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Blurb


Follow the music. The case called to Serina like none of the others she had worked on. After ten years working at the Zodiac Enforcement Agency, going from a desk job to an agent, she had finally found the case that made her mind spin. Her target left few clues, other than the sound of music everyone remembered from the scene of his crimes. The songs told a story, and Serina had every intention of hearing the end.

Through time and space, Serina chased her Music Man. Each scene created more questions than answers until the case became an obsession— mystery she would do almost anything to solve. The attacks seemed like more than malice, and Serina wanted to know what the answer was. It might mean skirting a little closer to the forbidden edge, but she could handle it, and when she found him, he would taste her Scorpion’s Kiss.


It isn’t finished until it is sealed with a kiss.

—Serina
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To my friends, family, and those who support me. For every ounce of doubt I felt, you gave me double the confidence to keep moving forward.


Chapter 
One
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Another file slapped down onto my desk, adding to my ever-growing pile of cases. Being part of the Zodiac Enforcement Agency, or ZEA for short, was never without constant changes. We policed the Zodiacs who were using their powers to seriously screw up the world. In other words, “magic abuse.” I had known that from the time I started working here, and my goal was to make my world a better place. As cheesy as that sounded, it was the only thing that had ever mattered to me. Not that I wanted some sort of perfect utopia with everyone always perfectly behaved, but at some point, it was important to be safe. I had no idea it would be so much work.

I started at the agency in my early twenties in an attempt to keep myself on the path of the Sinless. Being young and impressionable, I was happy working behind the desk, doing the jobs no one else wanted, and my days were filled with completing reports and organizing files. I was such a nerd, but the longer I did it, the more I realized I wanted to be part of the action. My fingers would itch with ideas on how to handle cases. I couldn’t stop suggesting solutions or giving my opinion on who or where to find the answers. At first, it annoyed the crap out of my bosses. That was until they started to see I was right. It still annoyed some of them. From there I began to make the necessary steps to go from desk jockey to agent. The transition was the right fit for me even though others made it unnecessarily difficult.

I found that not only did I have the mental capacity for field work, but I also was far more athletic than anyone, including me, thought. With a hell of a lot of practice, I was able to hone my natural ability into precision and skill.

My Sifu went out of his way to kick my ass, I mean “train” me. Later he said it was because he knew I could handle it, and it would make me better. I’m still not sure if he was full of shit or not. I did, however, get a black belt in jujitsu in record time, as well as some Krav Maga. Still people did not take me seriously here, which was why I tended to get shit jobs no one wanted or seemed too difficult to solve. Part of me wondered if someone was waiting to see me fail, which was why I hadn’t.

“Got you another one, Serina,” Becky, the girl who had taken my place behind the desk, said as she plopped another file down, making the slightly lopsided stack quiver. Thankfully it didn’t topple over. She was in her early twenties, fresh out of college, just as I had been when getting started. However, she looked like a teenager. Her blonde hair was kept in a high ponytail, and her makeup was light and natural on her pale pink skin. She dressed in fifties-style dresses and cute little black-buckled shoes. I often wondered why Becky had chosen that as her style, but I could never deny the fact the girl was well put together.

I looked nothing like Becky. My hair was nearly black with soft wavy curls resting just at my shoulders. It complemented my dark eyes and deeply tan skin. I was tall and slender, though I had enough curves to allow for a couple of good handfuls if the right person managed to get ahold of me.

Not that anyone had gotten their hands on me in a while. With how much I worked, the only guys I really got to see were my coworkers. That meant they were either good boys who were married with 2.5 kids and a dog, or they were playing the field and taking home whichever Zodiac-obsessed girl they found at the bar. Besides, I wasn’t the type to mix pleasure and business.

“You love to keep me in work. Don’t you?” I sighed, grabbing the file.

“Well, at least these last two are related. They both seem to have something to do with music. I figured I would give you both of the cases, as they may be the same person. If anyone can figure it out, you can. Besides, I don’t keep you in work, the bad people do.” Becky popped her gum and gave one of those cute girl grins that only really sweet and innocent people can pull off.

That’s when Raul, my direct boss, came slithering over. I could never quite figure out Raul. Some days he looked sharp and ready for action, but other days he seemed a bit rough for wear. Maybe it was because he was a Gemini. He was of average height with a pot belly where his once rock-hard abs used to be. His brown hair, now peppered with silver, was pulled back and braided down between his shoulders. His beard was trimmed nice and neat today, though other days it was scraggly and puffed out. He wore a nice off-the-rack suit and freshly ironed shirt.

“Damn, you have a lot on your plate. Becky let’s get these other files delegated out. I want Serina working full time on this.” Raul growled in a voice that always sounded like he was crunching gravel in his throat. He picked up the two new files and set them down directly in front of me.

“You are taking my cases?” I was offended but did my best to hide how I really felt. It was a talent. Instead, I let my voice hold the question without any extra inflection.

“Something about this music man needs more attention. I want you on it full time. Something tells me it isn’t going to stop here,” Raul said, turning to head back toward his office.

“Well, I guess that works. I was about to head out on this one, but it isn’t anything big deal.” I handed Becky the other file I had been looking at, and she bounced off in the most bubble-gum happy way possible. It made me sad to think I could never pull off being so chipper. I mean, I could, but I would probably look like a drunk stumbling downstairs. Before my time in the agency, I might could have pulled it off, but not anymore. The work left me a little more jaded than I wanted to admit.

It was peculiar how Raul had decided to take so much work off of me, but the idea of having to hunt down someone he was worried about thrilled me. The cogs in my head started to churn, ticking away at how to approach the case. First, I needed to figure out exactly what the case was.

I opened up the first file and started going through the information. Timothy “Hopper” Santini was a member of the mafia. He had been sliced up in several places, all of the gashes cauterized upon contact as if being sliced by some sort of fire. Was the attacker using a lightsaber? No, that was silly. But they must have been using some sort of enchanted weapon. Either that or they enjoyed walking around with a plasma cutter. That didn’t seem very plausible, especially if the case had ended up on my desk.

Okay, so the suspect killed a known criminal with a bad rap sheet longer than my leg. That was certainly something to file away. Pulling out a notebook, I began to jot down any relevant information I could. No witnesses were listed other than someone who claimed to hear music coming from the alley. The body had been found outside of a club, The Brass Umbrella. I had never been there, but I had heard rumors of it. Most of the time the sultry jazz and flowing liquor was a cover for criminal groups and mafia figures doing business. Again, not the type of criminals I usually hunted.

After adding a few more notes to my book, I opened the second file. Once again, the victim was some sort of known criminal. Lamar “Swift” McCall. Most of the information on the man was about small-time crimes like dealing drugs and moving shipments of things between different bosses. He was still young enough that his rap sheet was relatively short.

However, once again, the victim was found dead with the cause of death listed as cauterized lacerations. At least one witness, Misha Collins, claimed to hear someone singing before she found the body. Swift didn’t seem to have mafia connections, but there was no telling if he had worked for someone who also worked for someone. It was worth taking a deeper dive into.

The file contained contact information for Misha Collins, which I also listed in my notebook. It wasn’t like I was going to carry the files around with me to start investigating. I would make a stop by the first crime scene and then head over to get a statement from Misha. Packing the files up, I grabbed my motorcycle jacket and headed to the elevator.

Summer in Atlanta was hot and often lasted for nine months of the year. Nearly every afternoon we would get a decent thunderstorm, lasting anywhere from fifteen minutes to an hour. The roads were slick, but already the blistering heat had the puddles evaporating like steam. It was hard to breathe through the humidity, but after a while, it just became normal. I had met people who didn’t grow up in the Southeast, and they always had a difficult time dealing with the heat and drowning humidity. Of course, water in the air never had an effect on me. Being a Scorpio gave me some dominion over water.

I slung my leg over the seat of my bike and placed my helmet on my head. Slapping down the visor, I cranked up the beast before I took a deep breath and sped on down the road. Spray from some of the leftover puddles kicked up behind me in a brilliant arch as I raced south toward the club.

It took about thirty minutes to get there, weaving through some of the darker neighborhoods before the blinking red neon sign of The Brass Umbrella came into view. Despite its location, the club had a line of people waiting to get inside, and I could hear music seeping out from inside the building. With a deep sigh I managed to get parked in a relatively decent spot.

I walked toward the door with purpose, my hips swaying and drawing the attention of everyone waiting to get inside. Not bothering to get into the line, I took off my jacket and lowered the neckline of my shirt a bit, allowing my cleavage to draw in the eyes of the man at the door. No one batted an eye as I walked straight up to the towering man who ensured no one entered who was not supposed to be there.

At first, the man tried to scoff at me, letting out an unamused grunt as he peered down at me. He had a face that made me think of what would happen if a grumpy old man and a bulldog had a baby. His body shared that same sentiment as he was tall and bulky, which enabled him to block most of the doorway. Though he was dressed in a nice suit, it wasn’t specifically made for him, causing it to bunch in certain areas and stretch tightly in others.

I didn’t let him intimidate me. While I was a Zodiac and knew I could force him to just let me in, I preferred to use my powers only when needed. After all, I had seen firsthand exactly how losing your powers could impact your sanity. Because of that, I chose to not allow my powers to rule my life. That didn’t mean I didn’t use some of my natural charms to get my way. Men like the one before me had never intimidated me, and I wasn’t going to start letting that happen now.

“Where do you think you’re going, girly?” the man asked, looking down on me as if I were nothing more than the trash littering the street.

“Well, I wanted to get into the club tonight. Is that going to be a problem?” I pushed up my breasts, drawing his attention a little more. He may not have meant for me to see it, but he licked his lips as he thought of what to say next.

The door behind him opened and a much smaller man poked his head out. “Boris, we should have more people coming in by now. Get to it.”

Quick as he came, the smaller man left. The distraction made Boris a little flustered, and instead of turning me away, he stepped to the side and allowed me through the door. While the music had seeped through to the outside slightly, the sound was still not overwhelming once inside the doors.

The Brass Umbrella was exactly what I expected. Upon entering, I saw a coat check as well as a couple of bathrooms. From there, I walked through a set of curtains into a much larger room. A stage sat directly across from the door with a band playing boisterous jazz music to the crowded room. In front of the stage was a circular floor, scattered with tables, and a small but prominent dance floor. A raised halo of more private seating outlined the rest of the floor. Above the entire room, a balcony lined with gold jutted out, indicating a VIP-style lounge. The tables had red linens, and the chairs were upholstered with high-end black leather. Waitresses dressed in little black sequin dresses wove in and out of the tables, taking orders and serving drinks. All in all, the club dripped with glamor and money, uncommon for this part of town.

I walked into the room, feeling a little underdressed as most people were in suits and formal dresses, but I wasn’t here to have a good time. I was here to find out why Timothy “Hopper” Santini was dead.


Chapter 
Two
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Working for the agency kept me out of a lot of human politics and mundane investigations. What I did know was Carmen Conti was in charge. He had moved down from New York a couple of decades ago in order to put a foothold in the southern states for his family. His father was still head of one of the crime families in New York, and Carmen was told to prove his worth by building an empire in a state that had always been difficult to take hold of.

He stood at the railing of the VIP lounge watching the floor with a critical eye. Though he was concentrating, his face was not wrinkled, showing off the fact he was still relatively young. He wore a classic black suit with a white undershirt. His tie was a brilliant green and clasped with a diamond studded tie pin. A large serpent-shaped ring, with dazzling emerald eyes, rested on the pinky of his right hand.

Without trying, Carmen exuded confidence and control, even though he was not much older than forty. His pensive gaze swept over the crowd as if trying to read every detail of the room. I knew the moment his attention landed on me. He narrowed his eyes a bit and one eyebrow shot up, giving his face a questioning look. I returned that look with a wicked smile.

We stayed that way, eyes locked, for several moments before he leaned back and spoke to someone I could not see. I could have tried to spy on him. After all, I had a way with being extra observant, but I realized what it was about the moment someone came down the stairs and started to walk toward me.

The man was dressed in a nice suit tailor made to fit his tall slender body. He was not broad of shoulder, but that didn’t take away from the fact he looked strong. His hair was slicked back with some sort of oil he had obviously used too much of. However, unlike Carmen, he didn’t have the extra jewelry and flare of his boss. The man walked up to me directly, not wavering from the path to speak with anyone else along the way. “My boss would like to speak to you.”

“Oh, he would? Why is that? Is he not used to seeing someone as pretty as me stroll in?” I asked, doing my best to not give away the fact I knew exactly why he wanted to talk to me.

“If you could please come with me,” the man said, not amused with my line of ridiculous banter. I did, however, head toward the stairs that lead up to the VIP section. The goon followed close behind, and I could sense him staring at me. I didn’t get the feeling that it was sexual. It was more he was good at his job.

The VIP lounge continued with the club’s theme of gold and red. Instead of standard tables, this area boasted couches and plush chairs. A private bar stood in the corner manned by someone who had to be a goon and not an actual bartender. A couple of ladies were sitting on the couches, drinks in hand and legs crossed, while some of the men who obviously worked for Carmen told stories to impress them.

Carmen, however, stayed at his post by the railing as if waiting for something to happen. Maybe he knew danger was on the way, or maybe he just preferred to be on top of things. He certainly didn’t look at me when he spoke. “I’ve never seen you in my club before.”

“Do you always invite newcomers up to introduce yourself?” I asked, moving up next to him. I didn’t particularly like talking to someone’s back.

Carmen turned toward me, and a slick smile spread over his lips. “No, but I get the feeling you aren’t just a normal someone new in my club. So, tell me, who are you and why are you here?”

“My name is Serina Bichhoo, and I’m an agent with the Zodiac Enforcement Agency. I came hoping to find out some information about a murder that happened just outside of the club,” I answered, pulling out my identification to show the gangster.

“No one here has anything to say to you. If I were you, I would conduct your investigation elsewhere,” Carmen said, his voice cold, calm. He was not the type of man who showed all of his cards, meaning he was more dangerous than he appeared.

“So, you are okay with the fact that one of your men was killed just outside? It’s my job to find out who did it and make sure they are brought to justice,” I said in an attempt to get him on side.

“Do I look like I need others to take care of my business? Trust me, Ms. Serina, if I was concerned, it would be handled,” Carmen said, turning back toward the railing to look out at the club.

“This is not some normal murder, and he isn’t going to stop with just your guy. I really think it is in all of our best interests …” I started to explain, but Carmen held up a hand to silence me.

“I already told you; no one here is going to speak to you. You might find it in your own best interest to look elsewhere for answers. Having your kind in my club is bad for business.” Carmen motioned to his goon to show me out. “Oh, and Serina, if I do come across something helpful, I might call on you.”

“I find that hard to believe.” I shrugged my arm away from the goon who was trying to lead me back down the stairs. I was perfectly capable of letting myself out. I turned toward the goon. “You know, the next time it could be you.”

This apparently annoyed him as his face turned down in anger, and he went to grab me again. Not wanting to be manhandled by the ogre, I flicked my hand out to intercept him, taking hold of his ring finger and pinky and giving a subtle twist that stopped him mid-grab. Pain etched on his face, his eyes not comprehending what exactly was happening but smart enough to know if he tried to move the pain would get worse. He was right, two more pounds of pressure and his fingers would either dislocate or break.

“I’m a big girl. I can find my own way out, thank you.” I slid my card into his jacket pocket, turned, and with a playful wink toward Carmen, sauntered out the door.

They may not have given me information, but at least I could still investigate the area where the murder had happened. I slowly walked toward the side of the club where an alleyway disappeared between it and some run-down warehouse. The street was still wet, not having dried from the earlier rain. It smelled rancid, and the pavement was coated with some sort of slimy film. Against the dumpster were a couple of bags of trash no one could be bothered to actually put in the container. Gashes, maybe a foot long and at least as deep, marked the ground. The weapon must have melted the concrete and charred edges similar to what had been pictured on the victim.

I pressed my hand firmly to the ground and over one of the gashes. My power stirred inside of me, and my blue aura illuminated around me. Some of the Sinless had very bright auras, but mine was dimmer and colder. I always felt it was part of my natural Scorpio subterfuge. We were often very hard to read. I was even more so, considering I used my own power to hide itself most of the time.

This time I used my power to see what had happened. I pressed my magic into the slice and gasped as I became one with the memory of how it had been created. Just as the file had said, the first thing I noticed was music. It sounded like some sort of eighties rock music, though I had never heard the song before. I would write down some of the lyrics once I was finished going through the scene.

I turned to look up and see what was happening. Timothy Santini was smoking a cigarette and leaning against the wall by the back door of the club. A red aura burst forward so bright it was almost too bright to see through. The music grew louder, and a shocked expression crossed the thug’s face a moment before a flaming sword slashed across him. Timothy didn’t even have time to speak before the next slice hit him. All the while, the song continued.

I couldn’t get a good view of the attacker between the play of light and darkness from his aura and the flaming sword that caused wavering shadows from the brightness. All I could see was long hair and a lithe body. I got the impression the perpetrator was male, but I couldn’t verify that. The song came to an end, and then the Fallen disappeared just as quickly has he had come.

Emerging from the trance, I pulled out my notebook and began to write down some of the lyrics I had heard. If it was a real song and not just one the suspect had created, I would find it.

I stood back up and wiped my hands before heading back to the bike. Maybe the witness from the second murder would be able to provide more information. I did now know for a fact it was a Fallen Zodiac, a magic user who was seriously abusing his powers and needed to be stopped.

As I started to leave, I saw Carmen watching me from the door. How much had he seen of what I had done in the alley? There was something more to the gangster than he led on, and part of me wanted to find out what. Maybe another night I would be able to figure him out. For now, I punched in the information for Misha’s address and sped off into the night.


Chapter 
Three
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The address led me to an apartment building next to a couple of strip clubs and bars. As if The Brass Umbrella wasn’t in a bad enough part of town, this looked like the slums. Homeless and beggars hid under awnings and bus-stop booths. Scantily clad women strutted around on street corners, leaning in to speak to men searching for a good time. It was the darkness of humanity, illness, drug abuse, and desperation.

My ability to be extra observant made my heart ache at times, and this was one of them. I wished I could help all of these people, but I couldn’t. The only thing I could do was try to protect them from the Fallen. It was weird how the Zodiacs that were not actively abusing their power were treated like rock stars, but the Fallen wanted to be treated like gods among men. It was why the ZEA did their best to take care of them quickly and quietly before too much damage could be done. The “monsters” needed to be kept locked up where their power couldn’t hurt people.

I parked my bike and hoped it would still be there when I got back to it. Misha lived on the third floor of the run-down building. The elevator was broken, so I had to take the stairs, oh yay for me, extra unintended cardio and legs workout. Not that I didn’t always take the stairs. Elevators were not my favorite place to be.

I was careful to not trip over someone leaning against the railing. I put up my shields in order to block out the thoughts and feelings of those around me. Sometimes being an empath sucked. On the bright side, though, at least it wasn’t a hospital, nursing home, or funeral parlor. The emotions in places like that had a way of overwhelming me. This place was bad, but it could be worse.

Reaching the door, I tapped on it, but no one answered. Beyond it, I could hear the sound of a baby crying. The woman inside was trying to talk to another person, but their voices were muffled from the crying. I knocked louder, hoping to gain their attention. Finally, the door opened, and before me stood a short woman dressed in sweatpants and an oversized T-shirt. Her hair was a mass of braids that had been pulled into a ponytail behind her, and her nails were long and painted a neon orange. She had rich dark skin littered with scars from acne and a hard life. She was young, but her eyes held the depth of someone who had lived a life much older than her age.

“What ya doing here?” the woman asked, adjusting the baby on her hip.

“I need to speak to Misha. Is she home?” I asked, giving the child a smile. The baby sniffed and then hid their face in the woman’s chest.

“I’m Misha, now why are you here?” she answered.

“My name is Agent Serina Bichhoo, I’m with the Zodiac Enforcement Agency, and I’m here to talk to you about Lamar,” I said.

I saw a barrage of thoughts pass behind her eyes before she responded. “Lamar is dead, and I already told the police everything I know. So you can be on your way.”

Misha went to close the door, but I put my foot in the way to prevent it. Thank goodness for my boots. They protected my feet quite nicely. “I have the file from the police, but if you don’t mind, I have some follow-up questions. I promise, I’m not here to cause you any trouble. If you could try to help me, I would like to find the person who killed him.”

“It was no person. It was one of them Zodiac people. They came out of nowhere singing some song and sliced up Lamar,” Misha’s words came out a mix of cold and frustrated. “Now I have no idea how I’m going to take care of things. So get on with it.”

“I’m sorry for your loss…” I started to say, but Misha cut me off.

“Don’t tell me you’re sorry. You don’t care about me or anyone here. Look, Lamar wasn’t the best guy, but he wasn’t bad either. So unless you are here to give me a lottery check, you best get. I have too much to deal with right now.” Misha kicked my foot before slamming the door in my face.

Everyone dealt with grief differently. It was apparent Misha was in the anger stage. I went back out onto the street and was relieved to find my bike was still there. I looked around, trying to see if I recognized anything from the photos of the crime scene. Nothing and everything looked familiar. So instead, I used the astral signature of the magic from the Fallen in my memory to trace where it had been. I followed the power signature down the road a bit and found the spot. Just like at the club, the slices went into the ground. No one seemed to notice, though. People just walked past it as if it were normal.

Once again, I placed my hand on the ground and relived the scene. Again, an eighties-style rock song was being sung, but this time it was a different song. Misha had said the attacker was singing, and from the sound of the voice that was all the confirmation I needed that he was indeed a he. When I left the vision, I once again wrote down the lyrics.

A gas station sat across the street, one with a noticeable security camera out front, so I went into it, washed my hands, and then bought a soda. The clerk looked me up and down like I was a steak he wanted to sink his teeth into. I had gotten pretty used to that type of reaction. Not that I liked it.

“Dude, eyes up here.” I slammed my fist down on the counter to jerk his attention back to my face instead of my breasts. “I get it. I have nice tits, but right now, I just want a soda and to get out of here. Wait, one more thing, you got surveillance cameras here?”

“Umm, yes, sorry about that,” the clerk stuttered before ringing up my drink.

I handed over a twenty and told him to keep the change.

“I can’t say on the cams. Boss told me not to talk to anyone about them.” He gulped, looking uncomfortable.

I pulled out my ID and badge. “I am not just a normal person. I can go get a warrant and disrupt your night if you want. We will look around, and see if you’re selling anything illegal, maybe selling to minors. I bet your boss would love that.”

He turned pale and then green, making him look like he had eaten three-day old gas station sushi. “No, ummm… No, we cool. Look they’re fake cameras. My boss is too cheap to buy real ones. That’s why we can’t say anything. I swear.”

I looked at him, giving him the steel eyed cop stare, but he was giving off a scared but truthful feeling, so I let it go. Instead, I snatched up my stuff and walked out before he could manage to piss me off even further.

I sat astride my bike and drank my soda as I read over my notes. It was obvious that the perpetrator was skilled in combat as well as in keeping himself from being noticed. Pulling out my phone and typed some of the lyrics I had heard into the search bar. A few songs came up, but the most well-known was an eighties rock band called Queensrÿche. When I searched the second set of lyrics, they also came up with the same band. I didn’t grow up listening to a lot of rock music, so I would need to do more research on it. There had to be a clue to what would happen next if I followed the music.

Finishing off my soda, I set a download on my phone for the album the two songs came from and then headed back toward the agency. I planned to make a detour by the coroner’s office. Maybe they had discovered more from their examinations than what the police had put in the mundane files.
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Atlanta wasn’t New York. It certainly wasn’t the city that never slept, but sometimes it felt like it. I pulled up outside of the ZEA’s coroner’s office and was not surprised to see the lights still on. Someone was always here, ready for a new body to come in. They worked around the clock, and few gave them enough credit. When I opened the door, I walked over to the desk and gave the man sitting there a smile.

“What, no crime drama on tonight?” I asked, seeing he had some sort of a cooking competition show on the TV.

“Nah, not tonight. I’m all caught up. So now I’m making myself hungry even though I just ate like an hour ago. So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your company tonight?” Zandar Wells said turning off the TV so as not to be distracted.

Zandar was a little on the short side with just a bit of pot belly from spending more time eating fast food and sitting at a desk than anything else. His hair was black and cut short. His eyes were also that near black color. His skin was a deep tan, even though he didn’t spend a lot of time out in the sun. Like me, it was natural for him, though he was Hispanic, and I was Indian.

“I’m working on a case and wanted to see if there were any updated reports on two victims that should have come here. The attacker was a Zodiac, so I figure the bodies would have been transported here for further investigation,” I said before writing down the names of the two victims.

“I have one of them. The other one I’m still waiting to be transferred over. Should have him tomorrow, though. Let me see what I can pull up,” Zandar said before typing in some information to the computer. “Alright, so, Santini was the first victim we are aware of. I believe you were sent over the report from the humans. I’m still doing some testing, but the weapon was enchanted. The damage it did is similar to like a plasma gun but stronger. It was an imbued weapon, so not direct power, meaning, they could have been given a magic weapon.”

“No, I’m pretty sure they are a Zodiac themselves,” I interrupted, coming around the desk to read over Zandar’s shoulder.

“Yeah, I had the same impression because the body has a lot of power residue. It was almost like they were leaving some sort of calling card. Even though the victim looked shocked, his brain was calm. I did a scan, and it was like they were being soothed while they were being murdered,” Zandar explained pulling up some images.

“Can I see the body?” I asked. It wasn’t like I wanted to see a dead person, but if I could pick up on magical residue or anything else, I wanted to use it.

“Oh, and you said you would never go out on a date with me,” Zandar teased, grabbing a set of keys and heading for the door to the back.

“Well, why date when you give away the milk for free,” I teased back playfully. Zandar was a good friend, but that was all there was between us.

“I see how it is. You just want me to show you a good time.” Zandar went to one of the freezer drawers and pulled out the body. “I have done extensive testing on him. Some of my samples are still running, so I will let you know once I have the reports back.”

Zandar pulled down the sheet and exposed the body. It was easier to think of him as an “it” so as not to let it consume me. I let my shields drop just enough to extend my power and do a full slow methodical scan. The magic was all over him, just as Zandar said. The slashes radiated energy, and in my mind, I could hear the song.

I reached down and pressed my hand against the body’s chest and infused my gifts into it. I saw into the magic and into the past. I could feel every detail just as if I were him. I heard the sultry sound of the man singing. I turned and I could see the shadow of him behind a mix of power and fire. I felt the calm wash over me a moment before the lava hot sword sliced into me.

I screamed but stayed with the memory. I saw in the depths of the magical vision exactly what happened, and then I saw the man’s eyes. It was the only part of him I could make out—blue eyes that shined like the sky—but something else was behind them. Something I couldn’t put my finger on. As he attacked, he deliberately cut multiple slashes, but I did not sense any sadistic glee. Maybe slicing his victim apart instead of using one merciful swing meant something. It was not out of anger, or enjoyment, so why the fu…

Zandar pulled me away before I could finish my thought, and we fell to the floor panting. Or well, I was panting, and he was trying to figure out what had happened. “Serina, you were screaming. What happened?”

“I was just sensing what happened to the guy in his few final moments of life. Like an echo of being there. Sometimes, it is a little intense. I’ll be fine.” I pushed away from Zandar and got back to my feet. “Let me know when the other body gets here. I will want to take a look at it too.”

“You sure you’re okay?” Zandar asked again.

“Yeah, I’m fine. Just part of the job. See you tomorrow. Call me as soon as it comes in.”

I smiled as I walked out of the office wobbling and somewhat dizzy but hiding it. That kind of magic was always difficult, but this particular scene had been extra intense. I hated being vulnerable around anyone. It made me feel almost gross. So, I played it off and left. I did make sure to wait till the world stopped spinning before hopping on my bike.


Chapter 
Four
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It had been a long night. My body ached with the sensation of being overtired as I made my way into my apartment. I didn’t spend a lot of time at home, married to work and always on the go, so there wasn’t much to my apartment. It was small, just one bedroom. I hid the fact I was a Zodiac most of the time to prevent people giving me special treatment. When I came home from a night of work, I just wanted to try and be normal. It wasn’t easy to be normal and a Zodiac at the same time.

I grabbed some leftover food my mother had stockpiled my fridge with and went to heat it up before starting up the Queensrÿche album I had downloaded.

“Serina! Oh Serina! I’m so glad you are home!” my mother exclaimed walking into my apartment as if she owned the place.

I was starting to regret giving her a key. “Mama, what are you doing here?” I asked and then jumped the moment the microwave beeped. I pressed pause on the music, knowing it was going to do nothing but distract me.

“I had to come right away. It is important!” my mother said, cutting me off before I could get my dinner. Instead, she started pulling out pots and pans as if ready to cook me a meal. “I have the most wonderful news!”

My mother was a small woman, shorter than me as well as overall slimmer. Having children hadn’t put weight on her, which was a shock with how much she tried to feed us. She raised us alone most of the time. My father went back and forth from India working on business. I always thought the fact I was a Zodiac bothered him and made him stay away. Even when he died a few years back, I couldn’t help but question if I was a disappointment to him. My sister had certainly grown to resent me, and after college she’d moved across the country to be away from me.

“Mama, please don’t cook. I have too many leftovers as it is.” I moved in the way to stop her from pulling out anything else.

“You are too skinny. You need to eat more,” she responded, continuing as if not hearing me.

“You’re one to talk, mama. You couldn’t weigh a hundred pounds soaking wet if you tried. Now, I thought you said you had wonderful news. Why don’t you tell me about that?” I put my arm around her shoulder and guided her away from the kitchen. It took a lot of effort, more than you would think. Guess I could tell where I got my stubbornness from.

“Oh, yes, so I was talking to Alma, and she said her son is coming this weekend to visit. She has invited us both for dinner as she thinks you and her son will be a good match!” My mother was genuinely excited about her proclamation, which made it even harder to sound disappointed.

“Ma, no. Why are you trying to fix me up again? I don’t have time to date,” I protested, grabbing my microwaved food and a fork.

“You need to get married. It is important, and you aren’t getting any younger. Before you know it, no man is going to want you,” my mother nagged, heading back to the kitchen. “So, this weekend, you come with me to Alma’s and meet her son. I’m sure he will meet you and be very pleased.”

“It’s not my job to please a man unless I want to. I don’t want to get married. I work too much, and besides, people find out I’m a Zodiac and treat me differently. It’s better that I just do what I’m doing. I’m sure Alma’s son is nice and all, but I’m not a typical woman,” I explained.

I visibly saw her face fall. She grew up in a home where it was important for women to make a good match and find a home. She raised me to be strong and intelligent, but she always had this underlining expectation for me to find a husband and have him take care of me. She wasn’t a Zodiac and didn’t understand what it was like to live with all the power and responsibility that came with it.

“You know when you’re older and alone you will regret it. I just don’t want you to be alone your whole life. I want you to find someone who makes you happy.” My mother leaned against the counter, a deep sadness on her face. “I know your father was not always around, but when he was, things were always so happy for us. We did so many things together, and he made me feel special and like I had a place in this world. I want that for you. Melina has a husband and a career. You don’t hear her saying she needs to be free and single to do her job.”

“I understand, Mama, but it isn’t that easy. People find out what I am, and they either treat me like they are terrified or hero worship, asking me a million questions. Sometimes it’s both, and I have to try and get them to calm down and see me as a person and not some sort of ethereal being or some shit. That’s why I hide it so much. I want to be happy, and I am happy. Relationships don’t always have to be about marriage,” I answered going to the fridge to pull out a bottle of wine I had set in there to chill.

“Serina.” My mother sighed and held her hand out for the incoming glass of wine. “If someone loves you, they aren’t going to care if you are a Zodiac. They will want to be with you for who you are. You of all people should know that. Don’t you have the ability to feel what other people feel?”

She was right. I had always been supernaturally empathic, which in turn made life difficult for me. Before I learned to shield it out, I would come home with migraines after sitting there all day at school feeling what everyone around me did. If someone’s parents were abusing them, I knew. If they were suffering from depression or anxiety, so was I. It took a long time for me to learn to read the room without being consumed by it all. I spent countless hours practicing putting up shields and taking them down just enough, so I wasn’t overwhelmed when I needed to read someone. It wasn’t right for me to pry into other people’s lives just because I could.

“Yes, Mother, I can sense what others feel, but I do my best not to. It isn’t my business to spy on people.” She meant well. Right then I could feel her anxiety and fear for me. I guess that was part of being a mother. “Okay, I will come to dinner, but I’m not making any promises that I am going to like the guy or go on an actual date with him.”

“Oh thank you! You can pick me up Saturday at seven. Dress nice. Not any of your leather and motorcycle boots.” My mother gave me a kiss on each cheek and then left. She was like a hurricane, coming in and out quickly and leaving an utter mess in her wake.

I turned the music back on as I went about cleaning up after my mom. It was like I had hit a point in our relationship where I was the one taking care of her. She hadn’t even cooked and there were still a shit ton of dishes and ingredients laid out on the kitchen counter. How was it possible for one tiny woman to do so much in such a short amount of time? Yeah, it really did sound like I was talking about a kid.

While I stacked the pots and pans back up, I listened to the lyrics of the songs as they played. The lyrics I had heard from the Fallen were from the first two songs on the album. I made a note of it before I forgot. However, I continued to listen to the whole album. Rushing to my computer, I started pulling up all of the lyrics from the album as well. Was the attacker trying to tell me something? It certainly felt like it.

I spent the night listening to the album over and over, trying to see in my mind the plan the criminal had concocted. The music consumed me to the point I could sing most of the songs. The story the album told was complex and intricate. Complicated themes brought to life with music and words detailing a corrupt church, government, drugs, sex, revolution, assassination, love, loss, madness, and brainwashing. It was mind blowing how much they said with just a few songs.

When I slept, I dreamed about the music, and I felt like I was inside this world the album had created. I could see the scenario play out and why the character in the story of it all had made the choices he made. The desperation rendered heartbreak. The deeper into sleep I fell, the more immersed into the music I became. Then the visions from the crime scenes superimposed into one horrifying nightmare.

The Fallen came out of a portal, a cloud of his red aura blazing around him as he calmly moved through the opening and onto the street. Two swords, one in each hand, burned with a blinding red flame and sparked almost white around the blade. He had long hair, and it blew around him as if he were standing in the wind. His tall lithe body was in an offensive stance, ready to attack his next victim.

He came for me with inhuman speed, but I wasn’t human either. I managed to dodge and weave around his blows. However, eventually, he caught me. The blades sliced into my flesh, making me scream and writhe in pain. I did my best not to focus on it, instead focusing on him in order to gauge any details my dream was giving me. Once again, just like in my vision, I saw his eyes. They were beautiful and enchanting, and I saw something behind them. He held no malice in his expression, almost like it was just part of the job.

My alarm clock blared out a shrilling noise, pulling me out of the dream and forcing me back into the real world. The sun had just started to rise, which meant it was time to get back to work. I had probably gotten at least a couple of hours of sleep, but it didn’t matter. Being a Zodiac had perks, after all. I could run on less sleep than a normal person. Checking my watch, it was almost five, which meant I was overdue at the gym.


Chapter 
Five
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I slung my gym bag over my shoulder as I made my way into the ZEA training facility. Just as with any law enforcement group, the ZEA had all sorts of different of agents. At the Atlanta office, we had people who trained at night, people who didn’t train at all, and people like me who couldn’t start their day without a full training session. I usually spent about two hours in the gym, doing cardio, strength training, and honing my fighting skills. The worst thing for me to do would be to let myself get out of practice. My life depended on me being at the top of my game.

Few people were in the gym yet, but a couple of guys congregated around the free weights. They were laughing and carrying on in a way that would have been more in line with a bar than at work. Of course, we weren’t really at work. The guys had a way of being a little unruly in the gym.

I ignored them and headed over to a treadmill to do my warmup. Setting my bag down, I put my ear buds into my ears so I could listen to some music, and just as I started to get on the treadmill, one of my coworkers came over and pulled the emergency stop.

“Hey, Serina. Heard you got a new case. Need help? I can hold your hand through the process of a repeat offender.”

“What do you want, Grant?” I asked, catching myself before I fell from the sudden stop of the belt.

Grant went to the academy as a kid and had worked his way up the ladder at the agency. He had an impeccable record but was also a jerk. His success gave him an ego. He was dressed in loose shorts and a sweaty T-shirt, his dark blond hair wet and messed up. The wicked gleam in his hazel eyes made me want to slap him.

“I just wanted to offer up some help. I mean, we know you are a little out of your element here. Honestly, that case should have gone to someone more experienced,” Grant answered, leaning against the machine.

“I have plenty of experience. Why don’t you go hold your buddies’ hands over there? Obviously, they can’t be trusted with important work,” I shot back plugging the safety back into the treadmill.

“And what are you going to actually do? You weren’t trained like I was, and you certainly haven’t dealt with anything like this. You’re just a small girl who should have kept her ass in the office.” Grant moved in a little too close to me as he spoke.

“Maybe you should spend less time checking out what my ass is up to and more time dealing with your own cases. Now, if you will excuse me, I have a workout to do and a morgue to get to after that.” I shoved Grant a bit then went back to my run.

The whole time, Grant and his friends watched me from across the room. I couldn’t help myself. When he glared at me, I gave him a cheeky smile and blew him a kiss. Because I hadn’t become an agent through the academy and instead moved up from the office, a lot of the long-term agents felt I wasn’t as good as they were. There was a time I would have agreed with them. However, I knew I was good.

I ran until my heart rate was up and sweat rolled down my face. Then I went to the heavy bag and started working on some of my basic fighting skills. Usually, I would have worked on weights, but I didn’t feel like butting heads with Grant and his cronies again. Instead, I picture his face on the bag and went about pummeling it full force. I knew I shouldn’t have let him get under my skin, but I couldn’t help it. I was just as good if not better than everyone else there and shouldn’t have to keep proving myself over and over.

“Serina!” Becky called from the other side of the gym. “Serina! Raul wants to talk to you!”

I sighed deeply as I backed away from the bag. Grabbing my bag and bottle of water, I took a drink before walking to the other side of the room where Becky stood. Grant and his friends made rude remarks as I walked by. I swear they were acting like elementary school kids. Maybe they were good at their job, but they were immature assholes the rest of the time.

“What does Raul want?” I asked, dabbing my face with a towel. I had hoped to get a shower before actually getting into the office. Oh well, being summoned changed that plan.

“There is another file for your case, but he also wants to talk to you about yesterday. He didn’t really say anything else,” Becky answered.

“Well, was it a good something else or a bad something else?” I asked falling in step with the office clerk.

“I’m not really sure. He is sometimes difficult to read, but I have a feeling it was a bad something,” Becky said a sheepish look on her face.

“Oh boy. Guess I better get to it. I have a lot on my plate today,” I answered. My mind began to race trying to predict what my boss needed to see me about.

Raul wasn’t in his office when I arrived. Instead, he was standing next to my desk with a grimace on his face. Unlike the day before, he was in shambles, his shirt untucked, his jacket wrinkled, and his hair frizzy and unkempt. “Serina, in my office. Now.”

“I’ll have the file ready for you when you get done talking to him. Good luck, chick,” Becky whispered before wandering off to her desk.

I didn’t let Raul’s curt tone bring me down. Instead, I held my sweaty head high and walked toward his office, following him inside. Raul asked me to close the door, so I followed orders before taking a seat at his desk. “So, what’s going on?”

“Serina, I know you were not originally slated to be an agent, and there is nothing wrong with that. However, since you went through all of the training and passed all of your tests, I have done my best to help you find good cases. You are always thorough and precise, and I never have anything to worry about,” Raul explained from the other side of the desk.

“Thank you, sir.” I wasn’t really sure where this was going, so I didn’t pry until Raul had said what he needed to.

“So, why are you sniffing around The Brass Umbrella and antagonizing Carmen Conti?” Raul asked.

His question confused me. The club had been mentioned in the file. I was only doing my best to investigate every angle possible. “I wasn’t antagonizing him. I was trying to find out information on the case. One of his men had been found dead just outside of his club.”

“You are a very gifted Zodiac, Serina. Perform your duties without messing with Carmen.” His words sounded almost afraid as he spoke. It was peculiar.

“What is up with Carmen that we can’t go and talk to him about an investigation that pertains to him?” I asked. It was such an odd request, so I wanted more than just a “don’t do it.”

“Carmen is not someone I want you working with or on. You could very easily ruin what we are doing in regard to him,” Raul said.

“I don’t understand. What if more crimes happen there?” I felt myself becoming angry. Why was he trying to hold me back.

“Leave Carmen alone. That is an order. If you can’t follow it, I will reassign the case to someone who can. Now I think Becky has another file for you.” Raul motioned with his hand that he was done with me.

Shaking my head, I got up and walked out of his office. Raul had never talked to me like that before, and it struck me as odd. I filed the interaction away for a later date. Surely he didn’t mean it. Maybe Becky knew something I didn’t about what was going on with Carmen and The Brass Umbrella.

Becky was at my desk when I came out. “Do you have any idea what he was talking about?” I asked holding my hand out for the file.

“I wasn’t in there. What do you mean?” Becky asked slapping the file down in my hand.

“He was saying something about Carmen Conti and that I needed to stay away from his club.” I set the file down on my desk and turned back to my associate.

“I have no idea. I know there’s a rumor that Fallen frequent his club, but that is all I have ever heard about it. If Raul said to stay away, there must be a reason,” Becky answered.

“But Carmen is just a human.” I sighed, plopping down in my chair.

“Yeah, but that doesn’t mean everyone there is. If Raul wants you to know more, he will tell you. For now, it is probably best that you leave it alone and just work on your case. Seems like this one is getting complicated.” Becky gave me another winning smile before heading back to her desk.

I wasn’t about to let the situation with Carmen go, but it certainly wasn’t the top priority. Still sweaty and gross, I opened the file and began to look at the new information. However, this incident happened on another world. The perpetrator was world hopping. Great, just what I wanted to do. Hop around from world to world chasing after someone who was looking more and more like a ghost.

“Becky! I’m going to be going off world soon. Can you hold my calls?” I said grabbing my stuff and heading out

Before I could hop worlds to check out the newest crime scene, I first wanted to check back in with Zandar at the coroner’s office. Surly he had Lamar’s body by now. Pulling out my phone, I called the office, and sure enough, the body had arrived.


Chapter 
Six
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Zandar pulled out the slab where Lamar McCall’s body had been placed to keep it cold. I got a strange feeling when he pulled the body out. Not that I was squeamish, but an unfamiliar energy hung in the air. Something about this body felt different than the last one.

“So, the wounds are the same. I’m also running some test on him. But you are welcome to take a look,” Zandar said, moving out of the way.

I lowered the sheet and exposed the body down to the waist. Unlike Timothy, Lamar’s face looked to be at peace. No struggle, anger, or pain was written on it like Timothy’s had. It was almost like I was looking at a crime from a completely different person. However, I knew better. I had seen what had happened at the crime scene before.

Placing my hand down on the cold dead body, I did a scan of the power signature. Once again, I was in the place where Lamar had been attacked. Loud rap music boomed from a car that drove past. It was raining—the kind of hot rain common in the early evening during the summer. Lamar was talking to a woman I recognized to be Misha. They seemed to be arguing about something, but I couldn’t figure what it was about because just in that moment a portal opened and out stepped the Fallen.

At first, all I could feel was a sense of peace, which washed over me. The bright flash of red did nothing to take away my serenity. His voice was sultry and intoxicating, drawing me in more and more. This time I realized this wasn’t the second song on the album. It was further in, though I couldn’t place which one it was.

Instead, I did the best I could to focus my eyes to his. They were still haunting and a consciousness that was not his own shone through. While his aura exploded with the red heat of the Fallen, behind his eyes, a different truth emerged. Whoever the attacker was, he was not the one in control.

Then he was slicing into me with the sword. I gritted my jaw and tried to ignore the pain, but after the third slash I couldn’t fight it anymore. A blood curdling scream escaped me, and I fell back from the victim and landed in a heap on the floor of the morgue. Frantically, I patted at my body, my mind unable to comprehend that I hadn’t been in danger. Sometimes the visions were so real it was difficult to tell the difference.

“You okay?” Zandar asked, reaching his hand out to assist me off of the floor.

“Huh? Oh, yeah, I’m alright. Hey, let me know what you find out after you get all your tests back. I have to go off world for a bit, but I will follow up with you as soon as I get back,” I said taking his hand so I could get up.

Zandar’s usual playful demeaner had faded. He was worried about me. Zodiacs all had different powers which were related to our sign. Zandar was a Zodiac, just like me only under a different sign, but he never fully understood the depths with which I could read into people. Watching me with the bodies had shaken him.

“Let me know when you get back. I will have a full report for you by then,” Zandar answered walking with me back to the front of the office.

Leaving, I first went back to my apartment and took a shower. I pulled up information on the world where the latest crime had been committed, Damir. It was a more advanced world, with highly advanced artificial intelligence. It was a technological world and had been able to maintain a crime rate so low it was almost nonexistent. The fact that someone had just been murdered there probably was not something they were used to. My phone rang, pulling me away from my research.

“Mom, now is not a good time,” I said answering.

“Oh, Serina, I’m so glad I was able to reach you. I know you are very busy. I just wanted to let you know that we are now going out to a restaurant for dinner with Alma. Her oven is giving her a hard time. So make sure you dress in nice clothes, and I will see you Saturday at seven. Oh, I am so excited!” my mother rambled on without taking a breath. How was she so excited about setting me up on a date?

“Mom, about Saturday. I’m not sure I am going to be able to make it. I have to go off world, and you know how things are when I do that. Time can often run differently,” I explained.

“Please don’t back out of it now. I want you to be there and at least give this a try. I know your work is important, but so is this. If you don’t like him, fine, but at least give it a try.”

I heard genuine sadness in my mother’s voice. She truly did care about me and wanted the best for me. No matter her methods, her intentions were true.

“I will do everything I can, but I have to go for now. I will call you as soon as I’m back,” I answered hoping that she would understand my position. I loved my mother and would do anything to make her happy. She had given up so much of her own life for me, especially when my powers started to manifest. Even though I hated being set up, I would go on the date just to show that I had tried.

I went to make the jump again but then paused. It was very rare that I went off world, but I didn’t want my mom not to have someone to reach out to, so I picked up the phone to call Becky.

“Hey, Serina, I thought you were going off world?” Becky’s cheerful voice said from the other end of the line.

“I am, but I wanted to see if you could do me a favor. Will you check in with my mom now and then? She gets worried when I’m working, and with being so far away, I don’t want her too stressed out,” I asked knowing Becky would be more than happy to assist.

“Of course! I love your mom, and she is always so nice. Oh, and she cooks the best food. I can certainly look after her while you are gone,” Becky exclaimed. “I still have her contact information, so I will give her a call this evening. You just worry about your case.”

“Thanks, Becky, you are the best.” I let out a sigh of relief before hanging up the phone. I could always count on Becky, something I would need to make up to her eventually.

With all of my ducks in a row, I went to my living room and placed a small token on the floor. Pricking my finger with one of those small needles used to check your blood sugar, I dripped a drop of blood onto the token. A blue light flowed out from the trinket, growing larger and larger. I stood and let the light surround me. When the portal fully opened, I stepped through and knelt down to pick up the charm.

I wasn’t capable of making my own portals, so this small token had been a lifesaver to me. Slipping it into my pocket, I took a moment to acclimate myself to my new surroundings. “Well, I’m certainly not in Kansas anymore.”

A spicy electric charge permeated the air. Buildings rose up around me so tall they blocked the view of the sky. Bright neon lights flashed from signs lining the street. People walked up and down the sidewalks, but their attention seemed to be split. It was as if the walking was done unconsciously, like breathing or their heart beating. They didn’t have to think to make it happen. It just did. Instead, they consciously paid attention to devices that reminded me of some sort of large cell phone or tablet.

There were lots of colors around—hair, eyes, clothing, skin, all in a kaleidoscope of brilliant color. People here could alter everything about themselves, giving them enhancements that made them more than human. As I had said, the world was advanced. Honestly, it made me question my look. Compared to everyone else, I seemed boring, even with my tight leather pants. Everything I wore was black. It wouldn’t hurt to find some way to blend in a little better.

Either way, I would have to work on that while I got down to business. I headed up the street, following the flow of traffic. I brought out my power, encasing me in the soft blue of my aura. I had my charm, which hid my true nature most of the time, but when I purposefully used my powers, it would seep through. My senses stretched out to the people around me. I started picking up on the language and mannerisms of the people there. My power took just a little piece from everyone I walked by until I had knowledge of the world and how to be a part of it.

A couple of blocks down, I turned into a small convenience store. Or at least, that is what it looked like to me. A couple of people stood inside behind a counter. With any luck, they could steer me in the right direction of where the last murder happened. I used my knowledge of the new language to speak to the people.

“Hello, I was wondering if you could help me with something. I’m looking for a place called the Crystal Sanctuary. I believe it is a club not too far from here.”

One of the women gave me a warm smile. Her hair was bright pink, and her eyes were some sort of powder blue and silver glitter. She was cute, pretty, and oblivious to the world around her. Oh, to be that young and live in blissful ignorance again.

“Wow, it has been a while since I went there, but it isn’t far from here. Up three streets, turn right, and it will be down the road about a mile. Though I would be careful about that because something was going down over there not too long ago.”

“Do you know anything about what happened?” I asked hoping to get more information.

“No, not really. Just something about some bright lights and music, but it is a club, so you expect that,” the girl answered. “Can I help you with anything else?”

“No, I appreciate your help,” I answered and walked out of the store. I looked around and then filed myself into the flow of traffic. No one seemed to notice or pay me any attention, which was really strange. Sure, on my world people kept their faces in their phones, but here it was completely different. Their focus was on their devices, but they moved seamlessly around one another. My research had spoken a lot about how advanced the technology was here, so maybe that had something to do with it.

I followed the directions the girl behind the counter had given me. It took about thirty minutes between traffic and distance to reach the club. It shined like a beacon, even with all the other bright lights. The Crystal Sanctuary was as bright as a star. It was blinding and I used my powers to create a shield over my eyes, which resembled the effects of sunglasses. Slowly I made my way toward the building, the thundering of the bass from the music inside vibrating through the ground.

The front of the club had large tubes of light jetting up from the ground in a flare like a peacock’s tail. All manner of pastel colors shone brightly through those tubes. The huge golden door glimmered and reflected the colors as they flashed. It had a very different atmosphere to it than the ones back home. Too bad it was also the location of the most recent attack.


Chapter 
Seven
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I walked through the doors of the Crystal Sanctuary and was met with an assault of color and light. Everyone there dressed in clothes that glittered and reflected all of the lights. It seemed to be a theme. I felt like I was inside a box of holiday decorations and tinsel, which also happened to house a thousand people dancing. The club was above and beyond anything I had ever been in before. I let my power out and tried to pick up on the magical signature of the attack.

The crime had happened outside the club, but I couldn’t help but try to see if that same signature was still inside the club somewhere. Maybe this was where the Fallen was hiding. It would stand to reason since this place was off world and more difficult to detect. However, his power wasn’t pulling up in the club. Instead, another Zodiac registered there. My curiosity piqued, so I went to follow the signal.

I wove through the dance floor, looking around for any clues of who was emitting the power I felt. The deeper into the club I went, the stronger the energy became. The music was growing louder and the dancing hotter. Part of me wanted to take a break, dance, and enjoy being away from it all, but I was there to work, not party. Maybe another time I could come back and relax.

The power in the club grew the closer I got to the back. It wasn’t someone hiding away in a VIP lounge or section. This person had to have access to the offices behind the main stage area. Whoever it was, they were powerful and didn’t seem to care at all about hiding it. My curiosity grew, and I kept on my path until I found the access door and hall to the business offices. A couple of guards stood at the entrance to the hall to prevent anyone one from going past that point. I didn’t sense any Zodiac powers on them, so I let a little more of mine out as I walked toward them. My blue glow shined brighter than it had in a long time. To me, using my powers was reserved for when I really needed them.

“Hey, is the bathroom back here?” I asked, stumbling into one of them as I feigned being drunk.

The man I fell into became infused with my power. His eyes turned pink for a moment before a smile spread over his face. He used his overly large hands to stabilize me against the brick wall he called a chest. With a body like that, it stood to reason he would have big hands. Once he was sure I was steady, he leaned down as if he intended to give me a kiss.

“Miss, you need to turn around. The bathrooms aren’t back here,” the other guard said, grabbing my shoulder to move me away. The moment he touched me his eyes flashed pink as the same magic I had used on this partner transferred to him in a chain reaction of emotional manipulation.

“No, I could swear they were back here. Come on, boys, show me where to go.” I turned toward the second guard and leaned up against him. “Don’t you want to take me back there and show me where it is?”

“Yes, let’s go to the back,” guard one said, wrapping his hand around my arm to lead me down the hallway.

“Yeah, we can both show you,” guard two said, moving in behind me. He was a little closer than I wanted, but I played into it. After all, I had used my power to put them in that mood. It stood to reason they would stay a little closer to me than normal.

The three of us stumbled down the hall, and the more we walked, the closer the two of them got to me. At one point, one of the no-name guards leaned down to try and kiss me. Fortunately, we were interrupted. Red flared and I turned to see a rather powerful Fallen. It wasn’t the Fallen I was searching for, but he was certainly something to remember.

His eyes focused in on me, and I felt my heart stop for a second. With the power I was using, it was obvious what I was. My aura was blue, and his was red, which meant he didn’t want me there. I pushed the guard off of me and looked back at the Fallen. He wasn’t tall. He had his hair cut short on the sides and a little long on the top. It was grey with specks of black giving away what he may have looked like when he was younger. He wore an expensive tailor-made suit, which fit him perfectly and gave away the fact he had money.

“Go back to the door,” the Fallen said, but his eyes stayed steady on me. No anger shone on his face, though. He just had a look of stern curiosity.

The goons, on the other hand, went back to the front just as they were instructed to do. While I could manipulate people’s emotions and perceptions, I got the distinct impression this guy could corrupt people’s minds. As in, literally taking them over. I had heard about Zodiacs who could do that, but I hadn’t come across one myself. Once the goons were back at their post, the Fallen looked at me. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”

“Oh, and why is that?” I asked, keeping my composure. I wasn’t going to let him get to me.

“You are off world, in a club run by a Fallen. I would say you know you aren’t where you are supposed to be,” the man answered. His aura was still bright red with his power stirring on this surface.

“I’m on a business trip,” I answered my lip curling up on the edge to create a smirk.

“So, you work for the agency? I see. You need to leave.” He smiled widely with a sickening yellow grin.

“I don’t think so,” I said and pulled power into my hand creating a small ball of energy. The Fallen in front of me took a defensive stance but didn’t seem worried at all, glaring at me as if I was insignificant to him. For a moment, I doubted I had the ability to defeat him. The sensation of his energy let me know he was far more powerful than the other Fallen I had encountered.

Not willing to let the Fallen get to me, I decided to keep going. No way would I let this guy get the upper hand on me. With all of my might, I threw the ball of energy toward the Fallen. The ball hit him in the face, and the power of it circled around him until his head was inside a dome of water.

To his credit, he didn’t panic. Instead, he conjured up his own magic and threw the fire toward me. Well, he was a fire sign more than likely. How nice that we would be squaring off. I managed to dodge the first attack, which sent the ball of flame hurling toward the door at the end of the hall. No one in the club seemed to notice the explosion.

Turning toward the large, lumbering man, I moved closer to him, ready for a fight. The light of my aura grew brighter as I analyzed him for weaknesses, of which there were very few. I rushed forward and went to do a leaping punch in order to increase the intensity of my strike with the leverage. My fist struck his left temple, sending him stumbling back, but the action didn’t break through the balloon of water surrounding his head.

I stood in an attempt to do more kicks and punches, hoping that the lack of air would weaken him over time. So far, that didn’t seem to be the case. Not matter how much power I sank into the fishbowl-style attack, it didn’t faze him.

Our fight was interrupted by someone attacking me from behind. A hard, strong fist beat down on me right between my shoulder blades. I fell forward, smashing into the Fallen before me. He wrapped his meaty hands around my throat and lifted me up just enough so my feet were no longer touching the ground. He wasn’t tall enough to lift me much higher than that, but he had managed to achieve his goal. With my air supply cut off, I struggled to keep my magic working. The water mask on the Fallen burst, and he took a deep breath before tossing me into the wall as if I weighed nothing.

“Take care of this,” I heard him say to whomever had attacked me. Another bright red light flared in the hall. It was almost blinding and created enough heat to feel like I was standing inside a burning building. I started to turn toward that energy so I could face them, but a heavy boot struck me in the back of the head. Everything got blurry from there. I was struggling to focus, and a barrage of kicks and punches rained down on me from my new attacker. With the position I was in, I couldn’t get up or gain my composure.

From the corner of my eye, I saw the Fallen walk back down the hall toward what I could only assume was the office. I struggled to scramble after him, but my attacker took hold of me and tossed me back. I slid across the floor toward the exit doors that led back out to the club. I shook my head, trying to get a modicum of balance back, but I wasn’t fast enough. My attacker kicked me in the head.

Having been caught off guard and prone with little ability to fight back, I knew the only option I had left was to run. In a last-ditch effort to save myself, I pulled my talisman from my pocket. There blood was rolling down the side of my face, so I pressed the stone to the blood and allowed the magic to take me out of the club to the street outside. It was the best I could do.

“Mother fucker!” I growled, attempting to pull myself up from the ground. I wasn’t sure if they would try to come after me, but I didn’t want to be there to find out. Dimming my power back to lock it inside and hide me from the other Zodiacs, I decided my time would be best served figuring out who the victim was, and what, if anything, he had in common with all of the others. Once I had that information and could regroup, I would go back to get the suspect. That was, if he was even still there.


Chapter 
Eight
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Being off world created a lot of roadblocks when it came to getting access to information about victims and other crimes. It wasn’t like I could just walk in and tell everyone I was an officer from another world and needed access to their file. In general dealing with an off-world investigation was far more complicated. I technically didn’t have any authority here. It took me a while to find where the morgue and law enforcement people were located. Due to the lack of crime on this world, there wasn’t a huge need for a lot of people to work in that field. Getting to the police station, I was surprised at how small the building was and how few agents actually worked there. I wasn’t sure what they put in the water to keep everyone calm, but the police station was pretty much empty.

A woman sat behind a desk and was focused on something that wasn’t the front door. It looked like those tablets everyone outside was focused on. I tapped on the counter to get her attention, and she looked up with a pretty smile on her face. Like so many other people, she was decked out in bright neon-colored clothing and accessorized with sparkling jewelry. This world was all about the color and light, and it made me wonder why.

“Ummm, are you here to make a report?” the woman looked at the drying blood on the side of my face. I could see where she would assume I was there to report a crime. I certainly looked like the victim of one.

“No, I’m here investigating a crime. I just ran into a little bit of trouble. Can I speak to someone in regard to the murder that happened outside of the Crystal Sanctuary?” I deflected not wanting the woman too concerned with what I looked like. There were certainly a lot of questions I could not answer.

“Oh, ummm, well.” The woman seemed almost confused by my request. Maybe she was still a bit put off by the blood on my face. “I will see if the director is in.”

She pressed some buttons on the device she was holding and then looked back up at me. “He isn’t here. But he will be here in the morning. Do you have information on the murder? I can take a statement.”

“I don’t have a statement. I need information.” I sighed and turned to look back at the street. I couldn’t just sit around waiting. I needed to do something. “I’m sorry. I will try back another time when the director is in. Thanks.”

Next I headed toward the morgue in hopes of getting some answers there. There had to be a way to get the information without having to jump through hoops. Annoyed, I continued on my journey, but this world was a lot more difficult to navigate if you didn’t have the right credentials. I needed to fit in better, but to do that I would need help. There was no way I was going to get answer about any of this on my own.

I got the feeling someone was following me as I walked through the crowds of people on the street. I had never seen so many people on one street in all my life, but it didn’t stop that piercing feeling of someone staying one step behind me. I didn’t want to give away that I knew they were there, so I just kept my senses on high alert. I turned a corner in the direction of the morgue and then another down a side street. The crowd thinned, and the deeper I got down the alleyway, the fewer people were there, but the footsteps behind me kept in pace.

I turned behind a building and used that as my chance to get the upper hand on whoever was following me. I pressed my back against the wall, and when the person turned to follow, I stuck my foot out to trip them. They were quick to react, though, and instead pressed against the building on the other side of the narrow street.

“You need to go back to your world,” a deep voice said in English. They spoke the language from my world, which piqued my interest. Whoever it was hid deep into the shadows. “Being here will do nothing for you other than get you hurt.”

“How do you know that? Who are you?” I asked, stepping toward them. Something about their voice seemed familiar, but I couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

“Don’t worry about who I am. You just need to get out of here. Go back to Earth and forget all about this place. It’s safer that way,” they answered, staying within the shadows to prevent me from seeing them.

“Look, I’m not some damsel in distress. I’m here for a reason, and if you know that I’m here from a different world, you must know who or rather what I am. So, stop beating around the bush.” I made another step forward then saw a flash of red. It illuminated the man’s silhouette. Tall, slender, long hair, and a deep rich voice. This was the man I had been chasing. So why was he trying to help me. “Who are you?”

He took a step out from the shadows, and for the first time I got a real glimpse of him. In the dark, it was still a little difficult, but it was the best view I had ever seen, and I had witnessed his murders. His hair was long and straight, just past his shoulders. I couldn’t fully tell the color, but it was light, either a pale brown or blond. Maybe strawberry blond. Fire danced in his eyes as if it commanded him. He was very slender, but his muscles were well-defined. Lithe would have been a good word. Dressed in a black tank top and jeans, it seemed like he didn’t care much about the world’s aesthetics.

“I’m not leaving unless you come with me,” I said before I opened my hand to conjure another ball of water.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Kudos for finding me, but enough is enough. Stay out of my way. Trust me, I don’t want to hurt you. I have a job to do, and then you won’t have to deal with me anymore.” I went to respond, but a portal of flame formed behind him, and he stepped through it. It was exactly how I had seen it in the visions. I was so caught off guard by it that I didn’t even think to go after him. By the time I rushed to the portal, it had closed.

“Fuck!” Nothing was going the way I wanted it to. I had him right there and watched him walk away.

I made my way back toward the main road and toward the building I had been told was the morgue. However, when I got there, it was closed. I kept running into roadblocks, which was frustrating, especially since I had been injured in the fight.

“You look lost,” someone said behind me. I jumped and then turned. A woman was standing there. She was dressed in bright pink with a glittery vest. In her hand was one of the devices almost everyone here seemed to have. Her hair was bright bubble gum pink, and her eyes glittered like diamonds. She was stunning.

“No, not lost. It’s just where I need to go is closed. My night is not going how I intended,” I answered, exacerbated.

“Well, sounds like you need a place to stay. I can help. It doesn’t look like you are from around here.” She held her hand out to me. “Come on. I can show you a good place to stay. Maybe I can help you out. I saw you leave the club earlier. You didn’t look so good.”

I looked at the girl. Really looked at her. I tended to distrust people. It was a rather natural state of mind for me. This girl, though, was genuine. I could see it in her eyes. Her aura itself was pure. She legitimately wanted to help. “That would be nice. Thank you.”

“I’m Mya by the way,” she said motioning for me to walk with her.

“Serina and thank you. I think I came here a little quickly and didn’t think everything through,” I answered, following her instructions.

“Hey, we all mess up now and then. I got you. There is a hotel not too far from here.” We walked past the morgue and away from some of the hustle and bustle of the main street.

“I appreciate your help. So you are from around here. Right?” I asked. Maybe this stranger from out of nowhere would have the answers I couldn’t get from more direct means.

“Yeah, I grew up down the rails from here, so I spend a lot of time here in town,” Mya said and went to open the door to the hotel.

I walked into the brightly lit lobby and squinted my eyes. This world had far too many lights. How was everyone not blind? Mya went to the desk and got me a room. Then the two of us headed up to it. Once inside, we ordered some food, and I sat down to try and get some rest. I wasn’t sure why Mya was helping me, but I certainly appreciated it.

“So, out of curiosity, do you know what happened with that murder over at the Crystal Sanctuary?” I asked.

Mya cocked her head to the side as if confused about why I was asking.

“I go to the Crystal Sanctuary all the time, but it’s named that for a reason. It’s a sanctuary for people who aren’t on the up and up. Everyone else in this town follows the order. But when you go into Sanctuary, that is that. It is freedom. So, when that dude got murdered, part of me was like wow, stuff like that never happens. Another part of me was like, well it happened at the Sanctuary, so I should have expected it,” Mya answered.

The information helped me to understand what the Crystal Sanctuary actually was. It was an oasis of chaos in the desert of order in their town—a place criminals could go and get their vices out before returning to the normal world where they had to keep up with the standard that had been put into place. It reminded me of those movies where they gave everyone a free pass to commit crimes.

“Do you know anything about the guy who died?” I asked taking a seat on the bed to try and relax some

“He was an outsider, like you. I never met him, but he seemed to have some sort of magic. I know that makes me sound crazy, but I swear I saw some crazy stuff happening.” Mya was very expressive in how she spoke. Her hands moved frantically, and her voice was high pitched and animated. I liked her enthusiasm. It was such a contrast to my more methodical quiet personality.

“Were you there the night it happened?” I asked next.

“Yeah, it all happened really fast too. I mean, I wasn’t outside where it happened. I was there, though. Saw a couple of guys walking around, glowing red, and then the police cleared the place out to investigate.” A knock sounded on the door and Mya got up to answer it. She returned with the food in her hands and went to place it on the table.

“Oh, that smells wonderful. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” I went over to the little table so I could eat while the two of us talked.

“So you have the magic too, right?” Mya asked. “Only yours shows up blue.”

“It’s complicated, and I really can’t go into details about it, but yes. I am similar but very different from them.” I couldn’t give more of an answer without giving away information that should not be shared off world. Zodiacs were not native to this world and shouldn’t be messing around in it.

“Yeah, I figured as much. I always believed in magic. It is super cool to have met you.” Mya gave me a smile that made my heart melt a little bit.

“Well thank you for helping me. I do appreciate it.” I finished off my meal. It was a lot better than I expected.

“Of course, let me know what else I can do to help,” Mya said. She reminded me a lot of Becky—perky and bouncy for no real reason other than it was who they were.

“You might can. Do you know anyone who can help me get information from the police or morgue?” I asked, hoping she happened to have connections.

“I don’t, but I might know someone who can,” Mya answered, a wicked grin spreading over her lips.


Chapter 
Nine
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Trust for Scorpios was something we seldom gave. We don’t allow people in easily, and we don’t trust anyone, even if we love them. I spent the night in that room with Mya, but I didn’t sleep well. As nice as she was, and as helpful as she had been, I just couldn’t let my guard down. Every noise had me waking up and looking around for some sort of threat. However, nothing happened. Mya woke up, and together we had breakfast and got ready to investigate the murder.

It turned out that Mya’s mother worked at the police office. She had let her mother know that we would be coming in to talk to the director. Like Mya, her mother seemed more than happy to help. It must run in the family.

“I’m going to go and grab a few things from home. I will be back in about an hour, and then I will take you to see my mom,” Mya said heading for the door.

I waved and then sat down at the small desk. A note pad and pen lay there, very similar to hotels in my world. I started to write down notes of everything I could remember about the case. I detailed what I saw in my confrontation with the murderer and added the information I had about the other Fallen that I hadn’t expected. I wasn’t sure who he was, but I would use the details I had from the club to find out.

Once I had all my notes down, I went about straightening up. I hated strangers in my space. I had just finished making the bed when Mya got back. She had a bag in her hand, which she set down on the bed. “If you are going to be wandering around, you need to fit in. Probably would make your investigation go a little easier. People don’t like to talk to someone who obviously doesn’t fit in. I hope I got the size right. I had to guess based off of what you look like.”

Mya went about setting the clothes out on the bed. They were bright and flashy, just like everything else in that world. I was pretty sure my face looked how I felt. The idea of putting on those clothes did not sit well with me. “Ummmm, thank you. You’re probably right.”

“If you want to get a shower and then we can leave,” Mya suggested.

I looked over the brightly colored outfit. It was pink, purple, and silver and shimmered in the light. With a deep breath, I picked them up and went to the bathroom. I also grabbed my notes. I couldn’t let down my guard and risk the notes falling into the wrong hands, even if Mya was being nice. I wasn’t willing to take that risk. Once showered, I put on the clothes and cringed at the way I looked. I certainly would fit in, but pastels and glitter were not my usual choice in clothing.

I put the notes into my pocket and then went out to the main room. “Okay, I look ridiculous but I’m ready to go.”

“You look perfect! Come on. My mom said the director is in. Let’s get there before he leaves. He isn’t one that likes to stay in the office.”

I followed Mya out of the hotel and toward the police station. The world didn’t look much different in the day. With the tall buildings and neon jungle there, it certainly made the street below dark. It made sense that they fell in love with the artificial lights and bright colors. They certainly did not get enough naturally. I wasn’t sure I would want to live in such an artificial place. I liked nature and fresh air. Not to mention, there was no substitute for the sun.

On the walk, Mya pulled out her device, similar to how everyone else looked. “Why does everyone walk around like that?” I asked. I couldn’t help it.

“Like what?” Mya asked, her face screwed up in confusion.

I pointed to her device. “You all walk around with these. It is like none of you interact with each other.”

“Well, these are our connection to each other. I don’t know, it is just how it is here. It is like an extension of us. Some people have implanted technology, but others use these. It is the same thing, though,” Mya answered. “Is it different where you are from?”

I had to think about it for a moment. While we didn’t have direct-link devices, a lot of people couldn’t live without their phones. “Actually, when I think about it, it isn’t really different. I think things are just more direct here.”

“Fair enough. I would love to learn more about where you come from.” Mya opened the door to the police station and let me walk in before she followed in behind me.

A man behind the desk was dressed in what I assumed was their official police uniform. Instead of the dark blue uniforms from my world, theirs were white and silver. He smiled when he saw Mya and came around the counter to give her a hug. “Hey, Reese, is my mom around?”

“Yeah, she is in with the director. They said to send you back when you came in.” Reese gave Mya a look that was more than friendly. He had a thing for her. I wondered if she knew about it.

I grinned at the officer, giving him a knowing look, and his cheeks turned deep red. Just before we got to the office door I leaned over to Mya. “I think Reese likes you.”

She stopped and looked over at me with wide eyes. “Do you really think so?”

“Yeah, I do, and I’m pretty good at sensing these things. I think he might be shy, though. You might need to make the first move.” I patted Mya on the shoulder, and she blushed almost as much as Reese had.

“I might have to do that.” I wasn’t sure how, but Mya managed to get even redder and then opened the door to the office. Two people sat in the office, a woman who I assumed was Mya’s mother, and a man. He was a little on the small side. Not only short, but small framed as well. The uniform he wore was actually a little too big for him. His hair was a deep green, and his eyes were gold. Certainly, a stunning little man. He waved Mya out and then focused on me.

“Hi, my name is Serina, I’m a law enforcement agent from out of town. I came to inquire about the murder that happened at the Crystal Sanctuary as we have had similar incidents where I’m from,” I explained, wanting to get right to the point instead of beating around the bush. I had no time for formalities.

“Hello, I’m Director Syan. Yes, Mya was telling me you are from Korrak. I hate that something like this happened. It is practically unheard of here. How can I help?” the man said.

I reached out to shake his hand, and he looked at me confused.

“I was hoping I could read about any information you may have on the victim and maybe get approval to see his remains?” I asked, not even sure if they would have any information. I didn’t see any file cabinets, so I doubted there was anything paper I could take with me.

“We don’t know much. He was not from here, and we aren’t sure why the crime happened. A few people we spoke with said the attacker was singing and then they saw a bright red light. No one actually witnessed the offense firsthand,” Syan said, not even caring that I had shown no evidence that I was who I said I was. He took me at my word. How strange to be in a world were so few crimes happened that the head of law enforcement was not even jaded to the greatness of life.

“Yes, very similar to the others,” I said trying to piece this together. “Do you know if the man killed was in some sort of organized crime?”

“I’m not sure what organized crime is. We have a very stable and peaceful city. Did you say others? So it isn’t just two incidents. It’s more?” Syan asked taking a seat.

“I’m afraid so.” I couldn’t just lie to him, nor could I tell him the whole truth. It was important that people from other worlds didn’t get information about mine. It was not within our rights to change the other worlds. Many ZEA agents were tasked with monitoring other worlds and eliminating threats of Fallen who attempted to take them over.

“I will contact the morgue and inform them that you are coming. Please let me know if there is anything more we can do to help. I certainly don’t want to see this escalate.” Syan seemed shocked by my words, and I couldn’t help but smile at the innocence. This man would have no idea how to live in my world, and I hated that the Fallen from my world had put such a stain on theirs.

I grabbed Mya on the way out so she could be my liaison and guide. I would have to do something for her to make up for all the help she had given me. Mya had a wicked smirk, and her cheeks were flushed. When we left the station, she took both of my hands and jumped up and down in excitement.

“I asked him out, and we are going to dinner in a couple of days. I can’t believe it! Thank you so much for giving me the shove to ask him.”

Hearing her talk about her upcoming date reminded me of mine. I was nowhere close to excited for my date. Of course, mine was more of my mother trying to match game me with someone else. Someone she felt was appropriate for me. “I’m glad it worked out. I hope everything goes well for you. You seem like the type of person who deserves to have someone who will treat you well. And if they don’t, if I’m still around, I will certainly make sure they do.”

“Do you have someone back home who makes you feel special?” Mya asked as we began to make our way toward the morgue.

“No, I’m too busy. My mom keeps trying to get me to settle down, but I don’t think that is in the cards for me. I honestly think I’m just forever married to the job,” I answered.

“I couldn’t imagine being okay with spending the rest of my life alone. I mean, who are you going to tell all your cool stories to? Things must be different where you are from, though,” Mya said. She hadn’t outright said that my life sounded sad, but it did make me think.

I had always been okay with the idea of being on my own. No way would I let someone get close to me just to use me because I have superpowers. No, it was easier to just get my needs met when the time came and leave love to other people. It kept me from getting hurt. Funny how it was perfectly fine for me to get physically hurt, but my heart needed to remain bubble wrapped and chastity belted for eternity.

“Well, I imagine when I meet the right person my feelings on the matter will change. I just haven’t yet.” That was true, even if I did leave out the part where I wasn’t really trying to find Mr. Right.

“Hopefully that will happen for you. Everyone deserves to be happy.” With that, she opened the door to the best smelling morgue I had ever been in.


Chapter 
Ten
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While most of the morgues I had been to didn’t smell dirty or gross, they just didn’t smell good either. Often the chemicals used to clean the place and keep it sterile prevented the building from smelling anything other than harsh. It was the same problem I had with most hospitals. So, I was quite surprised when I stepped into the morgue and thought I had walked into a bakery. That was how good the place smelled. It was also homey, or well, what I imagined homey would be here on this world.

Eclectic artwork hung on the walls, and the furniture looked comfortable and inviting. Though there was a counter, behind it looked like a playroom. That was when I realized, it was the play area. A woman with neon blue hair spiked in every direction and crystal pink eyes came walking over. She was dressed in a rather plain outfit, a mostly silver jumpsuit with a few bits of crystal sparkles. Nothing like what Mya and I were dressed like.

“Umm, can I help you?” the woman asked, perplexed by me looking over the little counter to where two kids sat playing with toys.

“Yes, I’m sorry. Director Syan said he would let you know I was coming. My name is Serina,” I answered.

At first, I went to hold out my hand but remembered what had happened before and stopped myself. Apparently, that was an Earth thing.

“Yes, he did. It’s nice to meet you. My name is Callie, you can follow me.” I motioned for Mya to wait in the lobby the I followed behind Callie.

She led me to a room that was rather small and dim. Compared to the brightness of the rest of the world, it was downright dark and mundane, but I didn’t have any trouble seeing. Up against the wall was some sort of cylindrical pod. Inside lay a very large very dead man. Bennie Lazaraith, the man who lay dead in the pod, was from my world but looked as if he was a native.

I moved in closer to the pod and realized Bennie was naked for anyone in the room to see. The familiar slash marks stared up from his body like malicious reminders of my failure.

“Can I examine the body more closely?” I asked.

Callie seemed confused by my question, so I continued. “I just want to check the markings and see how similar they are to the ones on my other cases.”

“Seems rather unorthodox but alright.” Callie walked over and punched some sort of code into the pod. A second later the sound of the pressure seal releasing echoed, and the lid slid down.

There was no smell. It was as if the body was someone asleep and we were spying on him. It was nothing like looking at a dead person back home. If not for the giant gashes, I would have never thought this person was dead.

“I have been working here my whole adult life. I have never seen someone who has been murdered. It’s all rather shocking. Will you be able to help?” Callie explained as she handed me a pair of gloves.

I put the gloves on then reached down and placed my hand over the score marks and let my power sink into him. Unlike the other murders, this victim fought back. He, too, was a Fallen and flung magic toward the attacker in an attempt to prevent his demise.

Once the attacker got in his groove, his voice filled the alley as he began to slice into the victim. I again was consumed with a sensation of peace before overwhelming pain overtook my body. It was a strange juxtaposition of sensation, to be both calm and in pain at the same time. I managed to pull myself out of the vision before I started screaming. It was one thing for Zandar to see me that way, considering he was also a Zodiac. However, the people of this world knew nothing about the Zodiacs, and it was best to keep it that way.

When I pulled out of the vision, I did a brief pseudo examination so Callie didn’t think I was super weird, and then I stepped back. “This is in line with what happened to the other victims. I am going to do all I can to prevent something like this from happening again. Thank you for giving me the time to examine this situation. I appreciate it.”

“Of course. I do hope that you are able to stop this. I don’t want to raise my children in a world where people have to fear for their lives all of the time. It just doesn’t seem like a place anyone should have to live in.” Callie said, genuine worry in her voice.

“I understand. If I can make this better, I certainly will.” After washing my hands, I collected Mya and we left.

I had seen the attacker the night before. Part of me wondered why I didn’t catch him then and there, but I had been taken so off guard that he was gone before I could process a coherent thought. However, there was no way I could let that happen again. We went back to my hotel, and once there, I fully opened up my magic to feel for the murderer. If he was still on Damir, I would sense him. He wasn’t, though. The only Zodiac I picked up on was the other man in the club. I would be doing more research on him and submitting a report. If he had something to do with the other Fallen, the ZEA needed to be aware. I had a feeling that the man from the club was the one giving the orders.

“Mya, I’m going to have to go back to where I am from. I appreciate everything you have done for me, but I have to gather more information, and I can’t do that here,” I said.

Mya had a look of pure shock on her face. I wondered what this whole experience was going to do for her.

“You are so beautiful when you do that. I don’t know where you come from or what you are, but it is intoxicating to be around you. I know I will certainly miss you,” Mya said coming over and giving me a hug. I was going to miss her too, but it was part of the job. It reminded me of why I didn’t have a desire to get into a serious relationship. There was too much of a difference, and normal humans didn’t seem to understand Zodiacs, or they put them on a pedestal. If I was going to be with someone, I wanted them to look at me as an equal and normal. I didn’t ask to be a Zodiac, and I certainly had no desire to be better than anyone else.

Finishing my hug, I pulled out my artifact so I could portal back home. Pricking my finger, I infused it with my blood and set it down as the portal formed. Mya gasped in disbelief, and I gave her a cheeky smile before walking through and picking the artifact up. The portal closed behind me, and I was back in my apartment.

Becky was in the kitchen with my mother, and the two of them were cooking. Why was my mother always at my apartment? I was going to have to get some sort of magical lock to keep her away. “Umm… Hi?”

“Oh, Serina! I am teaching Becky to cook curry. She said she liked it and wanted to learn,” my mother answered full of excitement that someone wanted her to help them and spend time with her.

“Well, I can smell that, but why are you doing that here?” I asked confused as to why they had decided to do a cooking lesson at my place instead of one of their homes.

“Well, I figured I could freeze the excess for you so you would have good meals on nights you work really late and don’t have time to cook on your own,” my mother answered rushing over with a spoon so I could taste the meal they were cooking.

I shook my head and then opened my mouth to accept the bite of food. My mother was an incredible cook, and the magical blend of spices she used to flavor her curry was second to none. While my mother was pure human, her cooking skills were above and beyond any other I had ever met. When I was a kid, I had wanted her to open a restaurant, but she said the food would not be as good. No meal ever tasted better than one made with love for your family. Maybe that was why my cooking sucked for the most part.

“I appreciate it. I’m going to be pretty busy right until I close this case, so having dinner ready to go is a blessing,” I answered.

“How did things go for you over on Damir?” Becky asked, looking up from the cutting board for just a moment.

“I met the suspect, and he basically told me to leave him alone. I’m not sure what happened, but that place is very strange. Another Zodiac is also there, who seems to be in charge of the club as well as the suspect’s mind. It’s almost like the killer is brainwashed. I will be writing up a report soon enough, but I have some other things to follow up on first,” I said heading toward my room to clean up and change. I was not a shiny sparkly kind of girl.

“Don’t forget that we are going out for dinner tomorrow night,” my mother reminded me.

I groaned. I did not have time for blind dates.

“I won’t forget. But if I am stuck with work you are going to have to understand that. Lives are in jeopardy right now. I think saving people is far more important than dinner with Alma and her son.” My mother went to protest but I closed my bedroom door before she could.

I took my shower and got dressed. From the other side of the door, I could hear my mom and Becky joking around and having a good time with their cooking lesson. I used to enjoy time like that with my mom, but over the years, I felt like my lack of desire to get a husband put a bit of a strain on our relationship. I would give almost anything to have a closer relationship with her again, but getting married because that is what good girls are supposed to do was not one of them.

With a heavy heart, I reached for the doorknob so I could go and eat dinner when I heard my cell phone go off. I rushed to check and saw a text from Zandar.

Zandar: Hey, you will never believe what I found out from our victims. Come see me as soon as you get back.

So much for dinner. I grabbed my keys and threw open my bedroom door. “Sorry, I have to go. See you two later.”

Protest echoed behind me, but I ignored them as I made my way to my bike. Whatever Zandar found; I hoped it was enough to help me figure out the killer’s next move.


Chapter 
Eleven
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Zandar stood the moment I entered the room. He was vibrating with energy as I came in. His blue glow surrounded him, but the huge smile on his face got my attention. What had he discovered that had him excited?

“I thought you would be off world a little longer. I’m glad you’re here, though. So I got the results back for our two victims. They were both Zodiacs. Weak Zodiacs, but still, they were. Whoever this guy is, they’re going after Zodiacs and not just normal criminals.”

Zandar pulled up some information on his computer and showed me. “I’m not sure what that means for you and your investigation but seems to me like you might be able to track him a bit better.”

“Maybe, but it isn’t like Fallen are rushing to add themselves to some sort of database,” I answered looking over the results. It was interesting to see that they were able to gather so much information. Of course, Zandar was very good at his job. “Can I get a printout of everything. I’m going into the office to try and see if I can find other things related to these guys.”

“I will send it to your email. That way you don’t have to worry about losing anything. So how did the trip go?” Zandar asked next.

“It was alright. I actually got close to the guy but wasn’t able to catch him. Another Fallen was there too. I’m not sure who he is, but I am going to see if I can figure it all out,” I answered.

“Wow, I hope you’re okay. If you need anything else from me, though, just give me a holler. You know I would do anything for you.” He fluttered his eye lids playfully as if pretending to swoon for me.

It made me laugh, which was good considering.

I needed to find this guy. I had to figure out why he was going after other Zodiacs and what his motive was. All of it seemed so out of place that it was making my head spin. “I will let you know if I need anything, Zandar. For now, you just keep being the incredible you that you are.”

I left and got on my bike just in time for an evening shower to hit. Soaked, I put my helmet on and sped off. Rain or no rain, I needed to do some research and pinpoint who the next victim would be. I couldn’t stand the idea of someone else dying because I hadn’t been able to capture that Fallen when I had my chance. The whole scenario was turning into a riddle, and I was running out of time to solve it.

By the time I got to the parking garage I was dripping wet. I called upon my power and pulled all of the excess water off of me and out of my clothing so I wouldn’t drip all over the floors. When I opened the door to the building, I was dry and ready to work. I ignored the people chatting and gossiping around the office and went straight to my desk. While my computer booted, I pulled out the paper files I had on the three crimes. There had to be a connection that I wasn’t seeing. Other than the actual deaths and the fact they were all apparently Zodiac criminals, it was hard to put the pieces together.

I pulled up our database on different criminals who had come through the Atlanta area. Maybe it could point me in the right direction. I quickly realized that Lamar worked for the guy who was killed on Damir, Bennie Lazaraith, who had been one of the main drug lords in the area for several years. Of course, I already knew Timothy worked for Carmen Conti. If Timothy was a Zodiac, though, why was he working for Carmen? Surly he was more powerful even if the mob boss had great contacts. Most Fallen had no problem throwing their weight around if the situation called for it.

Going onto the database of known criminals in the Atlanta area regardless of whether they were Zodiacs or not, I relentlessly started to research who else could be a victim. While Carmen held a lot of power due to his mob connections, he didn’t have all of Atlanta in his realm. Terrence Parks was a well-known pimp in the area who had managed to elude being brought in due to stupid legal loopholes. He had a number of ladies and lower-level pimps working for him, which gave him the dominion over the sex trade.

The other major crime player in the city was someone named Keith “Bubba” Shores who was the head of a biker gang notorious for running guns in the area. If I had to guess, the next attack would be one of the two, well, if they were Zodiacs, but there was no information on that. Neither of them was in prison, so I could always just reach out to them and see if they knew anything. More than likely, they wouldn’t speak to me, but I had to give it a try. What would it hurt?

“Getting in over your head?” Grant asked, pulling up a chair to sit next to my desk. His cocky smile made me cringe.

“No, I’m doing fine,” I answered, making sure the asshole couldn’t see any of my findings.

“I still don’t know why Raul gave you this case. You are not skilled enough to take on something like this. No one would blame you if you handed it over to me to handle.” Grant reached out to take the files, but I slammed my fist down on them.

“I don’t need your help, Grant. Believe it or not, I’m good at my job. I’m also not in it for the glory. This is my case, and I am going to see it through. Now, can you go find someone else to antagonize while I work?” I slid the case files over some more, so they were out of reach of him unless he stood and leaned over my desk.

“You know, maybe if you were more respectful to the people who worked hard to get here you wouldn’t be alone all the time,” Grant growled before standing up.

“Look, I like working by myself. I don’t need you babysitting me for all the glory. You didn’t get where you are due to hard work. You got here because you’re an asshole who has weaseled your way into getting the cases with the most fame attached. You may can bully and push everyone else around in this office, but not me. Now, go the fuck away and deal with your own workload.” I stood and moved in close.

I always thought Grant would have turned to the Fallen side if it wasn’t so much work to keep out of prison. He liked to ride coattails and be praised, neither of which meant much to me. Grant was a selfish prick, simple as that.

“One day you are going to need my help, and when you do, don’t be surprised when I’m not there to take your hand.” He spoke through gritted teeth before walking off.

Bristling, I sat back down and started to look into what I should do first. There was not a lot of information on Terrence other than where he usually worked, which was more than one place. Bubba Shores, however, had a bar he ran all of his dealings from. Seemed like the best choice for me would be to go and investigate him first. He would for sure be easier to track down. I put the address of the bar into my phone and then locked up all of my files. With the way Grant was hovering around, I wasn’t about to risk him getting his grimy hands on my stuff.

As I made my way back to my bike, I started thinking about the songs that were sung during the murders. That album was all about political assassination and brain washing. What I saw back at the Crystal Sanctuary was a Fallen who was controlling people’s minds. Was it possible that he had managed to sink his mental claws into the Fallen committing the murders? If that were the case, figuring out the connection between the two would be more than helpful.

It was still raining when I got back to my bike. Today was not the best day for riding, but it was the vehicle I had, and I didn’t have the desire to have someone else drive me around and ask questions. So, I would get wet, and then I would get dry again before talking to the bikers. It was one of the perks of my powers. Kickstarting my bike, I moved out of the parking garage and sped down the road, leaving an arch of water in my wake.

The bar was just on the edge of town, nestled off of a main road and a side road behind a back road, but I managed to find it. From the outside, it looked like a straight-up shithole. Bikes were lined up outside and a solitary neon sign blinked on and off that the place was open. Wild Hogs Bar had been painted on a wooden sign that dangled off of the awning. It was the epitome of a southern biker bar. How cliche. I got off of my bike and walked purposefully to the front door of the bar. A rather large man was sitting on a stool and smoking a cigarette when I walked up.

“Hey, what are you doing here?” the man asked. His voice was thick and grumbling.

“I’m here to talk to Bubba Shores. Is he here?” I asked giving the man a once over. I thought it might be good to assess any danger the massive man may pose.

“Is he expecting you?” the biker asked next.

“No, but I need to talk to him. It’s time sensitive,” I answered. I reached for the door, hoping the man was just being nosy and not actually some sort of bouncer or something.

“Bubba’s in a meeting. You will have to come back another time. Unless you want to come to my room and spend some time with me while you wait.” With a firm hand, the man reached over and smacked my ass.

I had been taking a lot of martial arts training classes, not to mention, I had a bit of a temper. Before his hand had fully left my ass, I had managed to turn around and take hold of him. I bent his hand and fingers back until they were stretched to the breaking point. “Don’t fucking touch my ass.”

I let my power flare for a moment, and the man backed away. It was just in time to hear a scream echo from inside of the bar. I didn’t wait for the “guard” at the door to give me permission to go in. I opened the door and raced inside. I followed the sounds, and before I made it to the back where the screaming had come from, I could hear the singing. The attacker was there. How did I get it right? It was a guess.

I burst through the door just in time to see Bubba fall and the portal close. The guy from outside was right behind me and started screaming out orders to other people at the bar. I walked over to the body, seeing smoke rising from the cauterized wounds on his chest. It was the freshest crime scene I had ever seen. Slowly I knelt down next to Bubba. His face was still full of peace even though his mouth was open in a perpetual scream. From my research, there was only one person left for him to go after. Unless he planned to go after Carmen, but that didn’t make any sense.

“What happened? How did this happen?” a woman screamed, rushing over to Bubba’s body and lying over him. I felt the pain inside of her like it was my own and couldn’t stop myself from reaching over and pressing my hand to her shoulder. My power sank into her as I sent her calming energy. I couldn’t bring back her partner, but I could make it a little easier on her.

“I’m so sorry. I am going to do everything I can to stop this from happening again,” I whispered in an attempt to be supportive. I felt like I was starting to sound like a broken record. So many people had been hurt by this Fallen and the murders he committed. If I only I had been able to stop him sooner.

“I don’t care. Just get out of here!” The woman looked up at me, her face streaked with tears. Even the little bit of power I sent into her was not enough to curb the grief. I would have had to use far more influence than I was willing to in order to calm her.


Chapter 
Twelve
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I went home. I needed sleep and a shower. Even if it was only for a few hours. Lucky for me, my apartment was empty. So, I took a shower, lit some incense, and went to bed. Sometimes being alone in my apartment was difficult. Maybe my mom had a point about loneliness. Tonight, as much as I wanted to sleep and be alone, part of me wished I had someone to comfort me. All of the death and grief had started to get to me. It was one of those weird off-handed thoughts that sometimes happened just before falling asleep.

Unfortunately, it also meant my dreams were a tormented blend of terror and desire. My body was on fire, and I tossed and turned all night. When I woke, my aura was bright and full. My neighbors probably had a good night after reaping the rewards of my unfiltered power. Would have been nice if I had also. It would be for another night, though.

I went to my kitchen and sat at the counter. My computer was there, and I opened it up to get started on the report. Bubba had already been taken to the coroner’s office. I sent over an email to Zandar so he would know what the information I had about the incident. Maybe it would help him with his own job. Now there was only one guy I could think of that the Fallen would go after, and I needed to stop it.

I had no information on how to find Terrence. The best I could do was jot down a few known hangouts. Maybe it was because he was a pimp and didn’t stay in any one place. I didn’t have a desire to help the guy, but I wasn’t going to let the Fallen who was attacking everyone get to him first. My goal was to stop the Fallen I was tasked with taking down then I could clean up the rest. So, help me, I was going to take him.

With my information in hand, I proceeded to get dressed before heading for the door. I had just turned the handle when I opened the door and saw my mother standing there. She had some outfits draped over her arm and what looked like a tackle box in the other hand, though I was pretty sure it was her makeup case. “Oh, Serina! Good, you are home. I brought some things for you to try on for our dinner tonight.”

I had forgotten all about the dinner. My mind was purely focused on the case. “Mom, I’m not going to make it tonight. We are going to have to reschedule.”

“We can’t reschedule. Alma’s son is only going to be in town tonight. He has to go back to Knoxville after that. Please, can’t you find a way?” my mother asked? The look on her face was enough to break my heart, but it didn’t change anything.

“I’m sorry, but people will die if I don’t do my job. It will have to wait for another time.” I hated letting my mother down. Hell, I had a feeling I let my mother down a lot more than I wanted to, but it wasn’t like I hadn’t warned her. She was just too stubborn to understand how important it was that I finished my job. I couldn’t let serial killers with superpowers go free on the streets just so I could have dinner with the blind date of the week. It wasn’t like the human police could do anything to stop him.

Maybe if I had been more normal my mother wouldn’t work so hard to have me follow a normal life. Maybe if I had just stuck to working behind a desk, I could go on random blind dates with whoever my mother was setting me up with. Either way, it wouldn’t change who I was now. My job was to take down the Fallen and seek justice for those they had harmed.

“I have always tried to be supportive of you, Serina. I love you with all of my heart, and I want nothing more than for you to be happy. One day, you will see how awful it is to spend your life without someone to love. Maybe this man isn’t the right man, but the way you are going, you are never going to find the right man, or any man for that matter.” My mother laid the clothing down over the back of my couch.

“Mom, you don’t understand,” I pleaded. She had a way of killing me with guilt.

“I do understand. You know I understand. I have been alone most of my life. Not having someone to share my stories with and talk about my day with is horrible. I sit alone, in my house, and all I can think about is how I wouldn’t wish this life on anyone. Maybe you aren’t meant to get married and have children, but you are worthy of being happy. That is all I ever wanted for you. Now, I hope you will do your best to come tonight. I know your work is important, but so is your life. How can you help other people if you do nothing for yourself?” She didn’t wait around for me to respond. She slouched and made her way out of my apartment leaving me to my own thoughts.

I knew my mother was lonely. It was why I often tried to spend time with her and give in to her match-making ways, even if it didn’t go anywhere. The problem was, I couldn’t always be there for her. At one time, I thought about having her move in with me so she would have me to keep her company when I wasn’t out on a case, but I highly doubted her pride would let her.

Shaking it off, I left. There was a lot to do and little time to do it in. If that Fallen was able to get to Terrence, I might fully lose him. My focus was distracted but not gone. I would get it back. I drove to one of the locations I had jotted down, hoping I would get lucky on the first attempt. I didn’t find anything.

I went to the next location. Running around town was not going to work. I stepped off my bike to try and talk to some of the ladies there. No one wanted to give me information, which I couldn’t blame them for that. I had the smell of cop all over me, and hookers and cops didn’t go together very well.

Defeated, I went to get back on my bike and try another spot when I felt a fissure of power sizzle close by. Cautiously I made my way toward the sensation. My power tickled inside me, ready to protect me if I needed it. Pressing my back against the wall, I slowly turned to see what was happening down the alley, and there he was. My eyes zeroed in on him while he looked around as though assessing the location. Why was he there? Had he been spying the whole time so he could better get the jump on his victims.

It didn’t matter. I let my power build inside of me before I turned to confront him. He didn’t look over at me or even acknowledge I was there. Instead, he continued to study the alley. The focus on his face made him look, well, tired. Had his desire to kill all of these people finally caught up with him? Maybe I would ask once I had him in custody.

With my hand raised, I flung my magic out to him, but he slid to the side. With graceful alacrity, he took hold of me and pushed me up against the side of the building. His body pinned mine against the cool brick wall, stealing my breath in the process. Our eyes locked. They didn’t look like they had before. Every time I saw his eyes in one of my visions, they looked distant and like something else was there. Staring at him now, all I saw was pain.

“You need to stay out of this,” he said through clenched teeth. His body shook against mine as if he was terrified or trying to hold in some sort of pent-up emotions he didn’t dare let someone else see.

“I can’t do that,” I answered.

He licked his lips and then shook his head. I saw a flash of something in his eyes, but it disappeared just as quickly as it had come. “I won’t ask you again. If you keep showing up, I am going to have to make sure you don’t come back.”

“It’s my job to show up.” I watched him, really watched him. My power was still high. So was his. It twirled together sparking purple light between us.

“Doesn’t matter. I won’t let you stop me.” He moved in closer.

I could feel the entire length of him pressed to me. Our energies played with each other, building a sizzling pressure, which was not welcome. It was forbidden.

“Seems we are at an impasse. Why haven’t you killed me?” I asked, but my words came out breathy. It was getting difficult to stay tough when something else was happening between us. Never had I been in a situation where I thought I might have to question my judgment.

“You aren’t on my list. Now, let it go before you get hurt in the crossfire,” the Fallen explained, but he continued to hold me to the wall.

In a moment, the sound of the city disappeared into muffled silence. The only thing I could hear was the exchange between us. I could only smell the deep cedar scent of the Fallen’s cologne. All I felt was the sizzling of power between us and the heat of his body. It clouded my mind and made me want to just turn and walk away.

“You have to let me finish what I started.” His lips brushed against the sensitive skin on the tip of my ears. The feel of his breath left a trail of heat down the side of my neck.

“No… no I don’t.” Before I could stop myself, I turned into him.

With how close he was to me, all I had to do was shift my head and our lips were but a hair’s breadth away. Tension filled my body, building up in an unmistakable desire for release. Fuck, I had no idea why I hadn’t pushed him away and cuffed him.

For several seconds we stood there in that state. Neither of us moved to close the distance. His breath was heavy and ragged. Mine was fast, and impatient. Push him away, Serina. Push him away. I should have listened to my more rational self. I didn’t, though.

“Go,” he whispered, his voice so low I wasn’t sure I had even heard him.

“No,” I answered and without a second thought, I pressed my lips to his.


Chapter 
Thirteen
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I wouldn’t say that I always made the best decisions. Part of why I kept my powers locked away and focused so much on work was because I knew just how easy it would be to give in to the darker aspects of my nature. Scorpios. We have our secrets, we can be judgy, but we also enjoyed our pleasures.

My fingers were playing in his hair, dancing at the sensation of the silky strands running through them. Our kiss didn’t stay simple lips against lips but for the first second. After that, it was a frenzy of mouth, teeth, and tongue. We fed from each other like two of us were starving and the only way to find satiation was through that kiss. Never in my life had I felt such powerful and passionate intensity in a kiss. Of course, I had never kissed another Zodiac. Maybe that was it.

Yes, I would use rational thought to get me out of this. That would work. His hands took hold of my ass and lifted me, so my legs wrapped around his waist. His pelvis held me in place as his hands roamed all over my body. Thunder clapped above us a moment before the rain started to fall. We shined like beacons in the summer storm.

The power inside of me flowed through me and into him without any control from myself. All of my carefully laid protection to keep me from getting hurt crumbled. I was being an idiot. I knew I was being an idiot, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. For all I knew, the Fallen was trying to distract me so he could kill me too. Why was I letting this happen?

His strong right hand cupped my sensitive left breast through my shirt. His kiss broke from my lips, and he growled against my ear with a sound that vibrated to my very core as if he were claiming me. Before I could compose myself from the growl, he was licking, nibbling, and kissing his way down my neck. Each touch sent a bolt of pleasure to build up more tension inside of me.

“If things had been different,” he growled before kissing my lips once more.

When he tried to pull away from me, I took hold of his shirt and pulled him in closer. My power spilled from my lips and into him, locking into his lust and raising it to an even higher level. What little distance he had managed was once more filled until our bodies couldn’t be any closer to each other unless we were inside of one another.

I was out of control. We were out of control. The Fallen—damn, I didn’t even know his name—lifted me up and carried me further down the alley as if trying to hide us from any spectators who may pass by. Not that it wasn’t apparent Zodiacs were there. Our auras were flared so brightly they could probably see them from space. We slammed into the wall, closer to the corner of the building, and I cried out. The pain morphed into pleasure upon impact, and the sound I made in return pleased him. It was like we were two teenagers trying to hide our forbidden passion.

“Have your fun,” I heard another voice say.

It broke through the passion and gave me a second of pause before the Fallen had his lips on mine again, and I fell right back into our trance-like make-out session.

“She really is pretty. Too bad you have to kill her after you fuck her.” I heard the voice a second before the Fallen pushed away and turned around. Considering I had been wrapped around him when he did that, I unceremoniously fell to the very wet, very dirty ground.

“You need to get out of here and leave me to do my job, now. Don’t come near me again,” his voice was strained, full of emotion.

“Tell me what…” I started to speak but he cut me off by taking hold of my throat and lifting me off of the ground until I was hovering above it.

His firm grip on my throat was the only thing that kept me from hitting the ground for a second time. All of the passion that had been there a moment ago vanished in an instant. His eyes were full of fire, but it wasn’t his own fire. Two very different flames warred within him, fighting for dominance. “You are going to leave and forget about me.”

His fingers pressed in a little harder, making it difficult to breathe much less speak. My strength began to dwindle as I pulled at his arm, trying to break free of his hold. The light in his eyes swirled again, and with a fluid motion, the Fallen sent me flying down the alley. I landed about halfway back toward the road and slid another couple of feet before crumbling into a heap.

He was a distance from me, which gave me the perfect opportunity to see him in a very different light. I watched as his aura, and that of someone else, fought for the right to claim him. “Okay, so he is some sort of hot Jekyll and Hide shit. Great,” I murmured to myself. “If only I could figure out which was which.”

One of the auras settled on him as flames surrounded him. He had no problems letting his power out. The heat in the alley became unbearable. The Fallen loomed over me, and for the first time, he looked like he had in all my visions. The combination of aura and flame drowned him out. All I could see was a silhouette. It was a vision of beauty, but one that was ready to kill me.

I managed to find my feet just in time to see him manifest his sword. Like him, it was surrounded by flame, but this flame was the white-hot kind, which explained how the victims’ wounds were cauterized upon infliction. The Fallen was no longer in control. It was obvious that he was gone, and whoever else was swirling around inside his mind had taken up the driver’s seat. I had so many questions, but now was not the time for them. I would have to ask when the right person was in control.

With the rain still pouring down, I channeled my power and created a cyclone of water around the Fallen. I wanted to snuff out the fire with the water, but it seemed to only be making steam. Great. As if the steaminess from earlier needed to be overshadowed by actual steam. At least he was stumbling and distracted. It gave me the upper hand.

I rushed toward him, motioning my hands so the water would shove him hard into the building. When he hit the left side, I then sent him flying to the right with just as much force if not more. The moment he hit the wall, he slid down. His aura dimmed and the fire went out. I rushed to try and grab the sword before he could get it again, but it was gone. He must just manifest it when he went to attack.

Instead, he reached out and pulled my foot to trip me. I fell flat to my back, the wind completely knocked out of me. I gasped in an attempt to gain my composure. It gave the Fallen time to get up and manifest his sword again. He slowly moved toward me, his steps purposeful and precise. I tried to stand, but he placed his foot on my chest to hold me down.

“You just don’t listen. I gave you plenty of opportunity to leave and let me do what I’m doing. Now, now you will die.” He held the sword above his head and went to slice down.

Usually, I’m against fighting dirty. If I was going to fight, I wanted to earn it. There was no way to earn it in this fight. If I didn’t do something, he was going to kill me. With swift precision, I kicked up and nailed him right in the balls. He doubled over, which gave me a chance to strike out at his knee. However, he recovered quickly and was able to get out of the way. I got myself up to my feet, but I lost sight of him in the process, which gave him the opportunity to attack. He backhanded me and sent me spinning into the wall.

My anger rose, and I no longer cared who was in control or who was fighting me. I had tried to figure it out, but I wasn’t going to die because I worried I was hurting someone innocent. I didn’t even know if the guy was innocent. He could have been a bad guy all along. The rain fell harder around us. Instead of just turning to face him, I did a spinning kick and struck him across the face. He didn’t fall, though. No, he struck back out.

We got into a flurry of motion. I got in a couple of quick strikes to his face and throat before kicking him back and blasting him with a jet of water. It didn’t cool him off, though. He rushed toward me and tackled me to the ground. His body, heavier and denser than I expected, straddled me and punched me hard. I could feel my eye start to swell but didn’t have time to fret about it. I reached up and fisted his hair in my hand before yanking him back and toward the wall. My hips shifted, giving me leverage to flip him and slam him into the ground.

I scrambled over to him and gave him another kick or attempted to. He caught my leg and spun me around. Several more hits struck my face before flames engulfed his hand. I rolled to get away, but he grabbed hold of my arm and burned me. I screamed from the pain and then thrust my foot back into his stomach. He let me go and growled.

The ground was slick, and I slipped when I tried to move away once more but ended up plopping on my stomach. Once again, he was on top of me. We struggled for control as he rained down punches and I bucked and smacked him. The part of him that was intent on killing me had his hands circle my throat and pressed in tightly. Stars flashed through my vision, and I knew it was only a matter of time before I passed out. Frantically, I pulled at his strong arms. The fire in his eyes looked like a hypnotizing inferno.

The song he sang started off softly. The words were enchanting, drawing me in like a fly. A flash of bright light manifested near me, and I realized for a moment that I was the next victim. With his sword brandished, his song grew in intensity. He sang about how he lost a great love. Someone he truly cared about. It was a turning point in the album where the insanity took over, but I wasn’t about to become a helpless victim.

Pulling on a power I seldom used, I sent my magic into him as if suffocating him. Pure, unadulterated lust flowed out of me and into him. I felt the moment it started to work. His body changed. No longer was he focused on trying to kill me. Instead, a scream of passion bellowed out from somewhere deep inside of him. He let go of my neck and his sword. For a moment, he was lost, and his attacks paused.

Free from his grip, I reached up and pulled him in for a lusty and deep kiss. It was similar and different than the one before. We ravaged each other’s mouths, and he pulled me into him, letting me feel just how badly he wanted me. Too bad it was all fake. However, I used it. I shoved my power down his throat until he could no longer breathe. The mix of the kiss and his struggle for air raged harder and faster until nothing but lust consumed him. Whoever was inside of him, controlling him, disappeared, and the exchange was just between the two of us.

While things progressed, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the magic cuffs we used at the agency. Once I got them on him, he would be powerless. The Fallen rolled us and put us in a more seated style position with me on top. His hands ran down my back as he rocked against me. Why couldn’t this be real? It felt overwhelming and intense. Passion had been missing from my life for far too long, which made me want to give in to it.

However, I had a job to do. So, when his hands moved back in front so he could caress my breasts, I slapped the cuffs on, locking them tightly against his wrists. Instantly his power was taken from him, and he fell back weak and exhausted.

“No, don’t do this. You don’t understand. Please, she will die,” he whispered. His chest rose and fell in frantic panting, and I swore I saw tears fill his eyes.


Chapter 
Fourteen

[image: ]


The Fallen sat in a containment cell, still dripping wet. He didn’t fight and argue with me, nor did he attempt to escape me. Everything about him looked as if he was defeated. He was a man who lost everything. The problem was, I had no idea what that was. It had been over an hour since I brought him in, and he had said nothing other than: “She is going to die.” Try as I might, he had yet to tell me his name or who “she” was. If I knew, I could help him.

With my report finished, I pulled up a chair to the side of the cell. Becky had already patched me up from the fight and was sitting at her desk watching the two of us. Was she judging me?

“Tell me who she is, and I will do my best to help,” I said, leaning forward and putting my elbows on my knees.

“You can’t help. Why couldn’t you just leave me alone. I wasn’t hurting innocent people,” he growled through clenched teeth.

“You killed people,” I disputed.

“They were bad people. The world is better off without them,” he countered.

He looked up at me with those steel blue eyes, and it felt like a dagger through my heart. Maybe the magic hadn’t worn off, but oh, I wanted so badly for things to be different. I wanted there to be an us, which was ridiculous.

“Doesn’t matter if they were bad people. We don’t allow for vigilante murder around here. You should have left it up to the agency to take them down,” I explained. “Now, if you will give me some information, I can try to help whoever you are so worried about.”

“You can’t help her. I failed, and now she is going to die. Why don’t you just throw me in one of those prisons you high horse bastards like to use? Or better yet just kill me. You might as well, I mean, he is going to kill me either way.” Defeat was heavy in his voice, but he wasn’t worried about his own life.

“No one can get to you here,” I whispered trying to gain some level of trust with him.

“You seriously can’t be that naive. If someone wants you dead, a cell and some cuffs aren’t going to protect you. I failed my mission, so that bastard is going to kill my sister, kill me, and probably kill you for good measure. You know too much.” I felt my stomach turn at his words. Whoever this person was had to be the one who had gotten into his mind.

“It is my job to keep people safe. You were killing people, so I took you down and brought you in. But if someone is in danger, I can help. You just have to trust me.” I stood up and walked closer to the cell.

His eyes looked me up and down before he turned away. I watched the war of emotions play through him, and I had to force myself to keep from crying. “I wish it was that easy.”

“It can be. Why don’t you start by telling me your name. It would be nice to actually know who I’m talking to instead of just saying, ‘You know that Fallen I have been chasing.’” I had hoped it would put him in a better mood, but it didn’t.

“Rodrick. My name is Rodrick. You know, I was never the best person in the world, but this isn’t what I wanted,” he whispered, still watching me as if trying to gauge if this was a good idea.

“I’m Serina. Look, Rodrick, if you will tell me what is going on, I will do everything I can to save her. Why is this person after you?”

He was talking, so maybe I could get more out of him.

“I’m not a snitch, and it isn’t like you could do anything about it now.” The look he gave me said he realized what I was doing, and he couldn’t risk it. “If there is any way to get my sister back without causing more problems, I’m not going to fuck it up because a cop wanted me to get loose with my information.”

“Why does he have your sister? Can you answer that?” He was stubborn but so was I.

“Something happened to her. Our parents had just died, and she was trying to help out. She went to work at this mom-and-pop store, or that’s what she said it was. We had always been more about keeping things simple. I did music gigs, but they were unreliable, and while I could use my powers to get money, I didn’t want to go down that path.

She managed to get me a gig at this club near the little store she was working at, so I went. It was a good show, came out of it with lots of money and a couple of ladies. So, I went out and partied, just taking advantage of a good time. When I got home, she was passed out on the floor bleeding. I tried to get help for her, but I couldn’t. I went to get a healing charm I had just in case, and it did nothing. Then well, things get fuzzy.”

I couldn’t believe he had told me all of that. Of course, he kept the names out of it and certainly didn’t go into detail about the guy he was working for. It was something, though.

“You know we have resources that could help your sister if she’s sick. We don’t just run after the bad guys. Believe it or not, we have some really great labs and research places too. I’m sure we could help.” I moved in closer but didn’t reach out to touch him. Our impromptu make-out session in the alley did not put us on a level of unrequested physical comfort.

“It all happened really fast. I don’t even know how it happened. Besides, he has her now, and well, it isn’t like I am going to be getting out of here,” he said, leaning back against the wall and putting his feet up so he could rest his hands on his knees.

“It isn’t too late. I can help you, and I can help her.” What the hell was I talking about? The agency wasn’t going to let me take him out of there. He was a Fallen and would be treated accordingly. “What color was your magic before this?”

He cocked his head to the side like a curious puppy. For several long seconds, he watched me as if to find the trick to my question. He wasn’t just some punk, and he wasn’t a horrible monster. Rodrick was caught in the middle of something he had nothing to do with.

“Purple. Like I said, I was never like some angel, but I didn’t use to be bad. Maybe a little rowdy or selfish. I partied too much and enjoyed my vices, but for my sister, I would do anything.”

I thought about what I would do if my mother or sister was in that situation. It’s so easy to judge people based on actions, but motive was far more important. There was a reason the Wandering existed. They were the ones skirting the edge between good and bad. After all, people, even magical people, make mistakes or do the wrong thing for the right reason.

There was a time, before I joined the agency, when I was a teen, and my magic went purple. Not because I had done horrible things, but because I did things that were not completely good. I had been in Rodrick’s shoes when I was younger. It made this whole situation far more difficult.

“You look like you are thinking too hard,” he said, pulling me out of my thoughts.

“Yeah, I probably was. If the guy you’re working for is still on Damir, I will go get him and your sister. I will take care of her and make sure nothing happens to her,” I offered, standing up.

“He won’t be there anymore. Look, I appreciate you trying to be a good person and help me, but I know the laws. At least I remember the kissing.”

He grinned—the type that made things churn in the pit of your stomach. He said so many naughty words with just that look, and my overactive emotion-sensing powers only amplified it.

“I’ll have good memories. But you should probably go get cleaned up and maybe healed. Your eye is swelling pretty bad.”

He told me to leave without actually telling me. “I have to turn in my report, and then I will go. Tomorrow I will finish processing and set up the transfer. I wish I could do more. Believe me.”

“Not your fault.” He lay down on the bench and covered his eyes with his forearm. It was another signal that he was done talking. I went back over to the desk and edited a few details into my report, adding in the little bit of information Rodrick had provided me.

Raul wasn’t in his office, so I sent over an email letting him know I would want to do more questioning the next day. Then I attached the report. If I could get more information out of Rodrick and actually help his sister, I would. It just wasn’t in me to leave someone perfectly innocent who was suffering.

I was just about to use my portal to go back and get my bike when I saw Grant walking in. He had bagged a Fallen while he was out, too. Good for him. Maybe he should get a cookie for doing his job instead of berating me about mine. Shaking my head, I went about opening my portal. I needed to get my bike and head home so I could recover from my fight.


Chapter 
Fifteen
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Most days I took the stairs to get to my apartment. It was a free workout, and I wasn’t the biggest fan of elevators. As I entered my apartment building, I realized it wasn’t one of those days. By the time I got my bike parked, I was in too much pain to think about marching up several flights of stairs. Instead, I stumbled into the elevator wanting nothing more than a shower and a healing potion. My body ached from the fight with Rodrick, and other parts ached with the desire for him. I decided it was best to push that part back deep inside. He was bound for prison, and I wasn’t going with him.

My keys jingled as I opened the door to my apartment and was shocked to see my mother with Alma and who I could only assume was Alma’s son. Why were they at my apartment? My mother really had no respect for personal boundaries, so I shouldn’t have been so surprised. Of course, when they saw me, everyone gasped.

“Serina, what happened to you?” my mother cried, rushing over to me to try and help.

“I work in law enforcement, Mama. What do you think happened? I found my guy, and we got into a fight before I took him down,” I answered, shrugging out of my very dirty jacket. I was pretty sure this was not the impression the two ladies had hoped I would make on the gentleman.

“Ummm, Serina, this is Radha, Alma’s son. I told them you had to work and would not be able to go out, so instead we ordered food and were going to eat it here so you could have some,” my mother explained.

For his part, Radha just gave me a coy smile, as if to say he thought our mothers were crazy too. He was a bit taller than me, and his hair was cut short and professional. His skin was a deeper and redder brown than my own, and it made him look like he had been kissed by the sun. His features were chiseled, and he looked to be in good shape. He wore clothes that were nice, but not overly expensive. It was just a perfect balance that screamed “middle class” as if he was following a manual and checking off each box.

Not wanting to be rude, I stuck my hand out to shake his. “It’s nice to meet you, Radha. I’m Serina. Usually, I don’t come home looking like this. I would have at least cleaned up at the office before coming home had I known company was waiting for me.”

“You look fine. If you want, we can leave. It seems our mothers are extra hopeful and maybe pushed a little more than they should,” Radha answered trying to be nice.

“No, just give me a few minutes. I’m going to get cleaned up and take some medicine. I’ll be good in about ten minutes. Mom, I have some wine in the fridge. Why don’t you pour some for everyone and get plates set out?” I said before making my way to my bedroom.

It had been a long few days, and I was tired. I thought about Rodrick and the rollercoaster we had gone through that night. Something was there, between us, and the idea of entertaining someone else suddenly didn’t feel so great. I wanted to focus on helping his sister and maybe finding a way to save him from going to prison.

I looked at my face in the mirror and shook my head. I had really taken a beating. How could anyone say I looked fine? If I hadn’t known what had happened, I would have thought something horrible was going on at home. Not wanting to dwell on it, I cleaned myself up as best as I could considering I needed a shower. Then I took one of the healing potions I kept on hand for just such situations. I watched in the mirror as the swelling around my eye went down and all of the scrapes and bruises disappeared. Zodiac magic did have its perks after all.

Looking more presentable, I went out to have dinner with my friends and family. Radha didn’t do it for me in a sexual, much less romantic way, but he had come over just to meet me, so I was going to at least satisfy our mothers’ request and entertain him.

The three of them had taken a seat at the table, and the food was set out so everyone could serve themselves what they wanted. The smell alone made my stomach twist in knots with how hungry I was. When was the last time I ate a full meal? Last night? It was something I desperately needed to work on.

“So, my mother tells me you are a Zodiac, but you don’t come off like one. Well, except for the fact I saw you when you got here and now your face is all healed up,” Radha said as he waited for the older ladies to serve their own plates. At least he was a gentleman.

“Yeah. I’m a little bit of an oddball out. My whole life, I just wanted to be normal and like everyone else. Didn’t seem to take, though. I was always being asked questions and pushed into showing off tricks with my powers. It was rather stressful. As convenient as having them can be, such as when you want your face to heal quickly, they aren’t always worth it. Most of the time, I don’t know if someone is with me because they like me or like the idea of calling a Zodiac their friend,” I answered.

The last thing I wanted was for Radha to only like me because he wanted to be closer to my power.

“She can be a bit of a grump when it comes to things. Very standoffish,” my mother chimed in.

“No, it’s okay. I can see how that can be frustrating. It is never a good thing to have to question people’s motivations behind their desire to be your friend. You have empathy powers though, don’t you? Can’t you just tell if someone is being disingenuous?” Radha asked. He truly seemed curious to understand that part of me.

“I do, but I don’t like to use my powers like that if I can help it. To me, it just doesn’t seem fair to pry into someone’s thoughts and emotions just to try and find out if they like me for me or my power. It causes issues, but at least I don’t feel guilty for my part in it,” I answered between bites of food.

“And you work for the agency, correct? It must be exciting to be in that line of work,” Radha asked next. He was trying to get to know me, which was nice, but he seemed entirely too preoccupied with my work.

“Yeah. I started out doing office work. When I was younger, I didn’t think I could handle being a full agent. But over time, I kept looking at cases and analyzing how I would fix things. I guess it was just a matter of time before I was asking to be trained as an agent. Most of the people who work there went to the academy, but I didn’t so I had to go through special training,” I explained.

“Serina had trouble finding her path when she was younger. Don’t let that scare you away, though. She has settled into herself now that she is an adult,” my mother chimed in as if worried my answer would send Radha running.

“Yeah, enough about me. Tell me a little something about you Radha,” I said wanting to get away from all the Zodiac questions.

“Well, I grew up in India, and then we moved here. I went to medical school to be a surgeon but decided that wasn’t the right path for me. Now I have a small practice. I work as a general practitioner. As skilled as I was with the knife, I like the idea of helping people through their day to day,” Radha answered. It was a very pure motive, and one I appreciated.

“Radha takes after his father. They are both very hands on with people. My son is a good boy and works hard,” Alma said, pride beaming from her face.

“I was told you were only in town for a little while. Where do you actually live?” I asked, curious on where his practice was set up.

“I live and work up in Knoxville, Tennessee. I like the mountains up there. Then once a year, I go to India and volunteer my time and services for about a month. I want to give back to my people,” he answered.

“That is very noble of you. I’m sure the people you work with appreciate it just as much.” I smiled and sat back in my chair to enjoy my wine.

Radha seemed like an alright guy, but he was also just a bit of a stereotype. It was like he sat down with Doctor 101 and followed the blueprint of how to become the most typical story ever. In fact, a lot of things about him were so cliche that I wondered if he did it on purpose. Maybe that was why he was so interested in who I was, or rather what I was. “Do you work with Zodiacs in your practice?”

“No, I haven’t had the opportunity. Like you, most Zodiacs know how to take care of themselves or have connections to others who can help. I haven’t met a lot of Zodiacs, but the ones I have met did not have much use for a mundane doctor,” he answered with a gleam in his eye over the idea he may have found someone who would give him the experience.

He was wrong. I had no intention of letting anyone use me as a test subject.

We continued with the small talk for a couple of hours. Every so often the subject of Zodiacs came up again, but I managed to get back off the topic. As much as I would have liked to come home and have peace and quiet, I did end up having a good time. However, when Radha asked me to visit him in Tennessee for a real date, I let him know I wasn’t interested. Despite our mothers working hard to get us together, I wasn’t interested in him. No, I was interested in someone I couldn’t be with.

Finally alone, I went and took an actual shower, pleased to see that most of my wounds were already fully healed. I had caught the murderer, or had I just caught the murder weapon? I couldn’t escape this nagging feeling that I hadn’t done the right thing. I manifested a ball of energy in my hand. It was still blue. I was still blue. So why did I feel like such a shitty person?

I laid down and started to doom scroll on my phone. My mind had been racing, and I just needed something mind-numbing to help me get some rest. Between a video of a puppy who couldn’t figure out why there was another him in the mirror and a post about my sister’s latest project, I got the feeling I was being watched. Setting my phone down, I looked around my room to gauge the situation. It made me feel like I was the final girl in a horror movie. No, I was more than likely the first to die at the beginning of the movie. In that moment, my spirit animal was Drew Barrymore.

I got up and went to investigate when my phone rang. I snatched it up and answered it. “Raul, what’s going on?”

“Serina, I need you to come into the office,” Raul answered.

I was never going to get any sleep. Opening my closet so I could put something on that wasn’t pajamas, I went about letting Raul know that I would be there soon. Tired, I decided to just use my charm and take a portal to the office. Otherwise, I would be out an extra hour more than I needed to be. Raul was standing there with his hand resting on Grant’s shoulder. Grant was sitting in a chair holding an ice pack to his head.

“What happened?” I asked, not so much concerned with the fact Grant was hurt. More so because it meant something bad had happened in the office.

“The Fallen you captured attacked Grant. Apparently, you had not properly secured him. He’s gone,” Raul answered while Grant growled at me as if it was all my fault.

“Raul, I swear to you, I had cuffed the guy and ensured the cell was locked. The only way he could have gotten out was if someone had helped him,” I said, confused and trying to explain.

“I’m telling you. I passed Serina in the hall when I brought in that chick. Then, the next thing I knew, I was knocked out. When I came to, both the chick I snagged, and your dude were gone,” Grant explained, venom heavy in his voice. “I told you she was no good at this. You should have never promoted her.”

“Shut your mouth, Grant,” Raul said before turning to me. “Serina, I’m sorry, but there is no other way your prisoner could have gotten out.”

“I’m telling you. He was secure when I left. Ask Becky. She was here,” I responded, motioning over to Becky’s desk. She wasn’t there anymore.

“Becky wasn’t here when I got here. It was only you,” Grant hissed, his anger making him act like a little boy.

“Serina, until I can find out what happened officially, you are on leave. I don’t want you in this office until you hear from me. Until then, you are not to work on any cases, including this one. Do you understand?” Raul said in a stern voice.

“Yes, I very much understand,” I answered and turned to leave. What the fuck was going on? When I turned to leave, I realized Grant was smiling.


Chapter 
Sixteen
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I was running on fumes the next day. Unable to sleep after my discussion with Raul, I spent all night trying to track down Rodrick. He was gone, and I probably wouldn’t find him again until something happened so bad that his name popped up from whatever world he decided to hide on. That could be years.

So, since I couldn’t sleep and desperately needed some coffee, I went out to the coffee shop for some breakfast and some strong caffeine. After finishing my danish, I decided to go to Alma’s. Since I was on leave, maybe I could actually go on a date with Radha. He wasn’t my type, but maybe that was exactly what I needed. Someone who was normal.

Radha was walking out of Alma’s house when I pulled up outside. I was about as far from normal as anyone could be. Once again, I got the feeling someone was watching me, and I scanned the area for any indication of who it might be.

“Serina, I wasn’t expecting you,” Radha said, coming over and shaking my hand.

“I had gone out to get some coffee and thought I would come and say goodbye. I knew you were heading out today,” I answered.

Radha smiled and I realized he was handsome even if he wasn’t really the type of guy I went for. “Well, I’m glad. I do hope you change your mind about coming to visit. I could take you on a trip to the mountains. It is very nice up there,” he said, pulling me in for a hug.

“I actually wanted to talk to you about that. I seem to have stumbled into some free time, so if you want, I could come to see you. Maybe in a couple of days. I want to settle some stuff here first,” I answered feeling odd about asking. It came off flighty.

“I would be honored. You have my number. Just let me know when you are on the way.” Radha gave me another hug and then got in his car to leave. Maybe my mother was right, and I needed to focus a little more on myself and a little less on the job. Hopping back on my bike, I gave the area another scan before speeding away.
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Rodrick

I watched as she talked to the doctor. She had a smile on her face but bags under her eyes. Had she meant what she said about wanting to help me? If so, how was she going to do that without losing her status within the agency. Part of me wanted to reach out to her for help, but I knew it would only lead her into trouble.

Serina got on her bike and scanned the area. Could she feel me watching her? It was like at her apartment the night before. The moment I got there, she seemed to know. Her senses were insanely sensitive, which made hiding from her difficult. I should have hopped over to another world, regrouped, and returned to complete my mission. It would have been the smart thing to do.

Of course, if I had been smart, I wouldn’t be in this situation. Already I could feel Bastion scratching at the door of my mind. He wanted in. He wanted to take control, but I had to ensure Kasey was alright. That was all that mattered. Once she was healed and taken care of, Bastion could kill me or send me into the waiting arms of the agency. I just had to save her first.

When Serina was far enough away that my use of power wouldn’t automatically trigger her senses, I opened a portal and stepped through. Bastion had his hands in a lot of pockets. Too bad the one he wanted most was to take over the dominion of the Atlanta area. He had tasked me with taking out whichever Zodiac had come in and squeezed him out. The problem was, Bastion didn’t know who it was. Instead, he gave me a list of other Zodiacs he knew working in organized crime with strict instructions to hunt them down and kill them.

In return, he would ensure that the illness my sister was suffering from would be cured. I had been a desperate man at the time, kneeling over Kasey’s hemorrhaging body and hoping she didn’t die. If only I had known how bad it would all turn out. Kasey certainly wouldn’t have wanted me to fall to save her. She believed in me more than I could ever believe in myself.

“I’m sorry, Serina,” I whispered, knowing my escape would more than likely cost her job.

With a deep sigh, I went into Bastion’s office. He sat there, behind his desk. I placed the ring I had taken off of Terrence Park’s hand and placed it in on top of the paperwork he had been reading. “That is everyone on the list. Now, help me.”

“Why should I do that?” Bastion asked, picking up the ring and evaluating it. Nothing was special about the ring. It was expensive and gaudy, covered in diamonds and rubies, but it didn’t have any powers. “You let that cop catch you. What did you tell her?”

“I didn’t tell her anything,” I answered. I had spoken with Serina about my situation but hadn’t given her anything that would lead her to Bastion.

“Are you sure?” the man asked, looking up at me. Fire danced behind his eyes as he zeroed in on me with a threatening glare.

“Yes, I’m sure. Now, please. I did what you asked.” I hated begging. I hated everything that had happened, but I would do it all again if it meant Kasey would be safe.

“Well, if that is the case, I will make sure my team of doctors get to work on her. You have done well, Rodrick. Why don’t you go on to your room and get some rest? It will be a little while before Kasey will be ready to see you.

Relief washed over me and made my body heavy with exhaustion. I did as Bastion asked, making my way to the room he had given me and crawling into bed. A small vile of potion sat on the bedside table. I had been taking the elixir to help me sleep instead of dealing with all of the nightmares. With everything I had done, I wasn’t sure the nightmares would ever go away.

Drinking it, I lay down and reached over to turn on my music. The whispered words at the beginning of the album echoed out as sleep began to consume me. “I’m sorry, Serina,” I whispered one last time before falling asleep. Soon Kasey would be healed, and life could go back to normal.
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