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    Chapter One 

      

    “Oh God, not again,” the blonde librarian muttered as I stumbled up to the front desk just before closing. Nearly empty at this time, I had her all to myself. 

    “Yes, me again,” I said, trying to sound friendly, but only because I needed something from her. “Any word on the restricted section request from the Council?” 

    I had been in the library almost every night since Blake fell in that hole, desperately searching for answers. And I guess I haven’t always been as quiet as the librarian would like. I tend to lose my temper when I can’t get the answers that I need. She had to throw me out a couple of times. 

    Pursing her lips, the librarian said, “Miss Whitlock, you know the rules. You are not allowed in the library while intoxicated.” 

    I scoffed, though I did have some trouble standing up straight. But after nearly two weeks of looking for answers on how to reopen the gate to hell, I had started to lose hope. The whiskey helped dull the pain as I exhausted every lead I had. “Did the Council respond to my request?” 

    The librarian sighed, lacing her fingers on the desk in front of her. “Miss Whitlock, perhaps…” 

    “Ah, ah, ah, no. I hear a lecture coming. And frankly…” I paused to check the nameplate on her desk, “…Cheryl, I don’t want to hear it. I’ve jumped through all your hoops, filled out the forms, and even petitioned the Council in writing like you said. I need to see those books.” 

    They were my last hope. My last chance of seeing Blake again, of getting him out of hell. The rest of the books in here were useless. Not one of them mentioned the hell gate. I imagine they deliberately removed all mention of it since no one in Nowhere had a clue that it existed, but those books might hold the key. 

    “I’m afraid the request has been denied,” Cheryl said. I saw a flicker of fear in her eyes as she waited for me to react to the news. 

    The news didn’t shock me. I was dealing with the Council after all. Jeremiah knew why I wanted the books, but Veronica didn’t. She returned from her travels, and I contacted her with some bullshit story about wanting to research old languages. In reality, I was trying to decode the entries in Lazlo’s journal. And if it got me into the restricted section, I could try and grab a few other books at the same time. 

    Either Jeremiah got to her, which risked exposing his dastardly plans or Veronica didn’t think a lowly bartender had a right to touch her precious books. 

    “Oh.” 

    I’d already moved past angry and desperate. Though I felt the urge to swipe everything off the desk in front of me or grab Cheryl by her perfectly coiffed hair, it wouldn’t help me get to the books. I needed to be smarter, or Blake would die. 

    Running a hand through my multicolored hair, I said, “Thanks for trying.” 

    Cheryl’s mouth dropped open. 

    “I’ll go and check the other books again,” I lied. 

    The restricted section lay in the far back corner of the library, close to the tables I spent so many nights at lately. Which gave me plenty of time to study the area.  

    During that time, I read everything that might help me, including several spell books. They were a last resort, but something I needed now to get to the restricted section.  

    Heading back to the tables, I moved slowly, pausing to look at shelves as I went, trying to appear casual. I’d run out of patience, if I had any to begin with, and now I needed to act. 

    The restricted section had been cordoned off with a rope, but additional measures had been taken. Peering at the entry, I could see a faint shimmer in the air, surrounding the bookshelves. A spell in place to keep everyone out. It worked to prevent me from reading any of the titles on the spines too, so I didn’t know exactly what to grab. 

    Let’s see if my spellcasting 101 study session will actually work. 

    A quick glance over my shoulder told me Cheryl couldn’t see me from here. I had maybe a few minutes to get in, grab what I could, and run for it. 

    Pulling a scrap of paper from the pocket of my jeans, I read over the spell that I had copied from one of the books. I put it off because I didn’t know if I could make it work. None of my practice spells had, though I may have fudged the Latin on a few of them. And I wanted to see if I could convince Veronica first. I had the stupid idea that at least one of the Council members might be decent. No such luck. 

    Guess it’s time to find out if I can do this. 

    Stuttering over the foreign words, I recited the spell. The shimmer flickered and vanished. 

    Holy crap, it worked. 

    I rushed forward, my mind on which books to grab. I made it three feet before being blasted back. Sliding across the floor on my back, I came to a stop up one of the aisles. 

    “Ow!” I croaked, lying still for a moment as I assessed the damage. 

    Cheryl appeared above me. “Did I mention there are several layers of security on the restricted section?” She raised an eyebrow. 

    “So I see,” I wheezed. “Effective.” 

    Slowly, I sat up, my body still tingling from the blast. Getting to my feet, I brushed off my clothes. 

    “I think you need to leave,” Cheryl said. 

    There goes my shot. 

    “I’ll be back. I’ll get answers, one way or another.”  

    Limping off, I wondered if those spells would stand up to arson. At this point, I’d try anything.  

    Outside, I took a breath of crisp evening air, wincing slightly at the pain in my back where I landed. I don’t think I broke anything, just bruised. 

    Reality hit me. I had no one left to ask for help. Jax hung around for a while after the other demons fled, but I hadn’t seen him in a few days. I’m sure he had moved on. M was out. She returned to town the day after everything. She tried to talk to me, to smooth things over, but I couldn’t talk to her. With Blake trapped, I needed to focus on getting him out, not listening to M try to talk me out of it. In order to keep avoiding her, I refused to work the same shifts at the bar, not that I showed up much anymore, and I did my best to ignore her phone calls and messages too. 

    Extreme? Maybe. But she hated Blake, there was no way she would support what I had planned. 

    I looked up and down the street, wondering what to do next. The thought of going back to my empty apartment didn’t appeal to me. I spent so much time with Blake there, it had become impossible not to expect him to walk into the room.  

    Guess I’ll do what I do every night. 

    But I needed a drink for that. Heading toward the bar, I reckoned I could slip in the back door without being seen and grab a bottle of something. M would be working; I’d need to be quick. 

    As I crossed the parking lot to the bar, I noticed that it seemed quiet.  

    What day even is it? 

    I had seriously lost track. Checking my phone, I discovered that it was Thursday. That explained the quiet. Friday and Saturday were the busy nights. Which meant I had more chance of getting caught.  

    Looks like I’ll have to freeze the room if I want to avoid a lecture. 

    My mind on what bottle of whiskey I could snag, I opened the back door and slipped inside. The kitchen area stretched out before me, empty, but probably not for long. I could hear people talking in the bar and music playing. An 80’s song, so I knew for sure that M had a shift tonight. 

    Hurrying to the boxes in the corner, I checked the labels. I didn’t care much for quality, just whatever one got me drunk faster. Lifting a bottle out, I turned and almost collided with M. 

    “There you are,” she said. She wore a Led Zeppelin t-shirt over jeans, a beer stain already drying on the front of the t-shirt. 

    “And I’m going,” I said walking by her. 

    “Nis, please. You can’t avoid me forever.” 

    “I can try,” I replied. 

    “Just give me five minutes,” she pleaded. 

    Sighing, I stopped at the door. “How about I give you twenty-seven seconds instead?” 

    “No, do…” I cut her off when I threw up my hand and stopped time.  

    “What’s that?” I said, putting a hand behind my ear. “Nothing to say? Okay, gotta go, bye.” 

    Stalking out, I hurried away before she unfroze. She wouldn’t be able to leave the bar to chase me. 

    I knew she’d try again, probably show up at my apartment next, but since I only went home to sleep, most nights, she wouldn’t get an answer.  

    Twisting the cap off the bottle, I took a drink. It hit the back of my throat, making it burn. I drank more as I walked along, heading out the road toward Bishop’s Farm and the quarry. I visited it most nights when I wasn’t buried in books. I don’t know why I kept returning to that spot. I guess I hoped that something would change. That some knowledge would come to me, and I would be able to activate the shrine or by some miracle, it would open up itself and Blake would come climbing out. More than anything, I think I just felt closer to him out there. It gave me a place to think without being interrupted. 

    Since I was on foot, I didn’t take the roads to the farm, instead, I cut across the fields at the edge of town. It would cut about forty minutes off the journey while still giving me time to drink my whiskey and get suitably hammered before I reached the quarry. 

    When I hit the edge of town, I spotted a few nightcrawlers lurking in the shadows. I walked right by them. If they wanted to fight, I’d happily take them on, but given my recent behavior in town, I imagine they’d stay out of my way. 

    A hiss came from my right, but the creature retreated into the shadows. I kept moving, knowing I still had a long walk ahead of me. 

    Arriving at a field, I tightened the cap on the whiskey and dropped it onto the grass on the other side of the fence. Grabbing the top of the fence, I pulled myself up onto it and swung my leg over. When I dropped into the grass, I grabbed the bottle and carried on walking.  

    I loved the silence out here, the view of the clear night sky overhead. Staring up at it, I took another slug of whiskey. It made me feel better, knowing that it remained the same, even when my whole life kept falling apart over and over again. 

    Focusing on the path in front of me, I came to a halt. “What the hell?” 

    The usually empty field had a new addition to it. A trailer, sitting right in the middle of it.  

    Who would put that out here? 

    It sat in darkness, but that didn’t mean no one was inside. Walking toward it, I kept an eye out for anyone who might be lying in wait. Everything that had happened these last few weeks had made me paranoid and with good reason. I couldn’t go five minutes without being attacked it seemed.  

    I spotted a deck chair sitting outside the trailer, along with a small table. Someone put it here. But who? 

    There were no farmhouses nearby. The trailer must belong to a new resident. The housing situation in Nowhere changed depending on how many people showed up looking for sanctuary. I knew they were building some new houses a few miles away, but they would be a while before they were completed. So someone must have rented the trailer and had them place it in this field. 

    I sneaked up to the window at the end, standing on tiptoe to try and see inside. All I could see was darkness. 

    Guess I’ll try the door. 

    Moving around the front, I paused to set the whiskey bottle on the ground first. Didn’t want it getting broken.  

    I moved toward the door, my heart thudding in my chest. As I reached for the door handle, the door swung open. I tried to back away but managed to trip over my own feet, falling on my butt for the second time tonight. 

    A familiar face appeared above me. “You just can’t stay away from me, can you?” 

    “Jax? What the hell are you doing out here? In this?” 

    “Taking your advice. I live here now.” 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Two 

      

    “Seriously? Do you know what people think about demons right now?” I asked, picking myself up off the ground.  

    “Why do you think I’m in the middle of an empty field? Had to pay a pretty penny to get this place set up.” Jax tapped on the side of the trailer, and something dropped off into the dirt.  

    “You were robbed,” I muttered. 

    The trailer didn’t look like much, but I guess it kept him away from the locals. Though who he convinced to help him I had no idea. I know a few people who would do a lot for money but none who had access to a trailer.  

    Jax stepped down from the doorway and took a seat in the lawn chair. He dragged a cooler out from behind it and removed a beer from inside. “Want one?” 

    Looking around, I spotted my whiskey and picked it up. “Got my own.” 

    “The hard stuff. Understandable.” 

    The last time I spoke with Jax, well yelled at him, was right after Blake got sucked into the hole. I hit him and blamed him for Blake. Now that time had passed and the shock had worn off, I knew the only person to blame was me. Jax even saved us with the holy water. 

    If he knew about that, maybe he really does know more about the shrines than he’s letting on. If I play nice, maybe I can convince him to help me. 

    “Got another chair?” I asked. 

    Jax paused, the beer at his lips. After a second, he got up, headed into the trailer, and returned a moment later with a camping stool. He set it up for me and I sat down. 

    “How’s the arm?” he asked. 

    I raised my arm, showing off the impressive scars on it from Lazlo’s death grip. “Better.” 

    Every time I looked at it, it reminded me of the fight, of the moments before Blake plunged into hell. Those scars ran a lot deeper. 

    “So why did you stay?” I asked. “Lazlo is gone.” Hopefully nothing more than a rotting corpse. 

    “Yeah, but the others aren’t. They might come looking for me. Besides, I kind of like this place. Hell gate aside. Where else can you get a view like that?” 

    He leaned back in his seat and swept his hand toward the sky.  

    “Yeah, it’s nice.”  

    Is that the only reason he’s hanging around? 

    Sipping my whiskey, I could feel it starting to take effect. Resting my head against the trailer, I closed my eyes, enjoying the sensation.  

    “What are you doing out here so late?” Jax asked. “I assume you’re not here for a booty call?” 

    I snorted. “Considering I didn’t know you were here, that’s unlikely. I just needed a walk.” 

    “Kind of a dangerous town to take a walk in at night.” 

    “Nothing here scares me.” 

    “That’s a…bad way to be.” 

    He had no idea. I didn’t want to be this way, but after everything, it seemed easier to shut down than face what I felt inside. Of course I knew the odds of finding Blake alive after two weeks down there. If he survived to begin with. But I couldn’t just stop trying. The thought of him alone in the dark, probably being tortured by demons, it killed me. If the roles were reversed, he would come for me, I know it. Which reminded me. 

    “You know I’ve been thinking. You owe me,” I said to Jax. 

    “Huh? How do you figure that?” 

    “Well, I could have killed you when I kidnapped you. Or since then. I gave you the idea to stay here in town and of course, I helped you get rid of Lazlo. So, you owe me.” 

    “Okay, what do you want?” He sounded curious, but at the same time, wary. He should be. I knew that he owed Lazlo before, which is how he ended up here in the first place, but I couldn’t see any other way to get what I needed. 

    “I need you to help me reopen the gate.” 

    The words hung in the air for a moment as he stared at me. “No.” 

    “You haven’t even heard my plan…” 

    “I don’t need to hear it. It’s crazy. You can’t reopen the gate without destroying the town.” 

    Getting to my feet, I faced him. “You knew how to stop the shrine, that must mean you have some idea of how to activate it.” 

    He shook his head. “I don’t.” 

    “I think you do!” I snarled. “And it wouldn’t take much to get you kicked out of this town. Back to your demon buddies. What do you think they’ll do to you?” 

    Glaring at me, he got to his feet. For a moment, I wondered if he would attack, but instead, he headed to the door of the trailer and stepped inside. 

    “Please!” I cried. “Please, I need your help. There’s no one else. I have to save Blake.” 

    He paused, looking back at me. “I’m sorry. I can’t help you.” 

    “Fuck you,” I raged, storming off back toward town, still clutching the bottle of whiskey. 

    I should have known better than to ask him. Fucking demons were more trouble than they were worth. Now I would have to see him every day as a reminder.  

    Maybe I will get his ass thrown out of town. 

    Back in the town, I felt eyes on me again. Stopping, I looked around. I didn’t see anything, but I could feel something.  

    Turning back around, I found Ronan in front of me. “Shit, don’t do that,” I breathed. 

    “I see you’re out alone again. You’ve been doing that a lot,” he said. He wore a gray t-shirt and jeans, kind of a casual look for him, but he had been trying to blend in more to avoid aggravating the locals. 

    “How am I alone if you are out here watching me?” I replied. 

    “I like to keep an eye on things. You included. The heat is off the vampires for the time being, but that doesn’t mean they won’t focus on us again soon.” 

    The residents had short memories. Too busy still talking about the demons to think about the vampires. 

    “Well, count yourself lucky then.” 

    “What about Jeremiah? I know he had something to do with the demons. We need to do something about him.” 

    “We? What’s it got to do with me?” 

    “You know you have an in at the Council. You could…” 

    “I really wish people would stop telling me what I can and can’t do! You know with all of you breathing down my neck, not one of you has bothered to actually ask me what I want.” 

    Ronan hesitated. “What do you want?” 

    I threw my hands up. “I don’t know. But I’ll find out on my own.” 

    He sighed. “Well, I suggest you figure it out soon. Something big is coming. I can feel it.” 

    Chuckling, I moved closer to him. “Wouldn’t you rather feel something else?” I stood on tiptoe, trying to kiss him. He grabbed my arms and pushed me back.  

    “Stop.” 

    “No, let’s go back to your place and have some fun like we used to. You could tie me to the bed and do what you like with me.” 

    “Go home and sleep it off, Nissa.” He walked off into the shadows.  

    Swaying on the spot, I realized what I had just done. I tried to kiss another guy while Blake…Anger and disgust filled me. I turned and hurled the whiskey bottle at the nearest wall. It shattered, scattering glass everywhere. Letting out a cry of rage, I dropped onto the curb.  

    Why am I like this? How could I do that when Blake needs me? 

    Putting my head in my hands, I felt my stomach churn. I needed to sleep, just for a little while.  

    Forcing myself back to my feet, I headed back to my apartment. I left the light off as entered. Hesitating in the living room, I realized I couldn’t face my bed. Not alone. 

    Couch it is. Again. 

    I kicked off my shoes and shed my jeans, before lying down on the couch. Pulling the blanket that hung over the back on top of me, I closed my eyes. Sleep would come. I’d certainly drunk enough.  

    Please don’t let me dream of Blake again, alone in the dark. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Three 

      

    My eyes fluttered open as the pain in my head really took hold. Moving my arm, it collided with a bottle on the coffee table, sending it to the floor with a thump. 

    I hope that was empty.  

    Who was I kidding? Of course it had been empty. I drank this place dry last night before my trip to the library and now I would pay the price. 

    There aren’t enough painkillers in the world. 

    Groaning, I rolled slowly onto my back, wondering what time it was. I found M standing over me and she didn’t look happy. 

    “Oh God,” I groaned. What did she want now? Another lecture? 

    “Good morning to you too. There’s aspirin and water on the coffee table.”  

    Removing her jacket, she draped it over the back of the couch, pushing up her sleeves. She wore a long-sleeved black top over jeans. I guess it was still early if she was here bothering me and not tending to the bar. I couldn’t even be sure what day it was. 

    “What are you doing here?” I asked because I really didn’t need this right now. I just wanted to suffer in peace. 

    She jangled her keys at me. “You gave me a spare for emergencies, remember?” 

    “And what is the emergency?” I asked. Did I sleep through something? I didn’t see smoke or flames, so I guess I couldn’t be much of an emergency.  

    M sighed. “This situation between us is. We need to talk.” 

    Throwing the blanket over my head, I said, “There’s nothing to talk about.”  

    Trust her to ambush me like this. I should have taken the damn key back. She had me right where she wanted me now. Well, that didn’t mean I had to listen to her. 

    I could hear her moving around the room, tidying up the empty bottles and fast food wrappers. Such a mom thing to do. Maybe if I didn’t move, she would leave, and I could sleep for a few more hours. Then my head might not feel like someone had used a jackhammer on it. 

    “Nissa…” 

    Or she’ll keep talking. 

    “I know that you are grieving, but…” 

    “I’m not grieving.” I flipped the blanket off me and raised my head. “Blake is still alive.” She needed to understand that. He could still be saved, if I could just figure out a way to do it.  

    M set the empty glasses she held back down on the counter. “I know it’s hard to accept, to get your head around what has happened. It takes time.” 

    Tuning her out, I sat up and swallowed the aspirin, knocking them back with a mouthful of water. It didn’t look like I would be getting any more sleep so I might as well get up. “I’m not in denial, M. I know Blake is alive and I’m going…”  

    “Going to what?” M asked. 

    Almost gave the game away there. 

    Getting up, I headed toward the bathroom. “I’m going to the bathroom so you can leave.” 

    Can’t she just take the hint? I don’t want to talk about any of it. 

    If I did, I’d end up telling her and she would try to stop me. And given what I might face down there, I guess I was scared that I might let her talk me out of it. No, better to keep it to myself and worry about her yelling at me later.  

    “I know what it’s like to lose someone that you care about,” M said. 

    Spinning, I faced her. “No, you don’t. Not like this.” My voice broke as I went on. “Don’t you get it? Blake is down there because of me. Because he saved my life. And I can’t live with the guilt. I have to do something.” 

    M teared up. “I understand better than you think. It’s going to take time, but I promise you it will get better. Now that the demons are gone, things can get back to normal.” 

    “Not all of them,” I muttered rubbing at my temple. Though fuzzy, I vaguely remembered my run-in with Jax last night. Did he really live in a trailer in the middle of a field, or did I dream that part? 

    “What do you mean?” 

    “Jax is still here. He has a trailer just outside of town. He’s the one who spoke to me that first day when they arrived in town.” As if we’d ever forget the demons arriving in Nowhere. 

    M scowled. “The one who looked at you like you were a piece of meat?” 

    I scoffed, feeling my cheeks burn. “No, he didn’t.” How could she say that? I knew Jax had the hots for me, he made that clear, but I wouldn’t go that far. 

    My bladder reminded me that I still needed to use the bathroom. I turned to go in. 

    “Stay away from him. I mean it, Nis,” M snapped. 

    Coming to a stop, I spun around. “You don’t get to tell me what to do. You are not my mother.” 

    She tried not to react, but I could see that I had hurt her with that comment. With a stiff nod, she grabbed her jacket and left the apartment. 

    That was a dick move. 

    I pressed my forehead against the doorframe, feeling like crap. I shouldn’t have said that to M, but I just got so angry. And when I got angry, I lashed out. Usually at people who didn’t deserve it. 

    Pulling my head back, I thumped my forehead into the doorframe. With a groan, I rubbed my forehead. That didn’t help my headache, but I deserved the pain. 

    Shuffling into the bathroom, I considered going after M, but I’m not good at apologizing. Besides, I think we both needed time to cool off. She needed to realize that while she wanted to help me, that didn’t mean I had to accept her help. This was my life, my choice.   

    After a long shower, I searched for coffee in the kitchen cupboards, but I didn’t have any in the apartment. In fact, I didn’t have any food in the apartment. Well, there might be some things in the refrigerator, but I felt nauseous enough without looking in there. Who knew what was growing in there now considering Blake filled it last.  

    God, I miss waking up to him. To have him cooking me breakfast and the long nights spent in bed. 

    Funny how I felt that way when we were only together a few weeks. I guess I got used to it. Used to him being here with me.  

    Glancing around the apartment, I could see his things everywhere. His jacket hung by the door. A pair of boots sat beside the couch. Plus, all his clothes were still in my bedroom. I couldn’t bring myself to move any of them. They were all just waiting for him to return. 

    My eyes welled up with tears, but I forced them back. No point in getting upset about it until I had exhausted all of my options. I’d find the answers and he’d be home soon enough. 

    Knowing I’d never get through the day without coffee, I pulled on my shoes, donned a pair of sunglasses, and headed down the street to the diner. The thought of talking to anyone made me feel even more nauseous but I would have to grin and bear it if I wanted that coffee. 

    When the sunlight hit me, I almost went back inside but forced myself to keep going.  

    I need to stop drinking so much. 

    Unfortunately, there weren’t any AA meetings here in Nowhere, and given my situation, it looked like I would need the booze to get through it all. I just hoped my liver held out until I rescued Blake. Actually, I had no idea if it would be affected, being a wizard. I didn’t really get sick, but I could get injured. After my run-in with Lazlo, it took a while to recover from the beating I received, though I think that extra infernal energy helped speed up my recovery. Pity it didn’t last. I could have used it to get through that damn barrier at the library and I wouldn’t need a spell to do it. 

    The only thing that didn’t heal completely was my wrist where Lazlo grabbed me. He had done a lot of damage. If I’d been human, I might have lost the arm. 

    Suppose I got lucky. 

    Once I got my extra-large Americano, I slumped at a table in the corner to drink it, in too much pain to walk straight back home. Dumping several packets of sugar into the cup, I gave it a stir and took a sip. Perfect. If this didn’t help, nothing would.  

    I needed to get it together so I could think of another way to find the information I needed. If I couldn’t find a way to translate that journal in Nowhere, perhaps someone outside of town would know what it said. I’m sure I could find someone online who worked in demonic languages. I’d probably need to pay them, but I’m sure I could come up with some way to get the money. 

    If I have to, I’ll steal it. Whatever it takes. 

    Though I hated the idea of going back to that life, it might be the only way. A few trips to a high-end jewelry store somewhere would pay a lot. I knew from experience. The issue was time. Finding someone, then a trip to the city, could I really afford to waste all that time?  

    Glancing up, I spotted Jax at the counter ordering breakfast. He had balls coming in here after everything, but then again, Bella seemed to like the demons, so maybe she let him in. A few people looked his way, but they didn’t say anything to him. 

    After all their gossiping and complaining about the demons, they didn’t seem to have an issue with him. How did he do it? Did he just charm them all into liking him? 

    Bella let out a laugh as she spoke to him. Yeah, she definitely liked demons.  

    I could vaguely recall the conversation I had with Jax last night and I’m sure I was my usual charming self. Maybe I could smooth things over and try again. Convince him to help me and save myself some time. If not, then I could move on to Plan B.  

    When he glanced my way, I waved to him. 

    Looking wary, he approached the table, stopping a few feet away. “Enjoying your hangover?” he asked. 

    “Not really. Take a seat.” 

    He slipped into the seat opposite me.  

    “So, I’m sure I owe you an apology for last night,” I said. I may not be good at them, but I’d say whatever I needed to if it would help me out. 

    He shrugged. “Forget it. I know you’ve been through a lot.” 

    Somehow getting sympathy from a demon seemed like the most bizarre thing I’d ever heard. They’re supposed to be bad guys, but so far, Jax seemed to go against type. Given my track record, I knew I couldn’t trust him. I’ve made that mistake too many times before. But a small part of me wanted to.  

    How can I be so willing to trust him when it was so hard to trust Blake? 

    It almost felt like a betrayal, but I couldn’t help how I felt. Maybe I wanted to trust him because he could be useful to me. That must be it. 

    “Then you understand why I asked for your help. You are the only connection to Lazlo that I have.” 

    Jax pulled a face. “We weren’t exactly best pals.” 

    “I know. But you spent time with him. You must know something about his plans. I found a journal and it’s written in another language, but…” 

    He pinched the bridge of his nose, letting out a soft groan. “Nissa, I already told you that I am not going to help you open the gate. I can’t. I’m sorry for what you’ve been through, but you need to let this go.” 

    He got up and headed to the counter to retrieve his breakfast, then he hurried out of the diner. 

    I watched him go, knowing that no matter what I said to him, he would never help me. 

    Is there anyone who can? 

    

  


   
    Chapter Four 

      

    At a dead end, I decided to drown my sorrows at The Watering Hole that night. That way I could show everyone, including M, that they had no hold on me. I did what I wanted, end of story.  

    I thought when I left home that would stop, but apparently not. 

    When I arrived at the bar, shortly after seven, I spotted a few regulars in the corner. Eddie, Jean and Marko. They worked together in the sanitation department. They liked to get shitfaced together most nights. The way they staggered out at the end of the night, it was a wonder they got any work done the next day. But I knew they’d be happy to drink with me, provided I paid for a round. I wouldn’t normally go near them, but it made a much bigger statement to drink with a group instead of on my own. And a distraction would be nice. 

    “Hey, guys,” I said, stopping at their table. They all looked up at me. Judging from the looks on their faces, this might require several rounds. 

    “What do you want?” Jean sniffed. A skinny woman with long brown hair, there were rumors that she was sleeping with both Eddie and Marko, or they were some kind of thruple. I didn’t see the big deal, but people acted like was some huge scandal. Personally, I wouldn’t go near either of them. 

    “How about some shots on me?” I asked. 

    Jean shrugged. “Guess that would be okay.” 

    I knew she’d never turn that down. 

    The guys nodded eagerly. Making my way to the bar, I ordered the drinks from Vinny.  

    “You’re too sick to work but not sick enough to drink?” he asked as he set them up. I did call in sick earlier, he must have drawn the short straw. 

    “I asked for drinks, not a running commentary.” What did he care, he was getting paid for it. 

    He scowled at me as I lifted the tray and returned to the table. Taking a seat, we all knocked back the shots. Wincing as the alcohol hit the back of my throat, I knew things never ended well when I drank tequila. But on the flip side, I usually didn’t remember dreaming after a night drinking it. I actually didn’t remember much at all. 

    “Another,” Marko crowed slamming his glass down. 

    I immediately waved to Vinny for another round. He brought them over, practically slamming the tray onto the table.  

    Let him sulk, he should count himself lucky that he had a job in this town at all.  

    Not everyone in Nowhere had that opportunity and I’m sure any number of residents would be happy to replace him if he got fired.  

    “So, where’s that hot guy you were seeing,” Jean asked. 

    Knocking back my drink, I said, “Gone.” 

    “Dumped you, huh?” She laughed at me, and her idiot boyfriends joined in. Jean always seemed like the ringleader, while the other two fawned over her. 

    Squeezing the shot glass in my hand, I considered throwing it at her head. I should have chosen better company. Glancing around, I realized that was a tall order. Mostly scumbags in tonight. 

    “Knew he was too hot for you,” Jean said. “Wouldn’t mind a shot at him myself.” 

    Throwing my hand out, I froze the room, needing a moment to compose myself. “Like he’d touch you, Jean. You skank bitch.” 

    Saying it out loud didn’t have the same impact when she couldn’t hear me. I wanted to slap her stupid face, but that would only show M that I had lost it. This whole thing was about showing her that I had it under control. 

    Time resumed and the three idiots didn’t even notice. Few people ever did unless I suddenly vanished in front of them. In here, most of the customers would probably just blame the drink if that happened. 

    “More drinks,” I called. The only way I’d be able to tolerate Jean would be if I was drunk.  

    We had another round before moving on to beers. I noticed that no one else put their hand in their pocket. They probably thought I got the drinks for free. I mean, technically I could, but it would come out of my pocket in the end anyway. The downside of being the boss. 

    Every now and again, Marko or Eddie would lean in and kiss Jean or nuzzle her neck. Or she would openly fondle the pair of them in full view of everyone. I tried to keep my eyes on the table. 

    “So, what’s a werewolf like in the sack?” Jean asked.  

    Looking up, I found Eddie squeezing her breast. Seriously? It was a wonder they didn’t start doing it right on the table. Why were they so obsessed with sex? I noticed neither of them seemed to care about her comments on Blake. Sharing must be their thing. 

    “None of your business.” 

    “Oh, don’t be like that. I’ve always said you need a good screwing. Wipe that miserable look off your face. Guess he didn’t do a good enough job.” She laughed like a hyena. 

    Freezing the room again, I knocked her beer bottle on its side. When time unfroze, the contents poured out into her lap soaking through her jeans. 

    “Shit!” she cried, quickly righting it. She tried to mop up the mess with a napkin. 

    Trying to hide my smile, I sipped my own beer. She couldn’t blame me. From her point of view, I didn’t move. 

    The conversation soon moved on to other things. Jean liked to talk about other residents especially Council members, though she rarely had anything interesting to say. 

    “…that Veronica thinks she’s all that, but she can’t even keep a man…” Jean said. 

    I tuned out, not interested in the woman’s love life. The only Council member I wanted dirt on was Jeremiah, and so far, he had managed to cover his tracks. I couldn’t even think of anyone I could squeeze for information about him. He never married and he had no other family here. I guess I could try the receptionist I found in his office with him, but I couldn’t see her telling me anything useful. 

    Glancing up from my drink, I spotted M beckoning to me from behind the bar. Worried she would make a scene if I ignored her, I followed her into the back. 

    “What are you doing drinking with those leeches?” she demanded. 

    “I’m just trying to have a good time. Move on with my life like everyone seems to want.” 

    “And you chose to hang out with those three ghouls?” 

    Avoiding her gaze, I shrugged. Truth be told, I didn’t have any friends in this town, so I couldn’t afford to be picky. She wasn’t name-calling when she said ghouls though, that’s what they actually were. They looked human but had to feast on human flesh to survive. The Council provided it through a morgue two cities away. It stopped them from sniffing around the cemetery at night. Though I heard a few times that they still did that. Especially if someone had died recently. Our town cemetery is little more than a pauper’s field. Most of the people buried there have their grave marked with a simple marker. Crosses are mostly out. Some of the richer residents sometimes spring for a headstone, but since most people arrive here alone there usually isn’t anyone to care about those things. No, most of the time they just dug a hole and dropped them in. 

    I didn’t even get to bury Blake. 

    I couldn’t think like that. He could still be alive. Besides, I never would have gotten to bury him. He would have been sent home to his family. 

    Oh shit, his family. 

    I needed to speak to them, to let them know what happened. Liv couldn’t return to the town, but other members of the Pack might show up looking for him. If they found out that he was gone, they might think I had done something to him. 

    Staring out at the ghouls, it depressed me that even creatures like them had someone. They didn’t arrive in town together but seemed to gravitate toward each other since no one else understood their appetites. 

    “I just want to have a drink, that’s not a crime,” I told M.  

    “Yeah, well, you’ve had several already. Go home.” 

    More orders. Whirling around, I left the back and went behind the bar. Lifting a glass, I filled it from the optics and knocked it back. M watched as I filled it again and downed that one too. As it hit my stomach, I felt queasy. Whiskey and tequila don’t play well together.  

    Setting the glass down, I glared at her. “Now I’ve had enough.” 

    The ghoulish trio watched as I headed for the door. I swayed as I walked but I managed to make it to the parking lot without falling. An accomplishment for me. 

    Well, that didn’t work out like I wanted. Like most things. 

    Maybe things would look better in the morning. I snorted at the idea. That never worked. The only thing the morning brought was a hangover. 

    Turning to look back at the bar, I flipped it off. I never should have bought into it. Now it had become a shackle, like everything else in Nowhere. I wondered how M would react if I asked her to buy me out so I could leave again.  

    Something skittered across the road in front of me. I paused for a moment to let it pass. I didn’t get a good look at it, but it moved fast. 

    Staggering forward, I tried to remember if I drove to the bar or walked. It didn’t matter, I couldn’t drive in this state. 

    Barely paying attention, I attempted to cross the street. Lights blinded me and the sound of a car horn filled the air. Stumbling back onto the sidewalk, I almost fell on my ass. A truck sped by, the driver waving his fist at me as he went. 

    Shit. I really need to pay attention when I’m crossing the road. 

    This time I checked both ways before heading across. Another man appeared in the street up ahead. He spotted me and made a beeline. “Hey, aren’t you the one dating the werewolf?” he snarled.  

    From the size of him, I guessed part troll, part mountain. “Fuck off.” 

    I walked by him, eager to get home and sleep this off. It had really started to hit me now and I desperately wanted to sleep. 

    He grabbed the back of my shirt. For a moment, I tried to continue walking, but I didn’t get anywhere. “Let go.” 

    Pulling me back, he glared down at me. “We don’t like traitors in this town.” 

    “This town is full of traitors. And liars, thieves, and murderers. Get over it.” 

    He leaned down, getting way too close to my face. “Werewolves are scum. And anyone who sides with them needs to be taught a lesson.” 

    Wincing, I turned my face away. “Dude, eat a mint.” He wouldn’t need to try and kill me, his breath would do the job for him. 

    With a growl, he practically threw me into the road. Rolling across the ground, I came to a stop, scratching up my arms in the process. Groaning, I tried to stand up, but my head spun. My elbows were cut to shit too. 

    The goon came after me, his big tree trunk legs coming into view. If he hit me, I had serious doubts I would be able to get back up again. Closing my eyes, I waited for the blow. 

    “Hey, asshole,” a voice said. 

    Opening my eyes, I watched as the goon turned and someone punched him in the face. He staggered back, before falling to the ground. Jax stepped out of the shadows.  

    “Friend of yours?” he asked.  

    The goon got up and took off running up the street. 

    “What do you want?” I slurred. My legs gave way and I started to fall, but Jax caught me, his arm around my waist. 

    “You really have gotten desperate, haven’t you?” he said, right before I blacked out. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Five 

      

    “Nissa, save me.” 

    The voice came to me in the darkness, full of pain and fear. A voice I knew very well. 

    Reaching out blindly, I tried to find him, but my hand touched only air. Spinning, I searched for a source of light. Why was it so dark?  

    “Help me,” the voice said again. This time it came from the right. 

    Turning, I cried, “I’m trying. Where are you?” Feeling panic build inside me, I covered my ears as the voice grew louder and more urgent.  

    “Help me!” he roared. 

    “I can’t do it!” I screamed. 

    Jerking awake, I groaned as I sent a wave of pain through my temples. I could still hear Blake’s voice echoing in my head. He sounded so helpless. He needed me. 

    I lay there for a moment, covered in sweat, feeling completely useless. The dreams came almost every night, always with Blake in danger. Sometimes I managed to reach him, but most of the time I couldn’t. Even when I did reach him though, he would collapse or get pulled away from me. It never stopped. What if the dreams never went away? Sometimes the booze allowed me to sleep through, but clearly, it didn’t work this time. 

    I can’t go through that every night. 

    Normal people would pop a few sleeping pills, but that wouldn’t fix the problem. It would haunt me until I did something about it. Now if only everyone would stop standing in my way. 

    Shoving the sheets back, I realized that I still wore my clothes from last night. My boots sat neatly on the floor beside the bed. Did I do that? I usually just tossed them anywhere. 

    In fact, now that I thought about it, how did I get home? I remembered being at the bar, but everything after was a blur. 

    A smell reached me, and I tensed. Someone was cooking food – in my apartment.  

    For a brief moment, I thought of Blake. Then I realized how stupid that sounded. Even if by some miracle he did escape from hell, he wouldn’t be standing in the kitchen making food. So, who the hell was it? 

    Stumbling out of the bedroom, I headed toward the kitchen, thinking M had snuck in again. Couldn’t she take a hint? If she thought cooking me a meal would solve things, she couldn’t be more wrong. 

    Only it wasn’t M in the kitchen, it was a man with dark hair. Too tall to be Blake. 

    Shit, who is that? 

    I reached for something, anything, to use as a weapon and came up with an ugly-looking vase that had been here when I moved in. Holding it over my head, I barked, “What are you doing in my apartment?” 

    He turned and grinned at me. “Well, I was making breakfast,” Jax said. “But if you’re just going to hit me, then I might rethink it.” 

    What the hell is he doing here? 

    Lowering the vase, I tried to remember last night. Did I let him in? Did he break in? I glanced at the door, but it looked intact. 

    What happened last night? Oh God, tell me I didn’t do anything stupid. 

    The fact that I woke up fully dressed suggested that I didn’t do anything idiotic like sleep with him. Thank God. 

    “You passed out in the street last night. I brought you home,” Jax said, dishing the food out onto a plate.  

    How embarrassing.  

    God, did he have to carry me home? What if someone saw us? I’d never live it down.  

    Torn between throwing him out and the delicious smell of the food, I sighed. “I don’t need your help.” 

    “Really? Because you seemed like you did last time we talked. Then you get so wasted that you get into a fight with some guy in the street and then pass out.  

    “Fight?” 

    “Well, it was one-sided. He tried to hassle you and I punched him.” 

    Urgh, so he saved me from that too? 

    “Maybe that’s how you usually spend your nights. I’m not judging. Anyway, eat up.” 

    Moving closer, I found bacon, eggs, and pancakes. He must have gone out this morning and bought these things, because I definitely didn’t have them in my kitchen.  

    My stomach grumbled loudly. I hadn’t eaten much lately, relying on quick snacks as I worked or fast food from the diner.  

    Narrowing my eyes at him, I asked, “Is it poisoned?” 

    “Yes, I ignored the fact that you were unconscious and helpless and instead, waited until you woke up to kill you with poison,” he deadpanned. 

    Smart ass. 

    Taking the plate, I grabbed a fork and tucked in. “Oh my God,” I moaned as the food hit my tongue. It tasted so good. It beat diner food and microwave meals. 

    “Good?” he asked. 

    I shrugged. “Suppose.” I’m sure he didn’t need a bigger head than he already had. 

    He chuckled, pouring himself a cup of coffee. Making himself right at home, I noticed. Had he gone through my things? Glancing around, I realized that my apartment was a mess, so it would be impossible to tell if he had gone through anything. 

    Feeling slightly embarrassed, I promised myself I’d clean up as soon as I came back from hell. Or I’d hire a maid. 

    From my spot at the kitchen counter, I reached out and snagged an empty beer bottle and dropped it into the trash. There. That was a start. The rest could wait. 

    “If you brought me home last night, why did you stay?” I asked, noticing the blanket on the couch. He could have just left, but he stuck around. I didn’t like the idea of him being out here while I slept. 

    Did he sleep in the nude? 

    Shoving a piece of bacon into my mouth, I tried to think of something else. Who cared what way he slept.  

    “I figured if you were going to get into trouble again it would be easier to do something about it if stayed close by.” 

    I pulled a face. “Why help at all?” 

    After everything that happened, he should have just left town. Instead, he had a place to live and now he had chosen to hang around me. I knew he had the hots for me, but surely, he didn’t think he would get anywhere with me. All I could think about was Blake.  

    What would he think if he knew that Jax had stayed the night? 

    Well, stayed the night implied that something happened when it didn’t. And it never would. 

    He shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I recognize a kindred spirit in you.” 

    My fork paused halfway to my mouth. “Are you suggesting I’m evil like you?” I’ve done a lot of questionable things, but I don’t think I’m evil. Not completely anyway. Some might argue otherwise, like the family of the guard I killed.  

    He laughed loudly. “Things aren’t as black and white as you would think. I may be a demon, but I wasn’t born one. Coffee?” 

    Nodding, I watched as he poured me a cup. What did he mean he wasn’t born a demon? Didn’t they all come from the infernal realms? Some of them were thousands of years old from what I’d read. Jax looked about the same age as me, but I couldn’t rely on what he looked like. I knew that full wizards didn’t age normally either. Did infernal magic do that? Keep us young? Would it work on me? Not that I cared much. It would have to be something I found out in time. If I lived long enough to get old. Considering everything I’ve done in the last few years alone, it looked less and less likely that I would in fact see old age. 

    Jax remained an enigma, but if I started asking questions, he might think I cared or wanted to get to know him. I couldn’t have him interfering in my plans, so I needed to keep my distance. Besides, once I got Blake back, I could never go near him again. Not that Blake dictated who I talked to, but I didn’t want to upset him. I’m sure he’d been through enough. 

    “Look, I get why you want to save the boyfriend. I know what it’s like to lose people. But you have to understand, the things that live down there…it’s been too long. He’s dead. I’m sorry.” 

    “I don’t believe that. I can’t.” 

    He sighed. “Well, until you do, you won’t be able to move on.” 

    What the hell did he mean move on? How could I do that? I’d live with the ghost of Blake in my head forever. He already haunted my dreams every night, calling out to me, begging me to help him. I couldn’t just ignore him. Okay, I didn’t actually believe that he was reaching out to me from another realm, but I’m sure if I could hear him, he’d say the same thing. 

    Pushing the plate aside, I crossed my arms. “You should go,” I said. If he couldn’t support me, he needed to leave. 

    “Nissa, I…” 

    “Just go.” I didn’t shout, I just didn’t want to hear any more about it from him. 

    Nodding, he did as I asked, grabbing his things from the couch. Once the door closed behind him, I let out a breath. I knew he was just trying to help me. That M had been too, but they were telling me to give up and I didn’t know how. Not when I still had a shot at saving Blake.  

    Since Jax couldn’t see me, I wolfed down the rest of breakfast. No point in it going to waste. Then I grabbed a shower and a change of clothes. While I still had some time to kill, I wanted to get started on my plan. If I couldn’t get answers from the library, then I’d go right to the source. I’d break into the Council buildings and steal books from there. I knew there would be more spells in place to keep people out, but I had to try. Jeremiah had plenty of books in his office that I’m sure were worth a look. He wouldn’t keep them close if he didn’t have a reason and I’m betting that reason was that they contained all the knowledge hidden from us. About the hell gate and who knows what else. They shouldn’t have that kind of power. No one should. 

    All my requests had been denied by Veronica, so what else could I do? When everyone kept closing doors in my face, I had to be prepared to kick a few down. 

    Heading into the bedroom, I retrieved Betty from her hiding place under the window. I figured that if spells wouldn’t work, I needed to try a more forceful tactic. I’d blast my way in and anyone who got in my way. 

    And if I can’t find my answers there, I can always figure out where he lives.  

    Jeremiah and the other Council members lived in a secluded, upscale area on the far side of town. I’ve never been near it, and I don’t know what house was his specifically, but I’m sure it wouldn’t be hard to figure out. A little late-night visit would soon get me the answers I needed, though that would be the end of my time here in Nowhere so it would be a last resort. 

    Thinking of the four of them lording it over us up there made me sick. They didn’t like to mix with the rest of us, and probably with good reason. Would they ever be left alone if they lived in the middle of town? Someone always wanted a piece of them.  

    I wanted more than a piece of Jeremiah. I wanted his head on a stick. But right now, I’d settle for the books in his library and anything else I could get my hands on that would help me. 

    One way or another, tonight I’m getting some answers. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Six 

      

    After what felt like an eternity, night fell, and I could finally get started on my plan. Well, plan may be stretching it a bit. I knew I had to get inside the building, but to do that I had to know what I would be dealing with. Any surprises could land me in jail and then Blake would definitely be screwed.  

    Since it was still early, I decided to do some recon on the building first, leaving Betty behind in her hiding spot. It would look too suspicious to be walking the streets with her and I had to be sure I could get inside first. I only needed her to blast with.  

    The evening air chilly, I grabbed a jacket to wear. Zipping it up, I shoved my hands into my pockets. Standing on the front steps outside my apartment, I took a look around. I could see a few people walking around, but soon they’d all be heading home for the night. The odd car passed me, but no one seemed interested in me. 

    I doubt many of them would care even if they did know what I’m up to. 

    Head down, I walked toward the Council buildings. I’ve only been inside a few times, though I only went to the one room. Jeremiah’s office. The building itself housed the individual offices for the Council members, a grand hall, and some rooms at the back, but I’m not sure what they were for. Maybe ritual work. The Council didn’t exactly broadcast what they did behind the scenes, but since the town border had to be maintained and secure, I guessed that they had to perform spells to do that. They pooled their power, which made me wonder if one of them dying affected the border. Where did that magic go? That’s what Jeremiah wanted me to do, lend my power to theirs, but I had no idea how that worked. What if he could steal my magic from me? I could see the bastard trying something like that. He’d done worse. I may not love my magic, but I definitely wasn’t about to hand it over to him or any of the other Council members. Who knows what they would do with it. 

    As I approached the Council building, I slowed my pace, trying to look like I was just out for a walk.  

    Yeah right, because I’m well known for my nightly walks. 

    Most nights I didn’t so much walk home as I did crawl. Assuming I didn’t end up in the gutter instead. I did literally wake up in the gutter once. An early morning street sweeper found me, nudging me awake with his broom. He didn’t even question it, just wanted me to move out of his way. 

    Slowing down more, I pulled out my phone, pretending to check a message, while I got a look at the inside. The lobby looked empty, but the lights were still on. The Council members stayed late some nights I’d noticed, but not much beyond nine o’clock. Unless an emergency came up. Considering we had rampaging demons, killer werewolves, and earthquakes these last few weeks, they were probably sick of late nights. 

    God forbid they do any actual work. 

    I didn’t see a guard, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one. He could be walking the building. If I ran into him while in there, I could freeze him, but I wanted to avoid any kind of confrontation if possible. Jeremiah would know he had been robbed, and he would probably know instantly that it was me, but that didn’t mean I wanted to help him by letting a witness report back to him. All I had was deniability. 

    Making my way around the back of the building, I spotted someone crossing the parking lot to a silver BMW. Pausing, I waited to see their face. 

    Terrence? He’s back. 

    He took time off after his niece died, claiming he needed to support his family, but he must have come back early. He didn’t seem like the family type to me. Maybe the time off had been mandatory.  

    I’d seen his brother around town a couple of times. He looked terrible, pale, and lost in his own world. He knew the truth about Raiden, well, the version the police shared, but it must be hard to lose a child. Though that didn’t mean he should have killed Reggie. It looked like the police weren’t willing to do anything about it, despite knowing the truth. It showed how little they thought of the vampires.  

    Things in general with the vampire population had been unsettled ever since, but they couldn’t be seen to take revenge, or they would all be forced out of Nowhere. I doubt I would have shown the same level of restraint, but Ronan had been playing the game a long time and he knew how to conduct himself. How long could he hide away though before his people demanded he do something about it? 

    Terrence may be a member of the Council, but he might prove useful. Maybe I could convince him that Jeremiah planned to get rid of him. If he knew the truth, he might actually do something about him. 

    “Terrence, I need to talk to you.” 

    He glanced up at me, an annoyed look on his weathered face. “I’m really in a hurry. Stop by the offices and make an appointment in the morning.” 

    Yeah, like he would actually agree to see me one on one. I’d already tried to get in with Veronica and I knew from experience that they did their best to put you off, booking appointments months out. 

    As he tried to get into his car, I pressed my hand against the door, stopping him from opening it. “This is important. It’s about Jeremiah. My name is Ni…” 

    “I know who you are, Miss Whitlock. Get to the point,” he said, checking his watch. 

    “Jeremiah is the one who incited the werewolves, he’s responsible for your niece’s death. He wanted to start a war and get you killed in the process so he could take over.” 

    Terrence didn’t look convinced. “Miss Whitlock, I know of Jeremiah’s bid to recruit you to the Council, and I know he didn’t go about it in the right way, but this is low.” 

    He thinks I’m lying to get Jeremiah into trouble? Does he really believe I’m that petty? 

    “I’m not making this up. Jeremiah is trying to take over.” You’d think he would take it seriously when his own niece had been killed. 

    “If you feel the need to retaliate so strongly…” 

    “This is not retaliation. God, I thought you were the smart one in the Council. Can’t you see what he’s up to? Did he tell you about the shrines? How I warned him that the demons had found one of them, but he did nothing about it?” 

    He gave me a cold stare. “I know about the shrines. They’ve been successfully hidden and deactivated. The demons have been locked out of this town. It won’t be happening again.” 

    Wow, a born politician. He really knows how to avoid a direct question. 

    Did he even know about Jax? Or did they just block the others after they crossed the border? 

    He tried to push my hand away so he could get into the car, but I moved so I had my back against it. “The Council is supposed to protect us, but instead, you lot are too busy trying to kill each other. Maybe none of you should be in charge.” 

    He gave me a surprised look, then laughed. “Protect? No, Miss Whitlock, the Council is not here to protect the citizens of Nowhere. We were put in place to ensure this town keeps ticking over. To protect what lies under it and keep you lot from running amok. The police are here to enforce our laws. Make no mistake this isn’t some charming backwater town, it’s more like a prison. You are the inmates; the police are the guards, and I am the warden. We don’t owe you anything. Most of you are criminals or on the run from something that wants to kill you. So, direct your anger elsewhere, I have someplace to be.” He pushed me aside and got into his car, tossing his briefcase onto the passenger seat. 

    I watched him drive off, shocked at his words. Yes, I spent my whole life feeling like I was trapped in a prison, but now I knew that Nowhere had been designed that way. That we were all just here, killing time while the Council did what they wanted. 

    I hope he and Jeremiah kill each other. It would be better for everyone. 

    Almost forgetting why I had come here in the first place, I took a look around. The parking lot was now empty and only one camera seemed to be mounted on the back door where Terrence had come out. Since they had that kind of security, I imagined the spells would only be on the internal doors, protecting the stuff they didn’t want stolen.  

    Not wanting to linger, I left the parking lot, still thinking about what Terrence said. If the Council truly believed that, then he would never do anything to help us. Maybe they’d intervene if a war started, if it threatened them too, but otherwise, we were on our own. That explained why they never stepped in with the demons. Until the demons actually did something extreme like open the gate, they simply didn’t care.  

    Those bastards would happily see us all dead. If they didn’t need at least some of us to run the local businesses and keep this town running, they probably would have let it happen by now. 

    Abernathy had the same attitude. He had never hidden his contempt for us. His deputies seemed to follow suit, ready to shoot first and ask questions never. Though Abernathy didn’t seem to get on with the Council himself, I had no doubt that he would side with them over us in a heartbeat. He didn’t have an issue filling up his jail cells or worse – getting someone sent to one of the supernatural penitentiaries out of state. Then they wouldn’t be his problem anymore. And hey, if he really wanted, he could probably just shoot someone in the middle of the street in broad daylight and no one would say a thing against him for fear of the same treatment. 

    This place is worse than I thought, and I didn’t have a high opinion of it before. 

    Making my way around the block, I did another walk by of the building, only this time, I spotted Jax watching me. He had his bike and sat outside the convenience store. What was he doing out here? 

    Hoping he would move on, I went around again. The Council might have a guard inside, so I needed to be sure before I tried to get in. 

    When I arrived back, I discovered Jax still in place, leaning against his bike. He didn’t look like he would be moving anytime soon either. 

    Damn it. Is he watching me because he thinks I’m going to do something stupid? 

    I mean I did plan on doing something stupid, but I hated that he had figured it out when he barely knew me. 

    Though I did kidnap him and go up against a whole gang of demons. I guess it is kind of obvious. 

    If I tried to get into the building, he might try to stop me or at least attract unwanted attention. Somehow, I didn’t think telling him to get lost would work, so I needed another way. 

    He looked up, turning his head my way.  

    Turning on my heel, I headed for Hal’s across the street. They had alcohol, though I had no intention of drinking anymore. I’d need a clear head to get into the building, but why not show him what he expected to see anyway. 

    If Jax planned on watching me, I’d put on a show until I could get rid of him.  

    Then I would get inside the Council and get those books. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Seven 

      

    Sitting at the counter in Hal’s, I knocked back a drink, feeling Jax’s eyes on me from across the room. I waved to the guy serving for another. He gave me a quizzical look as he refilled it with ginger ale, but I guess he was just happy I wasn’t here to get drunk and cause a scene. Word did get around and it wouldn’t be the first time.  

    I wouldn’t drink here at all if I had a choice. 

    Something skittering across the counter drew my gaze. A cockroach. Did it escape from the kitchen or did they need to clean this place better?  

    The bartender reached out and grabbed it, then turned away to the shelf behind him. When he turned back, his hands were empty. 

    Oh my God, did he eat it? Urgh. 

    I knew I shouldn’t have come in here. Keeping my arms off the counter, I made sure to watch for more bugs.  

    Shifting in my seat, I cast a sideways glance at Jax. He sipped a beer, sitting at an angle on his chair. Enough so he could keep me in sight without actually staring at me.  

    He doesn’t have a career in espionage. 

    As I drank, I swayed about, playing drunk. I needed to fool Jax into thinking my only plans for tonight were to get drunk and go home to sleep it off. Like I had been doing most nights. 

    Jax casually ordered another beer, fooling no one. Why did he think he had to watch me like a child? We had nothing more to say to each other. He should have left town like the other demons. I never should have given him the idea to stay here in the first place. I didn’t think he’d take me up on it, or I hoped he wouldn’t. It just seemed like the only way to get him to talk at the time. 

    If Blake were here, he’d be so angry to see him hanging around. Especially since Jax couldn’t seem to keep his eyes off me. 

    I’m good at chasing guys away normally. Why can’t this one take the hint? 

    After what happened with M, having him acting this way too made me angry. I’m perfectly capable of screwing up my life on my own, I didn’t need an audience. And I certainly didn’t need any unsolicited advice. 

    They should know by now that when I set my mind on something, nothing will stop me.  

    There were so many naysayers in my life, that if I didn’t develop a certain amount of stubbornness, I’d never do anything.  

    When Jax hadn’t moved a half hour later, I couldn’t stand it anymore, so I got up and headed over to him. “What do you want, Jax?” 

    His brow furrowed. Holding up his beer, he said, “I’m just having a drink.” 

    “Bullshit. You’re following me.” 

    “I’m just enjoying a quiet drink. That’s it.” 

    Crossing my arms, I said, “So if I leave, you’re not going to follow me?” 

    He picked at the label of his beer bottle. “I don’t know. Depends on if you’re going to do something stupid or not.” 

    With an angry growl, I left Hal’s and headed for home. Jax appeared behind me a minute later. I needed to get rid of him before he screwed this up completely.  

    As I walked, I remembered to stumble about, though I had sobered up considerably by now. At the rate I drank, I’m sure I’d built up a partial tolerance by now. 

    Coming to a stop outside my apartment, I spun around to face my stalker. “Seriously, Jax, fuck off.” 

    He shoved his hands into his pockets. “I will when I know you’re not going to get us all sucked into hell.” 

    “That’s rich coming from you when that’s the reason you came here in the first place.” I didn’t see him putting up much of a fight against Lazlo. He only tried to stop him when he thought someone else would do the dirty work for him. 

    “Uh, Lazlo came here to do that, I just got dragged along for the ride.” 

    That sounded like a lame excuse now. He could have run away, told someone what they were up to, but he didn’t. The only reason he told me anything was because I kidnapped him. 

    “Why are you so intent on doing this, huh? Why are you risking everyone’s lives?” he snapped. 

    I didn’t look at it that way. When I opened the gate, I would close it quickly so no one would be in any danger. If I thought otherwise, I wouldn’t do it. At least that’s what I told myself.  

    Jax stared at me, still waiting on an answer. 

    Avoiding his gaze, I said, “Because Blake deserves better. I hate that he’s down there because of me. Because he saved me. I’m not worth it.” 

    The anger left Jax’s face, instead, he looked shocked at my confession. “You don’t believe that.” 

    “Yes, I do. Blake was…is the first guy in a long time that I actually saw a future with.” Though it scared the hell out of me, I did want to be with him. At the very least, I didn’t want him dead in some infernal realm. If I could change that, help him, it might go some way toward easing the guilt. Truth be told, if I did get him back, I’d probably tell him to leave Nowhere and go back home, far from me. With everything going on in this town, I couldn’t take the chance that he wouldn’t follow me into another dangerous situation. Or become a target for Jeremiah if he decided to try and get back at me for not doing what he wanted. 

    Jax stepped closer. “Blake made a decision. It isn’t fair of you to get yourself killed after he sacrificed himself like that. It’s been too long, Nissa. He’s either dead or some demon’s plaything. Either way, you will never find him in that dimension. It’s too big. You need to accept that.” 

    Tears spilled down my cheeks. I nodded, wiping at my face. “You’re right,” I whispered. 

    Jax looked relieved. 

    “I just need some time. I’m going to get some sleep. Goodnight.” 

    “Goodnight,” Jax said softly. 

    Heading up the steps, I unlocked the door and headed inside. Standing on the other side of the door, I waited. After a few minutes, I opened the door. Jax was gone.  

    Good, now to get inside the Council. 

    That would take Betty and another favor from Ronan that I hoped he would grant me.  

    No matter what anyone said, I wouldn’t give up on Blake. Not until I knew for sure that he was really dead. 

      

    *** 

    Twenty Years Ago 

      

    “Momma, Sadie Myers pushed me down during recess,” I blurted the moment I got home. School lay two blocks away and Mom thought I could walk by myself, since we lived so close. None of the other children walked alone, which I liked. It made me feel like a big girl. 

    Puffing on a cigarette, Mom didn’t even look up from the TV. “Did she?” 

    “Yes, she pushed me down and I hurt my elbow.” I tried to show her the scratch on arm, but again, she didn’t look up. “She’s mean.” 

    Mom snorted. “What did you do to her to make her push you?” 

    Confused by the question, I didn’t answer right away. I didn’t do anything to Sadie. She never spoke to me in class except to call me names. I had been playing by myself when she came over and started saying nasty things. “She called me a freak. Because I don’t have a daddy like other kids.” 

    Mom’s jaw tensed as she finally took interest. “Really?” 

    I nodded. “Why don’t I have a daddy?” 

    Stubbing out her cigarette, Mom sat up in her recliner and actually switched off the TV. She only did that when the man came to the door looking for money. When she made us play the quiet game until he went away. 

    “Come over here,” she ordered. 

    Thinking that she wanted to see my elbow, I moved across the floor to stand in front of her. “It hurts,” I said. 

    Ignoring my arm and the comment, she leaned in close, her face inches from mine. The smell of smoke and her special juice on her breath almost made me gag, but I stood still anyway, because she would only get mad if I didn’t. 

    “You’re a big girl now, so it’s time you knew the full truth. Your daddy was a bad man, and he didn’t want you. He left you behind to go off and have fun. But I’m pretty sure he’s dead by now. That’s why you don’t have a daddy.” 

    She sat back in her chair, lifting the beer bottle from the table and taking a slug. Several more empty bottles sat on the table, with more lying scattered on the floor. She had started early today, and it didn’t look like she was done. When she drank like that, I knew to avoid her as much as possible. 

    “My daddy’s dead?” I asked, tears filling my eyes. I knew he didn’t come around, but I didn’t think he was dead. Why didn’t she tell me sooner? 

    “Hm-hmm,” Mom said with a smirk. Why did she look happy about that? When people died, you weren’t supposed to look happy, right? 

    I didn’t know how to feel. When people died everyone got sad. Should I be sad? Or would that make Mom upset? 

    Mom switched the TV back on. Knowing that the conversation had come to an end, I trudged toward my bedroom. “Oh, and Nissa?” 

    I paused, looking back at her. “Yes, Momma?” 

    “The next time that Myers bitch comes at you, get her first. Hit her before she hits you. Then no one will mess with you.” 

    “Yes, Momma,” I mumbled heading to my room. I’ve never hit anyone before. The teacher said we weren’t supposed to hit anyone.  

    Climbing onto my bed, I thought about what Mom told me. That my daddy was dead. I knew that other kids had daddies, but not all of them. Sometimes they lived in different places, but they would come and visit. I always thought daddy would come and visit me someday. That he might let me go and stay in his house sometimes too like Zoey Walters’ dad did. She stayed with him at the weekends. If I had been able to do that then I wouldn’t have had to sit in my room listening to Mom yell at the TV. Or break things when she got mad. Now I was stuck here. 

    Lying down, I rolled onto my side watching the rain run down the trailer window. My elbow still hurt.  

    I could see Sadie’s ugly face in my head as she pointed and laughed at me. It wasn’t my fault that my dad died. So why did she have to pick on me? She had said other things too. Calling me poor, dirty, a loser. I never did anything to her, so I don’t know why she kept saying horrible things to me. 

    Maybe Mom is right. I should hit her first. 

    As I thought about Sadie crying, a smile formed on my face. Yes, that’s what she deserved, a smack in the face. Then she’d never touch me again. I wouldn’t hit her hard, just enough to scare her. 

    Lifting my hand to scratch my nose, I let out a yelp as I thought I saw my hand glow. Just for a second. Holding it up, I wondered if I imagined it. Just then, lightning lit up the sky outside. 

    That’s what it was. Just the lightning. 

    I chuckled at myself. Imagine thinking my hands could glow like some superhero. But it would be nice to have superpowers. At least a power that didn’t stop everyone around me. What good was that? 

    

  


   
    Chapter Eight 

      

    “Ronan, I need your help again.” Even as I said the words, I cringed. I knew that I had already pushed his patience to breaking point, but he had the skills to help me get inside the Council building. And more importantly, he wanted to bring Jeremiah down. It shouldn’t take much to convince him. 

    “Nissa, how much have you had to drink?” he asked from the other end of the phone. 

    “I’m not drunk. I…thought about what you said, and I want to do something about Jeremiah. In fact, I want to break into his office and see if I can find any incriminating evidence on him. Something that will get him kicked out of the Council for good.” 

    Okay, I had another reason for going inside, but he didn’t need to know that. And if Jeremiah had conveniently left out a file on his desk labeled ‘My Diabolical Plan’ I would definitely grab it and use it against him. Short of that though I just wanted to find something that would help me open the portal or at least translate the journal so I could figure it out for myself. 

    “You want me to help you break into their offices? You don’t think I’ve thought of that already?” I’m sure he had but given Jeremiah’s long list of enemies and hatred for the vampires, I’m sure he had something in place to keep them out. 

    “I need you to cut the power so I can get inside. I’ll take the risk and face any spells he has in place.” 

    “And when exactly did you get good at spellcasting and reversals?” 

    A valid question. I couldn’t tell him about Betty or that I planned on just blasting my way in, so I had to come up with a convincing lie. “I’ve been studying at the library. About time I learned about that side of my heritage.” 

    What I had learned was that spellcasting is extremely difficult. It’s about energy, intent, and devotion. I just didn’t think I had it in me. At least not to master it. The spell at the library worked because I felt desperate, that seemed to channel my energy into the spell, but I doubt I’d be able to replicate it. Infernal magic wasn’t as reliable as nature magic. 

    “Hm, I did hear Cheryl bitching about you a few nights ago.” 

    Bitch. 

    “Yeah, she’s not my biggest fan. Are you going to help me or not?” Because if he wouldn’t, that would make this all the harder. 

    He sighed. “That depends. What are you looking for exactly?” 

    I tried to think of something, but my mind came up blank. “Uh, anything that proves Jeremiah is up to no good. If we have solid proof, we could take it to the other Council members. Or expose him to the townspeople. Either way, they’ll want him out.” Or I hoped they would. You never could tell with this town. They might just ignore anything we showed them. 

    “I don’t know, Nis. If they catch you, you could get locked up.” 

    Gripping my phone, I forced myself to remain calm, even though my frustration grew inside me like a coiled snake. “What’s life without a little risk? Weren’t you the one who taught me that?”  

    Just help me or I’ll never get what I want. 

    “Okay. I can take down the power and the alarm system, but they will get an alert and they’ll come to check. You won’t have long.” 

    “I won’t need long. Thanks, Ronan. I owe you.” 

    “Yes, you do. More than one. Good luck.” 

    I hadn’t forgotten, but whatever. Owing the head vampire came very low down on my list of things to worry about. 

    Dressed head to toe in black, I grabbed Betty, ready to go when he gave the word. Even if he cut the power, I’d still need to get one of the doors open. The door at the back would be the best one to try. No one would see me there. 

    A quick check told me that Jax hadn’t returned. He no doubt thought I was sleeping off my hangover, so I’d be safe for the night. 

    The town had all retired for the night, minus the nightcrawlers. If any of them gave me any trouble, I’d blast them. Hopefully, it wouldn’t come to that. I didn’t need to draw attention to myself. 

    Making my way around the back of the building, I paused when I heard something fall in the dark. A moment later, a cat ran out of the darkness. We didn’t get many strays around here. Mostly because some of the residents liked to eat them. Or Hal would catch them to put on his menu. 

    Heart thumping, I moved on. It took longer than I expected to pick the lock on the door at the back of the Council building. I was doing it in the pitch-black and couldn’t see a damn thing. Finally, I heard it click and I slipped inside. Only the emergency lights lit the way after Ronan cut the power. He said in a text that I had maybe ten minutes before someone came looking, so I needed to be quick.  

    Clutching Betty, I headed straight for Jeremiah’s office. If anyone would have what I needed, it would be him. When I got to his office door, I hesitated. It would be spelled.  

    I pointed Betty at the door and concentrated. A pulse of white light erupted from the end of her and smashed into the door. It swung open, the wood damaged in places. Taking a step forward, I put my hand out, checking to see if the spell was gone. My hand passed through without incident. 

    Letting out a relieved sigh, I ran into the room, straight to the bookshelves. Jeremiah had books on almost every subject. I hadn’t heard of any of them, and they looked incredibly old. One of them had to help me. 

    I did feel a hint of guilt that I lied to Ronan, but I doubted Jeremiah had left anything in easy reach for me to take that would show what he had been up to. He had been on the Council for a long time, he knew how to cover his tracks. 

     Scanning the titles, I grabbed books on the history of Nowhere, a book with the word infernal in the title, and a few more that looked promising. Jeremiah would notice right away what had been taken, but I didn’t care. Hopefully, I would have what I needed before he came after me. 

    As I turned to leave, another book caught my eye on one of the shelves near the door. The title looked vaguely familiar, though it wasn’t in English. I heard someone coming into the building. Snatching up the book, I ran for the door. 

    To the right lay the front of the building and I spotted a flashlight beam. Heading left, I raced for the door, dropping a book on the way. It landed on the floor with a thump. 

    “Shit,” I whispered, but I couldn’t go back for it. 

    “Who’s down there?” a voice called. 

    Crashing through the door where I came in, I made it to the parking lot. Knowing I’d be spotted if I went around the front of the building, I kept running in the opposite direction. 

    Two blocks over, I stopped to catch my breath. Running was hard enough but carrying all these books made it much harder. 

    It better have been worth it. 

    Taking the long route home, I made it back to my apartment without being stopped. Once inside, I dropped the pile of books onto the coffee table. With a sigh of relief, I sank onto the couch. I did it. Or I hoped I had. 

    Since this looked like it would be a long night, I made myself some coffee before I went through the books. I got away with seven altogether. I just hoped that the one I dropped didn’t hold the answers I needed. Though that would be just my luck. 

    As I settled down to read the first book, my phone buzzed in my pocket. I checked it. Ronan. Shit, I needed to let him know that I got out, but I couldn’t tell him that I had nothing on Jeremiah.  

    If I can put him off, I’ll be in hell before he realizes. 

    Pressing the call button, he answered me straight away. “What happened?” 

    “I got away clean. I managed to grab a few things, but I need some time to go through it all and see what I have.” 

    “I can come over and…” 

    “No, honestly, just let me go through it first and I’ll call you when I have something.” 

    He hesitated. “Okay, but if you need me, call me.” 

    Now he seemed eager to help when he thought he might be able to get something on Jeremiah. As much as I wanted to bring the bastard down too, I had more pressing matters.  

    Picking up the history book, I leafed through it. It mentioned the town being settled and the early supernaturals who came here, but it didn’t mention the shrines at all. Tossing it aside, I picked up the next book. If this ended up being more of the same garbage they had in the library, I’d lose it. 

    Several hours later, I still hadn’t found anything helpful. Did I just risk being locked up for nothing? Or did Jeremiah keep the important books elsewhere?  

    Feeling defeated, I got up to grab another cup of coffee. As I did, something fell onto the floor with a thump. I picked up the book, realizing it was the one I grabbed at the last minute. Setting my cup down, I opened it and checked the pages. They were all written in the same script.  

    This is useless too. 

    Frustrated, I threw the book onto the couch. It flopped open to reveal several loose pages inside. They were covered in a handwritten scrawl. Someone had been taking notes? 

    When I looked closer, I discovered that they were doing more than taking notes, they were trying to translate the book. Some of the symbols looked familiar. Could it be? 

    A quick search unearthed the journal I got from Lazlo’s bag. I knew the writing looked familiar. It was the same as the writing in the journal.  

    Swiping the other books onto the floor, I laid them out side by side.  

    “Yes!”  

    I could use the pages to translate the journal. It would take a while, but this might be what I was looking for.  

    Forgetting about my coffee, I got to work. 

    The sky started to lighten as I finished the final page. The journal was just that, a journal that Lazlo kept in this language. It must have been something old that only demons spoke. Given that he lived here in this realm, maybe he used the language to hold onto his heritage. 

    He wrote about his search for the shrines, what they did and what he hoped would happen when they were activated. 

    When we finally reach the infernal realm, the demons will rule this miserable world once more. I’ll watch the humans burn one by one. 

    The word burn made my arm hurt. Scratching at the scars on my arm where Lazlo tried to burn me with his power, I read on. 

    There are legends of a demon so powerful that it had to be sealed away in the infernal realm. An old one. Though opening the gate won’t release him, it would be the first stop to finding his resting place. 

    What the hell was an old one?  

    Moving on, I found the pages on the ritual. He laid it all out, including the words to the spell. I had no idea if it would work for me, but if I had infernal magic too, I didn’t see why it wouldn’t.  

    “I did it. I’m coming Blake.” 

    

  


   
    Chapter Nine 

      

    Sitting outside on the stoop, I watched the sunrise over the town. I had what I needed, today I would go to hell. And I’d never been so scared in my life.  It wouldn’t stop me though. Blake needed me.  

    Once I activated the shrines and got inside, I needed to figure out how to close it after me. Holy water would do the trick, but how could I do it? Dump it and run? Guess it was my only choice. 

    I’m really doing this. 

    I think a part of me thought I’d never succeed. It took such a long time to find the answers I needed. Yes, Blake had been trapped all that time and yes, I knew that…he might not be alive. But I had a feeling that he survived the fall. That he was still alive down there and I needed to be sure.  

    Then maybe the nightmares will stop. 

    M appeared in the street. She took a seat beside me on the step. I didn’t have the energy to argue anymore. She could say what she needed to say. Especially since this could be the last time I saw her. I waited. 

    “I’ve heard rumors that you are planning a trip to hell.” 

    “Who told you that?” I hoped that she wouldn’t find out until I got back. If I got back. 

    “A certain demon who got pretty squeamish when I threatened to throw one of my knives at his junk.” 

    I snorted, despite not wanting her to know, it was funny to imagine that. Poor Jax.  

    It didn’t matter that she knew, she couldn’t talk me out of it. Not now when I was so close.  

    “About our conversation in your apartment…” 

    “M, I…” 

    “I meant it when I said I understood how you felt. When I lost Anders, I blamed myself. But nothing I could have done would have brought him back.” 

    I sighed. “Blake is in hell because of me. It actually is my fault.” 

    M picked at her nails. “I got Anders killed.” 

    She never volunteered information about him. “I’m sure you didn’t.” 

    “Actually, I did. I’ve never told anyone in town this, but…I used to be a member of the Serpentine Order.” 

    My eyes widened. “Wait, you were a demon hunter?” 

    She nodded. 

    Oh my God, that explains so much. Especially the knives. 

    The Serpentine Order were one of the most prolific groups of hunters out there. They were feared by most demons.  

    “I was inducted at eighteen by the man in charge, my uncle. By twenty-two, I was tipped to take over from him when he died.” She took a breath. “I followed orders, did the job, no matter what.” 

    “Let me guess. You fell for a normal human and didn’t want the life anymore?” 

    I could see that happening. Constantly fighting, it wasn’t much of a life. 

    She snorted. “Oh, I did much worse than that. Anders…was a demon. Killed by my own family.” She looked over at me. “I guess we’re more alike than you thought.” 

    Stunned, I got to my feet. “You fell in love with a demon? Why didn’t you ever tell me?” This whole time I never knew any of this. She always disapproved of all the guys I dated, yet she dated the literal enemy. 

    “I didn’t want to be a bad example to you.” Her lip curled up and we both started laughing.  

    “Too late.” 

    When we calmed down, I asked, “Are you going to try and stop me?” 

    Tears filled her eyes. She got to her feet. “No. Because I know you’d do it anyway. And I know I’m not your mother…” 

    “Yes, you are. In every way that matters,” I blurted, tearing up too. 

    She hugged me tightly. “You better come back. If you don’t, I’ll dig a hole straight to hell and drag you back by the hair.” 

    I laughed, not wanting to let go of her, but I had to. “I will. Because I need to hear the whole story about you and Anders.” 

    She smiled sadly. “Just promise me you’ll be careful.” 

    “I will. Promise.” 

    I’m not sure how I could be given where I was headed, but I’d do my best. After saying goodbye, I headed to my truck with everything I needed to activate the shrine. 

    Time to go to hell. 

      

    *** 

      

    Standing in front of the shrine at the quarry, with a bucket of holy water in one hand and Betty in the other, I wondered how wide I should let the hole open before I threw the water over it. I needed time to get in, but I also needed to be sure that it didn’t open far enough to suck anyone else in. The drop had been pretty steep, but I could try climbing down. I did bring some rope, but there was nowhere to attach it. 

    I just hope no more of those flying creatures come out. 

    Terrence said they had put spells on the shrines to hide them, but I remembered exactly where it lay. Luckily, I knew how to get through it too. A drop of blood and it appeared before me. 

    I got the holy water from a guy at city hall. It took some bribery, but he got it for me. Setting it on the ground, I took the journal from under my arm and opened it. 

    First, I need to know that the activation spell works. 

    I would probably need to activate all three shrines again to open the hole, but maybe not. That’s why I started here. This one had been doused with holy water, maybe I only needed to switch it back on again to get this to work. 

    Clearing my throat, I started reciting the spell. I didn’t fully understand the words, but I read them anyway in the original language, praying this would work. 

    The book was snatched from my hand before I even finished the first line. “Hey!” 

    Jax held the book out of reach. “What the fuck, Nissa? You said you were going to let this go.” 

    “Well, obviously I lied.” Freezing him, I yanked the book free and quickly opened it to the right page. I made it halfway through the spell before Jax unfroze. 

    “No!” He grabbed the book and flung it into the bushes.  

    “Do you honestly think that will stop me?”  

    Not giving him a chance to respond, I froze him again and hurried into the bushes to grab the book. It lay amongst some thorny branches. Plucking it free, I heard Jax unfreeze behind me.  

    “Great, you can stop time,” he muttered. “That or you’re really fast. But are you fast enough to outrun the ground caving in completely?” 

    Clutching the book, I said, “I’m going to close it with the holy water, once it opens wide enough.” 

    “You don’t even know what you are doing. If you open this one, after it was already opened, it will likely sink the whole area.” 

    I didn’t realize that. The ground did still look damaged from the last time. “Then I’ll go and open one of the other shrines.” 

    He groaned. “Why won’t you listen?” 

    “Because I have issues with people telling me what to do. And I don’t have time for this. Now I need to travel to the other shrine before the Council catch up to me.” 

    Stalking back to the truck with my bucket, I noticed Jax chasing after me. He wouldn’t stop me, no matter what he said. I got behind the wheel, but he jumped into the passenger seat. 

    With a sigh, I handed him the bucket of holy water. “Make yourself useful.” 

    It sloshed onto his jeans making him swear. “I’m not helping you.” He set it carefully on the floor, rubbing at his jeans. 

    Throwing the truck in reverse, I backed up the dirt road, wondering which shrine to pick. I guess I would go where it all started, to the place where we saw the first shrine. 

    To where this nightmare began. 

    I kept an eye out for any Council members. Jeremiah would know by now that his books had been taken and I’m sure I would be top of his suspect list.  

    “Are you listening to me?” Jax said. 

    “No.” 

    “This is a hell dimension. Full of demons. And not good-looking ones like me, I’m talking about pure demons who only delight in torturing and maiming.” 

    “Sounds like a party,” I muttered. Did he really think I hadn’t considered that? 

    “Even if you do manage to get in there, you have no idea where Blake is. It could take days or weeks to get to him.” 

    “I ain’t busy.” 

    Coming up to the building, I turned the truck and stopped a few feet from the field and the shrine. Taking the holy water from Jax, I got out. 

    This one was a little harder to find. I only saw it from a distance, but I knew roughly where it lay. When I thought I had the right spot, I used a drop of blood to reveal it, like I did before. When it came into view, I breathed a sigh of relief. 

    Setting the water down, I pulled the journal from my waistband.  

    Jax paced nearby. “If you had someone to guide you and an idea of where you were going, it might be a different story. But you are going in blind.” 

    “I’m not much of a planner.” My plans never worked out anyway. 

    Opening the journal, I started reading the spell. Jax slapped a hand down on it. “Okay, look, if I were to go with you, there would need to be some rules.” 

    “How did you go from trying to convince me not to go, to convincing yourself to go with me?” I felt like I had missed something. Then again, I had been doing my best to block him out. 

    He sighed. “Because I think it’s clear that nothing is going to stop you. And you might as well have a fighting chance. It was my former crew who started all this in the first place.” 

    Guilt. Always a powerful motivator. If he wanted to come, I wouldn’t stop him. I could use the back up and he might come in handy.  

    “Well observed. Have you ever been to the infernal realm?” 

    “No. I’m more of a local boy.” 

    “Any idea how we get back out?” 

    “Nope.” 

    Helpful. 

    “Any idea where we can find Blake?” 

    “Not a one.” 

    “Do you know anything at all about where we’re going?”  

    He thought for a moment. “I know our powers will be affected. They might not work how you are used to.” 

    “Right. So to sum up, we’re going in with no way of getting out. We don’t know where we are going once inside, and our powers might not work. Still want to come?” 

    He sighed. “I don’t have a choice, do I?” 

    I lifted the journal. He had a choice, but like me, I guess he made all the wrong ones. 

    “Wait.” 

    I thought he would argue again, but instead, he grabbed a rope from the truck and rigged the bucket up to a tree. “This way, we can pull it when we go in and it will douse the shrine.” 

    “Good idea.”  

    While he held the rope, I secured Betty to my belt, using a thick elastic band wrapped around her handle. It left my hands free to climb. 

    We were ready to go. I recited the spell and the shrine started to glow.  

    Guess I’m better at spells than I thought. Or infernal ones work better for me than nature spells. 

    The ground shook under my feet. I guess we didn’t need to activate all three after all. Probably because Lazlo had already done it. 

    Moving back, I watched the ground split before us. We moved to the edge and looked down. I couldn’t see much but smoke and darkness. 

    “There!” Jax said. “We aim for that ledge.” 

    I nodded, though it looked a long way down. If we screwed this up, we’d likely die in the fall. 

    He gave us a three count and we jumped. As we plunged down, he pulled on the rope. I didn’t see the water hit the shrine, but I heard the splash. Then we were falling into darkness. 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Ten 

      

    The good news – we managed to hit the ledge, right before we rolled off it and kept falling. Plummeting down, I hit rock, and everything went black.  

    “Nissa! Nissa, wake up!” 

    “I’m up,” I mumbled jerking my head up. I regretted it instantly as pain shot through my temple. Not the usual pain from a hangover, this felt much worse. “No, I’m not.”  

    Lying back down, I wondered how many bones I’d broken in the fall. Everything hurt. 

    Jax moved to my side and rolled me over onto my back. He pulled a face when he saw my head. “Oh, that looks bad.” 

    “What does?” I raised my hand toward my head, instinctively reaching to check on Betty. Surprisingly, I still had hold of her, though she looked different somehow. 

    Is she shorter? 

    “You’ve hit your head pretty bad,” Jax said. 

    Betty sparked in my hand and the pain in my head started to ease. Did she act as a painkiller now too? 

    “What the hell?” Jax muttered. “It’s healing.” 

    Sitting up, I tentatively touched the wound on my head. “It is. But I don’t have accelerated healing.” 

    “No, but wizards do know spells to heal themselves, maybe being here gave you a power boost, letting you tap into that kind of magic without using a spell.” 

    That would certainly come in handy. I wouldn’t be much good to Blake with a concussion. Or worse. 

    Jax helped me to my feet. My head spun a little, but I definitely felt better. “So, we might actually stand a chance?” 

    He pulled a face. “Not necessarily. While it may have boosted your magic, that doesn’t mean it will work the way you want it to. From what I’ve read, it is difficult for any being other than a demon to use the infernal energy properly.” 

    “Great, cause why would anything actually work out in our favor.” I wondered why he had been reading up on this place. Did he always plan on coming with me? Or just idle curiosity? 

    A final jolt of pain shot through my temple and then the pain vanished altogether. I pressed my fingers to my head and found it completely healed. Why the hell couldn’t I have that all the time? I guess not all of my magic was bad.  

    “This place is creepy,” Jax muttered. 

    I looked around and I had to agree. It looked a lot like a cave, but the walls seemed to be pulsing and they had a faint purple glow to them. The whole place had a weird sulfuric smell too. Though strangely, I did imagine that to be the case. Some of the truth must have seeped into human mythology too.  

    “Aren’t demons supposed to love all this?” I asked. 

    “Uh, maybe some of them, but I’m from the human world.” 

    “Wait, are you saying you were a human before you were a demon?” 

    He ignored the comment and moved to a path up ahead. “I guess we go this way. But first…” 

    Holding out his hand, he formed a hellfire ball. A big hellfire ball. “Whoa. That’s pretty cool. Guess my powers are amplified too.” Extinguishing the fire, he grinned at me. 

    “I’m glad you’re having fun. Can we go find my boyfriend now?” 

    His grin faded. “If we must.” 

    We made our way along the path. The ground was rocky, and I moved carefully, worried I’d twist an ankle. 

    As I moved close to the wall, I brushed against some of the purple stuff and it actually retreated from me.  

    Oh shit, is it alive? 

    I moved away, not willing to find out. Everything in here could pose a threat, I needed to be on my guard. 

    Thinking about Jax’s comment about being from my world, I wondered if he had indeed been human. Was that possible? I knew demons couldn’t procreate, so he couldn’t have been born. So he must have been made a demon. 

    That thought chilled me. If it could happen to him, what stopped it from happening to other people? For a brief moment, I wondered if being around all this infernal energy could do it.  

    Wrapping my arms around myself, I glanced at the walls. I really hoped not. I didn’t want to end up as a demon. I definitely couldn’t pull off the horns. 

    I already suffered from poor impulse control and anger issues, being a demon wouldn’t improve me much. Without my old friend guilt holding me back, I imagine I would hurt a lot of people.  

    So why hasn’t Jax? 

    True, I had no idea what he had done in the past, but so far he hadn’t hurt anyone since I’ve known him. In fact, he’d only helped me. Did that mean a demon could be good? Or maybe some of the human still existed in him.  

    Now is not the time to get to know him. We have a mission. 

    Jax moved ahead of me, and I hurried to catch up. As we reached the end of the tunnel, Jax put up a hand to stop me. Pausing, I wondered what had stopped him. 

    Up ahead, I could hear noises. Scuffling feet and grunting. Jax grabbed my arm and pushed me into an alcove. Pressing his body against mine, we stayed still as several demons passed us. I caught a glimpse of one of them and bit back a whimper. They definitely weren’t like the demons I was used to. One of them had three eyes, a huge mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, and twisted horns. I averted my eyes until they passed. If one of those things saw us, we were beyond dead. 

    Looking up, I realized how close Jax was to me. His hand still on my arm, I could feel that weird pulsing sensation again. He must have felt it too because he leaned in closer. His face got incredibly close to mine and with his touch affecting me, I felt a sudden urge to kiss him. 

    The demons moved out of earshot, and I shoved Jax back. “What are you doing?” I hissed, feeling my cheeks flame.  

    Blaming him felt easier than admitting that I almost kissed him. 

    “Nothing,” he insisted.  

    Scowling, I left the alcove and stalked away. He followed but lagged behind me.  

    We’re here to rescue Blake.  

    I don’t know why I felt the need to remind myself, but it couldn’t hurt. I needed to forget how Jax’s touch affected me. Blake would be mad enough to learn that I had brought Jax with me, and that he now lived in Nowhere. They could sort their differences out later though.  

    “Why did those demons look like that?” I asked as a way to move away from the topic of his touch. 

    “They’re pure breeds. I’m sure there are worse than those guys.” 

    I shuddered at the thought. We really needed to avoid them if possible. 

    This world, I’m sure it had its own rules and I wished that I had more information before coming in here. But then again, if I knew exactly what I might face, I might not have come. 

    Yes, I would. 

    “You said you read about this place? Why were you doing that?” I asked. 

    “When Lazlo started talking about opening the gate, I figured I should see what we had in store. I don’t know how accurate the books were, but they’d give you nightmares. Every account said mostly the same thing, the things that live here are not friendly.” 

    “Read a lot, do you?” It came out slightly condescending, but I didn’t mean it that way. I could hardly talk since I barely took the time to research this place. 

    “Yes, actually. I also hold three degrees and a doctorate.” 

    “A doctorate? In what?”  

    “Philosophy.” 

    “Seriously?” 

    He glanced over at me. “Yes. And I don’t appreciate the tone of surprise.” 

    “Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by it. I just...” 

    “You don’t think a demon can be educated?” 

    Feeling embarrassed, I looked away. Of course they could, but someone who hung around with a biker gang trying to end the world didn’t seem like the type. 

    “I’m immortal. It can get boring, so I like to keep busy and learn new things. You never know what you might need.” 

    “Oh.” I never really thought about that side of immortality before. Given time, you could probably get a degree in just about everything. Did some immortals do that? They could become experts in everything. Even philosophy.  

    As I thought about it some more, a laugh escaped me. Jax gave me a quizzical look. 

    “Something funny?” he asked. 

    “No. Sorry. It’s just the thought of a demon contemplating the meaning of life. It’s a little weird.” 

    He stopped walking, placing his hands on his hips. “What’s wrong with searching for meaning?” 

    “Nothing, honestly, forget I said anything.” 

    “I get it because we’re all evil monsters who kill people, right? Those ideas are so outdated. I can’t believe you are a supernatural, born into a supernatural world and you’re still so ignorant.” 

    “I'm not ignorant. Well, okay I am. Look, I may live in a supernatural town, but I have a human mother. My father vanished before I was born. I didn’t even know I was a wizard until my powers manifested. And you may have noticed we don’t get a whole lot of demons in Nowhere. With good reason. What I did know about them came from the stories people would tell. And yeah, most of it was bullshit, but I guess they’d never met a demon either.  

    I wasn’t trying to insult you. I guess I just see there being more to life than school. But like you said, you’re immortal so it’s not like you’re running out of time.” 

    He paused for a moment. “Is that what you think is happening to you? That you’re running out of time?” 

    Shrugging, I shook my head. “More like I didn’t think I’d last long, so I wanted to do the things I liked. And school wasn’t something I liked.”  

    Not even a little bit. Bullies and crappy teachers took the joy out of it for me. That and the desperate urge to escape Nowhere. 

    Not liking school didn’t make me an idiot, but yeah, I guess sometimes I wished I knew more about the world I came from. And that the supernaturals I lived with weren’t so secretive.  

    “See? Isn’t it fun getting to know each other?” Jax joked. 

    Chuckling, I rolled my eyes at him. “Yeah, it’s great. We should keep moving.” 

    Though I was against the idea of getting to know Jax, I did look at him differently now. I should accept that you couldn’t know what a person is like based on what type of supernatural they are. 

    “Look, I think that if we don’t find Blake in the next twelve hours, we need to get the hell out of here. No pun intended,” Jax said. 

    I hesitated. “Yeah.”  

    Twelve hours? At the rate we were going, it would take a lot longer than that. We still had no clue where to look for Blake. Then we needed to find the right demon to get the crystal. It would take as long as it took. 

    “Promise me, Nissa. I have no interest in being eaten by something in here.” 

    Sighing, I said, “Fine. Twelve hours.” 

    I didn’t care if it took twelve days, I would stay here until I found Blake. If Jax wanted to leave, he could. I wouldn’t force him to stay if he didn’t want to. He had gotten me this far, I could do the rest on my own. 

    Glancing over at him, I wondered if he knew I was lying. If he did, he didn’t show it. Good. I’d get his help for as long as I could and hope we found Blake in the meantime. 

    I’m here now, I can’t turn back without knowing what happened to Blake. Even if I don’t like the answer. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Eleven 

      

    Jax wasn’t wrong when he said the infernal realm was big. We had been walking for two hours already and nothing seemed to have changed. It all looked the same, dark, creepy, and depressing. Though I guess that fit what most people expected of hell. Some endless world filled with horrible creatures ready to torment you. 

    I wonder if Nowhere is modeled after it. 

    It did sit on top of it, why couldn’t it have an influence on the town? That quarry worker went nuts just by being close to the shrine, it made sense that it could seep into the soil, affect every resident. We ate local produce, drank the water there. All the fighting, the anger, the hatred, it could be amplified by this realm.  

    Maybe they should just get rid of the town, let the residents find a new place to hide. 

    It had become a necessity for most, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t find somewhere else to live their lives. It was a big world and surely, other towns like Nowhere existed somewhere. 

    Telling the residents that would be a real treat. They’d lynch anyone who even suggested it. I guess for some of them, Nowhere really was a home, the only one they had. Somewhere they didn’t have to worry about their enemies catching up to them. But I also knew that some of them had been there so long that their enemies were probably long dead. They had grown complacent, happy to let the Council and Abernathy dictate to them. I mean sure, some of them pushed back, caused issues, but none of them really tried to change things.  

    If someone joined the Council who was willing to listen to them, help them, then maybe things would be different. Not me of course. I’m not a peacemaker, let’s face it. No, the only way to be truly fair would be for the Council to represent everyone and have a member from each supernatural community so it would be fair. But that’s where it fell apart. Things would never be fair in Nowhere. Not for any of us. 

    Lost in thought, I stumbled over a rock, almost falling. Jax reached out and grabbed me, righting me.  “You okay?” 

    I shook him off. “I’m fine. Don’t touch me.” I didn’t need the confusion right now. 

    He moved a little closer. “Why? Is something wrong?” The smirk told me that he knew exactly what his touch did to me.  

    “Do it again and I’ll break your fingers. Is that clear enough?” 

    He stepped back, the smile fading. “Very.” 

    Shaking my head in disgust, I walked on, careful to avoid any other rocks.  

    We spotted a few more demons as we went, but we kept out of their way. I wondered how many there were of them. And why this place all looked like a cave. Was there an outside? If one existed, there could be worse living in it.  

    A few demons moved below us, darting around, sometimes fighting. Most of them spoke some kind of guttural-sounding language that I couldn’t understand. It didn’t look like Jax did either. He did say he came from Earth and not a place like this. I had to admit, I wanted to know more about his life before becoming a demon, but it could wait until we were safe. 

    I did notice that he seemed as terrified as me to be here. That didn’t offer me any comfort. I thought he would know a lot more about this place. Of course I could have taken more time to learn about it too. I read a little bit about infernal realms, but when the information didn’t mention how to actually get to said realm, I would move onto the next book. Now I regretted it.  

    Not exactly easy to sit reading when you know someone you care about could be getting ripped apart by demons. 

    Jax and I didn’t talk much as we walked, it seemed like a good idea to keep quiet, but even in the silence this place seemed to hum with energy. Not unlike at the shrine during my fight with Lazlo, I felt the energy filling me, but it seemed different this time. Overwhelming.  

    Glancing down at my hands, I expected to see claws growing out of them, but they looked normal. Could too much infernal energy change me? All the demons that lived here looked twisted and grotesque. Did the energy do that to them? Or is that just how they looked? 

    Back in Nowhere, the energy had felt like a steady stream as I absorbed it, but here it felt more like standing beneath a waterfall. 

    If it helps in a fight, I’ll take it. 

    But if I could avoid a fight altogether, I would. No point in taking the risk going against these creatures. 

    The ground grew steep, and we struggled to get up it. My legs ached from the exertion. I just hoped we were heading in the direction we needed. Blake had to be here somewhere. Hiding or maybe as a prisoner, but hopefully alive and in one piece.  

    “So, how long have you been together?” Jax asked as we walked. 

    Thrown by the question, I asked, “What?” 

    “You and the werewolf? Must be some epic love affair for you to go to this much trouble.” 

    “Um…I’ve known him a few weeks.” I mumbled the last two words. We really hadn’t known each other long at all, but that didn’t mean I thought he deserved to be saved any less. I cared about him a lot. 

    “What was that?” Jax asked. 

    “I’ve known him like six weeks or so, not including the time down here.” Which felt like an eternity. 

    Jax stared at me, looking very confused. “Are you telling me that you ventured into literal hell to save someone you haven’t even known for two months?” 

    I squared my shoulders. “Yeah, so?”  

    He made it sound like the worst idea in the world. Time didn’t matter, what mattered was that Blake needed help. 

    His eyes nearly bugged out of his head. “Do you even love this guy?” 

    “I…we haven’t gotten that far yet.” I’m sure we would say it, eventually. But no, we weren’t there yet.  

    Jax put his head into his hands and groaned. “Fuck. I thought you were going after him because you loved him so much that you couldn’t live without him, but no, apparently, it’s because you’re crazy.” 

    “I’m not crazy.” Wanting to save someone didn’t make me crazy. I mean, yeah, okay, I did come in here without a clear exit plan and I had no idea where to find Blake, but that didn’t make me crazy. Stupid, but not crazy. 

    He paced back and forth. “It’s my own fault. Stop following the hot women into dangerous places, Jax. You idiot!” 

    Crossing my arms, I scowled at him. “Are you done?” 

    He threw up his hands. “Not much I can do now, is there? But in future, maybe you could share pertinent information like that.” 

    “What does it matter how I feel about him? He still needs rescuing either way.” 

    Jax shook his head and walked off.  

    God, he’s annoying. 

    Why did he have to bring up the L word? While I didn’t think Blake and I were there yet, I didn’t know how Blake felt. He certainly went through a lot with me and for me. More than you’d expect for a fling. 

    I trudged after Jax, wondering if there was an easier way to find Blake. If I had a spare werewolf, he could have sniffed him out. Too late for that now. Besides, I doubt any of the werewolves in Nowhere would be willing to help me out after I helped get their Alpha killed. Well, the cops did the deed, but only because he attacked me. 

    “Do you actually know any way we can get out of here?” I asked.  

    With the gate closed, we were essentially trapped. No one Earth side would open it for us. In fact, no one knew we were here except M. While I knew she would do anything to help me, she lacked the knowledge to open the gate. 

    “Well, I have an idea, but it’s a long shot.” 

    Jogging forward to catch up to him, I asked, “What is it?” 

    “About a year ago, Lazlo met with a demon at a bar who had these crystals that can be used to travel through dimensions. It’s actually how he became obsessed with the idea of opening the gate. Up until then, it seemed like an urban legend. But the guy he met with was from here. Anyway, these crystals create a temporary door for someone to pass through to the Earth realm.” 

    “Uh, if they have these crystals, why not use them to get to our world, instead of trying to open the gate in the first place?” It would be a lot less destructive. At least until they started attacking people. 

    “Because they are extremely rare and only the highest-ranking demons are allowed them. They also only let one being through at a time. Which is why it’s a long shot. We need to find one of those demons and steal the crystals from him.” 

    Great, a fight with a high-ranking demon. I suddenly felt less confident about my plan to come here, but better about bringing back up. I would have no idea about any of this. But as usual, I didn’t think that far ahead. I just wanted to get to Blake, but I don’t think he would have appreciated it if I showed up, and then we had no choice but to stay down here. 

    “So, if these big time demons have the crystals, why not just go to our world and stay there permanently? They wouldn’t need the gate opened at all.” 

    “They would if they want to keep their power. When they’re shut off from the infernal realm, their power fades. With the gate open, they have a constant supply.” 

    “Then why can I still access power if I’m from the real world?” I’d been wondering since I learned that I had infernal magic.  

    “That I don’t know. Wizards are…an enigma.” 

    One of the more complimentary things I’ve been called over the years. But we were. Even the information I had found in the books about wizards didn’t tell me much. All of them still referred to infernal magic as chaos magic. Funny how I used to think how fitting that sounded. Chaos magic. Because that’s what I brought to the table – chaos. Infernal sounded very different. Evil. I didn’t like that.  

    “Okay, so we have a plan. Of sorts. We find a demon and grab three crystals from him to get home.” It sounded so simple when I said it like that, but let’s face it, nothing was ever easy. We would have to figure out which demon to target, get them on their own, take them down and then check for crystals. If they didn’t have them then the whole thing would start again. 

    Jax paused. “Well, I have a theory. Bear in mind, I don’t know for sure. We may only need one crystal. The demons who have them are the strongest, they have the most infernal magic. But they don’t have a way to direct it. If you were able to channel enough infernal magic through the bat…” 

    “Betty,” I corrected. 

    He rolled his eyes. “Betty, then you could possibly power up a crystal enough to let more than one person through at a time. Though three might be a stretch, so let’s hope whoever we get has more than one crystal.” 

    I glanced down at Betty. “And if I can’t channel enough energy into the crystals?” 

    He frowned. “Then we’re stuck here.” 

    “So, no pressure then.” Nothing like impending doom to motivate a person. Why couldn’t I ever catch a break? 

    He tried to sound reassuring. “You are strong enough to do it. Just try not to expel too much energy in the meantime and we should be fine.” 

    Sure, it’s not like there are vicious demons roaming around waiting to eat us. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twelve 

      

    “This is useless. There’s no sign of him anywhere,” I said. It’s not like I expected him to be sitting waiting for me the moment we arrived, but we had been searching for hours and this place looked endless. Where we came in could be miles from where he came in. I don’t even know how that worked. Were there entry points, or just luck of the draw? It’s not like this place lay directly under Nowhere. Nowhere just happened to be where the door into this realm lay. Thinking about it all made my head hurt. 

    For all I know, his body could be lying in here somewhere. 

    He could have died from the fall, no matter what I wanted to believe. Or Lazlo could have survived and killed him the moment they landed. The thought of stumbling over his decaying body made me feel sick. I did notice bones here and there as we walked. So if there was a body, it had most likely been picked clean. 

    If you think like that then you’ve already given up on him. 

    I couldn’t afford to let those thoughts in. Until proven otherwise, I had to think of Blake as alive. 

    Jax came to a stop and sighed. “Then we’re going to have to ask someone because the clock is ticking.” 

    Maybe for you it is. 

    “Are you suggesting we tap a demon on the shoulder and ask him to direct us to Blake?” I asked sarcastically. Because I’m sure they’d be super helpful. 

    “Sort of. If you mean knock them out, tie them up and beat an answer out of them.” 

    I grinned. “Now you’re talking my language.” It beat walking around all day. 

    “Well, I know how much you like to tie men up.” He raised an eyebrow at me, his lip curling up. 

    “Only you,” I shot back. Then I heard it out loud. “No, I mean…You know what I mean.” 

    He laughed wickedly. “You can tie me up later. Let’s go find ourselves a demon.” 

    “You know that’s not what I meant.” 

    Cheeks burning, I followed him. I didn’t enjoy tying him up, it had been necessary. But Jax had been an easy target compared to the things that lived in this dimension. It would take a lot more than a simple taser to bring one of them down. I even had doubts that Jax’s power would be enough against one of them. If they had fireballs too, would they be immune to the power? We didn’t need to find that information out in the middle of a fight. 

    We found a cluster of demons over the next ridge, gathered around something on the ground. Four of them. I couldn’t get a good look at them from up here, but they were big. Huge hulking figures with various extra appendages including horns, tails, and even a few extra limbs. They looked like mutants or something. Living in this wasteland was bound to affect them though. Down here in the dark, surrounded by infernal energy. It created monsters. Monsters with superpowers and enhanced strength who would love to tear us to shreds. 

    And to think they write comic books about them and stick them in spandex. 

    “Which one?” I whispered. I didn’t like the look of any of them. If one of them had stronger magic than us, then they would kill us.  

    “What about the one on the end?” Jax suggested. 

    The demon certainly looked like the runt of the litter, but still, he could rip us apart if he wanted to. 

    “Maybe. But we can’t grab him with the others there.” 

    “Then we wait.” 

    Jax moved away from the ledge, taking a seat on the ground. Raising his knee, he rested his arm on it and let out a sigh.  

    I stayed put, watching the demons in case they moved.  

    “Just relax,” Jax said. “Looks like they’ll be a while. They’re feeding.” 

    “What?” Looking closer, I realized that he was right. They were ripping something apart and eating it. “Ew.” 

    Jax chuckled softly. How could he be so calm about this?  

    Turning away, I left them to it. I certainly didn’t want to see that. Relaxing though? That was not going to happen. I already had a knot in my shoulder from being constantly tense.  

    I glanced over at Jax. He may look like he didn’t care, but I saw him looking around, no doubt listening intently for any indication that something might be coming our way. 

    “Do you think you can take the demon?” I whispered. 

    He raised an eyebrow. “Me? This is your idea.” 

    Great, so he wanted me to go up against that thing. I assumed he would do the heavy lifting since he had the better power boost. 

    Jax grinned. “I’m kidding. I’ll take him down.” 

    “Don’t do me any favors.” I mean he had already done enough for me just by coming down here.  

    Shaking his head, he removed a knife from his pocket and played with the blade. I wish I’d thought to bring more than just Betty with me. 

    A shock hit me in the leg. I guess she heard me. But I wasn’t sure she would be enough. A few sticks of dynamite would be handy to have. Or a hardcore spellcaster. I had no idea what to expect in here. 

    Bored, I picked at my cuticles, silently urging the demons to finish their damn meal and move on. I tried not to think about what they might be eating. I got the feeling that they just tucked in whenever anything dropped dead in here. Probably before that too if they caught up to a weaker demon. 

    Eventually, whatever they were feeding on, ran out. With a few grunts, they all wandered off in different directions. Forcing myself to look at the remains, I felt relief when I saw that it wasn’t human. The horns told me that. 

    It's not Blake, that’s all that matters. 

    I signaled to Jax that they were on the move. We watched as the smaller one headed off below us. 

    “Let’s go.” 

    Hurrying down the incline, I unhooked Betty from my belt. She pulsed weakly in my hand. Did that mean she was ready to go? She better be because there wouldn’t be any rehearsals or second chances down here. One wrong step and we’d be demon food. 

    We reached the lower level, pausing to let the demon get a little ahead of us. If it yelled out, we didn’t need the other three hearing it and coming to help.  

    It walked hunched over, with various bumps sticking out of its blueish skin. No horns on this one, but it did have claws. 

    I stepped around some more bones, sending a few of them clattering down a small incline. Coming to a stop, I glanced at Jax. We waited to see if it drew the demon’s attention, but it kept walking. They were probably used to other demons moving around, so it didn’t even care.  

    Coming up behind the demon, we trailed it for a few more minutes, making sure it didn’t have friends lurking around. Were they pack animals? Or did it depend on the species? I highly doubted they made friends easily, given their attitudes.  

    Turning to me, Jax gave me a nod. I returned it, ready to back him up. If he got a hold of it, I could ask the questions, using Betty to keep it in check. Of course, we were assuming it would understand us. Did demons know what charades were? Because it could come to that. 

    Jax lunged forward and grabbed the demon, but it seemed to dissolve in his grip, quickly turning to smoke.  

    We both turned, waiting for it to pop up again. Breathing hard, I cursed myself for not being ready for that. I saw one turn into rats once, it should come as no surprised that one could turn into smoke too. 

    “Where the fuck is it?” I asked, holding Betty at the ready. 

    “Boo!” The demon appeared right in front of me, and I quickly swung Betty at it. It vanished again and Betty connected with nothing but air. Stumbling forward, I managed to stay on my feet.  

    Son of a bitch. 

    The demon went after Jax next, appearing behind him and shoving him. Jax stumbled forward, catching himself on a large rock. Righting himself, Jax slashed out with his knife, but the demon had disappeared again. 

    “Show yourself, you coward,” Jax said. 

    The demon appeared before him, a grin on its face. “Sneaky. Outsiders.” It seemed to struggle for a moment with the words. Probably not used to speaking them, but at least it understood us. That would make things easier if we could ever catch it. 

    Jax lunged with the knife, and the demon evaporated. Jax however, seemed to catch on, as he spun just as the demon reappeared behind him. He grabbed the demon and pressed the tip of the blade to its throat. It went still. 

    “Now you’re going to talk,” Jax said. 

    I moved around, pointing Betty at the demon’s face. A few sparks erupted from her, making the demon’s eyes go wide. “Try anything and I’ll turn you to smoke permanently.”  

    Betty throbbed in my hands. She seemed as eager as I did to do some damage to this creature. 

    It looked to Jax, then back at me. Finally, it gave a slight nod to show it understood. 

    “There’s someone else down here. A man. He fell in a couple of weeks ago from the Earth realm. Where is he?” I demanded. The demon should know who I meant, how many people from the Earth realm could they possibly get down here? 

    The demon thought for a moment, then started laughing hysterically. “The wolf? Yes, we have fun with him. He brought all that Earth energy here and we feed off him for weeks. Like beacon in the dark.” He spoke in broken English, but the meaning was clear. 

    The thought made me sick to my stomach. I smashed him in the face with Betty. “Is he alive?” 

    The demon lifted his head, spitting out a mouthful of black blood near my feet. “Barely.” 

    Hope flared inside me, though I didn’t like the idea that they had been feeding on him. “Where is he?” 

    It sneered at me. “Like I tell you.” 

    If we continued to question it, then we risked someone seeing us. “Then we don’t need you anymore,” I said. Better to get rid of it before it alerted any other demons. 

    Jax drew back his knife to finish it off. The demon saw the opportunity and shifted from smoke to solid again, twisting in his grasp and aiming its claws at Jax’s head. Jax grabbed its wrist, dodging the talons. With his free hand, he drove his knife into the demon’s throat, all the way to the hilt. 

    It tried to laugh, but the sound came out like a gurgle given the damage. 

    Jax dragged the blade across its neck, doing as much damage as possible. When the demon dropped to the ground, it lay there twitching.  

    Tearing its throat up didn’t kill it? 

    How hard would the rest be to kill if it came to it? 

    Jax looked around, grabbing a large rock off the ground. He brought it down on the demon’s head and the twitching stopped. 

    I looked away. Okay, maybe they weren’t that hard to kill. Much like a bug, they just needed something big enough to squash them. 

    When I looked again, Jax was checking it for something. Crystals? He came up empty. 

    “Still eager to continue, now that you know what we’re up against?” Jax asked. “Because that certainly wasn’t the worst of them. And we still have no idea where we’re going.” 

    I tore my gaze away from the body on the floor. “Oh yes, we’re going on. Didn’t you hear him? Blake’s alive.” 

    And this whole trip wasn’t a waste after all. 

    Jax heaved a sigh. “Fine. If he’s alive, then they must be keeping him somewhere. But remember, the clock is still ticking.” 

    If Jax thought I would leave now that I knew Blake was alive, then he was crazy. 

    I’m coming, Blake. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Thirteen 

      

    Knowing Blake was alive didn’t get us any closer to finding him. It meant more endless walking. Why did we kill the demon so quickly? Oh yeah, he had the ability to turn into smoke and seemed content to tear us to shreds. Still, he could have at least given us a hint. 

    Sweat poured off me. It never actually occurred to me to bring any food or water with me. I didn’t think we’d be here that long, now it looked like I’d made a big mistake. 

    Wiping at my forehead, I stopped for a minute to rest. 

    “You okay?” Jax asked. 

    I nodded. “Just hot.” 

    “Yeah, I have that problem myself,” he said, winking at me. 

    “You’re an idiot. You know that’s not what I mean.” 

    He chuckled, reaching into his pocket. “Could you use this?” he asked, holding out a hip flask. 

    “Isn’t alcohol supposed to dehydrate you?” 

    Wow, first time in my life I’ve ever refused alcohol. 

    “It’s water.” 

    I snatched it from him and took a drink. “Thank God. Though you don’t have a lot of it,” I said handing it back. Between the two of us, it wouldn’t last. Guess we would have to ration it. 

    “Didn’t expect to come here,” he said, taking a drink himself.  

    “Why do you have water in the first place then?” 

    He gave me a quizzical look. “You can fill these things with something other than alcohol you know.” 

    I snorted. “I wouldn’t know. I just drink straight from the bottle.” 

    “I’ve noticed.” 

    Forcing myself on, I realized that Jax might have been right about the time limit. When proper dehydration set in, I’d be no use to Blake. 

    “You know you should probably brace yourself,” Jax said as we walked along. 

    I tensed. “For what? Are there demons coming our way?” I didn’t hear anything. 

    He stopped walking and stepped in front of me. “No, for Blake. He may not be what you remember. As someone with no infernal magic, this place would warp and change him. And that demon did say that they had been feeding on him. He could be in a bad way.” 

    “I don’t care. Once we get him out, he’ll be fine.” I pushed past Jax and kept moving, eager to get to Blake. There was no point in imaging what state he was in. It would only distract me, and I needed to stay focused. Knowing the powers that demon had, I did wonder what else we could expect. Betty wouldn’t do much against smoke.  

    Jax muttered something under his breath as he came after me. I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. God, why did everyone try to talk me out of this?  

    Am I the only one who gives a shit about Blake? 

    I mean Liv definitely would have backed me up if she knew about this. But she didn’t. And there was no point in telling her when she couldn’t do anything about it. She couldn’t even get back into town, so I had to do this alone.  

    Once Blake was back home, I’d call her and tell her everything. I’m sure she’d be angry that I kept it from her, but if Blake was alive and well, she’d get over it. 

    Right now, I couldn’t think about anything other than getting to Blake. I knew the demons had been torturing him, but surely once I got him home, he would heal. It would just take some time. But we needed to get to him before the demons hurt him again. He had suffered enough. 

    He would have suffered less if I had gotten here sooner. 

    I could beat myself up about that later. I was here now, that’s what mattered. Knowing that he was still alive had given me renewed energy. If any demon got in my way, they’d get a face full of Betty. 

    As we emerged from a narrow tunnel, I could hear voices up ahead. A lot of them. Below us, lay a large pit and it was filled with demons.  

    “Holy shit,” I whispered. There had to be at least a hundred of them, each one uglier than the last. 

    “I don’t think there’s anything holy about them,” Jax muttered.  

    On the other side of the pit, level with us, lay another tunnel. But how could we get to it without the demons seeing us? 

    Jax pointed to a small ledge that ran around the edge of the pit. I gave him an ‘are you crazy’ look and shook my head. We couldn’t walk around that without falling on top of the demons. 

    “It’s the only way,” he whispered. 

    I looked at the other tunnel. What if Blake lay inside? Trapped like an animal. I at least had to try and get across.  

    With a sigh, I motioned for Jax to go first. At least that way if the ledge broke, he’d be the first to find out about it. They might not kill him as quickly as they killed me, since he was a demon too.  

    Jax put his back against the wall and stepped out onto the ledge. He pressed his foot down on it, testing it against his weight. Then he started inching along it. 

    So far so good. 

    Following his lead, I went after him, my eyes on the demons. If they spotted us, all it would take was a well-aimed fireball to take us out. Luckily, they were busy watching something. The further we went, the better I could see it. Some sort of fight was going on between a demon and another creature. It wasn’t a demon, more like a troll. Did it get trapped down here too?  

    I winced as the demon punched it so hard that it lost a few teeth. This was a fight it couldn’t win. I just hoped it was over quick for it. 

    They’re just doing it for entertainment. Did they do that to Blake too? 

    I couldn’t stand the idea of Blake being tortured and beaten. The smoke demon said he was alive, but I needed to see it with my own eyes to believe it. I needed to talk to him, to hear him tell me that he was okay. 

    Shifting my foot sideways, I nudged a loose stone. It fell, striking several large rocks before landing at the feet of a demon. I held my breath, waiting for it to look up, but it stood engrossed in the fight. 

    Letting out my breath, I looked over to Jax. He had almost reached the other side. I needed to hurry up. Moving as quickly as I dared, I felt sweat drip down my face.  

    I can do this; I can do this. 

    When he realized that I had fallen behind, Jax stopped to wait until I caught up. Wanting to get it over with, I sped up again. Just before I reached him, my foot slipped. With nothing to grab onto, I pitched forward. Spinning in the air, I tried to grab the ledge. Instead, Jax’s hand closed around mine.  

    My skin slick with sweat, I could feel myself start to slip. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t make any noise, or they would hear us. 

    Feet kicking, I tried to find something to stand on. We were so close to the tunnel, how could I screw this up now?  

    Jax’s grip tightened on me, and he yanked hard, pitching sideways at the same time, taking us both into the tunnel. We landed in a heap on the floor with Jax pressed against me. 

    Letting out a shaky breath, I lay there for a moment, relieved I hadn’t landed on top of those things. 

    Jax raised his head and grinned at me as I struggled to get free of his grasp.  

    “I think we can get up now,” I growled. 

    “Oh right, of course.” 

    We got to our feet, and I shot him a glare. We were trying to rescue my boyfriend and he tried to cop a feel. “Let’s go, before they see us.” 

    Moving further into the tunnel, it opened wider to reveal a row of large cages, suspended by chains from the ceiling. Each one had an occupant. I stopped, taking each of them in. None of them looked human, but all of them seemed afraid. One creature retreated to the back of the cage, hissing softly at me. I stayed back, not wanting to scare it any more than it already had been. 

    The next cage held a whimpering fur covered creature. The floor under it looked stained in blood and a horrible smell came from the cage. Part of me wanted to let them out, but I didn’t know what they were. What if I opened the cages and they attacked me? Even if they did get out, where would they go? The demons would find them and bring them back.  

    “I’m sorry,” I whispered softly, before forcing myself to walk on. 

    Did the demons kidnap these creatures from other realms? Or did they come from here? Either way, they were just sport to the demons. 

    Looking back, I noticed that Jax had hesitated. “Maybe you should do this part yourself. I’ll keep an eye on the demons.” 

    He had a point. I’m sure Jax was the last person that Blake wanted to see. Assuming they had him in here.  

    Nodding, I waited until he moved back down the tunnel before I started looking for Blake. 

    Walking by the row of cages, I couldn’t help but feel pity for the creatures inside. Some of them were in a bad way. Part of me didn’t want to find Blake in one of them, not if he looked like them. But on the other hand, I just wanted this whole thing to be over. Whatever state they had left him in, he would be better once I got him home where he could rest and heal. 

    Then this place will just be a bad memory. 

    In the second to last cage, I found a man cowering at the back of the cage, his head on his knees. He wore clothes from my realm. Clothes I recognized.  

    “Blake?” I whispered, my heart thudding in my chest. 

    Slowly, he raised his head to look at me.  

    Oh my God. What have they done to him? 

    His eyes were sunken, skin deathly pale. He looked like he had been starved, as I spotted his ribs through his torn shirt. They did this in two weeks? 

    “Nis?” he rasped. 

    Tears filled my eyes, but I couldn’t break down in front of him. I needed to get him out of here. “I’m here. I’ve come to take you home.” 

    The lock holding the door closed had been spelled shut. I had no choice. I needed to use Betty to open it and hope the demons didn’t hear us. Given the cheering and yelling from the other room, they might not. 

    “Shield your face,” I said. 

    Blake raised his arm in front of his face. 

     Aiming Betty at the lock, I focused on summoning a smaller blast, one that would break the lock but not vaporize Blake in the process. 

    The flash of white light almost blinded me after being in the near darkness, but the lock fell to the ground in pieces. Feeling relieved, I opened the rusty door, which squeaked loudly. “Come on, quick,” I said. 

    Blake crawled slowly to the door and slid out onto the floor. His clothes were in tatters and he had cuts over his skin. Why hadn’t they healed?  

    He stared at me, looking both sad and angry. “You never should have come.” 

    Shouldn’t have come? Why would he say that? 

    Thinking he was in shock, I reached for him. “It's okay.” 

    He flinched, backing away from me. I dropped my hand, not wanting to upset him more. 

    Jax came hurtling toward us, making Blake jump. His eyes widened when he recognized Jax. I didn’t want him to find out like this. I wanted to tell him before he saw Jax. 

    “What is it?” I asked. 

    Panting, Jax said, “They’re coming.” 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Fourteen 

      

    I could hear the demons coming toward us up the tunnel. If they got in here, we would be trapped, then thrown into cages. Or worse. “What are we going to do?” I’d just found Blake, I wasn’t about to lose him again so quickly. 

    “Try blasting them to slow them down,” Jax urged. “Then we’ll head deeper into the cave and hope it’s not a dead end.” 

    I looked behind me. The cave narrowed a lot, tapering into darkness. I already thought it was a dead end, but now that I looked closer, I could see that there was a way through. Who knew where it led though. To more cages? Or a way out? 

    A glance at Blake revealed a scowl on his face as he stared at Jax. Really? We were about to be eaten and Blake had time to worry about him? 

    “Someone’s here,” a demon growled from up ahead. I was surprised to hear another one of them speak English. Did that mean he had been Earth side? More importantly did that mean he had one of those crystals we were looking for? One of them had to. It made sense that the ones who traveled would know other languages. 

    I doubt he’ll stop long enough to chat about it. 

    Readying Betty, I waited until they came into view, though every instinct told me to run. Jax and Blake moved behind me to give me a clear shot. I wondered briefly if a fireball would be a better idea, but it would be infernal magic either way. 

    Come on, Betty. Don’t let me down now. 

    A blast of light shot out of her, striking the demon leading the charge. It knocked him and the three behind him over, but the blast itself wasn’t as powerful as it should be. They were still alive. 

    Uh-oh. 

    “Move,” I urged. We didn’t have time for me to try again.  

    Turning, we moved further down the tunnel. The demons were a lot bigger than us, they might not be able to get through the narrow gap.  

    Neither will we if it gets any narrower. 

    Blake could barely stand, I had to support him as we walked, urging him on ahead of me. I could feel his ribs through the shirt and each step seemed like a real effort for him. I assumed they hadn’t fed him, what had he been surviving on? I guess he might not have been captured immediately, he could have been hiding first. 

    Anger flared inside me as I thought of what he might have gone through. I wanted to kill all of the demons, but I didn’t have the power. All we could do now was try and stay ahead of them. 

    Squeezing sideways through a gap, I felt sharp rocks digging into my skin. Jax led the way, but he had trouble getting through too.  

    Please don’t let it get too narrow.  

    The voices of the demons echoed after us, but it didn’t sound like they were getting any closer. Yet. 

    Squashed against the rock in near darkness, I felt panic rise inside me. What if we got wedged and couldn’t get out? 

    My breathing quickened, as I forced myself to take one step after another. A hand squeezed mine and I looked up at Blake, though I couldn’t make out his face. It made me feel better having him here, now that I knew he was alive.  

    Focus on that. He needs to stay that way.  

    Gradually, the tunnel started to widen again, and we came out into a cavern, much to my relief. 

    Stopping for a rest, Blake lowered himself onto a rock. The walk had wiped him out even though it wasn’t more than a few hundred feet.  

    The demons seemed blocked for now, but we needed to keep on the move before more of them showed up. They’d know this place better than us. 

    “You need to go, Nissa,” Blake growled. “You never should have come here.” 

    “I wasn’t going to leave you down here,” I snapped. He could at least sound a little grateful. Did he want to be stuck in that cage, tortured regularly by demons? 

    “I mean it. You’ve made a huge mistake.” 

    “How can you say that? Look, we can talk about this later,” I said, not wanting to listen to his protests. I didn’t come all this way just to leave him behind. Even if he hated me, we were going home together. 

    Please don’t let this be about Jax.  

    “We need to keep moving,” Jax said. “They probably know another way to get to this cavern.” 

    Nodding, I reached out to help Blake to his feet. He waved me off and got up himself, though I could see the struggle on his face. 

    I admit it hurt to have him act this way. After everything I had gone through to get down here, breaking the rules, risking prison and of course whatever I would face when I got back to Nowhere for stealing Jeremiah’s books.  

    Blake shuffled forward and I followed, ready to help him if he needed it. Maybe Blake blamed me for ending up here the first place. That had to be it. He hated me for dragging him into the mess with the demons and for having to save me with Lazlo. Sitting in that cage for two weeks, he had plenty of time to think about it all.  

    If he does hate me, I can’t blame him. But I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to him. 

    Jax led the way. I just hoped he didn’t say anything to piss Blake off.  

    Another tunnel off to the right seemed like the way to go. As we walked in the semi-darkness, I wondered how the hell we were going to get that crystal now. We had a shot when no one knew we were here, but now a whole hoard of demons knew about us. They would keep coming and probably add us to those cages.  

    Somehow, I doubt I’ll be able to freeze them. 

    It seemed unlikely my power would work on them, and I didn’t want to get close enough to find out. Besides, there were far too many of them to freeze all at once, and with Jax and Blake close by, they would end up frozen too. 

    I tapped Betty, sending a silent message of disapproval. She had one job. 

    Reaching the end of the tunnel, Jax held up a hand to stop us and peeked out. “Shit,” he whispered, jerking back. 

    “What is it?” 

    “They’re coming our way.” 

    “Fuck.” There was no way Blake could run, not in his condition. What the hell were we going to do? I squeezed Betty in my hand, still angry that she let me down. If she had killed at least one of them, it might have made the others back off. 

    Jax ran a hand through his hair and sighed. “You two head to the left. I’ll lead them away.” 

    “What? Don’t be crazy.” Would he really do that for us? 

    “I can outrun them. Just wait until they go after me and get the hell out of here. I’ll catch back up with you in a bit.” 

    “I…” Before I could finish, he ran out of the cave. When the demons spotted him, he gave a yell and took off running.  

    Blake and I pressed ourselves against the walls, hiding in the shadows. I felt the purple stuff move against me and pulled away from it. I didn’t need it grabbing me.  

    When the yells faded, I looked out. The demons had taken the bait and were after Jax. 

    Don’t get dead, Jax. We may need you. 

    “Let’s go,” I said, signaling to Blake to follow me in the opposite direction. 

    “Why are you working with that demon?” Blake asked as we walked. 

    “Because no one else wanted the gig. I don’t suppose you know if there are any high-level demons around here?” I wanted to change the subject, but I also needed to figure a way out of here. He’d been here a while, he might have seen something.  

    “We don’t exactly chat,” he said.  

    I couldn’t bring myself to ask him what they had done to him, I don’t think I could stand to know. Maybe in time. 

    Turning to look at him, I asked, “We need to get out of here, Blake. And we need a high-ranking demon to do that.” Did they bother themselves with torturing or was that beneath them? 

    He just stared at me. What the hell had happened to him? He seemed so different like he had completely given up. Maybe he had. But I was here now. I’d get him out.  

    Reaching out, I took his hand. At least he didn’t flinch at my touch. “Let’s keep moving.” 

    “Why did you do this?” he asked.  

    I sighed. “To save you.” 

    “Not much left to save,” he wheezed. 

    “Blake please don’t talk like that. Just keep moving. We can do this together.” 

    He followed me, but he didn’t put much effort into it. I imagine if I let him, he might just go right back to that cage. Maybe he had that Stockholm Syndrome thing or something. He had probably learned that only bad things happened when he left it. 

    He’d probably need therapy when we got back. Nowhere didn’t have a therapist. Well, we did once, but I guess listening to our problems drove him over the edge because he burned his practice to the ground and fled town six months in. Until another supernatural with a degree in psychology moved to town, we had to deal with our own problems. 

    I’ll make sure he gets whatever help he needs, even if we have to leave Nowhere to get it. 

    It may come to that anyway if I wanted to avoid Jeremiah. Blake needed somewhere quiet to recover, possibly back with his own Pack. They would know how to care for a werewolf, but I doubted I would be welcome. Packs rarely let in non werewolves and even if they did, I had done so much to screw up Blake’s life, I wouldn’t blame them if they chased me off. 

    As we turned another corner onto an almost identical path, I wondered if this place was just a giant maze. We could be going in circles. How the hell would Jax find us? If the demons hadn’t killed him already. 

    It may have sounded harsh, but I had to trust he could save himself. I had Blake to worry about. He couldn’t defend himself like Jax could. Besides, he seemed like a survivor. 

    A noise to my left made me jump. Without thinking, I shoved Blake into an alcove to hide him. He let out an oof sound as his back hit the wall. 

    “Don’t move,” I whispered. I hoped I hadn’t hurt him, but if a demon got him, it would do a lot worse. 

    Inching forward, I looked for the source of the noise, hoping it was just Jax.   

    Blake whispered my name, but I raised a finger to my lips. I needed to check. We didn’t need something sneaking up behind us as we walked. 

    A thought popped into my head, the words from Lazlo’s journal about the old one. Though I didn’t know exactly what it was, I guessed it was a very old demon. Very old no doubt meant very powerful. Could it be wondering down around here? No, Lazlo said something about it being trapped or buried or something. But it was very easy to let your imagination run away with you down here. 

    Moving back to the corner we had just come around, something long and black lurched forward and wrapped itself around my torso, cutting off a scream. I struggled against it, but I couldn’t get free. It yanked me off down the tunnel leaving Blake behind. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Fifteen 

      

    Sinking into darkness, I felt all the stress leave my body. What had I even been worrying about? Demons, werewolves, the Council, all of that seemed so far away now. Letting my muscles relax, I let out a long breath. 

    Opening my eyes, I found myself back in my room, lying in bed. 

    I’m home? When did I get back? 

    I struggled to remember, but things were fuzzy. Did it matter? I let out a sigh of relief, glad to be back home, safe and sound. I’m sure it would come back to me eventually. 

    Still feeling a little out of it, I pushed the sheets back and got up, moving to the window where I pulled back the curtain. It looked like a beautiful day outside, the sun shining overhead. I’m normally not a fan, but even I appreciated a day like that. Maybe Blake and I could go out for a walk and get some breakfast together. 

    Wait. Where is Blake? 

    Arms slipped around my waist, and I grinned as Blake kissed my neck. He must have read my mind. “I’ve missed you.” 

    He’s here. We’re both safe. 

    “Hmm, me too,” I murmured.  

    Whatever happened before, the facts were still hazy, but it clearly worked out for us. We were back where we belonged, and I couldn’t be happier. 

    Enjoying his touch, I arched back, rubbing against him, eager for more. 

    Blake’s left hand cupped my bare breast, while the right hand slipped inside my panties. As his fingertips brushed across my wet core, I moaned. It had been too long. I needed him badly. I couldn’t remember the last time we had sex. That’s what we needed, a long day in bed together. 

    Turning, I wanted to see him, to touch him. As I looked up into Blake’s eyes, I found Jax staring back at me. A very naked Jax. Glancing down, my cheeks burned at the sight of him. How did he get here? Where did Blake go? 

    “What are you…?” 

    He kissed me and I forgot my question. Wrapping my arms around his neck, I lost myself in the kiss as his body pressed against mine. His hands slipped down to grab my ass, pulling me against his very noticeable erection. Grinding against him, I moaned with pleasure. 

    That sensation I’ve felt before when I touched him, flooded through my entire body, making me want more. No, I needed more. I wanted him inside me. 

    Breaking the kiss, he smiled and said my name. “Nissa.”  

    Then his eyes widened, and he screamed, “Nissa, wake up!” 

    The room vanished into darkness, then I opened my eyes to find my entire body, minus my head, trapped inside black tentacles, as I hung upside down from the ceiling. 

    “What the fuck?” I screamed, struggling to break free. The tentacles tightened around me, almost suffocating me. I could feel something sharp piercing the back of my neck too. The memory came back to me. This thing grabbed me when I went looking for Jax.  

    “Hang on,” Jax said from somewhere to my left. 

    The tentacles relaxed a little, letting me take a breath. “Oh my God, get me out of here,” I shrieked, completely freaking out. 

    What was this thing? What was it doing to me? It seemed to be attached to the ceiling, but the tentacles had a long reach. My cheek brushed the edge of the tentacle and I winced at the slimy feel of it. Did it get Blake too? I turned my head to look, but he didn’t seem to be here. That meant he was alone somewhere. 

    “Please hurry,” I begged. 

    Jax started cutting through the tentacles with his knife. For a moment, it made it constrict tighter, almost crushing me, then it released me, and I spilled onto the floor, coated in slime. Breathing hard, my hand went to the back of my neck. I could feel a wound there, blood leaking from it. 

    “What the fuck is that?” I cried. What did it do to me? 

    Jax came over, dragging me away from the flailing tentacles. He checked my neck for me. “Uh, it’s okay, it’s healing.” 

    “What is it?” I rasped. 

    “I think that thing was feeding on you.” 

    “Oh God,” I cried, backing away as far as I could. The tentacles had been damaged by the knife. Though they still moved, they seemed to be growing weaker. I noticed they had a purple tint to them, like the stuff growing on the walls. Were they part of the same creature? Did that mean this whole place was a huge creature and we were walking around inside of it? I shuddered at the thought.  

    I can’t believe I didn’t know it was happening.  

    “Don’t worry. Your neck is healing up. I imagine it injected something into you to make you docile while it fed. Making you think of something nice to keep you occupied.” Jax explained. He stared at the tentacles for a moment as though impressed. I shuddered again, feeling violated. 

    Something nice? What did that mean? 

    I thought of being back home with Blake, but that didn’t explain why Jax showed up. 

    “We need to go now.” I hurried away, eager to leave that horrible thing behind. 

    Getting to my feet, I shuffled forward, while Jax lingered. “Jax!” 

    “Coming.”  

    For fuck’s sake, what does he want? To keep it as a pet? 

     I felt guilty about what happened in my head. How could I be thinking about Jax that way when I was here to save Blake? My boyfriend. But it had been Blake at first in my dream, or hallucination or whatever. Then he changed to Jax, and I felt that weird sensation between us again. As though he touched me. 

    Oh, that’s it! He must have tried to pull me free from the tentacles and when I felt the energy from his touch, my mind conjured him instead of Blake. 

    Relief flooded through me. That made more sense. I couldn’t feel guilty about a hallucination. Right?  

    I cast a glance at him, remembering how he looked naked. Or rather how I imagined he looked since I’ve never had the pleasure. 

    Oh my God, no, I don’t mean pleasure. And I don’t imagine him naked normally. 

    I didn’t think much about him at all when he wasn’t around. No reason to. 

    “Where’s Blake?” I asked, eager to get back to him. He must be looking for me by now. How long had it been? 

    “Up ahead,” Jax said.  

    Did he run into him first? At least he was okay. 

    A wave of dizziness hit me suddenly, as my knees gave out. Jax grabbed me as I fell.  

    The cave disappeared to be replaced by the back of the building where Troy and I robbed the armored truck. Troy had vanished, again, but the guard remained. The one I killed.  

    Once again, I found myself trying to run as he reached out and grabbed me. I knew what would happen this time and screamed for him to let go. But he didn’t. I pulled hard, hoping to get free, but nothing I did made a difference.  

    It's going to happen again. 

    I watched as the guard’s skin wrinkled and aged, before falling off the bone, leaving a bloody skeleton behind, its mouth open in a silent scream. 

    That didn’t happen. This isn’t right. 

    He only aged before collapsing the first time. And he let go of me in reality. I couldn’t get my arm free of the skeleton. Why wouldn’t he let go?  

    Terrified now, I started screaming and couldn’t stop. The skeleton’s mouth opened wider as it tipped toward me as though ready to bite me. 

    “…you need to snap out of it. Can you hear me? It isn’t real.” 

    That voice. Jax? Wait, Jax wasn’t at the truck that day. I looked around for him. He had to be here somewhere. 

    The skeleton vanished, to be replaced by a crazed looking Lazlo, still gripping my arm tightly. He towered over me, taller than I remember. He sported the bruises I gave him during our fight by the hell gate. “I’m gonna make you pay, bitch.” 

    “No!” I shrieked. “Help me!” 

    Lazlo thrust his fist at me, breaking through my chest, blood spraying his face. My blood. The pain was terrible as his hand closed around my heart. Torn free, I watched in horror as he bit into it, dripping blood down his chin. He laughed, spitting blood at me. 

    I’m dead. This is it. This is how I go out. 

    “Nissa, snap out of it!” a voice screamed. 

    I jolted back to reality, finding a terrified looking Jax crouched over me.  

    “Can you hear me?” he asked. 

    Gasping for air, I nodded as I slowly came back to reality. “What…was…that?” 

    “I told you, that thing must have dosed you with something. When you were torn free it probably sent more of it into you to try and stop you from fighting it. Were you hallucinating?” 

    I nodded. But it felt so real. I felt my heart get ripped out. And Lazlo’s face…I never wanted to see that again. 

    “Yeah, I’m sure it will fade soon.” 

    It better. I did not want to go back to that horrible place. What if I couldn’t get out next time? I didn’t want to be trapped in my own head. It was the only thing scarier than this place. 

    Jax helped me sit up. “It’ll be okay, I promise.” 

    He could make all the promises he wanted; I didn’t believe a word of it. God knows what that thing did to me.  

    The cave faded out of view again, but only for a second. Did that mean it was wearing off? What if it kept happening? I had enough demons in my head without a literal one fucking around in there too. 

    “We need to get the hell out of here as fast as we can.” I tried to stand, but the moment I did, dizziness hit me again and I passed out. This time into blissful darkness. 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Sixteen 

      

    The blissful darkness gave way to dreams, but the regular kind this time. I dreamed of the day I decided to take revenge on a girl in my class. Sadie Myers. 

    During recess, I saw her standing by herself by the swings. She normally had a group of girls with her, but this time she stood alone. If I did as my mom said and hit her first, maybe she’d stay away from me. My first bad decision. Listening to my mother. 

    Approaching her, I wondered how to do it. Did I slap her? Punch her? What would make her back off? 

    As my mind filled with all the horrible things she said to me, I felt my hands close into fists.  

    Punching it is. 

    “Sadie.” 

    She looked up at me. I just had time to wonder why her eyes were red before I hit her right in the mouth.  

    Falling on her butt, she sat stunned for a moment, before tipping her head back and letting out a wail.  

    Mrs. Winchester, the teacher on patrol, came rushing over. “Nissa Whitlock, what have you done?” she shrieked at me. 

    Turning, I found every kid on the playground staring at me in disgust. Where were they when Sadie came after me? 

    Mrs. Winchester helped Sadie to her feet and led her off to the nurse. She shot me a glare, promising to be back to deal with me. 

    What have I done? 

    I didn’t expect it to go like this. Sadie was the bully, not me. Now everyone looked like they hated me.  

    Worried I would get in major trouble, I ran across the playground and hid behind some bushes near the sandpit. 

    Mommy is going to be so angry. 

    The principal would call her, and she’d have to come down to the school. She’d punish me for sure, worse than the principal would.  

    “Why did you hit Sadie?” 

    Looking up, I found Aimee Johnson staring at me. She was best friends with Sadie. 

    Sniffling, I said, “Because she’s mean to me.” 

    “You know her mom is really sick,” Aimee said. “She’s in the hospital.” 

    My stomach knotted. I didn’t know that. Maybe that’s why she was so mad all the time. Feeling sick, I sat there until the teacher came to fetch me. 

    “Nissa?” 

    I looked up, tears rolling down my face. Mrs. Winchester wasn’t moved by my tears as she ordered me to follow her. Trailing after her, I knew that I had made a huge mistake. I never should have gone after Sadie like that.  

    “Are you going to call my mom?” I asked as we arrived at the principal’s office. 

    Mrs. Winchester looked down at me. Maybe she saw the fear on my face. Maybe she knew my mom, but she hesitated. “We’ll see. That’s up to the principal. Why did you hit Sadie?” 

    Wiping at my face, I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that Sadie started it. If her mom was sick, it seemed like a horrible thing to get her into trouble too. 

    Looking at the floor, I said, “I don’t know.” 

    Mrs. Winchester sighed. “Let’s go.” 

    After a half hour with the principal, he called my mom. While she put on a show for him, pretending to be shocked at what I did, I knew better. I knew how different it would be when we got home. 

    “My daughter is clearly dealing with something. I think I should take her home,” Mom said. 

    The principal agreed. 

    So she couldn’t even wait until the end of the school day to punish me?  

    I walked slowly to my cubby to collect my coat and backpack. All the while, I wondered how she would punish me. Most of the time she smacked me across the back of the legs. Sometimes, she locked me in my room without supper. But I’ve never done anything as bad as hit someone before. 

    As we headed for the school gate, I felt the urge to run back inside. She couldn’t punish me with witnesses.  

    “Mom…” I said as we got clear of the school. 

    She stopped suddenly, turning to face me. 

    This is it. 

    Placing her hands on her knees, she leaned in, her face close to mine. I braced myself. 

    A grin spread over her face. “Nice to see you finally listen to your mother. Come on, let’s go get some ice cream.” 

    I stood there in stunned silence. She was happy about it? I hurt someone and wanted to give me a treat? Stunned, I followed her, not knowing what to think. 

    Sadly, that day was the first and last time she was ever proud of me.  

      

    *** 

      

    I woke to find myself being dragged along the ground by the back of my shirt. With a start, I twisted to see who had a hold of me, praying there weren’t any more tentacles. 

    “Not like I can carry both of them,” Jax muttered as he moved. He had Blake flung over his shoulder, his hand gripping my shirt.  

    Thank goodness it’s not a demon. Well, at least not one out to kill me. 

    “Stop,” I said, letting him know that I was awake. 

    He released my shirt and I dropped, catching myself on my elbow. “Ow!”  

    I still felt woozy, but hopefully, that crap had worn off by now. How long had I been out? Hopefully not long. 

    Breathing hard, Jax set Blake down, leaning him against some rocks. He did it a lot more gently than Blake treated him after we tased him. I seemed to remember Blake smacking Jax’s head off the side of the truck when he was unconscious. Though given how weak Blake looked, maybe Jax knew he couldn’t take any more hits.  

    Did Blake collapse? Or did something get to him? He didn’t seem to have any wounds. I guessed everything had been too much for him. 

    “Nice of you to wake up,” Jax said, breathing hard. He stretched his back, groaning as he did. 

    “Where are we?” I asked sitting up. My hand immediately went to the back of my neck, but the wound had healed up. Those visions would haunt me for years to come. Like I needed any more horrible images in my brain.  

    Jax threw his hands up. “I don’t know. It all looks the same anyway. I’ve just been walking, trying to avoid any demons.” 

    With two unconscious people? He could have walked away and left us. Most would, but he surprised me again.  

    “Thanks for...helping Blake.” I cleared my throat, feeling awkward. I’m not good at saying thank you. 

    He shrugged. “If I didn’t, you’d only go back for him, and we don’t have time for that.” 

    So he considered leaving Blake behind. Now I felt less grateful.  

    Getting to my feet, I moved to check on Blake. His eyes fluttered open, then closed again. “He’s so weak. I thought his healing would kick in by now.”  

    What had they done to him? The demon said they fed on him, but surely, he’d recover eventually, right? Vampires fed on people, and they recovered, as long as they didn’t take too much blood. It wasn’t blood the demons took though, but his life energy. I didn’t even know if that could be replaced. 

    “It’s this whole place, not just the demons. Infernal energy feeds on any energy that isn’t the same as it. He may not have magic, but he is supernatural, so it’s draining him too. If we don’t get him out soon…” 

    I didn’t need him to finish that sentence. I could see just from looking at Blake that he needed to get out. Once we were back in Nowhere, I’m sure his healing would kick in and he would be fine. 

    I wondered if he shifted while here. There had been a full moon a few days ago, but surely, it didn’t affect him here. If he had, the demons would have used it as an opportunity to amuse themselves, I’m sure.  

    The demon we captured called Blake a wolf. They might know from his scent, but they also might have seen him shift. Shifting in this state would have been agony.  

    Guilt threatened to overwhelm me again. If I’d just gotten here sooner. 

    Stay focused. Just get him out. 

    Standing up, I turned to Jax. “We need to find a crystal. What would a high-ranking demon look like?” I’m sure there were a few of them walking around. Sure, high ranking probably translated as super powerful, but it’s not like we had a choice. They were our only way home. 

    “In a word, horrible. The other demons will flock to the guy though, so he should be easy to pick out of the crowd. Though it might be better if I go after a crystal myself.” 

    “I can help,” I insisted. I may not have fireballs, but I could still back him up in a fight.  

    “Then who will watch him?” He pointed to Blake, who lay slumped forward. I quickly righted him. 

    Jax had a point. I couldn’t just leave Blake alone in this state. If the demons came, he wouldn’t be able to defend himself. But at the same time, I knew that if we worked together, we’d get the crystal faster. And yes, I did worry that Jax might leave us here if he got his hands on it first. It seemed unfair, given what he had done for us so far, but demons were what got us into this mess in the first place. I couldn’t afford to fully trust one now. If he got us back home, maybe I’d rethink that.  

    Yeah, that will be so much fun, the three of us living in the same tiny town, having to watch Blake get angry every time he sees him. 

    “At least let me lure the other demons away or something.” He couldn’t take them all on by himself. Even if he did get a serious power boost from being here. 

    Jax sighed. “No, stay with him. I can do this. Do you think you can use Betty to power up a crystal if I get one? I doubt we’d be lucky enough to get three.” 

    I glanced at Betty, still looped through my belt. It surprised me that she hadn’t tried to save me from the tentacle monster. She still looked odd too. Definitely shorter than normal.  

    “I can do it.” I tried to sound confident, but really, I couldn’t be sure. At least not until I gave it a shot.  

    Don’t let me down now, Betty. 

    Jax nodded. “Stay here, stay quiet. I’ll be back as quickly as I can.” 

    He hurried off before I could stop him. Glancing at Blake, I knew I couldn’t chase Jax. I had to let him try on his own. Though it went against every instinct that I had.  

    I can’t believe it’s come to this, me trusting a demon to save the day. 

    That sounded unfair even to me. He had saved my ass a few times now, I should be more grateful. 

    With a sigh, I sat down beside Blake to wait. At least we were one step closer to getting home and Blake had survived down here, so I’d call that a win. 

    Wrapping my arms around myself, I felt antsy. I hated sitting still, especially in a place like this. I kept expecting demons to jump out of the shadows at me. That and the weird hum was starting to get to me. Where was it coming from? I looked at the ceiling above me, but I didn’t see anything that could be making it. It must be the infernal energy.  

    The sensation I felt before, as I absorbed the energy, had faded. Did that mean I was full up? 

    Snorting at the thought, I lifted Betty. Closing my eyes, I tried to feel our connection. She fluttered again, but it wasn’t the same as before.  

    As a wand, she directed my energy, could she be overwhelmed by how much I had? What if I used it and she like exploded or something? Running my hand over the carving of her name, I hoped she came through for us. I needed to protect Blake.  

    Getting to my feet, I paced around, feeling the seconds stretch out. Swinging Betty back and forth, I considered practicing with her, but it might draw the demons here. 

    Come on, Jax. Hurry up so we can leave. 

    The second I got back, I wanted a long shower and a delicious meal. Then I wanted to sleep for like a week. I still felt funky after that tentacled beast did whatever it did to me. At least the hallucinations had stopped. 

    Rubbing the back of my neck again, I felt more and more frustrated. If Jax didn’t come back soon, I’d go looking for him.  

    Blake shifted on the floor, lifting his head. “Nissa?” 

    “I’m here. Are you okay?” I asked, kneeling beside him. 

    “Where are we?” he muttered, rubbing at his head. He must have hit it when he collapsed. 

    “In a cave. Jax has gone to get some special crystals that will help us to get out of here. It won’t be long now.” 

    His brow furrowed. “What crystals?” 

    “They open a temporary doorway back to our world apparently. I don’t know all the details, Jax knows about them.” 

    Blake snorted. “So he claims. You don’t really think he’ll come back, do you?” 

    Honestly, yes, I did wonder, but I wanted to stay positive for Blake. “Of course he will. It won’t be long now. Just rest.” 

    He looked skeptical, but I had to try and trust Jax. He’d find the crystal, any minute now. Then I could get us all out of here. 

    Come on, Jax. Prove Blake wrong. Don’t let me down. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Seventeen 

      

    Blake didn’t say much as we sat in the dark waiting on Jax to return. Blake looked like he could barely sit up, never mind do much else. It killed me to see him like that, knowing that I could have gotten here sooner to help him. How much of a difference would it have made?  

    Funny how I’d thought of nothing else, of all the things I’d say to him when I saw him, but now we had nothing to say to each other. All that time we spent together, did it even mean anything to him?  

    I’m being unfair, he’s suffering right now. Once he’s better, he’ll be himself again. 

    We had a town doctor back home, though he was closer to a veterinarian than anything. I’m sure he would look at Blake, but I didn’t know if he could do much for him.  

    Now I really wished I’d thought to bring food and water with me. He must be starving. When Jax got back, he could at least get some water from his flask. He must have been drinking something or he would have died of dehydration by now. I shuddered to think where any water down here came from. Even if it prevented dehydration, it would probably kill whoever drank it eventually.  

    Closing my eyes, I dreamed of the chili fries at the diner and a huge cup of coffee. Or a glass of the top-shelf whiskey M kept at the bar. She only broke that out for special occasions, since no one had the money to buy a glass of it in town. 

    Coming home from hell sounds like an occasion to celebrate. 

    “We’ll find a way out. Don’t worry,” I told Blake though I think I was trying to reassure myself too. 

    If Jax found some crystals, we could be back home very soon. Blake needed to go straight to bed. I’d take care of him myself. A few days of rest and he’d be back on his feet. 

    “I can’t believe you went to the demon for help,” Blake muttered. 

    Sighing, I closed my eyes. This again? I never thought I’d defend Jax, but he was risking his life right now. 

    “Well, like I said no one else would help me. And he’s been useful. If it hadn’t been for him, we’d both be demon chow.”  

    I’m sure he didn’t like me defending Jax, but I had to give him credit for what he did for us so far. Especially when he had no ties to me, no real reason to come, unless you counted the guilt. 

    Blake shook his head and looked away. I noticed some faint scars on the side of his neck, like something had raked its claws down it. 

    “Oh my God, you’re not still jealous, are you? I came to hell for you.”  

    It said everything about my feelings for him. Okay, a lot of my reasoning had been guilt driven, but still. I could count the people on one hand that I’d do this for. Actually, two fingers. Him and M. 

    “Am I supposed to be grateful?” he snapped. 

    “Actually, yeah. I could have left you to rot, but I didn’t.” Taking a breath, I tried to rein in my temper. I didn’t want to fight with him. 

    He reached out, wrapping his hand around my wrist. Pulling me toward him with surprising strength, he said, “You are going to get yourself killed. Don’t you get it? Every time there is a decision to make, you make the wrong one. You should have stayed back in Nowhere.” 

    “How can you say that to me?” I whispered. “I wanted to help you.”  

    His words stung because I knew they were true. Bad decisions were my thing. But this time, putting him before myself, it didn’t seem like a bad decision. It was the most unselfish thing I’ve done in my life. How many people would do the same thing? 

    “And you’ve trapped yourself here instead. Doesn’t your life matter to you?” 

    Wiping at tears, I muttered, “Yours mattered more when I made the decision. You went in that hole because of me.” 

    He looked confused. “I went in because of Lazlo. It wasn’t your fault.” 

    He didn’t blame me? 

    Even if he didn’t, I still blamed me. 

    “Well, it feels like it is. I’m tired of losing people. So, I am going to get you out of here and we are going to go home together.” 

    “Assuming your demon friend comes back.” 

    “He’ll be back. Jax hasn’t let me down yet.” 

    Though the words came from my mouth, I was surprised to realize that they were true. He had come through for me multiple times already and I really felt like he would again.  

    Blake looked unconvinced but didn’t argue. I still struggled with the idea that he didn’t blame me for ending up here. Even if Lazlo pulled him in, Blake only ended up at the quarry because I went after the demons. I dragged him along into a fight he had no business being in.  

    Time ticked by and I grew impatient. How far did Jax go to look for the crystals? Did the demons get him? 

    Or did he take the crystals and leave? 

    How could I think that after what I just said? No, if he had been held up then he must have a good reason. A high ranking demon would be hard to take down plus, he’d need to wait until he got it alone. 

    Two minutes later, I'd had enough. “I should go and see if I can find Jax.” 

    “It isn’t safe,” Blake said. 

    “I know, but what if they’ve captured him?” He might need my help. 

    Glancing over at Blake, I caught the scowl on his face. “We can’t go anywhere without the crystals, and he may have them. I’ll just take a look. I promise I’ll be right back. Stay here.” 

    Blake sighed and nodded. “Just be careful.” 

    I kissed him, but as I pulled back, he laced his fingers through my hair and pulled me in close, kissing me again.  

    God, I missed him. 

    “I’ll be quick,” I said. 

    Hurrying off, I knew I couldn’t leave him for long. I’d check the path and see if there was any sign of Jax. And watch out for any more tentacle monsters. Urgh. 

    Jax seemed eager to stay out of my and Blake’s way as much as possible. Was that why he chose to go off on his own? I knew the two of them hated each other, but they needed to put that aside so we could get out of here. When we were back in Nowhere, I’d give Jax a wide berth, for Blake’s sake. At least until he recovered. It was a small town, we were bound to run into each other eventually.  

    Emerging from the tunnel, I came out in a large cavern to find multiple demons gathered around someone who had been suspended upside down from the ceiling by a chain. There were only eight demons this time, but since I could barely manage one, I ducked back out of sight. 

    One of them moved slightly and I caught sight of Jax hanging from the chain. A demon was busy punching him repeatedly in the face.  

    Shit, they got him. 

    The one hitting him looked like the same demon I saw before. He had to be the one with the crystals if he kept taking charge. 

    Sticking to the shadows, I looked for a way in, while keeping an eye on the demon punching Jax. He wore a leather pouch on his belt. The crystals could be in there. I didn’t see anywhere else they could be, assuming he had any at all. He wore a loose-fitting robe but appeared naked underneath. Though the dark, leathery skin made it hard to define anything.  

    Okay, think Nissa. I need to get them to leave so I can free Jax. 

    “Talk,” the demon roared at Jax. 

    He cracked open an eye, blood covering his face. As he spun slowly on the chain, he spotted me in the shadows and hesitated. “Okay, I’ll tell you where they are.” 

    I froze. That son of a bitch. He was going to give Blake and me up. I should have known not to trust a demon. 

    The bigger demon leaned in closer, eager to hear what he had to say. 

    “They’re hiding. In a small cave. It’s in that direction.” Jax tipped his head in the opposite direction, away from me. 

    I let out a breath. Okay, he didn’t give us up after all. He was trying to get them to leave. 

    Quick to jump to conclusions. 

    Like I didn’t have good reason. How many people had screwed me over so far? Too many to count. 

    The demon in charge barked something in another language and five of the demons headed off to look for me and Blake. That just left three. I could try to freeze them, but it would take longer than twenty-seven seconds to free Jax. And if my power didn’t work on them, they would know someone else was here when Jax froze. Which only left Betty. 

    Clutching her to my chest, I closed my eyes.  

    I need you to work for me, Betty. We need to get out of here. 

    She tingled in my hands. Hoping that was a good sign, I took aim at them. The demons were clustered closely together, with a big enough blast I could probably take all three of them but risked striking Jax too. I didn’t know if it would kill him. 

    I might have to take that risk. 

    Our eyes met and he gave a nod. At least I had his permission.  

    With a heavy sigh, I blasted the demons. The whole area lit up in a blinding white light and the demons were all thrown across the ground. Jax’s body whipped back, held in place by the chains.  

    Wow. Where was that earlier, Betty? 

    I raced for Jax, grabbing the chains to try and free him. They had been twisted around his torso, then thrown over a hook above us. “Jax? Are you okay?” 

    “Urgh,” he replied, his head lolling. 

    Well, he’s alive. That’s the best I can hope for. 

    Unraveling the chain, Jax dropped about a foot, one of his arms coming free. Spinning by the chain, he tried to get his other arm free. A quick glance told me two of the demons still lay on the ground. Where did the third one go? 

    I heard a noise behind me. Turning, I just had time to see a fist heading straight for my face. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Eighteen 

      

    My face exploded in pain. Falling to the ground, I briefly lost consciousness. When I came to, the three demons had crowded around me. They seemed surprised to see me. Probably the first time they’d seen a woman in eons since I hadn’t seen a female demon yet. 

    That doesn’t bode well for me. 

    Reaching up, I rubbed my aching jaw, worried he had broken it. Could Betty fix a broken jaw? 

    Fuck, I should have seen that coming.  

    Jax must have freed himself as he sat crouched on the ground a few feet away. He tossed a fireball at the nearest demon, but he simply swatted out the flames and grinned at Jax. That didn’t deter Jax, he conjured another fireball, this one a lot bigger, and hurled it at the demon. 

    This time, the demon erupted in flames as it struck him. Howling in pain, the demon fell to his knees as the flames took hold. In a moment, he was nothing more than a charred corpse. 

    Now why can’t I do that? 

    The other two seemed to view Jax as the bigger threat, turning their attention on him. He took a step back, conjuring a new fireball, but I could see that he had been weakened by the beating. He wouldn’t last long in a fight with both of them. 

    My mind flashed back to the quarry in the moments before I lost Blake. Things could go wrong very quickly. I needed to do something.  

    Getting to my feet, I swung Betty at the nearest demon, smashing his teeth out. I kept swinging, trying to do some damage. Betty pulsed weakly in my hands; I don’t think she appreciated being used like this. Not when she had other uses. 

    If she actually did as I wanted, I wouldn’t have to. 

    My arms were growing tired anyway, so I decided to try blasting them instead, praying it worked this time. Aiming Betty at the nearest one, I concentrated, she had to work for me. Even in her reduced state, she was still a wand. I willed the power to come. A spark of light came out of the end of the bat, but not enough to blast anyone with. The leader demon saw it and laughed at me.  

    Shit. 

    “Did you see that? Pathetic,” the demon growled. Though he spoke English, it sounded stilted.  

    A horn sat in the middle of his forehead, and he had dark gray scaly skin. Terrifying to look at. His friend wasn’t much better with large black pustules covering his skin. What kind of powers did they have? Even if I could get Betty to work, my power might not do anything to them. 

    Glancing down at the pouch on the demon’s belt, I wondered if I could grab it before he took my head off. Probably not. 

    Putting Betty between us, I backed away. The other one went after Jax. At least the odds were better now. One on one instead of eight on two. But it wouldn’t be long before the others returned. I just hoped no other demons had found Blake. 

    The demon after me glanced down at Betty, his eyes going wide. Cocking his head to the side he said a single word, “Neamhain.” 

    Is he talking about Betty? Is that demon speak? 

    He reached for her, and she spun in my hands, blasting him in the chest. 

    Finally!  

    The blast drove him back into the wall behind him, but he had a grin on his face. Was he enjoying this? 

    Oh God, is he getting off on it? 

    Disgusted, I stopped the flow of energy through Betty and the demon slid to the floor. The look on his face made my stomach churn. I thought Betty could stop these guys, but apparently not. 

    Shit, what if being around all this infernal energy has made her switch sides? 

    It sounded insane, but she had changed.  

    What has gotten into you? 

    For some reason I half expected an answer, but she didn’t do anything. If she turned against me now, we’d never get out of here. But I couldn’t help thinking that she didn’t always belong to me. She did have other owners before me. Which meant that she once answered to them too. 

    Looking over at Jax, I watched him flip the other demon onto its back before driving his knife into its chest. It screamed in pain. When it didn’t die, he stood and stomped down on its face three times. The demon went still. Guess not all of them were hard to kill if you put enough muscle into it. 

    Ripping the knife free, Jax grabbed my hand, pulling me toward the exit. “Let’s go.” 

    “Wait, we need the crystals.” 

    With a groan, Jax hurried over to the demon on the ground. He seemed dazed or high or something from the blast. Jax checked him over, looking through his robes. 

    “The pouch,” I yelled. 

    Jax snatched it off his belt and the demon seemed to come to his senses. Reaching out, he grabbed the pouch and they struggled with it for a moment. It ripped open and something flew out onto the ground. I took a step forward, but Jax wrenched the pouch free. 

    The demon roared at Jax, reaching for him, but Jax was already running.  

    We fled down the tunnel. I just prayed there were still crystals inside the pouch, or we were screwed. 

    As Jax went to turn one way, I grabbed his arm and pulled him the other way, back toward Blake. Hopefully, he had the good sense to stay hidden. If we had some crystals, this could all be over very soon. 

    Weaving through the maze of tunnels, I returned to the place where I thought I left Blake, only to find him missing.  

    Skidding to a halt, I cried, “What the hell?” Did I have the wrong place? No, I remembered the way the rocks were stacked and there were footprints on the ground belonging to someone with bigger feet than me. I had scuffed up the dirt, so I couldn’t be sure if there were more footprints to show someone had been here after I left. 

    “Hurry,” Jax urged from the entrance as I looked around. There was nowhere for Blake to hide, the back wall led to a dead end. I didn’t see any blood, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t been taken. 

    “Nissa!” Jax snapped. 

    Breathing hard, I said, “Blake’s gone.” 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Nineteen 

      

    “Blake!” I hissed. “Where are you?” 

    Did a demon get him? 

    A quick search told me he was long gone from the cave. What the hell? How could he just be gone? 

    We were never going to find him in this place. We were lucky to do it in the first place. At least that time he stayed in the one spot. 

    How can this be happening again? 

    “Come on, Nissa,” Jax urged as he watched for demons. I didn’t hear any growling, so they weren’t coming our way yet. Spinning in a circle, I looked for anything that would help me figure out where he went. Definitely no blood on the ground, no evidence of a fight. My own boots had scuffed up the footprints already there, but it looked like mine and Blake’s only. 

    So he walked out of here. 

    “Nissa!” 

    “Didn’t you hear me? Blake is gone. I can’t just leave him.”  

    Panic built up inside me. I just wanted to be out of this place. As much as I hated Nowhere, I’d give anything to be slinging drinks in the bar or eating crappy food at the diner. Even dealing with Jeremiah sounded more fun than this place. 

    Why did I leave him alone? 

    “If he has any sense, he will be hiding somewhere. We can double back after we get clear of them,” Jax said.  

    He didn’t sound worried at all, but why would he be? I’m sure he wouldn’t shed any tears if Blake died down here. He might even welcome it. 

    Running a hand through my slime-matted hair, I fought back tears. I couldn’t do this again. Just leave when I had been so close to getting him out of here. What if he had lost his mind and headed back to the cage? I didn’t have a clue where the cages even were. We had covered so much ground; it could be anywhere. 

    I should have left breadcrumbs.  

    “Nissa!” Jax hissed. 

    “I can’t!” I snapped. 

    Sinking onto the rock, I felt so weak. That blast from Betty had taken it out of me. She took control, so I didn’t get to decide how much energy I used. It didn’t even do anything to that demon, other than daze him. Or possibly get him off. Gross. If I knew my magic did that, I’d have found another way to attack him. 

    It proved one thing. I didn’t have what it took to save us. We were going to end up trapped here forever because of me.  

    Why do people keep relying on me? 

    “You can fall apart later,” Jax said dragging me to my feet. 

    I wrenched my hand free. “Don’t you understand? I can’t save us. I don’t have the power to activate the crystals. If there even is any in there,” I said, motioning to the pouch. Let’s face it, everything else went wrong. 

    Jax opened it and shook the contents onto his hand. His face grim, he said, “There’s one crystal.”  

    He held up the small pink colored gem. Hard to believe it had the power to get us home, it looked like a cheap piece of glass. 

    “Just one. What a surprise. Once again, everything rests on me.”  

    We could go back and try to get more, but that demon would have them by now. He’d kill us if he saw us again. 

    Putting my head in my hands, I considered just lying down and giving up. Letting the demons finish me off.  

    God, what’s wrong with me? 

    It felt like I had finally reached my breaking point. There was only so much a person could take before they broke under the pressure. I never should have come here. Blake probably stood a better chance on his own. 

    Jax pulled my hands away, forcing me to look at him. “Nissa, this place gets to you after a while. You’re only half-wizard, right? What’s the other half?” 

    “Human.” 

    “Then this place will definitely affect your mind. It makes you feel hopeless. You can’t let it get to you.” 

    “I’ve lost Blake again.” 

    “He can’t be too hard to find. Keep moving.” He urged me forward. Once we got to the tunnel, my feet moved of their own accord, though I put no effort into it. 

    Trudging after Jax, I tried to shake this horrible feeling, but I couldn't. I’ve dealt with depression before, especially during my time at home with Mom, but this felt different. It just came out of nowhere and my whole body felt strange. Maybe when I used up all that magic, I weakened myself.  

    I can’t let it get to me. Think of something good, something positive. 

    Like finding Blake. Getting back home. Seeing M again. Though all of those things seemed impossible when we didn’t even have Blake anymore. 

    Why did I leave him? 

    Guilt gnawed at me. If he did get up and walk away, it proved that he didn’t want anything to do with me. I remembered the kiss before I left him. Was he kissing me goodbye?  

    Why didn’t I see that? 

    Knowing I would soon spiral if I didn’t stop these thoughts, I tried to distract myself by asking Jax, “What did that demon say before? He looked at Betty and he said something. Neamhain?”  

    I probably completely mangled the word, but it sounded close enough. 

    “I don’t know. Sounds Gaelic.” 

    “Gaelic? I thought these demons spoke their own language?” Why would they be speaking Gaelic? 

    “They do. Maybe he recognized it. It seems pretty old.” 

    Perhaps it was Betty’s real name. I guess she didn’t like it since she changed it to Betty. Or maybe she tried to keep up with the times like that old guy told me. So, at some point in the past, they came into contact with each other. Most likely in the Earth realm. 

    Did he recognize her because she used to be his? Is that why she didn’t kill him? 

    Eyeing Betty suspiciously, I didn’t want to believe she’d turn on me like that. Demons, as far as I knew, didn’t have a use for wands. Which meant he must have had a run-in with a wizard. Could it have been my father?  

    Whatever your allegiance, Betty, just remember you belong with me. We’re in this together. 

    Jax turned suddenly, pressing me against the wall. I went to protest, then I heard a growling noise from further down the tunnel. Something moved up ahead.  

    Holding my breath, I waited for it to find us and finish us off. My mind filled with all sorts of horrifying images, as I imagined it ripping us apart. Squeezing my eyes shut, I desperately tried to shut them out, but they kept coming. 

    It's just this place playing with my mind. 

    Jax moved closer to me, and I gripped his shirt with my hand. I had to get control and fight this.  

    I imagined some tentacled beast appearing, grabbing me by the arms, and tearing me in two. Our bodies rotting down here. M back home, never knowing what happened to me. 

    It’s not real. It’s not real. 

    “I think it’s gone,” Jax said softly. 

    His words seemed to break the spell, giving me control of my body again. I released a breath, my heart thumping wildly in my chest. 

    Opening my eyes, I found that Jax and I were practically hugging. I quickly moved away from him. 

    Clearing my throat, I said, “We should keep moving.” 

    My cheeks burned as I walked by him. I shouldn’t have gotten so close to him. If Blake saw that he would think something was going on between me and Jax. Nothing could be further from the truth. I needed his help, nothing more. 

    Still shaken, I wondered if we were wasting our time. What if we never found Blake? Urgh. It felt like this place had hold of me and I couldn’t shake it off. 

    I have to keep going. Blake is counting on me. 

    Every corner I turned I expected to find Blake, but he had disappeared. A demon had to have gotten him. But since it didn’t leave a body behind, that probably meant that it returned him to his cage.  

    “What are we going to do? Blake could be anywhere.” 

    Jax ran a hand through his hair. “I know you won’t like this…” 

    “No.” 

    “…if we leave now, we could try again at a different time.” 

    “No! He won’t survive down here much longer. I won’t leave him.” 

    Jax scowled at me. “You might not even have enough power to get three of us out as it is.” 

    Standing toe to toe with him, I snarled, “If anyone gets left behind here, it will be you.” 

    I stormed off. I would find Blake and Jax could do whatever the hell he wanted. That crystal couldn’t be the only one that existed down here. I could find more for me and Blake. 

    But I meant what I said to Jax. If it came to it, I would leave him behind to save Blake. Even after everything he had done, I would still do it if I had no choice. 

    Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty 

      

    Why is this place so hard to navigate? Did I already come this way? 

    My mind whirled with these thoughts as I walked. Jax had fallen behind, but he still followed me. I guess my threat didn’t put him off, at least not completely. Though I couldn’t see him handing over that crystal too easily now. I’d take it by force if I had to. There had to be enough power left to get us home. This couldn’t all be for nothing. 

    Now if only I could find Blake. 

    He had to pull this now, when half the demons in here were after us. I never imagined that I would have to fight Blake when it came to bringing him home. I thought he’d be happy to see me, to have a shot at getting out of this place. Even angry, would he really risk my life by leaving? He had to know I’d come looking for him. 

    Is he watching me right now? 

    The thought of him knowing I was searching for him but staying silent angered me. We’d be home by now if he didn’t pull this crap. 

    Home. 

    It seemed a million miles away right now, but for once, I actually missed it. I’d take any place on Earth over this hellscape. Even Nowhere. 

    I wondered what was happening in town. M would be worried sick, I knew that much. How long before she did something stupid to try and help me? At least she couldn’t get in here. I didn’t want her anywhere near this place. But she might go to someone for help. The only person capable of opening the hell gate would be Jeremiah and he’d tell her to get lost.  

    Or arrest her for helping me. 

    Shit, I didn’t think that through. If M got arrested because of me, I’d never forgive myself.  

    Well, I’ll just have to bust her out like I did with Liv. 

    Wait, Liv. Blake may not want to leave with me, but he might leave for his sister’s sake. He risked his life to get her out of Nowhere, surely, he’d leave this place for her. If I called her, she’d come to Nowhere, despite the risk posed by Abernathy. I didn’t want to resort to emotional blackmail to get Blake out, but I’d do whatever I had to. 

    With a sigh, I turned another corner, narrowly avoiding some black tendrils hanging from the ceiling. Edging around them, I remembered the tentacles. They didn’t look the same, they were much thinner and shorter, but maybe they were still growing. With a shudder, I hurried past them.  

    At least I’ll never have to see them again once we get back. 

    I’m sure Jeremiah would have people out looking for me after discovering the missing books. Even if we did get back, he would probably throw my ass in a cell. What was the penalty for stealing books? Normally, not much, but in Nowhere, with the Council involved, it would probably be death by firing squad.  

    Or Jeremiah will force me into the Council.  

    I think I’d rather take jail over that. If we got back and Blake was safe, I could stand doing a stretch inside. Anything but give Jeremiah what he wanted. Actually, being in jail might be a relief. Three squares a day, no Council, no worries.  

    No Blake. 

    Okay, I guess it had its drawbacks. The only choice that made sense was to leave town when we got back. Once Blake recovered enough to travel, we would just pack up and go. I wouldn’t be able to convince M to go with me, especially if she had the Serpentine Order out to get her, but we could keep in touch. Maybe I could visit. In secret. 

    Or you could just kill Jeremiah and save yourself all the hassle. 

    It had crossed my mind many times. I’m not a murderer, I wouldn’t actually do it, but that didn’t stop me from imagining all the horrible ways it could happen. Like the town forming a lynch mob and coming for him in the dead of night. Dragging him out into the town square and tearing him limb from limb.  

    Or his Council buddies turning on him and kicking him out of Nowhere. That one didn’t involve violence. Not unless you counted the point where he wandered the road alone and was torn apart by a bunch of wolves. The regular kind, though I’m sure the were kind would like the chance to take him out too. 

    Whatever way it happened, he couldn’t be allowed to remain in charge. There were too many people at risk if he did. Terrence made it clear he wouldn’t do anything, Erica and Veronica probably thought the same way. So unless we all united against them, they could pick us off one by one. 

    Yeah, like that will happen. 

    We just couldn’t trust one another. Too much bad blood both outside the town and inside it. Maybe someday, someone could bring them all together. Not me obviously, but someone who had the patience of a saint and a much better reputation. 

    The image of everyone in town getting on almost made me laugh. There were plenty of people in Nowhere I’d never forgive, I wouldn’t expect it of anyone else.  

    Speaking of getting along. I glanced back at Jax. He had a frown on his face but otherwise didn’t look like he was going anywhere.  

    I won’t leave him if I don’t have to, but if a choice needs to be made then I’m sorry, but I need to save Blake first. 

    Surely, he understood that. Blake needed help, he didn’t.  

    Can I really walk away from him? After everything he did for me. 

    I knew I’d feel guilty about it, but I’d never choose him over Blake. So whatever happened, I had to power that damn crystal up and get us all out so it never came to that. 

    Turning another corner, I groaned softly as another tunnel stretched out ahead of us. My whole body ached, and I desperately needed food and water. I knew Jax had water, but I didn’t ask him for it. Not after what I said to him. 

    How long before I collapse from dehydration? 

    For that matter, how long had we been down here? I really needed to buy a watch. I usually used my phone, but I left it in my truck. There didn’t seem any point in bringing it with me, it’s not like I’d get a signal down here anyway. 

    Passing another cave, I glanced inside, only to find Blake sitting inside, hunched over on a rock. Relief filled me. He was alive and the demons didn’t have their claws into him. Maybe he heard them coming and hid. Yes, that had to be it. Which meant we did walk in a circle after all. 

    What a waste of time. I hate this place. 

    Hurrying into the cave, I dropped to my knees beside him. “Are you okay?” 

    “I’m fine,” he said quite calmly. Other than looking like death warmed up, he didn’t look hurt. 

    “Good. I’m sorry I left you. But we have what we need, let’s go.” I took his hand and tried to get him to stand but he wouldn’t move. “What the hell are you doing? We need to get out of here.” 

    He slipped his hand out of mine. “No, go on without me.” 

    “What? I’m only here because of you, to get you out.” 

    Why is he doing this again? Now, when we have a way out? He has the worst timing. 

    He put his head in his hands and groaned. “You shouldn’t have come after me. I’m not going to be the reason why you get killed.” 

    “You will be if you don’t cooperate. We have a crystal, and we can go home. We just need to find a place to activate it. Please, Blake, we are so close.” 

    Heaving a sigh, he didn’t even look up. Had he been here too long? Did the place affect him so badly that he didn’t believe a word I said? 

    Has he lost all hope? 

    “Please, Blake. We don’t have time for this.” I understood feeling that way, but he needed to keep fighting. 

    “I said no. Look, take the crystal and get out. When you get back, tell my sister I love her.” 

    “You can tell her yourself.” I certainly wasn’t calling Liv to tell her I just left her brother in hell. She’d kill me. “Don’t you want to see Liv again? Because if I call her, she’ll show up in Nowhere and you know what will happen to her if she does.” 

    Looking away, he scowled. “I’ve made my decision. You’re not going to change my mind.” 

    That didn’t work. That was my last chance at convincing him. 

    Angry now, I glared at him. “Well, it’s the wrong decision. You accused me of making the wrong choices and now you are doing it yourself. Stop feeling sorry for yourself, get up, and let’s go.” 

    He shook his head. “You are so fucking stubborn.” 

    “You bet your ass I am.” It’s one of my better qualities. 

    Getting him up on his feet, I ushered him to the mouth of the cave. We were going home together or not at all.  

    I swear I will carry him if I have to. 

    As we came out of the cave, I looked for Jax, assuming he had held back so I could talk to Blake alone. Which I appreciated, but I reckoned it had more to do with the fact that he didn’t like to see me with Blake. 

    “Jax?” I called softly. He had been right behind me a few minutes ago. Did he take a different turn? I swear he came to the mouth of the cave with me. 

    I moved down the tunnel, hoping he would appear from somewhere, but there was no sign of him. 

    Great, now he had disappeared too. And he took our only way out of here with him. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-One 

      

    Why can’t anyone stay where I left them? How hard is it to just wait in one place? 

    “Jax!” I hissed. I don’t know why; he was hardly going to appear if he hadn’t by now. 

    Maybe he decided to leave me after all. I did tell him I wouldn’t help him over Blake. He might have stayed until he saw Blake, then decided to get out on his own. If I was him, I would take the chance and get the hell out of here while I could. I hated that I actually felt disappointed at that. You couldn’t trust a demon; I don’t know why I had so far.  

    He's just like everyone else. A massive disappointment. 

    Yet for some reason, this bothered me a lot more. 

    “Where is he?” Blake asked using the wall to support himself. I noticed the purple stuff inching away from his hand. 

    “I don’t know. We had a fight earlier. He might have tried to get out without us.” 

    “You have the crystal though?” he asked. 

    “No, he has it,” I admitted. 

    Blake groaned. “Why would you give it to him?” 

    “I didn’t. He got it from the demon and held onto it.” It was stupid to let him hold onto it, but I never thought he’d leave with it.  

    Blake turned and headed back toward the cave. I grabbed his arm to stop him. “Wait, I’ll just have to get another crystal. We can do this. Please trust me.” There had to be another demon around here with crystals. One who wouldn’t see me coming. 

    “And do you know what to do with the crystal once you get it?” Blake asked. 

    Jax left that part out. Probably as collateral in case I did try to leave without him. “Not exactly.” 

    He threw up his hands. “We’re screwed.” 

    I felt that feeling coming over me again. The horrible, hollow emptiness. But this time I felt ready for it and fought against it. “No. I’ve had enough of this fucking place. We are going home, now start walking or I swear I’ll carry you.” 

    Blake raised an eyebrow, then complied. I meant what I said, we didn’t get this far to fail now.  

    I kept a close eye on him as we walked, in case he tried to disappear again. Just because he went with me, didn’t mean he wouldn’t try something stupid again. 

    I thought I was the Queen of stupid, but he seems to be competing for the title. 

    All the while I cursed Jax for abandoning us. 

    Abandoning you, you mean. 

    He didn’t come down here for Blake. I’m sure he couldn’t care less whether he made it out or not. Which meant he came for me. Maybe he hoped Blake would be dead and he’d get rewarded for helping me. Well, that was stupid. 

    I let myself get way too close to him. 

    Given what I knew about him, that sensation when we touched, staying made it seem like I wanted something more from him. I didn’t. I wasn’t sure why I kept turning to him. I guess…I guess I knew what he meant when he called me a kindred spirit. Part of me recognized something in him that I saw in myself. It drew me to him when I should have run a mile. 

    It's just the infernal energy. 

    I knew that. No one else had it, of course it attracted me. But I made another stupid decision and it backfired on me again.  

    If it’s just infernal energy drawing you to him, why didn’t you feel the same way about Lazlo and his friends? 

    I tried to ignore that, but it was a good question. When we were at the quarry, I did touch that demon who attacked me and while I was able to drain the infernal magic from him, it didn’t feel like it did with Jax.  

    Thinking back, I tried to rationalize over why it felt different with him. Because he tried to help me? Or because I spent more time with him and got to know him? That didn’t explain why I still felt it for the first time in Hal’s, right before we kidnapped him. He wasn’t helping me then and I didn’t know anything about him other than the fact that he was willing to hook up in an alley with a perfect stranger. 

    Stop thinking about it. 

    It really didn’t matter why. He betrayed me and now I’d most likely never see him again. If I did, I’d be sure to thank him personally for running off with our only crystal. And by thank, I of course meant kick his ass. 

    The ground started to rise, and we climbed it slowly, Blake wheezing as he went. When I reached out to try and help him, he pushed my hand away. I’m sure it killed him to be this way. Werewolves were always strong and fit, they could run for miles and now he could barely put one foot in front of the other. 

    For now. In time, he’ll be okay again. 

    Then maybe we could actually focus on our future together instead of worrying about demons and asshole Council members. I’d made the decision, a good one this time, to get out of Nowhere for good. Blake and I needed a fresh start. One far away from that mess. 

    Blake stopped and sniffed the air. “Your friend is close.” 

    “What? Jax?” He was hardly my friend after this. Why hadn’t he used the crystal yet? He could have been long gone by now. 

    Up ahead, I spotted him on a ledge, looking at something below. Hurrying toward him, I was ready to lay into him when he brought his finger to his lips in a shushing motion. He pointed to the pit below. 

    I looked down to see a hoard of demons gathered. Were they looking for us? 

    “Where did you wander off to?” I whispered. More importantly, where was the damn crystal. I glanced down, but he must have it in his pocket. If I froze him, it would be mine, but I still didn’t know the spell to get out of here. 

    “I went looking for more crystals. Just in case,” Jax said. 

    He didn’t clarify if he meant because he didn’t think I could get us all out or he didn’t think I would try. But he didn’t use the one he had to leave. He stayed. 

    Shit, I misread him again. 

    Sighing, I said, “You might have mentioned that before you vanished on us. We can’t afford to get caught up with the demons again. Give me the crystal, I will get us all out.” We had to go now. Before one of them wandered off again or the demons caught up to us.  

    As he stared at me, I noticed how beat up he looked. His eyes were black, nose broken, and he looked exhausted. I expected the injuries to heal quicker but given what this place did to a person’s mind, it wouldn’t surprise me if it affected his body too.  

    “I can do it. I can get us all home,” I said, emphasizing the word all. I meant it. We were going together. 

    Hesitating, he looked down at the demons again. There were too many of them to take on and we didn’t know who had crystals in the first place. My way meant possibly getting out of here without having to face any of them again.  

    Jax nodded. “Fine. Let’s move away from here though. I imagine it will attract their attention and we don’t want that.” 

    Climbing higher, we soon left the demons behind. I held Betty tightly in my hand, silently begging her to cooperate. All I needed was one good blast and we could be back home in Nowhere.  

    I can’t wait, I never want to see this place again. 

    Blake followed slowly, but at least he seemed to be in on our plan.  

    “Here will do,” Jax said, coming to a stop. 

    A small stone platform beside a steep drop. Should be a breeze.  

    “What do I do?” I asked ready for anything. 

    Jax removed the crystal from his pocket. “I will activate the crystal with a spell, you need to hit it with a blast of infernal energy to charge it up enough to let us all out.” 

    “And you’re sure you know the spell?” Now would not be the time to get it wrong. 

    Jax nodded. “I heard the demon who spoke to Lazlo say it when he left.” 

    “And you just happened to remember it?” Blake sneered. 

    Jax gave him a hard stare. “Don’t confuse me with the idiots I rode into town with. I actually have a brain. I know a lot about the supernatural world, spell casting, and magic. When he left, I researched the spell. I know how to do this.” 

    Did he worry that he would end up trapped in here after Lazlo opened the gate and he wanted a way out? Good thing it never came to that, but he ended up trapped here anyway. Thanks to me. 

    Time to fix that. 

    Blake narrowed his eyes at Jax, then looked away as a coughing fit hit him. We needed to do this now before he got any worse. 

    “Do it.” 

    Jax held the crystal between his thumb and index finger, then he threw it toward the edge of the platform. I let out a cry, thinking he had thrown it over the side, but instead, it hovered in the air, glowing brightly. I let out a breath. 

    Jax started reciting a spell. He gave me a nod and I raised Betty. 

    “Please work,” I muttered. 

    A beam of light left Betty, striking the crystal. The glow got brighter as I channeled the infernal power into it. I focused on making it grow, on charging it enough to save all three of us. 

    Please we just want to go home. 

    The crystal’s glow widened to reveal a portal filled with white light. Jax moved forward, tentatively putting a hand out toward it. “Keep going. I don’t know if we can all get through it yet.”  

    How did he even know that? Could he feel it? 

    My body quickly grew weak. I pushed with everything I had before dropping to my knees, Betty hitting the floor beside me. Breathing hard, I looked to Jax. It had to be enough. 

    Jax shook his head. “You have to keep trying,” he said. “It might take two, but I don’t think three people can get through.” 

    I tried to raise Betty again, but I just didn’t have anything left. It wasn’t only using up the energy, I needed rest, food, and water. Things that weren’t available down here. “I can’t. I’m sorry.” 

    The portal remained in the air. I had no idea how long it would stay open, but it probably wouldn’t be for long.  

    “There’s only one thing we can do,” Blake said, getting to his feet. He looked down at me. Then up to Jax, who visibly tensed. “Take her and get out.” 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 

      

    “Don’t be ridiculous,” I snapped. “We will all go through. Just give me a second.”  

    I just needed to rest for a moment and regain my strength. I could do this. Betty had my back; I know she did. We’d been through too much together for her to turn on me now.  

    And Blake is crazy if he thinks I’ll leave without him now. 

    “We have a few minutes at most before it closes,” Jax said. 

    Great, pile on the pressure. 

    I noticed Jax glancing at the portal, his body tensed. He didn’t make a move toward it, but I knew he was thinking about what I said. If I tried to get Blake to it, Jax would try to stop me. Of course he would, none of us wanted to stay in this place. 

    And none of us will if I get my shit together. 

    “Get her out,” Blake said again. 

    Jax glanced at me but didn’t respond. He better not be considering it, though I’m sure if it came to a choice between me and him or me and Blake, he’d choose to save himself. 

    Ignoring Jax and Blake, I focused on Betty. The key to getting us out of here. I could summon the energy we needed, I just had to focus. A little more and we were home free. 

    Please, just one last blast and I promise I’ll never ask you for anything again. 

    I meant it. I’d retire Betty, let her rest if she could just get us home. Whatever she wanted. I’d never take her for granted again. 

    Raising Betty with a trembling arm, I aimed at the portal. Weak, feeble sparks erupted from the end of her, but no energy. My arm dropped like a stone. I didn’t have it in me.  

    “God damn it!” I screamed. We didn’t have time for this. I just needed one fucking win. Was that so much to ask for?  

    Why can’t you cooperate? I raged at Betty. She worked before, why fail now? 

    But even as I thought it, I knew that the fault lay with me. I provided the power, she only directed it. This failure to perform came from me.  

    Urgh. Why couldn’t I get this to work? From what I read about magic, it came down to intention. All I wanted to do was go home. There was absolutely no doubt about that, I just wanted out of here. So why couldn’t I do it? Why couldn’t I make it work? 

    Why can’t I save us? 

    “Go, Nissa,” Blake said. He doubled over, coughing violently.  

    He really isn’t getting any better. 

    Which meant that leaving might not do him any good. What if he was dying right in front of me? I didn’t think I could watch that happen. 

    I live in the world of magic, there has to be a way. 

    “No! I’m not leaving anyone behind.”  

    I thought I could, but Jax had done so much to help me down here, it would just add to the other guilt I carried if I left him behind.  

    Smacking Betty against my hand, I tried to think of another way to access the power. I did it at the shrine when I faced Lazlo. But Jax said that magic worked differently here. Earth side I accessed my magic mostly through fear or desperation. What were my triggers here? She worked against the demon we got the crystals from, but not in the way I thought. She worked on the lock on Blake’s cage too. Both times I tried to save someone.  

    Oh my God, if the trigger is love I’m going to throw up. It’s so after-school special. 

    Love was too strong a word, but I did care what happened to both of them. I cared now too. I wanted us all to go through that portal. 

    “Nissa!” Jax said. “We don’t have any more time.” 

    “I’m thinking,” I snarled. 

    Blake moved over to me, turning me to face him. He looked desperate. “You know I’m right, Nissa,” he said. “Take Jax and go home while you still have a chance.” 

    “Shut up. I’ll get us all out.” He wouldn’t convince me otherwise. He said it himself, I’m a stubborn bitch. How could he choose to save someone he hated over himself? 

    Blake smiled sadly. “You’ve done more for me than I could ever ask. None of this is your fault, Nis. Please just go.” 

    Tears slipped down my face. “No. I can’t. I’ll stay with you, okay? We can find another crystal and…” 

    He kissed me gently. “No more bad decisions. Get out now. Please.” 

    I’d rather stay down here with the demons than just walk away. Couldn’t he understand that? 

    Spinning away from him, I aimed Betty at the portal and tried one last time. Nothing. Not even a spark this time.  

    Blake put his hand on my shoulder. “It’s okay, Nis.” 

    “Hate to break up a tender moment,” Jax said, “but they’re coming.” 

    I could hear the demons too, racing toward us. They must have seen the light or heard the noise from the portal being opened. Either way, we had seconds left before they arrived and killed us all. But I still couldn’t do it. I couldn’t go through that portal without Blake. I stood frozen to the spot, praying the answer would come to me. 

    What if I dragged him in with me? Forced him. He’d thank me in the end, once he recovered. Once we were back home and away from all of this. But chances were it wouldn’t let one of us through. It could spit him back out. Or me.  

    A demon crested the hill, with four arms and eyes on stalks. It immediately launched itself at us, a strange keening noise coming from it. Shoving Blake aside, I swung Betty up to meet its ugly face. The blow jarred my arms, almost making me fall over. The demon fell, just as three more arrived behind it.  

    Blake lay on his side on the floor where he’d fallen. He made no move to get up. He didn’t look hurt, just defeated. Anger flared inside me, why was he doing this? How could he give up like this? 

    Growling filled the air as more demons came stomping up the incline.  

    Shit, are all of them on their way here? We can’t fight them all. 

    “Get up,” I screamed at Blake. If he didn’t want to go through the portal, he could at least try to defend himself against the demons. 

    I’m not watching him get torn to shreds because he’s too depressed to fight back. 

    Slowly, Blake got to his feet. I waited for him to come to me, but instead, he took a step back. 

    “Blake!” 

    I reached for his hand, attempting to pull him toward the portal. He resisted and it was enough for the demons to grab him. They yanked him out of my reach. 

    “No!” I yelled, swinging wildly with Betty, trying to get them off him.  

    Kicking one in the face, I spun with Betty raised and a jet of power shot out, throwing one of them into a wall. It hit the wall hard and fell, landing on its hideous face. 

    Finally! 

    I tried to repeat the action, but only got more sparks. Maybe Betty wasn’t against me, maybe she just couldn’t channel my power properly down here. That must be it. The infernal energy of this realm had interfered with our connection.  

    Get over it, Betty, I need you. 

    I had lost sight of Jax as the demons swarmed around us. At this rate, whoever got through the portal, got through. And I had to make sure Blake did. Even if I was the one who had to stay behind, I’d do it. He had a better chance of surviving back in Nowhere. He had a family out there too. No one would miss me. Except for M, but she’d understand. 

    Claws raked down my back making me scream. The talons tore straight through my shirt, shredding my skin. Spinning, I swung my foot at the demon’s crotch. It just grinned at me. I guess this fucker wasn’t anatomically correct.  

    I brought Betty down on his head, then dropkicked him in the face. He staggered back, losing his footing and pitched over the edge of the cliff. 

    Wincing in pain, I kept swinging, edging closer to where I last saw Blake. Where the hell was he? 

    He had vanished amongst the demons, and so had Jax. The portal looked slightly smaller than it had before. It would close any minute; we couldn’t let that happen. We’d never get another crystal, another shot like this. It might not even hold two of us anymore. What if it didn’t even hold one of us? If it closed… 

    A fireball flew through a line of demons, knocking them to the ground. I guess that meant Jax was still fighting. He cleared the way for me to get closer to Blake. 

    Wading through demons, I saw Blake trying to fight off a demon with a row of razor-sharp teeth. He swung his fist at its face, but it didn’t even faze the critter.  

    I have to get to him. He has to go through the portal. 

    Blake summoned up some energy and punched the demon again, knocking it back. It stumbled and fell over a demon behind it. 

    “Jax!” Blake surprised me by yelling for him. Why would he call for Jax and not me? Did he think the demons had taken me down? 

    Jax blasted several demons with a fireball, breaking through them and stopping near the portal. He glanced at it, then back at me. I turned to Blake, desperately hoping he would do the right thing. 

    Blake’s eyes met mine. “Get her out of here, Jax,” he yelled. 

    Then the demons surged over him, and he screamed. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 

      

    “Go!” Blake screamed from under the demons. “Get her out, Jax.”  

    The demons pulled at him, ready to tear him apart. One sank his teeth into Blake’s shoulder, tearing at his flesh. He didn’t even seem to notice, his eyes never left me. 

    Frozen to the spot, I didn’t know what to do. I looked to Jax who reached for me. He was going to do it. Why the hell was he listening to Blake? 

    “No,” I cried trying to get to Blake.  

    I won’t leave him. 

    Before I got more than a few steps, Jax grabbed me around the waist and dragged me toward the portal. Kicking out, I tried to get free, but couldn’t break his grip on me.  

    “No, Blake, don’t do this,” I screamed. He couldn’t give up, not now. We were so close. 

    Blake disappeared under the hoard of demons as Jax, and I fell backwards through the portal. White light blinded me before we landed on the hard ground.  

    No, this can’t be happening. 

    I opened my eyes to find sunlight streaming down on me. We were back in Nowhere. Back in the field where we started. It was like we never left. 

    Betty lay on the ground beside me. I shoved her aside in disgust. 

    Leaping up, I tried to run back to the portal, but it had vanished. My stomach knotted. Blake. They would rip him apart.  

    “No!” I screamed. 

    Racing for the shrine, I tried to remember the words to the spell. Where was the journal? I couldn’t remember what I had done with it. Did I bring it with me? Or did I drop it? Oh God, where was it? Searching the ground, I didn’t see it anywhere. 

    “What’s the spell?” I screamed at Jax. “I need to get back through.”  

    All I needed were a few minutes and I could get Blake out. It didn’t have to end like this.  

    “It’s over,” Jax said, bending down to pick up Betty. 

    “Just tell me the spell.” He must remember it. Why didn’t I memorize the damn thing? I didn’t even know how to pronounce most of it, so I didn’t think I needed to. 

    “It’s over, Nissa,” Jax said raising his voice. 

    “No!” Running at him, I shoved him. He staggered back, almost falling. “Tell me the spell.” 

    “He’s gone.” 

    Shaking my head, I tried to think of a way back in, but even I knew, the demons would have killed him by now. Sinking to my knees, I started to cry. “I was supposed to save him.” 

    Jax crouched in front of me, placing a hand on my shoulder. “You did everything you could for him.” 

    I glared at him. “It wasn’t good enough.” 

    Nothing I ever do is good enough.  

    Getting up, I headed for the road, trying to get away from the shrine. I wish I could get away from the voice in my head just as easily. The one that kept telling me I failed. Maybe if I stayed, if I’d never gone after him in the first place, I might have gotten past it. This felt a million times worse. This time it was clear that I let him down. 

    Jax came after me, jogging to keep up. “Slow down. Take a moment.” 

    Shaking my head, I said, “It’s my fault he’s dead.” 

    “It isn’t your fault.” 

    Spinning, I screamed at him, “Yes, it is!”  

    Flinging my hands out, I felt a tremendous surge of energy leave them. A boom filled the air and I turned to see the old building by the side of the road collapse in on itself, as I put a hole straight through it with my power. On the other side, a line of trees caught on fire. Dropping my hands, I let out a gasp. 

    I did that? Is that what my power does without Betty to channel it? 

    “See? Why couldn’t I do that down there? Why won’t my stupid powers work when I want them to? Why can’t I do anything right?”  

    One blast like that and the demons wouldn’t have stood a chance. I could have taken them all out, bought us some time, and found a way to get Blake out. Staring at my hands, I cursed these stupid powers. I cursed my father too. He should have stayed away from Nowhere, from my mother, then I never would have been born and gotten into this mess. Blake would be safe, he would have gone home to his Pack and lived his life. 

    Jax came toward me slowly, probably worried I’d put a hole in him too. He reached me and pulled me into a hug. I wanted to resist, but I didn’t have the energy. Sagging against him, I suddenly felt so tired. Betty brushed my leg, and I felt her buzzing, but I ignored her. She let me down. I didn’t want a wand. I didn’t want to be a wizard anymore. 

    “It’s just that place still affecting you,” Jax said in my ear. “It will pass.” 

    “No, it’s not. It’s always been this way,” I said. I didn’t need a hell dimension to put ideas in my head, they already existed. Courtesy of my mom and everyone else in this town telling me how much I sucked since the very beginning. I hated that I continued to prove them right. Blake even said it himself – you always make the wrong decisions.  

    Jax stepped back. “Blake didn’t think that. He saved you twice because he thought you were worth it. You don’t know what they did to him, Nissa. I think he knew that it was too late. He knew he couldn’t come back here. I’m sorry for what happened. But you have to accept that.” 

    Wrapping my arms around myself, I closed my eyes. I expected to either save Blake or find him already dead. Finding him alive, but not being able to save him made it worse. It felt like I had lost him twice. Like I had failed twice. 

    I’m so sorry, Blake. 

    I’d never get over this. He’d always be with me, reminding me of what I did. 

    “I want to go home,” I whispered. 

    I didn’t want to be here anymore. Not where everything happened. Those shrines would be a constant reminder of what I lost. I wish I’d never laid eyes on them. 

    My hands closed into fists. If the Council had done something from the start, chased the demons off, none of this would have happened. Blake would be safe at home with me right now. No, not the Council, Jeremiah. He always seemed to be the one behind everything that went wrong in this town. 

    I’m going to kill him. I will find a way to make Jeremiah pay for this. 

    Anger felt good, I preferred it to misery. I just needed to direct it at the right place. 

    When I’m done with Jeremiah, he’ll never hurt anyone in this town again. 

    Jax took my arm, and we headed back to the road. I felt ready to collapse with exhaustion after that power blast. 

    I was surprised my truck was still there. How long had we been gone? Less than a day? Yet it felt like an eternity. Judging from the sun, it would be dark soon. 

    For a horrible moment, I wondered if we had actually returned. What if this was happening in my head again? Everything looked normal, but everything in my head felt real too. Coming to a stop, I looked around, searching for something that would tell me if I was definitely back or not. 

    “What is it?” Jax asked. 

    “What if this is happening inside my head again? Maybe we’re still in hell,” I babbled. 

    Jax pulled me into a hug again, shushing me. “No, we’re back. I promise.” 

    There goes any chance of Blake still being alive. 

    Jax let me go and I let out a shuddering breath. I had to accept that I was home. Though it brought its own problems. 

    I expected the Council to come for me after I took those books. Where were they? It wouldn’t be too hard to figure out what I was up to. Why weren’t they waiting to grab us? I guess they’d catch up to me sooner or later. Why worry until it happened? 

    Opening the passenger door, I got inside, sinking into the seat. Closing my eyes, I took a moment to rest them. It felt like we were down there for weeks.  

    Jax got behind the wheel. He looked to me for the keys. I reached over and pulled down the visor and they dropped into his lap. No one wanted my truck so I didn’t see an issue leaving it like that. 

    As he started the truck, I glanced back one more time. The trees still burned, though that particular cluster sat apart from the others, so it shouldn’t spread. I couldn’t see the shrine from here, but I would see it every time I closed my eyes, along with Blake’s face.  

    What if I was immortal like other wizards? I might see it for eternity. 

    Every day is going to feel like an eternity after this. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 

      

    “We’re back,” Jax said, pulling the truck over at the side of the road and switching off the engine. 

    Lost in thought, I didn’t even notice. I zoned out for the entire ride, trying to stay awake. 

    He had stopped close to my place, but I couldn’t bring myself to go in knowing that Blake wouldn’t be there. He’d never be there again. 

    I’ve lost him all over again. 

    The thought kept repeating over and over in my mind. Even after everything, he still died. I got to him in time and the demons still killed him.  

    Because once again he chose to save me. 

    No one was that selfless, at least not toward me. Maybe he just let them kill him so he could escape me. It made more sense to me than any other explanation.  

    Well, he’s free of me now. 

    “Nissa?” Jax said softly. 

    Lifting my head off the window, I avoided his gaze. “What?” 

    “Let’s get you inside and I can make you something to eat.” 

    Sighing, I opened the door. “I’m not hungry.” I didn’t think I’d ever eat again. Though I wouldn’t say no to a drink. More than anything, I wanted to be alone. Might as well practice for the rest of my life. 

    Slipping out of the truck, I stood on the sidewalk, at a loss. What did I do now? How could I just go home and act like everything was okay? I felt numb right now, but it wouldn’t last. I needed to get wasted before that happened. I’m sure I had something in the apartment to do the trick. If not, I’d have to go to the bar, but that risked a run-in with M and anyone else there.  

    I can’t face her right now. 

    She’d want to know what happened and when I told her I couldn’t stand the sympathetic crap she’d come out with. I could almost hear it now. 

    There was nothing you could do. He made his choice. Blah, blah, blah. 

    I didn’t want to be consoled, I wanted to hurt. I deserved it. 

    Jax joined me on the sidewalk, his hands shoved in the pockets of his jeans. Now that he had returned to this realm, his wounds were rapidly healing.  

    “Well, if you won’t eat, then you should lie down and try and get some rest.” 

    Sleep sounded good if I didn’t know that I would dream about Blake the entire time. Maybe with enough booze, I’d sleep right through. Though somehow, I didn’t think there was enough whiskey in the world for that.  

    Though I had given it all up, I felt tempted to go and see Ronan for something stronger. No, he’d never give me anything and I’d have to explain why I didn’t get any information to help get rid of Jeremiah. Another thing I needed to deal with, but not now.  

    “Do you want me to do anything? Call um, M, is it?” 

    I shook my head. I didn’t want to see anyone right now. “No, I’ll call her later.” I wouldn’t. She’d show up eventually, until then I needed the quiet. 

    How could I tell her about all of this? Having to say to her that I failed after doing something so dangerous sounded like hell itself. I knew she would only try to help me, but I didn’t want it right now. I just wanted to forget everything in the bottom of a bottle. 

    “Okay, well, if you need anything, call me.” 

    I looked up at Jax, finally making eye contact. He may have done a lot for me, but it had to end here. “Why would I need anything from you?” I said coldly. 

    He looked away. “Right. Message received.” 

    I didn’t like being nasty to him, but I needed to drive him away. Because right now, away from me was the safest place in the world. No one else died because of me. 

    Walking into the street, he paused, then looked back at me. “Nissa,” he said.  

    I looked over to see him pointing down the street. 

    Three men were coming our way, dressed in black uniforms. I recognized them as Council guards.  

    Great, I almost forgot all about Jeremiah, but it doesn’t look like he forgot about me. 

    They stopped in front of me, hands on the weapons on their belts. I imagined if they worked for the Council that they had more than just guns. They probably had magic too. It didn’t matter, I didn’t want a fight.  

    “Nissa Whitlock, you are to be detained until questioned about illegal activities…” one said reeling off a bunch of numbers and regulations that meant nothing to me. I didn’t even argue with him. I no longer cared. Let them lock me up. 

    “Jaxon Landrake, you will also be detained for illegal activity,” the other guard said, moving toward him. 

    Jax glanced over at me, body tensed, but I didn’t react. If he wanted to fight, let him. If not, what did I care? I’ve learned the hard way not to care about anyone. It’s safer that way. 

    A set of cuffs were placed on my wrists. Judging by the symbols on them, I doubted they were regular cuffs. Specially made for someone like me. Jax got the same treatment, as the guard shoved him onto the sidewalk beside me. 

    He should have had the sense to run. 

    We were led down the street, past some of the locals, who all stopped to stare at us. If they only knew what their favorite delinquent had been up to now. Opening a gate to hell under their very feet. If word got out, I imagine they’d hang me in the town square. No one made a move to save that vampire, there was no way they would save me. They’d probably turn it into a holiday and throw a party. 

    Let them look. They’re all inmates here, just like me. Except they don’t know it. 

    One woman sneered at me while another had a grin on her face. Happy to see me in trouble no doubt. 

    “What did she do now?” one man spat. 

    The guard guiding me along didn’t respond. I guess I didn’t need to tell M I had returned now, she’d find out when they all went to the bar to gossip about me after this. 

    Who needs Twitter when you have the town grapevine? 

    Arriving at the Council, we were led into the lobby. Had it really been less than a day since I was last here? It seemed much longer. 

    Jax came to a stop beside me as the guards announced our arrival at the desk.  

    “Any suggestions?” he asked checking out the lobby. 

    I laughed humorlessly. “You should have run when you had the chance.” 

    But he didn’t. 

    Feeling guilty, I sighed. “Just blame me for it all. Tell them I threatened you into going with me.” 

    He raised an eyebrow. “And they’d believe that?” 

    “Yep, they probably would.” They’d believe anything of me at this point. 

    The guards led us on to separate rooms at the back of the building. A single table sat inside and two chairs. An interrogation room, my favorite kind. Or at least the kind I spent most of my time in.  

    I hoped this didn’t take long, I really needed that drink. 

    Shoved into the chair, the guard secured me to the table with the cuffs. “Wait here.” 

    I looked up at him. “As opposed to…?” 

    He looked confused by the question. Rolling my eyes, I stared at the table. A moment later, he left the room.  

    Good to know that the guards were just as dumb as their bosses. Though that described most people in this town. 

    I wondered if I’d have the pleasure of Jeremiah’s company for this. I’m sure he would want a crack at me. it was his office I broke into after all.  

    He could do what he wanted with me, I no longer cared. I’d finally hit my breaking point when it came to losing people. Sure, Blake and I didn’t have very long together, but I think he represented something for me. Hope for a better future. 

    Now all I had left were my memories and this room. 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Epilogue 

      

    Watching from the other side of the glass, Jeremiah smiled.  

    It’s all falling into place. I have her exactly where I want her. 

    Erica came into the room behind him. He could tell from the jangling of those awful bracelets. Although he had to admit, it did give him advance notice that she was coming his way. 

    “She looks…broken,” Erica remarked as she stepped up to the glass. 

    Jeremiah scoffed. “You sound like you care.” 

    “You’re the one who says we need her to pull this off. Shouldn’t you be more concerned? What if she’s in no state to help us?” 

    “As long as she’s breathing, that’s all I need.” 

    At least for now. Once he had her where he wanted, forced her to join the Council, he might not even need that. After all, the infernal energy was the main goal.   

    She did it. Just as the prophecy foretold. She walked through literal hell and came out the other side. 

    “I can’t believe she pulled it off,” Erica said as if reading his mind.  

    “Well, she did. And think of all that infernal energy lying dormant inside her. She doesn’t know it yet, but it will be just the power boost we need to complete the ritual.” 

    She would have started absorbing it the second she entered that place. Wizards were a lot like sponges in that regard. She probably wouldn’t be aware of it, not unless she tried to use her power. Nissa had always had a hard time connecting with her magic, its why she struggled with it. She rejected it, rejected that part of her, most likely due to her mother’s influence. Once she embraced it though, all bets were off. Hell, he’d go as far as to say she could potentially be the most powerful magic user in the world. 

    Nissa stared blankly ahead, her cheeks wet with tears. She went after the werewolf, and it looked like she failed to save him. It didn’t matter, that wasn’t part of the prophecy. And it made things easier, not having him whispering in her ear. No distractions. Not now. 

    “I’ll go in and talk to her. She’ll have to join us now,” Jeremiah said, picking up his coffee cup. 

    God, it’s going to be hard not to gloat. 

    “I don’t know, you know how stubborn she is. Even if she does join us, it doesn’t mean she’ll do what we want.” 

    Jeremiah smirked at Erica. “Use your brain. Once she joins us, her power will become part of the collective. Meaning we might not need her at all if we take it for ourselves.” 

    It would be a last resort, he’d much rather have her wield her power in the coming war. Let her take all the risks. 

    Erica shifted uncomfortably. “You know how dangerous that is. There are no guarantees it would work.” 

    Jeremiah was in too good a mood to let her bring him down. “I’ll still give her a chance to work with us, but we have options now. Wish me luck.” 

    He left the room, walked the short hallway, and entered the interrogation room where Nissa sat. They didn’t call it that out loud, but it’s essentially what it was. They didn’t use it often, only when someone did something that the police couldn’t deal with. 

    Like opening a gate to hell. 

    He hid a smirk as he sat down. She gave him such hell for not doing anything to stop the demons from opening it, and then she went ahead and opened it herself. Funny how quickly she changed her mind when it was for something she wanted. That selfish streak appeared a lot in wizards. Her father had it. He came to them, shared his plans, then at the last minute, he backed out. It almost ruined everything. Jeremiah thought their dream had ended, but then he learned about her, and it became clear that it was never about Steven. It was always about Nissa. 

    “Miss Whitlock,” he said. “Well, you have been busy.” 

    She didn’t respond, not even a snarky comment. Things must be bad. He wondered if he could use her grief to motivate her. She still had people she cared about, people she didn’t want dead. 

    “You opened a gate to hell. Stole material from my office, including some ancient tomes that shouldn’t be outside a temperature-controlled environment. Breaking and entering, trespassing. The list goes on and on. So why are you not in a cell right now?” He folded his arms and stared at her. 

    Sniffing, she wiped at her face. “Throw me in a cell.” 

    He hesitated. “What?” 

    “Lock me up. I don’t care anymore.” 

    Damn it. I didn’t think she’d be too far gone to care. 

    “I’m sure you don’t want to spend the next few years locked up.” 

    She shrugged. “Whatever.” 

    When all else fails… 

    “Uh, what about the demon who helped you? Jaxon, is it? Should we lock him up too?” 

    She shook her head. “No, he only helped me because I threatened him. Let him go.” 

    I knew she’d rush to protect another. It’s her Achilles heel. 

    Something she definitely didn’t get from Steven. He only ever cared about himself. 

    “He’s a demon. Like his friends who opened the gate the first time. How he even managed to remain in this town is a mystery.” In truth, Jeremiah didn’t care for matters like that. As long as no new arrival got in his way, they could do what they wanted. 

    “Well, he can be charming when he wants to be. He isn’t like the others, the leader threatened him to come here.” 

    “Gets threatened a lot, does he? I thought demons were supposed to be tough. No, I think we should lock the both of you up for the next decade at least. That way you’ll learn your lesson.” He got to his feet, praying the bluff worked. 

    Nissa leaned across the table. “Please don’t. There has to be another way.” 

    He paused as if considering it. “This town is falling apart as you well know. Abernathy is next to useless, I think we can agree on that. If one of the supernaturals decides to start a war, we might not be able to stop them. We need to show them that we are in control of Nowhere and put an end to all of this. To do that, we need to be operating at full power.” 

    Nissa groaned and hung her head. “This again.” 

    “Yes, this again.” He sat back down. “Do you honestly think I would keep asking you if I had another choice? I’m not asking you to deal with town issues or wear the robes. I just need you to join us and help keep this town running smoothly. You can carry on with your life, stay working at the bar.” 

    She ran a hand down her face. “And if I don’t?” 

    “Then people will suffer. Including your new demon friend.” 

    For once she didn’t yell or shout. Instead, she stared at the table. 

    She’s close to breaking, I can feel it. 

    “What do I have to do?” she finally whispered. 

    Gotcha. 

    “The ritual will take place on the next full moon. Nearly a month away. You will meet us and perform a spell to join your power to ours. That’s it. It’s a simple ceremony and we can walk you through it.” 

    He could see she was considering it. Waiting felt like torture. To come this far and have her refuse now… 

    She nodded and Jeremiah let out a breath. “Good.” 

    “But Jax and I are both free to go for now.” 

    Suspicious, he wondered if it was a good idea. “Can I trust you will remain in town?”  

    She could try to run, but he could have people put in place to prevent that. If he had to lock her in a cell to keep her here, he’d do it. 

    “Yes, I don’t have anywhere else to go.” 

    Jeremiah nodded. “Very well. I will be in touch with what to expect for the ritual. You’ve made the right choice.” 

    Getting to her feet, she sloped toward the door, looking like she had the weight of the world on her shoulders. She had no idea how close to the truth that actually was. 

    Jeremiah punched the air, then quickly composed himself. No point in giving himself away now. 

    When she left the room, Jeremiah followed. Jax had been released from the other room and the two of them left the building together.  

    The demon made Jeremiah curious. He imagined the infernal energy had attracted Nissa, but she seemed heartbroken over the werewolf. As long as he didn’t do anything foolish, Jeremiah didn’t see any issue with letting him remain in town. If he tried anything, he would simply have him killed. No one would miss a demon. 

    As they reached the sidewalk, the demon put his hand on her arm. Maybe there was something between them. 

    With a shrug, Jeremiah headed back to his office. He didn’t give a shit about her love life, only that she gave him what he wanted. She could fuck the whole town if she wanted. 

    Picking up the phone, he made a call to one of his helpers. He would have Nissa watched day and night until the ritual. That way she couldn’t run away from her commitments again. 

    Erica came into the room. “One step closer.” 

    “About fucking time. The amount of energy I have spent in trying to get that girl to join us has been ridiculous. No more time wasting. We get this done on the next full moon.” He hated that it was so far away, but the ritual had to be done under the full moon. Nissa would take the oath, binding herself to the Council through blood and magic. Then they would be ready for what came next. 

    “I’ll make the preparations. What about Terrence? You know he doesn’t want Nissa to join us.” 

    Jeremiah dropped into his chair. “A hell gate just opened in this town twice in two weeks. At the moment, no one is any the wiser. But if he doesn’t go along with this, I’ll tell everyone in Nowhere and pin the blame on him. They’ll want him out and this town will descend into chaos.” He grinned at the thought. 

    Erica shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her jaw tense. 

    “You disagree?” Jeremiah asked. 

    “He won’t take it well.” 

    “He will if we show a united front. I assume I have your backing in this?” 

    Erica nodded, though he saw doubt on her face. He didn’t like that. She had always believed in the cause, why change her mind now? 

    “Then we just need Veronica on board. I hear that she is seeing someone new. A married someone. Be a shame if word got back to his wife?” 

    With a nod, Erica said, “I’ll gather the necessary information.” She headed for the door, then paused, looking back. “Do you ever wonder if it’s all worth it?” 

    “How can you ask that after everything we’ve done to get here?” 

    She frowned. “That’s why I’m asking. You thought Steven would be the one. Now you think it’s Nissa. What if it’s neither and we’ve been lied to all these years?” 

    Jeremiah didn’t like these questions. It sounded like Erica wanted out and he couldn’t afford to lose her backing.  

    “The only reason we thought the prophecy was about Steven was because he was the last wizard. Or so we thought. No one knew he’d father a child. Everything in the prophecy points to Nissa. Don’t lose faith now. Not when we are at the finish line.” 

    Erica let out a long sigh. “I’m just tired of the secrets and lies. I can’t wait for it all to be over.” 

    “It will be soon. A few more weeks and we will have it all.” 

    Or I will. And as for you, Erica, if you fuck this up for me, I’ll bury you. 

    When she left the room, Jeremiah wondered what to do with Terrence if he fought against them. It would have been so much easier if the wolves had gotten rid of him. He’d wait and see how it played out, but if it came to it, he would just have to kill him and blame someone else. The vampires probably. They were the biggest threat to his plan. 

    Pressing the buzzer on his desk, he said, “Come in here.” 

    A moment later, the receptionist, Fiona, came into the room. 

    “Close the door,” he ordered. She knew by now what that meant. 

    Stopping in front of his desk, she smiled. “What do you want me to do?” 

    “Strip for me,” Jeremiah said. 

    Fiona started to unbutton her blouse slowly. Moving up beside him, she unhooked her bra, revealing pert breasts. 

    Jeremiah grabbed her around the waist, running his tongue over her nipple. She giggled in response, a noise he hated. 

    “Get on your knees,” he ordered. She quickly complied. He liked that Fiona did as he asked without question. The fact that anyone could walk in on them turned him on too. After Nissa caught them a couple of weeks ago, he had screwed Fiona on the desk right after Nissa left. Settling back in the chair, he let her work on him. 

    Fiona was little more than a distraction, a way to pass the time. Once they completed the ritual, he could have any woman he wanted. 

    Until then, only one woman mattered. 

    Nissa Whitlock, you better not screw this up. 

      

      

      

    Find out what happens next in Demon Crossroads: Road To Nowhere Book 4  
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