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    Chapter One 

      

    A loud buzzing noise startled me awake, making me wince as the early morning light hit me. Reaching out a hand, I felt around the nightstand for my phone. I had to make the noise stop. Something crashed to the floor, but not the phone as it continued to buzz. My hand closed around it, and I hit the answer button and brought it to my ear, silently cursing whoever dared to call this early. 

    “What?” I slurred, still half asleep.  

    What time is it anyway? 

    “We have rats!” came the piercing voice of M.   

    “Huh?” Wincing, I squeezed my eyes shut. Did she have to scream like that? 

    “Rats, Nissa. Did you lock the back door last night when you closed the bar?” 

    I thought back to last night, though most of it became a blur after the shots. “Yes, I’m sure I did.” I couldn’t actually be sure, but I couldn’t tell her that. Blake stayed with me to help me clean up and we got a little distracted. Then we had a few drinks before heading back here to my apartment. If M knew that she’d lose it. She already had a problem with Blake, I didn’t need her blaming him for a rat problem too. 

    “Well, it’s wide open and that’s how the vermin got in.” 

    I may not have locked it, but I certainly didn’t leave it lying open. 

    “Shit. How bad is it?” 

    “They’ve eaten through everything…” she ranted on about the damage, but my head couldn’t take it and I pulled the phone away from my ear for a moment. I never should have had all those shots. What possessed me? 

    “…are you listening to me?” 

    Putting the phone back to my ear, I sighed. “Yes. I’ll be in soon. I’ll grab some traps from the hardware store.” 

    “Be quick about it. And leave wolf boy at home. You two have been joined at the hip lately.” 

    “No, we haven’t,” I protested. 

    She tutted and hung up on me. I didn’t get why she hated Blake so much. Well, it might be the risks I took to help him out that almost got me killed by the local Pack. The whole town was a little anti-werewolf at the moment after what Raiden did. Not that I could blame them. People did die. Fortunately, Raiden did too. 

    The bed shifted, and Blake draped his arm over me a moment later. “Who was on the phone?” he murmured. 

    “M. Trouble at the bar with rats.” 

    “Oh.” He fell silent and I assumed he had gone back to sleep. With his werewolf metabolism, he didn’t suffer the way I did with hangovers. A fact I hated him for. 

    I should get up and go help M. 

    But it was hard to leave my bed when I had a hot naked guy pressed up against me. As if reading my mind, he scooted closer, his hand cupping my breast.  

    “Do you have to go right away?” he asked, kissing my neck. 

    Desire filled me. The rats could wait a while. Rolling onto my back, I kissed him, lacing my fingers through his dark tousled hair. He slipped his hand under the sheets and between my legs, teasing me.  

    The phone buzzed loudly again, distracting me. Groaning, I grabbed it. M had sent a text. Grab some garbage bags too. 

    Sighing, I realized that I couldn’t linger here, as much as I wanted to. “I have to go.” 

    “No,” Blake moaned. 

    “But I do need to grab a shower before I go,” I said, raising an eyebrow. 

    He gave me a sexy grin. “Well, what a coincidence. I need one of those myself.” 

    I sent M a quick reply. Be there in ten. 

    Twenty minutes later, I emerged from the shower feeling very satisfied. Blake distracted me with his crazy stamina, and I didn’t realize so much time had passed.  

    The heat between us hadn’t dwindled in the last few weeks, but I had to wonder why he hadn’t returned home yet. Initially, I planned on letting him stay here for a few nights. I figured he’d eventually miss home and leave, content with a short fling, but here we were over a month later. He did offer to go to the local boarding house, but I told him not to waste his money. I didn’t mind having him here, I just…I hoped he didn’t see this as something serious. I couldn’t handle that right now. My relationship with Troy had made me majorly gun shy. Nothing like the guy you love forcing you to perform grand theft and then running off and leaving you. 

    And everything that happened after… 

    Heading into my room, I dressed in jeans and a t-shirt. Dragging a brush through my multi-colored hair, I winced as it met resistance.  

    Not surprising I have bed head with the amount of time I’ve spent in it lately.  

    Tossing the brush down, I twisted my hair up in a bun on top of my head, using bobby pins to hold it in place. It’s not like I needed to look good to kill some rats. 

    Now I just need to find my keys. 

    Leaving the bedroom, I found Blake in the kitchen making breakfast. Buck naked. Werewolves don’t seem to care much about modesty. Not that I minded the view.  

    “I should get going,” I said, looking around the living room for my keys. 

    The toaster popped and Blake snatched up the toast and placed it on a plate. “Eat something first.” 

    I guess I did need something to help with my hangover, even if our antics in the shower had eased the pain in my head considerably. 

    Picking up a piece of toast, I took a bite. Blake set a cup of coffee in front of me.  

    He’s so domesticated. 

    Probably a good thing since I hated cooking and rarely ate breakfast. In fact, I rarely got out of bed before noon if I didn’t have to. 

    “What are you doing today?” I asked, checking out his ass as he retrieved his own toast.  

    Damn, he’s hot. 

    “Uh, I’m going to grab some groceries and make us dinner later. And I thought I’d ask around town and see if there’s any work going.” 

    I choked slightly on my coffee. A job? That implied he planned to stay in town. Like long term. My stomach twisted in a knot. 

    “Um, don’t you have like family money?” 

    “Yeah, my father has money, but I’m not living off him. I want to pay my own way.” 

    Shit. Is he planning on staying here permanently? With me? 

    I pushed my plate away, no longer hungry. “I really should get going.” Hopping off the stool, I headed for the door. 

    “Have a good day,” Blake called. 

    I waved a hand at him, hurrying outside. Panic rose inside me, and I did my best to push it away. Just because he planned on staying a while didn’t mean it was because of me. He did say he wanted to get away from the Pack and find himself.  

    Why does he have to do it with me? 

    Taking some deep breaths, I headed for the hardware store on foot since I didn’t manage to find my keys. It lay two blocks away and I needed the air anyway.  

    Why did I feel so freaked out over this? I liked Blake, a lot. We were having a good time, I just…I assumed that it would eventually end, and the decision would be taken out of my hands.  

    He’ll leave eventually, if not to return home, then when he finds out the truth about me. 

    That’s what scared me the most. That he’d learn about my past, what I did, and run for the hills. Who would blame him? And why wouldn’t he go? Everyone leaves me in the end, it’s inevitable. But if he tried to put down roots in Nowhere, tried to get serious with me, then it would make things so much worse.  

    Maybe I should just get it over with and tell him the truth myself. 

    But how do you bring something like that up? I’d think about it while I helped M kill the rats. First, I needed the traps.  

    A half-ogre named Frank owned the hardware store. He mostly looked human except for his huge bulbous nose and large ears.  

    As I walked through the door, I noticed a sign taped up in the window.  

    No werewolves allowed. 

    I’d seen a few of them around town lately. After Raiden’s plan went wrong, the entire town turned on his Pack. Those that were left had retreated inside the compound on the other side of town. I knew people were angry and they had good reason to be wary, but Raiden did most of the dirty work himself. He should be the one they hated. 

    With a sigh, I headed inside. “Hey, Frank. Got any rat traps.” 

    He jabbed a finger toward the other end of the store. “In the back.” 

    Making my way to the back aisles, I wondered if I had time to grab a coffee from the diner before catching up with M. Probably not. She would be angry enough that I’d made her wait this long. 

    I found the traps on a shelf, there were five left. Would we need that many? Gathering them up, I decided to take them all. Better safe than sorry. I’m not afraid of rats, but I’m not too crazy about them either.  

    Dumping the traps onto the counter, I spotted the garbage bags on a nearby shelf and snatched up a roll too. While Frank rang the items up, a man came in. He spotted me and headed straight for me. “You.” 

    Standing firm, I wondered who the hell he was and why he had singled me out. “What?” 

    “You’re the one hanging out with that werewolf. Do you know what those bastards did?” 

    Fuck.  

    He wasn’t the first resident to question Blake being here and why he came to town in the first place. Right now, any werewolf looked as guilty as the rest. It didn’t matter that Blake had nothing to do with Raiden or that Raiden almost killed him. 

    “Blake is not a member of the cult. He’s from a Pack down south.” 

    The man didn’t seem to care. “We don’t need those vermin in our town.” 

    I resisted the urge to punch the guy. “Look, asshole, everything that happened is on Raiden and his followers. Blake has nothing to do with it, so back the hell off.” 

    He didn’t expect me to come out swinging like that and took a step back. Snatching up the bag, I slapped the cash on the counter and stalked out of the store.  

    It looked like Blake wouldn’t have to worry about getting a job because this lot would run him out of town before long. And no one would take him on anyway. 

    Small-minded idiots.  

    Across the street, I spotted Jeremiah from the Council, head down, hurrying along. I hadn’t spoken to him since he threatened me with jail, and I didn’t intend to speak to him now. I don’t know why he seemed obsessed with me joining the Council, but I knew it couldn’t be good. I knew he played a part in Raiden’s antics, possibly in a bid to get rid of another Council member. I did consider telling Terrence about his plot to get rid of him, but I didn’t owe the man anything. Getting involved seemed like a bad idea. If they wanted to fight for control of a small shithole town, let them. I could barely tolerate living here, I couldn’t imagine anyone wanting power so badly that they tried to kill to take over a small town Council. 

    Head down, I hurried in the opposite direction from Jeremiah, only to almost collide with someone. My gaze traveled up the jeans and Led Zeppelin t-shirt to the short pink hair and really annoyed look on her face. 

    “Hey, M. I got the traps.” 

    She scowled at me. “Were you making them yourself?” She took the bag from me. “Let’s go.” She motioned to her truck across the street.  

    “Sorry, I got held up.” 

    “I’ll bet you did,” she muttered. 

    “Seriously, what is your problem with Blake?” 

    We stopped in the middle of the road. M faced me. “I think you’re moving too fast with this guy. You’re already living together.” 

    “Whoa! We are not living together. He’s just been sleeping over. A lot.” Even I didn’t have a good argument. It did look like we were living together. But all I had to do was say the word and he would move into the boarding house. 

    M opened her mouth to respond but her words were drowned out by the roar of multiple motorcycle engines. We both turned to see a group of bikers riding up the street.  

    Where the hell did these guys come from? 

    They spread out, coming to a stop by the sides of the road. I counted ten of them in total. As they dismounted, I spotted a patch on the back of one of their jackets. A flaming skull with glowing red eyes. 

    M reached out and gripped my wrist. 

    “Who are they?” I asked. 

    She looked at me with fear in her eyes. “Demons.” 

    So much for the quiet life. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Two 

      

    What were demons doing in Nowhere? They were banned after the last time they came here. I guess these guys didn’t get the memo. 

    A crowd started to gather to check out the new arrivals and as if on cue, Sheriff Abernathy came strutting along the sidewalk, hand on his gun. 

    M and I watched as he approached the leader of the demons and spoke with him. Glancing over my shoulder, I spotted Jeremiah on the sidewalk. His attention on the demons, he did not look happy. 

    Well, they did start a war when they were here last. 

    “Let’s get out of here,” M said, ushering me toward the truck. 

    I stayed put, curious to see how this played out. I’ve seen one or two demons in my time but never had much interaction with them. They’re dangerous because they use infernal magic which can manifest in a variety of ways, but the most common is the ability to form hellfire balls. They mostly look human, but it depends on what kind of demon they are. The leader stood several inches taller than Abernathy, which wasn’t easy given how tall he was, and the demon’s arms were covered in tattoos. Not unlike a regular human biker, but no human biker had a set of curved black horns on their head.  

    It can’t be easy walking around like that in the human world. 

    Although I’ve heard some of them use magic to cast glamour spells on themselves. That way they can live like ordinary humans. When they’re not flaying people alive or whatever they like to do for fun. I admit they’re kind of like the boogeymen of the supernatural community and I don’t know what is true and what isn’t. Either way, probably a good idea to stay out of their way. 

    Forcing myself to move, I followed M to her truck. As we reached it, I noticed another demon climb off a bike nearby. He pulled off his helmet and I couldn’t help but check him out. Sinfully hot, he stood a little over six feet, lean but muscled. Running a hand through his dark hair, he caught me looking and smirked at me, revealing a row of white teeth. Part of me expected fangs.  

    Feeling my cheeks flame, I grabbed the truck handle to get inside but felt the urge to look back. The demon gave me the once over. 

    “Hey, gorgeous,” he called. “Wanna show me around?” 

    “No, she doesn’t!” M snapped. “Get in the truck, Nissa.” 

    I did as she said. As M turned the truck around, I spotted Jeremiah gesturing to Abernathy. I couldn’t hear a word he said, but I got the gist of it.  

    Get them out of here.  

    But from the way Abernathy shook his head, it looked like he had other ideas. 

    Why would he take the risk letting them stay? 

    Okay, so the ban wasn’t fully enforced. More like a case-by-case basis, on single demons, not a whole hoard of them. 

    Whatever they’re doing here, it can’t be good. 

    Glancing at M, I noticed the tense jaw and how white her knuckles were as she gripped the wheel. “What’s up with you? You act like you’ve never seen a demon before.” 

    “I figured it would be better to get you away from them before you started dating one of them,” she fired back. 

    “Hey!” 

    That actually sounded mean, and M wasn’t mean. 

    She shook her head. “Sorry. Stressful morning. You know demons are bad news, so stay away from them.” 

    “Aw and there I was going to ride off into the sunset with the horned guy,” I quipped. 

    M glared at me.  

    “I’m kidding.” When did she get so touchy? Then I realized the date. This time of year always left her antsy. It was around this time that her husband died all those years ago. She never talked about it but she would always withdraw for a few weeks. Sometimes I’d catch her crying, though she’d deny it. I needed to cut her some slack. 

    Back at the bar, we headed inside with the traps. “How many did you see?” I asked, setting the traps out on the bar. 

    “At least a dozen. I chased some of them out, but the rest scattered in the kitchen. Let’s get those traps down. If anyone sees a rat in here…” 

    “They’ll probably eat it.” 

    M snorted. “Well, yeah. But we don’t want to get shut down.” 

    The health inspector around here isn’t as strict as a human one would be, but there was always the chance he would do that. I couldn’t see the townspeople willing to give up their only drinking spot because of a few rats, but we didn’t need them running around, chewing everything in sight.  

    Heading into the kitchen, I placed the traps around the floor, out of the way from where we might be walking. I noticed a few chewed boxes as I went.  

    Did I lock the door last night? I assumed I hadn’t, but what if I did and someone else opened it? What if that jerk Jeremiah thought he could sabotage the bar and then force me to join the Council? I didn’t mention my theory to M, she had enough on her plate. 

    “You know, M, they might all be gone. I don’t see them anywhere,” I called.  

    She stood in the main bar, throwing out anything that had been chewed on.  

    “They’re in there somewhere,” she replied. 

    I didn’t see any droppings either. Oh well, it didn’t hurt to get the traps in place. If they were in here, they’d emerge eventually. 

    After placing the last trap, I moved to the sink to wash my hands. I couldn’t see anything to dry them on, but there would probably be a towel behind the bar. 

    I came out to see M across the room, her back to me. She had her cell phone to her ear. I didn’t hear it ring, so she must have called someone. Not wanting to disturb her, I picked up the towel and dried off my hands. 

    “…They arrived today. What the hell are they doing here?” M said keeping her voice low. 

    Is she talking about the demons? 

    “I don’t care what he says, find out if they are here looking for me.” 

    I froze. Why the hell would demons be looking for M? She never told me about her past, but surely, she hadn’t been hiding from demons all these years, had she? 

    Why would they suddenly come looking for her now? 

    “Yes, my cover is still in place. Just make sure this isn’t about me or Anders.” 

    I slipped back into the kitchen before she spotted me, a million questions filling my head. Cover? Anders was her husband’s name, the one who died. Did demons kill him? 

    What the hell are you up to, M? 

      

    *** 

      

    Twelve Years Ago 

      

    Hiking my bag up onto my shoulder, I raised my hand to knock on the door. After a moment, M opened it, dressed in a robe. She squinted at me, and given the gloom inside her house, I wasn’t surprised.  

    Is she sick? 

    “Nissa? What are you doing here?”  

    “Hey. Um…my mom kicked me out again. I wondered if I could maybe stay here for tonight? Or not. If you’re not up to it…” 

    “Of course, you can stay,” M said, opening the door to let me inside. As I passed her, I muttered thanks, noticing that her eyes were red.  

    M had let me stay before when Mom and I would fight. She gave me her spare room to sleep in. Normally, I wouldn’t have accepted but the nights had gotten really cold and I didn’t think I could stand to sleep outside. 

    M moved to the window and opened the curtain, letting in the light. A few balled up tissues sat on the table beside the couch.  

    “Are you sick?” I blurted. 

    She looked at me in surprise. “No, why?” 

    I pointed at the tissues. 

    “Oh. No, I was just watching some sad movies.” 

    Considering the fact that the TV was switched off and had a layer of dust on it, I doubted that. But I kept my mouth shut. She was good enough to let me stay here, I wasn’t interfering in her business. 

    “Why don’t you go put your bag in your room and I’ll make us something to eat?” 

    Nodding, I headed to the back of the house where the guest room lay. The fact that she called it my room made me tear up. I barely knew the woman and she just opened her home to me. Fed me. Checked in on me. No one else did that. Especially not my own mother. 

    The latest argument with Mom came from the fact that I refused to lend her money for booze. I had a few bucks hidden away for emergencies. She knew about the money, just not where I hid it. After screaming at me for twenty minutes, she finally headed back to her chair where she chain smoked for a while.  

    Finally, she came back to my room and gave me an ultimatum. Give her the money or find somewhere else to sleep tonight. I chose the latter. Snatching up my pre-packed bag, I left the trailer. It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last.  

    Tossing the bag on the bed, I looked around the room. It was a lot nicer than my own room. I didn’t even have sheets on my bed, but the guest bed had a duvet and pillows that weren’t stained and falling apart with age. 

    Why can’t I live here all the time? 

    I’d never say that out loud. M may tolerate me for the odd night, but she wouldn’t want me here full time. 

    Heading back to the living room, I found M tidying up. 

    “Um, would it be okay if I take a shower?” I asked. With Mom stomping around, I had tried to stay in my room to avoid drawing attention.  

    “Of course, honey. You know where the towels are?”  

    I nodded. “Thanks.” I turned away, then stopped. Digging into the pocket of my jeans, I pulled out the money I had been hiding from Mom. “Here. I should give you this for using up your hot water and food.” 

    M glanced down at my hand. She shook her head vehemently. “No. You don’t need to give me anything, okay? Keep your money, sweetheart.” She reached out and placed her hand on my cheek. “I like having the company.” 

    Feeling embarrassed and kind of overwhelmed, I stuffed the money back into my pocket and sloped off to the bathroom.  

    After a long hot shower, I changed into my pajamas. M had hot chocolate and some leftover pot roast waiting for me. We ate together on the couch, keeping our talk light, avoiding anything to do with my mom. She knew I didn’t like talking about what went on at home. 

    When I almost dozed off on the couch, M sent me to bed.  

    Slipping under the duvet, I felt happier than I had in a long time.  

    M came in to say goodnight. “If you need anything, just shout,” she said, setting a glass of water on the nightstand for me. A simple gesture, and one I wasn’t used to. 

    As she moved to the door, I blurted, “M? Are you a mom?” 

    She paused in the doorway. “No, I never had any kids, but I did want them once upon a time.” 

    “Well…you would have been a good mom.” 

    She smiled at me. “That’s sweet. Goodnight, Nissa.” 

    The light went out and I found myself wishing more than anything that she could be my mom. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Three 

      

    I didn’t tell M that I eavesdropped on her call, but that didn’t stop me from wondering what was going on with her. She seemed on edge for most of the night as we worked the bar together. So far, the demons had made no moves toward her, which probably meant they weren’t here because of her. What connection did she have to demons though? I knew she was an expert with a knife, but she didn’t seem to have any supernatural abilities. Other than being able to see through my lies that is. Could she have pissed a demon off in the real world? Then fled here with her husband to escape their wrath? I couldn’t see M running from anyone, but demons weren’t anyone. Did that mean a demon killed Anders? Why wouldn’t she just tell me what happened? 

    She knows everything about me, but I know almost nothing about her from before I met her. 

    I tried to get information out of her over the years, but she always changed the subject or told me that the past should stay in the past. I’m a bigger believer in the phrase the past always comes back to haunt you. If there was a risk that hers could show up here, surely, I deserved to know.  

    Naturally, everyone in the bar gossiped about the demons and why they were in town, though no one seemed to know the actual reason. For now, it looked like Abernathy had chosen to tolerate them. 

    Another reason that idiot shouldn’t be in charge. 

    I don’t know if he feared them or if they bribed him or something, but he made no move to chase them off. I’m surprised the Council hadn’t intervened and forced his hand, but so far, they seemed to be holding back too. Were the demons really that powerful that they were too scared to go against them? It was so frustrating. At the moment we didn’t have a full Council in place. Terrence had taken some time off after the death of his niece and from what I heard, Veronica, another member, had left town to meet with some coven. An annual thing, but she would be gone a few weeks. Which only left Jeremiah and Erica. I didn’t know much about Erica, I’d never spoken to the woman. They did have a fifth member who left while I was gone. I guess that could be why Jeremiah had been so eager to get me to join them. Maybe they needed five to be at full power. Though that didn’t explain why he wanted to be rid of Terrence. Unless he thought my power would compensate for the loss. 

    Moving through the bar, I picked up snippets of the conversations as I collected glasses.  

    “…they’ve come back to finish what they started…” 

    “It’s not the same demons, I should know, I saw the whole thing.” 

    “…what if they are working with the wolves, trying to wipe us all out…” 

    The theories got more and more outlandish depending on who spoke. The only thing they all seemed to agree on was the fact that the demons had some nefarious reason for being in Nowhere.  

    I wondered where the demons were staying. They certainly wouldn’t be welcome at the boarding house, so they were probably sleeping outside somewhere. 

    As I wiped off a table, I sensed someone come up behind me. A sliver of fear ran through me, despite the crowded bar and I immediately froze the room using my power. Spinning, I found Blake behind me, his hand frozen in mid air as he reached out to me. 

    I let out a breath. Even after weeks, I still jumped at everything. I guess that’s what being chased and almost killed by werewolves will do to a girl. Waiting for the effect to wear off, I saw Blake’s eyes widen in surprise when time started up again. Not surprising. From his point of view, I had my back to him and in an instant, I now faced him.  

    “Did you just…?” he asked. 

    I nodded. “Sorry, still a bit on edge.” I motioned for him to take a seat at the bar. We had been trying to keep any PDA to a minimum, particularly with everyone so wary of werewolves. Hence our late-night hook ups in the bar. They made up for the fact that we couldn’t go on dates like regular people. I didn’t have a problem with anyone knowing about us, but Blake worried that I’d be guilty by association after everything with Raiden.  

    They’ve thought of me that way most of my life, so it’s nothing new. 

    From vamp lover to werewolf lover, either way, I would be the topic of discussion for the local gossips. Which reminded me, I hadn’t seen Ronan in a while. I guess the vamps were still lying low after Raiden tried to blame them for what happened to Terrence’s niece. I hoped people would move on from that eventually. They’d never love the vampires, but they could at least go back to tolerating them. 

    Setting up a beer for Blake, I served a few customers before returning to talk to him. “Any luck on finding a job?” I asked. 

    He shook his head as he took a sip of his beer. “I don’t think many people around here are fans of werewolves right now.” 

    “I’m sorry.” It wasn’t fair that they were taking their bigotry out on him. 

    “Don’t be. I have a few more places to check. I don’t suppose there are any shifts going here?” 

    I hesitated. He couldn’t be serious. Work together on top of living together? Sort of. I couldn’t do that. 

    Seeing the look on my face, he said, “Never mind.” 

    “I’m sorry, it’s just…” 

    “Too much. I get it. Don’t worry, I’ll find something.” He gave me a smile to show he was fine. I wasn’t. This was getting way too serious. I felt my anxiety levels rise again. I needed to say something, but what if he just packed up and left? Ending things wasn’t on the cards for me, I just wanted it to slow down. Like a lot. But how did I tell him that without sounding like I didn’t care? 

    The door opened to the bar and in came several of the demons, including the horned guy from earlier. My heart rate sped up as I glanced at M. They weren’t here for her, were they? She had tensed up too, watching them as they made their way to a table in the corner and sat down. Everyone else had fallen silent too. 

    The horned guy slammed his hand onto the table, making it shake, and called for service.  

    Rude asshole. 

    I started across the floor, but M beat me to it. Lingering nearby, I listened as she warned them to behave. They laughed and ordered some beers. 

    M turned to go behind the bar and I stopped her. “What’s going on?” 

    “Hopefully, they’ll just have a drink and go. Just keep an eye on them.” 

    I didn’t like that she had decided to serve them, but I guess it would be better to try and keep the peace as much as possible. A few people got up and left, while the rest couldn’t take their eyes off them. 

    Clearing a few glasses, I watched the demons from across the room. They weren’t all here, at least four of them were missing including the one who spoke to me in the street earlier. Did they find something else to occupy them or were they up to something? I knew they hadn’t found another place to drink, since The Watering Hole was the only decent place in town.  

    Blake had turned around on his stool to watch them too. The demons didn’t seem bothered by the attention. In fact, they didn’t even look up, talking amongst themselves. I tried to eavesdrop, hoping to gain some insight as to why they were here, but they seemed to be discussing the women in the room and which ones they’d like to…get to know better. 

    M brought the tray of beers over to them and they started drinking, talking loudly amongst themselves. It wasn’t long before they ordered another round, followed by some shots. 

    “Looks like they’re here for the night,” Blake pointed out. 

    “I hope not. But hey, look on the bright side, spotlight is off you.” 

    He chuckled. “Maybe I should buy them a round as a thank you.” 

    “Urgh, don’t encourage them.” 

    As I crossed the floor, the horned guy called out to me. “Bar wench. More beer.” He watched me with black eyes, a smirk on his face.  

    “What did you call me?” I snapped. I’ve been called a lot in this job, but never that. 

    The horned guy smiled at me, revealing pointed teeth. “My apologies. Perhaps you are the entertainment instead? Why don’t you get up on the table and dance!” He threw his beer bottle onto the ground and the others cheered as it smashed. 

    “Hey!” Blake snarled launching himself toward them. 

    I threw myself between them. “Blake, don’t.” He tried to push past me, but I wasn’t about to let him get torn to shreds by demons. Placing my hands on his chest, I managed to hold him off. “Let it go.” 

    His gaze flicked to me and then back to the demons. For a moment, I saw a flicker of yellow in his eyes. The wolf wanted to come out and play. 

    “Please,” I said. 

    He allowed me to guide him back to his stool while the demons laughed their asses off. I guess this is what passed as amusement for them. 

    “I’m going to kill him,” Blake growled, his hands closing into fists. 

    Leaning in, I said, “Werewolf doesn’t trump demon and you know it. I don’t need you throwing your weight around, I prefer you in one piece.” 

    He took a breath, and I pressed his beer into his hand. “Drink this.” 

    Necking it, he seemed to calm down a bit, but I needed to keep an eye on him. When werewolves got mad, they could lose control. Though Blake usually showed a lot more restraint. Should I be flattered he was willing to go up against a demon to defend me? 

    I’ll be happy if he manages to get through the night without being killed or thrown in jail.  

    M appeared on the other side of the bar from us with a scowl on her face. “I want them out,” she said through gritted teeth. 

    “I’m working on it,” I said. Though I had no idea what I could say to them. They wouldn’t listen to me. No one in town would be willing to stand up to them, even Abernathy left them alone. How safe were we when the people supposed to protect us did nothing?  

    As I turned around, one of the demons stood up, but he had clearly had too much to drink and fell into the table. He knocked over the empty shot glasses, smashing them all over the floor. A man leaped out of the way, trying to avoid the glass. 

    “Right, that’s enough. Get out!” M shouted. 

    I motioned for her to pass me Betty and we both advanced on them.  

    “You heard her!” I yelled. This was our bar and if they wanted to mess with us then I hoped they knew how to dodge knives and magical baseball bats.  

    Never show weakness, first rule of working in a bar. 

    The horned guy scoffed. “We will leave when we want to.” 

    I brought Betty down on the table, making the remaining glasses shake from the blow. “You’ll go now!”  

    While I didn’t want to get into a fight with these assholes, I would if I had to. I wouldn’t let them destroy the business M had built. 

    The horned guy glanced down at Betty, and I saw the smile slowly fade from his face. The others got to their feet, ready to fight us. From the corner of my eye, I saw M drop a hand to her belt. She kept those knives well hidden. Most didn’t know they existed until on came flying at their head.  

    “Like we’re scared of a couple of little girls,” the one closest to me sneered. He looked mostly human except for the yellow eyes. I’d love to shove Betty where the sun didn’t shine, but I’d never do that to her. I would however love to smack the smug look off his face.  

    “Boys!” the horned guy said. “We’re going.” 

    He stood abruptly, almost knocking over the table. Though the other demons looked confused, they followed him out the door, glancing back at us as they went. 

    “What happened there?” M asked. 

    I lifted Betty up. “I think he saw something he didn’t like.” 

    Did he know what I could do with Betty? The power that could be harnessed with her? If so, how would he know that? 

    Staring at Betty in awe, I wondered, what are you? 

    

  


   
    Chapter Four 

      

    Lying in bed later that night, I couldn’t get the demon’s face out of my head. He looked scared when he saw Betty. There had to be more to her than I knew. She could channel my power, but what else could she do? And how did a demon know about her? 

    Thinking back, I remembered when I first laid eyes on her. I found her when I got into an altercation with a troll. It had been a few weeks since I left town and I had traveled as far as I could on the money I had left. After picking up a few shifts at a local bar, I enjoyed a rare night off. Joining a few of the regulars, I had some shots. When some cute guys offered to buy me and another girl some drinks, it didn’t take me long to get drunk.  

    After a trip to the restroom, I noticed the troll sitting at a table. To everyone else, he looked like a big, ugly guy, but I knew what he was the moment I looked at him. He kept harassing any woman who walked by, shouting obscenities at them. Of course, that isn’t much different from some human guys, but I knew the situation could turn bad in an instant. Wanting to avoid getting caught in the middle, especially after I left that world behind, I grabbed my jacket and headed for the door. Unfortunately, at that exact moment, a drunk woman stumbled and collided with me. Stumbling back, I hit the table the troll sat at, knocking over his drink. 

    “You bitch,” he raged as the liquid sloshed over his clothes. 

    “Sorry,” I said, eager to get out before he started something. I hurried to the door. 

    Once I left the bar, he followed me outside and tried to pummel me. Trolls have real anger issues. It’s a wonder any of them can pass in the real world, given how much trouble they get into. Although losing it over a spilled drink was taking things too far. 

    I used my power on him, but twenty-seven seconds is not long when you’re drunk off your ass with an angry troll after you. He caught up to me as I staggered across the parking lot and knocked me onto the ground.  

    Dazed from the blow, I tried to get back up. As I reached out for something to grab hold of, I found Betty, just lying there near the back tire of a pickup truck. Of course, the power didn’t shoot out of her that time. No, instead I beat the troll unconscious with her. Needless to say, I couldn’t stay there any longer. I packed up my stuff and caught a bus that night. I’ve carried Betty with me ever since. She became my lucky charm of sorts. 

    And I just left her at the bar. 

    Sitting up, my heart thudded in my chest as I realized the mistake.  What if the demons came back and tried to take her? Or destroy her? Worried, I threw back the sheets and got up. Blake lay sleeping on the other side of the bed, unaware that I had gotten up.  

    I’ll go back and grab her. It will only take a few minutes. 

    Pulling on my clothes from earlier, I slipped out the front door. The town was quiet this time of night, but that didn’t make it a good idea to walk to the bar. The night crawlers would be out, though most of them knew better than to mess with me. As I walked down the path, I swear I saw a shadow move in a nearby alley. Pausing, I squinted into the dark. A pair of yellow eyes looked back, making me jump. 

    Heart thumping in my chest, I hopped into my truck and drove over to the bar. Every now and again, I would see something dart back into the shadows or retreat from a streetlight. It was like living in a horror movie. Except most of the creatures out here wouldn’t do anything to you, although I imagine a few would chance it if the opportunity arose. I did pity any human who had to come here. They had no idea what they were getting into. The people in charge encouraged everyone to be in by sundown and keep their doors and windows locked. Another way to make this town feel like a prison. 

    When I pulled into the parking lot of the bar, I saw a light on inside. 

    “Shit.” 

    I switched off the truck and hopped out. If those bastards were in there, I would kick their collective asses. No one messed with my bar. 

    Good thing I came back. 

    Sneaking around the back of the building, I let myself in through the back door, closing it quietly behind me. Someone moved around behind the bar. Right where Betty lay. It had to be them. Damn it, why didn’t I take her home with me in the first place? 

    I found an empty beer bottle by the sink and lifted it, planning on using it as a weapon until I could get to Betty. Then I could blast the assholes to dust. 

    Moving as silently as possible, I leaped through the door, the bottle raised above my head. 

    “What the hell are you doing?” M shrieked when she saw me. 

    “M! What are you doing in here? I thought we were being robbed.” Heart threatening to leap out of my chest, I set the bottle down and let out a breath.  

    M put a hand to her chest, shaking her head at me. “I wanted to clean up the glass.” 

    “You said we would wait until tomorrow.” 

    “Well, I couldn’t sleep.” 

    I wondered if it was more than that. Did she not want to go home? She seemed really worried about the demons, maybe she worried they would try something after we threw them out. 

    “What are you doing here?” she asked. 

    “I forgot Betty.” 

    She arched an eyebrow. “Why do you need Betty? Are you worried someone is going to attack you?” 

    “No, I’m worried…someone will take her.” I still hadn’t told her what happened when Raiden attacked. It wasn’t because I didn’t trust her, I just didn’t want her to freak out. She still hadn’t forgiven me for taking a chance like that in the first place.  

    “It’s a bat, Nis. I think it’s safe.” She grabbed a garbage bag and returned to picking up the glass from the floor. 

    I moved to the bar and lifted Betty, feeling that familiar connection between us. Almost like she was an extension of me. “She’s more than just a bat.” 

    “Oh yeah, I know how much you love that thing,” M muttered as she swept up some of the glass onto a dustpan.  

    I need to tell her. 

    “I’m serious, M. Something happened when Raiden attacked.” 

    Now I had her full attention. “What did he do?” 

    “It’s not what he did, it’s what I did. With Betty.” 

    Dropping the bag, she moved to the bar and placed her hands on it. “Go on.” 

    “He came at me, and this white light shot out of Betty and hit him. But it didn’t originate in Betty, it came from me, and she directed it somehow.”  

    M looked down at Betty. “I’ve never heard of that before.” 

    “That demon guy looked scared when he saw Betty. I think he knew what she was capable of. I thought he might come back and try and steal her.” I lifted her up, turning her around in my hands, to the word Betty inscribed on her. I often wondered who carved the word into her, who gave her the name. “I just wish there was someone I could ask about it.” 

    M heaved a sigh. “There might be.” 

    “What do you mean? I’ve checked around, the only people with possible information are the Council and I’m not going near those assholes.” 

    “There’s a man...called Tom. He lives right on the edge of town, hidden. I spoke with him a while back and he told me that he knew your father. Or at least spoke to him when he came here.” 

    What the hell? Why would she keep that from me? 

    “M, you know I’ve been looking, why wouldn’t you tell me this?” 

    She held up her hands. “I only spoke to him about six months back. You weren’t even in town then, and when you came back, I wasn’t sure whether I should drag it up again.” 

    “I need to know what’s going on. You should have told me.” For years, she tried to dissuade me from looking for my father. She saw what it did to me, but I became obsessed with the idea of finding him. I did let that idea go eventually, but now…this wasn’t about finding him exactly, but about finding out about me and my powers. I didn’t need a father anymore. 

    “Well, you know now. I can write down the directions to where he lives.” She grabbed a napkin and a pen to do that.  

    “How did you meet him?” 

    She shrugged. “I went for a walk and came across him.” It didn’t sound like the truth, but if this guy had answers, she could keep her secrets. The thought of someone living so close who had answers frustrated me. I spent so long trying to find someone who knew him, and this guy had been right under my nose. 

    M pushed the napkin toward me. “Here. I’m not sure if he’ll be able to help though. Just because he knew him, doesn’t mean he knows much about wizards.” 

    But it was a lead and I had to try. The address did lie on the edge of town, the very edge. I didn’t know anyone actually lived that far out. I tucked the napkin into my pocket. I could head out there at first light and see what he had to say.  

    I helped M pick up the rest of the glass, which would at least mean less work to do tomorrow before we opened. We’d need to let the other bar staff know about the demons and that they weren’t welcome here. 

    “M? Do you know those demon guys?” I had to ask, it had been bugging me since I overheard her earlier. 

    She glanced over at me. “No, why would you ask that?” 

    “I kinda overheard you on the phone. I wasn’t trying to; it was an accident.” 

    M didn’t look happy. “No, I don’t know them. But I was worried they were here…because of my past. Turns out they’re not. Let’s just leave it at that.” 

    Her past involved demons? Why couldn’t she tell me the truth? Didn’t she trust me? I knew she lost her husband, did that have something to do with demons? 

    “Why do you think they’re here?” I asked since I knew there was no point in pushing her about it. 

    “I don’t know. But I imagine it isn’t good.” 

    Well, we could agree on that. Once we were done with the clean-up, I took Betty back home after making M swear she would try to get some sleep. 

    Back home, Blake woke up as I climbed back into bed. Betty lay safely hidden under the couch in the living room.  

    “Where were you?” he asked. 

    “I had to get something at the bar. Listen, I have to go out somewhere tomorrow, can you stick around here and keep an eye on our new demon friends?” I worried they would try something else, and I needed someone to watch them. 

    He rubbed at his eyes. “I guess. Why? Where are you going?” 

    “I just have to talk to someone.” 

    Giving him a kiss, I lay down. I’d tell him about it if it worked out, but otherwise, I wanted to keep it to myself until I found out more about this man. If he had no useful information, then there was nothing to tell. 

    Blake could watch the demons and let me know if they got up to anything. Just in case they did have a connection to M, I wanted to be sure she had someone to watch her back.  

    And I have Betty to watch mine. 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Five 

      

    I got up early, hoping that the demons would still be sleeping off a hangover somewhere. They had certainly drunk enough. At least if they were I might be able to get to where I was going and back before they started making trouble for the day. 

    After Blake tried to persuade me to sit down and have some breakfast, I compromised by taking a piece of toast with me, eating while I drove. I didn’t have much of an appetite, but I’d probably need the energy. Something told me that the demons weren’t done, and I would have to deal with them when I got back. 

    With all the years of searching for answers about my father, I knew not to get my hopes up this time. It would likely be a dead end, like everything else. Though after the demon’s reaction to Betty last night, it felt all the more urgent that I find out the truth about her. I debated whether to take her with me. Going out alone, I risked running into the demons unarmed, but if this guy knew something I would need to show Betty to him. She currently lay tucked under the seat out of sight of prying eyes. 

    Nowhere seemed quiet, for now. Not many people were up this early, but at least the demons weren’t rampaging through the streets. Yet. 

    The directions M gave me, led to a very remote part of Nowhere, forty minutes from the center of town. The further you got out there, the more barren the land became. I couldn’t even be sure it was still part of the town because the border wasn’t clearly marked beyond the main roads. If this guy lived way out here, he must want to avoid people. Some supernaturals separated themselves to reduce the risk that they would feed on others, while other supernaturals just didn’t like being around a crowd of people. I’ve felt that way myself from time to time. At one point, I even considered finding somewhere to live out here, but M convinced me that I would be better off around other people. I think she just wanted to be able to keep an eye on me. 

    Leaving the main road, I drove the truck along a dirt track, looking for any sign of the house. All I could see were rocks and a few fields. Did M give me the wrong directions? Maybe she sent me on a wild goose chase. No, she wouldn’t do that. She may not be happy about me searching for answers again, but she wouldn’t waste my time. Not when she didn’t have to tell me about the man at all. 

    Pulling over, I checked the napkin again. The last direction said to go 1.6 miles from the last turn, but I should have reached it by now. Maybe I had missed something.  

    With Betty in my hand, I got out of the truck and looked around. In my head, I pictured a house, but maybe he lived in something else. Hell, maybe he lived underground for all I knew. M didn’t say he was nocturnal, but she might not know. More importantly, why the hell would M be walking all the way out here? She never went on nature walks before. Did she suddenly become health conscious? Another thing to add to the ever-growing list of things I didn’t know about M. 

    A field stood to my left, overgrown and empty from the look of it. Beyond it sat some trees. Maybe the house lay behind those.  

    Well, I’m not getting my truck across the field. Guess I’ll have to walk. 

    With a groan, I hopped the fence into the field, hoping I didn’t fall into a hole or something. I definitely didn’t wear the right shoes. I groaned as my Converse squelched down into the mud.  

    “This better be worth it,” I muttered. Clutching Betty in my hand, I started walking. 

    It took me fifteen minutes to get across the field, mostly because I had to fight my way through the long grass, using Betty to beat it back. I managed to cut a path to the other side and climbed through the trees. When I came out the other side, I found a run-down hut, I guess. It looked ready to fall down, I couldn’t imagine anyone living in it. 

    This can’t be the right place. 

    A raccoon ran out in front of me as if spooked by something. Moving closer, I tried to decide if it would be worth the tetanus shot to look inside. The man could have moved. Or left town. Or this could be the wrong place. 

    Deciding against looking inside, I turned to find a crossbow aimed at me. On instinct, I tried to raise my hands to freeze the man holding it, but he jerked the crossbow at me and said in a gruff voice, “Don’t even think about it.” 

    Wiry and pale, he had a gray beard and watery blue eyes. I’d put him at sixty-five maybe. I’ve never seen him before around town, but if he preferred to live out here, he might have supplies delivered or live off the land. 

    Deciding to get straight to the point, I said, “I’m looking for…” 

    “I don’t care what you’re looking for, girl. You are trespassing.” He glanced down and noticed Betty for the first time. I saw him shift uncomfortably, but he said nothing. The reaction told me everything, this was the right place. 

    “Recognize this?” I asked, raising Betty up slowly so he didn’t shoot me. I wasn’t keen on finding out which moved quicker – me or an arrow. 

    “Watch it,” he snapped. 

    “Why? Do you know something I don’t? Because a crossbow wins against a baseball bat. At least it usually does. Yet you look worried.” 

    “Who are you?” he growled, glaring at me. 

    Did I tell him? He couldn’t help me otherwise. I decided to keep it simple. “Steven Edwards is my father.” 

    Slowly, he lowered the crossbow, a shocked look on his face. He covered it quickly. “Never heard of him.” With that, he marched into the hut. As he passed me, I felt a faint flicker of magic off him, though I couldn’t tell what kind.  

    “Hey! Don’t walk away from me. I know you know who he is.” 

    “Go away!” 

    I wouldn’t be brushed off that easily. Shoving my way through the door, I stepped into a…house.  

    What the hell? 

    Outside looked like a small shack, but inside looked like a large, albeit dilapidated farmhouse. Sticking my head back out the door, I realized he must be using magic to hide the house.  

    That’s one hell of a spell. Or this guy is a secret Time Lord. 

    It also confirmed that he had magic. And a lot of it to do this. 

    Heading back inside, I picked my way through the cluttered mess on the floor to look for the man. He seriously needed a maid. There were bundles of old magazines tied together with twine, cluttered tabletops full of old pottery and, were those old car parts scattered everywhere? It looked like the guy had visited the city dump and taken half of it home with him. Not to mention the smell – like damp and engine oil. What the hell did he do out here? 

    He can use a spell to hide the house but not this? 

    I found him in a workroom in the back, pounding nails into a piece of wood. A variety of half-finished projects sat on the shelves around the room. One looked like a bird house, the other a spice rack. Did this guy teach shop, or did he have a hard time finishing things? 

    “Get out,” he spat. Again, he made no move to use magic on me. It made me even more curious. If he wanted me gone so bad, why not use magic to do it? 

    “Not until you give me some answers.” Placing Betty on my shoulder, I stared him down. 

    He slammed the hammer onto the table, sending some of the nails scattering to the floor. “I don’t know anything.” 

    Like I would buy that. I’d stay here all night if I had to. “What do you know about this bat?”  

    His gaze flicked to it, then back to me. “I know it’s not a bat.” 

    Not a bat? 

    “What is it then?”  I asked growing more frustrated by the second. Why did everyone have to be so cryptic all the time? I deserved answers and I wasn’t going to get them anywhere else. 

    “I’m surprised you don’t know. You are a wizard after all. Well, half of one. You look like him, you know.” He picked up a smaller piece of wood and lined it up with the first one. 

    Did he mean my father? I couldn’t confirm that since I’ve never even seen a picture of him. My mother’s tryst with him lasted a few weeks at most and then he left town. They weren’t into selfies back in the nineties. Where he came from, where he went, it remained a mystery. The statement still made me uncomfortable. Spending my whole life looking like a ghost. I’m sure it’s part of the reason my mother couldn’t stand to look at me. 

    “How did you know him?” Despite telling myself that I didn’t need to know anything about him, I still felt curious. This man had actually spoken to him, spent time with him. Which is more than I ever got. 

    Sniffing, he retrieved his hammer. “He came here once. Needed my help.” 

    “Help with what?” 

    “Doesn’t matter. But as a wizard, you should know all about wands.” He motioned to Betty. 

    Laughter bubbled up in my throat. “Wands? This isn’t some children’s book, wands don’t exist.”  

    He shook his head at me. “So ignorant. Wands do exist and they take many forms, especially in this day and age. Gotta fit in with the times. I bet it came to you in a moment of need, right?” 

    I looked down at Betty. She did come to me, I couldn’t deny that, but a wand? That sounded crazy. Wands were what second-rate stage show magicians used or they existed in stories. Every piece of information I’ve read about real wizards never mentioned wands. Not once. Revisionist history? Or were the wizards so secretive that no one else in the supernatural community ever knew about them? 

    The man took my silence as confirmation. I didn’t feel like sharing the story of how Betty and I first found each other. 

    Bending down, he scooped the nails off the floor, making an oof noise as he straightened up. “Wizards have incredible power, but chaos magic is hard to harness. Unpredictable. A wand is used to direct it and eventually, it will help make you stronger. With some practice.” 

    “It’s a bat!” I don’t know why I continued to argue with him. Everything he said made a kind of sense but come on. Wands of all things. I couldn’t take this crap. Turning, I headed for the door. The guy was clearly crazy, and I had wasted my time coming here. 

    “If you think things are bad now, wait until you turn twenty-seven,” he called. 

    I paused in the doorway. I’d be twenty-seven in a couple of months. “Why? What happens then?” 

    “Twenty-seven is a powerful number for wizards and in magic in general. It’s three times three times three. Wizards come into their full power at that age. Whatever you can do now will look like parlor tricks in comparison.” 

    Is that why I can freeze time for twenty-seven seconds? What the hell happens to me when I reach my birthday? 

    Fear gripped me. He had to be wrong. Full wizards got more power at twenty-seven, but I wasn’t a full wizard. Maybe it wouldn’t happen for me. 

    “If I were you, I’d get practicing with that wand. You might need it.” 

    Unable to listen anymore, I hurried out of the house, wanting to get as far away as possible. 

    The last thing I need is more power. 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Six 

       

    My mind raced on the drive back to town. I wanted answers, I just didn’t expect the ones I got. This whole time Betty was a wand. A way for wizards to direct their magic. That explained our connection but made me wonder why she never came to me sooner. I could think of plenty of times that she would have come in useful over the years. Instead, she appeared that night with the troll. Unless…she only showed up after I left Nowhere. Did something prevent Betty from getting into the town? There were certain wards on the town line, I guess anything is possible. So where was she before that? Did she belong to another wizard at some point? My father even? God, I had so many questions and only the internet to answer them. Which I’m sure would be plenty helpful. Not. Maybe if I visited the local library again, I could speak to the librarian and try to convince her to let me into that restricted area they had in the back. Only Council members were allowed in it. I didn’t know for sure if it had anything worthwhile in it, but it would be worth checking out. If she refused, well, how hard could it be to break into a library? I’ve robbed more secure places over the years, but something told me that the restricted section probably had spells in place to prevent that. 

    Whatever the reason why Betty only came to me outside the town, it did prove one thing. All that power that I discovered the night Raiden attacked us, definitely came from inside of me. I had a hard time believing I could be that powerful. All these years, I’ve only been able to stop time, which yes, is pretty incredible power-wise, but ultimately useless to do anything significant with. And the only other ability that manifested was the ability to age people to dust. The thought of what it could turn into frightened me. If I lost control, how many people would get hurt? Could it evolve so that I didn’t even have to touch someone to make a person age again? 

    I don’t want to get stronger; I want this power to go away. 

    I’ve spent most of my life wishing that, but at least back then I had only one ability to worry about. The thought that it would get worse never entered my mind. I lost my temper all the time, I worked in a bar for crying out loud. We wouldn’t have any customers left if I accidentally blew someone up because they said the wrong thing at the wrong time. 

    Can I really risk the lives of the people I care about? M. Blake. I have to do something. 

    I didn’t even know if there was a way to remove someone’s powers. It didn’t seem likely; I mean they were part of me. My DNA. So, the only option would be to do what the man said. Learn how to control and direct my power, before it became stronger. At least then, I would have a better shot at protecting people and less chance of hurting someone accidentally. 

    Glancing at Betty on the seat beside me, I wondered how I would actually do that. Did I just practice summoning that power until I could call it at will? Where would I even do that? There were a few secluded areas around, but if someone saw me, they could report back to Abernathy or someone at the Council. I didn’t need anyone finding out about the power I had. If people were willing to try to use me for my power before, then this would make it a million times worse.  

    If Jeremiah knew, he’d never stop hounding me. 

    Assuming he didn’t know already. He always seemed to know more about me than I did. It was also one of the main reasons why I refused to join the Council. Being in charge with the power I had, everyone would expect me to fix their problems. I couldn’t take that kind of pressure. Okay, I took on Raiden…and the demons, but that was my choice. And I didn’t have everyone watching me, waiting on me to fail.  

    Back on Main Street, I spotted a few people running toward me, away from the center of town. Judging from the terrified looks on their faces, I guessed the demons had made a reappearance. What the hell were they up to now?  

    Speeding up, I screeched around the corner to find utter chaos. Slamming on the brakes, I stared at the display in front of me. “What the fuck?” 

    The demons were in the middle of town, driving around on their motorbikes, knocking things over, and scaring the locals. Where the hell were the cops? They were going to hurt someone at this rate.  

    One of them sped across the grass outside town hall, almost colliding with a man who had stopped to watch. The demon swerved at the last minute as the man ran for his life. 

    I spotted Deputy Jenkins come around the corner up ahead. He took one look at the demons, then slowly backed away out of sight. 

    Serve and protect, my ass. 

    Is that why Abernathy hadn’t chased the demons off? Fear? He’d never admit it publicly, but I’m sure he had his excuses ready.  

    “Well, I’m not scared,” I muttered. 

    Betty sent them running once; she could do it again. Snatching her off the seat beside me, I leaped out of the truck and jogged toward them. I just hoped they didn’t call my bluff. 

    “Hey!” I screamed over the noise, waving Betty at the leader as I headed toward him. The bike sat on the sidewalk, the engine revving menacingly. His smile slipped from his face when he saw me, to be replaced by a sneer. He glanced at Betty, and I had to stop myself from grinning. 

    Good, he’s still not willing to go against Betty. 

    He stopped revving the bike and gave a loud whistle. Waving his hand in the air, he drew the attention of the others, who all came to a standstill. Revving the bike, he took off up Main Street and the others followed him.  

    I took a moment to gloat over the fact that I just made a half dozen demons run away from me. Although men running from me had become par for the course of late. At least they were gone, and no one seemed to be hurt. A few people had thrown themselves to the ground, but they just seemed angry. 

    Late to the party, as usual, Abernathy pulled up in his cruiser, coming to a stop at the curb. I wondered if he hid around the corner until they were gone like his deputy. Wouldn’t surprise me. 

    Unfolding his large frame from the cruiser, he swaggered across the sidewalk, stopping to talk to the first person he saw. The man started babbling, pointing down the street where the demons disappeared. Abernathy would be interviewing everyone. Whatever it took to avoid actually going after the demons. I certainly didn’t want to talk to the creep, so I decided to get the hell out before he spotted me. 

    Turning, I almost collided with Jeremiah. He wore his Council robes as usual, only here no doubt to try and look like he was on top of the demon problem. Though he only appeared after they disappeared too. 

    “Urgh,” I said, not bothering to hide my disgust. He deserved it after he tried to blackmail me into joining him. I knew it was a bluff. At least for now. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t get impatient and actually carry through on his threat. 

    “Nicely done, Miss Whitlock. I knew you’d make an excellent leader. That job offer still stands.” 

    God, does he ever give up? 

    “I think I gave you my answer the last time we spoke.” 

    “People listen to you. You could do a lot for this town.” 

    “Bullshit. No one cares what I have to say.” They didn’t all the years I spent growing up here. Why would they suddenly listen now?  

    “The demons did,” he pointed out. 

    I didn’t want him figuring out that Betty had a hand in that. Keeping her pressed to my side, I said, “Why do you have such a problem with them being here?”  

    “I have my reasons.” 

    Rolling my eyes, I sighed. More evasiveness. “Which are?” 

    He pursed his lips. “If you won’t join the Council, you’ll have to figure that one out for yourself.” 

    “Maybe I will.” Pushing past him, I headed for my truck before Abernathy caught up to me. I needed to get back home and figure out where Blake had gotten to. He was supposed to be watching them, so they either gave him the slip or something had happened. 

    “Miss Whitlock,” Abernathy called bringing me to a halt. 

    Suppressing a groan, I turned to face him. He came toward me, giving me the once over. I saw his eyes landing on Betty, but I resisted the urge to hide her behind my back. That would only arouse suspicion. I didn’t need him trying to take her from me. 

    “In the middle of the chaos once more,” he said. 

    “I was just doing your job for you. Chasing off the demons.” 

    He didn’t like that. “And why would they be scared of you?” he sneered. 

    I shrugged. “Who knows? Maybe they aren’t as scary as they look. Either way, they’re gone now so you can go and grab some donuts or whatever it is cops do.” 

    Turning away, I tried to get back into my truck before either of us said something I’d regret. 

    “Or maybe you are working with the demons.” 

    Son of a bitch. Of course, he’d jump to that conclusion. 

    “I am not working with anyone. I’m just trying to get to the bar.” I wasn’t, but he didn’t know that. I’d rather he didn’t follow me home. 

    “First vampires, then werewolves, and now demons. You’ll open your legs for anything, won’t you?” 

    I rounded on him, fists balled. “If you want to arrest me, Abernathy, go ahead. But if all you have is pathetic insults then I have no interest in listening to you a minute longer.” 

    A smug grin spread across his face as he reveled in pissing me off. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of hitting him, he would love it too much. And he’d confiscate Betty. 

    Spinning on my heel, I climbed back into the truck and slammed the door shut. With a final glare at him, I drove away.  

    That bastard. Who the hell does he think he is? 

    He made no move to chase me, so it looked like I was in the clear for now. Though I knew he would do whatever he could to lock me away, so I couldn’t give him the excuse. Blake needed to be careful too because I’m sure Abernathy would have no problem going after him to get to me.  

    Above all else, I couldn’t let anyone get their hands on Betty, which meant I needed somewhere to hide her where she wouldn’t be found. I didn’t know if she could be used by other beings, but she could be destroyed or taken from me. If that happened, my power could hurt the people I cared about. M and Blake had to be protected. And I guess I wouldn’t like everyone else to get hurt either. We still needed them to keep drinking in the bar.  

    There had to be a floorboard loose in my place or some other hiding place that no one would think to look for. From now on, she only came out if I thought I would need her. With the demons and now Abernathy causing trouble, I expected that would be sooner rather than later.  

    Bring it on. If they come for me, I’ll show them exactly how much power I have. 

    

  


  
     

    Chapter Seven 

      

    I found Blake cleaning the kitchen when I got back. Guess he was more bored than I thought. I’ve never been that bored that I start a cleaning frenzy. But why had cleaning moved up his list of priorities when he agree to watch the demons. He had no idea what just went down with them.  

    “Hey, what’s going on?” I asked as I set Betty on the couch. 

    He looked up from scrubbing the counter. “You’re back. Uh, I just thought I’d clean up a little. Keep busy.” 

    “Plenty of demons to watch if you want to do that.” Did he forget? 

    “Oh, yeah, I did watch them for a while. They didn’t do much. I can go back out and check on them if you want?” 

    Well, something must have happened to make him act this way. “No, it’s fine. So, what’s really wrong with you?”  

    Sighing, he tossed the cloth into the sink and leaned against the counter. “I got a call back from one of the jobs I applied to. He made it painfully clear that he had no intention of hiring me or anyone like me. And he said he would be spreading the word to other business owners too.” 

    I sighed. “Sorry.” I expected someone to say it out loud sooner or later. Even over the phone. Guess that guy didn’t have the guts to say it to his face. “Are you okay?” 

    “Yeah, it’s just weird. I came from the Pack where everyone is the same. Here…have the people always been so…” 

    “Bigoted? Yeah, but it’s usually the vampires who get the short end of the stick. Then Raiden turned the spotlight on you guys and now it’s the demons. You shouldn’t take it personally. Everyone is paranoid in Nowhere.” 

    “Hard not to when I need work.” 

    Right now, would be the perfect time for me to be the supportive girlfriend and offer him some shifts at the bar, but I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. I couldn’t live and work with him. I wasn’t ready for that. Besides, it would look like pity, and I couldn’t make that kind of decision without speaking to M first. She would definitely say no. 

    “Well, on the plus side, you don’t have any rent to pay, and I can buy food.” I’m sure it was little consolation to him, having me pay for everything. I've dated a few guys who would have been livid at the suggestion. 

    He snorted. “Yeah. I’ll keep trying. I’m sure something will show up. So where did you get off to anyway?” 

    Opening the refrigerator, I grabbed a can of coke. Popping the top, I took a long drink, wondering if I should fill him in or not. “Had to speak to someone. No big deal.”  

    I wasn’t ready to share the news of Betty with him. I still needed to get my head around it myself. He didn’t press the matter, which I appreciated.  

    Taking my drink to the couch, I sat down and sighed. What the hell were we going to do about the demon problem? If I knew why they were here, then I could maybe figure out a way to get rid of them.  

    Or I could forget all about them and get on with my life. 

    As tempting as that sounded, I knew that turning my back on this situation wouldn’t end well for me.  

    “What were the demons doing when you watched them?” I asked.  

    “Not much, like I said. They were talking about something and one of them had a map. The horny guy didn’t look happy.” 

    I chuckled at his use of the word horny. “Well, I guess that means they don’t have what they came for yet.” 

    He dropped onto the couch beside me. “What’s the deal with demons and this town? I heard one woman saying she hope it doesn’t happen again.” 

    “She was talking about the war. It happened about thirty years ago. Demons showed up in town and tried to take it over. They claimed Nowhere belonged to them and tried to drive everyone else out. I don’t know why they thought that. Needless to say, the townsfolk didn’t take it well. A war started and eventually, they drove the demons out. A lot of people died though.”  

    That’s the story I heard growing up. I’m just glad I wasn’t around for it. Mom was though. She called it the dark times but didn’t go into detail. Sometimes it felt like everyone in this town had something to hide. I could hardly talk though. I was keeping my past from Blake.  

    “That sucks. Do you think they’re going to try again?” 

    “I hope not. I have bigger things to worry about than them.” 

    “Like why you went out today?” 

    I avoided looking him in the eye. “I don’t want to talk about it.” 

    He sighed. “Because you don’t trust me.” 

    I got to my feet. “No, it’s not that.” 

    “Then what is it?” 

    “Look, there’s a lot of messed up stuff in my life that I’d rather you didn’t know about.” 

    Because you’d run screaming. 

    He didn’t look happy with my answer. “I want you to trust me. I’m making plans, trying to get a job so I can stay here.” 

    “I didn’t ask you to,” I blurted. 

    Turning away from him, I kicked myself. Why did I open my mouth? Now he would think I wanted him gone.  

    A moment later, he came up behind me. “It’s not just me, is it? You don’t trust anyone.” 

    “With good reason.” Too many people had abused my trust and just because he hadn’t done anything so far, didn’t mean he wouldn’t. 

    Taking hold of my arms, he turned me around to face him. “Then I’m going to make it my personal mission to change that.” 

    I snorted. “Why?” 

    “Because you helped me when you didn’t have to. You’re a good person, Nissa.” 

    “I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” I grouched.  

    He pulled me into a hug. Okay, I had to admit I liked that he wanted to help me, but my trust issues ran deep. He’d have to work pretty hard to change my mind. 

    “Why don’t we go back to bed?” he suggested, kissing my neck. 

    “Good idea.” Finally, something I could agree with. 

    Leading me to the bedroom, he pulled me toward him for a long, lingering kiss, before lowering me onto the bed.  

    He helped me out of my shirt and bra, taking his time trailing kisses over my bare skin. When he reached the waistband of my jeans, he unzipped them and slipped them off.  

    “You too,” I said. I loved seeing him naked. 

    Straightening up, he removed his shirt, then dropped his jeans to the floor, revealing his erect cock. I clenched my thighs together, desperate to have him inside me. 

    Desire pulsed through me. I wanted him so badly, but he had been so good lately and I needed to reward that. 

    Sitting up, I ran my hand along his length, making him shudder. Taking his hard cock in my hand, I ran my tongue over the tip, and he let out a moan.  

    Keeping my gaze on his face, I took him into my mouth, spreading my lips wide. Running my tongue over the underside of the shaft, I moved my mouth along his length, licking and sucking as I went. Blake buried his hands in my hair but let me work. His moans growing louder, I sucked harder. 

    His body shuddered a moment later, as hot cum erupted in my mouth. Swallowing it with a moan, I licked him clean. He stared down at me in awe. 

    I lay back down, beckoning him closer. I pulled him down on top of me, kissing him, the taste of him still on my tongue.  

    His hands roamed by body, stopping a moment at my breasts to tease my nipples, before they explored further down. 

    Breaking the kiss, he slipped off the bed and removed my panties. Spreading my legs wide, he ran his tongue across my sex, tasting me. 

    Not many guys liked to reciprocate, but Blake took the time to make sure I was properly satisfied. 

    Tongue probing, he sucked at my clit, making me gasp. Gripping his hair, I could feel myself on the verge already. He pulled back suddenly. 

    “Don’t stop!” 

    With a grin, he got up, showing me that he was ready to go again.  

    Gotta love that werewolf stamina. 

    Positioning himself between my legs, I could feel him, his cock pressing against me. I wanted him inside me, to finish what he started. He lingered a moment, just to torture me. 

    “Blake,” I moaned, desperate for release. 

    With a wicked grin, he thrust inside me. Hips pumping, he continued to thrust into me making me scream with pleasure. He kept going, not ready for release himself yet. 

    The pressure built inside me again as I came for a second time, just as he lost control. Body shuddering, he moaned loudly, calling out my name. 

    Collapsing on the bed beside me, he pulled me close. 

    “Feel better?” he whispered. 

    “Much.” 

      

    *** 

      

    Later, while Blake slept, I searched the apartment for a place to hide Betty. None of the floorboards appeared to be loose, but I’m sure I could pry one of them up.  

    Heading into the kitchen, I searched for my screwdriver. The toolbox lay under the sink. Carefully removing it, I opened it and searched for the screwdriver. The landlady didn’t offer much in ways of repairs around here, so I had to learn how to do most jobs myself through YouTube.  

    When I had it in hand, I looked around the room. Where would Betty fit that no one would notice? 

    I’ve never had to hide anything as big as her before. At least not in this apartment. Moving through the rooms, I ended up back in the bedroom. What about the panel that ran under the windowsill? If it was hollow, Betty would definitely fit inside. 

    Using the screwdriver, I slipped it into the gap and pushed. It popped up with a squeak. 

    “What are you doing?” Blake mumbled. 

    “Nothing, go back to sleep.” 

    He fell silent. I don’t know if was actually asleep, but I guess someone else should know where Betty was, just in case. Though he still didn’t know how important she was. 

    Lifting the panel out, I put my arm in to check it was hollow. Hurrying off to fetch Betty, I slipped her inside. She just fit sideways and no more. 

    Replacing the panel, I pressed it back into place. It would do for now. 

    Returning to bed, I lay in the dark, worrying about everything. The demons. Betty. Jeremiah coming for me. My mind racing, I found it impossible to sleep. 

    Blake rolled on to his side to face me. He pulled me against him. 

    At least I’m not in this alone. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Eight 

      

      

    I woke up the next morning feeling hot breath on my neck. Jerking away from it, I realized it was only Blake. He lay draped over me.  

    Lifting his arm, I sat up. The sun had risen, time to go to work following the demons. Because for some reason this had become my life now. 

    Getting up, I moved to the window and opened the drapes. Yawning, I checked outside. The bedroom window overlooked the back of the building, so there wasn’t much to see. 

    Movement in one of the windows across the way caught my eye. I looked up to see the old man who lived opposite. He stared at me with his mouth open. It took a moment for my tired brain to catch up. Horrified, I whipped the drapes shut. 

    “Oh fuck,” I groaned. 

    “What’s wrong?” Blake mumbled from the bed. 

    “I just flashed my eighty-six-year-old neighbor.” 

    Blake started laughing. 

    “It’s not funny,” I cried slapping his arm. 

    “Well, at his age it might be the only thrill he gets.” 

    Blake grabbed me by the waist and pulled me onto the bed. 

    “What if I give him a heart attack?” 

    “Then he’ll die happy,” Blake said kissing me. “Come back to bed.” 

    “I can’t. I need to check what the demons are up to. Want to come with me?” 

    He sighed. “Hmm. Sit in a truck all day or have more people slam the door in my face when I ask for work? I guess I’ll come with you.” 

    “Good.” I kissed him. 

    “I’ll make some coffee. I get the feeling we’ll need it.” 

    While he headed for the kitchen, I jumped in the shower. Once dressed, I used the bathroom mirror to put on some eyeliner.  

    Blake came in and headed for the shower. As he did, he stretched, letting out a groan. 

    “Are you okay?” I asked. 

    “I think I need a run.” 

    “Since when are you into jogging?” 

    “Not that kind of run,” he said turning on the water. 

    “Oh.” He meant he needed to shift. “Did you find a better place to run?” 

    He had trouble finding somewhere suitable. There were plenty of places to run, but he worried that he would run into the other wolves. They wouldn’t like him being on their territory. He tried to stick to empty fields as much as possible, but when the wolf took over, it could go for miles. 

    “Not yet.” 

    The full moon was another week away, he should be able to find something by then. 

    “If you want, we can take a drive out to the edge of town, and I can wait in the truck. Maybe I could throw you a few sticks?” 

    I saw him flip me off in the mirror. 

    Chuckling, I finished with my makeup and headed into the kitchen. He really didn’t like the dog jokes, but I was only teasing him. 

    Since I didn’t have a shift at the bar today, I could spend all day watching the demons. I’m sure we weren’t the only ones curious about our visitors, so I doubted they’d notice two more people watching them. 

    After grabbing coffee and some breakfast, we headed out. It wasn’t hard to find the demons, given all the gawkers. 

    “I still don’t quite get why you are the one doing this and not the police or the Council?” Blake asked as we sat parked across from the diner, waiting for the demons to emerge. They had been in there a while and judging from how many people had scattered so far, I imagine they were acting like they did at the bar. 

    Wait until Bella gets hold of them.  

    “Because I don’t trust the police to do anything and I’m pretty sure the Council would probably help them. And if they are planning to murder us all in our beds, I’d like some advance warning.”  

    Okay, Jeremiah didn’t seem happy to have them here, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t find a way to use them in one of his diabolical plans. He already convinced Raiden to help him, why not the demons? Especially if he had what they wanted. 

    “Or you feel the need to help when there’s a problem,” Blake muttered. 

    “I do not. I just have an issue with supernaturals murdering people in my town.”  

    “Technically, the demons haven’t murdered anyone yet.” 

    “That we know of!” I did check, but other than disturbing the peace, breaking a lot of crockery, and generally pissing people off, they hadn’t done anything bad enough to get arrested. At least in this town. 

    Why did Blake have to push this? He shouldn’t make me out to be some kind of saint because I’m not. I wanted to help me as much as anyone else around here, so I’d hardly call that selfless. Trouble always finds me in the end, at least this way I made the first move. 

    The demons emerged from the diner, and I ducked down in my seat. When Blake didn’t do the same, I grabbed his shirt and yanked him down beside me.  

    Peeking over the door frame, I saw the horned guy with his hands raised as Bella advanced on him with a spatula. She jabbed him in the chest with it. 

    Oh, they’ve done it now. Bella will probably grind them up and serve them up as hamburgers. 

    The horned guy said something, and I watched in horror as Bella…giggled in response.  

    Oh my God, is she actually blushing? 

    I’ve never seen Bella crack a smile, never mind behave like that. What did that guy say to her? He gave her a wave and they left the diner. The demons moved off back to their bikes which were parked nearby. I waited for them to pass us, before sitting up and starting the truck. 

    Blake picked himself up off the floor. “You know that we have every right to be sitting here? We didn’t need to hide.” 

    “I don’t want them to remember us. If they see us too many times, they will realize we’re following them.” This could be an all day job. 

    Pulling out, I almost collided with another car. Blasting my horn, I drove off as the other driver shook his fist at me.  

    “Subtle,” Blake said with a smirk. 

    “Shut up.” 

    He had a point though; I might as well have hung out the window and told the demons we were going to be following them. I tried to stay back as far as possible from them. Luckily, they didn’t go far. 

    Stopping their bikes outside a derelict-looking building, they got off and moved to some old picnic benches that sat outside. The building used to be a bar, a temporary one before someone burned it down. I used to joke that M did it so we wouldn’t have a rival business stealing our customers. She didn’t find it very funny. 

    I came to a stop just up the street from them. Sliding lower in my seat, I watched what they did. Blake had his phone out and seemed uninterested by the whole thing.  

    “Get down!” I insisted. 

    Sighing, Blake slouched in his seat. “So, is this how we’re going to spend our days now?” 

    “Why? You got something better to do?” 

    “Nope,” he grouched.  

    I realized how that sounded. He still hadn’t heard back from any of the businesses around town.  

    “Sorry. I just want to see what they’re doing.” 

    “Yeah, well, wake me when they do something interesting,” he said, closing his eyes.  

    The demons had gathered around the table and appeared to be looking at something. One of them shifted and I saw what looked like a map open in front of them.  

    What could they be looking for that they needed a map? 

    Plenty of things lay off the beaten track here, but nothing worth finding. At least as far as I knew. And the bigger question remained, what would they do once they found what they were looking for? I doubt it would be anything good. Could they be looking for a person? It seemed unlikely. Probably a place or an object. Did Nowhere have buried treasure? I chuckled softly at the thought. We barely had a working post office.  

    I watched for ten minutes before two of the demons got up. The horned guy pointed down the road and the two demons separated from the rest. They got back on their bikes and drove off in different directions.  

    Splitting up? I can work with that. 

    Nudging Blake, he lifted his head. “What’s up?” 

    “A few of them just separated from the herd. Do you think you could keep an eye on these guys while I follow one of them?” 

    “Are you sure? I don’t know if it’s a good idea to split up.” 

    “I’ll be fine. I can freeze the guy if he tries anything. And I’ll keep my distance.” 

    “Fine. But if they get back on the bikes, I ain’t running after them.” 

    “Just let me know if they head in the same direction. One I can handle, I just don’t need the others sneaking up on me.” 

    Blake got out of the truck, and I turned it around and drove off. Picking a direction, I headed out after one of the demons. I’d keep my distance, but if I could see where he went it might shed some light on what they were up to. 

    He must have been moving fast because I couldn’t see him anywhere. Just when I considered turning around and heading in the other direction, I spotted the bike parked by the side of the road. And the demon who owned it nowhere to be seen. 

    Easing the truck to the side of the road, I got out as quietly as I could and headed toward the bike. There were some trees up ahead and a field beyond that. What the hell could he want out here?  

    Pausing at the bike, I spotted a helmet hanging from the handle. I’m not really into bikes, but this one looked beat up. It had started to rust in spots. 

    When I reached the trees, I peeked around them, ready to freeze him if I had to. The field looked empty.  

    Shit, where is he? 

    Moving forward slowly, I moved into the field, expecting him to jump out with every step I took. Where did he get to? I kept my hands at the ready, feeling my heart race in my chest. 

    “Hello again,” a voice said from behind me. I spun to find the demon who spoke to me when they first arrived. The hot one. 

    Glaring at him, I resisted the urge to freeze him, waiting to see what he did. “You spend a lot of time in empty fields?” I asked. 

    “Do you own this field?” he asked, that smirk on his lips again. 

    “No.” 

    “Then what’s it to you?” 

    “We’re not a fan of demons here. I want to know what you guys are looking for.” 

    He moved a step closer. “Why don’t you and I grab a drink and we can discuss it? Get to know each other a little better.” 

    I could guess what he meant by that. “Not happening.”  

    My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I checked it. Blake had sent a message. The demons were on the move again. But were they coming here? 

    “If you aren’t interested in getting a drink, maybe we could find a room somewhere instead,” he said. 

    “In your dreams,” I said stalking past him. God, he wasn’t subtle, was he? 

    “You know I’m still trying to figure out what you are,” he called. 

    Looking back, I said, “Huh?” 

    “I can sense the infernal energy off you. Thought you might be a demon at first, but now I’m thinking…wizard?” 

    He can just sense that about me? Wait, did he say infernal energy? 

    “Wizards have chaos magic.” Why would he say I have infernal magic? That was impossible. Demons had infernal magic. 

    He pulled a face. “Yeah, they like to call it that to hide the truth, but it’s infernal magic. Surely as a wizard you know your own history.” 

    I guess the look on my face gave me a way. “There aren’t many of us around. I know only what I’ve read.” Which wasn’t much despite this being a supernatural town. Wizards really didn’t like to broadcast what they could do. 

    He nodded. “They liked to hide the truth.” 

    “What truth?” I should have walked away, but I couldn’t bring myself to. I wanted to hear what he had to say. Even if he was a demon. It sounded like he knew a lot more than me. 

    “It’s how wizards gained their power in the first place. Millenia ago, they somehow managed to tap into an infernal realm, siphoned the energy, and learned how to harness it. They became the first magic users of this world. They also tried to take control of everything. In response, witches learned to harness the energy of nature and they fought against the wizards. The witches won. Though no one is quite sure how they managed it, given how strong infernal magic is.” 

    Well, they kept that well-hidden. All this time and I never knew any of this. My magic came from some demon realm?  

    “Does that make me part demon?” I asked. That would explain so much. 

    He chuckled. “Nah, we just wield the same magic.” 

    Stunned by the revelation, I tried to take it all in. I knew wizards and witches were different, I just didn’t know how much. My power came from a demon realm. This couldn’t be happening.  

    “Name’s Jax by the way,” the demon said. “And you are?” 

    Remembering who I was talking to and why I was here, I said, “Why do you want to know?” 

    “I want to know who’s following me, poorly.” He didn’t seem angry about it, just amused. 

    Shaking my head, I refused to answer. The less he knew about me the better. I certainly had no interest in getting to know him any better either. 

    “Suit yourself. I’m going to leave now and grab some lunch.” He walked by me, heading for his bike. I guess he was done with this field. “Oh, and it’s fine to look at my ass as I walk away. I know you want to.” He shot me a wink and I quickly looked away, feeling my cheeks flame again. 

    What an ass. 

    Realizing what I just thought, I gave myself a shake. That wasn’t what I meant. I meant ass as in jerk, not…urgh. Why was I letting him affect me like this? I certainly wasn’t interested in him.  

    Sighing, I waited for him to drive off before I headed back to my truck. I’d catch up to Blake and then see if I could find the other demons, since it didn’t look like they were coming here. But I still had to wonder, what had Jax been looking for in that field? 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Nine 

      

    Jax headed back toward town on his bike, driving at a leisurely speed. I hung back, eager to avoid another confrontation with him. His words still echoed in my head, making me doubt everything I knew about myself. Which to be fair wasn’t a lot to begin with. If he had been lying, then he did a great job because he had me convinced, but I still needed to confirm it. 

    Swinging by the spot where I left Blake; I stopped long enough for him to get back into the truck before driving off again. “Which way?” 

    He scrambled to get the door closed as I pulled away from the curb. “They headed east.” 

    I glanced over at him. “And for us who didn’t go to navigation school?” 

    He snorted a laugh. “Take the next left.” 

    I’ve never understood people who say things like head east. Guess I never did pay attention much in class, at least not to stuff like that. School always felt like another way to tie me down. Complete with bullies I couldn’t escape until the final bell of the day rang. The only thing I did like was that it gave me a temporary reprieve from home. That and a hot meal, sometimes my only one of the day.   

    “So, what did they do after I left?” Something made them leave and apparently it wasn’t to come after me since they were heading in a different direction. 

    “They sat for a while looking at that map. I couldn’t get close enough to hear what they were saying, not without them seeing me. Then the leader got a phone call, and they all took off. He seemed excited about it.” 

    Did that mean he had found what he was looking for? I hoped not. It had to be from the other demon, the one I didn’t follow. He must have been the one to find something. Figures I’d follow the wrong guy. This was turning into more work than I anticipated. Especially when they kept splitting up. I had to wonder if they were doing it deliberately or if they were just trying to get the job done faster. They knew no one wanted them here, I guess they were trying to get it done before someone did throw them out.  

    If I took this information to Abernathy, would he actually do something? I highly doubted it. He would probably tell me that there were no laws against walking around a field. And of course, there weren’t, but even he had to admit that demons were the last people you would imagine to be out enjoying nature. What would it take for Abernathy to actually do something? Would they have to kill someone? 

    “You seem quiet,” Blake said. 

    “Yeah, just trying to figure this all out.” 

    “What happened with the guy you followed?” Blake asked. 

    Rolling my eyes, I said, “Uh, not much. He looked around a field and…left. I didn’t see anything worth looking at. In the field,” I quickly added, recalling his words about looking at his ass. I didn’t share our conversation about my origins since I needed time to digest it. I had to wonder if Jeremiah knew about wizards having infernal energy. Given the books he had in his office, I imagined he did. Which made me feel like an idiot. Was I the only one who didn’t know my own history? 

    Infernal energy. Holy shit. 

    No wonder I had so much power. Demons were easily some of the most powerful supernaturals, but their power had limits in this world. In their own realms though, they would be practically unstoppable. No wonder the original wizards wanted that kind of magic. The demons who lived in this world now though, most were banished from their own realms, or they found a way to our world and decided to stay. The infernal realms were closed off from them. At least that’s what I’ve heard. It’s the only thing that stopped them from taking over our world. It was crazy to think that those other worlds existed, right alongside this one, though they weren’t all good. 

    So, if I can tap into the infernal magic, does that make me more powerful than the demons? Or at least able to go toe to toe with them? 

    The horned guy’s reactions told me that a blast of infernal energy courtesy of Betty would be something he’d rather do without. Though the more interactions I had with him, the more I wanted to blast him right in the face. 

    Wait a minute. If we both have infernal energy, why can I access it better than a demon? 

    Surely if the demons couldn’t channel it across realms, then it stood to reason that wizards couldn’t either. Unless they found a way. Normally that would take some kind of talisman, or maybe a spell, but I don’t have those things, yet I have a lot of power. Power I shouldn’t have as a half wizard. 

    What I wouldn’t give for some one-on-one time with another wizard. Or at least a handy Wizards For Dummies guide. 

    The thoughts swirled through my brain as I drove along the road, keeping an eye out for the other demons. I couldn’t see them anywhere. There were so many turns out here they could be anywhere. “Maybe they went the other way,” I said. At this rate, I’d run out of gas, and we’d be stuck out here. 

    “No, there!” Blake said, pointing at an old building.  

    “What?” I slammed on the brakes, stopping about ten feet past it.  

    “Whoa, take it easy,” Blake said throwing his hand out at the dash to stop himself from being thrown off his seat. 

    The building had a faded sign on the side that was too far gone to read. It had been that way for years, even I’m not sure what it used to be. It lay far from town though and seemed like the perfect place for the demons to hang out undetected. 

    Glancing back, I could see the bikes lined up by the building, hidden from view unless you were looking for them. Beyond the building lay more fields. “Seriously, do these guys want to be farmers or something?” 

    “More likely they’re looking for something buried.” 

    That made sense actually, but what were they looking for? I moved the car further up, stopping behind a few bushes. It didn’t hide it entirely, but it was the best I could do for the moment. I wanted it close by in case we had to leave in a hurry. 

    “Let’s go.” 

    Blake grabbed my arm to stop me. “Nis, wait. What exactly are you planning on doing?” 

    “We’ll take a look and see what they’re up to.”  

    “And then what?” 

    I hadn’t actually thought that far ahead. Depending on what they were doing, I could tell the cops, which likely wouldn’t get much of a response, or the Council, and have them driven out of town. “Let’s cross that bridge when we get to it.” For now, we just needed to gather information. 

    Blake let out a frustrated groan as I hopped out of the truck. He sloped after me as I headed toward the bikes. I suppose I should be glad he was willing to back me up at all. My plans always seem to have an element of crazy about them, but I don’t like sitting around. The quickest way to sort this mess out was to be direct. It’s not like anyone else seemed interested in doing it. 

    The demons weren’t at their bikes, but I could hear voices up ahead. Staying low, we moved toward the sound. Taking shelter behind a large rock at the edge of the field, I peered over the top to see the demons about three hundred feet away, digging in the dirt. 

    Is Blake right? Is there something buried in Nowhere? 

    When one of them moved, I realized that their target lay above ground, hidden behind a lot of overgrown shrubberies. That is what they were ripping up.  

    “There it is,” the leader’s voice carried across to us. He stood up and I finally saw what they were after. The demons stood around a small stone obelisk. About two and a half feet high, it had weird markings carved into it, but I couldn’t see them clearly from here. From the look of it, they had to clear away a lot of the surrounding bushes to get to it. Some had been ripped up and thrown aside. Had this been here the whole time?  

    “What do you think it is?” Blake asked. 

    “I have no idea.” A shiver ran through me as I stared at it. I’ve never seen anything like it before and I’ve explored a lot of this town over the years. I’d remember something like that. 

    The horned demon motioned for the others to gather around the obelisk. He gave a nod and they all started to chant in some weird language. Lazlo led the chant and the other demons stumbled over the words as they followed along. I’m not language expert, but I didn’t recognize it at all.  

    “Shit, this isn’t good,” I muttered. 

    The markings on the stone started to glow with an orange light and the creepy feeling intensified. The energy coming off it felt…bad. But at the same time, vaguely familiar. What did it do? Part of me felt drawn toward it, almost like it called to me. 

    “Uh, maybe we should get out of here,” Blake suggested, snapping me back to reality. 

    “What? We can’t let them finish whatever they’re doing.” If they were conducting some kind of ritual, then who knew what would happen when they were done. We were the only ones who knew they were out here. 

    “Nis, there are five of them and only two of us. We have no chance against them. Let’s go back to town and tell the Council. They can deal with it.” 

    He was right. They’d kill us before we even got close to the weird glowing stone. I noticed Jax hadn’t joined them. Or maybe he hadn’t arrived yet. But one demon wouldn’t make much of a difference against only two of us. “Okay, let’s go.” 

    Reluctantly, I followed him back toward the truck. What if the stone opened something? Or unleashed something on the town? The last thing we needed was more chaos. Should I have tried to blast them? It might not have stopped them, but it could have delayed them until help arrived. Of course, to do that I needed Betty and I left her at home. In theory, I still had that power inside me, I just had no idea how to direct it without her. 

    I came to a stop by their bikes. “What if we disable them? That way they can’t get away?” At least then they couldn’t flee town and we had a better chance of rounding them up. 

    Blake looked back at me. “Do you know how?” 

    Checking my pockets, I pulled out a switchblade that I carried on me. I jabbed it into one of their tires and the air hissed as it went flat. It would slow them down at least.  

    “No, but I know how to do this.” I moved on to the next one. This way they wouldn’t be able to leave and claim innocence when the cops caught up to them. And if they did unleash something then they’d be stuck out here with it. Maybe we’d get lucky, and it would eat the lot of them. 

    “Uh, Nissa,” Blake said. 

    “Hang on, almost done.” I just needed another minute and then we could head back to town. 

    “Oh, I think you’re done now,” a voice said. I turned to find three of the demons standing behind me. I guess they were finished with their ritual. 

    Getting to my feet, I said, “Uh-oh.” 

    

  


   
    Chapter Ten 

      

    “What do we have here?” one of the demons said, moving closer. He had red eyes and a goatee but looked mostly human. When he got close enough, I could smell his rancid breath, along with the familiar scent of alcohol. A lot of alcohol. Considering he smelled like a brewery, I couldn’t believe he was still standing. Guess alcohol didn’t affect them like it did humans. Lucky them. 

    “What do you think, boys? Should we take them straight to Lazlo or have some fun with them first?” 

    I guessed his idea of fun and mine differed greatly. They moved closer, as I backed up, almost colliding with a bike. I wished I had brought Betty with me, but I didn’t want to risk it in case the horned demon, Lazlo I assumed, tried to take her from me. Now I regretted it. She’d soon get them to back off. 

    The demons moved in on us and I shot a glance at Blake. I could freeze them, but if I did, I’d freeze Blake too. With no other choice, I decided on a tried-and-true method. Aiming my foot at the groin of the closest one, I dropped him. I waved the switchblade at the other one, but he just laughed. Demons probably weren’t scared of a tiny knife, but I could think of a few places to stick it that would make him change his mind. 

    Blake went after the one on the right, smashing his fist into his face. It barely seemed to faze the demon. When the third demon went for me, I decided against using the knife and tipped one of the bikes over instead, blocking his path. He stumbled forward, reaching for me as he fell. Leaping back, I knew we didn’t have any other choice. 

    “Run for it,” I yelled. 

    Blake and I took off, heading back toward the truck. The demons followed, and they were fast despite all the leather weighing them down. 

    Fumbling in my pocket, I yanked out the keys to the truck. Just as I yanked the truck door open, one of them grabbed me by the hair.  

    Always with the hair. 

    He dragged me back, making me scream and then threw me onto the ground, just as I heard the door close on the truck. Before Blake could get back out and help me, I threw my hands up and froze the demons. Safe inside the truck, Blake remained unaffected.  

    The demon who grabbed me stood frozen, a hand out toward me. The guy with the red eyes again. At least I knew I could freeze the demons. I did wonder. 

    Leaping up, I jumped into the truck and started the engine. Gunning it, I took off, hoping we could put enough distance between us and the demons that they couldn’t follow. Though we did live in the same town, they’d find me eventually. Which meant if I didn’t find a way to get them off my back, they would come for us. Probably M too. 

    Why are people constantly trying to kill me? And if they don’t, M will if she finds out I got involved in all this. 

    “Are you hurt?” Blake asked, looking back to check on the demons. The freeze would have worn off by now and they would be on us soon. 

    My head hurt from having my hair yanked, but I’d live. “No, I’m fine. What the hell do you think that thing was back there?” 

    “I have no idea. But I bet your buddy at the Council does.” 

    “He is not my buddy.” But Jeremiah would have to tell me the truth now, or we could all be in a lot of trouble. A creepy glowing rock rated a little higher than his need to keep secrets. We needed to get the answers and then get back out there and deal with it. I’d need to grab Betty too. She’d be glued to my hand from now until we got those assholes a one way ticket out of town. I couldn’t risk getting caught off guard like that again. 

    Glancing over at Blake, I wondered if it might be a good idea to leave him behind in the future. Not that I didn’t appreciate his help, I did, but I couldn’t use my ability with him around and not have it affect him too. He’d never agree to stay behind, I knew that. Which meant I might have to lie to him about my plans. I didn’t want to, but I didn’t want him getting killed because of me either. 

    I can worry about that if I survive today. 

    As we neared town, I heard the roar of engines behind us. Glancing in the rearview mirror, I swore. “They’re coming.” 

    We didn’t get all the bikes, so the demons had chosen to double up. Three bikes followed us. I already had the pedal pressed to the floor, but they kept gaining on us. This old truck just couldn’t outrun them. 

    If my power does grow, it could at least give me a longer time freeze.  

    Lazlo pulled up alongside us, another demon behind him. He had a manic grin on his face. He swerved his bike toward the truck and on instinct, I yanked the wheel to avoid a collision. The truck almost left the road as I desperately tried to straighten it up again. 

    “Truck beats bike, hit them!” Blake cried. 

    I waited until Lazlo drew level again and tried to ram him. He managed to avoid getting hit but lost control of the bike. He sailed off into a ditch, disappearing from view, taking his pal with him. That gave me some satisfaction, but we had two more to deal with. They had the good sense to stay back and avoid the same fate, but they continued to follow us for a while. When we reached town, they dropped back. I guess they didn’t want the attention of a public fight. Given everything else they had done in public, I wondered why they had suddenly grown shy. 

    Because they are too close to getting what they want. 

    That had to be it. They didn’t want any interference from Abernathy when they were just about to get what they wanted.  

    So why leave the obelisk?  

    They did their spell, they set things in motion and then they all just left to chase us. Why? Weren’t they worried anyone could undo their work? Or did this mean no one could stop whatever was coming?  

    Shit, this is going to end badly. I can feel it. 

    I’ve learned to rely on my gut over the years. It’s rarely wrong. I just hoped I could fix things in time. 

    “Let’s not do that again,” Blake said checking over his shoulder.  

    “Yeah, good idea,” I murmured.  

    Distracted, I stopped the truck on the street outside the Council. Jeremiah would most likely be inside and he was going to give me some damn answers. He had to know about the glowing stone, what it was and why it was out there. I couldn’t see him refusing to get rid of the demons, not when he had a reason now. 

    Marching inside the building, I headed toward his office. I had already been there once before, so I knew where it was located. 

    The receptionist leaped in front of me, putting her arms out to bar my way. A little older than me, she wore a red pencil skirt and white silk blouse. “Where do you think you’re going?” she demanded. 

    “We need to see Jeremiah now!” He couldn’t hide from me. 

    “You can’t, he’s extremely busy. We are working at half capacity today. Terrence and Veronica are out of town.” 

    “So I’ve heard. This won’t take a moment,” I said trying to get past her, but she was persistent. 

    “You can make an appointment to see him. I believe he’ll have some time next week…” 

    For crying out loud. 

    “We might not be here next week, not move,” I said losing patience. Shoving her aside, I marched into Jeremiah’s office. She yelled after me, but I ignored her. She’d soon change her mind if she knew what we were facing. 

    Jeremiah rose from his chair behind the desk as we came in, a sour expression on his face. “What is the meaning of this?” 

    “We need to talk about the demon problem,” I snapped. 

    The receptionist came rushing after us, but Jeremiah ushered her away with a wave of his hand. She shot me a glare as she left the room. 

    “I’ve told you, we’re keeping an eye on the demons. I’m sure they’ll be sent packing soon enough.” 

    Yeah, after they’ve killed most of the residents. 

    “Really? Tell me, what does the stone obelisk do, out by Plantation Road?” 

    His eyes widened. “They found it?” So, he knew about it and what it did. No surprise there. 

    “Not only that, but they also activated it or something. It started to glow after they said a spell over it. What does it do?” 

    Jeremiah actually looked scared, which didn’t make me feel any better. “This is bad. This is very bad,” he muttered. He shuffled through the scattered pages on his desk, searching for something. He unearthed his phone and started typing. Was this really a time to send a text?  

    He better be calling in reinforcements. 

    “What does it do?” I asked again. If he wouldn’t answer us soon, I would go looking for that other Council member, Erica. Maybe she would be more cooperative.  

    Jeremiah shook his head, stepping out from behind his desk and tucking his phone into his pocket. “I can’t reveal sensitive information to a member of the public. If you joined…” His words were cut off as Blake grabbed him by the throat and lifted him a few inches off the floor. I guess he couldn’t take his cryptic crap any more than I could. And I really didn’t need to hear another pitch trying to persuade me to join. 

    “Blake,” I said. I didn’t want him getting into trouble, but I enjoyed watching Jeremiah squirm. Though considering he had the power to ban Blake from the town, it wasn’t worth it. He probably wouldn’t throw me out since he wanted me to join him, but what if he used this as an opportunity to threaten me again? I didn’t want Blake to leave. If it came to it, I’d just have to go with him. 

    Blake looked to me. “The smell of fear on him is overwhelming. If it’s bad for him, it’s bad for all of us. Now tell us what you know.” 

    Jeremiah had turned a deep shade of red as he tried to get free of Blake’s grip. He slapped at Blake’s arm, desperate for a breath. Blake used his other hand to hold onto Jeremiah by his clothes but released his throat so he could answer us. 

    “You’ll pay for this,” he wheezed. I had no doubt, but the demons took priority.  

    “What does the damn thing do?” I snarled, seconds away from telling Blake to break his miserable neck. 

    He coughed. “It…opens…a gateway,” he spat out. 

    “A gateway? To where?” Nowhere good I’d imagine. Knowing I wouldn’t like the answer, I braced myself. 

    When he didn’t speak straight away, Blake gave him a shake, a growl escaping from him.  

    Jeremiah’s gaze flicked toward me. “To Hell.” 

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Eleven 

      

    “Hell? Like hell, hell.” He couldn’t be serious. Did I even wake up this morning? Too much to hope that I’d wake up back in bed, this whole thing nothing more than a horrible nightmare. 

    Blake released Jeremiah and he fell against his desk. He rubbed at his throat, glaring at Blake. I’m sure he felt tempted to use magic against Blake, but if he made one move against Blake, I’d blast him into the middle of next week. 

    Jeremiah loosened his shirt collar, leaning back against the desk. “It’s a hell like dimension. There are a lot of them in existence, but most can’t be reached without a way to punch a hole in reality. The one that runs under the town is…unimaginable. That’s why the town was built in the first place, to help protect the gate and prevent anyone from opening it.” 

    A hell dimension runs under Nowhere? That explains so much. 

    “How the hell do we not know this?” I snarled. It seemed liked pertinent information to have. Welcome to Nowhere, by the way, you’ll be living on top of an entrance to hell!  

    “What did you want us to do? Tell everyone the truth? No one would stay here. And we need…” he trailed off, casting his gaze to the floor. 

    “What? Are we all deterrents? Potential guards to stop anyone from activating the stone?” It wouldn’t be the first time he thought to use the supernaturals in this town. Last time it was the werewolves, but I’m sure he had plans for all of us.  

    He nodded slowly. God, what a hateful bastard. 

    “Son of a bitch. You have no right being in charge if this is what you’re hiding.” 

    No one in this town signed up for this. They had no right to keep it from us, to let us live here when the town could be sucked in at any moment. Sure, most of the residents had nowhere else to go, but they should at least know what they were getting into. Some of them might prefer to take their chances on the outside.  

    Did Jeremiah think he could just say the word and they’d all fight for him? Fight for the town? We were here because we didn’t have a choice, but that didn’t mean any of us liked it, or cared about the people around us. 

    “What’s going to happen now?” Blake asked. “Is the town going to get swallowed whole or what?” Getting straight to the point. If it was, then we needed to get out of town fast. My hand went to my phone in my pocket, ready to call M and warn her. 

    Jeremiah sighed. “No. It’s not just the one shrine. There are three hidden throughout town. They’ve only found one so far. Nothing will happen until they find them all and that’s impossible. There are individual spells for each one and they are well hidden. It has to be a fluke that they found one. Nothing more.” 

    Three of those shrines? They were definitely well hidden, or someone would have stumbled across one at some point and we’d all know about them.  

    At least disaster isn’t imminent. We still have some time to get the demons out before they do anything else. 

    “You need to get the other Council members in here. We need to drive the demons out before they find the other two.” 

    “Our power isn’t enough,” Jeremiah muttered. 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “Terrence and Veronica can’t be reached. We don’t have enough power to seal the border against them. I don’t think there is any need to panic. There is simply no way they can find the other two.”  

    “They found one. They waltzed into town, and no one did a damn thing to stop them.” 

    He looked to me. “That’s why we needed you to join us. Wizard magic would be enough to enhance our power and keep things like this from happening, I’m sure of it.” 

    So that’s why he wanted me, for my power. Why should I be surprised? It’s the only thing people ever wanted from me. “I’m a half wizard, how can you be so sure it would be enough?” 

    He shrugged. “It should be. We won’t know until you try. Take the oath and join us and the demons can be driven out. The town will be safe, and you can take your rightful place with us. That way we can be sure they never try anything like this again and Nowhere will be safe.” 

    “Whoa, wait a minute. So, you’re saying that this all rides on me? That the only thing standing between us all being potentially sucked into a hell dimension, is me?” 

    “Yes.” 

    I shook my head, backing toward the door. Blackmail I understood, wanting to use my power, been there, done that. But putting this on me, forcing me to be some kind of savior…I didn’t want that. 

    “No. I won’t do it. Find someone else.” 

    Whirling around, I ran out the door. How could he put that on me? It wasn’t fair, asking me to save the whole town when I could barely control my own powers. I couldn’t do that again, I couldn’t let someone else call the shots. 

    He can find someone else. I can’t save anyone. 

      

    *** 

      

    Eighteen Months Ago 

      

    Hundreds of miles from Nowhere and I’m right back where I started. 

    Standing in the dank alley, I waited for the door to the Chinese restaurant to be opened. Someone had to come out eventually, and when they did, I could sneak in and grab some food. There would be other staff inside, but I’d take the chance.  

    Life outside of Nowhere didn’t turn out to be the dream I thought it would be. For a while I did okay. I found jobs in bars to support myself, and even if I didn’t have a lot, I still felt like I was finally turning my life around. Then two weeks ago, I lost my job. Some money went missing from the register and the manager decided to blame me. I didn’t take it. If I had, no one would ever know about it. But as the new employee, he decided to pin it on me. I suspected he did it himself, but no one would have listened to me. No one ever wanted to hear my side of the story. 

    I had been looking for a job ever since, but no one seemed to be hiring. Or they weren’t interested in hiring me. It’s not like I had a great resume or references.  

    Eventually, I ran out of money to pay the rent and got kicked out of the tiny one-room apartment I lived in. Now I had nothing left and had to resort to stealing to survive.  

    At least back in Nowhere, I had M to help me.  

    Out here, well, it was a lot scarier sleeping on these streets, and I came from a town full of monsters.  

    My stomach grumbled loudly. It had been a day and a half since I last had anything substantial and that was a sandwich someone left on their plate at a truck stop. I didn’t want to have to go back to this way of living, but what choice did I have? I wouldn’t go back to Nowhere, not for anything. A job would come up sooner or later and then I could get a new place to live. 

    The smell of the food wafted out of a vent above my head, making me salivate. It smelled so good. Though right now I’d take anything on offer, even table scraps.  

    Pulling my jacket around me, I tried to ignore the frigid air and the misting rain falling on me. Once I got some food I needed to find somewhere to sleep. Somewhere inside or I’d freeze to death in this. A few nights ago I found a basement in an abandoned building to sleep in, maybe I could go back there.  

    What I wouldn’t do for a hot shower and a warm bed. 

    Well, there were some things I wouldn’t do. I’ve never stooped that low. 

    When I heard someone at the door, I jumped to a spot behind it, staying out of sight. Someone came out and tossed a bag into the dumpster. If I froze them, I could go in and grab something and be gone before they noticed. 

    Leaning forward, I raised my hand, but the woman spotted me and I hesitated.  

    “Oh! What are you doing there?” she asked.  

    She didn’t look much older than me. I guessed she worked as a kitchen helper. She wore a pair of oversized checked pants and a white shirt. Her dark hair had been tucked up into a cap. 

    Lowering my hand, I decided to try honesty. If I froze her, she would still know what I looked like and could tell the police about me. “I don’t suppose there are any leftovers going spare?” 

    I hated begging, but I reckon I’d hate starving to death more  

    She gave me the once over, then glanced nervously at the kitchen door. With a sigh, she said, “Wait here.” Heading back inside, she closed the door behind her. 

    Did that mean she would help me? Or was it a ruse while she called the cops on me? 

    Worried the police might arrive and hassle me, I edged toward the mouth of the alley.  The door opened again a moment later, and I glanced back to see the girl emerge with another trash bag. She beckoned me toward her, looking nervous. 

    I walked back to her slowly, waiting for someone else to appear and chase me off. She gave me an encouraging smile.  

    Opening the top of the bag, she pulled out a takeout container. “Here. It’s all I could grab.” 

    Taking it from her, I opened it to find some Chow Mein inside. “Thank you. I appreciate it.” 

    She nodded. “Now get out of here before someone sees you.” 

    Tucking the box under my arm, I hurried away. She didn’t have to risk her job by helping me like that. I was grateful. And starving. I found a quiet spot in a different alley and shoveled the food into my mouth. It tasted so good. 

    Full up and feeling better than I had in a while, I headed back that way a short time later to see if I could thank the girl again. Most people would have chased me off, but she did the decent thing. 

    When I reached the alley, I heard yelling. As I got closer, someone bellowed, “Get out!” 

    A moment later, the girl emerged from the alley, looking upset. She had her bag over her shoulder, her cheeks red. Glancing my way, she came to a halt and glared at me. “You!” 

    “What’s going on?” 

    “You got me fired! The stupid owner has a camera in the alley. He saw me give you that food and fired me.” 

    My cheeks heated up. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know that would happen. Surely, they can’t fire you for something like that?” 

    “Well, he did. And he isn’t paying me what he owes me. That’s what I get for trying to help someone. Next time you need someone to save you, save yourself.” 

    She stomped off leaving me stunned by the outburst. I didn’t mean to get her fired. All she did was give me a little food, it hardly warranted being fired. If I had known… 

    Could I do something? Speak to the owner and convince him that he made a mistake? I hesitated. If I went inside I risked him calling the police on me. No, I couldn’t do it. 

    Feeling guilty, I hurried away. Maybe she had a point. In this life, you could only rely on yourself. Trying to help other people only led to misery.  

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twelve 

      

    “Give me another,” I slurred shoving my glass across the bar. “In fact, just leave the bottle.” I reached for the bottle of bourbon, but it was yanked away from me. 

    Vinny, our bartender, pulled a face at me. “Maybe you should go home, Nissa.” 

    I glared at him. “Who’s in charge here? I pay your wages. Give me the bottle.” Leaning across the bar, I snatched it from his hand. I needed a drink, or seven, without judgment. Which is why I came here because I knew M had the day off. And I didn’t have any booze at home. Vinny shook his head and moved off to serve another customer. 

    Pouring a measure into my glass, I tried to put the top back on the bottle, but it wouldn’t twist back on. Annoyed, I tossed it behind the bar. I wouldn’t need it since I’d soon work my way through the rest of the bottle. 

    Jeremiah’s words played over and over in my head. He believed I could drive the demons out, prevent them from opening a gate to hell. It had to be some kind of joke. I may have been willing to stop them from beating up a few locals, that I could handle, but I never expected the stakes to be so high. Or that it would affect everyone.  

    Why the hell do people keep putting this stuff on me? I’m the last person who should be helping anyone. 

    Look at my own life. I barely made it through the day, stuck in a dead-end town with no prospects. Okay, I had Blake and M. A place to live. But every day I spent here reminded me of everything that had happened since the day I was born. Literally everyone I knew, apart from Blake and M, told me from the start that I was no good. My own mother included. I guess in time I started to believe it. Ask anyone around town and they’d tell you that they wouldn’t trust me to do more than serve them a drink without screwing it up. Now I learned that I had this immense power, infernal power no less, that could save the day. I didn’t want it. Any of it. It was too much pressure.  

    I don’t do well with pressure. 

    Mom knew the truth about me. She looked at me and she knew right away that I was nothing but trouble. If she knew what Jeremiah said, she’d laugh her ass off. I could almost hear her now. 

    My Nissa, save the town? That girl can barely tie her own shoelaces. 

    She had a hard time accepting a good report card from me. Though admittedly, I didn’t bring them home that often. No. Why bother trying when no one expected anything of you? 

    With M, I finally felt like I mattered, that someone cared about me, but even she would have a hard time believing what Jeremiah had to say. I couldn’t tell her. It would mean a long conversation and platitudes I had no interest in hearing. I’d rather just get drunk. 

    Pulling out my phone, I saw several missed calls from Blake and a voicemail from M. With a groan, I put the phone back in my pocket. They could wait until later.  

    Knocking back another drink, I noticed a man staring at me from two stools down.  

    “What are you looking at?” I snapped. 

    He quickly looked away. Good. I’d happily fight anyone right now, so it was in his best interests to keep his mouth shut. 

    “Vinny! Put on the jukebox!” I yelled. 

    Sighing, he headed over to the corner and put an old rock song on. One of M’s favorites. I forgot the name of it. Swaying back and forth on the stool, I poured another drink. This was what I needed, some good booze, music and a chance to forget all my cares.  

    My phone vibrated against my leg. With a groan, I checked it. Blake again. He had left multiple messages – Where are u? Let me know you r ok. 

    I couldn’t talk to him right now. He’d want to fix this, and I just needed to wallow for a while. The notification still flashed for the voicemail from M. Should I listen to it? Blake might have called her to tell her what happened, but on the other hand, she might have had a run in with the demons. It would bother me until I checked. 

    Playing the voicemail, I put the phone to my ear.  

    “Nis, it’s me. Listen, I need to sort something out and I need to get away for a day or so. I’ll talk to you when I get back, this is just to let you know not to worry. Don’t do anything stupid while I’m gone.” 

    What the hell? 

    Get away where? Did she mean leave town? I called her but her phone went straight to voicemail.  

    “What the hell, M? Go where? What’s going on? Call me back and let me know that you are okay. And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do…or would do. Just call me.” 

    I hung up, worried now. M didn’t just disappear. What if someone made her leave that message? She didn’t sound scared, just tense. Which is exactly how I imagined she would sound if someone kidnapped her. 

    Setting my phone down on the bar, I wondered if the demons had something to do with this. Could they have come for her? But why? They only seemed interested in the shrines, it seemed weird to do a U turn now. 

    “Hey, Vinny. Did M say anything about going anywhere?” I called across the room to him. 

    He glanced up from collecting glasses. “She asked me to cover her shift tomorrow. Said she had something to do.” 

    “She didn’t tell you where she was going?” 

    He shook his head. “Seemed important though. You know M, she never takes time off.” 

    So she made plans. Then she probably wasn’t kidnapped after all. Still, I would worry until she got back to me. If it wasn’t demons, then it had to be something to do with that phone call she made.  

    I kept checking my phone every few minutes, hoping she would respond, but she didn’t. 

    If I did this to her, she’d probably hunt me down herself. 

    But I did do this to her. All the time. I got involved in situations that had nothing to do with me and I skipped town without telling her. She didn’t owe me anything, not even that phone call. 

    It made me think of the call I made to her a few days after I left town. I knew she’d be worried, but I also knew she might be able to talk me into coming back to Nowhere. So, I did the cowardly thing and rang when I knew she’d be working. I left a voicemail, telling her that I couldn’t stay in town anymore. I needed to make a fresh start somewhere else. There were so many other things I wanted to say to her. I wanted to tell her how grateful I was for all the help she gave me, that I loved her for always trying to do the right thing. Instead, all I managed was a mumbled “thanks for everything” at the end of the message. A crappy way to leave things, but she was the only reason I’d return, and I couldn’t take the chance. 

    She must have been worried sick about me. 

    Maybe that’s what this was. She was getting back at me for all the times I pulled stunts like that. In which case, I deserved it. 

    Blake slipped onto the stool beside me, folding his hands in front of him on the bar. “Should have come here first. What are you doing, Nis?” 

    “Having a drink. Want one?” I tipped the bottle toward him, but he shook his head. 

    Good, more for me. 

    “You can’t ignore this. We have to stop the demons from…” 

    “From what? Sucking us all into hell? Why is that on me? It’s not my responsibility, it can’t be.” 

    His brow furrowed. “Why?” 

    “Because I can’t do it. I’ll screw it up like I do everything else.” He’d been with me long enough, surely, he knew that by now. 

    Blake sighed. “You’re the only one who thinks that, Nis.” 

    I snorted. “No, most of the town thinks it too. Seriously, go and ask anyone, they’ll tell you. Nissa Whitlock is a screw up.” 

    And a thief, a degenerate, a criminal. And a few more choice words, most of them from my own mother. 

    Blake placed his hand on my arm. “I know I haven’t known you that long but let me tell you what I see. I see someone who cares more than she lets on. Who risked her life to help a total stranger. And someone who is more than capable of saving this town from being sucked into hell.” 

    I poured myself another drink, snorting at his words. “You can say whatever you want, it doesn’t change my mind. I can’t join the Council. I’m not going to be used for my power again.” Not by a scumbag like Jeremiah. At least Troy wasn’t so obvious about it. 

    “Again?” 

    Realizing I said too much, I focused on my drink. Bringing up what happened with Troy would only lead to questions I didn’t want to answer. With everything going on, I didn’t want to drive Blake away right now. I needed him. Being with him, it was the first time that I felt halfway normal in a long time. Even if he did have a completely skewed view of me. 

    “Well, what’s the alternative? We just let them open the gate?” Blake asked. 

    We? No, this would be on me. He would just be coming along for the ride. 

    Why wasn’t anyone beating down the Council’s door about this? Making them sort this mess out. For all the bitching they did about the werewolves, they never actually made a move against them. Sure, there were a few incidents, but mostly individuals. If anyone deserved an angry mob with pitchforks going after them, it was the demons.  

    Maybe I should just tell everyone about the demons, the shrines and what lay under our feet. Then they could all deal with it together. 

    Good idea, Nis, incite another war. 

    Glancing around the room, I saw a few of the regulars sitting at the tables. They were completely oblivious to everything happening around them. I sighed. Even if they believed what I had to say, there would be a mass panic. People could get hurt and I did not want that on me. From what I’ve seen the demons could probably tear most of these guys apart without breaking a sweat. 

    So, I really am the only person who can do something. Who is willing to do something. 

    Setting down my glass, I heaved a sigh and said, “No, we don’t let them open the gate. But maybe there’s another way. If we can find the next shrine first, we could destroy it, then they couldn’t use it to open the gate.”  

    That would work, right? No shrine, no threat. But we’d have to figure out where the other two shrines were, and we had no idea. Lazlo didn’t even know for sure, though he must be working off some clues. He didn’t know this town like I did. I might see something that he didn’t. 

    Blake looked excited to hear that I was back in the game. “Okay. How do we find them first?” 

    I couldn’t say I liked the enthusiasm. This didn’t change anything; it was just the easiest way to end all of this. A way that let me avoid the demons and joining the Council.  

    I considered the best way to go about it. They knew about us now, had seen our faces. At least a few of them had. But not all the demons were present at the shrine. 

    Which meant we might be able to follow one of the other demons or get one of them alone and get some answers from him.  

    “I have an idea. But first, I need some supplies. And coffee. Lots of coffee.” 

    

  


   
    Chapter Thirteen 

      

    “You want to kidnap a demon,” Blake said. He didn’t even sound surprised anymore, just resigned. But what else could we do? They knew the locations, or at least the possible ones and we needed that information.  

    “Not kidnap as such, just get one of them alone and get the information from him.” 

    By beating him senseless if necessary. 

    I could almost hear Blake roll his eyes as we followed the demon in question around town. This one was skinny with pale skin, jet black hair, and yellow eyes. He looked like one of the easier ones to grab, smaller than the rest. He also wasn’t at the first shrine, which means he hadn’t seen us yet. I’m sure Lazlo would have told him about us, but it was a chance we had to take. Just in case, I had donned a cap to hide my hair. If anything would give me away, it would be it. 

    After a gallon of coffee, I still felt a bit unsteady on my feet, but if I kept moving, I’d be fine. I hoped. 

    At the moment, the demon seemed to be getting lunch as he headed into Hal’s Eatery, the other place to eat in town if you didn’t mind sampling some questionable dishes. I have no idea what demons eat, but I’m sure it wasn’t regular food like the rest of us. If you’d asked me before they came to town, I might have said small children. Probably about the only item Hal didn’t have on the menu. 

    While he ordered his food at the counter, Blake and I moved to a table near the window, pretending to look at the menus. It took him a while to give his order, which meant he wasn’t just ordering for himself. He would head back to the others when he finished here. We had to grab him before that. 

    “Are they serious about these menu items?” Blake asked. 

    “Yes.” I kept staring at the demon, worried that if I took my eyes off him for a minute, we would lose him. 

    The demon stood with his hands in his pockets, waiting for his food. A woman standing in line behind him took a few steps back, while glancing nervously at the door. So far, the demon seemed to be behaving himself, but after their behavior since they arrived, everyone seemed on edge. 

    He cast a glance around the room, and I raised the menu in front of my face. After a moment, I lowered it again to see him staring at his phone. 

    Good he didn’t see me. 

    Now I needed to figure out the next step. Where would be the best place to grab him? I had no idea where the demons were currently, so I couldn’t count on grabbing him as he rode back to them, in case they were close enough to see us. 

    “There’s an alley at the side of this building, maybe we can lure him into it,” I suggested. We’d be close to the street and if he yelled, someone would probably hear us. But if we could knock him out first then we might have a shot at getting him alone. 

    Blake glanced up from the menu. “Do you think the taser will be enough?” 

    I made a quick trip home before we came here, to grab my taser and Betty. M gave it to me a few birthdays ago, but I’ve never had to use it. It seemed like the best way to put a demon down, at least for a little while. Betty, meanwhile, lay under the seat in the truck. I didn’t like leaving her alone out there, but if I carried her in here, the demon might spot her and I’m sure Lazlo has let them know that I’m the same woman from the bar the other night. 

    “It will have to be enough.” I leaned forward in my seat to check my truck. Still there.  

    Movement caught my eye and I turned to see the waiter hand over two large bags of food to the demon, who took them and headed for the door. 

    “Let’s go,” I said getting to my feet. We would have one chance to get this right. 

    Blake and I hurried out after the demon, but by the time we reached the street, he had vanished. 

    “What the hell?” I looked up and down the street, but I couldn’t see him. 

    “His bike is still here,” Blake pointed out.  

    Sure enough, it sat across the street. Did he go to another store? If he did, he wouldn’t have time to get inside before we came outside. Which meant there was only one place he could have gone. “The alley.” 

    We hurried into it. No sign of the demon, but I did see his bags of food sitting on a trash can. Moving slowly, I motioned for Blake to get the taser ready. I could freeze this guy and Blake could zap him. Nice and neat. 

    “You know I like groupies as much as the next demon…” 

    We turned to find him behind us, arms folded, a sour expression on his face. 

    “…but you two are anything but subtle.” The demon scowled at us.  

    I saw Blake hide the taser behind his leg, as we waited to see what he did next. He might just think we were idiots who were curious about demons.  

    “What are you guys doing in town?” I asked hoping to confuse him. He stood close to the mouth of the alley. We needed him to move further in so we could grab him. 

    “None of your business.” 

    “What if I make it my business?” I threatened. Every minute wasted with their bullshit, was a minute closer to Lazlo finding the other shrines. No matter what Jeremiah said, I knew Lazlo wouldn’t give up. If he couldn’t find them, he might start attacking locals to get the answers. 

    The demon scoffed moving closer, his hand going out toward the food bags. “Don’t get involved, sweetheart. Once we have what we want, you won’t have to worry anymore.”  

    Because we’ll be sucked into hell? 

    I reached my hand out behind me and Blake slipped the taser into it. Lunging forward, I aimed for the demon. Before I could close the distance between us, he dissolved into a pile of rats. 

    Leaping back, I watched as they all scurried from the alley, scattering in all directions.  

    “Holy shit. Did you know demons could do that?” Blake asked. 

    “No…but now I’m wondering…” 

    “What?” 

    I looked at him. “The rats at the bar. What if it was him?” 

    “Fuck. Do you think?” 

    “It has to be. We’ve never had a rat problem before. Maybe they sent that guy ahead to get a lay of the land. Or maybe he thought there could be something hidden in the bar.” 

    I went over the layout of the bar in my head. Could there be something in there that they needed? M never mentioned anything being missing, but she might not have noticed. 

    Shit. I knew I locked that damn door. Instinctively, I reached for my phone to call M and tell her, but then I remembered that she couldn’t be reached. What a time to go AWOL. 

    “He’s going to report back to Lazlo that we tried to attack him,” I said. They might have assumed we stumbled on them by accident at the shrine site, but this? They’ll come for us now.” 

    “We should find somewhere to lay low for a while. We can’t go back home, it’s too risky.” 

    Striking out with my foot, I kicked the nearby trash can. “Fuck. That was our last chance at getting answers. They’ll be ready for us now.” 

    Blake put his arm around me. “It’ll be okay. Let’s just get out of here.” 

    I had no idea how it would be okay after this. Big surprise. I screwed up again!  

    We left the alley, as I desperately tried to come up with an alternative plan. The roar of an engine in the distance made us both duck into a shop doorway.  

    A bike came down the street and stopped by the side of the road. The rider got off and removed his helmet.  

    Jax. 

    He wasn’t traveling with the others again. Leaving his bike, he headed into the restaurant. Did he come looking for the other demon, or did he just want something to eat? Somehow, I couldn’t see Lazlo being worried enough to send someone looking for his dinner. 

    “The plan’s still on,” I said. 

    “What? Are you crazy?” Blake replied. 

    “That guy wasn’t at the shrine either. We still have a shot. I can get him alone.” 

    “How?” Blake asked. 

    “Let’s just say he’s the flirtatious type. I know I can get him alone. Let me give it a shot.” 

    Blake didn’t look happy. “Okay. But if anymore demons show up, we need to run.” 

    I nodded. “Wait in the truck. I’ll let you know when I have him alone and we’ll get him into it.” 

    Blake hesitated. 

    “Don’t you trust me?” I teased. 

    He pulled a face. “You, yes. That guy? No way.” 

    I didn’t much trust Jax either, but right now I couldn’t ignore the opportunity right in front of me. If he had answers, I would get them from him. 

    I headed back toward the restaurant, keeping an eye out for the rat demon. He had probably gone to find Lazlo, so I at least had a little time. This had to look like a chance meeting, or it would never work. 

    Composing myself, I stepped inside. Jax sat at a table across the room. Taking a deep breath, I headed toward him, pretending to look for a table. 

    “Well, if it isn’t the wizard,” he said when he spotted me. 

    “I’m not in the mood,” I said turning away. I couldn’t make it too easy for him. 

    Moving up to the counter, I ordered a coffee. Hopefully, it would be safe to consume, unlike the other items on the menu. 

    Glancing over my shoulder, I could see Jax watching me. He didn’t seem worried or angry. Chances were he didn’t know what happened in the alley with the rat demon. I doubt these guys were on a group chat.  

    Collecting my coffee, I took a few steps toward the door, making a show of it. Then I stopped, turned and made my way to his table. 

    The smile on his face said it all. I had him hook, line and sinker.  

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Fourteen 

      

    Slipping into the chair opposite Jax, I smiled at him. He raised an eyebrow, looking amused. “Thought you weren’t in the mood?” 

    “Maybe I was too hasty. It’s been a long day and I think I need to kick back and relax.” Sipping my coffee, I tried to look like I actually wanted to be there. Who knows, maybe M had it right. If I wasn’t with Blake, I might have tried to hook up with Jax by now. 

    “Now you’re talking my language.” He waved to the server and ordered us both a beer. It was one of the few places other than The Watering Hole that served alcohol, but they didn’t have much of a range. I accepted the beer, though I had had enough to drink today. Setting it to one side, I lifted my coffee and sipped it. 

    Jax stared intently at me, making me uncomfortable. Why did a demon have to be so hot? I didn’t see any demonic characteristics on him at all. No horns, or weird color eyes. His were a deep blue. If I didn’t know better, I’d easily mistake him for a human. Well, apart from the thrum of infernal energy coming off him. An energy we both shared apparently.  

    I sipped at my coffee, awkwardly waiting until he initiated the conversation. This plan had to work. Why get into a fight with the other demon when I’m pretty sure this one would follow me anywhere I asked? 

    “So, do I finally get a name?” Jax asked. 

    “Nissa.” Though I didn’t like the idea of any of them knowing my name, it wouldn’t be hard for them to find out. Hell, Lazlo probably had a list of anyone who chased him off, so M and I would definitely be on it. 

    “I like it. It suits you.” 

    Whatever that means. 

    “So where are your buddies?” I asked. 

    Jax snorted. “More like acquaintances. And I’m sure they’re out there somewhere, raising hell.” He chuckled softly at the joke. 

    I forced a laugh. Yes, so funny that they were trying to drag us all to hell. “Well, people have been talking about you. We don’t get a lot of demons around here.” 

    “So I see. I’m sure we won’t be here for long.”  

    Neither would the town if they had their way. Did that mean he thought they were close? Were they just going to skip town as soon as they opened the gate? Seemed like an awful lot of trouble to go to just to bail. No, there had to be something else that Lazlo wanted. Back when the other demons came here, they claimed the town as their own. Did that have something to do with the shrines too? Maybe they believed it belonged to them because they knew about the hell gate underneath it. Perhaps they thought if they chased everyone off, they would have free rein and could take their time finding the shrines.  

    How long had it been going on? How many other demons came here to do the same thing? Jeremiah made it sound like the shrines were an urban legend to them, but they wouldn’t keep coming here if they thought that. No, he had been lying to me again. I had to assume that every word out of that man’s mouth was a lie. 

    “I hear one of you guys can change shape? Into rats? He wouldn’t have been at The Watering Hole a few nights ago, would he?” 

    “Sounds like Edgar. The rat thing is creepy as fuck. Yeah, he did go on a beer run when we first arrived. Guess you weren’t open, so he helped himself.” 

    Bastard. Though I guess stealing beer isn’t as bad as sucking us into hell. 

    My phone buzzed, making me jump. I checked it under the table. Blake, wondering how long this would take. I tucked it back into my pocket. I didn’t have an answer for him yet. If I could, I’d get all the answers out of Jax that he’d give me, in case we failed to kidnap him. For all I knew, he might be able to change shape too. Maybe not rats, but how about spiders? Or something else out of my nightmares. 

    “Why are you here all alone?” I asked. 

    Jax shrugged. “I prefer it. Not much for a crowd, I’m kind of a loner.” 

    “I get that. People suck. Especially around here. I wouldn’t bother with most of the residents in this town.” 

    He took a drink of his beer, giving me the once over. “Oh, I’m sure a girl like you isn’t alone for long.” His smirk suggested he would like to keep me company. 

    Good to know I still have the power to attract the wrong kind of men. I was almost worried for a moment. 

    The best way for me to get him alone would be to flirt back. It just felt wrong though, considering Blake was sat outside in the truck. Of course, he was waiting with my taser to take Jax down, but still… 

    Forcing a smile, I said, “Well, I guess company is okay, from time to time.” 

    “Maybe we could go back to your place?” Jax suggested with a wicked grin. He reached across the table and ran his fingertips over my hand, sending a strange jolt up my arm. It felt similar to the sensation I got when Betty channeled my power, but at the same time, different. What the hell was that? Did it come from Jax or me? 

    Moving my hand away, on the pretense of taking another drink, I knew that it was now or never. If I made him suspicious, he wouldn’t go with me. 

    “Maybe we could just go out back into the alley and fuck,” I replied. How could he refuse an offer like that? 

    His eyes widened. “Direct. I like it. Let’s go.” 

    Getting up, he led the way to the back of the restaurant and the emergency door leading to the alley. While he had his back turned, I shot off a quick text to Blake telling him to get over to the alley. 

    I just hope a taser will work on a demon. 

    Jax pushed open the door and stepped out. Turning on his heel, he faced me, that grin on his face again. “So…”  

    The door closed behind me, leaving us alone. I glanced toward the mouth of the alley looking for Blake. Where was he? 

    Jax backed me up against the wall, his hands on my hips. Leaning in, he tried to kiss me, but I moved my head, and his lips found my neck instead. The moment his lips touched my skin, I felt that strange feeling again. Like a current running through my skin, but it felt good. Really good. For a moment, I closed my eyes, letting the sensation take over. I’ve never felt anything like it. My entire body responded, desperate for it to continue. Then Blake’s face flashed into my head, and I came to my senses. 

    “Wait,” I said, pushing Jax back. 

    “What’s wrong?” 

    “I think my boyfriend would have a problem with this,” I said, just as I noticed Blake sneaking up behind him. I almost choked on the word boyfriend. We hadn’t used it yet, but I just needed to distract Jax. 

    Blake positioned himself behind him, raising the taser. 

    About time. 

    “Your boyf…?” He didn’t get to finish as Blake jammed the taser into his ribs. Jax’s body convulsed, and he went down. Sprawling across the ground, he lay still. 

    “What took you so long?” I asked Blake. 

    “Sorry, I saw Abernathy sniffing around. Had to act casual.” 

    “Is he gone?” 

    “Yeah, he was getting coffee, then he drove away.” 

    “Good. Let’s get this guy in the trunk before anyone sees us.” 

    Trying to forget about the sensation I got when he touched me, I grabbed his legs, glad that his jeans covered his skin. 

    Blake raised an eyebrow. “What were the two of you doing when I came up?” 

    “Nothing. He got a little handsy, but I did make him think we were out here for another reason.” 

    He scowled at Jax’s unconscious form.  

    “Blake, we don’t have time for this. We need to get him out of here before he wakes up.” 

    With a sigh, Blake grabbed the top of his body, and together, we carried Jax back to the truck. As we loaded him in the bed of the truck, watchful for Abernathy, I just hoped he had the answers we were searching for.  

    

  


   
    Chapter Fifteen 

      

    Since I had no intention of bringing a demon back to my apartment, we needed to find a place to question him where no one would overhear us. The only place that came to mind was the old mill out on Hamilton Road. It had been abandoned for about ten years and there were no houses nearby. I worried we would get pulled over the whole way there. Or that Jax would wake up and try to escape. 

    Glancing out the back window, I could see the tarp still in place. We had to hide him somehow. I just hoped that Abernathy didn’t see us. He’d pull us over just for kicks and I had no way of explaining why I had an unconscious demon in my truck. 

    Blake came to a stop at the end of the road. “Which way?” 

    “Left. It’s about three miles down the road.” 

    Feeling paranoid, I reached under the seat and pulled out Betty. At least she was safe. 

    “Do you think the other demons will miss him?” I asked. 

    “I don’t think anyone would miss that guy,” Blake grouched.  

    I understood his anger, but he needed to put it to one side until this was over. While I tried to forget the sensation I felt in that alley. I hated that part of me wanted it to continue. I’ve never been someone who cheats on the person they’re with. And I certainly had no intentions of cheating on Blake, but still… 

    I cast another glance at the bed of the truck. Still no movement. We might actually pull this off. 

    Blake took the next turn as we arrived at the old mill. An old chain link fence had been erected around it, but parts of it were missing, so we had plenty of room to drive inside. 

    Parking the truck behind the back of the building, we got out. Blake opened the back of the truck, reached in, and dragged Jax toward us. His shirt rode up to reveal a six pack and a tribal looking tattoo on his right side. I wondered what it meant. 

    “Maybe we should zap him again. Just to be sure,” Blake suggested.  

    I chuckled. “I’m pretty sure he’s still out.” 

    Blake glared down at him. “Wouldn’t hurt to be sure.” 

    “What’s wrong with you?” Grabbing one of Jax’s arms, I waited for Blake to get the other end, but he didn’t move. 

    “I saw him all over you in that alley. And I saw the look on your face.” 

    Crap. I hoped he hadn’t, but at least nothing actually happened between me and Jax. “I was acting, Blake. I had to keep him busy until you showed up to zap him.” Okay the look on my face had been real, but he didn’t need to know that. I felt bad enough already. 

    “It doesn’t change the fact that I can smell him on you.” 

    “Oh.” The werewolf thing. I didn’t think of that. Dropping Jax’s arm, I put my hands on Blake’s chest. “Look, we don’t have a choice in this. We need to get answers from this guy. Once we get rid of the demons, we’ll never have to see him again. Then I can show you why you don’t need to be jealous of some random demon. After a long shower of course.” 

    Blake sighed. “You’re right. Let’s just get this over with.” 

    He moved up to the truck and pulled Jax up, cracking his head off the side of the truck in the process. Jax didn’t react, though I’m sure he would feel it later.  

    Blake threw him over his shoulder. “Lead the way.” 

    I’ve never thought of him as petty before, but now I knew. Though given the reaction I had to Jax touching me, maybe he had a right to be jealous. I mean what was that?  

    After grabbing the rope we brought with us, I pried open the door to the mill and led Blake inside. Glancing back, I could see the pensive look on his face.  

    Whatever you felt doesn’t matter. You’re with Blake. 

    Which I had no intention of changing. I meant what I said, the moment we got what we wanted from this guy, he and his buddies would be getting a one-way ticket out of town. 

    Something skittered across the floor in front of me and I came to a halt.  

    “What is it?” Blake whispered. 

    “A rat. A regular one, I hope.” 

    We waited a moment to see if the rat demon popped up, but it looked like we were in the clear.  

    Descending some stairs to the lower level, I found a discarded chair lying on its side. Righting it, I motioned for Blake to set Jax on it. Jax’s head flopped forward when he did. That must have been some jolt he got. The taser had been modified for life in Nowhere, giving it a little extra juice than the kind you found out in the human world. 

    Blake took the rope from me and started securing Jax to the chair. I noticed he didn’t seem to want me to touch him. I didn’t want to touch him either. 

    “Do you think these ropes will hold him?” Blake asked looking up at me. 

    “They should. We can always zap him again if he gets out of hand.” Somehow, I imagined Jax had a lot of experience being tied up. I pushed that thought away. This was business. Jax was the enemy, or one of them at least. 

    Blake tightened the rope around Jax’s right arm, pulling it a little tighter than necessary. Finished, he took a step back. “Now we wait.” 

    We stood there for a moment. Already impatient, I leaned forward and slapped Jax across the face. He groaned and his eyes fluttered open. We didn’t have all day. I felt a tiny surge as my hand connected with him, but it disappeared just as quick. 

    “What’s…? Where am I?” He tried to lift his arms but found them tied to the chair. “Hey, not that I’m against bondage but…” He looked up and spotted Blake. “Is this a threesome?” 

    “No,” I said. “We want answers from you. About what your boss is doing here and where we can find the other two shrines.” 

    Jax struggled against the ropes. “Did you seriously kidnap me? Baby, you do not need to go to that much trouble. A few drinks and I’d be happy to tell you everything through pillow talk.” He smirked at me.  

    My stomach clenched and I quickly looked away. Images popped into my head, images that I shoved away before they fully took form.  

    Blake lunged forward, grabbing Jax by the shirt, and raised his fist.  

    “Blake, don’t.”  

    I didn’t think that beating Jax up would encourage him to talk. Plus, I’m not sure Blake would leave much when he was done. 

    “We don’t have time to screw around here. Tell us where the shrines are,” Blake snarled. 

    “This is your boyfriend?” Jax asked. He didn’t sound worried, just bored. Didn’t he know how much trouble he was in? If he kept pushing Blake, I’m not sure I could hold him back. 

    Blake punched him in the face. Jax’s head snapped back, as his lip split open. He raised his head to look at Blake, blood dripping from his lip, and grinned. “You’ll have to hit me harder than that.” 

    What the fuck is wrong with him? 

    Blake raised his fist again to comply, but I grabbed his arm. “Enough. This isn’t going to work. Just go outside and stand guard.” 

    Blake’s lip curled into a sneer. “I don’t think so.” 

    Pulling Blake away, I lowered my voice. “Listen, I think we need a subtler touch here. Let me speak to him.” 

    “I’m not leaving you alone with him.” 

    “I can handle myself.” 

    The look on his face suggested that’s not what worried him. He wouldn’t stay outside, and I couldn’t see Jax giving me answers with him around. 

    “Take the truck and go check on the others. Call me if they move.” 

    He opened his mouth to protest, but I stopped him with a kiss. “Please?” 

    “Nissa…” 

    “You can trust me. I know what I’m doing.” 

    With an angry sigh, he nodded, then stomped off back outside. As much as he hated it, I knew Jax wouldn’t tell him anything. I had no idea how strong demons were, but I imagine it would take a lot of punches to break him. 

    Bracing myself, I knew that I only had one shot at this. I turned to face Jax. 

    He looked up at me. “Alone at last.” 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Sixteen 

      

    When the door slammed, I knew I could speak freely without worrying that Blake would get the wrong end of the stick. Pacing slowly back and forth in front of Jax, I tried to keep my voice calm and steady. My heart, however, pounded in my chest. Both with the thought of our impending doom and the thought of being alone with Jax. I made sure to stay far away from him to avoid any accidental contact. 

    “Look, Jax, help me out here. Surely you know what those shrines do. Where they lead.” I’d play good cop first, but if that didn’t work, I had no problem breaking out bad cop. A few punches might not convince him, but there were other ways to torture someone. I just hoped it didn’t get that far. He didn’t have to make this difficult. 

    He looked away; jaw clenched. “I just follow orders. They don’t tell me anything.” 

    Great, I’m dealing with a lackey. They’re probably all lackeys. Lazlo wouldn’t want anyone questioning him, so he no doubt worked with a bunch of idiots, or those too afraid to go against him. But I’m sure Jax had heard and seen enough in his time with Lazlo to give me a clue. Lazlo picked places on the map to send them to, he had to have told them what they were looking for when they got there.  

    “Well, those orders are going to sink this town into hell. A town you are currently in.”  

    If the gate opened while he was trapped in here, he’d go in too. Didn’t he care? Even if they were originally from an infernal realm, did that mean they would want to go back? The way these guys got on told me they liked it here too much.  

    In my research over the years, I did read a little on infernal realms. The images alone would give you nightmares, but despite living in a town full of supernaturals, I didn’t fully believe those places were real. Now I knew that not only were they real, but my own power came from them. That thought still creeped me out. 

    As for the creatures living inside, well, you wouldn’t want to meet them after dark. Or during the day for that matter. I’d imagine anything in that realm would consider the demons here tainted by this world, and probably kill them. 

    Finally meeting my gaze, Jax said, “Lazlo has his reasons for doing what he’s doing. I owe him so I don’t get the luxury of asking questions. I just go where I’m told.”  

    I didn’t care about his reasons, only what it meant for this town. If he stood by and did nothing, then he was no better than the others. 

    “What do you owe him? Surely, it isn’t enough to justify what you’re doing.”  

    “That’s between me and him.” 

    What did Jax do that meant he owed someone like Lazlo? It had to be bad to go through with this. Could it be money? Did Lazlo do something for Jax in return for his help? He had to know up front that there would be a price. 

    I hope it was worth it. 

    No, I couldn’t see much love for the other demons. He didn’t seem to hang out with Lazlo and the others much. Always off on his own. That told me his heart wasn’t in it. Lazlo made him come here. 

    “You’re scared of him,” I said. 

    He glared at me. “Have you met him? Lazlo is single-minded, brutal. If he wants something, he goes after it with everything he has. He will kill anyone who stands in his way.” 

    That doesn’t surprise me. 

    “All I need to know is where he is looking for the shrines. Please.” Then I could get there first and destroy them. Even with one gone, it would be enough to end this whole mess.  

    I could see the struggle on his face. Part of him wanted to help, or at the very least, screw Lazlo over. I could work with that. 

    Placing my hands on my knees, I leaned forward. “He’ll never know about this. If I get to the shrines first, he loses.” 

    “Shrine,” he said finally. 

    “What?” I hoped I had misheard him. 

    “He found the first shrine last night. The second one today. He only has one left to find.” 

    Shit! I didn’t know that. So much for Jeremiah’s theory that they couldn’t find them. No, these assholes came prepared. 

    This was worse than I thought. At least with two shrines left to go, it bought us some more time. Trying to hide my shock, I took a breath.  

    “Okay, well you must have an idea where it is.”  

    For all I knew, Lazlo could be there right now. Panic seized me. I fought against it. This fight wasn’t over until it was over. I still had a shot. Besides, if he had activated it, I’m sure we’d know about it by now. 

    “If Lazlo finds out I helped you…” 

    “He won’t hear it from me, I promise. Come on, Jax. You don’t exactly seem like one of the gang. If you help me stop this, maybe you can get away from Lazlo. Once we get them out of town, I imagine the Council will lock them out permanently. You don’t have to go with them. You could start again. Nowhere is a place for supernaturals with nowhere else to go.”  

    Blake would lose his mind at the idea of Jax remaining in Nowhere, but if it saved the town, I had to try and find a way to get through to him. Offering him a safe haven seemed like the way to go. 

    He chuckled softly. “You seem so earnest. It’s cute. If I help you, Lazlo will find me and tear my head off. Quite literally, I’ve seen him do it.” 

    If he doesn’t tell me, I’ll tear his damn head off. 

    I sighed, frustrated by him. Why were they always loyal to the wrong people? A few words and we could be done with all of this.  

    Running a hand through my hair, I considered calling Blake back to beat the crap out of him. I didn’t want it to come to that but if it was the only way to get answers… 

    Jax sighed loudly. “But I’m a sucker for a pretty face. I don’t know where he is, but I can tell you the clue he’s following to the final spot.” Jax stared up at me, blood still trickling from his lip. He seemed sincere. I didn’t trust it for a moment. 

    He sure changed his mind fast. 

    “Uh, not that I’m complaining, but why? And don’t say because of me. We both know that’s bullshit.” 

    Pursing his lips, he avoided my gaze. “I have no interest in working for Lazlo anymore. The lengths he is willing to go to… Actually, if he is accidentally killed while you try to stop him, I wouldn’t be heartbroken over it.” 

    He wants me to kill Lazlo? 

    “I don’t know how to kill a demon.” I hardly think a regular weapon would do it. They would have accelerated healing, similar to Blake’s and they had strong magic. Getting close to him would be a challenge never mind anything else. 

    “Take his head off. Works for most things. But you’ll have to be fast and don’t hesitate.” 

    Take his head off. 

    I had to admit, I had no problem with that. In fact, I’ve fantasized about it a few times since they arrived. I didn’t have to worry about being fast either. If I got the opportunity, I just needed to freeze Lazlo and it would be over long before the freeze wore off. 

    Distracted, I almost forgot that Jax had changed his mind about helping me. 

    “From what I remember the clue says something about the shrine lying north of the heart of Nowhere. The clues aren’t too clear, but they’ve been searching the north side of town and the fields beyond. As far as I know, they haven’t found anything yet,” he said. 

    A smile crept across my lips. No reason they should. They were assuming that the heart of Nowhere meant the center of town. That’s not what the clue meant. One of the most famous supernatural families to ever live here were the Harts. A family of banshees with a long bloody history until they came to town to escape the people who wanted them dead.  

    They owned a farm to the east of town. Beyond it lay the quarry. That’s where the shrine must be. It was secluded enough that no one would stumble on it. 

    “You know where it is, don’t you?” Jax said with a smile. 

    I shrugged. “Maybe. Thanks for your help.” 

    “If you want to thank me, we could find another alley somewhere,” he suggested. 

    Ignoring the sliver of pleasure that ran through me, I replied, “Boyfriend, remember?” 

    He licked at his split lip. “Rings a bell. Shame.” 

    Turning, I headed for the door, eager to get to the farm as fast as possible. 

    “Hey, when are you going to release me?” he called after me. 

    “When I’m sure you’re telling the truth,” I shot back. 

    I’d keep my word, but there was always a chance he was leading me into a trap. So for now, he would stay put. 

    “Wait!” 

    Pausing, I looked back at him. 

    “Lazlo’s a vicious son of a bitch. He has the power to burn a person to cinders with his touch. Watch your back.” 

    Great, that will be fun to deal with. 

    He seemed sincere in his desire to help, but he believed he was getting something out of it. He thought I could get rid of Lazlo for him. Did he really think I could? Because if I managed to get to the shrine first and destroy it, I would happily avoid that fight. Jax didn’t need to know that though. 

    “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks.” 

    Now we just needed to get to that last shrine before Lazlo did. 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Seventeen 

      

    My phone buzzed as I left the factory. Blake’s name flashed up on the screen. “Hello?”  

    “They’re on the move again.” 

    “Damn, come get me. I think I know where the shrine is. Maybe we’ll get lucky, and they’ll be going to the wrong place.” 

    While I waited, I checked for any missed messages from M. Nothing. Maybe she was better off out of all of this. I just hoped she was safe. 

    As I thought about what we needed to do, the risks, I dialed her number. It went straight to voicemail. It would make this easier. 

    “M, it’s me. I don’t know where you are or what you’re up to, but you better be okay. Don’t freak out, but the demons are up to something bad here. I’m going to try and stop them. Don’t worry, I have Blake and Betty for back up. If I do this right, there’ll be no fighting involved. But if anything goes wrong…well, you know. Speak soon.” 

    I hung up, feeling terrible. Both for the awful message and the way I left it. If I did survive this, M would kick my ass. If I didn’t, well, I wouldn’t put it past her to find herself a necromancer, raise me from the dead and then kick my ass.  

    Blake pulled up a few minutes later and I hopped into the truck. “Head out the road to a place called Bishop Farm.” It was once Hart Farm, but the Bishops bought it after they died. They moved on themselves a few years ago, so the farm now lay vacant. 

    “What did Jax have to say?” he asked as he drove. 

    “He doesn’t seem to like this Lazlo any more than we do. Gave him up pretty easily.” 

    Blake fell silent, concentrating on the road. I gave him directions as we drove out to the farm. 

    I hope he didn’t think anything else went on between me and Jax. I’d never do that to him. But if this worked, I would have to keep my word and let him stay in town. if he left, Lazlo would hunt him down. 

    It's a big town, I’m sure we can avoid each other. 

    Reaching under the seat, I lifted Betty, glad to have her with me. Hopefully, she would be enough. I mean the shrine was just stone, right? Hit it with a big enough blast and it would be destroyed. Though why the Council hadn’t done that made me wonder if it would be that easy. I would be paying a visit to Jeremiah when we were done. I shouldn’t be the one chasing this, he should. I did consider calling him now, but honestly, I didn’t trust him to do the right thing. Not after everything with Raiden. I couldn’t risk him screwing this up, not with only one shrine left.  

    But when this is over, I’m going to do what I can to get that asshole out of the Council.  

    Surely, Terrence would listen to me if I told him about the plan. He wouldn’t be gone that long and once he returned, I’d tell him everything. 

    Unless I’m horribly killed. 

    Right before we reached the farm, we passed the bikes parked by the edge of the road. 

    “Shit, they’re closer than I thought. Hurry.” 

    They were still over a mile from where I thought the shrine lay, but it wouldn’t take them long to search the area and move onto where we were. 

    As we drove by, I saw something that sent a chill through me. “Did you see…?” I started. 

    “What?” Blake asked, checking the rear view mirror. 

    “Nothing.” Maybe I didn’t see a body lying beyond the bikes, twisted and bloody. If I did, it made no sense to stop. We couldn’t do a lot for the person. A man from the looks of it. A very dead man.  

    Guilt gnawed at me, but we had to keep going and get to that shrine first or there would be a lot more bodies. 

    Blake parked the truck behind the old farmhouse in a bid to hide it from the demons. They could be here at any minute, no point in helping them by giving ourselves away. They must have been talking to the locals and worked out the clue. I’m sure if that person had any idea what they were doing, they would have kept their mouths shut. Or not. Guess it depends on who they asked. 

    Getting out of the truck, Blake and I paused to take in our surroundings. “It must be near the quarry. I can’t see anyone wanting one of those things on their property. And the other one was in the middle of nowhere.” 

    We headed toward the quarry, hiking across a field to reach it. “Is the quarry in operation?” Blake asked. 

    “No, not for years. A lot of things get abandoned in this town, especially if the supernaturals who ran them die or move away. We don’t really get a choice on who comes here or what their skillsets are.”  

    Most of them only care about the essentials anyway – booze and food. 

    I kept glancing back over my shoulder, expecting the demons to show up at any minute. Something told me that Betty wouldn’t be enough to frighten them away this time. Not if they were desperate to get to the shrine. 

    “What are you planning to do with Betty?” Blake asked. 

    “Blast the hell out of the shrine,” I replied without thinking. 

    “I don’t think hitting it with a wooden bat will do any good.” 

    Crap. I hadn’t told him what Betty could do. Both times power exploded from her, he missed it. “Uh, Betty can do a little more than that.” 

    “Okay,” he said, drawing out the word.  

    I should tell him. If we’re going to be in danger, he needs to know the truth.  

    And more than that, I actually trusted him with the truth. 

    “I went to see someone, the trip I took? And he told me that Betty is actually a…wand.” Even saying it out loud sounded ridiculous. “It just means that I can use her to direct my power and when I do it…well, let’s just say it should be enough to obliterate that shrine.” 

    Blake stared at me a moment, then his gaze dropped to the bat. “Okay.” He shrugged and resumed walking. 

    “That’s it?” I expected a little more skepticism.  

    “What? That’s hardly the weirdest thing that I’ve seen or heard while living here.” He had a point. A lot had happened since he came to town and that’s just the tip of the iceberg.  

    I liked that he didn’t care. That his first thought wasn’t how he could use my power to his advantage. Despite how worried I was about Blake finding out more about my past, I did in fact want him to stick around.  

    “So, did Jax say anything else while you two were alone?” Blake asked, keeping his voice light. 

    “Not really. Why? Are you really that jealous?” I teased. He didn’t get jealous of Ronan, though he didn’t see Ronan flirting with me. Or trying to make out with me. 

    “No, I’m not.” 

    We reached the edge of the field and Blake climbed up onto the fence. “He’s nothing to be jealous over. Trust me.” 

    “I do.” 

    “Huh?” he said climbing off the fence. 

    Moving up to it, I said, “I do trust you.” 

    He grinned at me. “I wore you down. Knew I would.” 

    Rolling my eyes, I grabbed hold of the fence and jumped over it, landing beside him. “Yeah, yeah. Well, so far you haven’t tried to exploit me or get me arrested, so I guess that puts you at the top of the list for best boyfriend.” 

    “Oh, I’m your boyfriend now?” 

    “Maybe.” 

    He pulled me in close and kissed me. “Sounds good to me.”  

    I took a moment to enjoy kissing my boyfriend. It was a big step for me to say that to him. But he had more than earned the title.  

    “We should get moving,” I said breaking away from him. 

    He groaned.  

    “Don’t worry, all we have to do is stop the town from getting sucked into hell and then we can go home and celebrate.” 

    His face lit up. “Sounds like a plan.” 

    We headed through some trees, and I could finally see the quarry in the distance. I spent a lot of time here as a kid, watching the other kids do stupid shit. Okay, I did some stupid things myself. The favorite thing to do was to leap into the hole. Given the depth, only the kids with accelerated healing really went for it. They would jump in, and land on their face and we would watch and wait for them to get back up. Sometimes it took a while, but that was part of the thrill. 

    This town really needs a bowling alley or something to keep the kids entertained. 

    “Where do you think it would be? Not many places to hide it out here,” Blake said turning on the spot to scan the area. 

    “I don’t know but it has to be here.” 

    “Wait,” Blake said, grabbing my arm. “I hear the bikes.” 

    Straining my ears, I could just about make them out in the distance. Blake had much better hearing than me. “We should get out of sight.” 

    Since the trees ran alongside the dirt path down to the quarry, we ran toward the old trailer that sat near the quarry. It once served as an office, but now it looked ready to collapse. We ducked behind it just as the bikes roared down the path. They came to a stop and climbed off their bikes. 

    I had to hand it to Lazlo, he was smarter than I thought. But did he know the exact location of the shrine? 

    I guess we’re about to find out. 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Eighteen 

      

    We watched the demons mill around, searching in the undergrowth for the shrine. They had the right area, I assumed, but they didn’t know the exact spot either. 

    We can still do this. 

    “Let’s check the far side of the quarry and hope it holds the shrine,” I whispered to Blake. 

    Nodding, he followed me to some large rocks, which hid us from view. We broke into a jog, moving quickly through the rocks. I kept an eye out for the shrine, but I didn’t even know if I would be able to see it. We couldn’t stop though, not with the demons so close. 

    Blake panted as we slowed for a moment to squeeze through a tight space. “I never knew how big this town was.” 

    “You’ve been spending too much time in bed,” I teased. “Not as spry as you once were.” I did my best to hide the fact that I too was out of breath. 

    “Oh, I think you know that I’ve given us both a lot of workouts in that bed.” 

    Shrugging, I said, “Maybe. But I won’t blame you if you fall straight to sleep tonight.”  

    He pulled me against him. “I think I’m up to the challenge,” he said, kissing me. 

    After what happened with Jax, I’ll bet he is. 

    There was no competition though. Blake was the only man for me. Pulling back, I said, “We should keep moving. There’ll be time for that later.” 

    Hopefully after the last shrine had been destroyed and the demons banished from the town for good. Then I might be able to sleep well tonight. 

    Weaving our way through the rocks, I wondered if the demons had found the shrine yet. I imagine we would soon know about it if they had. This whole area lay off the beaten track, covered in rocks. It could be anywhere. 

    “Do you think we are heading in the right direction?” Blake asked after a few minutes. 

    “I don’t know. People used to work in the quarry, and they had no idea the shrine was out here. Although…” 

    “What?” 

    “I heard stories as a kid. People used to say the quarry was haunted. It became part of the attraction; all the kids would come up here and skip school.” 

    “Did you ever see anything weird?” 

    I glanced back at him, eyebrow raised. “I live in a town of weird. But no, I never saw a ghost or anything like that. I think the rumor only started because of what happened back in the eighties. Apparently, one of the workers went crazy. Worked here for years, then one day he picked up his pickaxe and started killing everyone around him in a murderous rage. The cops finally shot him, but not before he took out seven other men. They never figured out why he did it.” 

    “That’s a fun story,” Blake muttered. “You know if the shrine opens an infernal realm, then maybe it gives off some kind of energy. That might be what affected him. Made him go crazy.” 

    I came to a stop and Blake almost collided with me. “Do you see something?” 

    Turning to face him, I sighed. “There’s something else I have to tell you. I found out that wizards originally drew their power from the…infernal realm. My magic is infernal magic.” 

    “Okay.” Blake shrugged. “What does that mean for our search?” 

    I stared at him. “You’re not running away in fear.” 

    “Am I supposed to be?” 

    I shrugged. “You did hear what I said, right? My magic comes from a demon realm. That doesn’t freak you out?” 

    He leaned in close. “Babe, I have something to tell you too. Every full moon I turn into a big hairy beast.” 

    Brow furrowed; I wondered if he’d lost his mind.  

    He laughed. “What I’m trying to say is it doesn’t matter. We’re all…weird. It doesn’t make a difference to me where your magic comes from. I don’t know why you didn’t think you could tell me.” 

    I threw my arms around him, hugging him tightly. I had been so afraid of telling him, but he didn’t even care. Could he handle the whole truth about me? Everything that happened with Troy, the guard… 

    Then I remembered why I brought it up in the first place. “If you’re right and it does give off infernal energy, do you think it’s possible I can like pick up on it or something?” 

    Because that could be what I felt from Jax. Infernal magic. And when Lazlo activated the other shrine, I felt something then too.  

    “Maybe. What do you want to do?” 

    Looking around, I spotted a rock up ahead that towered over the rest. “Up there. If we go up, maybe I’ll be able to see something.” 

    Hurrying toward it, I heard some shouting in the distance. It sounded angry though, not excited. Lazlo losing his patience no doubt. If I could pick up on infernal energy, then so could he.  

    Before I began climbing, I tucked Betty into my waistband. Looking for a foothold, I started climbing the rock. Halfway up, my right foot slipped, and I felt myself drop. A yelp escaped me as I clung on with my fingertips, wrenching my arms. 

    “Nis,” Blake cried from a few feet above me. He stretched out his hand toward me. “Grab it.” 

    Worried I would plunge back to the ground, I hesitated, trying to find another foothold. “I can’t.” 

    “Come on, just reach up,” Blake said. 

    I glanced down at the ground below me. The fall wouldn’t kill me, but it would hurt like hell. Taking a breath, I thrust up, my hand finding Blake’s. He pulled me up, half dragging me up onto the top of the rock. I collapsed on the surface, breathing hard. “Clearly…rock climbing…is not in my wheelhouse.” 

    Blake chuckled. “That’s okay. You do all right in other places.” 

    Turning my head toward him, I slapped him with the back of my hand. “Only all right?” 

    “Well, you know…” he raised his hand and twisted it from side to side. 

    “You jerk,” I said laughing hard. 

    He rolled onto his side and kissed me. “The sooner we get this finished, the sooner you can prove me wrong.” 

    “Good point.” 

    Turning over, I moved to the far edge, staying low. We didn’t need the demons spotting us. As I reached the edge, I spotted them running around in the distance. Which meant they were still looking. 

    “See anything?” Blake asked from beside me. 

    “No. But I imagine I would feel it, not see something.” 

    “Okay, well, concentrate.” 

    With a sigh, I closed my eyes, wondering how to do this. When I sensed the energy from the other shrine, it had been activated and it was a lot closer. We might not even be in the right place. 

    I still have to try. 

    Focusing harder, I imagined it like radar, sending out a wave of energy in the hopes of picking up a blip. Several minutes passed and I didn’t feel anything, other than the small pebble currently digging into my stomach. 

    “They’re moving closer,” Blake whispered. 

    I opened my eyes to look. The demons milled around below us. Lazlo was talking to one of the others, pointing around the quarry. I couldn’t make out what he was saying though. 

    “Can you hear their conversation?” I asked. 

    Blake fell silent for a moment. “He’s telling them to search everywhere. Guess he doesn’t have a direct location either.” 

    Frustrated, I closed my eyes again. I had to pick up something or they would find it first.  

    Come on. Help me out here. 

    A strange tingle ran down my leg. The leg Betty lay against. Then I felt it. A faint pulse of energy over to the right. I focused harder and the pulsing grew stronger.  

    “I feel something.” 

    “Where?” 

    Opening my eyes, I pointed over near the entrance of the quarry. We had all walked right by it. “There. We need to get to it before they do.” 

    “They’ll see us.” 

    Betty gave me another jolt. “I have an idea. What if I shoot off a blast of energy in the opposite direction? They’ll follow it and give us time to get to the shrine.” 

    “Blast of energy?” 

    “Just trust me.” 

    He didn’t know what Betty could do. He hadn’t seen us in action. She had to be seen to be believed.  

    Crawling to the other side of the rock, I stood up and raised Betty. Aiming for a group of trees in the distance, I focused on blasting them. Nothing happened.  

    “Come on, Betty, this isn’t the time. Unless you want to spend the rest of your days in a hell pit, then give me something,” I said. 

    “Babe, are you talking to your bat?” Blake asked sounding worried. 

    I must look like a lunatic. “Please,” I whispered. She had to listen to me. We didn’t have time to mess around. 

    Power suddenly erupted from Betty, shooting into the trees. The area lit up in white light, causing a loud boom as it struck the trunk of one of the trees and it went up in flames. 

    Oops. 

    “Over here!” one of the demons yelled. 

    I ducked down as they all ran for the trees. It worked. 

    “Quick, we don’t have much time. Let’s end this.” 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Nineteen 

      

    As soon as the demons passed the rock we were on, Blake and I quickly climbed down. I could hear their excited shouts, they thought they were onto something.  

    Dropping off the rock to the ground, Blake and I ran for the shrine. The demons wouldn’t be fooled for long, but hopefully, that blast of infernal energy would make them search for the shrine over there. They certainly didn’t pick up on the energy when they passed it to get in here. With how impatient Lazlo seemed, he probably just missed it. 

    Luckily for us. 

    The image of the man with the pickaxe filled my head. Did the shrine really drive him crazy? Working near it every day…but if that’s the case, we were all standing on top of that kind of energy all the time and we…oh. Yeah, that explained why everyone was batshit crazy in this town. Good to know. 

    Skidding to a halt in the area where I felt the energy, I looked around for the shrine. There were a few stubby looking bushes clustered together near the dirt path the demons used. Maybe it was behind those. 

    Reaching out, I grabbed one, only to be jabbed by thorns. With a hiss, I pulled my hand back, to find blood on my hand from multiple cuts. “Fuck.” With my luck, the damn thing was probably poisonous. 

    “I’ll do it,” Blake said. 

    “No, you’ll cut yourself.” 

    “And I’ll heal quickly.”  

    Reluctantly, I stepped aside. He would heal in a few minutes, so he was the better choice.  

    Blake grabbed the nearest bush and pulled hard, ripping it straight out of the ground at the roots. The bush looked gnarled and blackened. From the shrine? If it affected people, I’m sure it affected the plant life too. 

    Tossing it aside, Blake moved onto the next one to reveal a small patch of dirt. When done, he stepped back. “There’s nothing there.”  

    “No, I think there is.” I could see a weird shimmery light hanging in the air, a few feet off the ground.  

    Stepping forward, I waved my hand through the light. The shrine appeared before us, creepy markings and all. Up close I still had no idea what they were, but it looked really old. I reached out a hand, wanting to touch it, but at the last moment, I yanked my hand back. I didn’t need to go crazy right now. 

    “That’s all it took?” Blake asked. 

    I glanced down at my still bleeding hand. “No, I reckon it needed blood from an infernal magic wielder.”  

    It made as much sense as anything else. Lazlo must have used his blood to reveal the other two shrines, we just missed it. Good thing I cut myself or we’d be here all day trying to figure it out. 

    Everything happens for a reason. The thought popped into my head, and I had to wonder where it came from. I’m not someone who believes in fate. We’re all responsible for our own actions. Believing some higher power is at work seems lazy. A way to avoid consequences. No, cutting my hand was just a coincidence. 

    Staring at the shrine, I wondered if the energy I felt came from the shrine itself or what lay under our feet. Probably both. It was a lock to the door we wanted to keep closed.  

    Blake looked back toward the rocks. “You might want to hurry up and blast it before they figure out they’re looking in the wrong place.” 

    Distracted by the pull of the energy, I murmured, “Yeah.”  

    I gave myself a shake. We didn’t have much time left. Taking a step back, I raised Betty, aiming for the center of the shrine. Could I do it again? She seemed to sense when we were in serious danger and responded, but it didn’t work every time. We were in danger now, she had to know that. 

    We’re on the verge of being sucked into hell. Time to act, Betty. 

    Taking a breath to steady my nerves, I aimed for the shrine, concentrating hard, willing Betty to do what I needed. Nothing happened. 

    “Crap.” Giving my arms a shake, I tried to loosen up. I could do this. Raising Betty again, I imagined the white light shooting out of her, but still, I couldn’t make it work. I did it a few minutes ago. Did I drain myself? I’ve used it more than once before. Though not so quickly. 

    Come on, Betty, don’t let me down now. 

    “Nis, you need to hurry,” Blake said keeping his eye out for the demons. I could smell smoke on the breeze from the burning tree, but it wouldn’t be enough to keep them occupied for long. 

    “Oh, you think!” I snapped. Why couldn’t I do this on command? One blast and this whole problem went away. “I can’t do it. She isn’t listening to me.” 

    “Okay, well, what was going through your mind the very first time you used the power? The first time you blasted something?” Blake asked. 

    “I hope this werewolf doesn’t eat me?” I didn’t tell him that the werewolf in question happened to be his sister, Liv. The blast she took only knocked her over. The one I hit Raiden with threw him into a brick wall hard enough to knock him out. This blast needed to be stronger than both of them combined. 

    “Right, so fear is what activates it.” 

    “I don’t know. I guess so.” I didn’t know how it all worked, it was all guesswork. Proof once again that I shouldn’t be the one to do this. The thing that nagged me the most was that a very small part of me didn’t want to blast the shrine. It wanted to touch the shrine instead.  

    Like calling like. 

    My magic wanted to connect with the shrine, but that would be very bad. And yet, I couldn’t get rid of that niggle in the back of my mind. 

    “Isn’t getting sucked into hell a good enough reason?” Blake said. 

    “Just be quiet. Let me concentrate,” I snapped.  

    He could point out the obvious all he wanted, but it didn’t help. I knew the stakes, I just couldn’t get it to work. Whatever mental block I had, I needed to get over it and focus. The power that left me on the rock worked without much effort.  

    Because it would get you closer to the shrine. 

    I might have some creepy connection to the infernal realm, but I had no desire to end up in a hell dimension.  

    Closing my eyes, I thought back to the energy from that first night. How it felt. The emotions I felt. Raiden had been closing in on me, ready to tear me to shreds. Blake had been beaten to a pulp. It was more than just my fear for myself, it was for other people too. I had been scared for Blake. Now this threat would risk him, me, M, and every other person in Nowhere. Maybe even beyond that. Who knows how far it could stretch? What if it wiped out the whole country? 

    Betty, I need you. 

    I didn’t think I needed to say the words out loud like I did before. She knew what I was thinking. Better than anyone. 

    My hand began to tingle. I could feel the power rising inside me.  

    “Get back,” I cried as it erupted from Betty and struck the shrine. Blake stumbled out of the way, shielding his eyes from the light. 

    When I dropped my arm, I found the shrine still intact. “No! You’ve got to be kidding me.” That blast should have obliterated it. It certainly left a mark on the ground surrounding the shrine. The dirt had been blasted and burnt. 

    “Try again,” Blake urged. 

    Aiming Betty again, I hoped the demons hadn’t heard us. Another blast hit the shrine, but once again, it didn’t do anything to it. Not even a dent. 

    “Come on!” I raged. They’d be onto us soon. Why couldn’t she do what I needed her to? 

    Not her. Me. It’s my power. 

    I blasted it again, feeling my body weaken. I couldn’t keep this up. I’d already used it more times than I ever had before and in a short space of time. But I’d dug deep in the fight with Raiden and pulled it off, I could do it again. Ignoring the trembling muscles in my legs, I readied myself to try again. 

    Someone shouted in the distance. They knew we were here. 

    “Nis, they’re coming,” Blake said rushing to my side. “We need to go.” 

    “No, let me try one more time.” I could do this. I had to. 

    “Look at you, you can barely stand.” 

    I tried to raise Betty again, but my arm wouldn’t cooperate. The muscles in my arm felt weak and shaky. Sinking to my knees, I felt like passing out. Blake tried to lift me up, but Lazlo appeared in front of us, blocking our way.  

    “You again. Thanks for helping us find the shrine. We’ll take it from here.” 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty 

      

    The rest of the demons surrounded us, minus Jax of course. I spotted rat guy again. He grinned at me. “Thought I’d see you again.” 

    I turned away in disgust. Blake supported me as my legs kept giving way. We couldn’t take these guys even if I was at full strength. They’d kill us in an instant.  

    So much for being a powerful wizard. I couldn’t even destroy a stone shrine. Now I’ve doomed the whole town. 

    Somehow that seemed like a fitting end for me. I’m sure most of the residents believed me capable of that anyway. Nissa Whitlock, the scourge of Nowhere. If anyone managed to get out, I’m sure they’d tell tales of my screw ups. 

    Why did I do this? I should have just skipped town with Blake and let the Council deal with this. 

    A shadow appeared above me, and I looked up to see Lazlo standing over us. He cocked his head at me. 

    “You don’t look so good,” Lazlo mocked. “You know I was actually worried about you, but now I see I didn’t need to.” Reaching out, he snatched Betty from me before I could stop him. 

    “No!” I screeched lunging at him. My legs gave out and Blake caught me before I hit the ground. The demons laughed at the pathetic sight of me. 

    I had to get Betty back. She belonged to me. Lazlo had no right putting his dirty demon hands on her. 

    Lazlo stepped back, studying Betty closely. “Hmm. This is an old one. How the hell did you get hold of it?” 

    “It’s mine,” I snarled. “Give it back.”  

    He can tell how old she is? Then she couldn’t have only belonged to me. 

    Lazlo looked up from Betty, studying me closely, then realization dawned on his face. “A half breed. I should have known. The wand made me think you were something more, but now I see my mistake. This isn’t yours. It just had nowhere else to go.” 

    What did he mean by that? Betty belonged to me. We were connected. 

    “Thought you said it was powerful, boss,” one demon said. 

    Lazlo chuckled. “Only in the right hands. And it’s clear that hers are not the right ones. She’s nothing more than a pathetic cast off. And this…”  

    Holding Betty at each end, he brought her down over his knee in one swift movement, snapping her cleanly in half. 

    “No!” I screamed sinking to the ground. I could feel her break. Feel the loss as our connection was broken. How could she be destroyed so easily? Was Lazlo right? Did she only come to me because there were no other wizards to go to? 

    Lazlo tossed the pieces at my feet with a sneer.  

    Betty… 

    Reaching out a hand, I felt the last of the power ebb from her. I glared up at Lazlo. “I’m going to kill you.” 

    They all laughed as Lazlo kneeled in front of me. “You ain’t gonna do shit, sweetheart. You are way out of your depth. This is my town now. So, if you don’t mind, I have a hell gate to open.” 

    The demons whooped as they parted before him. He strutted toward the shrine and I swear I could see dark waves pulsing under his skin.  

    “All this infernal energy really gets the blood pumping, right boys?” 

    Is that what that is? He’s soaking up the infernal energy? 

    The demons all laughed, enjoying every moment of this. I’m glad they were having such a good time while I had just fucked the entire town over.  

    “You won’t get away with this!” Blake yelled. “We’re not the only ones who know about the shrines. The Council…” 

    Lazlo shot him a glare. “You mean the idiots supposedly in charge around here? They don’t care. No one is going to save you.” 

    “You’re wrong. They’re not going to stand by and let you destroy the town.” 

    Lazlo turned to face him properly, a scowl on his face. “Let me tell you a little something about the people in this town – everyone is out for themselves. I bribed your Sheriff, it didn’t take much to convince him to stay out of our way. And the Council are too scared to even come near us. Instead, they sent some idiot to spy on us. Well, you know where he is now? In pieces, scattered across that field over there.” 

    The body I saw? 

    “Nowhere is mine! It has always belonged to demons. Just because you fuckers decided to play house on top of a hell gate doesn’t give you any right to it. When I’m done, I’ll wipe all the supernaturals out and leave demons to rule over you all.” 

    Blake’s eyes glowed yellow as he glared at Lazlo. “They’ll fight back. You’ll see.” 

    Lazlo dismissed him with a wave of his hand and returned his attention to the shrine. 

    Blake didn’t know the people of this town. Lazlo had it right. They’d run and save themselves. The only people who dared to go up against the demons were me and Blake and look at us. Caught, surrounded, and about to be killed. 

    “I’m sorry,” I said to Blake. He followed me here and now I would get him killed. I should have just sent him packing the night he came back. Then he would be safe. Or better yet, never returned to Nowhere in the first place and that way I wouldn’t know about any of this. 

    Blake hugged me to him. “Freeze them,” he whispered in my ear. 

    “I can’t. Even if I had the strength, you’d freeze too.” 

    He put his hand under my chin and tilted my head back so I could look at him. “Do it and you’ll have a head start at getting to the truck. I’ll be right behind you the second I unfreeze.” 

    I didn’t like the idea of leaving him, but if he had to help me walk then it would only slow him down and neither of us would get away. But how far could I get in twenty-seven seconds? Not to the truck, but if I could get to the trees, I might be able to hide, and then Blake would be able to run while they wondered where I disappeared to. 

    “I’ll try,” I whispered. A last-ditch effort that I didn’t think would work but I would try for him. 

    Separating myself from Blake, I took a few deep breaths. I didn’t want to be touching him when I tried using my powers, just in case. 

    Lazlo stood by the shrine, in the middle of some victory speech to his buddies, his attention elsewhere. 

    I just need to freeze them. Just once. 

    Throwing my hands out, I focused every bit of energy I had left into doing that. Lazlo carried on talking. It didn’t work. 

    “Try again,” Blake urged. 

    “It’s not going to work. I used up too much energy.” Even if I could get it to work, would I even have enough strength left to get to my feet? 

    “And these two will be excellent sacrifices to our brethren when they come through the gate,” Lazlo announced, pointing a meaty hand at us. 

    Sacrifices, big surprise. That must be why they hadn’t killed us yet. 

    The demons closed in around us, preventing us from escaping, but allowing us to witness Lazlo in his victory. He turned and walked toward the shrine, swaggering confidently. He had won and there was no one left to stop him. No one even knew we were out here. Not anyone who cared anyway.  

    At least M is out of town. She’ll be safe. 

    I looked down for the broken pieces of Betty, but they were gone. The demons must have kicked them away without me noticing. It didn’t matter anyway; she couldn’t help us now. 

    No one can. 

    Lazlo stopped in front of the shrine. With a grin directed at us, he crouched down and placed his hand on top of the stone. It started to glow. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-One 

      

    “Don’t do this,” I cried getting to my feet. A final burst of panic gave me the strength to stand. If we were going to be murdered anyway, I wanted to go down fighting. 

    One of the demons grabbed my arm to stop me from going after Lazlo. I tried to break free, but he clung to me, digging his nails into my skin and drawing blood. I kicked him, but he just grinned and clung on.  

    Blake threw an elbow at one of the demons closest to him, but two more knocked him to the ground. He landed with a groan as they made sure to kick him a few times.  

    The demon holding me released me as he got knocked aside by the others. They all wanted in on the action and seemed eager to take Blake on.  

    They don’t even view me as a threat. I’d be insulted but look at me. 

    No wand, no strength left to do anything to stop them. I wasn’t a threat to any of them, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t at least try to help Blake.  

    I won’t let them kill him. He could still run. 

    Lunging forward, I tried to reach for Blake, but another demon appeared in front of me. Pain shot through my head as he yanked me up off the ground by the hair. 

    Hanging suspended in the air, I clawed at his hand. He watched me flounder, a twisted look of glee on his face. 

    “Let go of me!” I screamed. 

    He threw his head back and laughed, just as another demon stumbled into him, shoved by Blake. 

    I took the opportunity to twist free, losing several chunks of hair in the process. Dropping to the ground, I quickly got to my feet before he could attack again.  

    Angry, I punched the demon in the face, sending pain radiating up my arm. Why were these guys so hard to take down? That move would have dropped most of the customers at the bar. I should know, I’ve tried it on most of them when they get out of hand. 

    The demon staggered back a few steps, then licked the blood off his lips. “Feisty.” 

    His fist came at me so fast I didn’t have time to dodge it. My face exploded in pain, and I hit the ground. I lay there dazed and in agony.  

    Is that guy’s fist made of steel? 

    I felt sure my cheekbone was cracked. Raising a hand, I gingerly touched it, sending a fresh wave of pain into my face.  

    “Bastard!” Blake yelled. I heard grunting and cries of pain as he went for the demon. I couldn’t tell who was winning from the noises they were making.  

    They really shouldn’t be trying to kill their sacrifices. 

    Forcing my head to move, I turned to watch the fight. Blake and the demon who hit me were beating the crap out of each other. The other demons stood back to watch the show. Even Lazlo paused to watch. This must be entertainment for them. They cheered whenever the demon got a hit in. 

    Blake got in some punches to the demon’s gut, but it didn’t do anything. The demon just laughed and drove his fist into Blake’s back, making him scream in pain. It probably would have finished anyone else off, but because of his accelerated healing, he managed to stay on his feet. 

    He can’t win against them. He needs to run and get help. 

    Rolling onto my side, I tried to find the energy to stand, but I felt too weak. I had to get up. I had to help Blake. 

    They’re going to kill us. Probably toss our bodies into the pit when the gate opens. And all because I couldn’t just leave this alone. 

    Closing my eyes, I felt like giving in. Letting them kill us. Maybe it would be easier that way. Certainly quicker. But then I thought of Blake and I knew I couldn’t lie here and do nothing. 

    When the demon knocked Blake on his ass, a growl split the air.  

    Uh-oh. 

    Arching his back, I heard the bones start to break. Screaming in pain, Blake hunched down, trying to control his body. He had started to transform. Everything that had happened had forced his wolf to the surface. They only did that when they believed they were facing certain death. I guess this qualified. 

    “Blake!” I cried, trying to crawl toward him. If he shifted, then he would be vulnerable. The demons would kill him. “You have to control it.” 

    The demon moved in on him, circling him slowly, waiting for the right moment to strike. 

    I had to stop the demon. With a burst of anger, I launched myself off the ground and leaped onto the demon’s back, digging my fingers into his eyes. As my hands connected with his skin, I felt a strange burst of energy surge through me. It distracted me enough to allow the demon to throw me off his back. Landing in the dirt, I groaned in pain.  

    At least I distracted him from Blake. 

    Turning on me, the demon, blood streaming from his eyes, summoned a hellfire ball in his hand. Throwing out his hand, he sent it straight at my head. 

    I threw my hands up to shield my face, knowing it would do little against fire.  

    This is how I go out. 

    Heat licked at my skin, then in an instant it vanished, and the demon screamed in pain. 

    Dropping my arms, I found the demon lying on the ground with a hole in his chest. 

    “What the hell?” I whispered. My arms were completely fine, not a mark on them. Well, no burn marks on them, but there were plenty of scrapes and bruises. 

    “She deflected it,” one of the demons said. 

    I did. Guess I’m still in this race.  

    Though I had no idea how I did that.  

    “You idiots! She’s tapping into the infernal power,” Lazlo raged. 

    Wait, I can do that?  

    It made sense if what Jax told me was true. I had infernal power too. Which meant that I could use it against them. 

    Judging how angry Lazlo seemed, I guessed he didn’t want me using it against him. Blake lay on the ground, desperately trying to hold back the shift. So far, he was winning, but how much longer could he hold out?  

    Time to divert attention away from him and take down Lazlo. 

    Closing my eyes, I placed my hands on the ground, my fingers digging into the dirt. The whole area thrummed with infernal energy; I could feel it now. It must be everywhere. I imagined it flowing into me, up my arms, and into my body. As I did, I felt stronger. The weariness I felt a moment ago vanished and I felt ready to take on a demon. Or a whole hoard of them. 

    “Kill her!” Lazlo screamed. He headed for the shrine, no doubt trying to finish what he started while he could. 

    He knows I can beat him. 

    Leaping up, I ran at him, ready to end this. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 

      

    Grabbing Lazlo by the arm, I spun him around and punched him in the face, making his head snap back, the blow a lot more effective than the last. 

    Adrenaline coursing through me, I didn’t immediately feel the pain in my hand. Without giving him a chance to recover, I drove my fist into his gut. He doubled over with a grunt. Whatever power I had absorbed had made me a lot stronger. I could actually take this asshole. Make him pay for everything since his arrival. 

    Losing it, I kept hitting him, taking my anger and frustration out on his ugly face. He barely had a chance to retaliate, though he got a few shots in. I barely felt the blows, too intent on finishing the job.  

    I’m sure I’ll feel it later. 

    Lazlo staggered back, just about staying on his feet.  

    Hitting him in the face again, I thought of Jax’s words. If I wanted to kill Lazlo, I needed to take his head off. But with what? If only Betty took the form of an axe instead of a bat. It wouldn’t have stopped him from destroying her though. That reminded me… 

    Swinging my foot up, I caught Lazlo in the balls. He gave a wheezing gasp, grabbing his crotch.  

    “That’s for Betty, asshole.”  

    I chanced a glance around, searching for a suitable weapon to chop his head off. Right now, I’d settle for a rock to cave his head in. Surely that would work just as well. 

     Lazlo saw his opportunity. The air suddenly left my lungs as he punched me in the solar plexus. Dropping to the ground, I tried to suck in a breath, but I couldn’t. The pain spread through my chest and I gagged. 

    Lazlo gestured to the demons behind me. Thinking they were coming for me, I forced myself back to my feet, still trying to catch my breath. Instead, the demons grabbed Blake by the arms. 

    “No!” I barked. This was between me and Lazlo.  

    “Stop! Or they’ll tear him apart,” Lazlo warned.  

    Blood trickled from his nose and his left eye had already started to swell. I wished I had done more damage to him. Knocked him unconscious at least. 

    Blake looked ready to collapse, no doubt from the effort of trying to stop the shift. He struggled against the demons holding him but couldn’t do much. They were too strong.  

    “Run, Nissa,” he called. “Just go.” 

    I couldn’t leave him. They’d kill him for sure. He deserved better than that. And I know for sure that he wouldn’t leave me if the roles were reversed. 

    With no other choice, I dropped my hands by my sides. I’d stand down for now. 

    Confident I wouldn’t attack him again, Lazlo stepped up to the shrine and began to chant. The shrine started glowing brighter as he activated it. The pulse of energy in the air increased, flowing over me like a wave. 

    Looking to Blake, I knew I had to do something. Could I really help anyone if Lazlo succeeded? Blake gave me a nod. I tried to smile at him but couldn’t. 

    Turning, I ran at Lazlo. Right before I reached him, a huge burst of energy erupted from the shrine, sending me flying through the air. I came down hard, my whole body jarring from the impact. 

    I definitely broke something that time. 

    Blake appeared at my side. “Get up quick.” He helped me up as the demons all picked themselves off the ground too. 

    Lazlo turned to face them, threw his fist in the air, and let out a roar of victory. The demons cheered right before the ground began to shake. How did Lazlo survive that blast? Was he protected because he activated the shrine? 

    Blake grabbed my hand as we stumbled back. The ground in front of the shrine split open and dark smoke poured out. The crack started to grow slowly, but I imagine it would soon stretch to the other shrines, taking most of the town with it. What if it went further? Sinking the entire state or worse? 

    We are so fucked. 

    As the crack widened, one of the demons tried to get a look in the hole. The ground gave way under his feet, and he plunged down into the hole with a scream. 

    I do not want to end up down there.  

    “We need to run,” I said. We had run out of options. 

    As we turned, I felt the ground give way. I screamed as I started to slide down the loose dirt. Blake still clung to my hand and we both sank toward the hole.  

    Blake managed to get a foothold, keeping us both from plunging in after the demon. He tried to pull me up as I tried to dig my feet in to get some leverage. 

    A glance down revealed more smoke, and darkness dotted with small red embers. I could hear a distant keening noise.  

    Is it coming from the pit? 

    Fear gripped me as I desperately tried to find a way back to solid ground. I scrabbled to grab hold of something, anything. My free hand closed around what I thought was a tree branch. A familiar spark shot up my arm and instead, I discovered Betty, unbroken. Whole. 

    What the hell? 

    She jerked free of the dirt, and I almost fell into the pit. If Blake hadn’t been holding onto my other hand, I would have. He hauled me up, back onto solid ground. We scrambled away from the abyss as I tried to wrap my head around the fact that Betty somehow repaired herself.  

    Lazlo spotted us and stalked toward us. I got to my feet and aimed Betty at him. I may not have been strong enough to take him before, but I had a hell of a boost since that.  

    “Hey, Lazlo! Go to hell.” The power left Betty, striking him in the center of the chest. He howled in pain as the light blasted him back. He rolled to a stop and lay still, face down in the dirt.  

    That’s what you get for messing with Betty. 

    "Did you kill him?" Blake asked. 

    "I hope so.” If not, I’d be happy to finish the job. The amount of infernal energy that came out of Betty should have blown him to pieces. 

    Blake hugged me to him. “Well, it looks like it didn’t stop the hole from opening. What are we going to do?” 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 

      

    With Lazlo down, hopefully for good, I ran for the shrine before the other demons noticed their boss had fallen. We didn’t have much time left before the hole headed straight for town. People must be going nuts back there. They had to be able to feel these tremors. While we didn’t get earthquakes around here, I doubt everyone would automatically think hell gate opening. They’d look for answers while complaining to anyone who would listen. 

    Dropping to my knees, I ran my hands over the stone searching for anything that would deactivate it. I gave a frustrated yell. “Where’s the off switch?” I knew it would never be that easy, but I had to try. Since Lazlo used a spell to activate the shrine, then we probably needed a spell to turn it off too. 

    And it’s not like we can ask him. 

    As a wizard I could in theory perform spells, but I’ve never tried. Spending most of my life pretending my powers didn’t exist, didn’t make me want to throw out a few rhyming couplets. What use would they be in a fight anyway when I could just freeze someone or sucker punch them in the face? Plus no one ever offered to teach me. The only people who could use the spells on the shrines would be the Council members. And where were they? Back in their offices, pretending the demons didn’t exist. 

    “Try blasting it again,” Blake suggested. He cast an eye toward the demons, but they were too excited about the hole opening to pay us much attention. What were they hoping would happen? Or did they just revel in the idea of killing a whole town? At least they were ignoring us for the time being. 

    “I don’t know if I should. With the amount of power coming off it, it might make things worse.” What if the hole opening sped up? Or the whole ground collapsed underneath us? 

    “Worse than getting sucked into hell? You have to try.” He didn’t look happy to be asking me, but we were desperate.  

    “Okay, back up.” The only safe place to stand now seemed to be behind the shrine, as the hole continued to widen. An old tire tipped into it, falling who knows how far to the bottom. The demons backed up, then moved to the edge again to look in. What were they looking at? 

    Nothing I want to see. I don’t need the nightmares. 

    Though Lazlo did say something about his brethren. Did that mean he opened it to let specific demons out? Or did he just want to increase their numbers? Maybe he thought they’d be grateful and join his band of idiots. That’s the last thing we needed, new demons straight from the infernal realm. They’d be more powerful than the ones here and could probably decimate the country in a short amount of time.  

    Readying Betty, I wondered if another blast would do anything to the shrine or just blow both of us up. The boost I had wouldn’t last for long and I wasn’t willing to draw on any more infernal energy if I didn’t have to. Who knows what it would do to me in the long term. 

    A loud shrieking noise filled the air, drawing my attention. I spun in time to see a creature with wings burst out of the hole and soar up into the air. It resembled a small dragon, only really ugly. Hovering in the air, it took in its surroundings.  

    “What the fuck is that?” I cried. Falling in sounded bad enough, I didn’t expect anything to come flying out. Did Lazlo open the hole to let that thing out? Oh God, what if more of them came out? An entire army of demons waiting to emerge? 

    What have they done? 

    The creature spotted movement, swooped down and snatched up one of the demons, sending the others fleeing. It picked him up and dropped him straight into the hole. He screamed all the way down. I guess it wasn’t on their side after all. The other demons weren’t hanging around to meet the same fate. Running for their lives, they leaped onto their bikes and rode off, kicking up dust in their wake.  

    What? Didn’t opening a hole to hell live up to their expectations? 

    Two bikes were left. No doubt Lazlo’s and the demon who went into the hole. Since they made no move to help their leader, I imagined Lazlo didn’t tell them everything that would happen if they succeeded in opening the hole, but at least that thing didn’t team up with the demons. Though now it appeared to be looking for more prey and we were the only ones left. 

    As the winged critter zeroed in on us, Betty came to life in my hands, swinging around to meet it. A blast of energy left her, hitting the creature square in the chest and it exploded in midair, raining chunks down on us. I flicked a piece of scaly skin off my shoulder, trying not to gag. At least I had enough power to kill whatever came out. That made me feel a little better, but if it turned into a swarm of those things, Betty wouldn’t be able to do much good against that. We had to close the hole. 

    “Holy shit,” Blake muttered wiping parts off himself. “Quick, aim for the shrine before anything else makes an appearance.” 

    Moving back as far as I could, I pointed Betty and blasted the shrine. This time it didn’t take much concentration, given what I had just seen. The moment the energy struck the shrine, the area lit up in a blazing white light, blinding me. My feet left the ground, and I flew through the air. I clung to Betty as I came down hard on the ground, landing hard on my right side. Blake crashed down beside me. If we had been standing closer to the shrine, that blast probably would have killed us. 

     I shouldn’t have done that. I’d never forgive myself if I hurt Blake. 

    As I picked myself back up, I screamed in frustration at the sight before me. The blast did nothing. Either I wasn’t strong enough or the shrine wasn’t affected by infernal energy. Which would make sense if it opened an infernal realm. I probably just charged the thing up. 

    What the hell am I going to do? I don’t know how to be this hero they’re all expecting. 

    The rumbling beneath our feet grew stronger and Blake took my hand.  

    “We need to get back to town and tell everyone to evacuate.” He looked defeated. I knew the feeling.  

    I resisted as he tried to pull me away, but I had to accept that I couldn’t destroy the shrine. I didn’t have enough power, no matter what Jeremiah thought about me. Stupidly, I almost believed him. Believed that I could be more than just a small-town bartender with shitty parents and a boat load of trauma in my past. 

    The best thing I could do now was warn as many people as possible in town, so they at least had a chance to get away before something else escaped. Maybe someone in town would have enough power to destroy the shrine, someone with another kind of magic. Or maybe that asshole, Jeremiah would finally do something and shut it down with the right spell. He had to know it. I just hoped we could get back here in time.  

    Would a spell work on the other shrines? We might have better luck with them given how far away they were.  

    As I turned to go, someone ran past us, almost hitting me.  Letting go of Blake’s hand, I turned to see Jax running full tilt toward the shrine, holding something large in his hands. 

    “What the…?” 

    When he reached the shrine, Jax tipped a bucket of water over the top of it. A hissing noise sounded as the water connected with the stone.  

    What the hell is he doing? What does he think that will do? 

    The shrine seemed to sputter out as the glow faded and the rumbling below our feet stopped.  

    Oh my God, it worked. 

    Panting from running, Jax dropped a rusted bucket onto the ground and grinned at me. I looked at the bucket, then back up at him, barely believing my eyes. 

    “What was that?” I asked. 

    “Holy water. The only way to deactivate one of these.” He jerked a thumb toward the shrine, still trying to catch his breath. 

    Holy water, really? 

    I glanced at Blake who looked as surprised as I felt. Where did he even get holy water from around here? It’s not exactly common in this town, though I know there has to be some given that it can be used to take certain supernaturals down. I’m sure Abernathy has an ample supply somewhere. Maybe he stole it from him. 

    “I don’t understand. How did you escape?” 

    Jax rolled his eyes. “You’re welcome! And trust me, there isn’t a knot or pair of handcuffs I can’t escape from.” He raised an eyebrow suggestively and I scoffed. 

    I didn’t want to know how he knew that. I suppose we should just be glad that he chose to do the right thing. He looked over at Lazlo’s body and I swear I saw the relief on his face. He had been freed from Lazlo’s grasp. I’d be relieved too. 

    “Nis, look. It’s closing,” Blake said, pointing at the ground. 

    Sure enough, the hole had started to slowly close back up. The ground stopped shaking too. Relief flooded through me; it was over. I just never expected Jax to be the one to save us. 

    I’ll take it. It’s about time we caught a break. 

    “Why help us at all?” I asked Jax. What did he get out of it? He could have just skipped town and left us to it. 

    Maybe I was wrong about him. 

    No, I couldn’t think that way. Demons couldn’t be trusted, he only did this to save himself and to get away from Lazlo. 

    He shrugged. “Did you see what came out of there? Which reminds me, you should get rid of him.” He pointed to Lazlo’s body. 

    “Let’s shove him in before it closes,” Blake said, heading toward him.  

    Good idea. He wanted to open the hole so bad, he can spend eternity in it. 

    I followed, with a final glance at Jax. He was a curious one.  

    Lazlo lay right beside the hole, making our job a lot easier. Now that the hole had almost closed, it seemed to be speeding up the process. We had seconds left to get rid of him. 

    “Hurry,” Blake said, moving to his feet.  

    “Ready?” I said as I put my hands on Lazlo’s back. 

    We rolled him toward the hole. As his legs went in, the weight pulling the rest of his body in too, he suddenly opened his eyes. With a roar, his hand clamped around my wrist. The skin started to burn as he used his power on me. I let out a scream as he yanked me toward the hole. For a heart stopping moment, I felt myself tip forward toward the horror of what lay below. 

    “Nissa!” Blake yelled. He hit me from the side, knocking me free of Lazlo’s grasp. 

    Landing on my side, I watched in horror as Lazlo grabbed Blake’s ankle. He pitched back as the weight of Lazlo dragged him into the hole. 

    “No!” I screamed, trying to grab Blake’s hand. My fingers brushed his, right before he plunged into the hole. I saw the look of terror on his face right before he disappeared from sight. 

    I lunged forward, ready to jump in after him, but Jax dragged me back, stopping me from doing what I needed. 

    The hole closed up before me, trapping Blake inside. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 

      

    “No, no, no,” I screeched, digging in the dirt, trying to get to Blake. Sharp stones and roots cut into my hands, but I didn’t care about the pain. I had to save him. This couldn’t be it. Just because he went in didn’t mean he died. He was a werewolf; he could have survived a fall. Though Lazlo probably survived too. What would he do to Blake? 

    I have to get to him. 

    “Stop,” Jax said, reaching a hand out toward me. 

    “We have to do something! Open it back up,” I screamed at him.  

    “I can’t, I don’t know how,” Jax replied. 

    He knew how to close it, surely, he knew how to open it back up. Letting the dirt fall through my fingers, tears dripped down my face. Blake saved my life. This happened because of me.  

    It should be me down there. 

    “Sorry,” Jax muttered. 

    Anger filled me and I got to my feet. “Oh, are you? If you hadn’t stopped me, I could have reached him, I could have pulled him out,” I screamed. 

    Jax looked at me like I was crazy. “Nissa, he had over two hundred pounds of demon hanging from him. Even if you could have pulled Blake up, you couldn’t have done it with Lazlo holding onto him. I only grabbed you to stop you from falling in too.” 

    “No one asked you to save me,” I screamed shoving him hard. How dare he interfere. His friends started all of this in the first place. If they hadn’t come here, Blake would be alive. I hated him. All demons. I wanted to kill him. 

    Jax backed away, keeping his arms by his sides. I thumped him in the chest, over and over again, but he wouldn’t fight back. He kept backing out of my reach, he didn’t even look mad. Why couldn’t he take a swing at me? Give me a reason to finish him off. 

    Finally exhausting myself, I dropped my hands. “Some demon,” I sneered. “Screw you.” 

    Staring down at the dirt, I knew that this was much more than what the demons did. I persuaded Blake to come out here with me. If I had just let it go then this wouldn’t have happened. 

    Sniffing, I wiped at my face. Jax took a step toward me. 

    “Are you okay?” he asked. 

    Shaking my head wildly, I couldn’t even look at him. Storming off, I needed to put some distance between us before I turned Betty on him. As much as I would like to blame him for all of this, it fell on me. Why didn’t I stop time? Those valuable seconds could have been enough to get hold of Blake.  

    But with everyone frozen, the only thing that would happen was I would have been pulled in too when time unfroze. 

    I pushed that thought away. Who knew what could have happened? I needed to do something…to figure out a way to get to him. He had to be alive, he just had to be. Someone had to know what to do. 

    My thoughts racing, and I kept walking in the direction of the truck. Passing the bikes that had been left behind, I had the presence of mind to snatch up the saddle bag from Lazlo’s bike. There could be something useful in it. 

    The other demons were long gone, they had probably left town by now. Even if they hadn’t, there’s no way they would help me. I’m sure none of them wanted that hole opened again. Not after they saw what came out of it. And I didn’t have time to try and force one of them. Time was of the essence. 

    Reaching the truck, I tossed Betty and the bag inside and got in, heading back to town. My whole body shook from the adrenaline, and I couldn’t think straight. Blake’s face filled my mind, the look of terror as he got pulled in. I only caught a glimpse of what lay below. Mostly darkness, but I also saw fire and something moving in the depths. My mind went into overdrive at what else could be living down there, but I forced those thoughts away. All that mattered was trying to find a way to get him out. 

    As I reached the town center, I saw a few people walk by with worried looks on their faces. Everyone in town would have felt the earthquakes and would be wondering what caused them. They’d all be gathered outside the Council, looking for answers from our glorious leaders. 

    What a joke. 

    But that son of a bitch Jeremiah would have the answers that I needed. And I’d do whatever it took to get them from him.  

    Bringing the truck to a stop in the street, I sat there for a moment, the engine still running, still trying to process what happened. 

    This is all my fault. I should have done more to save him. 

    Glancing at the seat, I remembered the bag. I snatched it up and emptied the contents onto the seat. There were personal items, the map he had been using, and an old journal. A quick check of the map showed multiple X’s across it. Most likely the places he had checked for the shrines. Lifting the journal, I opened it, leaving a smear of blood on one of the pages. My hands were cut to ribbons. I didn’t even feel it.  

    Holding the journals by the edges to avoid making any further marks on it, I found that the pages were filled with writing. Unfortunately, it looked like complete nonsense. I flipped through the pages, hoping for a translation, but I couldn’t see anything in English.  

    “Goddamn it!” I screamed throwing it at the far door. It fell to the floor. Burying my face in my hands, I started to cry. More mysteries to be solved, cryptic crap that I had no idea about. Did it ever end? 

    Wiping at the tears on my face, I knew I couldn’t sit here. Jeremiah. He might be able to do something. Blake could survive a little while, just long enough for me to save him, by opening the gate again. It wouldn’t have to be for long, just long enough, then we could douse the shrine with holy water and close it back up. 

    Hope flared in my chest, as I snatched up the journal, leaped out of the truck, and ran toward the Council building. Jeremiah had to know how to open the gate if the Council were responsible for keeping it closed. The spells that Lazlo used. Maybe that’s what he wrote in the journal. Which begged the question why hadn’t Jeremiah tried harder to stop the demons? Where were the other Council members? Shouldn’t they have had something in place to stop Lazlo from getting to the shrines in the first place? Something more than some random guy following them who only managed to get himself killed. 

    A few people had gathered outside the Council buildings, but it looked like they were leaving. Did Jeremiah already talk to them? Or another Council member? I wondered what they said to calm them down. More lies no doubt. 

    Pushing past them, I spotted Erica, another Council member. She seemed to be the only one here. “Where is he?” I demanded. 

    She turned, a look of surprise on her face. Her jewelry jangled as she turned. “Who?” 

    “Jeremiah.” 

    She sighed. “He says he’s in a meeting and isn’t to be disturbed. If you are here about the earthquakes, we are investigating.” 

    “Investigating! The goddamn demons just opened a gate to hell,” I screeched, my voice echoing around the hallway. 

    Erica shook her head. “No. That’s impossible. They wouldn’t know the spells…” 

    “I saw them do it!” 

    “Oh my God. Where? We need to do something.” 

    “I already did,” I snarled. “The hole is closed, and the demons have fled. No thanks to any of you. Why didn’t you do anything?” 

    Her mouth opened and closed like a fish before she finally sputtered, “The shrines were hidden, even from us. We didn’t think the demons had any chance of finding them. We’ve had people watching them, but…” 

    “Well, clearly, they’ve been given the slip. At least one of them is dead. Jeremiah knew this was a risk. He knew this could happen.” 

    Erica shot a glare in the direction of his office. Clearly, he didn’t fill her in on what we told him earlier. 

    “He’s the one who told you that they were safe,” I surmised. 

    “I have some calls to make,” Erica said, stalking off.  

    That bastard had played the other members of the Council too.  And for what? He didn’t want the demons here, so why not tell them and get their help? He already knew about the first shrine being activated. No, he wanted that information kept secret for a reason. Maybe he planned on using them himself at some point. 

    Well, I’m going to find out. 

    Crashing into his office, I found him once more at his desk, only this time he wasn’t alone. The receptionist from the front desk sat on her knees in front of him, head bobbing up and down. When she heard the door open, she pulled back, quickly getting to her feet.  

    “What is the meaning of this?” Jeremiah snapped, quickly zipping himself up.  

    The receptionist stood awkwardly, looking mortified. I’m not surprised. If she was going to do the boss, she could have picked a better one than Jeremiah. And what about him? The world almost came to an end, and he was in here getting a blowjob?  

    “Get out,” I said to her. 

    She glanced at Jeremiah who nodded. Hurrying past me, she closed the door behind her. My hands closed into fists. I wanted to beat Jeremiah unconscious, but I needed to know how to reactivate the shrines. 

    “You can’t just burst in here…” Jeremiah started. 

    “Shut up. I don’t want to hear another word from you unless it is to tell me how to reopen the gate.” 

    He stared at me in shock. “Reopen?” 

    “What did you think the earthquakes were? Have you been sitting on your ass this whole time? Letting your secretary get you off?” 

    Visibly swallowing, he tugged at his shirt collar. “I thought…someone said about a weather mage in a dispute with a neighbor, I just assumed…” 

    My voice rose several octaves. “You just assumed? Demons come to town searching for the shrines and you thought they wouldn’t find them? You were so certain? I already told you about the first one, you are not that naïve.” 

    He glared at me. “I didn’t think they’d actually find the other two. To the demons, the shrines are like the holy grail. They weren’t the first to show up, but none ever found them. They were hidden well – by wizard magic. When you told me about the first one, I figured it was a fluke. There are so many stories about them that I figured they just got lucky. I did send men out to check.” He picked up his phone. “They haven’t reported back. 

    “Well, the demons did find them all and activated them. Your men are probably dead. They got at least one of them. He is strewn across Bishop’s Farm.” 

    He shook his head. “Even if they did find them, I never expected them to know the spells. Someone must have helped them. But there’s no one alive who knows the location. Is the gate opening?” 

    Zero concern for the man he got killed. What a truly heartless bastard. 

    “No, it’s closed now. No thanks to you. Holy water, right?” 

    His cheek twitched. “So they say. I’ll inform Abernathy, tell him to get the demons out of town and we can block them from coming back. If you tell me where the shrines are, I can…” 

    “No.” If he didn’t know, then I had the upper hand. 

    “I don’t think this is the time to play games, Miss Whitlock.” 

    “I’m not giving you the information until you help me. You seem to be the expert on the shrines. How do I activate them again?” 

    “Miss Whitlock, the whole town will be pulled under…” 

    “I don’t want to open them for long. Just long enough to pull someone out. Blake…a demon pulled him in.” 

    Jeremiah sighed. “I’m sorry for your loss. But if they were reopened again so soon, even for a minute, the town could end up sinking anyway.” 

    “It won’t. I just need a few minutes.” Once I got him out, I’d help the Council dismantle them or hide them, whatever they wanted. I just needed to get Blake back. He had to help me.  

    He shook his head. “I can’t, no, I won’t do that. Maybe if you had joined us, this wouldn’t have…” 

    Anger coursed through me. After everything that happened, he was still trying to coerce me into joining the damn Council. “Don’t you dare finish that sentence. I will never join you. Not after this. If you won’t help me, I’ll find another way to save Blake.” 

    Fuck him. Fuck the whole Council. 

    Storming out of the room, I left him to it. If he wanted the shrines, he could look for them like the rest of us. God knows what he would do with them once he found them, but I couldn’t worry about that now. I just had to get to them first. 

    There has to be someone in this town who can help me. I’ll speak to every single person if I have to. 

    Getting back into my truck, I tossed the journal onto the seat and paused, feeling despair crash down on me. Jeremiah was the only one who might have the knowledge and he wouldn’t help me. I couldn’t save Blake.  

    The finality of it hit me and I felt like I couldn’t breathe. Shoving open the door to my truck, I nearly fell out onto the street. Sinking to the ground beside the truck, I wrapped my arms around my knees, trying desperately to keep it together. I couldn’t think that way. If I gave up, then there would be no hope at all. Blake deserved more than that. 

    I can’t give up. No one else is going to die because of me. 

    Forcing myself up, I picked a destination and started walking. I could do this. I’d find the answers and save him. I had to. 

    Just hang on, Blake. I’ll find you. 

      

    

  


   
    Epilogue 

      

    1995 

      

    Knocking on the door of the rundown trailer, Steven waited impatiently for someone to answer. He had been told that the woman who lived here had a rare gift, one he needed right now. Though this area of town left a lot to be desired.  

    A man passed by eyeing Steven as he went. He wore a wifebeater and dirty jeans, his arms laden with grocery bags full of beer. Steven pulled a face. To think this town held so much potential and was still home to people like that. Though from what he had learned, this area catered to humans and the lowest ranking supernaturals. Which made him wonder if it had been worth the trip. 

    The door to the trailer opened and a young woman stepped out. Slim, with long brown hair, she wore curve-hugging denim shorts and a tight top. Not what Steven had been expecting at all.  

    “Hello?” she said giving him the once over. A curious smile danced on her lips. 

    “Hi, I was looking for the tarot reader.” This couldn’t be her, could it? He expected some rotund woman in a headscarf for some reason. 

    She smiled, offering him her hand. “Anna Whitlock. Pleased to meet you...” 

    He took her proffered hand. “Steven Edwards. But most people call me Eddie.” A nickname he had come to like. No one knew his real name; he had stopped using it long ago. 

    “Hm, well I know you’re not from around here, I’d remember you,” she said twirling a strand of hair around her finger.  

    He could smell some sort of floral perfume off her that reminded him of a place he visited a long time ago. A garden in Italy over eighty years ago. Funny how long-buried memories could pop up like that from just a scent.  

    She was obviously flirting with him and while he didn’t mind the attention, she was very beautiful, he did have other reasons for being there. Maybe after he got the answers he needed; they could get to know each other better. 

    “I’m just visiting Nowhere. Are you available for a reading?” 

    “Of course, come on in.” She walked slowly into the trailer, hips swaying.  

    Steven followed, his gaze on her ass. He had sampled a lot of humans in his time, but he had a feeling that she would be one of the sweetest. Giving himself a shake, he tried to focus on the matter at hand, though he could feel his erection straining at his jeans. 

    The trailer wasn’t very big, but she kept it tidy. The carpet under his feet looked like it had been laid in the 70s, and none of the furniture matched. 

    Anna took a seat at a small wooden table against the far wall, where her deck of cards sat stacked. She motioned for him to sit opposite her. When he did, she lifted the deck and shuffled the cards. “What question do you want answered?” she asked. 

    “You don’t know already?” he asked, studying her carefully. He couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to kiss those cherry red lips, though given what he suspected about her, perhaps he should put those thoughts to one side until he got what he wanted. 

    She smirked and laid out the cards in front of her. One by one she flipped them over. Steven didn’t even glance at them. They were nothing more than pretty pictures. Anyone with true sight wouldn’t need tools to help them. 

    “I see you’ve led a very exciting life. You’re a passionate person, one who isn’t afraid to go after what he wants.” Looking up, she gave him a look that sent his pulse racing. He knew exactly what she wanted, but it could wait. This wasn’t what he came here for. He wasn’t interested in some sideshow act from her. He needed real answers. Answers Anna Whitlock couldn’t give him. 

    Reaching across the table, he took her hand. “I think you need to stop hiding and talk to me.”  

    Her brow furrowed. “What?” 

    Tightening his grip, he commanded, “Show yourself, traveler.” 

    Her eyes widened before they rolled back into her head. When she spoke, her voice took on a deep, guttural tone. “What do you want with me, wizard?” 

    Finally, he thought. 

    “There you are. Living inside a young woman, how long has that been going on?” he asked, for he was curious about this Anna Whitlock. She seemed to live here alone, making a living pretending to read cards. Surely that wouldn’t be enough to pay the rent. 

    “I acquired this host when it was quite young, and I have no intention of giving it up.” 

    Travelers were known to latch onto humans, though it surprised him that it would go after a child. They weren’t much use to a traveler. Unless it had been injured or needed to hide urgently. It may have chosen the closest host it could find. 

    “Of course not. But you can be useful to me. I know you have the power to foresee the future. Show me mine. Show me what will happen if I go through with my plan.” Ironic that Anna pretended to read the future when the creature inside her actually could. Perhaps she recalled glimpses from the times it took over and truly believed she could tell the future. 

    The traveler sat back in the chair, staring at him with the whites of Anna’s eyes. It cut an eerie figure. “I know of your plans, wizard. Releasing an Old One is not a wise move.” 

    So it already knew about his plans. He shouldn’t be surprised. Once he touched it, it would have been able to see into his mind. “It will be if I can drain its power and take it for myself.” 

    The traveler chuckled. “Such arrogance. That’s why your kind is all but gone. Never content with what you have, you always want more.” 

    Steven didn’t disagree, he did want more, and he would have it if he could carry out the plan. The people working with him were just as eager to see it through, but he wanted to know what the outcome would be. The creature he planned on releasing could wipe out everything if he made a mistake. Having a little advanced knowledge would be a good thing. 

    “Perhaps there is something in it for you,” he said. The creature had to want something. 

    The traveler stared at him a moment, thinking about the offer. “With that kind of power, you could give me control over my hosts permanently.” 

    Travelers were demons who no longer had form. They managed to work their way into human hosts and lived there unknown to the host. At times they could take control, but never for very long. Anna probably didn’t know he existed, though he imagined it was the reason she was here in Nowhere. If it had control, Anna would be gone. Or the traveler could abandon her for a new host. They were lower life forms, troublemakers, and tricksters. He saw no issue in agreeing, as it would not threaten his own plans. 

    “That could be arranged.” Steven would agree to whatever it wanted if it could tell him how to defeat the Old One. 

    Pursing Anna’s lips, it reached out and placed her hand on his. Its eyes closed, as the vision came to it. Steven waited impatiently. He had a lot riding on this, he had to know how things would play out. The prophecy stated that he would be the one to defeat the Old One, but it didn’t say how. It came to him after years of searching for a way to restore his people. The wizards were unjustly murdered and while he would not miss any of those that came before, he had no intention of spending eternity as the only one of his kind. He knew his people had taken on Old Ones before, but the stories had been lost to time. When Steven turned his back on his people, he lost a lot of his history along the way, but it ended up being the only way he could survive. And survive he did. He had outlived all of his people. 

    The traveler opened its eyes, looking confused. For a moment, Steven wondered if Anna had returned, but then the traveler spoke. “I see…conflicting futures.” 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “Your power is enough to stop the Old One, but I also see untold destruction.” 

    “I don’t understand. Does it work out or not?” It should be an either-or situation.  

    The traveler sneered at him. “See for yourself what will happen if you unleash the beast.” It slammed its hand back down on his and Steven became overwhelmed by a vision. Body convulsing, he saw the town of Nowhere in ruins, bodies lying all around. More than that though, the Old One didn’t stop at Nowhere, he destroyed everything in his path, killing millions. He could see the destruction across the entire county as the beast unleashed its rage.  

    I fail. 

    Steven yanked his hand back, taking a shaky breath. He really thought he could pull it off. Had the prophecy been wrong? A fake? While most humans meant very little to him, he did enjoy living in this world. Seeing it destroyed like that made him doubt everything. Should he walk away from the plan? 

    Rubbing a hand over his face, he realized that he needed more time. Thank goodness the alignment was still a few years away. He needed to gather more information before he made a decision. 

    “Wait, you said that I do have enough power to stop the Old One. So why didn’t I?” 

    The traveler cocked its head to the side. “The choices you make will decide the outcome. Choose wisely.” 

    “What the hell does that even mean?” Did that mean that the future wasn’t set? The prophecy said his power would be enough.  

    Anna groaned. Steven glanced up as her eyes returned to normal and she looked around the room, confused. “What was I saying?” 

    She had no idea what just transpired. Steven wanted more answers but first, he needed to think. 

    Composing himself, Steven took her hand. “You were conducting a reading,” he said. “And you told me that I have a passionate rendezvous in my future.” 

    “I did?” 

    He leaned across the table and put a hand on her cheek. “You did.” What better way to clear his mind than an afternoon in bed with her? 

    They both stood up, as Steven pulled her in for a kiss. She kissed him hungrily, rubbing her body against his. He liked this one, they could have a lot of fun. 

    Dropping his hand, he squeezed her ass. “Is there a bed we could go to?” 

    With a grin, she turned and led the way to the back of the trailer. He would take a little time to play with the human, then he could meet with the others and decide his next move. 

    As he followed, he cast a glance down at the cards on the table. He spotted the Tower, The Empress and The High Priestess. Though he didn’t put much stock in the cards, he did know a few of their meanings. The Tower could symbolize disaster. The High Priestess showed an unknown future. But for the life of him, Steven couldn’t remember what the Empress card symbolized. 

    “Are you coming?” Anna called. 

    “Yes,” he said quickening his pace, looking forward to forgetting all this for a while. He could ignore the traveler inside her and would focus only on the woman. 

    Stepping into her bedroom, Steven found an already naked Anna waiting for him on the bed. Spreading her legs wide, she motioned for him to come closer. 

    “Ready to have some fun?” she purred. 

    “More than you know,” he replied. 

    I’ll need the distraction after what I saw. What if all this time the prophecy was wrong? 

      

    Find out what happens next in Last Stop To Hell 

      

    

  


   
    If you enjoyed the Road To Nowhere series, then be sure to check out: 

    Gods of Chaos Series 

    Daemon Persuasion Series 

    League of Watchers Series 

    Queen of Hell Series
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