. Wantonly she spread her legs, her hand going down to her spread lips. “Now, isn’t it time to feed her she’s hungry.”

      “Shit,” Pushing to his knees, Raijin moved to sit between her legs. The pink flesh teased him as it glistened like a treat begging him to take a taste. With groan, he dived his tongue going dip.

      “Ah, that,” she moaned, “wasn’t what I as asking—ugh, for.”

      Her legs crossed around his shoulder, her hips humping his tongue. Her eyes closed, his long, wet tongue hitting all the right places as his large hands cupped her ass, lifting her higher so that he could drink deeper.

      Her toes curled, as she felt the depth of worship as he tasted her relishing every drop of her. Sabina, bit her lip to keep from screaming as another orgasm was ripped from her. As he lifted she saw her essence on his lips, expecting him to wipe his mouth she was shocked when he licked his lips, and smacked them like he’d drank some refreshing tea.

      His skin was flushed, and his tattoos shined like his eyes did. He hands rubbed along her legs, as he lifted one of them. With his free hand, he moved his dick to her opening. “Since I’ve been fed, I guess it’s your turn.”

      He moved , slowly  he parted her pussy lips with good sized dick, she felt herself gasp. As he went deep, so deep she felt like she could feel him to her throat. Her body stretched accommodating his thick dick, her heart pulsed in her ears.

      His cursing, seemed to come from far away, “Still not deep enough,” he muttered, he held one of her legs up, his chest pressed against hers. She raised her arms, wrapping them around his shoulders. Struggling, she used him to lift up.

      “Move.” She demanded, her body needing him to move, to pound into her savagely. “Take me.”

      Raijin, had meant to wait to allow her time to adjust but she had triggered something inside him with her words. Pulling back, he lifted her legs, drawing his hips back he snapped it forward, the bed creaked. Her tits bounced, he liked that. Drawing back, he snapped his hips forward once more. Her nails cut into his wrist, he loved that to.

      He did it again, and this time her lips parted to release a delicious cry of pleasure. Before he realized it he was driving madly into her, wanting to see everything over and over. Her cry of pleasure, the sensation of her nails digging into his skin, her snatch tightening and spasming around his dick.

      The bed jostled as he fucked her through another orgasm, this was what he’d been fighting.

      The burning look in her eyes, as she tried to fight it. He felt himself slowly loosing site of his mission, his honor, and his ambition. He only wanted to remain between her thighs, gorging on her sounds and touch, leaning down he felt his balls draw tight as her arms once again wrapped around him, this time her legs locking around his hips as he placed both his hands on either side of her head.

      He wasn’t going to give her an inch, she’d came to him. She’d demanded he give himself to her. And he wasn’t fucking noble enough to deny her.

      “Yes, yes, harder.” She panted into his ear, her demands showing how greedy she was. He gritted his teeth, when something stirred him.

      He had to make sure no one else thought to take her way.

      Mark her.

      Claim her before someone else takes her.

      The dark voices filled his mind, as he drew closer to the knifes edge of pleasure. Lowering his head, he let his teeth draw along her neck. He felt the pulse heat ripple along his skin as it changed and hardened, the color a bright red. He grew in size, his dick swelled inside of her.

      “Agh.”

      She dragged, her hands down his back to his ass cupping him. “Oh, shit. So close.”

      His teeth danced above her skin, he shouldn’t. He really fucking shouldn’t.

      “It’s up to you.”

      Fuck it.

      Baring his teeth, he struck. Her whole body tensed, as she released a scream. Her vagina clamped on his dick causing his balls to draw up as he came. Her blood flooded his mouth like ambrosia, the sweet strawberry flavor coating his tongue. He clasped her hands, bringing them above her head as he jerked once, twice and then stilled as he filled her to the brim with his cum. The bed beneath them soaked.

      Unclamping his teeth, he blearily stared at his teeth marks in her neck. Red droplets slipped from her wound, he leaned forward licking up the strays and nuzzling her chin. He released her hand, rising, he moved to the side, pulling her to him. She released a snore.

      Startled, he looked at her only to find her completely knocked out. Smiling, he settled by her and curling protectively around her he fell asleep his mate safely tucked in his arms.
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      RAIJIN

      “Ouch.”

      Sabina felt like she’d been hit by a truck, she wanted to roll over, but she couldn’t. Something heavy was holding her down, her legs and arms were stuck.  She wanted to smack whatever it was away but her muscles felt like she’d been working out all night. Also, she was too tired to open her eyes.

      Deciding to take a page out of Lanias book, she decided to use her magic. What she wasn’t expecting was the masculine shout of surprise followed by a loud, “Fuck.” In her shock she released the spell, what sounded like a boulder hitting the floor had her pushing up startled, and looking over her shoulder. She felt surprised at the sight of Raijins ass, before last night’s happenings rushed back.

      Covering her mouth, she felt her skin heat in embarrassment.

      “She’s hungry.”

      Her whole body cringed; she shook her head. “What wrong with you?” she muttered under her breath.

      “Well, that’s not how I expected to be awoken.” Raijin said, coming to his feet. In the bright daylight, she could take in the full power of his masculine beauty. Skin that wasn’t completely pale, but lightly touched by the sun stretched over well-defined muscles. Her mouth went dry, as her eyes drew along his pecs to his abs, down to his—. She held back the curse that rested on the back of her tongue, she’d been fucked by that arm. As if reading her mind, he offered her sexy early morning, fuck-me smile. Sniffing the air his eyes turned hot. “My, my, you really are a wicked witch.”

      “Oh my god,” Sabina wasn’t shocked she’d fucked Raijin, no she was happy she’d done it. What she was shocked by was how she’d went about it. It was totally outside of her personality. She searched her memory of when and how she’d gotten the courage to break into the Jackals headquarters and jump the single man who’d made it clear he didn’t want anything to do with her.

      Two hands reached under her arms, picking her clear off the bed. Completely forgetting her train of thought, she had to come to grips with being lifted so easily. He gave her a heavy look, “I think it’s best we take a shower.”

      While the words were innocent, Sabina was pretty sure the man had naughty intentions.

      Ten minutes later, her hands were braced on the wall as he held her hips taking her from behind. Her legs were parted, as he fucked her like he’d studied pussy pounding as an art. She rode him, her body easily taking him to the root. He moved one arm under her right leg, the slick water hitting their skin made her more sensitive. His lips played with a spot right under her left ear, her hands slipped from the wall, falling to his forearm.

      “Shit, so good.” He crooned to her.

      She could barely think, as he grew. “Ah fuck, close.”

      She wanted him to come inside her deep but with some of her senses returned she didn’t scream those words aloud. She merely turned her head so she could take his lips with hers. And with another panted curse, he took her lips as he filled her, his hand releasing her leg, to rub her nub. She trembled as she came, once more.

      So apparently she’d thrown herself off a cliff, into a pent-up Ogre.
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        * * *

      

      Later, after their shower she sat drinking from a coffee mug at his table. Wearing a pair of his boxers, and his large T-shirt that slipped off one shoulder. Raijin’s bedroom led into a living room, that was connected to a kitchen. “So, um. I’m sorry.”

      “Accepted,” he said taking his seat, across from her Raijin set his cup of coffee down. He eyed her with faint amusement, “but what exactly are your apologizing for?”

      Everything.

      But Sabina couldn’t say that because whether sister had snuck a spell on her or she’d suffered a moment of insanity. She’d wanted to see him again, and touch him again. It was because of those desire, she’d escaped her babysitters and broken into his home, and forced his hand. She mentally groaned, maybe she should apologize for everything.

      “Damn, you Lanias.”

      “If you’re going to apologize for what happened last night, don’t.”  Raijin spoke first.

      She looked up at that, meeting his stare. “I wanted it as much as you did.”

      She frowned, “Why do you sound like the girl here? Like, your trying to forgive me for jumping you.”

      He laughed, she felt surprised. It felt like she’d never heard him laugh before. “Well didn’t you,” his tone turned silky, he rested his chin on his hand and let his ring fingernail settle between his teeth. The look in his eyes held the interest of a beast int its prey.

      She tightened her thighs, her body reacted to every little thing he did. He’d only added a bit of base to his voice, and already she wanted to crawl across the table and sit in his lap and let him pet her. She was witch, not a fucking shifter. Taking a deep breath, she set her cup down.

      “So, what now?” She asked feeling nervous yet knowing she had to face the future directly.

      He reached out, opening his palm to her. “Give me your hand.”

      Confused, she did so, laying her hand in his. Closing his finger around her hand, he lifted it and brought it to his lips. She felt her heat kick up, drawing her hand back he stared at her with quiet intensity, “Now, your mine.”

      Instead of feeling weird, and wanting to fight his claim. After all, she was a recent divorcee she instead, wanted to bob her head dumbly. Mentally shaking herself, she spoke. “What about what you said earlier, about wanting to eat me.”

      He smirked, “It would seem I’m more vampire than ogre when it comes to you.”

      She blinked in confusion, before she remembered the sensation of his teeth digging into her neck. “You bit me.”

      He nodded, her eyes going to teeth marks at the bend of her shoulder. “And that was enough.” Returning his eyes to her face, he added. “Ever since then, I haven’t felt a bit of hunger, well not a hunger toward food anyway.”

      “Okay, but we still have a man after me.”

      His expression turned black. “They won’t touch you.”

      Silently she took in his expression, and pulling her hand from his she got out of her chair, and walked around to his side hugging him from behind, she leaned cheek against the back of his head. “For some reason I want to believe you.”

      He patted her arm, “You’re my mate, you should always trust me.”

      She hummed, until the words penetrated her mind fully. Drawing back, she found herself screaming once again.

      “What?”
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        * * *

      

      So maybe she’d overreacted at learning that a; she was Raijin mate, and b; that ogre had mates. It wasn’t exactly in her curriculum in college. Sure, vampires, lykans, werewolves, wolfkin and shifters and the list went on, on the beings well known for being the mating type.

      But Raijin, an ogre, no she’d never, ever heard of them mating up or off. Still, to be fair there weren’t exactly many of Raijin’s kind walking around Veil City, since many of his people he’d explained remained in the human world living on their ancestor’s land in Japan.

      When she’d tried to ask more questions about that he’d clammed up.

      Now they were sitting in an awkward silence in his car, his hand sitting in her lap and their fingers intertwined. The silence grew and transformed into something comforting. She wasn’t sure what the next step would be, but if it included him she was okay.

      As he drove her up to the front of her sisters town house, she felt her stomach drop. “What’s this?”

      The entire front of the townhouse was blackened as if someone had thrown a fire ball at it. Barely letting Raijin Park, Sabina unlocked the door and jumped from the still moving car.

      “Sabina.”

      She ignored Raijin calling her name, as she ran toward her house squeezing between people, as a crowd had gathered in front of the steps.  Running up them, she could only pray that nothing had happened to Kahlia or Lanias. Slamming the door open, she entered searching.

      “Kahlia,” she ran toward the living room, seeing no one she headed for the hallway. “Lanias.”

      Coming to the stairs, she ascended ignoring the slashes that decorated the walls. “Lanias.”

      “Up here,” Not Lanias, but Oye called. Her tension climbing, Sabina reached the second floor, and marched to where she’d heard her cousins voice entering the room she found Lanias sitting on the edge of her bed, looking calm and put together. Beside her a sleeping Kahlia, holding her favorite plush doll.

      Seeing her daughter sleeping and safe, Sabina staggered back hitting the wall she sagged. She was still dealing with the aftermath of finding the house in such a mess that it took her minute to gather her thoughts. While she did that, she heard Raijin yell her name from below.

      Oye, walked to her side and rested a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t worry, they didn’t catch us off guard this time.” She whispered, before she entered the hallway to wave Raijin toward them, following him was a scraggly looking Castian and as always, a calm looking Alek. The two men remained outside, as Raijin entered the room his eyes immediately going to Kahlia, before they rested on Sabina who was still leaning against the wall.

      Seeing the worry in his eyes, she straightened deciding to not reach out to him in front of her sister and cousin. She wasn’t ready for the level of harassment yet. “What happened?” She finally demanded from her sister.

      Lanias sighed letting her black painted nails tap the covers of the bed.  She spoke, irritation coloring her voice, “After you left, I decided to enjoy a night of movie porn and glass of chardonnay. Sometime around one, I’m sure by this time you were getting dicked down to a delicious degree.”

      Sabina, not only on edge but feeling embarrassed made a threatening move toward her sister only to have her wrist grabbed by Raijin.

      Spotting this, Lanias continued amused. “As I was saying, I was enjoying the night when I heard the bells sound. After that last incident I decided to create barriers, that would sound with different alarms as the enemy drew closer.” She quirked a brow up, and pursed her lips. “The minute I heard the bells, I knew how close those worms were and pulled Oye here, so that together we could deal with the problem.”

      Oye interjected, “It would be nice to know the next time you decide to draw a blind gate on my back,” she glared at Lanias, “Me and that damn Warlock, could have shown up a messy tower of flesh.”

      Ignoring the part about inverting a human body, Lanias frowned. “Are you doubting my summoning skills?”

      Pressing the back of her hand against her forehead, Sabina tried to think. “Why would they attack you? If it was at one, it was a half an hour after I left.” She lowered her hand, meeting Raijin gaze, “That doesn’t make sense, they should have attacked me. Or at the very least tried to kidnap me again.”

      “Unless the point is to prove they’ll go after your loved ones to get to you.” Oye, said coolly shoving her hands into her pockets, she rocked back and forth on her toes. “It makes sense, if they are short on time, especially since that attack that was so public the day before.”

      “They’re not going to stop.” Lanias announced softly, her eyes narrowing on nothing. “They’re going to keep attacking, throwing their little minions at the wall until something gives.” She finally looked at Sabina, “You can’t stay here.”

      “Wha—” Sabina stared at her sister at a loss for words. Where was she supposed to go? How could Lanias kick her out when she needed her to most. Overwhelmed Sabina closed her eyes, trying desperately to not cry in frustration. She had to keep it together.

      The sound of the bed squeaking filled the room, and she felt a soft hand lay on her shoulder. “I’m not saying I won’t protect you with my life, but they know this place. they know you and Kahlia. They aren’t going to stop attacking until either you or us are in their hands. And if that happens they will use us against you.” Sabina opened her eyes, and looked up meeting Lania’s soft gaze, seeing what she had left unsaid. “It will be easier from me to act if both of you are safe.”

      “You can live with me.” Rajins voice cut in.

      Both Lanias and Sabina whipped their heads toward him both wearing looks of surprise. Lanias recovered first by saying, “So the pussy was that good huh.”

      “Lanias.” Sabina shouted, only to quickly press her lips together when she thought she might wake up her daughter. She bit her lips hard to keep from ripping into her sister, who stared at her with wicked amusement. Keeping her voice low, she told her sister exactly what she thought of her.

      Raijin

      Raijin watched them, before turning his attention to the child still sleeping. He’d spent little time around the offspring of anyone. His world keeping him tied to death and mayhem, rarely allowed for such a chance. He listened as the two sisters argued and exchanged harsh whispers, thinking mildly that Sabina was bringing him many first times.

      “Hey, Raijin.”

      Turning away from the sleeping girl, he met the annoyed look of Castian and spotted the bruise on his cheek. Turning fully around, he walked out into the hallway. “You were supposed to be following Jamieson last night, what happened?”

      Castian shot a disgruntled look at someone behind him. Glancing over his shoulder, Raijin could only see three people Sabina, Lanias and Oye, who’d taken Lanias place on the bed. Her lips quirked as she watched the two sisters argue.

      “I did, but I ran into her cousin at the bar,” He explained, turning his attention back to Raijin, “I was,” He bared his teeth, “dealing with a situation when I happened to grab her arm when Lanias summoned her. It dragged me along.”

      Raijin felt wealth of information was missing from Castian’s explanation, like how he, a warlock well-known for his ability to slip in and out of places barely noticed had been caught by a grey witch and what kind of situation had erupted that had caused him to be close enough to Oye to get pulled through a gate.

      But the annoyed and sober look in Castian’s eyes was enough for him to know it wasn’t worth digging into now.

      So, he only nodded.

      Clearing his throat, Castian continued. “I managed to get this,” Digging into the pocket of his coat, he held up a card. “There’s an address written on this; it has the place that Jamieson is supposed to be meeting with our mystery man behind the order for the underground illusion.”

      Alek snapped it from his hands, and sniffed it, “Harpies blood ink,” he smiled, “how expensive. Do we know what time or even day?”

      Castien glared once more at something behind Raijin. “If I hadn’t gotten interrupted so rudely, I would be able to tell you the time.” He nearly growled.

      Someone laughed behind them. Raijing turned around and found Oye standing right behind him. “It’s going to be next Friday at the witching hour.” She shot Castian a mocking look, “Probably going to meet him over on Wickham Row, since it has the thinnest veil between the human and our world at that time.”

      “How would a little girl like you know that?” Castian demanded, irritably.

      Raijin was taken aback, usually Castian attempted to be charming with all manner of females. But the way he was currently looking at Oye, with a look filled with irritation, mild confusion and if he wasn’t reading it wrong attraction.

      “Anyone, who doesn’t live under a rock knows that.” She said smoothly, not looking at him.

      “So, then Alek, Malcolm said he’s on his way here. While I assist Sabina in moving, you two go to Wickham Row and see if any of Unders, have seen Jameison or this client of his before.”

      Alek disappeared as easily as he’d arrived into his red mist. Meanwhile Castian, brushed a frustrated hand through his hair. “I’m going to go to HQ to change and see if we can get a few of the Blue Jays to be on call that night.”

      Raijin took a step aside, allowing the annoyed warlock to pass by. Turning back to the door, he found Sabina holding her groggy daughter. Her voice was thick with sleep when she said, “Mommy, you’re carrying me? Why?”

      Sabina and Raijin shared a meaningful look before Sabina explained making her way toward the steps. “We’re going to your room to pack up.”

      “Pack?” Kahlia’s voice perked up at this, “Where are we going?”

      “On a short trip, you see mommy’s friend has invited her to sleep over—” Her voice grew fainter as she descended the steps. Raijin watched her go, only to feel a chill run down his spine.

      Turning around he found a large tendril made of black smoke hanging over his head, he tensed.

      “My sister is important to me,” Lanias said. “She and Kahlia are the two best things I’ve accomplished in this life. And I don’t like that they’re in this situation.” She crossed her arms, her eyes losing all signs of warmth. “You can have my sister Ogre, but only for the time she needs you. Don’t ever forget that. Sabina is a Shade witch always, and forever.”

      She went to walk past him, the black mass slowly drifted down disappearing into the floorboards as if they were never there.

      “Your sister doesn’t need me.” I need her. Was left unsaid.

      Lanias stopped beside him, her lips curling at the ends. “Is that what you think?” She didn’t wait for his answer, as she continued to the steps and jogged down them.

      Leaving Raijin standing alone in the hallway. He lifted his hand, and watched as his skin turned bright red and his nails grew long, curving slightly. He weighed them before, allowing his hand to return to normal.

      Mate or not, there were some things that had to remain in the dark. His crimes and why he couldn’t fully accept Sabina’s love was one of those. Heading downstairs, he forced his expression to become light and less heavy. He would enjoy these moments and when it ended he wouldn’t regret living in the light for a few days.
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      SABINA

      Packing hadn’t been hard, but figuring out where they would be staying had been more difficult then Sabina expected. She’d thought they’d return to Raijin apartments, but Raijin had said no.

      Reaching out to him, she brushed her fingers lightly down the side of his mask.

      “Where are we going, if we’re not going to the Edge?”’ She asked.

      “No, it’s been made clear to me that if we try to hide you within Veil City, it will be leaked.” Raijin said, glancing at her. “I don’t intend on making the same mistake for a second time. I’m taking you somewhere,” he paused, in deep thought, “that no one will think of. We’re heading to the Green Line.”

      “The green line?” Sabina repeated startled; the green line was used to travel the outer rims, but more specifically it was used to travel to the human world. “Wouldn’t it be better to remain within the walls of the magical realm.”

      “No, the Unseelie aren’t the best at crossing over, if rumors are to be trusted and, whoever is behind them wouldn’t think we’d leave the protection of the Council.”

      “Do the others know?”

      He gave a short nod, his gaze turning dark. “Those three might be many things, but traitors they aren’t.”

      Hearing this Sabina decided to relax, and trust Raijin..

      The drive wasn’t long, they arrived at the central station faster than she expected. Magic had its convenience, she got out of his car opening the back door she smiled at the sight of a sleeping Kahlia, her arms and legs sprawled within the arms of the invisible car seat. Reaching inside, she rubbed her cheek. “Come on sweetie, it’s time to wake up.”

      With a groan her daughter let out a long yawn. Blinking at Sabina, even as she stretched searching around her surroundings. “Mommy?”

      “Yes,” Sabina said with a chuckle, tapping the blinking amulet that sat on the center of her daughter’s chest. It released a sharp ding sound, as the invisible straps and car seat were sucked inside.  Kahlia released a squeak of surprise when she lightly plopped into the seat. “Mommy.” She exclaimed.

      Sabina laughed as she picked her up. Pouting, Kahlia let herself be placed down on the ground. “Not funny.” She muttered.

      “Okay, okay. It’s not funny,” Sabina conceded, reaching inside the car for Kahlias bunny backpack, “it’s cute,” she whispered.

      A tug on her jacket had her glancing over her shoulder, “What is it—.” She noticed what Kahlia was staring at, her daughters’ eyes were focused on Raijin who was pulling their bags from the back of the car.

      “Mommy is he coming with us?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Sabina grabbed the straps of Kahlias bag, and straightened up outside of the car. Turning to her daughter, she said. “Arms.”

      Kahlias eyes were completely focused on Raijin, who’d finished unloading their bags and was handing the bags over to one of the valets, “He’s big.” She said in wonder.

      Biting back a snort, Sabina chided herself as she assisted Kahlia in putting her backpack on. She gently pulled her daughter braids up, and once she was assured that she looked good she grabbed her hand. “Let’s go say ‘hi’ to him.”

      Her daughter who’d usually be too shy, to greet a stranger. Let go of her hand, and ran after Raijin, who’d finished having their bags taken. When he turned around he seemed startled to find her daughter staring up at him.

      He looked from Kahlia to her, in confusion.

      “She is saying hi.” She explained.

      His brow creased, looking away from her to her daughter.

      “My names Kahlia.” Her daughter announced brightly.

      Awkwardly, he nodded. “I know.”

      She frowned, she dramatically tilted her head back and squinted her eyes. “You’re huge.”

      Raijin blinked taken aback by her words before his expression softened. “I guess I am.”

      She closed the space, and Sabina felt her stomach tighten at her daughter bravely taking the first step. Maybe, she hadn’t done such a bad job at raising her daughter. She felt her eyes get hot, and chided herself for almost crying. She sniffed instead.

      Raijin

      Kahlia half-turned before facing him again, “I bet you can see everything?”

      Raijin, who was amused by her question decided to kneel; and agreed. “I can.”

      A wicked glint flashed in her eyes, he’d almost missed it; the little witch placed both hands on her cheeks, and gave him a mock cute look. “I bet you’re so big and strong, that carrying a little girl wouldn’t be hard at all.”

      “Kahlia.” Sabina said in warning.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, she lowered her arms, and dramatically said, “It’s okay mommy,” she shook her head, in mock pity, “They just don’t make men like they used to.”

      “Well, this man is very strong,” Raijin said reaching down he picked up a giggling Kahlia, and placed her on his shoulders. He winked at Sabina. “See, I’m pretty strong huh?”

      Sabina looked away clearing her throat. “I think we have a train to catch,” she quickly squeezed between him and the car, “we don’t want to be late.”

      Raijin smirked as he watched her go. “Hrm, hrm,” He turned his attention to his passenger, who looked down at him with clear eyes of whiskey. Her nose was like her mothers and her grin was infectious. “After her Romeo.” Kahlia commanded in her childish tone.

      He whistled, before taking chase.

      But even as Raijin enjoyed the lighthearted moment, he’d spotted the tail that had been on them since he’d left Lanias house. Their plates were typical of the Blue Jays, who had abandoned their uniform to work for a council member directly. Entering the station, he quickly caught up with Sabina, and directed her to the busiest area smoothly distracting her from him, casually tossing one of Castian coins to the floor. He carried Kahlia, and gently guided Sabina through the check point, glancing back long enough to watch three men in black get caught by the flash of light which immediately caused a panic the other travelers.

      He would take Sabina to the safest place he knew, knowing he was risking having his past exposed. But he would do anything to keep her safe even face his own demons.

      Sabina

      When Raijin had said they were going to Japan, she’d thought they were going to the Tokyo branch of Veil City. Her hopes had been dashed when they’d bypassed the bright city, and continued their way till they crossed the ocean once more and reached their current destination.   She hadn’t expected it to be so cold. She pulled her coat tighter around herself; it was the middle of September she’d expected it to be moderately warm but then again she wasn’t in Nashville anymore.  They stood outside the train station in Hokkaido, Japan in the chilly weather. She exhaled out and watched her breath turned into an icy mist. Giving a shudder she pulled her daughter closer to her.

      Kahlia, unlike her; was completely wrapped up in a thick pink scarf. Now she understood why Raijin had told her to pack winter clothes. Standing at the pickup area, she wished she’d grabbed a thicker scarf. She jumped slightly when Raijin wrapped his arms around her, only to release a sigh of relief when she felt his heat. It penetrated the cold that had quickly invaded her light jacket.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, taking in his smell. “You didn’t tell me you were bringing me to the north pole.”

      He chuckled, “No, only Rikubetsu.” They stood together the three of them making an odd picture each person hugged the other.

      She tilted her head back looking up at him inquisitively. “You know, every time I’ve asked you about your past you’d clam up but all of a sudden you’ve brought me and my daughter to your hometown.”

      His eyes darkened to a sangria color as he searched her face. “Maybe it’s because it’s you.”

      Sabina smiled, “Or that I’m in that much danger.”

      Raijin scoffed, “You make it sound like something to be proud of.”

      She lowered her chin, leaning against him. “Well, I don’t know,” she said thoughtfully, “I get to have a big ogre on my side.”

      He leaned down he brushed his lips across her forehead, “Oni.” He corrected her softly.

      She wrinkled her nose.

      “Mommy, why did you kiss that man?”

      Startled by her daughters voice, she looked down and met wide eyes filled with curiosity. Kahlia tilted her head cutely, “Do you love him?”

      Sabina choked, covering Kahlias mouth.

      “Raijin.” Someone called.

      Both she and Raijin, looked to their right to see an elderly man running toward him. His ears were covered in bright yellow earmuffs, and his coat was a dark brown, that reminded her of the raw hide jackets hunters in Tennessee wore.

      He approached them as Raijin left her side, opening his arms Raijin gave the man a big hug.

      “Sakai-san,” he said his accent thick as if he’d spoken Japanese the entire time, “Tadaima.” He exclaimed, pulling back.

      Sakai grasped his arm grinning brightly. “Yes, welcome home. It’s been too long.” He said in english, turning his attention to Sabina and Kahlia, who’d grown quiet at the sight of the smiling elderly gentlemen. “And who’s this,” he side-eyed Raijin, “Don’t tell me you didn’t invite me?”

      Picking up quickly that this Sakai person thought she and Raijin were married, Sabina went to correct him but Raijin, laughed cutting her off.

      “Well, I couldn’t wait for you to get the courage to get back on the green line.”

      “Damn straight,” Sakai exclaimed, “when you find the one you fucking nab her.” He  covered his mouth sheepishly, and spoke from behind his hand. “Sorry, it’s been a long time since I’ve been around a little one.” He lowered his hand, placing them on his hips. “Last squirt I dealt with was this Behemoth here.” He slapped Raijin on the chest, “and he wasn’t much of squirt even then. And that was nearly 500 years ago.”

      Sheepishly Raijin, scratched the back of his head his eyes wrinkling in the corners.

      Sabina almost wanted to pinch herself, she’d never seen Raijin like this. They’d been intimately involved for a few days. She was still learning about the mysterious Ogre.

      “Sakai-san, enough you’re embarrassing me in front of my girls.” Raijin said, with another low laugh.

      She lifted her brows at his tone, that was most friendly she’d ever heard him speak. She almost wanted to yank his mask down to assure herself it was the same man. As she watched him, she noticed when Raijin stiffened before he moved to her side. He rested a hand on her shoulders, his voice remaining friendly his smile tense. “Let’s get these ladies out of the cold for now, where did you park.”

      Sakai pointed to his mid-sized SUV across from the airport. “I’ll drive it around, so we can pick up your bags. I’ll be right back.”

      As soon as the man left, Sabina spoke her eyes on Sakai’s back. “What is it?”

      “Tillers Watcher is here,” He explained.

      “Watcher?”

      Raijin tilted his head subtlety to the left. She swallowed, also looking to her left only to feel her stomach drop. A man leaned against the building smoking, he wasn’t looking at them, but she could feel the magic of a ‘Watcher’ spell radiating off him.

      She quickly moved her gaze away, “Is he a threat?”

      “Not for now, Tiller won’t do anything in the human world. The Watcher is there to make sure I don’t do anything,” his tone darkened, “dangerous.”

      The two of them continued to pretend to not see the Watcher, until Kahlia tired and cold demanded once again to be carried by Raijin, who easily obliged as Sakai pulled up in his vehicle.  Sabina settled Kahlia into the backseat, which had been comical effort when the little brat refused to release Raijin, she was going to talk to her daughter about playing hard to get.

      Convinced by Raijin she didn’t need to help with the bags, she got in. and once he was finished loading their luggage they were off.

      Sabina turned around and looked out the back window, in time to see the watcher melt into the shadows of the pillar.

      Giving a tiny shiver, she faced forward once more and pulled her daughter to her side.
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      TILLER

      “Damn that Ogre.”

      His tale lashing out, Tiller knocked everything on his desk off onto the floor. Seething, he glared at the three who stood before him stoic and so fucking, tight lipped.

      “Do you three think this a fucking game?” He couldn’t understand, why that damn Ogre would risk everything over a witch.

      “He said he’ll contact us once he’s in a safe place.” The smooth-talking Vampire said with his usual nonchalant attitude.

      Grabbing a glass orb that had made it through his initial response at learning that, that damn Ogre had left, he threw it at the fucker. He wasn’t surprised when it was stopped mid-air splitting apart before it hit the ground.

      Alek stared at him coldly. “Our leader isn’t going to run, he only wished to ensure the child and witches safety.”

      “He’s putting my entire plan in jeopardy.” Tiller complained. He didn’t give a fuck usually what these damned ones did but the reason he’d been given leave to own them was his agreement to follow the rules set forth strictly. The one most important rule being that they never move without his knowledge, especially not to the human world. And not only had that damn flesh eater gone to the human world but he’d also gone to the one place that Tiller sure as hell wished he hadn’t. “Dammit,” Tiller yelled.

      He turned slamming his fist onto his desk, thinking hard he calculated how soon he’d get word back from the Watcher he’d sent after the idiot.

      “Shit,” Taking a deep breath, he straightened. “Where are we in the investigation?”

      Castian spoke up, “I went to Wickham row and spoke with the Unders there. They said the Jameison fellow doesn’t trade with those in their market. He purchases a gate key and goes to the human world via a third party.”

      “Why is everyone so fond of going to that fucking place,” Tiller grumbled, shaking the pain off he asked, “And the Unseelie?”

      This time it was Malcolm who answered, “Their magical signature has been picked up, closer to the edge but recently a few Blue Jays saw a spike near the center of the city.”

      “So, their playing with us.” Turning around, Tiller narrowed his eyes in thought. “While, I would never say this to that fuckers face. He may have had a point in leaving Veil City. That Jamieson going to-and-from the human world bothers me. Even the worse criminals are weary of doing business outside of Veil City, the human plane is too tightly regulated.”

      “Do we have a contact in the human world?” He suddenly asked, taking the three by surprise.

      Malcolm answered first, “I know a few Lykans who live there.”

      “See if any of them have noticed anything strange happening on their side.” Saying this, Tiller glanced at the clock on the wall. “I’ve another meeting in a few minutes. If Raijin moves a single toe out of fucking place. I’m sending you three to bring him back. With or without the witch, hell she can stay there alone if it’s so safe,” his gold eyes hardened. “But you will bring him back if I order you to.”

      With that, he walked passed them and slammed out of his office.

      Sabina

      “Wow.”

      Sabina stood before a large house, the house alone was impressive and the biggest thing she’d seen since she’d come to Japan. Everything had been small, and built low to the ground but Sakai’s house was two stories with an attached Onsen, she’d been led to the main house, past the sprawling inn where she could smell the sulfur from outdoor hot baths.

      “I hope it’s to your liking,” Sakai said, from where he stood beside her his hands held behind his back as he looked over his home with pride. “When I first came to the human world. I wasn’t thinking I’d remain here so long, but I ended up meeting the love of my life here,” he chuckled, as if embarrassed, “Yuki, was the daughter of a Ryokan Okami; think manager and owner of a hotel. I had nothing but my pride and a few yen in my pocket when I asked her to marry me.”

      His eyes softened with a sad light, “It’s been too many years, I still think she’ll come running in to chide me for not wearing a scarf.”

      Sabina wanted to say something, but the willy elder Grinned, “Come on, let’s leave the giant to carry the bags.”

      She lifted her daughter higher, “Yes.” Following him toward the house. “Sorry for intruding.”

      He laughed, “No worries, this is fun for me. My kids, grand kids and great grand kids are too busy with their lives in Tokyo and Okinawa, it’s nice to see one of Yuki’s favorites with his children.”

      Sabina closed her mouth, suddenly feeling overwhelming guilt at lying to Sakai, but it was for the best. She snuggled closer to the sleeping Kahlia, wasn’t she getting too good at keeping secrets?

      The minute she entered the house, she was hit by the warmth and the hint of wood and rice in the air. Watching Sakai remove his shoes, she did the same stepping up into his house in only her socks.

      “Let me take you to a place where she can sleep and then I’ll make some tea.” Sakai explained, leading her deeper into the house. “That young one must be exhausted.”

      It had been a while since she’d traveled so much with her daughter. She couldn’t deny being happy about Raijin bringing them here.

      Sakai lead her into a back room. Entering the room, he walked over to the closet and opened it and started digging around inside. He pulled out a stack of blankets which Sabina realized quickly enough was a futon.

      He knelt and spread it out, “This should keep her warm through the night.”

      “Thank you,” Sabina said. Feeling truly grateful as she carefully lowered herself leaning forward she laid her daughter down, slowly pulling her arms from around her neck. “We showed up so abruptly, and you accommodated us so easily.”

      He scoffed, brushing her off watching as she removed Kahlias shoes and jacket with practice ease. “No problem, no problem,” said he once more, before adding thoughtfully. “I was surprised that he still wore his mask, but despite that he seems happier.” His expression turned solemn, “Back then, Yuki always feared he’d do something he’d regret, something she couldn’t save him from. I promised her, since I was likely to live longer than her; to watch over him. Us Kappas live pretty long lives.”

      Taking this in, Sabina fished tucking Kahlia in. “He wore mask even as child?”

      “Yes, it’s because—.”

      “Sakai, I left our bags in the Inn.” Raijin voice cut in.

      “Now, Raijin you know you’re welcome to stay in my home.” Sakai said rising to his feet,. “But then again, maybe you don’t want to spend time with me.” He shot Sabina a pointed look before he left the room.

      Sabina flushed as she stood hoping to change the subject. “I really need to shower, does the room have its own Onsen or—.”

      Raijin smiled at her, “What do you think?”

      He reached down and pulled her into his embrace, pressing his forehead gently against hers. “Might as well do our roles justice.”

      “Shut up,” she grumbled slapping his shoulder. She turned and looked at the sleeping Kahlia, “Is it okay for us to leave her here?”

      He nodded, his free hand reaching up pulling down his mask, he nibbled at her neck. She released a small quiver. “Yes, we can come get her in the morning.’

      “But we’re around strangers,” she said turning to face him. “She won’t like waking up alone.”

      He stared at her for time before he gave short nod, lifting his mask. “We can enjoy the Onsen that the old man has at the back instead and I’ll move the bags here.”

      Happy, she smiled and lifted herself up on her toes, and brushed her lips against the cheek of his half-face mask. “Thank you.”

      He growled, slapping her ass, “Thank me another way.”
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, she stood before a steaming Onsen and wasn’t sure if she’d mentally prepared herself for the sight of Raijin standing nude in the center of it. The man had an orgasm worthy body.

      Sabina felt butterflies feel her stomach, as he swept a hand through his hair, exposing his forehead. His red tattoos bright against his paler skin, added an element of danger that made her thighs tighten.

      Shit, she could already feel how ready she was. Her eyes drifted down to his dick, the length and width causing her mouth to water.

      “Don’t tell me your being shy?” Raijin teased.

      Sabina grabbed the edge of her towel and pulled it off, letting her body be exposed to his eyes. And watched in pleasure as they lost their focus, and grew hot. Burning into her skin.

      He stared silently for so long, she began to fill nervous. She knew she had stretched marks; they were faded but it still made her feel self-conscious, or maybe it was the extra roundness to her belly and hips, she’d been working on them but right now, with the bright lights in the pool she felt on display.

      She was so caught up in her thoughts, that when he suddenly blocked her view of the Onsen she jumped.

      He didn’t touch her, instead he reached a hand out toward her almost immolating her earlier actions. “Come to me.” His tone was guttural.

      The strong black female side of her wanted to ignore his command but the side of her who’d grown tired of always being strong, and holding things up wanted to surrender to him. He was stronger, rougher, and meaner than any other man she’d ever met.

      And his hands were thickly coated with blood, but for her he wasn’t the Ogre. He damn sure wasn’t a flesh eater, he was just Raijin and he was hers.

      Ever since her ex, she’d felt like there was nothing worthwhile about the current her. That the person she currently was, couldn’t hold a candle to who’d she’d been when she was younger.

      Yet, right at this moment she felt better than her past self. Her past self-had been pathetically chasing after a man for scraps of love and now, right now she was being devoured by a devil’s gaze.

      Taking his hand, she took a step into the pool, and let him lead her to deeper part of the onsen.

      Raijin

      He’d seen the worry in her eyes when she’d removed the towel. Raijin had thought immediately of a thousand ways to tell her she was perfect, from her rounded thighs, thick hips and the scars that proved she’d nurtured a child within.

      Sabina was the opposite of what he’d known as a child. As he’d watched her playing with her daughter on the train, the two laughing and giggling. He’d grown more and more greedy, for them to be seen and heard only by him. He wanted to squirrel them away from everything that could possibly hurt them.

      He’d had to council himself, from dragging Sabina to the bathroom where’d he’d roughly take her till she’d completely give up muting her cries of pleasure.

      He wanted to tear inside her, and soak up every last drop of love within her.

      Instead, he’d simply enjoyed the mother and daughter joy, he couldn’t lie to himself about it anymore, he loved her.  The words though wouldn’t leave his mouth.

      Raijin wanted to tell her, but there was still a chance that everything could go left.

      To him, she was worth the punishment and shit that Tiller would put him through when he returned. Holding her hand, he watched her get into the water.

      She didn’t know what she did to him. He was so hard it hurt, but he wanted her to at least  enjoy the water for a time. So, he patiently led her to a place he knew was well hidden by the rocks that had been placed strategically around the pool.

      “Where are you taking me?” She asked.

      He didn’t answer, leading her to a bench where he sat. Pulling her close he pulled her hand to his mask, “Take it off.”

      Her eyes widened, and he couldn’t help feeling amusement at her excitement at removing something that had been a part of him so long. “Are you sure? We aren’t alone in your apartment.”

      “We weren’t in my apartment in the hallway.”

      She offered a smile, “Your right.” Walking close, so that her breast bobbed at perfect eye level. He grasped them in his hands, cupping them. He pretended to not notice her sudden stillness.

      “Continue,” he ordered.

      She hesitated; he flicked a nail across her nipple that was already peaked from the cold. “The longer you take,” he whispered his hands squeezing and massaging her breast. “The longer before I get to feast on these beauties.”

      She cursed, quickly going to work on the clips that kept his mask in place.

      “There,” she exclaimed, taking his mask off, “I—.”

      He didn’t let her finish, taking her lips. Drinking from her everything she wanted to say, everything she would say. He continued administrating his appreciation to the beautifully soft breast in his hands. She pushed her chest into his hands, as her tongue aggressively entered his mouth.

      She moaned, the mask slipping out of her fingers.

      Pulling back, he gritted his teeth; he was on the edge already. “Turn around.” He ordered gruffly.

      She did, picking her up he settled her over his dick. He leaned forward, “are you okay?”

      She gave short nod, “Hurry the fuck up.”

      Laughing, he lowered her slowly onto his pulsing dick, both of them releasing a low moan. She grabbed his hand, her body trembling as he lowered her inch by delicious inch. She grasped him like a glove, the heat hotter than the Onsen they sat in. When she was fully seated he removed his hands and leaned back.

      Catching on that he’d released her, she looked back at him. “Raijin?”

      He smiled, placing his right hand on the curve of her hip he reached around and pressed his hand against her mound. “You’ll have to work for release.”

      She cursed, facing forward. “Damn monster.”

      Grinning and, letting his nails lengthen on his left hand, he grabbed her breast teasing the nipple with his claw. She moaned, and slowly began to move her hips.

      He held back the instinctive growl he wanted to release as he watched the globes of her backside bounce up and down, he was playing peek-a-boo with his dick. Every time she moved the water sloshed around them. He tightened his hold of her hip, letting his head drop back.

      Sabina

      Sabina didn’t know what was turning her on more, the fact she was fucking outside or the way she was pleasuring herself on Raijins dick, fully in control of the rhythm. She squeezed, and felt gleeful amusement at the groan that followed.

      Her pleasure came from his pleasure, every twitch and sound he made egged her own. She grasped his thighs, her own breathing coming short as she sped up and then slowed down. She could feel the aching in her belly growing and almost said fuck it, but she wanted to torture him a bit longer.

      His nails on his left hand nicked her skin. Grabbing his hand, she lifted it and sucked his fingers, and was almost thrown off his lap.

      Shocked, she found herself lifted up and turned around so that she faced him. She was stunned to see that his skin had turned red. His strength was breath taking, but the way he looked at her now, like a demon barely leashed had her arousal growing by leaps and bounds.

      He grabbed her thighs, and without another word he lifted his hips while bringing her down.

      “Fuck.” Sabina exclaimed.

      Her whole body felt like fire was burning through it. She fell forward, grasping his shoulder as he held her in place while he thrust inside her. Her nails dug into his shoulders, her breathing matching his.

      Her insides were being pounded, and she felt her whole body seize. “R-Raijin, fuck. Yes.” She nearly hissed, but he didn’t stop he moved turning them so that her back was to him, her knees on the bench. He pressed his chest against her back, “Brace yourself on the stone.” He ordered.

      She slowly placed her hands there, her brain having a hard time catching on to his rough words.

      And once again, her body was being fucked through another orgasm.

      “Not enough.” He said lowly.

      Never enough.

      Her body felt like it had been hit by lightning, and her orgasms were the aftershocks. Was this fucking? Because it felt like She was being carved into, Raijins was burying his name as deep as his dick was going.

      “Fuck, I’m coming.” He growled lowly.

      “Yes,” she could feel her magic moving, and shifting under her skin. She didn’t feel mortal, “Deep. In—ugh.” She reached back, grasping for his hip. “Deeper.”

      Maybe this was what those tightlipped priests worried about, when a witch and demon came together nothing pure came out of it.

      “I-I’m—.”

      Her whole body seized as she released a scream, a blast of pure magic left her entering the boulder she was still leaning on. A hot sensation filled the wall of her vagina, as she clamped down. Raijin didn’t stop, he continued pounding till every drop was emptied inside of her.

      She unconsciously licked her lips. He leaned forward brushing his lips along her shoulder and back as his hands roamed her body.

      He pulled out, and gently he picked her up. He carried her from the Onsen, taking her to a small bath hidden under the shade, he settled her on bench to turn the water on. Once the small bath was filled, he picked up a drowsy Sabina, and entered it taking a seat he settled her between his legs.

      She rested back against him, “Who knew sucking your fingers would send you over the edge.” She said while yawning and snuggling close to him.

      He laughed weakly, while reaching for the soap that rested on the side table, it was still wrapped so he quickly unwrapped it. Before dipping it in the water, “I think there was little more than that, that went into it.” He lifted the soap, and slowly drew it along her skin. “Like this body, and the woman who occupies it.” She lowered her head.

      “You know, you don’t have to flatter me.”

      He drew back.

      She turned to look up at him, her noise wrinkling. “It’s been a minute since I had the body I had when I was in my early twenties.”

      He weighed her words for a time, before he returned to washing her gently drawing the soap up her arm. “I don’t want you in your early twenties, I want the present you.” He said, “and while I’m not the best at flowery words.” He lifted her arm, intertwining his fingers with hers. “I always mean what I say. Plus, between the two of us my Lore is older, meaning I’m a few hundred years wiser.” He chuckled. “Trust me when I say, you’re more beautiful than you know.”

      “Then why do I still feel like Stella?” She wondered aloud to herself.

      He lowered her hand, “Stella?”

      She chuckled, closing her eyes she let her body be washed. “Never mind.”

      Neither mentioned, the blooming white flowers that glowed under the moonlight that now decorated the boulder that hadn’t held a single flower before.

      Raijin

      That night, they pushed their futons together and Sabina fell asleep in Raijin’s arms, holding her daughter who’d woken up as they’d the entered the room. Raijin held Sabina staring at her peaceful face to her daughter who slept in her mother’s arms, now in the appropriate attire.

      For the first time, he didn’t feel apprehension at sleeping, letting his eyes drift shut, he nuzzled against his mate and fell asleep.
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      SABINA

      “You young kids shouldn’t spend your entire time cooped up inside.”

      Sakai complained, for the third time from where he sat cross logged at a low table. He’d had it brought to their room.

      “They’re okay with it,” Raijin said, nipping another piece of egg from Kahlia, who held it out to him. She released a giggle, and did it again. Raijin easily complied.

      Sabina had only been here for two days, but she could tell that Sakai was like that lovable uncle, who wouldn’t leave them alone, but he meant well. She was actually grown quite fond of him since he’d brought her Banana Daifuku.  Kahlia had grown fond of the old man as well; she’d taken to following him around and copying his gestures and his way of mixing English and Japanese words.

      She swallowed some more soup, lowering her bowl. “Sakai-san, you never said how you ended up marrying a human?”

      “Oh, you’re interested in this little old man’s story?” Sakai teased.

      “Well before I met that ungrateful giant,” he said shooting Raijin an annoyed look, before his expression gentled looking back at Sabina, “I was a Kappa searching for himself. The great war with the Unseeli had ended and I had always had a desire to explore the world. Eventually I decided to cross over to the human world. While working I met the love of my life.” He laughed cheerfully, “she was terrified when I approached her, especially with me being a stranger; but then I smiled, and she smiled. It was this bright and beautiful thing.” He shook his head, seeming overcome with emotion, “When I tell you she was the love of my life, there is no other word for it. I didn’t know at the time; she was the daughter of an inn keeper here.” He laughed, “The coldest city in Japan.”

      His expression turned stoic, “Her mother and father, didn’t like me at first. After all, then I was just an lowly worker, I wasn’t exactly worthy of her love. Especially with her being human and me, being well not. At first I planned on not telling her, but eventually I caved in and told her everything.” he sighed, “As for her parents, I simply continued to hide it. They were more likely to kill me than accept me. But my Yuki, she accepted me and was determined to live her life with me.” He gave a wistful look around the room, “this room had seen love and life, for more than a hundred years before I lost her.” He sniffled, rubbing at his noise, “Ah man, the tears are coming.”

      Alarmed, Sabina quickly grabbed a napkin and handed it over to him, trying to change the subject she asked instead. “How did you end up meeting Raijin?”

      He wiped his tears away, answering distractedly, “I didn’t, Yuki found him in the woods wandering.”

      “Maybe we should go look around,” Raijin, said again stopping Sakai talking about the past. Sakai obviously catching on, sent him a searching look before he said his words heavy with meaning.

      “You used to never remove that mask, but for your girl and the child you are willing to. Why can’t you yet face the reason why you wear it.”

      Raijin reached out taking Sabina’s hand, “This is the reason.” Standing, he brought Sabina with him. Kahlia, not catching on to the tension jumped up.

      Raijin met Sabina’s curios stare, “Let me show you around.”

      She nodded, wondering when Raijin would be willing to share his past with her. They left the room; she gave a nod to Sakai taking Kahlia’s hand. He led her out of the room at a rush.

      “Raijin.”

      She called, but he didn’t stop. “Raijin, stop.”

      He did but so short, she bumped into his back along with Kahlia. Taking a step back, she looked down at Kahlia, “Baby, go ahead to the room and pull out the clothes you want me to dress you in. Okay?”

      Kahlia looked form her, to Raijin, before releasing a put-upon sigh and letting go of her hand. “Okay, mommy but Aunty said if you’re going to be angry, it’s better to do it in bed,” her brow creased in confusion, “why would you go there to be angry?”

      “Okay, you know what?  Room, and clothes, now.” Sabina said, physically guiding her daughter around Raijin, “Go on now.”

      Kahlia pouted, making her way to her room. “I wanted Rai-rai to carry me.” She muttered.

      “Kahlia Marie Clark.” Her daughter jumped, quickly running toward the door. Watching her disappear into the room, Sabina spun around.

      Glaring, she closed the space between them. “I don’t know what secrets your trying to hide but you have two options you either tell me them or stop making it so obvious that you have them.”

      He frowned, his eyes narrowing.

      She shook her head, “Don’t look at me like that. You think I didn’t notice how every time Sakai-san gears up to talk about you and your childhood you stop him.”

      “That’s because there’s nothing to tell.” Raijin roughly argued. “It’s nothing.”

      Sabina had remained quiet this long, but she was done. “Look, I can understand more than anyone, wanting to keep your past a secret. I cringe thinking of all the times you’ve seen me at my worse, but Raijin, you don’t have to sneakily hide it from me.”

      She felt like hypocrite, which is why she wasn’t going to tell him to tell her everything, “And I’m not asking you to lay every secret at my feet. I knew what I was doing when I went to you that night.”

      Pain came and went in his eyes before she could be one hundred percent that was what she’d seen. “Did you?”

      “I did.” Sabin answered immediately.

      “I might not know where this will go, and I damn sure can’t say the timing is right. But we are right,” she moved closer grabbing the edge of his robe.

      “I don’t want your secrets laid out; they don’t matter to the big picture. Fuck the stereotypes, if your secrets are going to cost me you,” she rose up on her tippy toes, her lips nearly touching his, and her eyes intense. “I don’t want them.”

      “Mommy,” Kahlia’s voice cut through the tension in the air.

      Pulling away, she took a step back from him running a hand through her curly hair. “That’s me.” Turning away from him she went to walk away, but he grabbed her wrist jerking her back so that her back hit his chest hard. He wrapped his arms around her, and lowered his head whispering something before he kissed her under her right ear, drawing away he went to a room where his clothes had been placed.

      Sabina watched him go with a complicated expression.

      “I want to tell you.”

      That was the best for now, the fact that he at least desired to tell her was a hundred times better than him pretending that there weren’t any secrets. That’s what Derek had done, making her feel as if she was the crazy one. His family had waved off his cheating, like she was the one wrong for bringing it up.

      They both had secrets, and both knew it. She looked at her wrist, at the tattoo that she’d nearly forgotten about enjoying being with her daughter and Raijin.

      “Three weeks.”

      Lowering her arm, she wanted to enjoy some more time being normal. Being happy, even if that meant she pretended for a few more days she wasn’t cursed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Mom, look a snow man.”

      Kahlia raced ahead of them running toward the snowman that someone built at the opening of the open-air mall. Sakai-san had eagerly called a driver around to take them. Sabina kept forgetting the man was wealthy, something about his calm and good nature just kept making her forget.  Kahlia, lifted a hand measuring her height, before exclaiming. “I’m taller,” in excitement.

      Raijin walked ahead lifting her into his arms, she shrieked in excitement. “Now you’re even taller.”

      Kahlia made a strikingly adult face, and pointed down at the snowman. “Bow before me, peasant.”

      Both Raijin, and Sabina were stunned into silence, before Sabina growled as Raijin laughed. Bouncing her up and down. “Let’s see if the cafes have something to your liking.”

      “Hot chocolate.” She crowed in excitement.

      “Hot chocolate it is,” he crowed with her. The three were so occupied with enjoying their outing, that when Raijin stilled and abruptly jumped in front of her, Sabina could only sharply inhale in shock. In his hand was a good sized metal trash can that’d been thrown at them.

      “Mommy.”  Kahlia cried from within Raijin arms, clearly alarmed.

      “Come here baby,” Reaching for her, Sabina grabbed her up and held her close.

      Raijin fingers were digging into the large trash can that had been thrown at him. He lowered his arm, flinging the trashcan to the right. It slammed into a drink machine; the electricity flashed as the machine sputtered off. The people around them continued to move as if nothing had happened, a jelly like barrier appearing between them and the humans.

      “I thought they were lying,” the person who’d thrown it said; as they walked toward them.

      Sabina breath caught at what she could only think was Raijins twin walking toward them. He was just as tall and as fierce looking as Raijin, only his mask was white, and hair was pulled back in a bun.

      

      Raijin

      Their attacked stopped an arms distance away from Raijin, “The murdering bastard truly dared to come back.” His hate filled eyes turned to Sabina, “and you even brought a family. Apparently two hundred years was all we could get from that bastard Legolas.” He added.

      Raijin who’d been braced to fight, relaxed his stance. “I don’t have any business with you.” He turned giving his near twin his back, “Let’s go.” He said, eager to get away. Fuck it, call it what it was, he was running away before Sabina was told the one thing he didn’t want her to here.

      “Raijin.”

      He ignored him, intent on leaving.

      “Cousin.” Raijin took a step back, half-turning he caught the punch his cousin had aimed at him. His cousin gleefully looked down at him, “You’re not running are you. Okubyō-sha (coward)

      “Sabina, move.” Raijin yelled to get her out of harm’s way.

      He prayed she’d heard him; he was assured when he heard Kahlia cry out for him. Feeling less worried, he opened his palm with a snap movement he grabbed his cousins arm spinning he tossed his cousin with enough force the man went right through a wall of one of the stores.

      Breathing heavy, he straightened. Staring at the crumbling stone, he walked over to it. “I haven’t come back to take anything from you,” he said calmly, watching as his cousin struggled to get out of the rubble. “I will be gone before you know it.” He went to walk away.

      “Natsuki.” A female ogre called; he recognized her as he cousins sister.

      Stopping short, he felt as if a thousand years had passed from the days he’d answered to such a name.

      “Natsuki.” She said his name once more.

      His hands balled into a fist at his side. As he squeezed his eyes closed, he’d known he’d might meet people from his past, but he had the worse fucking luck for it to be the people who’d put him in hell in the first place.

      “Raijin,” Sabina called.

      His eyes opened and he saw her standing with her child in her arms. The light of the sun setting right behind her, she looked from them to him with worry. Nothing selfish in her gaze, no disgust.

      “I don’t know what going on, but,” she looked from the wall to him. “Let’s go.”

      He straightened feeling surer than ever that the past was in the past.

      “Ha-ha,” Raijin heard the rubble fall, as his cousin began to stand. “Yes, Cousin do run,” His cousin accused, half-turning Raijin watched him rise. His cousin wiped the blood from his arm against his pants, “it seems even the bowels of hell can’t keep you.”

      Raijin stiffened, fear binding him. Don’t

      “I wonder if your wife knows what you did, what you’ve done to your own kind.” His eyes cruel and so very, very similar. His cousin drew closer, until he stood in Raijin’s face.

      “Don’t.” Raijin choked out.

      He cousin released a nearly hysterical, “You killed my father. You laid waste to our clan, and you dare to run from me.” He shrieked.

      “Shut up.” He roared.

      “Stop.”

      Raijin who’d been ready to attack his cousin to shut him up was stopped in his tracks, when Sabin ran past him, and shoved his cousin back with her magic.

      “Atsuki.”  The female ogre yelled in alarm.

      “Go away.” Sabin yelled, and while it was childish Raijin felt something in him becoming so light that his heart twinge. She stood between him and his cousins, her hands tight at her side. “I don’t know your story and frankly I don’t care.” She shouted; he could see she was shaking. “Back off. I don’t need to know about his past and I definitely don’t want to know what you have to say about it.”

      Turning on her heel, she grabbed his hand and without another word she dragged him along behind her. “Let’s go.” She waved with her other hand to Kahlia who’d peered at them from behind the snowman. Seeing her mother coming, she jumped from behind the snowman and with the haughtiness of all her six years she stuck her tongue out at the two people. She too took his other hand and together they left the outdoor mall and chaos behind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time they got home they’d been stuck in an awkward silence for an hour. Sabina was the first to get out of the car grabbing Kahlia’s hand she quickly entered the house. Raijin followed slowly behind, lucky for them Sakai-san was out. The two had decided without saying a word they needed a moment to themselves. One to deal with what had just occurred and the other to digest that what he’d hoped would last for a longer time had been destroyed with a single outing.

      Sabina

      The day went along like normal, Sabina spending time with Kahlia in the kitchen as they attempted to assist Sakai with making little cakes. Sitting at the table, she slowly turned the spoon in tea lost in her thoughts she didn’t notice Sakai set a bowl of strawberries before her.

      “A yen for your thoughts,” he asked

      She looked up at him, only to see calm inquiry in his expression. Sighing, she stopped stirring her drink and leaned back in the chair. “It’s not like you don’t know,” she said averting her eyes she stared at her feet. “I truly don’t care about his past, but…” She trailed off unsure of how to finish her thought.

      “You know that the past affects him,” Sakai finished, pulling a chair out and taking a seat. He watched Kahlia, who stood on step stool, her little hands picking strawberries from the strainer as she cleaned them.

      Sabina nodded feeling a wealth of complicated emotions overcome her. “I shouldn’t push because there are things I don’t want to talk about. I have things I’ve hidden from him, and it feels wrong trying to make him tell me his secrets.”

      “Do you want to know in order to hurt him?” Sakai asked.

      She looked at him in surprise, before giving a firm shake of her head. “No.”

      “What is the reason you want to know then?” Sakai asked, grabbing a paring knife from atop the cutting board near his arm. Picking out one of the many strawberries, he started cutting off the tops.

      “I want to help him,” she admitted, her voice low. “I don’t want him to be weighed down or ashamed of his past.”

      “There isn’t anything wrong with that, you aren’t trying to harm him or throw the past in his face.” Sakai said placing each cleanly cut strawberry aside. “What dictates whether something is good or not is a person’s intent. And Raijin senses in you, that your intent isn’t against him but for him.”

      Contemplating the elderly male in front of her, Sabina stood pushing the chair back. “I’m going to talk to him.”

      Sakai smiled, placing his knife aside he stood and walked over the kitchen cabinet and opened it pulling out a small brown plate. “When Raijin was small, he loved strawberries.” Returning to the table, he moved a few to the plate and grabbing a fork he placed it across it. “See if he still loves them as he did then.”

      Taking the plate, she offered him a look of thanks before leaving the kitchen. She wasn’t sure if Raijin would open up to her, but she didn’t want him to think he was alone.

      Walking to the back of the house, she found herself in the rock garden with its seemingly randomly placed bamboo. Walking out onto the porch, she looked across to find Raijin sitting on the edge of the wide porch. Pressing her lips together in determination, she approached him making her away around half the yard. Stopping a few steps away, she sat down placing the plate between them.

      Together they watched the branches sway as the sound of wood knocking against wood created a steady rhythm around them. For a few minutes the two of them didn’t speak, both afraid of what the other would say.

      Growing colder, Sabina rubbed her hands together. The sweater she wore had been working but after ten minutes it was losing the fight. As the light of day darkened, she wondered if he’d say anything.

      Raijin

      “I was abandoned by my mother,” Raijin started.

      She stiffened, looking at him in surprise.

      He didn’t look at her keeping his gaze on the swirls of the rock sand below the porch. “Back then Ogre’s were strict about fraternizing with humans and my mother broke that law. She slept with a human and had me. I never knew his name, he died shortly after I was born, and she was forced to return to the main family home. Our Clan didn’t approve of me, the half-human child and terrorized her, treating her lower than a servant.”

      “Is that the woman?” Two ogre women whispered, as Raijin’s mother walked past, holding three-year-old Raijins hand, she made her way past them pretending to not hear them. “Look how far the heiress has fallen.”

      They snickered, hearing their words Raijin looked up at his mother only to feel fear. At the look of distaste his mother wore looking down at him. “Disgusting.”

      She snatched her hand away. Leaving him to chase after her only for him to fall scraping his knees and hands, he cried but no one helped him stand.

      “That monster is crying, how disgusting.” The women cackled leaving him alone and cold on the ground.

      “I was never a part of them. Always separate, my face and skin making me more human than Ogre.” Lifting a hand, he covered his mask, his eyes squinted. “Ogre’s wear mask to have human faces, to meld in but usually their true gruesome faces are on display around family. For me, I had to wear a mask even around them.”

      A hand tightened around his throat, “You look so much like him.” His mother hissed; she never said it with kindness. His face was a curse to her, she had lost so much because of him and his face was the reminder of the man she’d lost everything for. “Cover it.” She yelled, throwing him from her, breathing heavily her skin turning bright red. “It’s appalling.”

      “For a long time, we lived like this, me covering my face and her hating me. Treating me like some abandoned animal she’d found. I spent five years in their cruel hands.” He chuckled, shaking his head letting it rest against one of the pillars that held that overhang up. “I prayed that at some point it would change, but it didn’t. She wanted nothing more than to leave me and that horrible clan behind, but she was trapped. Ogre children must be kept within clan walls till they turn five. So, she had no choice but to remain there with me until I was five years old. And then…”

      He trailed off remembering the bitter cold of that winter. The clothes he’d been wrapped in, had barely kept off the daylight chill. The snow fell thickly, as his mother led him away from the Clan lands to the forest, how she’d been so kind to him offering him cup after cup of warm tea and warm rice balls. “We came to a cave, and I was drowsy. I remember her laying me down, and taking a seat beside me. She started making a fire, and there was a look of such happiness on her face. I closed my eyes that night thinking everything would be okay.” He stopped; his right hand tightened into a fist. “The next morning, she was gone.”

      His voice grew rougher, “That bitch left me there alone. She’d been happy because she could finally leave the clan and me behind.” His anger was growing, every time he thought about how pathetic he’d been then sitting there, waiting and hoping the cruel bitch who was his mother would come back some day. The cold had killed the fire, and the howls of animals had terrified the then five-year-old. He laughed without humor, “And I waited.”

      “I waited for a year, living in the cold and scavenging to eat,” he repeated once more Sabina could hear the sorrow in his voice. “Till Sakai’s wife found me, curled up at the opening. She’d gone out to gather some wood, as she and Sakai had planned to camp in the snow.” He couldn’t forget, her gentle voice as she’d gently shook him awake as Sakai carried him from the woods. The smell of sunflowers, that naturally allowed him to trust her.

      He sighed, remembering the woman who’d been more mother to him than anyone else. “So, like Sakai said, they raised the child from the cave. When I turned sixteen I decided to leave to find my mother. Ironically there clan isn’t too far from here.”

      Raijin looked away from her, “Like you might imagine, the clan wasn’t exactly happy to see me. They nearly killed me but luckily I escaped, and swore someday I would come back and avenge myself. I’d grind them under my foot for how they treated me.”

      “And after you left, did you come back here?” Sabina asked.

      He shook his head, “No, I went to war.”

      “War?” Sabina repeated shocked, “Like, war, war?”

      Chuckling, he nodded. “Yea, the Sengoku war was the best place for an angry, 16 years old ogre to work out his anger and feed himself. I thrived during that era, growing stronger day-by-day and learning what it truly meant to be a warrior. I watched the greatest people rise and fall during that time but like everything that time slowly came to an end until one day I decided to come back and see—.”

      Sabina scooted closer, “See what?”

      He didn’t respond right away, thinking over his words. His brow creased, “To see if I mattered. If I was strong enough to make them care and kneel before me for what they’d done. I wanted them to beg me to spare them. But when I got there…”

      When he’d gotten there, he’d been met with the same level of hate and derision, even fear. None of that had truly affected him, what had affected was his own reaction. Why did he feel like he was small child once more being derided by his supposed people. The way his clansman had retreated when he’d told them his name had turned his stomach. As if his human face was abhorrent. While he’d lived mask-less in the human world, here among true monster he felt naked and disfigured before them.

      “You don’t belong here.”

      And then he’d been attacked. He was no longer the little boy others could push around. He’d lost all control becoming the very monster the clan had feared.

      “I killed them.”

      He said, looking down at his hands blankly. “Every single ogre who attacked me laid at my feet dead, their blood coating the ground and plants before I came back to my senses. The screams of their women only affected me after the rage had calmed. When the fury I had abated, I held the head of the clan leader, Atsuki’s father, in my hands. Without much thought I ran, I hid amongst the Veil. Doing small jobs here and there, before I was once more in Edo working for gangs for the right price. A little over a hundred years passed like that until one day the recently empowered council showed up to arrest me.”

      He continued, “I could have fought them, torn them to pieces. But I was tired of running, and tired of having no place of belonging. So, I let them take me and imprison me. Hoping, maybe then I’d find some peace.”

      He looked at Sabina, only to find her crying silent tears. “Why are you crying?”

      She lifted a hand and pressed it gently against the side of his face, drawing it back she showed him they were wet. “Because you are.”

      “You shouldn’t. I realized soon after I didn’t feel guilt, after killing them. I only regretted one thing.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “That she wasn’t there. That I couldn’t see that same fear in her eyes.”

      He looked away from her, “I’m not someone that deserves your love, or you. I’m a monster with my own family’s blood on my hands and I don’t even regret it.”

      “Raijin look at me.” She demanded.

      He didn’t want to.

      He didn’t want to see the disappoint or disgust he’d grown so accustomed to seeing over the years. Every time he’d encountered it, he’d ignored it. Raijin was no longer “Natsuki’ he was Raijin, a man that no one dared to fuck with. He was the face of the Jackals, and he’d exposed his weakness to a woman he, himself wasn’t even sure he could fully trust, but it was too late.

      She was his oasis.

      He felt his head grabbed, and with a surprised shout he fell backwards. His head landing on her lap, he looked up at her. She didn’t ask him if she could remove his mask, she unhooked the latches and removed it as she leaned down and pressed her soft lips against the center of his forehead. Lifting up, she brushed a hand through his hair.

      “You’re not a monster alone,” she said, with a slight smile. “I might not have red skin and the ability to tear a man in half.” Her eyes grew dark, the pupils swallowing her eyes briefly. Raijin wasn’t scared instead he felt relief, her eyes resembled an abyss and he was more than willing to fall into them. “But I’m as scarred as you are, I’ve lost many things for being a Dark witch. Things you couldn’t imagine.”

      He reached up, cupping the back of her head he brought her down as he lifted himself up taking her lips. She tasted of sin and power, her magic dancing along his skin. She was an enchantress created by Tsukuyomi, from stars and strands of night. Kissing her was magic, holding her was destiny and he regretted none of it.

      They parted a witch and demon, staring into each other’s soul.

      Her eyes returned to the whiskey brown he loved drowning in, “I love you.”

      Sabina’s eyes widened.

      Sabina

      “Mommy.”

      Both turned their attention to watch Sakai and Kahlia carrying trays coming toward them. One trey held a pound cake topped with strawberries and cream the other had a tea pot and cups. Kahlia carefully carried hers, her every step slow but Sabina didn’t miss the infectious grin on her face. The two quickly reached her and Raijin, who still hadn’t gotten up from laying in her lap.

      Sakai settled his trey down, before assisting Kahlia in placing hers down. Running over to Sabina’s side, Kahlia pressed up against her. Sabina wrapped an arm around her pulling her close. “Hello, did you help Uncle Sakai finish cooking?”

      “Yes, and I got to decorate the cake to, mommy.” Kahlia said happily and looked down at Raijin, “Are you sick Rai-Rai.”

      He shook his head, “No, just tired.”

      Hearing this immediately resulted, in Kahlia pulling from under her mothers’ arms, and going to his side. And laying a hand on his cheeks, she gave him big smacking kiss. Drawing back, she sat back on her haunches. “That should do it, Aunty says my kisses give big, big energy.”

      Sabina felt a bit of sadness when Raijin pulled away from her to pat Kahlia on her head. “You did good.”

      “Good,” she said excitedly, “Let’s eat cake.”

      The three adults, and one child enjoyed the freshly baked cake, with green tea and milk for Kahlia.

      “I love you.”

      Those words followed Sabina as she picked up a dozing Kahlia.  She glanced back, only to find those ruby eyes on her. Quickly facing forward, she continued on her way to their room.
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      SABINA

      The next morning, they received a surprise guest. Sabina, who’d changed into a yukata after her shower entered the hallway, to see a woman standing in the foyer. She wore a traditional Japanese kimono of brown, with bright red camelias decorating the bottom. She seemed to almost glow from within, but what stood out was the delicately made mask that covered half her face, similar to how the phantom of the opera wore his. Flowers were carved into it.

      As she drew closer she realized Sakai was speaking to her.

      “No, I want you to leave.” His voice was cold, she’d never heard him talk in such a way before. Hesitant she drew closer in time to hear the woman demand.

      “You will let me see him, he’s my son.” Her voice was the opposite of her features, while she was beauty it was clear she was a cold one. “I allowed you to have him for this long, because of you and your wife, he caused terrible damage to our clan.” Her eyes narrowed, “It should’ve been left in the woods.”

      “Enough.” Sakai took a threatening step toward her, his skin turning a dense green. “If you don’t leave my home now, I’ll forget the hospitality that Yuki strived to teach me.”

      Taking a step forward, Sabina moved to support Sakai against the cold-hearted person. She didn’t want Raijin to hear such ugly words. She felt anger for the poor boy he’d been, treated like nothing by the only person in the world who was supposed to love him. She tightened her hold of her towel; she knew that feeling all too well.

      “Sakai-san.”  She whirled around, to find Raijin standing behind her. His mask gone; he wore a matching Yukata to hers. His eyes were empty of anything, his lips curled with a lazy amusement.  He continued, “I’ll speak with her.”

      The silence after his announcement was chilling.

      Raijin

      Raijin took in the women who was his mother, beside her sat a man who was obviously a butler of sorts from his clothes and attitude. He drew his eyes along her attire, he could see she wasn’t lacking money. His lips twisted in a bitter smile. “Good for her.”

      A soft hand landed atop his, he looked down seeing the cedar-colored palm, lifting his gaze he saw the worry that was clear in Sabina’s eyes. Covering her hand with his, he tried to reassure her he was fine. He was done hiding behind his mask, turning his attention back to the woman he couldn’t call a mother. “What is your name?”

      If she was surprised by his question she didn’t show it instead she opened her purse and pulled out a thick envelope. Placing it on the table, she pushed it across the table. “I’ve been married to a well-connected man for these many years, and I would prefer not to share my name. You can call me by my maiden name Kito.”

      Sabina’s hand balled up under his, he could feel her tremble and he knew it was in anger. “Okay, Kito. What business do you have with me?”

      Her lips tightened at the corners, “I never expected for this day to come, when I left you I didn’t think you’d return to our clan seeking me out. Not once, but twice.” She sighed, as if he’d been wrong to search for the mother who’d abandoned him. But then he realized something.

      “You knew about my coming back to the clan?” He asked, his voice soft.

      She lifted a hand, covering her lips in surprise. Before she shrugged her shoulders slightly, she lowered her hand. “We are all adults now, so I see no point in hiding it. I abandoned you and returned to the family main house per my agreement with them. Once you were mature you’d be removed, and I would be given a profitable marriage. Which is why my brother attacked you,” she narrowed her eyes, “I was so ready to move on with my life after my mistake, but when I saw you enter the gates years later,” she gave a shiver, looking at him with revulsion, “you’re truly a monster meant to haunt me. I thought everything was settled when the Council came for you. I made sure that you’d be kept away this time. Obviously the Council man Legolas wasn’t able to keep his word for long.”

      “You—.” Sabina growled.

      Raijin, grabbed Sabina’s hand, and gave a short shake of the head.

      Sabina glared at him, before looking back at his mother with such hate he could feel the heat of it radiating off her.

      His mother leaned back when she noticed that Sabina, wasn’t amused and had almost leapt over the table. Her brow creased, “But, I didn’t expect your cousin to tell me he’d run into you here.” She pursed her lips here, motioning to the envelope. “So, I decided to come here and cut the string of fate between you and I, permanently.”

      Sabina

      “How magnanimous of you.” Sabina nearly hissed; her hackles completely raised. The woman across from her, was beautiful but her insides were twisted. She’d barely been able to stop herself from, reaching across the table and slapping her. The only thing holding her back, was the hand settled over hers.

      Kito looked at her and said, “Yes, very.” Turning her attention back to Raijin she continued, “This is One Million in cash, the envelope has been charmed to hold every last yen well. Take it and never return.” She said.

      After she finished speaking , there was nothing but silence.

      Raijin lowered his head, and became so still. Sabina wasn’t sure he was even breathing, meanwhile her patients was gone.

      “Fuck this,” She shouted as she stood, jerking her hand from under his. She grabbed up the envelope, and tore it. “You came here to offer us this trash; well he doesn’t need it.” She didn’t even think when she threw it, making sure it slapped in Kito’s face.

      Kito, lifted a hand to her face in surprise her silent guard moving to her side. “You—,” she looked aghast at Raijin, “Is this the trash your chose to mate with?” she clicked her tongue, “like with like.”

      “Okay.” Sabina had always been very careful with using her magic in the human world, but at this point she didn’t care. She brushed her hair back, her anger reaching fever pitch. The tatami mats pulsed, as she pointed her finger at the woman.

      Kito, who hadn’t been aware of Sabina being a witch looked around in alarm. Her hand grabbing the arm of her butler, as he assisted her to stand.

      “W-what are you doing?” She demanded.

      “Taking out the trash.” Sabina explained, twisting her finger she watched as the woman kimono come alive. “First you need a bag.”

      “Wha—Stop.” Kito slapped at the kimono tendrils that reached for her, her hands frantic until she found herself being completely tied up. Her butler attempted to break the ropes of kimono wrapped around her.

      Sabina clicked her tongue, “Nope.” Lowering her other hand, she abruptly jerked it up and the butler found himself stuck to the ceiling. Pausing, she met Kito’s angry look with narrowed eyes. “There is a special hell for selfish women like you,” Her pupils expanded, swallowing her eyes. She smirked at the sight of fear in the ogress’s eyes. “But I won’t send you there today instead I’ll send you to the trash heap where you belong.”

      She snapped her fingers, with a soft pop the two disappeared.

      She staggered a bit when she was hit with a wave of dizziness. A pair of warm hands caught her. Looking up she realized that Raijin must’ve stood up during her rampage.

      His eyes didn’t hold any disapproval, instead they held amusement. “What if I wanted to take the money?”

      She rolled her eyes. “You would dance in a tutu with Kahlia first.’

      “Damn,” He said, his canines bared. His eyes turned cold. “Well, it would seem you’re right.”

      “I am.” She allowed him to swoop her up, and smiled her eyes twinkling with mischief. “Was there even a question?”

      Raijin

      He chuckled, Raijin hadn’t planned on taking the money and he had been so caught up in bad memories he’d seen and heard his mother as if she spoken from the other side of a valley.

      She’d looked at him as she had done then. Like he was nothing more than an obstacle to her. Seeing her again had taken him back to the day he’d awoken, alone, cold and hungry.

      When Sabina had stood up in his defense he’d felt the chill from his memories evaporate and soon he realized his past no longer mattered.

      His mother, Kito was no longer a presence he needed to find. She was unimportant to his life now. Carrying Sabina he made his way to the Onsen.

      “Why are we going to the Onsen again?” She asked confused.

      He grinned, “I want to try something?”

      “What’s that?”

      He didn’t answer, he’d just show her. His mind filling quickly with naughty ideas. Completely dismissing his meeting with his mother as nothing more than an unwanted memory.

      Kito

      Kito was pissed. Her offer had been gracious to that trash child of hers. Instead of him being grateful, she’d been spelled by a witch and tossed into a junk heap pile, outside of town. She growled, her mask slipping down giving view to the ugly and twisted deformed face that most Ogre’s kept hidden. Her long black hair hung down dripping with unknown liquid, she slapped away her butler, a golem she’d whined to her husband to get her.

      The man who’d warned her that if her bastard ever embarrassed them he’d divorce her. Which would cut her off from her most beloved thing, money. Something Raijins father had claim to have, the bastard.

      He’d been a low-class foot solider. The best day of her life was the day he’d been impaled on a sword and swallowed by some bear. The other was when she’d left that worrisome leach in the woods.

      Ignoring the sensation of something slimy slipping down her back, she pulled her cell from within her kimono that was now ruined and dialed a number.

      “Hello, is this Council?” She turned her enraged gaze, to the opening of the gates of the waste area. “I have a complaint to lodge about a Natsuki Kaihara.”

      She would send that bastard straight back to the abyss like she’d done the first time after hexing him with an enragement charm. She would see that bastard put down one way or another.

      Sabina

      Sabina should have known the only reason Raijin would take them somewhere to be alone would be to remove her clothes. Her legs were wrapped around his waist; her arms were held above her head as he took her against the wall in an empty room.

      His teeth buried in her neck, which never felt painful. She was starting to wonder if she was developing a kink for being bitten.  The sound of their fucking was muted, as her belt had been tied around her mouth like a gag.

      He wouldn’t give her an inch, taking her with slow, and deep strokes so that her thighs trembled, the smell of sex filled the room making her dizzy. She wanted to break his hold, to trace the  tattoos that circled his back down to his ass dimples.

      She could swear that they’re heartbeats were in tandem. Giving up, she closed her eyes letting the pleasure roll through her.

      She felt something cold slide down her cheeks, and opened her eyes when she realized she was crying, only to meet his penetrating stare. His lips were red from her blood. Leaning, forward he brushed a kiss along her lips, “I know.” He whispered.

      Her eyes rolled back as she tightened, her body orgasming so strongly she released a whimper. Picking up his speed he exploded inside her. She felt him hot, and strong filling her to the brim it overfilled and dripped down her leg, her liquid mixing with his. He held her against the wall, his dick spasming till it slipped out.

      She sighed, using her now freed hands to pull the makeshift gag down, “Did you figure it out?”

      “Yes, slow fucking is the best.” He said fully picking her up, he turned still carrying her. His yukata opened, and hers pushed up around her waist.

      “W-where are you going?” She said alarmed, as she wrapped her arms around his shoulder in an effort to cover her front. “Stop.”

      “Don’t worry, no one’s here.” He said, carrying her to the bath. Sabina couldn’t help experiencing Deja-vu.

      She grumbled, “I’m starting to think you don’t like baths that are in bathrooms.”

      “Why bathe inside, when you can do it under a sky,” Raijin said.

      Sabina rolled her eyes, slapping at his shoulder. “Put me down, my legs haven’t been fucked to jelly this time.”

      He laughed, tightening his arms around her. “And if I don’t?” He said wickedly.

      “Owe.” He exclaimed, as her teeth sunk into his shoulder. “You monster.” He slowly settled her down.

      “Back at ya,” She retorted

      She pulled her Yukata closed, hiding those beautiful breasts covered with his markings. Raijin, frowned.

      Spotting his look, she untied the belt that was down and around her neck. “I need to check on Kahlia,” she said, as she tied it around her waist.

      He closed the space between them he leaned down, his hand pushing her yukata open. He brushed his fingers along the seam of her vagina. Lifting his hand, he inhaled deeply, his eyes meeting hers a wicked humor in his eyes. “You’ll walk in there smelling this strongly of me?” His eyes turned hot, “not a bad idea.”

      Face empty of emotion, Sabina turned her back to him yanking at the belt and jerked her Yukata open and stomped to the bath. With a wave of her hand the soap landed in it, she clicked her tongue, and the water began to pour in. She didn’t look at him when she said, “Aren’t you coming?”

      Grinning, Raijin quickly divest himself of his yukata and made his way to her.

      

      Raijin

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      Sabina asked for the fifteenth time. Raijin had held back from rolling his eyes, he’d wanted to take her out and the woman made it out like he was taking her to another island. He’d thought she’d jump at the idea, but Sabina had immediately started fretting about what to do with Kahlia. The very child who was settled in his arms and attempting to braid his hair.

      Sakai-san, waved her worries away, “The little girl has been nothing but amazing,” he smiled fondly, “she reminds me of my great-great grand babies.”

      Raijin settled the little imp down. Lowering himself, he tapped her chin lightly, “Lady Kahlia, are you willing to hang with Sakai-san, so I can drag your mother out.”’

      She gave a strong nod, “Mhmm,” she hummed, giving her mom a serious face even though the chunky cheeks ruined it. “I’m a big girl now, mommy. I understand grown up time—,” her brow creased in thought, “grown up play time.”

      She walked over to Sakai-san, and looked up at him taking his hand. “I like Sakai, he lets me eat all the sweets I want.”

      “Kahlia.” Sabina chided, but she was grabbed by a determined Raijin and dragged away.

      “Wait. Raijin, wait.” She tried to pull against his hold, half-turning she yelled back at Sakai-san. “Don’t give her cheese before bed, she’ll have nightmares. And make sure she doesn’t have any water before bed. She tends to we—.” The door shut on her words.

      “Don’t worry,” Raijin said drawing her attention. They stood in front of  Sakai’s house awaiting the driver. He pointed to something across from them.

      Squinting Sabina followed the line of his finger spotting a person but barely.

      “That’s the Watcher that Tiller sent, to make sure I don’t act out.” He took her hand, stuffing it into his pocket, “He’s been here the entire time, I’m sure he’s the reason there was a barrier when my cousin attacked me. Kahlia will be safe, since she’s being watched because she’s with me.”

      He looked at her, his red eyes warm. “So, relax.”

      She bit her lip, before finally losing some of her tension, “Okay, but it’s not far from now that we’ll have to return.” Her stomach tightened at that, she lifted the hand he held, showing him the tattoo. “You know just as well as I do that we have to resolve this.”

      “I do,” he said bringing the back of her hand to his lips, “but that’s tomorrow, not now.”  Lowering her hand, he leaned forward taking her lips in a rough but sweet kiss. “Come witch, let me show you some magic.”

      She shook her head at his words as she was pulled along.

      Sabina

      As they approached the car that had pulled up, Raijin reached for the door and opened the car door. A bright light flashed and heat hit her square in the chest her body jerked as she flew back. Hitting the ground hard, she rolled.

      Her ears filled with a high pitch ringing, Sabina tried to push herself up, but she couldn’t. There was screaming but she couldn’t see who it was coming from. She slowly lifted her head, her eyes barely able to make out the shapes among the flames that roared over the shell of the car. A body was lifted into the air, slowly the shadows started to take shape.

      Raijin.

      Raijin?

      An arm pierced him right through the middle, his head hung down listlessly.

      “No!” She screamed but her mouth didn’t open, it was wail from within.

      Glass crunched under the boot of a person who came to her side. Her body and mind felt broken, as the person knelt picking her up. Turning her so she could see them, their white eyes stared at her with no emotion.

      “Jion,” Lyon exclaimed as he tossed Raijins body aside. “You were right, this is a better way to get her. Surprise, surprise.” Raijins body hit the ground like a broken doll.

      Sabina eyes lowered to Raijins body, she quickly felt herself falling into shock.

      “We will take her to Clinger and once the prophecy appears, we will have what we need to leave the Lord.”

      Lyon mad cackling followed Sabina into the abyss that swallowed her.
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      RAIJIN

      Someone was patting the side of his face.

      He tried to move but the flaring pain in his shoulder, told him that any sudden movements would be a mistake. Slowly opening his eyes, he first saw nothing but black, until shining balls of light began to break up the darkness. Soon he realized he was staring into a fluorescent lights overhead. A voice called over the speaker for a doctor.

      Slowly, he turned his head to the right to see Tiller sitting with his legs cross and hands settled atop his knee. His expression held a small amount amusement. “The sleeping prince wakes.”

      For a second he was confused and tried to piece together where he was and why he’d been brought there. But it didn’t take long before he felt the rush of fear and alarm when he remembered the roaring flames. The sound of insane laughter, and the sensation of someone tearing through the center of his chest. Sitting up, he winced looking down at the white wrap that covered his chest. The warm glow of healing magic emanated from it. Placing a hand over the spot where he’d assumed his heart had gotten ripped out, he said one word. “Sabina?”

      “She’s been taken.”

      Was Tillers instant reply.

      Raijin stilled not even allowing himself to breathe. Stunned at the amount of black emotions that threatened to choke him. He wanted to attack Tiller, and everyone around him. The urge to go on a killing rampage road him hard. He focused on breathing, in, out. In, out. If he didn’t do that, he’d turn completely into the flesh-eating ogre all other monsters feared him to be.

      “How long?” He asked moving the blanket aside.

      Tiller glanced at his watch, before looking at Raijin. “The Watcher immediately contacted me after the attack. So, about five hours ago.”

      “Kahlia, how is she?” Raijin clenched his hands in the loose blanket praying the little girl hadn’t been harmed.

      “She’s fine.”

      Raijin shoulders sagged in relief.

      “Alek, returned her to her aunts,” Tiller added.

      Tiller sneered here his eyes flashing with irritation. “The damn woman, insisted that we take you to her doctor.” He motioned to the place he sat, that was surrounded by a white, sterile curtain. “This monstrosity belongs to that man.”

      Moving his feet off the bed, Raijin stood ignoring the wave of vertigo that washed over him. He searched for his clothes, seeing none he turned to Tiller. “My clothes aren’t here?”

      He shrugged, “That’s because they were taken.”

      “By who?”  Raijin demanded, growing irritated. He should have been gone five seconds ago. He needed to hurry, he had to find Sabina. It was taking everything for him to control himself, and not simply snap Tillers neck in his inpatient’s.

      “Me,” feminine voice answered.

      The curtain was pulled aside, Lanias stood on the other side. She wore a blood-red suit, her black eyes held nearly nothing in the way of sympathy. She looked him over, “You look alive.”

      He frowned, only to have his body slammed into the wall. Long, thick black ropes of magic held him in place. Angered beyond reason Raijins skin turned red and his claws came out. His mouth opened in a snarl, as he yanked on them. His black hair disheveled around his face.

      “Let me go.” He roared.

      Uncaring of the fact that she’d trapped an Ogre to a wall, and he’d completely reach rage mode.

      Lanias closed the space between them. “They took my sister.” She stated as if it was an unknown fact, “and Tiller tells me I’m not allowed to get involved because I’m one of the four demons of Veil City, and it will cause problems.” She drew the word problems out, before clicking her tongue. Reaching up she grabbed his jaw, until her nails cut into it. “Your weak, and nothing you did kept my sister safe. But now I’m told I have to leave her safety to you.” She shoved his face away as she took a step back.

      Tiller stood but didn’t interrupt her instead he watched on stoically.

      She spoke aloud to Tiller while still facing the angry ogre trying to break her hold of him. “I am only assisting you because, my sister is the one you’re searching for but there’s a price you’ll have to pay for my services.”

      He chuckled, crossing his arms his golden eyes twinkling with mischief and greed. “As always, but first it’s your turn to pay up witch. If you wish—agh.” He gritted his teeth, glaring down at Lanias, who’d moved swiftly and stepped on his foot, her heel digging into it. She lifted her chin crooning.

      “One; you will call me by my name,” she said twisting her heel deeper. “Two; watch your tone you piece of council shit. And Three; I am not afraid to bury a council man. Don’t push me.”

      Lifting her foot, she turned away from Tiller.

      “There is a way to find my sister but that means exposing the Shades best kept secret. If I do this, know that if you ever, ever seek to use it for your own benefit outside of what we’ve agreed upon. I’ll kill you.” She said this looking at him over her shoulder. Facing Raijin once more she continued.  “Now, let’s go to my favorite place in all of Veil City.”

      She made a come-hither motion with two of her fingers and the black rope like arms immediately released Raijin. “I’ve created a gate on the top floor lets go.”
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        * * *

      

      Dressed and feeling more himself but still on edge. Raijin now stood outside of the Shade along with Malcolm, Castian and Alek. They’d greeted him with sympathetic slaps on the back. Malcolm had attempted to hug him; Raijin had quickly disabused him of that thought.

      “You’re not wearing a mask,” Alek pointed out while materializing one immediately for him. Raijin reached for it, only to stop short before lowering his hand.

      “Don’t need it,” he said giving a shake of his head.

      Alek weighed him with his silvery eyes, before smirking and letting the mask disappear in a puff of red smoke. “Good.”

      “Well, since everyone’s here including the fox,” Lanias said as she made her to the entrance club.  “Let’s get this show on the road.”

      Tiller followed behind her his tail lashing back and forth in obvious excitement. Entering the empty club felt weird. As they followed her up the steps they heard a familiar voice.

      “You really brought them.” The person sounded like they thought badly of the idea. Once they reached the top landing, Raijin realized it had been Sabina’s cousin Oye who’d been speaking. She stood in her usual outfit of ripped jeans, metal accessories and knives—, he paused on that thought. Noticing how she flipped the blade between her fingers, he then realized she was bending it, making it undulate up and down so that it slipped through her fingers like a live snake.

      “Yes,” Lanias said as way of answer, as she continued passed her. “And you know why.”

      Oye’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t push. Instead, she joined them, as they made their way down the long hallway. Stopping at a large door made of oak wood, in it was a carving of a Sakura tree. Seeing this Lanias hummed, “I guess it’s feeling very Japanese tonight. Ironic.” Lifting her hand, she knocked on the door three times.

      A gong sounded causing all of the Jackals to tense. When the sound ended, she reached out and pushed the door handle down. The door opened and they were immediately flooded by a purple light.

      “Welcome to Nerium,” Lanias said brightly.

      Lanias entered the room first, followed by Oye. The two not fazed by the large orb that hung in the center above their heads.

      The ceiling was high, and the four pillars made of roots surrounded it.

      Tiller on the other hand stared at it in blank astonishment. The center held a black mass that expanded in intervals. Seeing the women had already reached the bottom of the steps, Raijin quickly followed behind them along with the other three. Which jolted Tiller to move after them and say, “How did you manage to collect so much magical energy in one place?”

      Tiller reached Lanias side his eyes still focused on the orb, before his brow creased, “And why?” He demanded finally looking at her, with suspicion.

      “When I was young my mother sold me and my little sister.” Lanias said, in a matter-of-fact way. “She wanted to start over, she thought herself better than the people who lived in the small dirt town in Virginia. Even though it was my grandmother who truly raised us.  She heard whispers from the Veil, of a program where the Council would compensate people for children who were talented in magic but they had to be able to perform magic in more than one element.”

      Raijin stiffened, he’d heard this story, he glanced at Tiller.

      Lanias pointed at the orb. The moving mass within, immediately reacted squirming it pressed against the glass as if sensing where she stood. “Sadly, she hadn’t told my grandmother so Granny Bea, wasn’t prepared for when they came, and she fought back.” Her eyes grew cold and grim, “and Sabina watched as she was killed by one of their warlocks. I arrived right as they kicked my grandmothers dead body aside. And together we were dragged away to hell.”

      Tiller looked down at his feet. “Those children were all killed,” he said softly. He glanced up and looked at Lanias coldly. “Those children were killed. They were all killed by the mudslide.” He repeated as if trying to convince himself more than anyone else.

      “Yeah, some.” Lanias said while rolling her wrist she pulled on the mass. A string of black penetrated the surface, slowly extending out to her. “Oye, make me an orb.”

      “What do you mean some,” Tiller demanded but Lanias ignored him.

      Her cousin pulled something out of her pocket it was flat sheet of glass. “Sure.” The five them watched as it shaped immediately into an open orb. “Does this work.”

      “It’s fine,” Lanias said as she reached out and took a piece of the black string. She snapped it off with her fingers, and placed it within the orb. “Here close it for me.”

      Oye retook it and sealed it She turned around to face Raijin and held it out to him, “here.”

      Raijin looked in confusion as he took it from her, “What is it?”

      “It’s how you’ll find Sabina,” Lanias explained, turning from the orb that had retracted the black string. “It’s a piece of her magic, so if you use it like a compass you should be able to find her.”

      “You still haven’t answered me,” Tiller insisted, looking at her with stark emotion. “Those children died.”

      She didn’t look at him, her lips curved into a smile. “And if that lie helps you sleep at night, then yes, all of them died. Buried alive under rain and dirt.” Finally, she turned to him her eyes twinkling with hate. “It’s better for you to live your entire life blind and dumb, rather than believe that the council assisted in the death of little girls.”

      Turning away from him she met Raijin’s stare head on, “Now, go do what you’re good at and bring me my sister.”

      Raijin nodded making his way to the exit, not bothering to say anything to Tiller. The man was obviously dealing with his own demons. The other three followed him out.

      “Ah, and one more thing,” Lanias called.

      He paused on the bottom step and looked back at Lanias. Whose shadow stretched toward them like a phantom. “Yes?”

      “If you meet a man named Clinger,” she smiled brightly. “Kill him.”

      Dr. Clinger

      “She’s completely different from last time.”

      Doctor Clinger crowed as he watched the numbers on the screen, before looking at the subject that was hanging against the wall. Her arms and legs strapped into place by leather bonds. Her head hung, as the thorny patch now covered not only her entire right arm, but also part her face from jaw to temple.

      He pushed his glasses higher up his noise as he squinted. “I haven’t seen these numbers, since my first foray into this field.” His lips tightened at the corners, “Those fools were so eager to annihilate something so useful.”

      “Yes, yes, and the secret?” Lyon demanded from where he leaned against the wall. His eyes on the woman hanging, “When can we get it?”

      Irritated by the interruption, the Doctor moved back and explained. “The secret isn’t that far from opening. Are you sure it was four weeks till it opened? Your information must’ve been inaccurate. The spreading of the marking signifies the growing strength of the curse. With the addition of the magic, we’re pumping in he. It should be a matter of hours before she’s giving you what you want.”

      “Good,” Lyon said, pushing off the wall. Shooting the still woman another look, before her faced the Doctor, “and after wards we can make her go boom.”

      The Doctors nose wrinkled, his blues eyes narrowing. “Sir Lyon, please do not joke about my failures like that. It’s mortifying to lose good product when testing.”

      Humming, Lyon left the laboratory.

      Sabina

      They were burning her alive. She could feel the magic filling her, the dirty black energy of it filthy with hate and regrets of the witches that it had tainted before it had come to her. She could block it, and stop it’s altering of her, but she didn’t want to.

      Sabina was beyond angry or sad, she was enraged and broken within. Her mind replaying the sight of Raijins dead body, her soul felt like it had been ripped to shreds. Even the thoughts of her daughter were blacked out as the filthy magic and her own insecurities began to meld. The magic altering her very mind and emotions.

      “You—, worthless bitch.”

      The angry words caused her ears to perk.

      “I never loved you.”

      Her chest tightened as old emotional wounds opened. She remembered the feeling of being powerless. How much had she given up and sacrificed when she’d turned her back on all she knew to marry her husband. She’d torn down everything she loved with her own hands to have something worthless. All her life she’d been chasing the phantom of someone and something that had never been real.

      “Mommy’s going on a trip.”

      Five years old Sabina watched as her mother packed her bag. She held tightly to the single plushy she treasured, because it had been the one and only gift her mother had ever given her. She watched as her beautiful mother, brushed perfume along her swan like neck. Her skin a deep cocoa color that shined, a smoothness that was maintained by her mother rubbing it down in butters and oil. She smelled and looked great.  Her mother closed her bag with a click, and walked over to Sabina, she brushed a light hand alone her cheek.

      “I can’t wait to go, and come back.”

      “Liar.”

      Sabina eyes moved from her mother’s face to the figure covered in smoke behind her.

      “You know I hate being apart from you don’t you?” She said, this time kneeling and wrapping her arms around young Sabina. “I love you.”

      “Another lie.”

      Her mother pulled back, only this time her mother’s face was gone. It was no longer youthful, instead it was gaunt and twisted, her slim but curvy figure now emaciated. She held onto a now sixteen years old Sabina’s wrist tightly her body shaking.

      “Come on, Bi-Bi. I love you. I promise, I promise. Can you loan me twenty dollars? Won’t you do that for mommy?”

      Releasing a scream, she jerked her hand out of her mother’s hold and turned away only to feel the sting of a slap turn her head.

      “Why can’t you do something so simple?” Her husband mother demanded, her face twisted and ugly. Her eyes narrowed, as she pointed at the burned casserole. “Do you not understand how I raised my son? He’s perfect, and I raised him to marry someone who’d raise him up and not something worthless and abandoned like you.”

      Sabina cringed, the words hurting her more than anything she’d ever heard. She shook her head, backing away trying to cover her ears. The back of her foot nearly fell off the edge of the kitchen floor

      Turning around she gasped as she stared into a dark pit below.

      The many bodies of young children, their eyes open as their bodies had been bound. The spell casters standing around the opening, all spelling for the dirt to fall over them. Her stomach rolled in disgust, until her eyes landed on herself, the little and helpless her. Her eyes wide and staring in empty wonder at the stars she hadn’t seen for so long.

      “It’s such a disappointment,” her eyes jerked to the side, to see Dr. Clinger standing right beside where she laid. Cleaning his glasses on his lab coat, “that such specimens have to be disposed of, ah. Well, it’s more disappointing none of them bloomed. We only needed one more flower.”

      The world tilted as she took a step away from him, her eyes were met with the sight of a blazing fire. She stiffened, her whole body tightening as she looked down and saw the sight of Raijin laying still at her feet, a hole through his chest.

      His eyes open and mouth wide in a look of terror.

      Falling to her knees, she sat still looking at him.

      “They killed him.” Arms wrapped around her; lips brushed her ear. “They always take away our precious things. Mommy, Grandma, and then Raijin. And we are always too weak to hold on to them.”

      The phantom removed its arms and walked around to the other side of Raijin and knelt. Their face a mirror image of hers, their smile ugly and twisted. “We should punish them.”

      Sabina lips were the only thing that moved. “How?”

      “With magic.” The phantom replied easily.

      “What if we hurt someone?”

      The Phantom shrugged, “They deserve it,” she leaned across the body and placing her black hand under Sabina’s chin she lifted her face. And it smiled at the sight of tears falling down Sabina’s cheeks.. “That’s a good face.”

      “Tell me.” The phantom urged her, “Tell me what you want?”

      “What do you want Sabina?” She nearly hissed, placing her other hand against Sabina’s face.

      Sabina smiled brighter, “To kill them all.”

      “Good, that’s what I’m here for.”

      Dr. Clinger

      Dr. Clinger only had the spike in the vitals to know something had changed. Turning his eyes on the witch, he stilled when he saw her eyes open and staring directly at him. She was grinning. The thorn patch quickly spread broadening until half her body was covered in black ink. She Tilted her head right and hissed his name. “Clinger.”

      He jumped in surprise; the voice had echoed in his head. He looked at his assistance, only to see dead bodies. Startled he looked at her, “Wha—.” Before he could finish, the Witch was no longer in her bonds but standing in front of him. Her hand covering his face. His lips parted as his eyes widened, but it was too late. His body jolted once as a spike entered his mouth, chest and eyes. The pure pain that rammed into his body had him choking on scream that never made it out of his throat. As his body lifted and slammed back into the brick wall with a solid thud.

      Staring at his dead body pinned to the wall, Sabina asked no one. “Who’s next?”

      “Everyone else.”  She answered herself.
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      RAIJIN

      “Go left.”

      Raijin shouted at Malcolm who cursed as he abruptly jerked the wheel left to avoid the car in front of them Raijin tightened his hold of the ball in his hands, as the black ether with in suddenly spiked pointing to the left. He frowned; they’d been on a steady path north but now the thing had them heading in an entirely different direction.

      “What changed?” Malcolm demanded, as he raced through traffic. Swerving around cars that were moving too slow.

      “I don’t know,” Raijin said, as he lifted the glass ball to eye level, seeing that the black mass inside was buzzing. “It’s almost like something is disturbing it.”

      “What?” Malcolm shouted looking at him.

      “Watch out.” Castian yelled suddenly, as a car came flying at them.

      Yanking hard on the wheel, Malcolm sent the car spinning. The men all held on, gritting their teeth. The orb in Raijins hand hit the window shattering, the black ether dissipating. The car spun, coming to an abrupt stop when it slammed into a light post. The silence was heavy, before Alek who’d managed to teleport out in time; grabbed the door and yanked it completely off to help Castian out.

      Meanwhile, Raijin kicked his own door out. The thing went flying, slamming into the brick wall of the building across from them. Getting out, he looked around. Only to see something like a black cloud over the Council building, it’s movements weren’t normal as it rolled in on itself, before it expanded. He quickly realized it was a fog made of Dark magic.

      “What is that?” Malcolm asked, halfway out of the car. His eyes narrowed on the swirling mass.

      Raijin, who’d been staring at it began moving that direction.

      “Alek, go get Lanias and bring her here.” He shouted, making his way past the cars that had come to a stop.

      “What? Why?” Alek shouted after him.

      “Because that’s Sabina magic.” Raijin said picking up speed as he ran. The magic felt like hers even though it was twisted. Fate had been leading him this way all his life, so he wouldn’t hide now. Pushing past pedestrian who’d stopped to watch the strange phenomenon. Raijin was almost there when a white truck slammed into the building next to him. He lofted his arms as the rubble exploded, cries of those who’d been standing nearby filled the air.

      Lowering his arms, he saw the damage but knowing that someone would call for one of the Blue Jays, he continued until he spotted his target.

      She stood straight, her eyes not on anyone but the large building that stood as the symbol of hope and promise of Veil City, the Council building.

      “Sabina.”

      He called to her breaking through the crowd that stared at her in a mix of horror and curiosity; he made his way to her, only to stop when she turned around.

      Her eyes held a gleeful light, and half her face was black. “Raijin.”

      He stared at the face of the woman he loved, knowing that what rested inside her wasn’t her. Immediately he braced for attack, widening his stance. “Who are you?”

      She giggled brushing a hand along her body. “Raijin isn’t it obvious. I’m Sabina. Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten me already?” She laughed, “oh, that’s too funny.”

      He shook his head. “No, you’re not her.”

      Her face lost all amusement, she straightened and shrugged. “So, it’s not like she didn’t invite me. She wanted me to do her a favor, so here I am.” She motioned to herself, once more grinning. “I’m here to clean up.” She suddenly pointed at a group of people observing a few feet away and a car that had been motionless behind her shot up in the air and flew at them.

      “Shit.” Raijin moved fast catching the car midair, breathing through his noise, he set it down.

      “Oh, pooh.” Sabina said, without a flicker of remorse as she glared at him. “Are you going to stop me from having fun, Ogre?”

      She frowned before she clapped her hands together, her expression enlightened. “What if I tell you that secret you’ve all been wanting.” She nodded at her own suggestion, watching him as he walked out from behind the car. “I could tell you that, and then you can go chase the bad guys. How about it?”

      “No,” Raijin said pulling his long coat off and letting it hit the ground. “I won’t leave until she’s back.” He stated, “Either you can leave her body willingly or…”

      “You would hit me?” she pouted as her eyes grew black. Her grin turning darker, and her teeth became sharp. “Hurt me?”  She laughed, “You don’t know much about this witch, do you? Well, go ahead. Try your best to hurt little ‘ol me.”

      Raijin knew three things about the woman he loved, one; was that she would be weeping if she knew she was hurting others. Two; that she would hate him if he didn’t stop her. And three; that he loved her enough to fight for her to come back.

      Sabina was the woman he loved.

      That was it, and he’d fight for her.

      Flowery words were for poets. He was an Oni, gruff and abrasive. And his love came with hands dyed in red, but he would use those very hands to cherish and protect her. Staring at the being who now occupied her body, Raijin could no longer hold onto his rage. The skin that had been pale till now blossomed red, the tattoos there brightening as his body grew. The telling markers of his kind he’d suppressed within himself exploded out. His eyes zeroed in on her, and bending slightly he pressed his back foot into the asphalt and felt the ground break under his force.

      She didn’t move, nor look away from him. She clapped her hands, and he watched as the side of the Council glass window broke off. The entire world shook as she was able to easily cut through the barriers of the Council building. Lifting the glass window high above them it’s shine covering nearly five blocks, she smiled at him. “Let’s see you catch this.”

      And with no warning she snapped her fingers and the window fell. Raijin ran at her. Jumping atop a car, he bounded up and pulling his arm back he slammed it into the surface of the window. A ripple of shock radiated through it the glass until with a tinkling sound it shattered into a million pieces of glass. He fell, landing right before her in a crouch. Standing he eyes met her amused gaze.

      “Dammit, Raijin you could have done a better job of breaking this thing.”

      Castian voice cut through, his eyes on the nearly sky wide gate he’d open directly to the ocean. So, the shards of glass from the Council building didn’t fall on the pedestrians who’d been running for safety. His brow was covered in sweat, as he held it open till the last one fell through. With a gasp of effort, he fell to his knee. “I fucking hate this job.”

      Malcolm rushed to his side assisting him to stand, while blocking a few of the stray falling glass shards that hadn’t been caught.

      “Same here,” He grouched moving them out of firing distance from the debris.

      Alek appeared in front of him holding a very tousled looking Lanias. She glared at the smirking vampire. With a disgruntled mutter she slammed elbow into his gut before yanking herself out of his hold. smoothing a hand down her front she assessed the situation and released a heavy groan. “Sabina, seriously.”

      “hmm?” Sabina hummed, “What?”

      Lanias, glared at her. “I thought we spoke about this side of your life being over.”

      “You talked; I ignored you.” Sabina said cheekily.

      Narrowing her eyes at that response, Lanias grunted, “Well then don’t be mad at me for this.” Bringing her hands together, she reopened them slowly drawing a dagger out of the center of her hand before she grabbed and tossed it to Raijin. “Here.”

      “I won’t hurt her,” he said catching it.

      “It’s not going to hurt her,” Lanias said, rolling her eyes. “It will drain her magic, instead.”

      He frowned, “Won’t that kill her?”

      “Not her, she’s more than capable of handling it.” Lanias said while stepping back as she saw Sabina dislodge the stone heroes from the Council steps. “And I would hurry if I was you her Berserker magic can be a real bitch to deal with.” She said running back to Alek whose open arms went ignored.

      Facing the fake Sabina, he tightened his hold on the handle of the dagger. “Sabina, it’s time to go back to Kahlia.”

      Her eyes widened, the tattoo dissipating before it darkened once more. And the fake Sabina eyes narrowed, “Shut up.” She growled.

      “Sabina,” Raijin roared, as he started running at her dodging the cars and broken statues being thrown at him. “it’s time to come home.” He said.

      “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” She screamed, as she frantically jerked both her hands up, a wall of fire erupted between them creating a barrier. But Raijin ignored that, plowing right through it he met her terror filled eyes.

      He landed an arm’s length from her; with astonishing speed he grabbed her wrist and jerked her close. Lifting the blade, he whispered the look in his eyes turning deep with unwavering love and desire. “Come home to us love.”

      She shook her head, frantically trying to escape him. But an Ogres strength was impossible to fight.

      “No, no, no.”

      And even as it pained him, he drew her close and slammed the blade through her shoulder, till it pierced his own. He too would endure the pain with her.

      “No,” she wailed until, there was nothing but her heavy breathing as her body slackened against it. “no.” she repeated quietly, before she went completely still.

      Jerking the dagger out, Raijin tossed it aside. Drawing back he met brown eyes that were filled with drowsiness. Her head lolled back, quickly he turned her and knelt. “Sabina.” He called.

      Her lashes fluttered as the thorns moved draining from her skin into nothingness. Suddenly her eyes turned white. A cool mist leaving her lips, as her whole body grew stiff. Her lips parted, “Those who were banished here, and those who were born of their loins seek out the key. The key lies within the hands of women and monster, her tongue speaks words of humanity, but her blood carries the will of both heaven and hell. Fire and Water, she is all. Those who were banished here, and those who were born of their loins seek out the key.”

      Her voice trembled as her words filled the empty silence, before she sagged her eyes closing as she fell asleep.

      Raijin stared at her sleeping face with relief

      “Well, that’s good to know.” Someone said clearly sounding amused.

      Raijin jolted pulling Sabina closer.

      “Woah, there,” Lyon said lifting his hands, as Castian, Malcolm, Lanias and Alek circled him. His white eyes curved in humor, “I mean you no harm.”

      “Bull shit,” Lanias said, tightening her hold of the black rope she’d wrapped around his neck. “I can think of a few times you’ve caused plenty of harm.”

      His smile widened to a grin, “Now, now, that wasn’t me, but demons sent by the Lord.” He said, lowering his right hand he touched the tip of the blade Castian had pressed to his throat. “And thanks to your witch finally revealing what I needed I don’t need to attack you.” His smile vanished and with astonishing speed he disappeared from the center of their circle. Malcolm cursed pulling the trigger on the gun in his hand. The bullet passed through nothing.

      Alek, blade slashed through the air, catching Lyon by the shoulder. But that didn’t stop the Unseelie from escaping he reappeared behind Lanias, holding her by the neck but the willy witch had turned the black tendril into a weapon making the end sharp and slammed it through his stomach.

      He lurched forward, not releasing his hold of her. His eyes narrowed on her. “Humph, maybe your kind isn’t as weak as we thought.”

      Lanias merely bared her teeth at him.

      “Lyon.”

      All in the destroyed area jumped at the sudden yell, their eyes going to the other Unseelie who floated above Raijin. He tilted his chin up, “Stop playing with them.” He turned his attention to Raijin, “you should quickly take her to be healed. The Lord has spies, and so he should know by now the prophecy in its entirety.”

      “The Lord?” Raijin questioned even as he remained alert. “Who is he?”

      The unseelie shook his head, “It is not yet time for you to know flesh eater.”

      With that he turned and disappeared.

      “Jion, wait for me,” Lyon yelled after him, abruptly releasing Lanias and disappearing too.

      Staggering, Lanias whipped around only to find nothing. She rubbed her neck, her eyes narrowing on where the Unseelie had been standing. “Shit, he’s fast.”

      Raijin stood, holding Sabina in his arm. Turning he made his way over to them, his expression complicated. “We need to clean her up, and get her healed before we do anything else.”

      Lanias agreed, but because of the magic Castian had used they were forced to walk from the now nearly demolished council building to a place where Lanias could create a gate freely.

      Raijin looked down at Sabina’s face, lifting her he pressed his lips to her forehead. He’d never let anything happen to her again, nor would he ever hold back in loving her.

      Sabina, his lover, his mate, his everything.
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      SABINA

      “I did what,” Sabin exclaimed.

      She stared at her sister in shock. Before she looked back at the footage on the large screen T.V. in her sister’s town house. She’d been out of the hospital for three days, after recovering from magical exhaustion, being questioned by the Chief of the Blue Jays and getting grilled by a disturbed looking Tiller.

      There she was, her face camouflaged, but she was cackling like a mad woman as she tore a solid piece of glass window off the Council building. “That can’t be me.”

      Lanias complained from the kitchen. “How many times did I tell you not to try to go back.”

      “I didn’t,” Sabina said contrite, “all I did was agree with the little phantom thing. How was I supposed to know; you’d suppressed my memories to weaken my magic?” She shot her sister an annoyed look, “Talk about elderly sisters’ high handedness. And, let’s not forget I was pumped full of dark magic. That shits fucking powerful,” she gave a small shiver.

      Lanias reentered the living room and set a trey covered in little cakes and two cups of steaming Chamomile tea down. “I did what was best at the time, especially with you going to the human world. You’ve always been stronger than normal witches, if I’d left you alone you’d have turned your husband into Johnny Depp.” She said this while floating a teacup over to Sabina.

      Sabina caught it midair. “What makes you think I didn’t?”

      Hearing this, Lanias quirked her brow. “Do tell.”

      “Oh, please don’t,” Oye said as she entered from the back room and jumped, landing on the love seat across from Sabina, “Don’t feed her licentious ways.”

      Lanias rolled her eyes, picking up her own cup. “Prudes always want everyone else to suffer from Sahara Desert Vaj.”

      Laughing, Sabina let her sister and cousin continue bickering until Lanias asked.

      “So, when are you marrying that Ogre.”

      Spluttering, Sabina nearly dropped her cup in shock. Blinking rapidly, she looked at her sister and cousin. “W-what?”

      “Marriage?” Her sister repeated, “when is it happening?”

      “Um, didn’t I recently get a divorce, like a couple of months ago?” Sabina asked, wondering when her sister had lost her mind.

      Her sister shrugged, “Humans don’t count. Right, Oye?”

      Oye crossed her arms and nodded. “Yep, their like test cars. You can turn them in and get yourself a monster with some power.”

      “Then should I give you a ring now?” Raijin asked behind them.

      All three women moved their gazes to the doorway. Raijin stood there with Kahlia on his shoulders. Oye and Lanias both had to cover their lips at the sight of Raijins hair in pigtails. And the lipstick nearly took them out.

      Placing her cup down, Sabina stood. “Kahlia, what on earth are you doing to him?”

      Her daughter puffed her chest out and announced proudly.  “I made him pretty.”

      “Your really did,” Lanias tried and failed to say seriously.

      Shaking her head, Sabina reached up and without touching her daughter she lifted her and floated her over to Oye. Who caught the mischievous six-year-old, she grabbed Raijins hand and dragged him back down the hallway. “Come on.”

      Raijin

      Raijin watched as she rinsed the washcloth through the water. He eyes taking in the smooth skin, and bow shaped lips. He could never get sick of looking at her. Even when her nose wrinkled and her eyes narrowed in irritation, she was beautiful.

      “Hey,” she called, looking up at him in inquiry. “Sit down, you’re too tall.”

      He took seat on the edge of the bathtub. She walked over to him standing between his legs. “I can’t believe you let her put make up on you,” she complained as she started cleaning his face. “If it’s waterproof, it won’t come off and I haven’t exactly had time to buy make up remover.” She clicked her tongue.

      “Let’s get married.”

      She stopped, dropping her eyes to his face. “What?”

      He grabbed her hips and pulled her close, “Let’s get married, Sabina.”

      She searched his face, before she went back to cleaning the makeup off. “If this is because of what Lanias said, you don’t have to do this.”

      He grabbed her hand, stopping her from cleaning. Meeting her eyes head on, “No, it’s because I want this.” Gentling his hold of her hand, he brought it to his lap. “I spent the last two hours having tea with a six-year-old witch, and I never once was bored.” He said, his gorgeous lips turning into a smile, “I watched as she showed me her collection of buttons, that her mom had saved every time she’d seen a nice one. And the whole time, I could only think that she would one day be as beautiful as her mother.”

      “Raijin—” She tried to pull her hand out of his. “You don’t, you can’t—.”

      “No, Sabina. I do and I can.” He said holding her captive with his burgundy gaze. “You’re beautiful to me. Everything from your scars to the way you joke with your sister and cousin is beautiful to me. I don’t hate a single thing about you.” He pressed his freed hand against her cheek, “This skin, those lips. All are beautiful.”

      Her expression turned into one of pain, “Raijin, I’m afraid.”

      “So am I,” He said pulling her close, so that their foreheads pressed together. “I’m afraid that one day you’ll look at me with disgust. That one day, you’ll cringe from my touch and forsake me.”

      “I would never do that.”

      He teased, “I know, but I am afraid, even when I trust you with my life.”

      “I trust you to,” she said. Closing her eyes, “but like you said I’m terrified that one day you won’t love me anymore.”

      He drew back, “That will never happen.” He said fiercely, “Never. I would have you kill me before that happens, because if I lost love for you that would mean death to me.”

      Her hands shook, as she lifted her right one, and grasped his wrist. “Then—.”

      He smiled, his expression so soft and loving. “Let be afraid together. Let take the dive together, my love.”

      She felt the tears falling, as she cried. Her heart so full she couldn’t say anything, but throw herself at him. He immediately wrapped his arms around her pulling her close.

      “I think that’s a yes.” Someone intruded.

      Both and he and Sabina looked at the doorway, where Lanias, Oye and a bright-eyed Kahlia stood.

      Lanias grinned. “See, I told you Veil City is the place to be. You’ve even gotten yourself a hot ogre out of it.

      Sabina’s laughter filled the bathroom. “Maybe, you’re right.” Her laughter was completely lost, when Raijin took her lips in a fierce kiss. With moan she melted into the man, a monster made just for her.
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      RAIJIN

      “You’re sure this is what you want to spend your one wish on?” Tiller asked while watching the warlocks working on rebuilding the destroyed Council building. He lowered his eyes to the tablet in his hands. “I didn’t think you Jackals would ever want to settle down.”

      Raijin shrugged, “Shit happens, I don’t like leaving things undone.”

      Tiller hummed in agreement, “Then you’re wanting to change the terms of our contract.”

      Raijin eyes narrowed, on the place where the phoenix had once rested. “Yes, it should be adjusted. I don’t know about the others, but I intend on building a future with my mate. And, I don’t want the Council to get it into its mind to recapture us all.”

      “I took care of your mother.” Tiller said, not seeming to notice to slack jawed look on Raijins face. “She’s the reason you were imprisoned to begin with, she incited her brother to attack you, and then had you hexed so you’d lose your mind to rage. She then pressed charges and placed money into a certain assemblymen’s pockets to get you into the bowels.” Lowering the Tablet, his golden eyes glowed. “So, on that end you are fine.”

      Raijin quickly shook off his surprise, but he refused to thank the damn fox. He was sure Tiller had, had that information for a while.

      “So, what do you want to change?” Tiller asked, turning around to fully face him.

      “The Lord.”

      Tiller nose twitched along with his ears. “You want to go after him?”

      “Yes,” Raijin’s aura filled with blood lust. “And we have to find those missing witches. The dead one’s in the mine, were only eight of the unaccounted-for witches.”

      Tiller tilted his head back. “Revenge isn’t the best foot to step out on.”

      “That’s probably true for humans,” Raijin said, as he turned to leave. “But we’re not human, we’re monsters. And we live off vengeance.”

      Tiller watched him go, before he looked down at his tablet. A news article title was written in bold lettering, “Magical Children suffer accident in mudslide, no survivors.”  He clicked it off, “We do indeed.”
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