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    Chapter One 

      

    Lying on a wooden bench in the middle of downtown Nowhere, I stared up at the full moon above me, in a drunken haze. A grin spread across my face as I pictured Jeremiah’s face when I didn’t show up for his stupid ritual to induct me into the Council tonight. I never intended to show up in the first place, I just hoped that a good reason would come up in the meantime to get me out of it. When it didn’t, I just didn’t show up.  

    Sorry, Jeremiah, looks like you don’t get what you want after all. 

    For one month, Jeremiah had me memorize the spell I had to say to join them, while Veronica chased me, trying to get my measurements for a robe. Funny how she was so keen to do that but ignored me when I needed access to the books in the restricted section to help save Blake. Calling me constantly, demanding I come in when I had better things to do. Like watching paint dry. Seriously, could anyone imagine me in one of their weird robes? No, thanks. I’m more of a t-shirt and jeans kind of girl.  

    Veronica couldn’t be bothered to help me when I needed it most, I certainly wasn’t going to make things easy for her. For any of them. 

    The memory of Blake filled my mind and the grin faded away. I tried so hard to save him, but I failed. I practically watched him die while he spent the last of his energy trying to save my life again. And for what? Here I was, back in Nowhere, doing nothing with my life, drinking myself into oblivion to avoid any sense of responsibility.  

    And yet, despite everything that happened, despite losing someone again, I tried not to let it consume me. It wasn’t easy. I’m so used to wallowing, but this time I felt like I owed it to Blake to do better. To avoid falling into my old ways. It didn’t last long. 

    Dodging Council members certainly kept me distracted for a while, but now that the full moon had arrived, I turned back to the drink. But it felt good to just lie here and drift. They couldn’t complete the ritual and I wouldn’t be joining their merry band. Surely, I deserved to celebrate that. 

    What will Jeremiah do in retaliation? 

    He had threatened me with so many things, I couldn’t even be sure. He might lock me up, but so what? He might go after Jax, but he wasn’t really my problem anymore.  

    Jax stayed in town, still living in his trailer, but I avoided him like the plague. For his own safety. If Jeremiah believed that I cared what happened to him, he would use him against me. But I didn’t care what happened to him. Right? I barely knew Jax. Sure, he helped me in hell, saved my life a few times, but considering he came here with the demons who opened the hell gate originally, maybe we were even now. 

    Lifting my whiskey bottle, I took a slug, spilling some of it down my neck. Tutting, I wiped at it with my hand. Such a waste of booze. 

    I heard someone laugh from further up the street. Raising my head, I saw a few people heading down the road, away from me. Maybe I was being a little too obvious, lying here in the middle of town, but screw it. I wanted Jeremiah to know that I had screwed him over. That he had lost this round. There were also plenty of ways to escape if he tried to grab me and drag me to the Council buildings. 

    When he realized I wasn’t coming, he’d check my apartment and the bar for me first. Or he’d contact his little lackey who had been following me these last few weeks. I caught on to him pretty quickly, he wasn’t too subtle.  

    The last guy Jeremiah sent to spy on the demons, ended up dead. Maybe the others should have learned from that. This one didn’t do his job very well. It made it a lot easier to avoid him. He didn’t know that I could leave my apartment through the narrow alley at the back of the building. I’m sure he still sat across the street in his car, staring at my apartment. Maybe I’d screw up his night by walking back in through the front door. That way he could report back to Jeremiah and let him know what a crap job he had been doing. 

    Not yet though. I had to be sure that they wouldn’t have time to complete the ritual before I returned home. The bar would be closing soon, where else could I go? 

    Maybe I’ll just sleep here.  

    A bright light shone in my eyes, almost blinding me. Raising a hand to block it, I looked up to see one of the deputies standing over me. “You can’t sleep there, Nissa. We’ve discussed this.” 

    “I’m clearly not sleeping,” I slurred. 

    “No, but you are drunk. Do you want me to throw you in a cell?” Deputy Doyle put a hand on his weapon, waiting to see what I did next. I have been known to put up a fight in the past. 

    Considering it for a moment, I wondered if it would be worth it. If I ended up in a cell, Jeremiah couldn’t use me in the ritual, but then again, he might also use his power to get me out and take me straight to the Council buildings. “Nope. I’ll go.” 

    Sitting up, the world spun for a second. After a moment, I got to my feet, swaying dangerously.  

    “Go home,” the deputy said, sounding annoyed. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d told me off for public intoxication. Wouldn’t be the last either. 

    Giving him a salute, I staggered away. I had no intention of going home yet. No, I needed something. I felt a familiar itch, but who could scratch it for me? I knew one person who probably wouldn’t say no to my company, but it was a bad idea. 

    “And I’m the Queen of bad ideas,” I said, my voice sounding very loud in the quiet night. Chuckling to myself, I glanced around to see if anyone had heard me. The street remained empty. 

    Finishing the last of the whiskey, I dumped the bottle in a nearby trash can and headed out of town. To a field where a trailer sat.  

    It took some effort to get over the gate, but I managed to do it without face-planting in the dirt. I’d take that as a win. 

    About time something went right for me. 

    Crossing the field, I knocked on the door. Jax answered a moment later, looking surprised to see me. “Hey. What are you doing here?” 

    “I got lonely,” I said. “Thought I’d stop by and see if you were up.” Placing a hand on my hip, I wobbled dangerously at the movement but managed to stay upright. 

    If he’d hurry up and invite me in, I’m sure he has somewhere I can lie down. 

    “I figured you didn’t want anything to do with me after what happened in hell.”  

    I didn’t, up until now, but he had something I needed. With a sigh, I stepped up into the trailer, brushing past him. “I don’t want to talk about that.” 

    From the look of it, he had been enjoying a few beers at the table. I picked one up and took a sip.  

    Like I need more booze. 

    “What are you doing here, Nissa?” he asked, jamming his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He wore a fitted black t-shirt over them and no shoes. As usual, he looked sinfully hot, even without any effort. It made me want him even more. 

     I thought I had been obvious about why I had come here, but I guess not. Since I needed a place to lie low for a while, why not have some fun at the same time?  

    Setting the beer down, I came toward him. Placing a hand on his chest, I said, “I think you know why I’m here.”  

    I couldn’t be any more obvious if I stripped in front of him, which I might do if he didn’t catch on quick. How could he ignore this heat between us? 

    He raised an eyebrow. “Last time it was to badger me into helping you get into hell, so why not spell it out for me.” 

    Standing on tiptoe, I tried to kiss him, but he turned his head away. “Nissa…” He took a step back and sighed. 

    My cheeks burned with embarrassment at the brush off. “Oh, come on. I know you want me; you’ve made that very clear. So, let’s do it. Let’s fuck.”  

    Glancing behind him, I could see his bed enticingly close. That spark between us, the feeling when I touched him, I wanted to see what it felt like when he was inside me. Then maybe I could forget my miserable life for a while. 

    I moved toward him, but again, he stepped back. Insulting, to say the least. 

    “What the hell is your problem?”  

    How could he refuse an offer like that? I glanced down, checking I hadn’t thrown up on myself or something, but no, I had managed to avoid that so far tonight. Though it was still early. 

    “I’m not going to pretend that I’m not interested, but not while you are wasted. Go and get some sleep.” 

     Laughing, I said, “What’s the big deal? I had a drink or two. So have you.” I waved my hand toward the table behind me. Did he really think he could lecture me on drinking when he was in here drinking alone? 

    “I think it has been more than one or two for you. Ask me again when you’re sober, yeah?”  

    Anger flared inside me. “Like I’d want you when I’m sober.” 

    Smug bastard. Does he think I’ll come crawling back in the morning? I don’t think so. 

    It took a whole bottle of whiskey just to get me to his door, it would never happen without it. Urgh, why did I even bother? 

    Slamming open the trailer door, I stepped down onto the ground. Who the fuck did he think he was, rejecting me? Well, I didn’t need him. I didn’t need anyone. He was nothing more than a distraction anyway and a poor one at that. 

    “You’ll feel better when you sleep it off,” Jax called after me from the doorway. 

    Sanctimonious shit. 

    Raising my middle finger at him, I kept walking. What did he know? Well, I hope he knew what he had lost out on because this would never happen again. God, what was I thinking, lowering myself like that with him in the first place? And so soon after Blake. Of course, I just wanted sex, it wasn’t like I wanted anything more from someone like Jax. Why would I? 

    I don’t need a demon complicating my life any more than it already is. 

    No, I’d stick to a local from now on. I’m sure there had to be at least one guy in this town who wanted my company. 

    Crossing the field, my head started to spin, and I felt the overwhelming urge to sleep. Where was a park bench when you needed one?  

    At this rate, I might not make it back to my apartment. 

    Anger at Jax drove me forward, but as I walked in the dark, my foot caught on something on the ground. A root maybe.  

    Pitching forward, I landed face down over the mouth of a ditch, my head hanging over it. I tried to get back up, but I couldn’t.  

    Who knew what was living in it. Bugs, definitely. Probably rats too. I didn’t want to get too close to them.  

    Pressing my hands against the ground, I tried again to get up, but I just couldn’t. If I lay here, I’d likely get my face chewed off or end up covered in spiders. 

    Okay, I’ll just give it a minute and then I’ll get up and crawl back home.  

    But I guess Jax had a point, after all, I did need to sleep it off. Exhaustion hit me like a brick to the face. Sleep sounded so enticing right now.  

    My vision blurred and I blacked out. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Two 

      

    As I sank into darkness, I found myself back in hell, and not for the first time. Wandering through the maze of tunnels, I tried to find a way out, but I couldn’t. Every tunnel led to another, and I couldn’t find the exit. The walls seemed to close in as hands appeared, grabbing me, dragging me to the ground. I fought them off, crawling forward. 

    “Hello?” Someone had to be here. They had to hear me. “Help me!” 

    “Nissa?” 

    I opened my eyes to find myself staring at a hole. Lying face down on the ground, I realized I lay over a ditch by the side of the road.  

    “Nissa? Oh my God, are you okay?” a voice said.  

    With a grunt, I tried to push myself up, but my arms wouldn’t cooperate. 

    I felt hands on me, and someone turned me over onto my back. I winced as the light hit my eyes. Squinting, I found Jax above me. “What happened?” I asked. 

    “That’s what I want to know. Were you attacked?” he asked. 

    “No. I think I just passed out.” That seemed the most likely explanation.  

    Jax pulled a face. “Jesus, Nissa, you are literally face down in a ditch. What the hell are you playing at?” 

    Pushing him away, I tried to sit up. I really didn’t need criticism right now. My head pounded and I ached all over from sleeping on the ground. 

    “Come on,” he said, helping me up.  

    I swayed, falling against him. “Okay, you can’t get on my bike in this state, so I’ll take you back to my place. You can have some coffee and a shower.” 

    Too hungover to argue I let him lead me back to the trailer. As I approached it, I remembered some of what happened last night. “Oh God, did I come on to you?” I groaned. 

    “Yeah, but don’t worry about it.” 

    How could I not worry about it? I came onto another guy a month after my boyfriend died. What did that say about me? 

    That I’m scum. 

    Jax helped me to the table, before making me some coffee. I sat slumped in the seat, supporting my head in my hands. 

    Jax placed a cup in front of me and a bottle of aspirin. “Drink that. Look, I have somewhere I need to be. Use the shower and you are welcome to have a lie down on the bed if you need. I’ll be back soon.” 

    When the door closed, I reached for the cup. Dragging it toward me, I took a sip. The bitter taste hit my tongue and I pulled a face. How did he drink this shit?  

    With a weary sigh, I struggled to get the cap off the aspirin bottle. Swearing, I pulled hard, scattering half the contents over the table. Rolling my eyes, I snatched two of them up, threw them in my mouth, and washed them down with a mouthful of the vile coffee. 

    Jax’s offer of the bed sounded good, but glancing down, I noticed how much of a state my clothes were in. Mud caked my clothes and chest. I would need that shower first. 

    Getting up, I slipped off my clothes, shaking off some of the dried mud. I’d have to throw them out when I got home.  

    The bathroom was tiny, and the shower wasn’t up to much, but it got rid of the mud and made me feel slightly more human. 

    After towel drying, I headed into Jax’s bedroom. The bed was unmade, and some clothes lay on the floor. I expected worse.  

    Feeling exhausted and sore, I flopped down onto the bed as I was, closing my eyes. I’d lie here for a minute before I looked for something to wear. 

    I awoke to the door being opened behind me.  

    “Nissa?” Jax called. 

    How long was I out?  

    I turned my head to look at him, only to find him purposely looking at the floor. “What time is it?” 

    “Close to noon. Get something on and I’ll make you some food.” Closing the door, he left me to it.  

    Sitting up, I remembered that I had no clothes on. Guess I gave him a sneak preview. 

    No, not a preview, because nothing is going to happen between us. 

    I spied a t-shirt on a chair in the corner that looked clean. As I pulled it on over my head, I could smell the faint scent of Jax’s aftershave. Once covered, I left the bedroom.  

    Jax stood at the stove making some food. I should leave, but my stomach grumbled loudly. It couldn’t hurt to get some food first, especially when I had nothing at home.  

    Taking a seat at the table, I waited for him to dish some food out. Once he had, we sat across from each other eating it.  

    “Feeling better?” he asked. 

    I nodded. “Yeah, thanks.” 

    “Good. Look, I know things haven’t been easy since what happened with Blake, but…” 

    “That’s not why I got drunk. Well, not the only reason.” 

    He waited for me to go on.  

    “I agreed to…join the Council, but I couldn’t go through with it.” 

    “Why would you do that?” 

    I picked at my food. “It was the only way to stop us both from getting into trouble.”  

    In truth, I agreed to keep him out of trouble, but I didn’t tell him that. 

    “And what happens now that you didn’t go through with it?” 

    I shrugged. “I don’t know. I imagine they’ll try again on the next full moon. You might want to avoid them for a while just in case they come for you.” 

    “Why would they come for me?” 

    Sighing, I set my fork down and took a drink of coffee before I remembered how crappy it tasted. “Bleurgh. You need to get some decent coffee.” 

    “I have decent coffee. I just give that stuff to guests.” 

    I glared at him. “Seriously? I take it you have an issue with guests in general?” 

    He chuckled. “Don’t get many.” 

    Glancing down at the cup, I said, “Oh, is this your subtle way of telling me to go.” I started to get up, but he waved me back down. 

    “No, of course not. Finish your food.” 

    Feeling a little relieved, I continued eating. The food tasted too good to leave it half-finished. “Where did you learn to cook?” 

    “A culinary institute in France.” 

    “Really?” 

    He nodded. “Seemed like the best place to learn, though I don’t cook a lot of French cuisines.” 

    “I can’t cook anything, so…” 

    “Maybe I could teach you.” 

    His offer surprised me. Letting him do that would involve being alone with him, in close proximity. “I’m not a very good student.” 

    “Don’t worry, I’m very patient.” 

    Feeling my cheeks redden, I finished off my food. “I should go.” 

    “Sure. But you are welcome to stop by whenever you want. I might even give you the good coffee next time.” He grinned at me, and I couldn’t help but smile back. I guess he wasn’t so bad. I actually enjoyed his company. And the food, of course. 

    Anything else you’d like to sample? 

    Was it so wrong to want him? To want a little comfort? No, I couldn’t. Not so soon after Blake. 

    Getting to my feet, I remembered that I needed to put my clothes back on. I’d left them in the bedroom. Feeling my impulsive nature rise to the surface, I removed the t-shirt and dropped it onto the table. 

    Jax’s gaze slowly traveled up my naked body.  

    With a smirk, I said, “Why don’t you join me in the bedroom?” 

    He visibly swallowed. “Is that a good idea?” 

    “You told me to ask again when I’m sober.” 

    I sauntered off down the trailer toward the bedroom, wondering if he would follow. The ball was in his court. If he didn’t follow me, well, I’d just embarrassed myself again. Stepping into the room, I waited, my heart thumping in my chest. A moment passed, then I heard him come up behind me.  

    His hands slipped around my waist and the second his skin connected with mine, I felt that sensation spread through me. A gasp escaped me. He pulled me against him, and I could feel his erection straining against his jeans. 

    I’m really doing this. 

    I forced myself to stop thinking and let myself feel instead. Jax moved around to face me, backing me up to the wall. Leaning in, he kissed me, his tongue slipping into my mouth, probing, exploring. Every touch from him felt electric, I couldn’t think anymore.  

    Stepping back, Jax removed his t-shirt and tossed it onto the floor. I had no idea if demons needed to work out or if they all looked this good, but damn. Running my hands over his well-defined abs, I let them stray lower, eager to see him fully naked.  

    He grabbed my wrists. “Ah-ah, patience.” 

    I pouted at him, but he moved in for another kiss, pinning my arms above my head. “Don’t move,” he whispered. 

    Dropping to his knees, he gave me a sexy grin as he parted my legs. Already soaking wet, I eagerly complied. I needed a release badly and I’d take it any way I could get it. 

    When Jax’s tongue brushed my sex, I almost lost control. Reaching out, I grabbed the doorframe to brace myself.  

    Burying his face between my legs, he licked and sucked, eliciting a chorus of moans from me. I’d never felt anything like this before. If he could do this with his tongue, what would it be like when he was inside me? 

    “Jax,” I moaned as the pressure started to build. Just when I was about to let go, he stopped and sat back on his haunches. 

    “Why did you stop?” I cried. 

    He got to his feet, pulling me against him. “Patience, remember?” Kissing me, he backed me up to the bed and lowered me onto it. 

    Unbuckling his belt, he undid his jeans and dropped them to the floor. Rising up on my elbows, I gasped when I saw him.  

    “Are all demons like you?” I asked, motioning to his huge cock.  

    He grinned. “No, I’m one of a kind.” 

    I reached for him, still desperate for release. How long could he tease me? 

    He kissed me, his hand squeezing my breast. “Jax, please,” I said. 

    Not needing more of an invitation, he positioned himself between my legs and eased his cock inside me. My eyes rolled back into my head as the weird sensation between us intensified. A single thrust sent me spiraling over the edge and I screamed with pleasure. 

    Jax pulled back and thrust again. Matching the rhythm we moved together, our loud moans filling the room. Whatever I felt, Jax felt it too. I could tell by the way he seemed to struggle to stay in control as he thrust into me.  

    I came to the edge again and tipped over it, dragging my nails down his back as I did. Jax came, moaning my name as he did. Collapsing against me, he lay there gasping.  

    I knew exactly how he felt. That was the best sex of my life.  

    Jax rolled onto his side, looking somewhat stunned. “I knew it would be good, but holy shit. I’ve never experienced anything like that.” 

    “Me either.” 

    It was the truth. Shit. Why did it have to be so good? I wanted a quick one time thing, but after that…what if it quickly turned into something more? I couldn’t get involved with anyone, not again. And being with him made him a target for Jeremiah. He already threatened to lock him up if I didn’t join the Council. I didn’t want him, or anyone ending up as collateral damage. 

    Heart racing, I sat up. Climbing over Jax, I stood up. 

    “Where are you going?” Jax asked. 

    “I have to go. This was a mistake.” I grabbed my clothes and rushed to get dressed. 

    “What? Nissa, don’t rush off. Let’s talk about this.” 

    “There’s nothing to talk about. It’s better if we stay away from each other from now on.” 

    I hurried out of the trailer, still trying to get dressed.  

    I can’t do that again. I need to be smarter.  

    Whatever state I got myself into in the future, I needed to give Jax a wide berth. It was safer for both of us that way. 

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Three 

      

    As I reached my apartment, M drove up. Eager to avoid her, I tried to get the key in the lock, but I felt too frazzled and kept missing. She’d know as soon as she looked at me that something was up, and I definitely didn’t need her finding out about Jax. 

    “Nissa.” 

    Sighing, I turned to face her, trying to keep my face neutral. If she found out the truth, she’d probably cut Jax up into little pieces. And I’d never hear the end of it. 

    “I’m kind of busy, M.” 

    She gave me the once over. I forgot my clothes were a mess. Crossing my arms, I tried to act like nothing was wrong. 

    “You’ve missed the last two shifts at work. What’s going on?” M asked coming up the steps to me. 

    “Like I said, I’ve been busy.” 

    “Getting drunk?” she replied.  

    I shrugged. “Maybe.” 

    M groaned. “When is this going to end, Nis?” 

    If I have to listen to the same argument again, I swear I’ll scream. 

    “Why don’t you buy me out of the bar then? I’ll take the money and leave Nowhere, then you won’t have to worry about me anymore.”  

    Right now, that sounded like my idea of heaven. Being far away from here and not having to worry or think about the Council or what I’d lost here. 

    She shifted from one foot to the other. “I’ll always worry about you. And you know I don’t have the money to buy you out.” 

     I knew that. She barely had enough to keep the bar afloat when I bought into it, so there was no way she’d have the money to buy me out. Maybe I should let everyone in town know about the hell gate under our feet. It might drive them straight to the bar and I could get the money that way. 

    “Then I guess we are stuck in this permanent dance,” I grouched turning away from her. It had been a long shot anyway. Skipping town would never be that easy. Sometimes I felt cursed to remain here forever. 

    M reached out and grabbed my arm. “What is wrong with you? Talk to me.” 

    Turning my head to look at her, I said, “Everyone expects something of me and I’m sick of it. It never ends.” 

    Join the Council. Save the day. Rescue your boyfriend from hell. What happened to the quiet life I had before, when all I had to worry about was showing up for a shift and remembering to stock up on aspirin after a bender. 

    She let go of me. “Maybe you should start expecting something of yourself.” 

    “What the hell does that mean?” 

    “It means maybe you only think you can’t do the things asked of you. You give up far too easily and are content to let other people tell you who you are. Screw them. Nissa, you went to actual hell, and you came out the other side. You survived your mother, the assholes in this town, and whatever happened to you outside of it. You’re stronger than you are willing to admit. I love you, kid, but you really need to start getting your life on track. Enough wallowing. What is it that you want?” 

    For once, her words actually hit home. And for once, someone bothered to ask me what I wanted and didn’t try to tell me. 

    “I don’t know,” I said honestly.  

    Despite my obvious hatred at being told what to do, I had yet to actually work out what I wanted out of my life. 

    “Then figure it out. You know where to find me when you do.”  

    She walked back down the steps and got back into her car. I watched her drive away, still thinking about her question.  

    Heading inside, I shed my dirty clothes and hopped in the shower, my mind swirling with possibilities. What did I want? I knew what I didn’t want. I didn’t want to feel like crap anymore. I didn’t want to lose anyone else. Or get ordered around by assholes like Jeremiah.  

    I just want to be happy. 

    It seemed simplistic, but didn’t everyone want that? It meant different things to different people. I just had to figure out what it meant for me. 

    Standing under the hot spray, I found myself thinking of Jax. Could I be happy with someone like him?  

    Don’t even go there. 

    It was nothing more than a one-night stand, that’s it. Yes, he was hot, and the sex had been mind-blowing, but I had just lost Blake. Some rebound relationship, with a demon no less, would hardly make me happy.  

    Jax probably wouldn’t stay in town too long anyway. He had traveled the world, he liked to learn new things, this town wouldn’t hold his attention for long. Sooner or later, he’d get bored and leave for good. Better to forget about him.  

    In the middle of drying my hair, I heard a knock at the door. Thinking M had returned, I went to answer it. Instead, I found a stressed looking Veronica on the other side.  

    “Where the hell have you been?” she cried. 

    “What do you mean?” I asked, trying to play dumb. 

    Her eyes widened. “You…the ritual? Last night?” 

    “Oooh was that last night?” I had to admit I enjoyed messing with her. 

    Veronica’s eyes almost popped out of her head. “Jeremiah wants to see you right now.” 

    “Well, I just got out of the shower, can it wait.” 

    “No! This is urgent.” 

    “Okay, well, give me a few minutes to finish drying my hair and I’ll be right over.” 

    “You can’t just…” 

    “Okay, see you soon,” I said, closing the door in her face. 

    Damn. I guess I had no choice. Jeremiah wouldn’t buy the dumb act. I knew I’d have to face them sooner or later anyway.  

    Taking my time, I dried my hair and then made my way to the diner for a decent coffee before I sauntered up to the Council buildings. I noticed a lot of people milling about outside. Must be some new disaster that I didn’t know about. Since I didn’t join the Council, I really didn’t care why they were here. Not unless it affected me directly. 

    Heading straight for the main hall, I found the Council members arguing amongst themselves. I could hear them from the door.  

    Oh dear, have I upset everybody? 

    When Jeremiah spotted me, I saw the dark look he gave me.  

    The women came flapping toward me, complaining about me missing the ritual, while Terrence stood on the sidelines, his face neutral. I don’t think he cared that I didn’t show up. He made it clear that he didn’t like the idea of me joining them. 

    The last time I had an actual conversation with him was when I tried to convince him that Jeremiah had ignored the demons opening the gate. He didn’t seem to care. From the way they behaved, it wouldn’t surprise me if every member of the Council had their own agenda. As long as they didn’t cross each other, they probably didn’t worry about the others.  

    “Well, well, she finally shows her face,” Jeremiah said. 

    “Yeah, sorry, I totally spaced about last night,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. I mean what could he really do? He needed me to join, so the worst he could do was yell at me. I hoped.  

    “I thought we discussed the consequences of you not joining,” Jeremiah said. 

    “The part where you lock me up? Yeah, okay then. Do it.” Fuck him. I’d call his bluff. He had to know I wouldn’t be so easy to control. 

    Veronica and Erica glanced at him, looking worried. I swear I caught a smirk on Terrence’s face. I bet he’d love to see me locked in a cell. It got me out his hair and screwed Jeremiah over in the process. 

    “Can I have a word with Miss Whitlock in private?” Jeremiah asked. 

    The women immediately filed out of the room, while Terrence lingered a moment before following. I’m sure he would love Jeremiah to fail. 

    Sipping my coffee, I waited for Jeremiah to start on me. He walked toward me slowly, probably gearing up. Coming to a stop beside me, he leaned in and said, “If you want to go to prison, I can arrange that. But I think we both know that you don’t. You think you can call my bluff. It won’t work. Just because you missed this full moon, doesn’t mean you’ll miss the next. One way or another, you will join us.” 

    I stared straight ahead, refusing to react. He liked it when I lost my temper, as it made him look like the level headed one.  

    Giving me a quick once over, his lip curled in disgust, he said, “Now, come with me.” 

    He left the hall and I followed slowly. If this was about more robe measurements or spell homework, then he could shove it up his ass. Something told me it wasn’t.  

    He led me straight out the front door. For a moment, I had hope that we were done, then I saw the podium set up. The other three Council members stood nearby, while a small crowd had gathered around it. 

    “What is this?” I asked, a knot forming in my stomach. 

    Jeremiah put a hand on my back and directed me next to the podium. I wanted to rip it free and punch him in the face. Was he really doing what I thought he was doing? The only good thing about all of this so far, was the anonymity. No one knew about my involvement with the Council or that they wanted me to join, but if he made that public, I’d never be able to walk away from this. 

    Stepping up to the podium, he addressed the crowd. “Citizens of Nowhere, we have news to share with you all. A decision has been made to add a new member to the Council. We have chosen Nissa Whitlock.” He turned, motioning to me as the crowd went nuts, demanding answers and screaming obscenities. 

    What the fuck is he doing? 

    Feeling like a deer caught in the headlights, I wondered how it would look if I ran away. I imagine everyone would talk about it for decades to come. I’d never give them that kind of ammunition against me. 

    “Please, calm down. I assure you this decision was not made lightly, but given the recent incident with demons, we felt it necessary to strengthen the town borders. To do that, we need someone powerful, and while only a half wizard…” 

    That son of a bitch.  

    I closed my eyes, as the crowd finally learned my secret. Sure, some of them knew or maybe suspected, but now every fucker knew about my heritage. With wizards in short supply, maybe even gone completely, they’d be all over me, wanting to know more. Where I came from, what I could do. Exactly why I kept it to myself over the years. 

    “…Miss Whitlock can add her power to our collective to help keep all of you safe. No more demons will get into this town, I assure you.” 

    A slight ripple of applause went around the crowd, but most were too busy staring at me. Some in fear, others in anger. Not one person looked happy about the news. Including me. I stared them down, determined not to show fear. 

    He just put an even bigger target on my back. 

    “The ritual to induct Miss Whitlock will take place on the next full moon. After which, Nowhere will once again be a safe town for all. Thank you for coming today. Terrence will answer any questions you may have.” 

    Jeremiah stepped down, while I fought the urge to strangle him right here in front of everyone. I followed him back to the door, as people started yelling obscenities at me from the crowd. Nothing I haven’t heard on a Friday night, but never this much at one time. 

    “You see Miss Whitlock, two can play at your game,” he said quietly. “Now everyone is expecting you to keep them safe. You won’t be able to back down again. On the next full moon, you will join us.” 

    “I’m going to make you pay for this,” I whispered. 

    He smirked. “I’ll look forward to it. Now go rest up. You have a busy time ahead of you in the coming weeks.” 

    Jeremiah headed back into the building leaving me to my anger. 

    Spinning on my heel, I headed for home, ignoring the few people calling my name.  

    I’m going to kill him for this. 

    

  


   
      

   

 Chapter Four 

      

    I spent the day hiding away in my apartment, ignoring my phone and the occasional knock on the door. It could have been M, but more likely it was some local wanting answers. M didn’t even know before today. She’d lose her mind that I didn’t tell her first. 

    The only good thing to come of this is that Jeremiah has made himself look crazy by bringing me on board. 

    But now every time I left the apartment, they would come at me. If something went wrong in the town, I’d be the one they hounded to deal with it.  

    And they’ll get the same answer every time – fuck off. 

    As if I needed one more reason to want out of this town. I had to physically fight the urge to run out the door and jump in my truck. It’s not like most of them could follow me beyond the border. 

    Pacing around the living room, I tried to think of a way out of it. Something that didn’t involve a nuclear option. Nothing came to mind. 

    When night fell, I started to feel cabin fever, so I headed to the bar for a drink. I’d have to face the locals eventually, better that I do it with a drink in me. Or several. 

    Making my way along the road, my back tensed every time something moved. Not from fear of something leaping out on me, but fear of a local stopping to talk to me. I kept my head down and walked as fast as possible. 

    I did hear someone call my name, but I broke into a trot, leaving them behind. Right now, one wrong move would earn someone a punch in the face.  

    Finally, the bar appeared, and I felt relieved until I realized that once inside, they would swarm on me like rats. Coming to a stop, I considered turning around and heading home. 

    What am I doing? I’ve faced worse.  

    I mean I had literally been to hell. This couldn’t possibly be worse than that. Right? 

    As soon as I stepped into the Watering Hole, all eyes were on me. Ignoring them, I stepped up to the bar and ordered a drink from Vinnie. He poured a measure and pushed it toward me.  

    “I hear you’re our new savior.” 

    “Oh please,” I said in disgust, knocking back my drink. I expected it from everyone else, but not from him. 

    “There she is. Saint Nissa. And a wizard, no less. Kept that quiet, didn’t ya?”  

    I didn’t even have to turn around to recognize Jean the ghoul’s voice from behind me. Pushing my glass back toward Vinnie, I motioned for him to pour me another. 

    “What’s your problem?” Jean said. “Too good to talk to us now?” 

    Her ice-cold hand gripped my shoulder, and she spun me around on the stool. Drawing back my fist, I punched her in the face. She staggered back, but her two boyfriends were there to catch her. They helped her stand up straight again, as she clutched her nose. 

    The bar fell silent for a moment. I noticed the curious stares had turned to angry ones.  

    “Knew she couldn’t be trusted,” someone said. 

    “Some fucking leader,” another muttered.  

    This was a mistake. 

    Getting to my feet, I hesitated. If I let them run me out of my own bar, then it would never end. They would continue to hound me forever. 

    “I still own this bar. If you lot want to continue drinking here, you’ll leave me the fuck alone,” I snarled.  

    A few of them immediately cowered, not willing to give this place up. A few finished their drinks and left. Good riddance.  

    As for Jean, once she had recovered from the blow, she stood her ground in the middle of the bar, with her flunkies on either side of her. 

    “So now that you have a bit of power, you think you can just attack upstanding citizens,” she said, a trickle of blood running down to her lip. It looked darker than regular blood. Considering her diet, that was probably normal for a ghoul 

    “I didn’t hit an upstanding citizen, I hit you,” I replied.  

    She’d had more run ins with the cops than me. At least my list of crimes didn’t involve snacking on the recently dead in the local graveyard. 

    She opened and closed her mouth, trying to think of a comeback. “What if I go and tell the Sheriff?” 

    I shrugged. “Go for it. Somehow, I doubt anything will come of it. Given my new position.”  

    I hated playing that card, but I really needed her to back the fuck off before I beat her senseless. If she kept at me, how long before someone else joined in? 

    She glanced at her boyfriends. “Great. Now she’s untouchable. Which one of the Council members are you fucking? Terrance? Jeremiah?” 

    “I’m not you. I don’t screw anything that moves.” 

    Jean lunged at me. I got up off the stool to face her. If she wanted a fight, I’d give her one. It might help with some of this rage I felt inside. 

    “That’s enough,” Vinnie boomed, the sound echoing around the room.  

    Wincing, I glanced at him. What power did he have? He almost popped my eardrums. Even the glass in my hand vibrated. 

    Coming around the bar, he said, “We don’t need any trouble. Leave.” 

    It took a moment to realize he was talking to me. “Excuse me? I own this place.” 

    He leaned in and lowered his voice. “Well, if you want to still have customers by tomorrow, maybe it’s better if you lay low for a while.” 

    How dare he tell me to leave.  

    A quick glance around the room told me that he had a point. No one wanted to see me in here. At least not tonight. And if I lost this place some customers, then M would be pissed at me too. Considering she was the only person on my side, I didn’t want to upset her too. 

    I scoffed. “Whatever.”  

    Face burning, I headed behind the bar, grabbed a bottle, and headed for the door. “By the way, those three are barred.” 

    Jean and her two cohorts exchanged looks, sobered by the thought of having nowhere to drink. I didn’t wait to see if Vinnie threw them out, I couldn’t stand to look at them anymore. 

    Thrown out of my own bar. How humiliating. 

    Stopping in the middle of the parking lot, I gulped back some of the whiskey. It burned my throat, and I wondered why I kept doing this. The drinking part I didn’t mind so much, it was the morning after that kicked my ass. Well, that was future me’s problem. 

    I drank as I walked, wondering where to go now. If I went home, people knew to find me there. How long before Jean and the idiots showed up on my doorstep, looking for revenge? I couldn’t deal with them again tonight.  

    The thought of going to Jax’s place crossed my mind, but I immediately dismissed it. Yes, I wanted some company, but there were other men around here. I knew one who might be willing to invite me in. Or at least I hoped he would. It had been a while. 

    By the time I reached his place, I could barely walk in a straight line. Crossing the waste ground outside his home, I knew he would see me coming on the cameras he had mounted outside his place, but would he let me in? 

    I promised Ronan that I would find a way to bring Jeremiah down. Broke into his office with Ronan’s help but came out with nothing useful. Now I seemed to be joining them. He might not welcome me. In fact, he might see me as the enemy now. 

    He doesn’t have to welcome me, just fuck me. 

    Banging on the front door, I waited. The camera turned toward me and for a moment it looked like a glaring red eye looking at me. A shiver ran through me. Maybe I shouldn’t have come here. 

    Then the door buzzed open, and I found myself heading inside. Ronan sat in a chair by his desk, waiting for me. Shirtless as usual.  

    Damn, he looks good shirtless. 

    “Hey,” I said, wondering what kind of reception I’d get. Staying near the door in case I needed to make a quick exit, I waited. 

    He stared at me for a beat before answering. “I heard the news. About you joining the Council.” 

    Of course he did. News spread like wildfire around here. 

    “Yeah, well, I didn’t exactly…” 

    “It’s brilliant,” Ronan said getting to his feet. “Now you can see what they are doing up close.”  

    He crossed to the bar in the corner and poured a drink. “You can bring Jeremiah down and really change things in this town for the better.” 

    “Sure. Sounds like a plan,” I replied. If that’s what he wanted to believe, let him. “But that’s not why I’m here.” 

    “Why are you here?” 

    Crossing to him, I set the whiskey bottle on the bar and lunged at him, kissing him. He kissed me back for a moment, his strong hands on my waist. Then he pulled back and took a breath. “Uh, I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 

    “What the fuck is wrong with the men in this town? Seriously? I throw myself at you and you all turn me down. Is there something wrong with me? Honestly, tell me.” He certainly didn’t have any issues in the past.  

    He raised an eyebrow. “Exactly how many men are you throwing yourself at?” 

    “Not the right ones, it would seem.” Why did I bother? 

    Ronan sighed. “If you want sex, I can give you that. But we’re not going back to how things used to be.” 

    He meant the drugs. “I don’t want them to.”  

    Yes, at times I felt tempted, especially in times like this, but I knew where it led. I’m self-hating, not self-destructive.  

    “Good. In that case…” he crossed the floor and kissed me. “You remember our safe word?”  

    I remembered a lot of things. The memory of our nights together came back to me in a rush. I walked away from him for a reason. If I started slipping back now, it wouldn’t be long before I returned to other old habits too.  

    Sighing, I gently pushed him back. “You were right the first time. We can’t do this. I’m sorry.” 

    I hurried out of the building and headed back to town. Better to sleep alone for the rest of my life than destroy it like I almost did before. 

    When I reached my street, I ran into Jax. “Not now,” I groaned, already feeling the headache forming.  

    “I just wanted to check and see if you were okay. I heard what happened at the bar. Vinnie said you ran off.” 

    “I’m fine, stop fussing.” Why did he feel the need to check up on me? 

    My head spun and I knew I’d pushed it too far with the walk out to Ronan’s. It had sobered me up too much and soon I’d start paying the price. My only hope was to be asleep when it kicked in. I tried to move forward, but my knees went weak. 

    Sagging against him, Jax held me up. “Yep, you’re totally fine.” 

    Great way of convincing him that I’m fine. 

    Jax picked me up off the ground and carried me toward the apartment.  

    “Urgh, don’t carry me, I’m not a child.” 

    He chuckled as he climbed the steps. “Yeah, but it’s easier than dragging you inside. Keys?” 

    Pausing at the door, he waited while I dug around in my pocket to find the keys. I finally located them in my jacket pocket. 

    When I unlocked the door, Jax got me inside my apartment. I thought he would put me down in the living room, but instead, he carried me all the way to my room and put me on the bed.  

    Helping me out of my boots, he tucked the blankets around me, making me feel like a child. 

    “Get some sleep,” he said. 

    “Aren’t you sick of helping me?” I muttered, too tired to argue with him. 

    He smiled at me. “Guess I’m a glutton for punishment.” 

    As he left the room, I closed my eyes and soon drifted off to sleep. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Five 

      

    Dawn came and I had another headache to deal with. You’d think I’d be used to it by now. But no, it still hurt like hell. 

    Rolling onto my side, I figured I should start keeping aspirin by the bed.  

    Opening one eye, I found a glass of water and two aspirin waiting for me on the nightstand. Closing my eyes again, I thought, I wish I had a million dollars. 

    No money appeared for me; guess I’d have to settle for the painkillers. Propping myself up on my elbow, I put them in my mouth and washed them down with the water.  

    The smell of food reached me. Did Jax stay over again? He was making a habit out of this.  I told him we had to stay away from each other. How could we do that when he insisted on feeding me at every turn? 

    With a groan, I threw the blankets back and trudged down the hall to see. Sure enough, he had breakfast waiting for me.  

    “At what point did I hire you as my own personal chef?” I asked with a sigh. 

    He looked up from dishing out the food. “Personal chef, hmm? I could do that job no problem.” With a grin, he motioned to the plate. 

    “Give me a minute,” I muttered, heading into the bathroom to clean up.  

    How could I tell him to get lost, but you know, in a nice way? He did cook for me again after all. Honestly, I found it kind of nice.  

    After making myself a bit more presentable, I came back to the kitchen. Taking a seat, I pulled the plate toward me. Might as well eat the food first, then throw him out. One bite in and I actually did want to hire him as my personal chef.  

    Jax sat opposite me, eating his own meal. He didn’t seem as chatty today. Did I throw up on him last night? I hoped not.  

    “What’s up with you?” I asked when I couldn’t stand the silence any longer. 

    “Nothing. Where did you get to last night?” 

    “Why?” 

    He shrugged. “Heard someone talking at the store. They said you were seen at some guy’s place. A vampire? Followed by a lot of curse words. I don’t think they like him.” 

    I rolled my eyes. “Yeah. Ronan.” 

    Glancing up, I noticed him staring at me. “He’s an old friend. Thought I’d pay him a visit.” 

    He sipped his coffee, still saying nothing.  

    Tossing my fork down, I crossed my arms. “Fine. I went to see him for sex.” 

    Raising his hands, he got up and moved to the sink. “None of my business.” 

    No, it wasn’t. But I’m sure he was wondering why I didn’t just go to him instead. Ronan seemed like the safer option. 

    “Nothing happened between us. I couldn’t go through with it.” 

    Jax busied himself washing his cup out. “How come?” 

    “Because it’s a bad idea. It wasn’t only sex that I used to get from him. I used to have…a problem with drugs. I’ve done a lot of horrible things in my time, and everyone around here knows it. You might as well hear it from me instead of them.” 

    Turning to face me, he dried his hands on a tea towel. “Most people have a past they’re not proud of.” 

    “Not like mine. I didn’t go through with it because I was worried that I might backslide, after everything with Blake.” 

    “Well, you didn’t. Trust me, people have done worse when it comes to love.” 

    “Are you speaking from experience?” 

    He paused. “I am.” 

    “Go on. I’ve shared my dark secrets. I doubt you’ve done anything that bad.” 

    He scoffed. “No? I murdered the first woman I fell in love with. How about that?” 

    I stared at him for a moment, wondering if he was making a very bad joke, but the look on his face told me it was the truth. “What happened?” I asked. 

    “Uh, it was back when I was human.” 

    “How long ago was that?” 

    “About a hundred and sixty years or so.” 

    “Seriously?” 

    “Yeah, I’m a lot older than I look. I used to work as a farmhand for a merchant. Maria was his wife. She was beautiful and I fell hard for her. Of course I didn’t do anything about it at first. She was a little older than me and married, but when she walked by, I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. Her husband used to go away for weeks at a time and after a while, she found ways to talk to me whenever she could. Bringing me water while I worked, inviting me to fix things in the house. Then she kissed me, and I was hooked. 

    We would sneak around, stealing moments when we could. Her husband had a temper, and Maria told me that at times he would beat her. I wanted to help her, to take her away, but I had no money. We used to lie in bed for hours and talk about all the places we would go together. 

    Then one day, he came home early and caught us in the bedroom together. He went berserk. He dragged me downstairs and outside, where he beat me senseless. He was a big guy, and I was no match for him. I remember hearing Maria screaming.  

    Then he dragged me up, put a knife to my throat. He told her she was going to watch while he murdered her lover. That’s when she said it. She told him that we weren’t lovers. That I…forced myself on her. I mean at the time, I figured she was saying it to save herself, so he wouldn’t kill her too. It still hurt to hear though. 

    Then he did it. He used the knife to slit my throat. And I saw Maria’s face. She didn’t care. Not really.” 

    No longer hungry, I sat still, hanging on every horrible word.  

    “The next thing I remember is waking up in a shallow grave on the far side of the property.” 

    “Oh my God, they buried you alive,” I whispered. 

    Jax shrugged. “He did slit my throat, he probably thought I was dead. I managed to claw my way out and as I lay there…I remember thinking that I would do anything to get my revenge on them. I’d give anything to make it right. Then I was on my feet. The pain vanished and I felt strong. I didn’t know it then, but that’s when it happened. That’s when I became a demon.” 

    “I thought it involved signing contracts or something.” That’s what happened in the movies anyway. 

    “No, that’s fiction. Demons can decide to turn a human, but they need to be near death and desperate, willing to give themselves over to it. Guess I fit the bill. 

    Anyway, I made my way back to the house and looked inside. I don’t know what I expected to see, but it wasn’t the two of them having dinner like they didn’t have a care in the world. I’ve never felt so angry in my life.  

    After sneaking inside, I punched the husband in the mouth, knocking him out. Maria tried to run, but I tied her to the chair. If she watched me die, I wanted to make her watch him die too.” He took a shaky breath. This killed him to say out loud. 

    “I lost control, started beating him, not stopping until he was dead. Maria screamed the whole time. Then I confronted her. I asked her if she ever loved me or if it had been a lie. It had. She was using me because she was bored, nothing more. Angry at what she said, I slammed my hand onto the table, and it just erupted in flames. For a moment, I considered putting it out, but in the end, I just stood there. I wanted the flames to consume both of us. I think the smoke got Maria before the fire did. As for me, it didn’t affect me. I walked out of the ruins hours later, with no clue what was happening to me.” 

    “I’m so sorry,” I said. 

    “I just confessed to double murder. Hardly garners sympathy.” 

    Staring at my hands, I realized that we were more alike than I thought. “You killed, but after what they did to you, I can’t really blame you. But I know what it feels like. The guilt. Because…I’ve killed too.” 

    “You didn’t kill Blake.” 

    “I’m not talking about Blake.” Taking a breath, I wondered if I was really going to tell him about the guard. Guess so. “A couple of years ago, I left town, and I met a guy. Told him about my power. That was a huge mistake. He convinced me to steal things. I’d stop time and we’d grab high-end jewelry and run. But he wanted more. Eventually, he convinced me to rob an armored truck. To say it ended badly is an understatement. He ran off and left me and I got grabbed by one of the guards. Somehow…my power got away from me and I aged him until he died, right in front of me.” 

    I did it.  

    Hearing it out loud, it sounded worse somehow, but at the same time, a bit of a relief. 

    Jax sat back down. “That sounds like an accident, Nis.” 

    “There’s more,” I blurted.  

    Shit, don’t tell him the rest. 

    But I couldn’t help myself. “After I got away, I went after Troy, my boyfriend. For some reason, I thought there’d be an explanation. A reason for what he did. But instead, I found him at this building site, with the money, trying to escape the country. He must have arranged to meet someone there, but I found him first.  

    When I confronted him, he looked surprised to see me. Guess he thought I’d be in jail. He told me he had what he wanted and that if the cops came for him, he’d pin it all on me.” Closing my eyes, I braced myself for the last part. “I got so mad that I shoved him. He fell back and hit his head on a steel beam. I did…nothing. Then I grabbed the money and ran. I didn’t even check if he had a pulse. I’m a monster.” 

    Putting my head in my hands, I started crying. It felt like a weight had been lifted from my shoulders. But now that he knew the truth, I wouldn’t need to chase Jax away, he’d go all by himself. 

    His hand closed around my arm. “You’re not a monster.” 

    “What else would you call someone who does that?” Someone who didn’t care enough to try and help someone they once loved. I didn’t have any excuse for it. I was just so angry at him and with the way he treated me. I wanted him to suffer. It was only later, after I came to my senses that I realized he might be dead. By that time, I had left the city far behind. 

    “Scared. Angry. Possibly justified if he treated you like that. Do you even know if he’s dead?” 

    Dropping my hands, I shook my head. “I checked the news for a few days after it happened, but I never saw anything about a body being found.” 

    “Then he’s probably still alive. Probably off scamming someone else.” 

    “Maybe, but I still left him there. I didn’t call for an ambulance or help him at all.” 

    “Nissa, I don’t think that one bad decision makes you a bad person. And at the end of the day, no one is totally good or bad. You can’t beat yourself up about it forever.” 

    I stared at him for a moment. Blake would say that I was a good person who made a mistake. He always tried to see something better in me. Jax seemed to see me for what I am. And he made no move to run.  

    “So you’re not horrified?” I asked, wiping at my eyes.  

    He laughed softly. “I think I have you beat in that category.” 

    Maybe he did. But I didn’t hate him for what he did. He had been pushed to the edge and nearly ended up dead himself. I think I would have done the same thing in that situation. 

    An awkward moment of silence passed between us, but Jax broke it by saying, “I heard about the announcement from the Council. What are you going to do?” 

    “I don’t know. Run?”  

    “That won’t solve anything.” 

    Sighing, I said, “I know. If I go, they might take it out on M, and I can’t let that happen.” I’d never put her at risk just because I didn’t like being forced into something. There had to be another way. 

    “Seems to me that you are the one holding all the cards.” 

    I laughed. “How so?” 

    “Well, they need you. What if you start making demands?” 

    “I don’t think they’d like that.” Jeremiah definitely wouldn’t like it. 

    “So? What can they do? Look, say you were taking this job because you wanted it. What changes would you make?” 

    I thought about it for a moment. There were a lot of things that needed changing around here. 

    “I guess I’d want everyone to be represented within the Council, to stop everyone from trying to kill each other.” 

    That way, at least the groups would feel like they were being heard and maybe they’d stop fighting so much. 

    Jax smiled. “That’s where you start then.” He glanced at his watch. “I have somewhere to be. I’ll catch you later.” 

    Picking up his jacket, he headed for the door. 

    “Jax?” 

    He looked back at me. 

    “Thank you. For listening and…well, everything.” 

    He smiled at me. “Anytime.” 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Six 

      

    Deciding that Jax had a point, I set to work making a list of demands for the Council. If they wanted my power, then I was going to get something out of it.  

    Searching the room for a piece of paper, I found a notebook buried in a drawer. I took a seat on the couch, pen poised as I considered my demands. 

    Unfortunately, my mind went blank and all I could come up with was more representation for everyone and letting them have a say in town decisions. Oh and no stupid robes beyond the ceremony. I am not a robe person. I’m sure I would think of more, but for now, this would get the ball rolling. 

    Once I had cleaned up, I headed over to the buildings and asked to see Jeremiah. No time like the present to deal with all of this. 

    “He’s busy,” the receptionist said, checking the diary in front of her. “I can make an appointment for you on Friday morning at ten.” 

    Of course he would never make it that easy. 

    The fact that he was making me wait angered me even more. I could demand he see me, or barge into his office, but then he wouldn’t take me seriously. He’d find a way to use it against me and when the time came, no one would listen to me or believe what I had to say.  

    “Fine. I’ll be here.” 

    She penciled me in as I wondered if the meeting would even take place. I’m sure he’d cancel it before I got the chance to talk to him. Or make some other lame excuse.  

    I noticed that the receptionist was the same one I caught giving Jeremiah a blow job in his office. How desperate must she be to stoop that low? He must be offering her something to do it. I couldn’t think of any reason why a woman would want to touch that slimy creep. 

    She caught me staring at her and her cheeks reddened. “All sorted,” she said with forced cheerfulness.  

    “See you Friday then.” 

    “Nissa?” 

    I turned to find Veronica behind me, wearing a black pencil skirt and a white blouse. Her mousy brown hair swept up behind her head, she looked like she was going to a job interview or something.  

    “I just came to make an appointment to speak to Jeremiah,” I said. “I have questions about my role here.” 

    “Good, at least you are taking this seriously. Come with me and we can go over some last-minute instructions for the ritual. I’ll see if I can answer some of your questions.” She took my arm before I could escape and led me down the hall. I think they chose Veronica to deal with me specifically, though I’m not sure why. Maybe they thought I’d listen to her over the men. Or maybe she just drew the short straw. 

    Giving in to her persistent tugging on my arm, I went down the hall with her.  

    Even if I went over the questions with her, I didn’t know if she had the power to do anything about it. The final decision probably fell to Jeremiah or Terrence or both. Despite the fact that they were all supposed to hold the same level of power, those two had most definitely put themselves on top. 

    Men craving power, what a shock. 

    I wondered if it made Veronica and Erica angry. They had the high-powered positions, the expensive houses, maybe they were happy to let it go in return for that.  

    There is no amount of money they could offer me to be willing to take orders from those two pricks. 

    Veronica opened a set of doors leading to a huge library. I didn’t even know this room existed. 

    If I had, I’d have broken in here instead of Jeremiah’s office. 

    “I assume you have the spell memorized,” Veronica said, busying herself at one of the shelves. 

    “Sure,” I replied only half listening as I checked out some of the titles. They had books on every subject imaginable. 

    And they couldn’t give me a few minutes alone in here. 

    Veronica lifted a book and brought it to the table in the middle of the room.  

    “Will I have access to this when I join?” I asked distracted by the possibilities. So many of our issues could be solved just by the spells in some of these books. There were books on the different groups of supernaturals too. History, lore, surely it belonged to them and not locked away in here. 

    Veronica’s voice snapped me out of my thoughts. “Yes, of course. Supervised to begin with, until your probationary period is up.” 

    “Wait, what? You get probation as a Council member?”  

    No one mentioned that to me before. I’m sure a lot of things hadn’t been mentioned yet. They would no doubt be sprung on me the second I completed the ritual. Then it would be too late to do anything about it. I mean could you even leave the Council once you joined it? Besides death? There had to be situations where members wanted to retire or where they caused too many problems and had to leave. How did they handle that?  

    My guess – a sudden accident or fatal heart attack which would prevent too many people from asking questions. Was that waiting for me in my future? I’m sure no one would question it if I had too much to drink some night and wrapped my truck around a tree. 

    Veronica took a little too long to answer, but she finally glanced up at me. “Uh, you do.” 

    Of course. Can’t have the likes of me running loose in here. 

    Trying my best to hide my anger, I moved along the shelves while she searched the book for whatever she was looking for. I spotted a book on werewolf history and hierarchies. Another on demons. You could spend years in here reading them all. I had to admit it made the Council job a little more appealing.  

    Knowledge is power and all that. 

    A lot of the books were in other languages. It looked like they had collected them from all over the world. Is that where they went off to on their little trips? Collecting more of these books to hide away in here? A thought occurred to me. 

    "Do you know what the word Neamhain means?” I asked recalling it from my encounter in hell. I had forgotten about it until now. 

    “Where did you hear that?” she asked. 

    “Um, just reading up on some things at the library.” I didn’t tell her I heard it from a demon in a hell dimension. No reason to let them know about Betty. 

    “Neamhain,” she said, correcting my pitiful pronunciation, “was an ancient Irish war Goddess. Sometimes associated with the Morrigan, she represents the havoc of war. Interesting you should ask given what you are. There were stories about some of the original wizards and how when they gained power, they killed some of the old gods, transferring their power into weapons to use against their enemies. No one knows if it’s true. None were ever found.” She stared at me for a moment, probably trying to figure out why I had brought it up.  

    I barely heard much of what she said beyond Irish war Goddess. 

    Betty. Oh my God, is that what she is? The spirit of some ancient Goddess trapped in a piece of wood? 

    “Oh,” I said, trying to act uninterested, while my mind whirred at the possibilities. If some ancient Goddess was trapped inside of Betty, did that mean I should let her out? Could I let her out? Imagine being trapped like that for thousands of years. Well, I didn’t have to imagine much, I knew that feeling from being stuck in this town, though I guess it didn’t compare.  

    If I had to join the Council, I’d use my time wisely. I’d do some research about it and see if Neamhain could be freed. If my ancestors were responsible for something like that, then it fell to me to put it right. Especially after Betty had saved my ass so many times. 

    Veronica finally looked away. “Yes, wizards were very secretive. They say that one of the original wizards still walks the earth, though again, we’ve never found any proof.” 

    “An original? Wouldn’t that make him like a few thousand years old?”  

    As far as I knew, the wizards that existed in recent times were all descendants of the originals. I assumed my father had been also. All I could do was assume. It’s not like he shared his entire family history with my mother. 

    “Yes, but wizards are immortal. The originals anyway. Their descendants could live for hundreds of years. I’m not sure how that works for you, given your human lineage.” 

    I knew about the longevity from my research. It’s not something I’ve given much thought. Even if I did have it, I assumed it would never become an issue. Sooner or later, I’d get my stupid ass killed and it would likely be long before anyone started to notice how young I looked for my age.  

    Imagine living forever. Scary thought. 

    But what Veronica said had me wondering. An original wizard still walking around. Could it have been my father? It might explain how he survived and why I had so much power. More than I should have anyway. 

    “How can you tell if someone is an original wizard then?” I doubt they advertised it. After they were slaughtered, they’d have to hide who they were. 

    “They are said to have a mark, kind of like a four-pointed star, somewhere on their bodies. Here.” She turned the book toward me. 

    I moved in for a closer look, thinking she was showing me a picture of the mark, but it had nothing to do with it. Just more information on the ritual. Nothing I cared about.  

    “Why do I need to learn all this? I thought I just had to say the spell and that’s it.” 

    “It’s a little more complicated than repeating a few words. You will need to read through this on how to prepare. You were supposed to read it on the full moon that just passed, but well…Anyway, you can take this with you to read so you are ready for next time.” 

    In other words, Jeremiah wasn’t giving me a chance to flake out again.  

    Taking the book, I tucked it under my arm and said, “I wanted to speak to him about joining. About some changes that need to be made.” 

    Veronica raised an eyebrow. “Nissa, Jeremiah won’t listen until you can show him that you are willing to play ball. We need to show a united front to the townspeople. Maybe once you’ve been here a while you can have a bit more freedom and then you can ask him.” 

    “So, keep my mouth shut and do what I’m told like a good little girl,” I snapped. Is that how she spent her days? 

    “No, play the long game. Jeremiah and Terrence, they are always posturing, trying to outdo each other. But that doesn’t mean they won’t listen if you go about it the right way.” 

    I’ve seen their ‘right way’. It meant filling out a bunch of forms and pleading for help, but in the end, they just ignored you. 

    Shaking my head, I lifted the book and headed for the door. “You know, I don’t think wanting to help the people in this town is a bad thing or that it needs a right time to address it. They should care about these things.” 

    But I know they don’t.  

    All they cared about was getting more power for themselves while trying to maintain some semblance of order. They had to know they couldn’t do that forever though. 

    Veronica sighed. “It’s not easy, you know, being in charge of so many people. They all want different things, everyone hates each other, and you’ll soon learn that you can’t please everyone, no matter how hard you try.” 

    Pausing, I looked back at her. “I’m not trying to please everyone; I just want things to be as fair as possible.” 

    She smiled sadly. “Life isn’t fair, my dear. I’m sure you already know that.” 

    I did know that, only too well. Life has made damn sure I knew that with every passing year. But if I just gave up and stopped trying to change it, then things would never get any better. Not for me and not for anyone in town. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Seven 

      

    Against my better judgment, I decided to visit my mother. Veronica’s comment about an original wizard having a mark bothered me. As crazy as it seemed, I had a feeling about this. If anyone would know if Steven had one, it would be my mother. She’d seen all of him, I’m sure. 

    Seriously? You think you’re the daughter of an original wizard? 

    It sounded insane, but it would explain a lot. The amount of power I had, why Betty came to me. As a half-wizard, I shouldn’t have much power at all, but look at what I’d done so far. I took on a bunch of demons, I went to hell and survived. Maybe if I could figure out the truth about him, I could understand my power more. And that was the first step to learning to control it. If I could. Look at what I did after leaving hell. I leveled a building with my power. That scared me, given my temper. The last thing I needed was to turn a customer to dust because they caused trouble at the bar. Sure, some of them deserved it, but I’d never do it deliberately.  

    Since that day, I’ve been careful about using my power, terrified it will hurt someone. I hoped that what happened had been a fluke and nothing more.  

    Could my father wield power like that? Worse?  

    Of everyone in town who knew my father, not one person seemed to want to talk about him. Maybe that should have told me all I needed to know about the man, but since his abilities affected me in the here and now, I didn’t have a choice but to keep trying to find answers.  

    Parking the truck near the trailer, I braced myself for the inevitable argument to come. Every time I promised myself that I wasn’t going back, I always end up doing it anyway. Who else knew the answers though? Mom was the one who knew my father best. Well, maybe not, since she claimed all he did was lie to her, but he stayed here for a few weeks, so she must have seen a mark on him, if he had one. If she said no, then at least I could drop the whole thing. 

    Is it worth the hassle though? Another argument? 

    Staring at the broken screen door, I decided to try. I had to know the truth. 

    Getting out of the truck I made my way to the door, going over how I would ask her in my head. No beating around the bush, I needed to do it quickly like ripping off a band-aid. If she started yelling, I’d just leave. 

    Opening the door, I expected darkness, but the curtains had been opened and Mom wasn’t in her chair like she usually was. There were multiple empty beer bottles littered around it though. She must be in the bathroom.  

    She sure as hell isn’t out there looking for a job. 

    “Hello?” I called. I leaned in, looking around. “Mom?” 

    The smell of this place put my teeth on edge. They do say it’s the biggest trigger for memories and I struggled to think of a single good memory from my time living here. 

    “Back again?” a voice asked. Mom came out of the bedroom, a cigarette in her hand. She never looked surprised to see me, a fact that always bugged me. Like no matter how things ended between us, she knew I’d always come back for more. 

    One of these days I won’t. 

    Moving further into the room, I said, “Yeah, I need to talk to you about something.” 

    Her lip curled up in disgust as she moved to the refrigerator and opened it. Pulling out a couple of beers, she set them on the counter, shoving some empty take-out cartons aside. “Be quick about it, I have a guest waiting.” 

    Noticing the clean white nightgown she wore; I could guess what she meant by that. “Urgh, who is it this time?”  

    She used to hook up with guys all the time when I was a kid. And she had a type. In a word – losers. Most of them ended up leaving in a hurry, usually stealing something in the process. Not that Mom had much to steal, but they’d always grab her beer, or any cash she might have lying around. 

    “Anna, hurry up,” a voice called from the bedroom. To my horror, I recognized it. 

    “Tell me that isn’t the guy who took my money before I left town?”  

    Her bookie who almost ruined my shot at getting out. How could she sleep with that creep? He practically tore the place apart looking for cash that time and now she had him in her bed. 

    She shrugged. “So, what if it is? I’ve found another way to pay my debts.”  

    Which meant she still found the time to gamble or borrow money she had no hope of paying back. 

    Shaking my head, I decided to ignore it. What she chose to do with him was up to her. I couldn’t stop her. I learned that the hard way long ago.  

    One of her boyfriends decided to get off his head one night and decided that he didn’t like the trailer anymore, so he tried to burn it to the ground. I must have been about six years old, and I woke up to the smell of smoke. He and Mom were in the living room screaming at each other, while a pile of papers and cushions burned on the floor between them. Neither of them made a move to put it out.  

    Even at a young age, I knew how dangerous the fire was. Grabbing a pitcher of water, I tried to put it out. I got too close, and my nightgown caught on fire. When I screamed, the world came to a standstill, including the flames. It gave me enough time to get out of the nightgown before it spread and all I got was a small burn mark on my leg. It could have been a lot worse if it hadn’t been for my powers. 

    When time restarted, Mom told me off for screaming, snatched the pitcher from my hand, and put out the fire with it. Then she told me off for ruining a perfectly good nightgown, not bothering to notice the red welt on my leg. She didn’t even notice that I had almost burned to death or that we all could have been killed by the smoke alone. The boyfriend took off that night and Mom never mentioned him again.  

    It's a hard lesson to learn at such a young age, but from then on, I knew not to rely on her for anything. I had to take care of myself. 

    “I wanted to ask you a question…about my father. Before you start, it’s a simple yes or no answer and then I’ll go.”  

    The quicker I got this over with, the better. Maybe she could at least try to be civil for once in her life.  

    Eyeing me suspiciously, she took another puff of her cigarette, dropping ash on the counter. Pursing her lips, she said, “What about him?” 

    Knowing how weird it would sound, I asked, “Did he have a mark on his body? Like a birthmark, I guess. It would have looked like a four-pointed star.” I just hoped she didn’t ask what it meant.  

    Eyes narrowing, she pulled a face. “What the fuck is actually wrong with you? You keep showing up here, asking me the most ridiculous questions, like I’m the expert on your father. I haven’t seen him in nearly twenty-eight years. I didn’t know him when I was with him, I certainly don’t know him now. When are you going to let this go?” 

    “Forget it,” I said, turning to leave. A mistake as always. When would I ever learn? She would always find some way to turn these conversations around and accuse me of attacking her. Or worse – finding a way to side with my father against her. 

    “What are you trying to do now? Huh? See how similar you are to Daddy? Oh look, we’re so alike, pathetic.” 

    Pausing, I turned to face her. “What do you mean alike?” 

    She shook her head, grabbing the beers, as she held the cigarette between her lips. “Matching birthmarks? You’ve lost your mind.” As she spoke, she sent more ash scattering onto the counter. 

    “Wait, matching? I don’t…where even is my birthmark?” I’ve never noticed one or had any reason to look. Was she saying what I thought she was saying? 

    Mom paused near the bedroom. “On the back of your left leg, where it’s always been. Sorry that I didn’t take the time to examine every inch of your father’s skin while he bonked my brains out, but I guess it didn’t take priority. Now get out, I’m busy.” 

    Disgusted by her words, I left the trailer. What the hell did she mean I had a birthmark? I mean, I know most people do have a birthmark, but one shaped like a four-pointed star? If I did have one, then that would mean…Shit, what did that even mean? 

    I drove home as fast as I could, hurrying into my apartment. This I had to check for myself.  

    Maybe Mom made a mistake, or she wanted to mess with me for bringing up Steven again. That seemed like something she would do to piss me off. 

    Throwing off my jeans, I went to the mirror in my bedroom. Turning around, I looked for the mark. Moving closer to the mirror, I didn’t see it at first. Then I spotted it, just above the back of my knee, faded, almost invisible. A four-pointed star. 

    Clapping a hand over my mouth, I let out a shaky breath. What did it mean? How could I have the mark when I’m not an original wizard? Unless it is passed down from one? But that couldn’t be, or every wizard would have one. And it’s not like there were any around to ask. Despite that, I had my answer.  

    My father was an original wizard.  

    Feeling overwhelmed, I headed into the kitchen to look for a drink. Searching the kitchen cabinets, I found only an almost empty bottle. Tipping it back, I drank the last dregs of it, but it didn’t do any good.  

    Tossing the bottle in the trash, I groaned. Why did this have to come up now? When I didn’t have any alcohol left. I needed something else anyway. Something that would take my mind off all of this without the horrible aftermath of a hangover. 

    Being the offspring of an original wizard on top of everything else felt like way too much to handle right now. If I didn’t do something, I’d probably lose whatever I had left of my mind. 

    Grabbing my jeans, I pulled them back on and headed out, across town to Jax’s trailer. The whole way there my brain kept screaming at me that it was a bad idea, but I ignored it. I needed this right now. 

    Knocking on the trailer door, Jax answered a moment later, looking surprised to see me. 

    “Hey, what’s up?” he asked. 

    Stepping up into the trailer, I kissed him, getting right to the point. “Let’s go to bed.” 

    His brow furrowed. “Um, are you sure?” 

    This again? 

    “Yes, I haven’t been drinking. Let’s go.” 

    Leading him to the bedroom, I stopped by the bed and kissed him again. Immediately that sensation hit me, and it worked a lot better than alcohol. There was no room for anything else when it hit. 

    Pressing my body against his, I could feel his erection straining to break free of his jeans. 

    I can help with that. 

    Reaching down, I unzipped his jeans, taking him in my hand. Teasing him, I looked up into his eyes. “I want you,” I said. 

    We didn’t take our time this go around, tearing each other’s clothes off and falling onto the bed. The sex was as hot as the last time, letting me forget about my father and weird birthmarks for a while. 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Eight 

      

    Sitting on the edge of the bed, I pulled my boots back on. 

    “Do you want something to eat?” Jax asked from behind me. 

    “No, I have a shift at work I probably should show up for.” M wouldn’t tolerate it for much longer, I needed to show my face. 

    Jax reached out and ran his fingers down my arm. I quickly got to my feet before the sensation made me get straight back into bed with him. “I’ll see you later.” 

    Hurrying for the door, I felt guilty for using him for sex again, but I needed it. Anything to forget what I had learned about my father.  

    This whole time I thought my father was like me, some descendant who managed to survive the purge of wizards, but he was there from the very beginning. What had he seen in his lifetime? Thousands of years on this planet, doing who knows what. And it took him here, to a small, crappy town and a woman called Anna Whitlock. If he had known what would happen, would he have come here in the first place? Did he want a kid? How the hell did he manage to have one? I’d never get the answers to all these questions. The only one who could answer them was gone.  

    Since I had an hour before my shift, I stopped at the diner to grab some food. It didn’t compare to Jax’s food, but I needed to stay away from him.  

    Why do I get the feeling I will be saying that a lot? 

    Devouring my club sandwich and French fries in one of the booths, I tried to think about anything other than the mark on the back of my leg. I mean, it might not mean anything. Maybe all wizards had the mark, but because it was faded, no one noticed. As much as I wanted to try and convince myself of that, I knew denial wouldn’t change the facts. 

    So my father was an original wizard. Does it really matter? 

    Of course it did. Half wizards were rare, but the daughter of an original wizard…did Jeremiah know? Is that why he wanted me to join the Council? Shit, what if he did know? He spent time with my father, so it was entirely possible he saw the mark himself or that Steven told him about his past. 

    I doubt he made it as far as he did by revealing the truth about himself. 

    As much as I wanted to obsess over this, I knew it wouldn’t do me any good.  

    Finishing my food, I headed out to work. At least it would offer a distraction for a while.  

    Using the back door to enter the bar, I hoped it would be a quiet night. I didn’t need a million questions fired at me. Plus, I had to show those losers that I wouldn’t be driven out of my own bar. 

    “Wow, you actually showed up,” M said as she brought some glasses through to the back.  

    “Alert the media. What’s it like out there?” 

    M dumped the glasses on the counter. “How it is most nights. Oh. Except everyone seems to be talking about you joining the Council. When exactly did that happen?”  

    Crossing her arms, she gave me a bemused look.  

    Did I forget to tell her? Oh yeah, I did so I could avoid this conversation.  

    “Jeremiah blindsided me and told the town so I wouldn’t have a choice.” 

    “Why?” 

    “Because…he wants my power. But don’t worry, I’ll figure out a way to get out of it.” 

    M pinched the bridge of her nose and groaned. “Why can’t we just have one day where you don’t do something crazy?” 

    “Because then your life would be very boring. Obviously.” I grinned at her, and she rolled her eyes at me. 

    “Let’s get through this shift, then we can work out what to do.” 

    Busying myself collecting bottles, I tried to listen in on a few conversations and see what the latest gossip was. Okay, I admit when it wasn’t about me, I liked to know who was doing what in Nowhere. Or who. 

    A few people were still talking about the werewolves, but with no new issues lately, they didn’t have much to go on. The wolves remained out of sight after what happened to their leader.  

    As I wiped down a table and grabbed some discarded glasses, I spotted two women at the next table. Enid and Dorothy. God, they were the worst. They did nothing but sit sipping their gin and tonics, judging everyone in town.  

    Like they’re so innocent. 

    Enid went through a shoplifting phase a few years back, where she felt the need to steal literally anything that wasn’t nailed down. For a while, we had to stop her as she went out the door at the end of the night. We’d find glasses, coasters, the bowls we served the peanuts in. If she could have gotten away with hiding a stool up her ugly floral sweater, I’m sure she would have tried that too. 

    As for Dorothy, well, she liked to torture her neighbors. Sometimes literally. Whenever they upset her, she would hex them. Nothing major. She never killed anyone as far as we knew, but it wasn’t unusual to see one of her neighbors covered in warts or sporting bruises where they had mysteriously taken a tumble down the stairs. 

    Glad I don’t live next to her. 

    I listened to their conversation but quickly regretted it. 

    “I saw her with that demon guy. The one who came with the bikers. Probably fucking him now,” Enid said. 

    Dorothy snorted. “Of course she is. I’ve seen her come back from that field where he’s set up shop.” 

    Fuck. If they saw me, it will be all over town by morning. 

    If M overheard it, then she would be pissed that I didn’t tell her myself. It’s not like I had anything to hide. In the grand scheme of things, screwing a demon a couple of times was hardly the worst thing I’ve ever done. She’d be mad for a while, but she’d get over it. 

    Following her into the kitchen with the empty glasses, I decided to just get it over with. If I did it here in the bar, she couldn’t react. Or at least not how she wanted to. 

    “I have to tell you something,” I said, placing the glasses on the counter. 

    M sighed. “I’m guessing I won’t like it.” 

    “Probably not,” I said, jamming my hands into the pockets of my jeans. 

    “Okay. Out with it.” 

    “I might have…slept with Jax.” 

    M’s eyes widened. The back door opened and Jax stepped inside, carrying a box. “Hey, M, I have the supplies you asked for.” 

    In one fluid moment, M pulled a knife from somewhere and threw it at his head. It landed in the doorframe, inches from his face. 

    “Or I can come back later,” he said, his voice unnaturally high. 

    “M!” I cried. Though if she wanted to hit him, she would have. 

    She marched toward him, and he backed out the door, still clutching the box. I quickly followed, eager to break it up before she stabbed him. 

    “What did I specifically tell you not to do?” M said, jabbing a finger into Jax’s chest.  

    “Sleep with Nissa,” he said. 

    “M! What the hell?” She told him that? How could she? It was none of her business what I did or with who. 

    “Look, M…” Jax said. 

    She pulled another knife, and he froze.  

    “Oh for crying out loud, M. Let him go,” I said, pulling her away. “Get out of here,” I said to Jax. 

    With a nod, he set the box on the ground and got the hell out of there. Sighing, I picked it up and urged M back inside. 

    Slamming the box down on the counter, I glared at her. “What the hell? You have no right to tell him that. Why was he even here in the first place?” 

    “Because he’s been doing odd jobs for me. Deliveries and such.” 

    That surprised me. Why would she give him a chance? Could it be because she once loved a demon? Or was it so she could keep a close eye on him? 

    “You’ve been using him to spy on me,” I said. 

    M snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous. Anything you do in this town gets back to me anyway, usually through those ingrates out there.” She jabbed a finger toward the bar. “I let him help out because he needed work, and he did help you when you went to hell. I thought I’d give him a chance, but clearly, I made a mistake.” 

    “Don’t be ridiculous. I came onto him. And I can sleep with whoever I like.” 

    M moved to the sink and started cleaning some of the glasses. She only cleaned when she was really mad. 

    Sighing, I leaned against the counter beside her. “It’s not like it’s going to go anywhere anyway. He’s a demon. He’ll leave like everyone else does eventually.” 

    “Is that what you really think?” M asked. 

    I shrugged. “It’s the truth. I guess I don’t get a happily ever after.” 

    M thumped the glass down and shook off her hands. “Nissa, it doesn’t work that way. Happiness isn’t measured in years; it’s measured in moments.”  

    I snorted. “Did you get that from a greeting card?” 

    “No, I got it from Anders. We may not have had long together, but I wouldn’t change a moment of it.” 

    “You still haven’t told me exactly what happened between you and him.” 

    Lifting a tea towel, she dried off her hands. “That’s another story for another time. My point is to stop fretting about the future and try living in the present for once. No, you might not end up with someone for life, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t enjoy the time you have with them now.” 

    I guess she had a point.  

    “Get your shit together, Nis. I don’t want to watch you turn into your mother, losing your mind over a guy.” 

    “Low blow!” 

    We got back to work, but I couldn’t get her words out of my head.  

    By the end of the night, I realized that M was right. As usual. This thing I had with Jax wouldn’t go anywhere. How could it? But that didn’t mean I couldn’t take advantage of it. 

    When I finished my shift, I headed out the road to Jax’s trailer, being sure to watch for my little stalker as I did. I didn’t see him anywhere. Maybe Jeremiah had decided that I could be trusted not to skip town. 

    Yeah, right! 

    Knocking on the door of the trailer, I fully expected Jax to tell me where to go. After M nearly sliced and diced him, I wouldn’t blame him. 

    “Hey,” he said when he opened the door. 

    “Hey, I’m sorry about M earlier. She had no right to threaten you. Or you know, throw a knife at your head.” 

    He snorted. “It’s fine. “We both know if she wanted to hit me, she would have.” 

    “True. How long have you been working for her?” 

    Jax shrugged. “She just throws a few odd jobs my way now and again. Keeps me busy.” 

    “Oh. Can I come in?” 

    Nodding, he moved back to let me inside. Now that I wasn’t here trying to jump his bones, it felt kind of awkward. 

    “Is this the speech? The one where you tell me we can’t see each other again?” he asked. He didn’t sound angry, just resigned. 

    Common sense would call that a good idea. To end things now and prevent any future hurt, but no one has ever accused me of having common sense. 

    “Actually, I was wondering if I could stay awhile. If you want some company that is.” 

    “I supposed that wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.” 

    On second thoughts, I wouldn’t mind going back to bed. 

    Moving closer, I kissed him. “How about round two from earlier?” 

    We made our way to the bedroom and for once, I wasn’t going to freak out about it afterward. 

    Like M said all we have is moments. They can’t all suck. 

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Nine 

      

    A few nights later, after locking up the bar, I trudged home. I just wanted to get a drink and go to bed. The questions I had to put up with tonight were insane. People wanting to know if I planned on throwing anyone out of town, or planned on reducing the territories. When I told them I couldn’t care less about any of that, they didn’t seem to believe me.  

    I can think of a few people this town could do without. 

    But as much as I hated them, I wouldn’t throw anyone out, even if I did have that power, which I’m sure I wouldn’t. No, the only person who needed to get the hell out of Nowhere was Jeremiah. Preferably while being chased by the residents with pitchforks and flaming torches. 

    Reaching my apartment, I unlocked the door. As I was about to step inside, someone called out my name. A man approached the steps, holding his hat in his hands. 

    Bracing myself, I said, “Yeah?” If this was another dumb question or someone telling me what a disgrace it was to have me on the Council, then it would not end well. 

    “Hey, I’m Hank, I deliver food to the bar sometimes.” He nervously ran his hand through his short dark hair. 

    He looked vaguely familiar, but that was more M’s area. “Yeah, what can I do for you?” 

    “I heard the news about you joining the Council and well…my wife, Claire, is still on the outside. They wouldn’t let her into town because of her past and we were forced to separate.” 

    “How bad could it be considering who we have in here?” We had murderers, psychos, and Abernathy, it didn’t get much worse than that. 

    “It’s complicated, but she killed someone – in self-defense – and the Council decided she wasn’t allowed in. They knew the man she killed.” 

    “Okay. I don’t know what you think I can do about that.” It didn’t surprise me that they would make their decisions based on their own personal grievances. It sounded like she needed in here more than her husband, but then again, I had no idea what he was running from. 

    “Well, you’re going to join them. Maybe you could convince them to let her in. So we can be together.” 

    I sighed and closed my eyes for a moment. This was what I was afraid of. The stupid questions I could take, but requests like this? I couldn’t come through for this guy. No matter what I tried, the others would never listen to me. But how did I tell him that? 

    “I haven’t technically joined them yet and I don’t think they’re very interested in what I have to say,” I said. 

    His face fell. “But you could try, right? You could at least ask.” 

    And have to tell him that they said no, when I already know that is what they will say? 

    Then I saw the hope on his face and it felt cruel to crush it. Sighing heavily, I said, “I can ask. But I really don’t think they’ll listen.” 

    He forced a smile. “That’s all I ask. Thank you.” 

    I watched him walk away, feeling the urge for a drink increase. Why did he have to put this on me? Didn’t I have enough to deal with? 

    Heading inside, I poured myself a large drink and sank onto the couch. This was the reason I didn’t want to help anyone. When you let them down, it felt awful. That guilt could really weigh you down. 

    My thoughts as always drifted to Blake. I tried to help him. I did everything I could to get him out of hell, but he still ended up dead.  

    Tears filled my eyes, but I pushed them away. M had a point before, I couldn’t keep doing this to myself. If I went to pieces again then I might as well just give up altogether. Yeah, my life sucked, but I needed to try and make it better. I certainly didn’t want to end up like my mom.  

    Or my father for that matter. 

    Mom let her hatred for Steven turn her into the ugliest version of herself. A woman so twisted that she neglected her daughter and seemed content to slowly drink and smoke herself to death in that God-awful trailer. 

    Steven seemed to piss a lot of people off while here, to the point where hardly anyone would talk about him. And it’s not like wizards had the greatest reputations anyway. Add to that the fact that he seemingly abandoned me and disappeared off the face of the planet and well, he wasn’t winning any father of the year awards. 

    The one who stayed couldn’t be relied on and the other one ran away. I wanted to be better than both of them, but my choices looked eerily similar. 

    This town needed a decent leader, but unfortunately for them, all they had was me. Since there was nothing I could do to change that, maybe I needed to try and be better, to try and lead them. At least I’d do a better job than Jeremiah, though that wouldn’t be hard.  

    And yet, that familiar urge to run away returned. Could I take another hit? Knocking back my drink, I let out a frustrated cry.  

    I can’t keep going in circles like this. 

    Like it or not, I had a choice to make. Run away and leave the town to its own devices or stay and try to change things. I had good and bad memories here, and honestly, I’d love to just get in my truck and drive away. But M was here, and she couldn’t leave. Plus, there were a few other people I didn’t want to suffer. Most of all, I wanted to take Jeremiah down. Even if all I did was stop him, it would be worth it. 

    Getting to my feet, I moved toward the kitchen, my foot bumping something as I did. Looking down, I found a pair of Blake’s shoes sitting by the chair.  

    If I’m going to do this, then it’s time to let go of the past. 

    Holding onto his things would only prolong the agony. I needed to get rid of them once and for all.  

    In the kitchen, I grabbed a garbage bag and started filling it with his things. It was mostly clothes, so I doubted there was anything here that his family would want. 

    That’s another thing I need to do. 

    I needed to call Liv and tell her what happened. I’m sure she had tried to get in contact with Blake in the past few weeks, she must know something was wrong since he didn’t answer. But I kept putting it off, hoping to avoid a messy conversation. That wasn’t fair to his family. 

    I did get as far as finding her number, but never called it. Now I had to. 

    Taking a seat on the couch, I hit the call button. Liv answered after a couple of rings.  

    “Hello?” 

    “Liv? It’s Nissa.” 

    “Nissa? Why are you calling?” A pause. “Has something happened to Blake?” 

    God this is hard. 

    “I’m sorry, but yes, it has. He’s…gone.” 

    “What do you mean gone?” Liv asked. 

    “He…died. Something happened, some demons arrived in town, and it didn’t end well.” I didn’t want to relive the whole thing. 

    “Oh God,” Liv said, her voice breaking. “Where is his body?” 

    I kicked myself. Of course she was going to ask that. There was no way I could avoid telling her what happened now. 

    “Nissa? We want him brought home to bury. The people in charge of Nowhere have to be willing to let us collect his body.” 

    “There…is no body.” 

    “What the fuck do you mean there is no body?” 

    Closing my eyes, I replied, “It’s somewhere we can’t reach. Blake…got pulled into another dimension.” 

    “Another what?” she shrieked. 

    I pulled the phone away from my ear, wincing at the noise.  

    “No! I mean if he got pulled someplace then he might not be dead. Right? There’s a chance he survived, and we could…” 

    “He’s dead, Liv. I already went after him, but he didn’t make it out. I’m sorry.” 

    She fell silent as she absorbed my words. Blake risked his life to save her too, this must be killing her. 

    Liv took a shaky breath. “So my brother is dead because he stayed in that fucked up town with you.” 

    Great, she wants to blame me. Well, she can get in line. 

    “It was his choice to stay. I did everything I could to save him, but I failed.” 

    “Damn right you failed, you bitch! If you had stayed away from him, he never would have gone back to that town.” 

    She wasn’t saying anything I didn’t already know. I sat there and took it all because I deserved it. 

    When she was done swearing at me, she started crying. I didn’t know whether I should hang up or not, but that seemed wrong given what she was going through.  

    She’d also have the impossible task of telling her father what happened. Would the Pack descend on the town, demanding answers? They’d definitely want to talk to me. What if they held me accountable, took me out of town to deal with me for getting Blake killed? 

    I’m spiraling. They won’t risk an incident like that. 

    As horrible as it sounded, the Pack has its next Alpha and a family line to continue it through Blake’s brother. If he had been the heir, things might have been different. No, I doubted anyone would be coming for me over Blake. Though honestly, I’d be happier if they did. At least it showed that they cared. That he existed and would be missed by more people than just me and Liv. Maybe that was cruel, I didn’t know his family, but he did tell me about them, his brother especially, stealing his fiancée. No one seemed to care about that. Liv on the other hand loved her brother, that much was clear. 

    Liv continued to cry on the other end of the phone. It was so hard to listen to. She had been through a lot already with what happened with Raiden and the Pack. Being accused of murder and drugged, before having to flee jail would mess anyone up. Now she had to deal with the death of her brother on top of that. 

    “I have some of his things here,” I said finally. “I can send them to you if you want.” There wasn’t much but she should have it. 

    She sniffed loudly. “I don’t want a few clothes; I want my brother back. And I certainly never want to see you again.” 

    She hung up on me. 

    “Can’t say I blame you,” I said, then tossed the phone onto the coffee table. I put my head in my hands and sighed. At least it was over and done with now. The Pack knew the truth and they wouldn’t be wondering when Blake would call them or come home. 

    Knowing that if I stopped now, I’d never get it done, I carried on collecting Blake’s stuff from around the apartment. If Liv didn’t want it, I guess it would end up in the charity store or something. Though the thought of seeing one of the reprobates around here wearing his clothes made me feel sick. No, maybe it would be better to just put it all in the trash instead. A clean break. 

    Folding up the last of his clothes, I placed them in the bag and tied it up. All gone. 

    I needed to let Blake go. To move forward before it pulled me under. 

    With a sigh, I took one more look around to check if I’d missed something. No, it looked like it was all in the bags. Every trace of him gone for good. 

    “Goodbye, Blake,” I whispered to the empty room, holding back tears. 

    Lifting my glass, I took it to bed with me. It would be the only thing keeping me warm tonight and for most nights to come. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Ten 

      

    I woke up to the sound of my phone buzzing close to my head. With a groan, I grabbed it and answered without checking the caller ID. “What?” 

    “Miss Whitlock, your services are required,” said a voice. 

    “Who the hell is this?” And why were they calling me so early in the morning? 

    “Terrence. As a member of the Council, or almost, we need your help with an issue in town.” He didn’t sound happy that I didn’t recognize his voice. To be fair, I haven’t spoken to him that much and I’d find it hard to recognize my own mother’s voice at this hour. 

    For a moment, I wondered if this was a joke. But then again it was Terrence, so not very likely. “What issue?” 

    “You’ll find out when you get here. We are down by the supermarket. Hurry.” 

    He hung up on me. 

    Staring at the phone, I considered just ignoring it and going back to sleep, but I admit, I was curious. What could be so important that they needed me? They’d gotten by for all these years without me. 

    With a groan, I got out of bed and got dressed.  

    The supermarket? Did they find a good deal on canned peaches? 

    If this was a waste of time, I’d kill them. I hadn’t joined them yet, so why call me in? Maybe it was like Veronica said, we needed to show a united front. If the townspeople saw me working alongside the others, they might accept the decision.  

    Yeah, good luck with that.  

    I could save someone from a burning building and they’d still find a reason to complain round here. 

    Pausing at the door, I wondered if I should take Betty with me. If this was something dangerous, I might need her. The last time I let my power get away from me, I leveled a building. Doing that now, with a potential audience, meant showing them what I was really capable of, and I didn’t know how they would react to it. At least with Betty I would be able to channel my power better. 

    With a sigh, I retrieved Betty from her hiding place. Better safe than sorry. 

    Let’s go, oh mighty Goddess, I thought.  

    Betty sparked in my hand. I think she liked being called that. Did that mean she really was Neamhain? 

    I drove down to the supermarket, worried this would end up being another publicity stunt. Approaching slowly, I could see Terrence and Erica in the parking lot, both facing something that I couldn’t see as the building blocked my view.  

    Parking in the street, I jogged toward them. When I got closer, I saw what they were facing. A woman stood in the parking lot, on top of a car. She brandished a sword and screamed obscenities at the two Council members. 

    That’s it? Why don’t they just get her ass arrested? 

    It was only as I got closer that I realized she wasn’t alone. Several others had lined up behind the car, all armed too. 

    Another group stood off to the left, equally armed. It looked like the groups were facing off, with the Council members in the middle. 

    “What the hell is going on?” I asked. 

    Erica glanced my way. “You took your time.” 

    “Oh, I’m sorry, if you had mentioned there was a potential riot going on, I’d have been here sooner,” I said sarcastically.  

    With her attitude, I might even side with the rioters. 

    “Enough,” Terrence said. “If a fight kicks off between these two then it will spill over into the rest of town. We need to stop them.” 

    “Who are they?” 

    “Two rival Fae clans. The tension builds between them, and they do this every couple of years or so.” 

    Can’t say I’ve ever noticed. 

    Then again, if the Council managed to calm them down, then the fight probably never happened. If they chose to do it this early in the morning, I definitely wouldn’t have seen it. I’d still be in bed. Which is where I wished I was right now.  

    “What do you want me to do?” 

    “Work on your interpersonal skills. Try and talk them down,” Erica said. 

    “Um, have you met me? My idea of calming something down is punching someone in the face. I work in a bar, remember?” 

    “Act like a representative of the Council,” Terrence spat. “Show us that we haven’t made a mistake in choosing you.” 

    “You have made a mistake in choosing me. I’ve said that many times,” I shot back.  

    They ignored me and headed toward one clan, leaving the woman with the sword to me. 

    “Fuck.” 

    With a sigh, I raised my hands and went toward the sword woman. “Can we talk?” I asked. 

    “Who are you?” she snarled. 

    “Good question,” I muttered. “I’m here…as a representative of the Council to try and end this peacefully.” Even I knew how ridiculous that sounded. Peace and I didn’t exactly go hand in hand. 

    “Get lost,” the woman replied. 

    And I thought the Fae were supposed to be nice.  

    Not that I interacted with them much. They stuck to the woods and rivers, but I did know they had all kinds of powers, so I needed to be careful. 

    “Look, I really don’t need this today,” I said. “Just calm down and go home.” 

    The woman glared at me and as she stared at me, I felt the temperature drop several dozen degrees. I looked down at my arms to see ice forming on them. It creeped slowly up toward my neck. 

    “Hey!” I cried, quickly backing off. The ice immediately melted, but it still left me shivering. 

    “We don’t need the likes of you getting involved,” she spat. “You should go home.” 

    If only… 

    I glanced over at Terrence and Erica to see how they were getting on. Terrence was talking to the leader, a male Fae and they seemed to be sorting it out. At least I assumed so with the way the Fae was nodding his head in agreement. 

    “What is this even about?” I asked the woman. 

    “That lot have been coming onto our territory and stealing food,” the woman snarled. 

    That seemed to rile the male Fae up as he shoved Terrence aside and brandished a battle axe at her.  

    “We hold the land up to the river. You were the one trespassing.” 

    I resisted the urge to blast them both with Betty. Though if things got out of hand, I might have to do that. 

    “Surely you can sort this out without resorting to fighting,” I said. 

    God, I don’t even recognize myself right now. 

    “Sounds like you’re on their side,” the woman snarled, swinging her sword at me.  

    I countered with Betty, but the tip of the sword nicked me on the cheek. 

    Backing off, I looked at Betty. The groove that had been cut into her quickly vanished but I’m sure she wasn’t happy about it. 

    I raised my hand to my cheek, finding blood, though it didn’t seem like a bad cut. I got lucky. 

    Pointing Betty at the woman, I was about to unleash my power on her when Erica grabbed my arm. “Don’t! We are supposed to calm them down, not make the worse.” 

    Easy for her to say. She didn’t almost get cut in half by a big ass sword. 

    The two crowds surged at each other, swinging weapons. What the hell were we supposed to do? Insert ourselves between them?  

    One man ran by me, almost knocking me over in the process. Reaching out, I grabbed the back of his shirt, trying to stop him. He was stronger than I thought and I found myself yanked forward. Letting go of his shirt, I stumbled a few steps, before catching myself on a car parked next to me. 

    These assholes are really determined to kill each other. 

    Maybe we should just let them get it out of their systems. If they stayed here and didn’t attack any of the other locals, maybe they should just sort it out themselves. 

    The smashing of glass drew my attention and the manager of the supermarket came running out. One of the Fae had smashed another Fae’s head through the front window. 

    Okay, no chance of this not spilling over then. 

    Though I had to admit I did take a certain level of satisfaction from the fact that the window got broken. Those assholes treated me like dirt in my brief tenure with them. So what if a few things got broken. 

    As the Fae continued to fight, I spotted Terrence and Erica trying to pull some of them apart. Where the hell were Veronica and Jeremiah? Shouldn’t they be here to help too? Or did they have better things to do than prevent a war? 

    With a groan, I moved to the nearest fighting duo, I grabbed one of them and spun him away from the other. When the second Fae lunged at me, I brought Betty up, blocking his path by laying her across his chest. 

    He glanced down and I saw his eyes widen. “Is that…?” 

    “Enough fighting,” I snapped. Backing away, his eyes never left the bat. 

    “How did you get her? Who are you to wield such a weapon?” 

    “I’m the person who is going to make sure you get your ass thrown in jail if you don’t settle down,” I replied.  

    He knew what Betty was or who she used to be, but I couldn’t reveal that I knew.  

    Turning away, I moved onto the next Fae, careful to keep Betty away from her. If one Fae could sense Betty’s true nature, then they all might be able to. 

    I kept moving through the crowd, pulling the Fae apart. Some backed off, others tried to attack me. Stupidly, I tried to block the blade of a knife with my hand, earning myself more cuts.  

    Swinging my foot, I caught the guy in the balls for doing it. I may not be able to blast them, but I wasn’t going to stand here and let them cut me to shreds over some stupid turf war. 

    We weren’t making much headway when the sound of sirens filled the air. Finally, the cops bothered to show up. 

    A swarm of deputies emerged from the cars, grabbing hold of the Fae and slapping them in cuffs. They wouldn’t have enough for all of them. 

    “Nissa?”  

    I turned to find Jax jogging toward me. “What are you doing here?” I asked. 

    “I heard the commotion. What is all this?” 

    “Don’t ask.” 

    The sound of a shotgun blast filled the air, and everyone automatically ducked. When it became apparent it hadn’t been aimed at anyone, I slowly stood to see Abernathy standing in the middle of the road with the gun. He had fired the shot into the air. 

    Everyone watched him warily to see what he did next.  

    “Unless you all want to spend the night in the cells, you will all return to your homes now!” he roared. 

    His free arm jerked forward and I stood on tiptoes to see he had Diablo with him so he definitely meant business.  

    The Fae eyed the hound suspiciously. I doubted he would actually set it loose on them, but then again, he might.  

    A few of the Fae sloped away, but the others remained, including the woman with the sword. 

    “We have a right to defend our territory,” she yelled at him. 

    Abernathy glared at her. “Is that a fact? Well, how would you like your territory revoked?” 

    I saw her back tense from where I stood. To her credit, she continued to stand her ground. 

    “We were given the land when we arrived here, long before you were Sheriff. Hell, long before you were born.” 

    Abernathy moved closer. He said something to her, but he spoke quietly so none of us could hear it. 

    A second later, he swung the butt of the shotgun at her face. 

    “Hey!” I screamed, but my voice was drowned out by the other cries of outrage.  

    Abernathy ignored them and slapped cuffs on the Fae woman. He passed her off to a deputy who tossed her into the back of a cop car. 

    “How is he just getting away with that?” I asked. 

    “He does have a pretty big hellhound with him,” Jax pointed out. 

    I glared at him. “So that gives him the right to hit someone unprovoked.”  

    I may have thrown a few punches out here, but only in retaliation.  

    Gripping Betty tightly, I knew that things had to change. To do that though, I needed to figure out the truth about myself, about Betty, and my heritage. 

    “What are you thinking?” Jax asked. 

    “That I need some damn answers.”  

    I just needed to figure out the best way to get them. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Eleven 

      

    Jax and I headed back to my apartment where I could clean up my cuts. Grabbing the first aid kit from the bathroom, I brought it back to the couch.  

    The rest of the Fae had dispersed shortly after Abernathy arrested the woman with the sword. I guess they didn’t want the same treatment. 

    “So, what exactly do you need an answer to?” Jax asked as he dropped into the chair across from me.  

    He noticed me struggling with the band-aids and took them from me. Tearing one open, he fixed it to my hand. None of the cuts were particularly deep, thank goodness, but they stung like crazy. 

    “I found something out and I need to know the truth. About my father.” 

    “Thought he was long gone.” 

    “He is. He took off before I was even born, but I need to know more about him. What he could do, who he was. There has to be a way to figure it out. No one who knew him will talk about him. They all seem to hate him.”  

    I guess we had that in common if nothing else. 

    “What is it that you want to know?” 

    I glanced up at him. Could I trust him with this? Urgh, I was getting really sick of asking myself that. If he wanted to screw me over, I’m sure he’d find a way to do it anyway. I might as well try to get some help from him first.  

    “I think that my father might have been…an original wizard.” 

    Jax sat back in his seat, a slightly stunned look on his face. “I swear living in this town is like living in a soap opera. Okay, an original wizard. Why do you think that?” 

    “I heard from Veronica that the original wizards had a certain mark on them, like a birthmark that looks like a four-pointed star. I asked my mother, but she didn’t know if he had one. But…I do.” 

    Rubbing a hand over his face, he seemed confused. “You know that’s impossible. I mean he could have it, but it’s not something that transfers.” 

    “Yeah, I figured that. But I definitely have it.” 

    “Can I see it?” 

    Sighing, I got up and dropped my jeans. He’d seen me a lot more naked, so it hardly mattered. “It’s on the back of my leg.” 

    Jax took a few moments to examine it. “Yeah, it does look like a four-pointed star. But it could just be a coincidence.” 

    Fixing my jeans, I sat back down. “I need to be sure before I join the Council. If I do have some untapped original power, then I don’t want them getting their hands on it.”  

    “Yeah, that would be bad. There might be a way.” 

    “Well, don’t keep me in suspense.”  

    Jax knew more about the magical world than I did, there had to be a way. 

    “There’s a spell that could give you a glimpse at your past, at your ancestral line. It’s not easy to do though. You don’t really have control over where it takes you. It might let you see your father, but it might take you to someone else instead.” 

    I might be able to see my father? His past? “I’ll do it. It has to be worth a try.”  

    “Okay, if you’re sure. I’ll go get some supplies.” Jax left the apartment as I sat with a knot in my stomach and waited.  

    I’ll be able to see my father. 

    Maybe. It depended on whether it worked or not. But if I had a shot, I’d try it. I’ve spent a lot of my life wondering about the man, it would be interesting to see him in the flesh, so to speak. 

    Though I’d prefer it if I had him here so I could speak to him face to face and ask him what the hell is going on. 

    Busying myself with fixing my hands and cheek, I wondered if a tetanus shot was necessary after getting cut by that sword. Who knows where she had it before? I’m not even sure I’d trust the local doctor to give me one. He could just as easily give me a diphtheria booster or try to deworm me.  

    Moving to the bathroom, I cleaned the cut on my face with some hydrogen peroxide and placed a band-aid on it.  

    I thought of the Fae woman in jail right now. Sure, she tried to slice me with her sword, but even I could see what Abernathy did was wrong. What did he do to suspects who angered him?  

    It's not like we had any good lawyers living here in town, at least not any willing to go up against Abernathy.  

    Why am I surprised? This is a prison and we’re the prisoners, just like Terrence said. 

    With my injuries taken care of, I paced around the living room with Betty, wondering what Jax even needed. I hoped this spell didn’t involve anything weird. I’ve seen a few in the books I read at the library that involved getting naked, drinking a bunch of disgusting concoctions, or doing weird dances to channel power. If it involved any of that, he could forget it. 

    Even the naked part? 

    I didn’t have time for that right now. Maybe later. 

    Finally, Jax returned carrying a bag of supplies. He set it on the counter and I pulled it toward me to look. He had candles, salt, a few herbs, and incense. 

    “That’s it?” I asked. 

    Taking off his jacket, he nodded. “Yeah, why what were you expecting?” 

    “I don’t know. So how do we do this?” 

    Jax grabbed the bag and brought it to a space on the floor big enough to create a circle with the candles. 

    “You sit in the circle, ill recite the spell and it should take you where you need to go.” 

    “That sounds too simple.” 

    He chuckled. “It’s only complicated if you make it that way. It’s all about in…” 

    “Intention,” I finished for him. “So I hear.” 

    Jax motioned for me to sit down in the circle. I set Betty on the couch. 

    “Actually, take Betty in with you. If she’s from your family line, then you might be able to use her to guide you to your father.” 

    Picking her back up, I settled on the floor, laying her in my lap. 

    “I’m ready,” I said. 

    Jax removed a small black notebook from his pocket and opened it. He recited the spell from it, while I waited.  

    After a moment, Betty seemed to come alive in my hands, sending a jolt of energy up through my arms. The room fell away and I plunged into darkness. Before I even had the chance to scream, I landed on the ground. My whole body jarred, but weirdly it didn’t hurt. 

    Shit, I didn’t expect it to work so quickly. 

    Looking around, I appeared to be in a wooded clearing somewhere. Leaves lay scattered on the ground and a few feet away, I could see a mound of earth, as though something had been buried in the dirt. 

    Why would the spell bring me here? 

    Taking a step forward, I spotted something lying next to the mound of dirt. A carved wooden walking stick. As I got closer, it slowly transformed before my eyes into Betty. Then it vanished. 

    Glancing down at my version of Betty, I tried to figure out what it meant.  

    Before I could give it much thought, the world spun and I felt myself falling again. Plunging down, I hit the ground again. 

    There has to be a smoother way to travel than this. 

    Raising my head, I found myself in the middle of a field, in the middle of nowhere. “What the…?” 

    I looked down, but Betty wasn’t in my hands anymore. Where did she go?  

    Getting to my feet, I searched the ground around me, but she had vanished. 

    “Betty?” I called. My voice seemed to echo weirdly. Where the hell was I? This didn’t look like Nowhere. The mountains in the distance certainly didn’t belong here.  

    “Jax? What’s going on?” I called out. He had to hear me, even if this was happening inside my head. 

    When he said glimpses, I thought he meant that I’d have visions. He didn’t say I’d actually go anywhere.  

    Did I actually travel to the past? 

    No, that didn’t seem likely. More like the spell showed you the past, playing it out again so I could watch. 

    A man appeared in the distance, and I froze. Could that be my father? As he got closer, I saw that he wasn’t alone. A group of men followed silently behind him, all dressed in dark-colored robes. They came to a halt close to me.  

    “Hello? Can you help me?” I asked. 

    The one at the front turned to face the others and began speaking in another language. They didn’t seem to notice me. 

    Duh, you’re in the past. Or your head. Whatever. 

    It looked like some kind of gathering or ritual. Slowly, I circled the men, looking at each of them in turn, trying to figure out if one of them was Steven. Most of their faces were hidden in the shadows of their hoods. I couldn’t be sure if he was one of them. 

    One by one, they raised their hands and started to chant. Their chanting grew louder as a clap of thunder sounded overhead, and a woman appeared in the middle of the circle. Dressed in a long flowing black dress, her red hair whipped wildly in the wind. She glared at the men. Raising her hands, she gestured at the men. I assume she meant to use her power on them, but nothing happened.  

    “Who is she?” I asked. I didn’t expect an answer though. They didn’t know I was here.  

    The chanting grew louder still. When the woman realized she was powerless, she tried to run, but she seemed trapped within the circle. Facing the leader, she said something in another language. I’m not sure what she meant, but I’m guessing it was a threat from the way she looked at him. She hated him. 

    With a smirk, the man threw his hand out toward her. She screamed as her body convulsed and a glowing white light erupted from her chest and into something in the man’s hand. I moved around the circle for a better look. It was a wand. Like a proper wand that you see in the movies.  

    The light entered it and it glowed briefly before it flickered out. The woman’s body fell to the ground and slowly turned to dust. It broke apart, blowing away on the wind. 

    I stared in horror, realizing that I had just witnessed Betty’s death. Or rather Neamhain’s death. It had to be her. My connection to her brought me here to witness her ‘birth’ for want of a better word. Which meant that the other scene had to be when she transformed to come to me.  

    Did she change form depending on what the person wielding her needed? It made sense. As a bartender, it wouldn’t be out of place for me to have a bat. So who had the walking stick? 

    Betty slowly rematerialized in my hand. “I’m sorry,” I said to her. 

    The men vanished and for a brief moment, the woman appeared in front of me. She smiled sadly at me, nodding her head. 

    Though she didn’t speak, I understood instantly what she meant. She didn’t blame me for their actions, and she was glad I knew the truth.  

    As she slowly faded away, I felt disgusted at my ancestors. They were monsters to do that to her. How many other atrocities did they commit in their bid for power?  

    They deserved to die out if that’s what they were capable of. 

    If I was the last wizard in existence, I actually took great pleasure in knowing that the line would end with me. Nothing like this would ever happen again. 

    The world spun again, and everything went black. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twelve 

      

    Jerking awake, I found myself on the floor, with a concerned-looking Jax hovering over me.  

    “Are you okay?” he asked. 

    “Urgh, what happened?” I raised a hand to my head feeling strange. Betty rolled free and I quickly reached out to grab her. 

    “I’m not sure. You seemed to go into a trance and then you collapsed. What happened? Did you see anything?” 

    So that wasn’t how it usually worked. 

    He helped me sit up. I saw plenty in my vision. Things that I wished I could unsee. But none of it really told me anything about my father, other than what wizards did thousands of years ago. How could he be a part of that? 

    “Yes, I saw my ancestors, I guess. The original wizards. I’m not sure if my father was among them though, they were all wearing hooded robes.”  

    “Well, it can take you anywhere in your line. What did you see?” 

    Getting up off the floor, I stretched my back. It felt like I had been lying asleep for hours on the floor. 

    “I saw the wizards do something horrible. They performed some ritual, and they attacked a woman, a Goddess, I think, and transferred her power into a weapon.”  

    Cradling Betty, I felt so much guilt for what my ancestors did to her. That kind of power going unchecked, it’s a wonder they didn’t take over the world. Maybe they planned to, but they were stopped before they could. 

    “Whoa. What kind of weapon?” 

    I lifted Betty up and his eyes widened. “Wait, what?” 

    “Betty isn’t just a wand. She belonged to the original wizards. Or one of them, I guess. And her power, or her spirit, if you could call it that, belonged to that Goddess.”  

    Holding her in my hands, she felt different now. Before, well I didn’t fully understand what Betty was before, but now that I knew the truth, it seemed wrong to use her like I had.  

    I’m sorry. I had no idea. 

    She pulsed in my hands. No wonder we had a connection. She had been trying to communicate with me all along. So why did she help me? Because she had to? Or did she want to? I didn’t want to force her to do my bidding if I could avoid it.  

    “No wonder the original wizards had so much power,” Jax said. 

    “Can I free her?” I asked. 

    Jax shook his head. “She wouldn’t have form anymore. All that’s left of her lives in that wand. I mean I can look into it, but I’m not sure anything can be done.” 

    Sitting down on the couch, I sighed. “I can’t believe my father would do something like that. That any of them would. He…wasn’t a good person.” 

    Jax sat in the chair opposite me. “If it makes you feel better, my father sold me into slavery, so I know how you feel.” 

    “Seriously?” 

    He shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal. “The point is they weren’t good people, but that doesn’t mean we’re like them. Not if we don’t want to be.” 

    “Believe me I don’t.” I didn’t want to be like either one of my parents. They were both awful but in different ways. 

    I placed Betty on the coffee table in front of me, wondering what to do with her. I still needed her help, but I also didn’t want her suffering if she didn’t have to. Maybe there was a way to set her spirit free, to go on to whatever came after.  

    “Are you okay?” Jax asked. 

    Shrugging, I didn’t know how to answer that. I knew my father wasn’t a great guy, but seeing that, his past, it made me wonder if it was inevitable that I ended up like him eventually.  

    “How did the wizards die out? I know the witches took them down, but I don’t understand how that’s possible.” 

    Jax shrugged. “I only know what I’ve read and it doesn’t go into much detail. Somehow, they found the power to take them out. Only a few wizards escaped, spreading out across the world so they wouldn’t be found. The witches didn’t stop though. They went after them and tracked them down one by one.” 

    “So, it’s entirely possible my father was the last original wizard.” 

    “It’s possible, yes. But where is he?” 

    Sighing, I slumped back on the couch. “If you believe my mother, dead.” 

    “If he is, then that could make you the last surviving wizard.” 

    “Aren’t I special?” I joked. 

    “Actually, it would make you special. It would also put you in danger. People are only willing to tolerate you because they think you’re the watered-down version, but if they knew where you really came from…” He trailed off. 

    “You’re not going to tell them, are you?” 

    “What? No, why would I do that?” 

    Staring at him, I tried to figure out if he was telling me the truth. He seemed to be. “Plenty of people would take advantage of what I am.” 

    “I’m not most people.” 

    “No, you’re not,” I said. He wasn’t like Troy or Jeremiah; he could be trusted. 

    “I should probably go,” Jax said, getting to his feet. 

    Reaching out, I grabbed his hand. “Or you could stay.” 

    Pulling him down beside me, I started kissing him. I didn’t want to be alone right now.  

    We sank back onto the couch, locked together. He never needed much encouragement, but then again, neither did I. 

    Pushing him back, I took my shirt off and tossed it across the room. Unhooking my bra, it followed. I lay back down, as Jax took my nipple in his mouth and sucked hard. He used his hand to play with my other breast. Moaning, my back arched as he worked. Every touch felt incredible. 

    I grabbed the back of Jax’s shirt, pulling it off him. He sat up and unbuckled his pants, while I wriggled out of mine.  

    Both naked now, we stretched out on the couch, our bodies pressed together. Every nerve tingled from the direct contact.  

    Reaching down, I took his hard cock in my hand, guiding it to where I wanted it. 

    Jax grabbed my hand and pinned it above my head. “What is with you wanting to rush things all the time?” he asked. 

    “What’s wrong with wanting to get to the good stuff?” I pouted. 

    He moved his free hand between my legs and slipped a finger inside me. “So this isn’t good?” 

    Gasping as he rubbed at my clit, I stopped complaining and let him work. Moving his finger in slow circles, he took his time teasing me, making me moan with pleasure.  

    As usual, he stopped before I came, positioning himself between my legs.  

    Jax thrust into me, making me cry out his name. No matter what I said, I would have a hard time giving this up.  

    I could easily become addicted to him. 

    “Don’t stop,” I said, clinging to him. 

    Jax continued to thrust, as I came for the second time, just as he did too. 

    He collapsed on top of me, breathing hard. Lifting his head, he kissed me. “You have no idea the things you do to me,” he whispered. 

    “I think I have an idea.” 

    Moving off me, he lay on his side, wrapping his arm around me. The couch barely had room for both of us, but we managed.  

    Jax closed his eyes, and I did the same, only planning to do it for a minute, but I quickly fell asleep, wrapped in his arms. 

    A noise woke me. Lifting my head, I glanced at Jax who lay curled up beside me asleep. For a moment, I thought I had imagined it, but then I heard it again, coming from across the apartment. 

    Lying still, I watched as a figure stepped into the room from the direction of my bedroom. Heart thumping in my chest, I wondered who it could be. The Fae who recognized Betty popped into my head. What if he had come to try and take her? 

    A quick glance told me that Betty still lay on the table beside me. I could get to her before he crossed the room, though he didn’t seem to notice that I was awake yet. If it was a he. 

    Maybe it’s Jean, come to get revenge for the incident in the bar. 

    No, this person was too big to be Jean and she wouldn’t have come alone.  

    Should I wake Jax? No, if I tried, he’d only alert this guy by talking.  

    Slowly stretching my arm out from under the blanket, I went to reach for Betty. That’s when he came to a halt, his gaze on the table.   

    The shadowy figure lunged for Betty. Before I could reach her, their hand closed around her. A moment later, they dropped her, hissing in pain. It was a man.  

    I guess Betty didn’t like someone trying to steal her. 

    Leaping up, I raised my hand to freeze him, but a blast of energy hit me and I was thrown over the back of the couch. Landing on the floor, I grunted as pain shot through my hip and elbow. 

    “What the hell?” I heard Jax say. 

    Grunting came from across the room as he grappled with the intruder. Jax groaned in pain and a moment later, the intruder leaped over me and ran out the door. He slammed shut behind him. 

    Getting to my feet, I hesitated, before I hurried across the room to check on Jax. “Are you okay?” 

    “Yeah,” he said, picking himself up. 

    Running to the door, I jumped off the stoop, looking up and down the street for him. How did he get away so quickly? Did he drive away? No, I would have heard the car. 

    He might have magic to help, or he could be hiding somewhere. 

    “Nissa,” Jax hissed from the doorway, motioning to me to come back. 

    “I need to go after him,” I said. 

    “You’re naked,” Jax pointed out. 

    I glanced down.  

    Oh shit. I totally forgot. 

    Hurrying back inside, I shut the door behind me, glad no one was around outside.  

    “We should call the cops,” Jax said. 

    “No, I don’t want them involved and besides, they won’t help.” 

    “Why not?” 

    “I know who it was.” I recognized his voice when Betty zapped him and it wasn’t the Fae. 

    “Who?” he asked. 

    “Jeremiah.” 

    

  


   
    Chapter Thirteen 

      

    Jeremiah had finally pushed me too far. Breaking into my apartment, trying to steal Betty, I’d kill him for this. The question was why now? He had ample opportunity to try in the past. We were weeks away from me joining the Council, he’d have access to my power then, so why did he need Betty? 

    Veronica must have said something to him about Neamhain and he’d figured out what Betty is. That was the only thing I could think of. But even if he knew, how could he wield her? She only worked for a wizard, right? Though I guess if there was a work around, Jeremiah would know about it. 

    So, with no other choice, I went out early the next morning to try and spy on him. I didn’t tell Jax where I was going. I didn’t tell him anything, he was still asleep when I left. Not that I owed him an explanation. He’d probably try to talk me out of it. Or worse. Offer to help me. The last person who did that ended up in hell, there was no way I would do that again. So for now, I’d do this alone. 

    I hated that Jeremiah saw us together. There’d be no denying it now, he knew we were having sex. Jax had just become a target. 

    Heading into town, I loitered near the Council buildings to wait for him. I grabbed a coffee on the way to keep me warm. God, I hated these early mornings. Hope they weren’t becoming a regular thing. 

    Jeremiah arrived at the Council building just before eight am. I watched him from across the street, trying to blend in with the people walking around.  

    He headed inside without a glance in my direction. He’d never admit to what he did, of course he wouldn’t. But I needed to do something to prove it.  

    Heading across the parking lot, I stopped at his car, peering in the windows to see if he had left anything useful behind. The car looked spotless. I don’t know what I expected to find anyway. He’d never be so obvious. 

    What if I went to his house instead? I might be able to get inside and snoop. No, he’d have a security system in place, and I didn’t know enough magic to get around it.  

    Maybe I’ll burn it to the ground instead. That would send a message. 

    Moving around the car, I tried to open the trunk, but it was locked. “Damn it.” 

    “What are you doing?” 

    I spun around to find a man standing behind me. This was the asshole that Jeremiah had following me. Shit, he might tell Jeremiah he saw me sniffing around his car. 

    “Nothing. Just minding my own business.” 

    He raised an eyebrow. Standing a few inches taller than me, he had short brown hair and glasses. Kind of unremarkable looking. I hoped he didn’t report back to Jeremiah about me trying to get into his car, but of course he would.  

    “Sure you are. If he catches you…” 

    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I replied, walking quickly away. 

    “Wait.” 

    I stopped walking. What the hell did he want now? A bribe?  

    Glancing at the building, he said, “Meet me later at the back of the bar. Eight o’clock. We need to talk.” 

    He hurried away before I could ask him what he wanted to talk to me about. 

    Why did he want to meet me? That didn’t make any sense. Unless he planned on leading me into some trap for Jeremiah. Or lure me away from the apartment so he could go after Betty again. 

    No chance. 

    Walking down the street, I tried to think of a better place to hide Betty. The bar maybe, but it seemed too obvious.  

    I did know one thing. Jeremiah liked to use his minions to do his dirty work – the wolves, the demons, the guy following me. Yet he broke into my apartment himself to steal Betty. That told me that he didn’t want anyone to know about her.  

    Because if they knew, they’d try to take her for themselves. 

    I suppose I could leave Jax in the apartment and go to this meeting. Though that meant leaving him alone with Betty. Did I trust him enough to do that? 

    I trust him enough to sleep with him. 

    Actually, that proved nothing given who I’ve ended up in bed with, but if Jax was playing the long game with me, then he was a better liar than most. I couldn’t trust my own judgment, not when I’ve made so many mistakes in the past. Just because I liked a guy didn’t mean he could be trusted. 

    Oh my God, I do like Jax.  

    That surprised me. I mean he had helped me a lot and I liked having him around. But a demon? I’ve had a lot of boyfriends, but demon topped them all.  

    Does it matter what he is? 

    I mean let’s face it, the one who did the most harm was human.  

    Still trying to work out if I should meet up with my stalker, I stopped at the convenience store for some coffee and a few other supplies. I could only eat diner food so many days of the week. 

    As I walked the aisles, adding items to my basket, I almost collided with someone. Looking up, I found Sheriff Abernathy standing over me. On what must be a rare day off, he wore a red and black plaid shirt over jeans, though he still had his gun on his hip. I wouldn’t leave it at home either in this town.  

    “Watch where you are going, Whitlock,” he sneered. 

    “You’re right, I should have seen someone built like a tree trunk. My bad,” I said sarcastically. 

    Stepping around him, I kept walking.  

    “I heard the news. About you joining the Council. All I can say is they must be desperate or crazy to bring you in.” 

    “Probably both,” I shot back. 

    He kept following me as I moved along. Couldn’t I go anywhere without being harassed? 

    “You needn’t get too comfortable up on your high horse,” he said, making me jump. I didn’t realize he had gotten so close to me. 

    “Do you have nothing better to do on your day off?” I asked. “Aren’t there any Fae you want to go and attack for no reason?” 

    He leaned in and said, “I’m going to get you out of this town, one way or another. I’m damn sure not going to answer to a brat like you.” 

    Decided to ignore the comment about the Fae then. 

    “You’re going to get me thrown out? Good! You’ll be doing me a favor.” 

    His eye twitched as he tried to figure out if I was being sarcastic or not. This time I wasn’t.  

    “In fact, make it sooner rather than later, will you? I’m really not interested in the whole induction part of the process.” 

    His brow furrowed. “You want to get thrown out of town?” 

    “Yes! Please, do what you can to make that happen,” I said sincerely. That would take the decision out of my hands. 

    Still looking confused, he turned away. “Watch your back, Whitlock.” 

    Shaking my head, I took my groceries to the register. The idiot finally had a good idea for once in his life and he didn’t even know he would be doing me a favor. Of course, he wouldn’t succeed in getting me kicked out. The Council had the final say and they wouldn’t do it. But at least he could try. 

    After I paid for my groceries, I headed back toward the apartment, wondering about that meeting later. Did I go or not?  

    There has to be a reason for it. I’ll just have to make sure Betty is well hidden before I go. 

    When I got inside the apartment, I found the couch empty, but I could hear the shower running in the bathroom. 

    A few minutes later, Jax emerged with a towel around his waist. “Hey, where did you get to?” 

    I held up the bag of groceries. “Needed a few things.” 

    I’d decided not to tell him about the meeting in case he tried to follow me. If Jeremiah had laid a trap, there was no point in both of us getting caught in it. 

    Jax’s arms went around my waist, and he pulled me against him. “Why don’t we go into the bedroom?” 

    As inviting as that sounded, I didn’t have time for such a distraction. “Maybe later. I have some things to do today.” 

    He sighed. “Fine. I said I’d help M with some stuff too.” 

    “So she’s still talking to you then?” I guess she had forgiven him for going against her orders. 

    “Just about. I get it though. She’s protective of you.” 

    “Too protective sometimes. Though I hear she has a soft spot for demons.” She did marry one after all. 

    “Does she now? Well, I’ll have to be extra nice, so I don’t get on her bad side again. And end up with a knife somewhere painful.” 

    Heading back into the bathroom, he got dressed and headed out. After he left, I made myself some breakfast as I tried to think of a place to put Betty for tonight. Try as I might though, I could only think of two options – here or at the bar. It would be too easy to tear this place apart and find her, especially if Jeremiah had some way of sensing her.  

    Maybe it would be better to keep her close. 

    The thought of leaving her somewhere after last night gave me anxiety. No, I’d take her with me, but keep her hidden in my truck until I knew if I needed her or not.  

    Hopefully, it won’t come to that, but if it does, I’ll be ready. 

      

    *** 

      

    Pulling into the bar parking lot at ten to eight, I put the truck in park and checked out the area. 

    I didn’t see the man or anyone else for that matter. Only a few cars sat in the lot, but they were all empty. Not many people drove here if they planned on getting drunk, but some residents liked to take advantage of the free parking.  

    From what I remembered, the guy watching me had been in a silver sedan, but that didn’t mean the car belonged to him.  

    Betty lay under the seat, hidden from view. I’d check the place out first, then decide if I needed her. At least there were plenty of places to run if I needed to. 

    Getting out of the truck, I headed toward the back of the building, my whole body tense. 

    I stepped into the semi-darkness near the dumpster. To the place where I found that girl’s body just a few months ago. The night this whole mess started. The night I first met Blake. 

    “Hello?” I called softly in case this guy was hidden out of sight. 

    No response. 

    Guess I’m early.  

    Sighing, I paced back and forth, hoping this wasn’t a waste of time. Being back in the spot where a dead body had been found made me nervous. Sure, Raiden was dead, but it still creeped me out. 

    Memories of Blake filled my mind too. Back before everything went to hell. Literally. If only I had told him to leave town, things might have been so different. 

    At eight o’clock exactly, another car pulled into the lot. Moving to the edge of the building, I took a closer look. A man got out, but it wasn’t the one who had been following me. 

    He paused to light a cigarette, then headed into the bar.  

    It’s no smoking, asshole. 

    If I’d been working, I would tell him off, but since I wasn’t, I’d let Vinnie handle it. 

    “Miss Whitlock?” a voice said in my ear. 

    Jumping, I spun to find Jeremiah’s spy behind me.  

    “Don’t do that!” I snapped. 

    “Sorry,” he said, looking guilty. “Thank you for coming.” 

    Shaking it off, I said, “What do you want?” 

    “This won’t be easy to hear, but I need to tell you something. Something you won’t want to hear.” 

    Okay, now I’m intrigued. 

    “Go on.” 

    He took a deep breath. “My name is Chuck and for the past couple of weeks, I’ve been following you on behalf of Jeremiah.” 

    A snigger escaped me. “Seriously? You think I didn’t know that?” 

    He looked shocked. “I…You knew?” 

    “Yeah, you suck at your job. The question is what was your price?” How much had Jeremiah paid him to spy on me? 

    Chuck at least had the sense to look ashamed. “It wasn’t about money. He sent me out to watch you, to make sure you didn’t skip town before the ritual. Jeremiah knows things. Things people don’t want revealed. He didn’t give me much of a choice.” 

    “Look, if this is just some way to ease a guilty conscience, I really don’t care. I’m trying to stop Jeremiah, not worry about who he has watching me.”  

    I turned to head back to my truck. This was a total waste of time after all.  

    “I want to stop him too,” he called.  

    That made me stop walking. If I had a few more allies, someone on the inside, then I might have a shot. 

    “Why would you want that?” I asked. 

    Chuck hesitated, glancing around like he expected someone to jump out and grab him.  

    “Chuck!” 

    “I overheard him talking to someone on the phone. I’m pretty sure he’s going to do something that will get everyone in this town killed.” 

    

  


   
    Chapter Fourteen 

      

    Kill everyone in town? 

    I knew Jeremiah wanted to rule, but how could he do that with no one left? It didn’t make any sense. 

    “What are you talking about?”  

    “I’m not sure who he was talking to, but I heard him say that when it happens, there’ll be no one left alive.” 

    Shit. I should have known he’d do something crazy, something that would affect all of us. 

    Running a hand through my hair, I wondered whether to believe him or not. He didn’t have to tell me about following me in the first place and if this was some kind of ploy from Jeremiah, then I didn’t see the point in it. Maybe like most of us, Chuck was just sick and tired of how the Council operated. Still, I didn’t trust anyone. 

    “Why are you telling me this? For real.”  

    If this was some trick by Jeremiah, then I needed to be careful what I said to Chuck. At least no one knew about Betty in the truck, and I could easily to get to her if I needed to. From the look of Chuck, one blow from her would take him out easily. I didn’t sense any magic off him, so I didn’t know what abilities he might have. 

    Chuck still looked nervous, but I don’t think I scared him. Jeremiah did.  

    Finally, he said, “I don’t think you should join the Council.” 

    That made two of us. “Why not?”  

    He wouldn’t be the only person in town to think that, but I’m sure they all had different reasons. 

    “Because I think that whatever he has planned, he needs you to complete his plan. I think he needs your power to do it.” 

    I knew it. 

    Pacing back and forth in front of him, I wondered if Chuck would be enough to prove my suspicions. If I took him to the others, would they believe him? All he did was overhear one side of a conversation. Jeremiah would simply deny it, claim he heard wrong. And then that would risk exposing Chuck’s betrayal to him. What would he do to him? Throw him out of town? Or just make him disappear? 

    “Do you know who he spoke to on the phone?”  

    That person could confirm Chuck’s story. If we knew who to go after, we might be able to convince them to help us.  

    Jeremiah wouldn’t tell someone about it unless they were in on his plan. He did have someone helping him. Maybe more than one someone.  

    God, what if the whole Council is in on it?  

    No, I couldn’t see Terrence backing him up, especially after Jeremiah had his niece killed. Something else Jeremiah had to answer for. Raiden may have been the weapon to carry it out, but Jeremiah pulled the trigger. She died because those two had some kind of pissing contest going on and would do anything to win. 

    Glancing over his shoulder again, Chuck lowered his voice. “No, he didn’t say a name. I only know what I overheard. I think he’s trying to perform a spell of some kind, but he doesn’t have enough power to do it. I heard him mention the Old One. Does that mean anything to you?” 

    The Old One again. Lazlo spoke about it too in his journal. It couldn’t be a coincidence. It had to be part of his bigger plan. Did that mean Jeremiah had been working with him all along? Or did they just want the same thing?  

    “I’ve heard it mentioned, but I’m not sure either. You think he wants to use my power to fix his problem.” I had to be careful what I shared with him. Jeremiah probably didn’t want me finding out about his plan and it might make me a target if he did. 

    Chuck nodded. “I do. Look, I’m not the only one he has watching you and I imagine he has other measures in place to keep you in town, but you have to do something to stop him from inducting you into the Council.” 

    “Don’t you think I know that? He isn’t going to leave it up to chance next time. He’ll probably drag me in there himself.”  

    I’d been counting down the days in my head, desperately hoping some inspiration would strike, but I had nothing. They’d all show up at my door to collect me on the next full moon. If I refused or tried to run, well, I’m sure they’d use force to get me there. 

    Chuck sighed. “Yeah, I know.” 

    Angry, I kicked out at the dumpster. “Urgh, why is he allowed to get away with so much?” 

    I didn’t expect an answer, but Chuck gave me one anyway. “He has dirt on most people in town. Information he has collected over the years that people don’t want getting out. For the rest, he uses intimidation and threats to get what he wants. How do you think he got elected in the first place?” 

    I doubt it was his charming personality. 

    Well, I knew he liked threats from firsthand experience. But it still surprised me that no one had gone against him or murdered him in his sleep before now. Which meant that even in the event of his death, he probably had some way of letting their secrets slip. Or he had at least convinced them that he did to protect himself. 

    What did I do now? Continue to play along until a solution presented itself? What choice did I have? Jeremiah liked to get dirt on people, but there must be plenty of dirt on him too if you knew where to look. I needed something concrete that I could take to Terrence and the others. Something that would show them exactly what kind of man he was and that he posed a danger to us all. 

    “Okay, then you need to keep playing along for now. I’ll think of something to stop me from joining the Council.” 

    Chuck sighed again. “I hope so. Or this town is in big trouble.” 

    He walked off, leaving me alone. I could hear the customers inside getting rowdy, maybe I should go in and help. But the thought of dealing with them after what I had just learned seemed like a bad idea. I needed to figure out how to save everyone in town, which meant I didn’t need the reminder that many of them were hardly worth the effort. 

    They probably think the same about you. 

    That’s when it struck me. Whether I liked to admit it or not, we were all in the same boat. We didn’t have to like each other or be best friends, but if it came to defending the townspeople over the likes of Jeremiah and Abernathy, then it was no contest. We were at their mercy, with no place else to go. And since we couldn’t leave, we needed to work at making this a better place to live. For all of us. 

    I guess it falls to me to make that happen. God help us all. 

    Turning, I headed back toward my truck, but the screech of brakes on a car drew my attention. It was probably nothing, but I headed for the parking lot to check. I just had time to see Chuck racing into an alley across the street, as a black SUV turned around in the road, before driving after him. 

    “Shit!” I took off running after him. Jeremiah must have someone watching him too. 

    By the time I reached the alley, Chuck had already left the other side of it. Racing after him, I hoped he was smart enough to find a place to hide. Though I’m sure they’d track him down pretty quickly. 

    When I got to the end of the alley, I heard him cry out along with a hollow thump.  

    Stepping out, I had time to see him being thrown up into the air by the SUV, which had circled into this street to get him. He came down hard on the asphalt, most of him hidden by the SUV. 

    Raising my hands, I got ready to freeze the men if they got out of the car, but instead, they threw the SUV into reverse and backed over Chuck. The crunch of bones almost made me throw up. I quickly ducked back into the alley, knowing it was too late to save him. 

    Oh God. This is my fault. 

    Peeking around the wall, I watched as the two men got out of the car, picked up Chuck’s body, and tossed it into the back of the SUV. I didn’t recognize the men. They kept their heads down as they got back into the car and drove off. They turned a corner before I could read the license plate on the car. 

    How could they just murder him like that? 

    Moments later, two shadowy figures emerged from the darkness. They crawled across the ground and started lapping up the blood left behind, erasing the evidence. In moments, all traces of the man were gone, erased from existence. 

    I’m sorry, Chuck. 

    Feeling sick, I hurried back through the alley, desperately wanting to tell someone about this, but no one would believe me. Jeremiah would deny it and Abernathy wouldn’t even entertain the idea. He was as much in Jeremiah’s pocket as everyone else in this town. 

    Is there no one who can help me? 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Fifteen 

      

    Back home, I poured myself a drink to calm my nerves. I felt bad for Chuck, even if he had been spying on me for weeks. Jeremiah must have known he would turn on him and sent those men out to deal with the threat.  

    How paranoid is he that he has spies watching his spies? 

    Even if Abernathy had been standing in the street when it happened, I doubt he would have done anything. Jeremiah probably had a lot on him. He had the police force in his pocket, ultimate power, and pretty soon an Old One to play with. 

    All thanks to me. 

    If I tried to run now, would Jeremiah kill me too? Or worse, M? I couldn’t stand the idea of her getting hurt because of me. But since she couldn’t leave, he had me exactly where he wanted me. I hated feeling trapped once more in this hellhole town. 

    I hurled my glass at the wall in anger. It shattered, dripping the remains of the whiskey down the wallpaper. Running my hands through my hair, I tried to calm down. If I didn’t, I’d likely march straight to Jeremiah’s house right now and tear his head off. 

    I’ve never hated anyone more. Not even Troy. 

    At least Troy only betrayed me once. Jeremiah seemed content to use me as much as he could before he got what he wanted.  

    I wish I’d never been born with this stupid power. 

    Groaning, I dropped onto the couch and closed my eyes. There was no point in wishing for things that would never happen. It didn’t help the situation. I had to face reality. 

    This was my life, like it or not. I needed to figure out a way to fix this before I ended up like Chuck. 

    The sound of Chuck’s bones breaking filled my head again. I shuddered in disgust.  

    He barely told me anything, yet Jeremiah chose to murder him horribly. Or rather he had his men do it. Who were they? I needed to figure that out too so I could avoid them. They were probably guards from the Council given how efficient they were. 

    Imagine working at the Council every day, passing them in the hallway, knowing what they did. 

    Who picked the guards to work there? I’m sure the Council members had a say in it. Jeremiah would have carefully picked his own guards, made sure they were loyal to him. He had to be sure they would back him up in a crisis.  

    Shit, what if I tell the others and the guards attack when they confront Jeremiah? 

    They must be prepared for something like that. They’d have to be. 

    Unable to sit still, I got up and headed out. I didn’t know where I was going until I ended up at Jax’s trailer. This time it wasn’t for sex. I needed someone to talk to and try to figure this all out. Usually, I’d go to M, but I’d like to try and keep her out of this as much as possible. Knives wouldn’t be much of a deterrent against magic. 

    Oh, how I’d love to see her nail Jeremiah in his misogynistic face. 

    But no, M had so much to lose. This town, it was her home, she had a life here. So Jax would have to do. 

    Jax sat outside the trailer, drinking a beer again. When he saw me, I saw his face light up. I guess he figured I was here for more sex. 

    He’s going to be disappointed. 

    “Hey, what’s up?” he asked. 

    Dropping into the chair beside him, I sighed. “Things have gotten worse. Jeremiah had someone following me, watching me. He came to me to try and stop Jeremiah and Jeremiah had him killed.” 

    His eyes widened in alarm. “Wait, what? When did this happen?” 

    “About half an hour ago.” 

    Jax set his beer down. “Did you call the cops?” 

    I snorted. “Like they care. No, they took the body with them. I’m sure all evidence has been cleaned up by now.”  

    I remembered how the critters lapped up the blood, my stomach twisting at the memory. 

    “Wait, you saw it happen?” 

    I nodded, still trying to get the sound of Chuck’s bones breaking out of my head.  

    “It was horrible. I just froze. I should have done something, tried to stop time, but they just...” I trailed off.  

    Jax reached out and took my hand. Feeling awkward, I moved my hand back and pointed to the cooler. “Do you have another beer in there?” 

    Jax pulled one out and handed it to me. If he cared about what I just did, he didn’t show it. I imagine he was quite good at hiding his emotions.  

    Popping the cap on the beer, I took a drink. “I don’t think things are going to end well between me and Jeremiah,” I said. “He’s never going to accept that I won’t join the Council. And now I know for sure he’s willing to kill to get what he wants.” 

    Jax sat back in his seat. “If it comes to a fight, I’ll back you up.” 

    I glanced over at him. “Why would you do that?”  

    Not that I didn’t appreciate the gesture, but seriously, I didn’t come here to get his help, just to use him as a sounding board. 

    He turned to face me. “Who else is going to back you up?” 

    “That’s not what I mean. Why are you helping me? I mean other than the obvious.” 

    Is the sex really that good? 

    He considered my question for a moment. “I don’t know. There’s something about you. You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met before.” 

    That was dangerously close to being sweet. So of course I had to go and ruin it by opening my mouth. “How do I know you’re not using me like everyone else?” 

    He snorted. “I think you’re the one using me.” 

    I slugged my beer. “That’s not what I mean,” I muttered. My cheeks reddened. He seemed to be well aware of what I was doing. Yet he let it continue. It’s not like he wasn’t getting something out of it too though. 

    “I’ve had ample opportunity to hurt you, Nissa, or cross you and I haven’t,” Jax said quietly. 

    “That’s true,” I admitted, but trust never did come easy to me. It always felt like no matter how much someone proved it to me, I still needed them to keep doing it. I still expected them to turn on me in the end. Except for M. I never believed that of her.  

    “So what’s the plan?” Jax asked. 

    I thought for a moment. “The only thing I can think of is to get a confession out of him, prove he’s working against the others. The trouble is I don’t know if any of them are on his side.” If I showed it to the wrong person, it could go badly wrong.  

    “If you tell them all at once, there has to be at least one of them who hates him enough to do something about it.” 

    “Oh, I don’t doubt they hate him, but do they hate him enough to kick his ass out of town? Or to risk their own necks? Chuck, the guy who died, said that he has something on everyone.” 

    It might not matter how much they hated him, if they were too worried about saving their own skin. What kind of secrets did the rest of the Council have? I’m sure they were career ending. 

    “Well, if they’re so worried then he must have proof of whatever they’ve been up to. Files or photos maybe? Otherwise, they wouldn’t worry much about what he had to say if they could kick him out of town.” 

    “Yeah, that’s what I thought. I wonder where he would keep something like that.” 

    “Well, probably too risky to keep it at the office, so I imagine he’d keep it at home.” 

    “That will be well guarded, but I won’t rule it out.”  

    “Where does he live?” 

    “In one of those big mansions on the North side of town.”  

    I’ve often wondered what they look like on the inside, but I’ve never had the opportunity to find out.  

    Jax pulled a face. “Oh yeah, I’ve seen them. Do you get one if you join?” 

    Snorting, I slugged my beer. “Yeah, right. They just about tolerate me in the Council buildings, they aren’t going to give me a fancy house.” I’d never accept it anyway. Seems like it would have a lot of strings attached. 

    Finishing my beer, I wondered if I could trick Jeremiah into getting caught on a recording. The others could hardly deny that. 

    Glancing over at Jax, I realized that I would need his help and I shouldn’t turn it down. Not like anyone else had offered. 

    But will our power be enough to bring Jeremiah down? 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Sixteen 

      

    Jax and I discussed our plan over a few more beers. First, I needed to get Jeremiah alone. I had that appointment with him, but I couldn’t wait that long. I needed to make him think it was urgent, then he might show up. 

    “I’ll be nearby as back up,” Jax said. 

    It was on the tip of my tongue to tell him not to come with me. That it was too dangerous. Look what happened to Blake just because he helped me. But I also knew that Jax would show up anyway and it did make more sense to have him on my side. At least he had magic to defend himself.  

    “Okay. But we need to be careful. If he smells a trap, he won’t show.” 

    “Are you going to take Betty with you?” 

    “No. I can’t risk him taking her from me. I need to find somewhere to hide her until this is over.” 

    “You could hide her here,” Jax offered, motioning to the trailer. That familiar paranoia raised its ugly head. Leaving Betty in his care seemed like a risky move on my part. He could do anything with her.  

    “No. I mean he might think to look here and there aren’t a lot of places to hide her in the trailer. I’ll think of somewhere else.”  

    Taking a sip of my beer, I glanced his way. He didn’t seem offended by that. 

    “So when are we doing this?” he asked. 

    Sighing, I pulled out my phone. “No time like the present.”  

    I had the other Council members’ numbers saved in my phone at their insistence. In case there were any other ‘emergencies’ that prevented me from showing up to the ritual on the next full moon. 

    Jeremiah answered after the fifth ring sounding bored. “Miss Whitlock this better be important, I’m a busy man.” 

    Yeah, busy killing people and covering it up. 

    “It is. I need to speak to you. Alone.” 

    “We’re speaking now.” 

    “No, I need to do it in person. There’s something you need to see.” 

    Jax nodded to show it was a good lie. 

    “Can it wait until tomorrow?” 

    “No. Well, it could, but I really don’t think you want to wait that long.” 

    He sighed heavily. “Meet me at the Council buildings in thirty minutes.” 

    “I’ll be there.” Hanging up, I said to Jax, “Thirty minutes at the Council buildings. I’m going to go hide Betty.” 

    Jax nodded. “I’ll meet you there.” 

    “Stay out of sight until I signal to you.” 

    “What’s the signal?” 

    “I imagine a lot of yelling.” 

    Leaving Jax to get ready, I hurried back to town. Stopping by the apartment, I grabbed Betty and double checked where the voice recorder was on my phone. If I got a confession, I could take it straight to the other Council members. They couldn’t deny that kind of proof and then hopefully they would help me bring him down. 

    Hiding Betty in my jacket, I hurried out to my truck. I didn’t have much time left before I had to meet Jeremiah. 

    The only place I could think to hide Betty was at the bar. There were a lot of potential hiding places and Jeremiah wouldn’t be able to search while there were customers in there. 

    As I started my truck, I paused to check the surrounding cars. Chuck said other people were watching me too. I didn’t see anyone, but I took the long route to the bar, just to be sure. No one seemed to follow me. 

    Hurrying in through the back of the bar, I checked no one was looking my way. Vinnie stood behind the bar, chatting to a customer. 

    Looking around the kitchen I tried to decide the best place to put her. 

    The freezer in the corner kicked on making me jump. Taking it as a sign, I hurried over to it. I slipped Betty behind the freezer, stepping back to make sure she was definitely hidden. Not the most obvious place and with the customers here, Jeremiah wouldn’t be able to get back here. 

    Of course if he kills me he can just wait until the bar closes and try then. 

    Pushing that thought out of my head, I took a moment to compose myself. 

    Voices came from the doorway, and I dropped behind the counter. I had no idea why I felt the need to hide in my own bar, but if something went wrong tonight, I didn’t need anyone to mention to Jeremiah that I had been here or he might realize that Betty was hidden here. 

    Vinnie came into the back, followed by M. I didn’t know she was working tonight. 

    Oh wait, I had a shift. 

    “…don’t get why you keep giving her chances,” Vinnie said. 

    “She owns half the bar. And she’s been through a rough time,” M replied. 

    Great, I’m the topic of discussion once more. 

    “Well, she can’t keep missing shifts. At the very least we need someone else here to cover for her.” 

    “Oh, getting sick of the sight of me, are you?” M asked. 

    Urgh, almost sounds like she’s flirting. 

    “Never.”  

    A sound filled the air. An unmistakable sound. 

    Oh God, tell me they aren’t.  

    I slowly lifted my head to peek only to find M and Vinnie locking lips. 

    What the fuck? Oh, I do not need to see this. 

    Since when had M been seeing Vinnie? I mean he was hot but like half her age. Not that M couldn’t pull it off, but still. 

    That explains why she warned me off him. 

    I had to sit there and listen to them making out until a customer called for a drink. I’ve never been so grateful to anyone in my life. 

    If I figure out who that is they can have free drinks for a month. 

    When they both returned to the bar, I slipped out the back door. 

    I had five minutes left to get to the meeting with Jeremiah.  

    Jogging back to my truck, I hopped in and drove to the Council buildings. Parking at the back, I got out, checking the shadows for any sign of Jax. I didn’t see him, but hopefully, he was somewhere nearby. 

    I opened the door and hurried inside. 

    As I made my way down the corridor, I heard a noise from the great hall. I thought Jeremiah would want to meet in his office but maybe he was in the hall. 

    Just as I stepped inside, I remembered about the recording. Slipping my phone out of my pocket I switched it on.  

    Now to get a confession. 

    Jeremiah stood at the far side of the hall in front of a podium with a purple crystal orb on top. The room had many relics dotted around it. I had no clue what any of them did. Veronica did give me a guided tour at one point, but I didn’t listen to a word she said. 

    Jeremiah turned to face me. He must have been at home because he was dressed more casually in a white shirt and slacks. I found it hard to imagine him on a day off. What did he do when he wasn’t plotting to kill everyone in town? 

    “What did you want to show me?” he asked. 

     Now how to play this. 

    “It’s less about what I want to show you and more about what I saw myself.” 

    He rolled his eyes. “I don’t have time for your games, Miss Whitlock.” 

    “Chuck didn’t have time for them either.” 

    I realized that in order to get a recording I needed to be closer to him. Moving forward, I tried to act casual as I made my way toward him. 

    “Chuck?”  

    “You remember Chuck. You sent him to spy on me and then you had him murdered a few blocks from here.” 

    His face remained unreadable. “I have no idea what you are talking about.” 

    “No? So the two men driving the black SUV don’t work for you?” 

    His left eye twitched slightly. “A lot of people work for me. I don’t know what vehicles they drive.” 

    God, he’s insufferable. 

    “Let’s cut the shit, Jeremiah. You had him killed because he talked to me. Was he really that much of a threat?”  

    Did he know Chuck overheard him or did he just assume he had turned on him when he met with me? 

    I took a few more steps. This had to be close enough to pick him up.  

    Now say something incriminating, you bastard. 

    A small smirk crossed his lips. “That’s one of the few things I like about you, Nissa. You cut right through the bullshit and get straight to the point. Tell me, how would you deal with a traitor?” 

    He did it. He admitted it. 

    “I wouldn’t run him over with a car, that’s for sure.”  

    I’m not a psychopath with a superiority complex. Were all the Council members expected to deal with their problems that way? Kill innocent people just to stay in power? I felt like an idiot for never seeing it before. Growing up in this town, I ignored everything around me and by doing so, I didn’t see what people like Jeremiah were doing to us. What he would continue to do to us if given the chance. 

    He laughed. “There are much more painful ways to die, I assure you. What do you care anyway? Some low-level flunky with a big mouth? I doubt you give a damn about him.” 

    I glared at him. “Can we just stop the song and dance? Why do really want me to join the Council? Be honest for once in your life.” 

    He moved closer, stopping a few feet from me. “Your power will be useful to me. And with it, I can rid myself of the other Council members and rule over this town.” 

    Gotcha. 

    Before I could reply, he tipped his head back and roared with laughter, the sound echoing off the walls. “Is that what you want to hear? Huh? Nancy Drew.”  

    In a split second, he reached out and snatched my phone from my pocket. Holding it up to his mouth, he said, “Shall I lay out my devious plan for you? What is this? A Bond movie?” 

    Tossing the phone across the room, the smile slowly died on his lips. “Oh Miss Whitlock. What am I going to do with you?” 

    “Nothing. You can’t take me,” I said. If he wanted a taste of my power, I’d gladly give it to him. 

    Turning away, he walked back toward the podium. He didn’t seem worried at all, which only made me more anxious. He had something up his sleeve. I wondered if I should run or not. Though it was probably the sensible thing to do, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Running from him would make me look weak and I wasn’t willing to let him see that. 

    When he turned, Jeremiah snapped his fingers. The second he did, a glowing white light formed a dome over me. 

    “What the fuck?” I reached out and met a barrier that sparked under my touch. 

    I should have run when I had the chance. 

    Jeremiah smirked at me. “You tried to trap me, but it looks like I ended up trapping you.”  

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Seventeen 

      

    Touching the barrier, I felt it spark under my hand. I should have brought Betty with me after all. How the hell did I get out of this? 

    He had this planned. Did he know all along? 

    Shit, for all I knew he could have had someone listening to my conversation with Jax. Or he bugged the place.  

    “It truly is pathetic how little you know about your own heritage,” Jeremiah mocked as he slowly circled the barrier. “As wizards go, you’re pretty piss poor at it.” 

    I flipped him off. “Well, I still managed to figure you out. Do you honestly think you can get away with all of this?” 

    He chuckled. “I already have. I’m playing a much bigger game than you can imagine. See, I thought I needed you, but it turns out I just need your wand. I can use it to direct the energy I need to complete my ritual. Then I’ll drain your power and kill you. Just like I did your father.” 

    “What?” Did he just say what I thought he said? He killed my father? 

    “Yes, Steven was the one who came to us with the idea in the first place. Raising an Old One, an original demon to take its power for ourselves. Just like the first wizards did.” 

    “What are you talking about?” Now he wasn’t making any sense. 

    He stopped in front of me, that smug look still on his face. “How do you think they got their power? They didn’t just tap into the infernal dimension; they opened a door to it. Inside, lay several Old Ones, deep in slumber. The wizards cut into their chests, ripped out their hearts, and ate them, imbuing themselves with infernal power. It gave them unlimited power and immortality, a direct link to the infernal magic.” 

    “That’s insane.”  

    But was it insane? They killed a Goddess and made her into a wand, why was this any different? Eating the heart of a demon sounded right up their street. And really gross. Just when I thought I couldn’t hate them anymore. 

    “Your father lost everything when the other wizards died, but he knew of the ritual, and he wanted to bring back wizards to the world. A new breed and he wanted to rule over them. With me by his side of course. The only problem is there’s only one Old One we can access. And we can’t just slip inside and cut out its heart. No, it has to be raised, brought to this world, and defeated in battle. That’s where you were supposed to come in. Only a wizard has the power to take an Old One down. Or at least that’s what Steven told us. That he would be the one to face it and give us unlimited power.  

    Then he changed his mind. I never did find out why, but he decided to cut ties with us and leave town. Well, I couldn’t let that happen. So I decided to steal his power for myself. But when I called him to meet with me, he showed up without it.” 

    “How the hell could he do that?” 

    “Wizards have the ability to remove their power and place it into a vessel – temporarily of course. I heard rumors, but I’ve never seen it done. When he showed up…the cocky son of a bitch still thought he could take me. He thought he had power over me. The knife in his back said otherwise. Shame really. About his power. I spent a long time searching for the vessel he put it into, but I couldn’t find it.” 

    I felt sick at his words, but at the same time, this was the most I’d ever heard about him, and I had to know it all.  

    “What happened to the power?” If it still existed, maybe I could access it and use it to stop him. 

    Jeremiah shrugged. “Not sure. That much power would eventually destroy the vessel. Maybe it’s out there somewhere, out in the universe.” He waved a hand toward the ceiling. 

    Destroy the vessel? What did he do with it? 

    A memory popped into my head. The vision I had during the spell showed me a mound of dirt and Betty’s previous form.  

    Oh God, was that…my father’s grave? 

    Closing my eyes, I felt rage fill me. He never came back because he couldn’t. All these years Mom blamed him, and he didn’t have a choice. 

    When I opened my eyes, I saw Jeremiah making markings on the floor for his spell. 

    “If all you want to do is raise this demon, why wait so long?” He had nearly twenty-eight years to do it. 

    Jeremiah glared at me. “Why I was waiting for you. After Steven died, it became apparent we didn’t have the power to defeat the Old One in battle. Steven found a prophecy that said he would be the one to raise the demon and kill it. We thought everything was lost when he turned on us. But it turned out the prophecy wasn’t about him. It was about you all along. A powerful wizard, alone in the world, will perform impossible tasks before they face the demon, including walking through hell and coming out the other side.” 

    “Are you telling me that I went to hell because of some prophecy? Because I chose to go there to help Blake.” 

    “Yes, you did. The prophecy merely predicted it. That’s the thing about prophecies, they’re always so vague. We don’t know why something happens, just what will happen. To tell you the truth, I didn’t believe it until you pulled that off. Why do you think I did nothing about the demons? I needed to see if you would go into hell, and you did.” He shook his head. “All these years, watching you grow up, watching you screw up everything in your life. Who would have thought it? Hell, I didn’t even believe you were Steven’s child at first. Anna denied it for a while, but eventually, she admitted it after a few drinks. Well, the traveler in her did.” 

    “The what?” 

    “The traveler. The demon inside your mother?” 

    He said it like I was supposed to know what he was talking about. “There’s a demon in my mother?” 

    Oh my God, I think my head is going to explode with all of this. Please let him be lying. 

    He made a noise in the back of his throat. “You live with the woman all those years and you never knew? I mean I know it doesn’t come out much but come on. Look at how she behaves. Why do you think she’s in Nowhere in the first place?” 

    No, he had to be wrong. It didn’t make any sense. This whole time my mother was what? Possessed? “I don’t understand.” 

    “No, it doesn’t look like you do.” He got up off the ground and came closer, probably so he could see my reaction, the sadist. “A traveler is a demon without form. It jumped into her when she was a toddler. Your grandparents searched for a way to remove it, but that kind of thing is messy. Usually, it ends in the death of the host. So they found out about this town and moved here, figuring at least they wouldn’t stand out as much. I guess they never told her the truth either.” 

    “Is it controlling her?” Was this traveler the reason I had to endure everything I did? Why she acted like a psycho? 

    “No. Like I said, it doesn’t come out much. But it’s in there. Whispering in her ear no doubt.” 

    Things were finally starting to fall into place. And I didn’t like it. Not one little bit. 

    Jeremiah returned to the markings as I tried to process everything I had just learned. I felt slightly better about my father, but worse about my mother.  

    “I’m not going to do it. I’m not going to fight this demon for you, so you’re wasting your time.” 

    “Haven’t you been listening? I don’t need you to. Once I finish this spell, I will kill you and use your wand to channel all your power into me. It’s not about the wizard, it’s about the power they carry. With it, I’ll be able to kill the Old One myself. The new era of wizards will be led by me, and I get to choose who is worthy to join me.” 

    An army of Jeremiah’s? The world is well and truly fucked. 

    Jeremiah finished his work and stood, dusting off his hands. “Now I just need one more thing. Your wand.” 

    “You won’t find her. I’ve hidden her well.” His plan wouldn’t work without her and I wouldn’t tell him, not even if he tortured me. 

    He chuckled. “So cocky. Just like Daddy. I’ll find her. There are only so many places she could be.” 

    Slamming my hands into the barrier, I yelled, “I will get out of here.” 

    “The barrier has enough juice to hold you until morning. And I’ll have what I want long before that.” 

    With a final smirk, he sauntered from the room, leaving me trapped in my cage. 

    “You can’t do this, Jeremiah! I’ll find a way to stop you,” I screamed after him. 

    What have I done? 

    I needed to get out of here before he got to Betty, but how? 

    “Nissa?” someone hissed.  

    “Jax?” I hurried to the side of the barrier close to the door. “I’m here.” 

    He hurried in, coming to a halt when he saw the barrier. “I take it things didn’t go well?” 

    “What do you think? Can you get me out?” 

    He placed a hand on the barrier, and it zapped him. “I can try blasting it. You might want to step back.” 

    I quickly moved to the far side and covered my face with my hands. 

    I heard a noise like static electricity and Jax swore. Dropping my hands, I saw him swatting out flames on the sleeve of his jacket. His power had rebounded on him. 

    “Shit,” I said. 

    “I’ll try again.” 

    “No, you’ll only flambé yourself.” I sighed. We didn’t have time to waste. “Listen, Jeremiah is going after Betty, and he can’t get her. You need to get to her first.” 

    “Where is she?” 

    I hesitated. I was trusting Jax to get her and not turn against me. Though the alternative was Jeremiah getting his hands on her and that didn’t bear thinking about. If Jax could get to her first, at least she couldn’t be used in the ritual. 

    “She’s at the bar. I hid her behind the freezer at the back of the bar. You can’t let him get her.” 

    He nodded. “I won’t. I promise. Once I get her, I’ll get you out of here.” 

    “Just get to Betty, that’s all that matters.” 

    Jax ran from the room, leaving me in my cell. 

    Please let him get to Betty first. 

    

  


   
    Chapter Eighteen 

      

    Bracing myself, I tried to summon up a blast of energy to use against the barrier. I’ve done it before, it couldn’t be that hard.  

    Concentrating, a jet of white light left my hand, struck the barrier, and rebounded at me. 

    “Shit!” Throwing myself to the ground, I narrowly avoided it, but it wasn’t done yet. It bounced back and forth between the barrier as I desperately tried to avoid it. Finally, it struck the ground, leaving a dent in the floor. 

    Letting out a breath, I said, “Note to self. Don’t try that again.” 

    I couldn’t just stand here though. Jax was out there, on his way to get Betty. What if he turned on me? Sided with Jeremiah or took Betty for himself? These thoughts swirled around my head as I tried to reassure myself that he wouldn’t do that. He had plenty of chances to take Betty or turn on me, why choose now? And he might not be able to touch it in the first place. Shit. I didn’t think of that. Betty burned Jeremiah. Did she sense his motivations? Or could only someone with infernal energy hold her? No, M has picked her up too. That means that she must decide who uses her.  

    Jeremiah isn’t stupid. He knows that now and he will have found a way around it. 

    In an effort to reassure myself, I said, “Jax won’t screw me over. He’ll get Betty. And I need to figure out how to get out of here.” 

    So brute force wouldn’t work. What else would? A spell? None came to mind. Why didn’t I take the time to memorize some spells?  

    I swear I will the second I get out of here. 

    Think, think, think. Jeremiah used his magic to trap me, but he said that he needed my magic to fight his demon because his magic wasn’t strong enough. So if my magic was stronger then maybe I could just break through it another way. But how? 

    Lifting my hands, I placed them gently on the barrier, trying to ignore the little zaps of energy it sent up my arms. If I held my hands on it too long, it would get worse, but I needed to be able to connect with it to make this work. 

    Concentrate. 

    I imagined the barrier disappearing before me, the magic seeping away into the ground. Pushing my own magic out into the barrier, I pictured it smashing through Jeremiah’s feeble magic while hoping that it wouldn’t reinforce it instead. Being blasted by this might hurt! 

    Please work. 

    Eventually, I felt the zapping grow weaker and when I opened my eyes, the barrier dropped before me like water. I half expected it to splash on the floor, but instead, it vanished completely.  

    I did it. 

    “Suck it, Jeremiah.” 

    Racing for the door, I hoped that Jeremiah had started at my apartment and not the bar. He had already seen Betty there before so he might. Though the idea of him tearing through my apartment sent fresh rage through me. 

    Arms pumping as I ran, I crossed Nowhere, heading for the bar. Jax was bound to be there by now. Hopefully, Betty would cooperate with him. 

    I passed a few people on the way and they looked surprised to see me running. I’ve never felt the need to rush anywhere in this town and given that they thought I had joined the Council, they probably thought something was happening. 

    Up ahead in the bar parking lot, I spotted Jax, but he wasn’t alone. Jeremiah faced off against him and they were fighting over something. 

    Betty. 

    “Jax!” I yelled breathlessly as I closed the gap.  

    He turned my way, wrenching Betty free from Jeremiah’s grip. Spinning, he tried to toss her to me, but before she even left his hand, Jeremiah blasted him, and he was lifted off his feet. Betty fell, hitting the ground and rolling under a truck. 

    My heart in my throat, I skidded to a halt. “Jax?”  

    Oh God, did he kill him? 

    Jax groaned but didn’t get up. I let out a breath, glad he didn’t die. Turning on Jeremiah, I lunged at him. “You bastard.” 

    A blast of energy left him and hit me square in the chest. Flung back, I landed hard on the asphalt, striking my head in the process. Dazed, I tried to get back up, but I couldn’t.  

    What the hell did he hit me with? 

    “Jax?” I said, reaching for him. 

    He still didn’t move. What the hell did Jeremiah do to him? 

    A shadow fell on me. “Well, it looks like I’ll be taking that bat after all.” 

      

    *** 

      

    1995 

    Just Outside Nowhere 

      

    Steven parked his car by the side of the road, peering through the windshield in search of Jeremiah. He knew that his decision wouldn’t go over well, but the fact that Jeremiah had called him out here told him that he wasn’t willing to let it go. He wanted the power too badly and now that it was within his grasp, he would be capable of anything. 

    Reaching into the back of the car, Steven retrieved the only weapon he had at his disposal. His wand. He didn’t use her too often, but with his power safely stored in the vessel, he needed something to defend himself in case this went badly wrong.  

    The wand was unassuming, shaped like a walking stick. No one knew what she could do. Wands were usually used to direct power, but this wand came from the old world. It contained the essence of a Goddess, which gave it power of its own. 

    Getting out of the car, Steven kept an eye on the tree line, but Jeremiah remained hidden. That didn’t bode well. 

    Walking forward, swinging the stick as he walked, Steven refused to be cowered by the man. He hadn’t seen that kind of ambition beyond his own people before, but he was still a witch. Nothing he couldn’t handle. 

    As he walked down the embankment, into the trees, he finally spotted Jeremiah. He stood by a tree, an angry look on his face. When he saw Steven, he straightened up, his hands closing into fists. “What the hell are you playing at?” 

    Steven came to a stop a few yards from him, leaning casually on the walking stick. “I told you that this is a bad idea. The fallout isn’t worth it.” 

    “Fallout? Who cares about that? Who cares if a few humans die? We will have unlimited power and when we are done, we can reshape the world.” 

    Steven hid a smirk. He really had picked the right guy, if he had decided to go through with it. Unfortunately, that ambition could work against him if he wasn’t careful.  

    “I’ve made my decision and you can’t kill the Old One without me. I suggest you let this go.” 

    “Let it go? You can’t come here and drop this into my lap and expect me to just walk away because you got cold feet.” 

    He just didn’t get it. The devastation would affect them too, even with all their power. That’s assuming he had the power to stop the demon in the first place. If he didn’t, then he would just be killing everyone else. It wasn’t worth the cost. Jeremiah needed to see that and back the hell off before he did something he would regret. 

    “I don’t have cold feet. My decision is final. If you want more power, I suggest you find another way to get it.”  

    Turning away from him, he hoped that would be the end of the matter. 

    “Coward!” Jeremiah bellowed, sending a blast of energy at his back. 

    Steven stumbled forward but managed to stay on his feet. If he had his power, that never would have gotten anywhere near him. 

    Spinning, he found an empty clearing behind him. “I’m the coward? I’m not the one hiding. Get out here, Jeremiah and face me. I should have known a sniveling little cretin like you would only attack when my back was turned.” 

    Moving slowly, the wand gripped in his hand, he searched the clearing for Jeremiah. A branch snapped to his left and he fired off a blast of energy from his wand.  

    It struck a tree, snapping it cleanly in two.  

    Steven knew that he couldn’t come here completely unprepared, but the wand didn’t have unlimited power. It would deplete soon enough, leaving him vulnerable. 

    If he won’t show himself, I’ll just have to make him angry enough to attack again. 

    “It seems clear now that I made a mistake choosing you. You are unworthy of the power I offer. And I’d certainly never want to spend an eternity with you.” 

    “Not a problem,” a voice said from directly behind him.  

    Before Steven could turn, he felt a sharp pain between his shoulder blades. The pain spread through his entire torso, and he dropped to his knees.  

    Son of a bitch. He found one of the athames. 

    Jeremiah kicked the wand out of his hand, moving around to face him. 

    Falling forward, Steven caught himself on his hands, trying to crawl toward the wand. If he was going to die out here, he wanted to take this traitor with him. 

    “It’s no use, Steven. It’s over. You’ve lost.” 

    Steven dropped onto the ground, face down in a pile of leaves. He shuddered once, then went still. 

    “One less wizard in the world,” Jeremiah said.

  


   
    Chapter Nineteen 

      

    Betty. I have to get to Betty. 

    The thought filled my mind as I crawled across the ground toward the truck that Betty lay under. I had to get to her first. Though I had no idea if I could use her if I did get my hands on her. Whatever Jeremiah hit me with did the trick. I felt so weak. I hated that feeling, especially at a time like this. 

    Jeremiah stood over me, laughing wickedly. “God, you’re pathetic. At least your father put up more of a fight.” 

    And if you hadn’t killed him, you bastard, my life could have been very different. 

    Something struck me in the back, and I screamed as my body convulsed. It felt like electrocution. The sensation stopped and my head dropped against the ground. How the hell was he beating me when I was stronger than him? He couldn’t be unless… 

    “You’re…stealing their power…aren’t you?” I wheezed. The other Council members. He had to be. Jeremiah wasn’t stupid. He knew he couldn’t defeat me by himself.  

    “Borrowing. For now. Those idiots have no idea.” 

    “They’ll find out,” I said. Where were they now when all of this was going on? Tucked up in their beds, oblivious to it all? How long had Jeremiah been siphoning power from them?  

    Idiots the whole lot of them. 

    He crouched beside me. “What makes you think I’ll give you the chance? Tell me, Miss Whitlock, did you really see all of this ending any other way?” 

    In truth, no, I didn’t. I knew I’d fuck up at some point and I knew just how vindictive Jeremiah was. If he didn’t need me anymore, he’d happily kill me.  

    Turning my head, I looked toward Jax, hoping he had woken up by now, but he still lay unconscious on the ground. I really hoped he lived through this. I couldn’t stand the idea of someone else dying because of me. 

    “Your boyfriend won’t save you. He’s weak, just like everyone else in this town.” 

    “He’s not my boyfriend,” I spat. Jax needed to get the hell up and do something. 

    “No? That’s not what I hear. I hear you like to make little visits to his trailer at night. What are you two doing then? Playing scrabble?” 

    Looking up at him, I snarled, “Did Chuck tell you that before you had him killed?”  

    I hoped to rile him up, but then I remembered, he didn’t care about Chuck. 

    He leaned in. “If he had kept his mouth shut, it wouldn’t have been necessary.” 

    The son of a bitch doesn’t even care that he had a man killed. Not like it’s the first time, though he at least had the balls to do it himself back then. 

    I noticed that Jeremiah made no move to grab Betty. He was too busy toying with me and with no one else around, he didn’t need to hurry. Maybe he knew she would resist him. Or maybe he just loved to gloat. 

    “Where is my father?” I asked, trying to stall in the vain hope that someone would come along and help us. Or at least distract him so I could get to my feet. “You said you buried him.” 

    “I did. In a shallow grave about two miles outside of town. I’m sure he’s still there. Or at least what’s left of him.” 

    So many years of wondering where he was and the whole time, he lay only two miles away. Dead in a shallow grave. A small part of me felt relief that he had a good reason for never coming back here. That he didn’t abandon me, he was just dead. 

    Mom would get a kick out of that. She spent so many years wishing for it and now she had what she wanted. 

    My demon possessed mother. God, I never had a chance, did I? 

    “Aw, are you going to cry about it?” Jeremiah mocked. “Why? You didn’t know him. A man with his head so far up his own ass that he was willing to release an ancient demon on the world so he could make more of his kind. To be fair, I’m all in on that plan, except I’ll be the only wizard this time. I will start a new race and half-breeds like you? Well, you won’t even be worthy of licking my boots.” 

    “Careful, Jeremiah, your psychotic is showing.” A world of people like Jeremiah sounded like hell. And I’ve been there. “And there are others who can stop you.” 

    “Who? Those rubes I work with? No, they aren’t capable of scratching their own asses without help. I didn’t get onto the Council by being weak. I am the strongest magic wielder in this town. Or at least capable magic wielder. And once I get the power from the Old One, there’ll be no stopping me.” 

    Then I couldn’t give up. A world with him in charge made hell seem all the more appealing.  

    Crawling forward, I kept moving toward Betty. What other choice did I have?  

    Jeremiah stood up and walked slowly beside me. When I reached the truck, I stretched out my left hand, trying to reach Betty. She lay by the tire, so close. 

    I just had time to see Jeremiah lift his foot before he brought it down hard on my arm.  A scream escaped me as he fractured my arm in the process.  

    Rolling onto my back, I cradled my arm, breathing hard. The pain awful, I threw my good arm out, trying to blast him, but nothing happened. 

    He’s right. I am pathetic. 

    Jeremiah bent down and scooped Betty up. She did nothing to resist him. Did she think me unworthy now too? Or did Jeremiah use a spell to trick her? 

    Jeremiah rested her on his shoulder and grinned at me. “Well, time to go. I have things to do. Why don’t you stay here with your boyfriend? I’m sure you won’t want to miss what happens next.” 

    I tried to lunge for him, but he swung his foot at my head. Pain exploded through my cheek where his boot connected, and I fell into darkness. 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty 

      

    My eyes opened of their own accord, but given how much pain I felt right now, I wish they hadn’t. My whole face felt swollen and sore. Worse than any hangover I ever had to endure.  

    Where am I? 

    The parking lot outside the bar. Jeremiah!  

    My hand automatically reached for Betty, but the pain that shot through my arm reminded me that she was gone. That bastard took her and broke my damn arm.  

    I failed her. Why didn’t I hide her somewhere else? 

    Groaning, I rolled onto my side and spotted Jax lying a few feet away. I forgot that he had been hit too. 

    “Jax? Are you alive?” I called. 

    Please let him be alive, I can’t take another loss. 

    His eyes fluttered open.  “Urgh, yeah. Where is he?” 

    “He left. With Betty.”  

    Even saying the words made my insides burn with rage. He had found a way to get to her, to use her like he had used me. 

    Jax forced himself up onto his elbows. His t-shirt had a burn mark on the front of it where Jeremiah hit him, but the wound below had started to heal.  

    “Are you hurt?” he asked. 

    He no doubt asked that because I hadn’t chased Jeremiah down and ripped Betty from his hands. If I could, I would, but being unconscious slowed me down. That and a broken arm. 

    “What do you think? The son of a bitch broke my fucking arm,” I said, trying my best not to move it or it sent fresh waves of pain through me. I’ve never broken a bone before. Or gotten sick either. I guess I had my wizard metabolism to thank for that. Unfortunately, it didn’t protect against his boot. 

    Jax crawled toward me. “Let me see.” 

    I shrank away from him, scared he would try to move my arm.  

    “No. I’m fine. Though I kinda wish I knew how to do that healing trick from when we were in hell.”  

    Down there my head wound healed in seconds, why couldn’t I do that now? If I had both hands, I’d have a better chance of choking Jeremiah to death. Or at the very least, I’d be able to rip Betty from his hands. 

    “Yeah, you probably need Betty for that. Or a serious power boost.” 

    Shit, Betty. I have to save her. 

    I sighed. “Yeah.”  

    With a groan, I forced myself onto my feet, using my good arm to get up. My head throbbed but not as badly as my arm.  

    “Guess I should go and get her back.”  

    For a moment, the world spun, but it quickly passed.  

    I’m sure it’s just a little brain damage. Nothing I can’t handle. 

    “You can’t stop him with a broken arm,” Jax protested. He tried to stand too, but he fell right back down again. Jeremiah didn’t pull any punches. I’m sure Jax would heal, but not in time to help me with this. 

    “I have to. Besides, I only need one hand to aim Betty at him and blow his fucking head off.”  

    And I’d do just that if I got the chance. He had crossed the line when he took Betty from me. All that crap he did to try and get me to join him on the Council and in the end, all he needed was Betty. And she didn’t have the option to walk away. But would she cooperate with him? She had to know what he was up to, that he planned on hurting people.  

    What am I doing? I’m just assuming that she has a consciousness, but it might not be as complex as that. She might just do what she is ordered to do. 

    I knew I should have worked harder on finding a way to free her. If I had, we wouldn’t be in this mess. But I thought he wanted my power, I didn’t think about Betty having her own power. Neamhain’s power.  

    “Be careful,” Jax called after me as I staggered away. “I’ll be right behind you.” 

    Judging from the fact that he couldn’t stand, I somehow doubted that. Guess I had to do this alone. No surprise there. 

    It doesn’t matter, I can’t let Jeremiah use Betty in his deluded plan. 

    At least if Jax stayed out of this fight he had a better chance of survival. He had done enough for me already; I couldn’t ask any more of him. He’d only end up being a target for Jeremiah, like anyone else who went near me. 

    Moving as fast as I could, I headed down the street, wondering where Jeremiah took Betty. When a beam of white light exploded out of the Council building down the street, I had my answer.  

    Is that coming from Betty? 

      

    He risked exposure by doing that in the Council buildings. He must be pretty confident that no one would be able to stop him. 

    Speeding up, I knew that I didn’t have much time left. It might take everything I had to stop him and right now, I was willing to do it. He took my father from me, took Betty, broke my damn arm…he deserved whatever he got. 

    I could see the door to the Council up ahead. Rushing forward, someone stepped in front of me. I skidded to a halt, groaning softly as I jolted my arm. 

    “Don’t!” Veronica said, holding out her hands. For a moment, I wondered if she was helping Jeremiah. 

    “Get out of my way. Your buddy Jeremiah has something of mine.” 

    She moved to block my path. “We know. But you can’t get inside. He has put up a barrier to stop us from getting in.”  

    Another barrier. Guess that meant he didn’t want company for his little ritual. I’m sure he planned on swinging by to kill me later, like he promised. Me, M, and Jax. Then he’d feed everyone to the demon and that would be the end of Nowhere. 

    My tunnel vision prevented me from noticing Terrence and Erica until now. They stood further up the street, chanting as they tried to bring the barrier down. So they had been alerted to everything.  

    Where the hell were they when he was beating the crap out of me? 

    According to Veronica, we were supposed to work together and show a united front, or didn’t that kick in until I said their stupid oath? 

    Well, I sure as hell ain’t joining them now. 

    “I broke through one of his barriers before, I can do it again,” I said trying to push past her. Sure, I needed both hands the last time, but I’m sure I could get it down with just one. 

    Veronica grabbed my arm and dragged me back. “He’s charged this one to kill anyone who tries to get through it.” 

    “If we don’t get to him, he’ll kill us all,” I argued. 

    Veronica sighed. “We know. But until we can’t get the barrier down, there’s nothing we can do.” 

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-One 

      

    “Let me see that arm,” Veronica said, reaching for it. 

    I jerked back, not wanting her to touch it. “It’s fine.” The movement caused a fresh wave of pain.  

    Veronica gave me an exasperated look. “It’s not fine, it’s broken and if you do manage to get to Jeremiah, how are you going to take him on with one arm?” 

    She had a point, much as I hated to admit it. Reluctantly, I stretched my arm out toward her. Taking my wrist in her hand, she started chanting, waving her hand over my arm. At first, the movement sent more pain through it, but it slowly subsided until it vanished completely.  

    When she let go, I moved my arm around. “Whoa, how did you do that?” 

    “It’s my talent as a witch. I’m a healer. Though that being said, it takes time to heal completely. Be careful with it or it could very easily be broken again.” 

    I’m sure if I went up against Jeremiah, I had more to worry about than just my arm. “Thanks,” I muttered. 

    It seemed strange to me that of all the magic wielders in town they would pick a healer to join the Council. They generally had weaker offensive magic but were handy in a crisis. Judging by all the crap that had gone down in this town, she would definitely be good to keep around. But as for going against Jeremiah, well, I wouldn’t count on her backing me up. 

    It looked like the Council members were all happy to let me go up against Jeremiah alone, assuming I could get past the barrier first. Terrence and Erica were still working on it, though from the look on Erica’s face, they weren’t having much luck. 

    Now would be the ideal time to tell them the truth, but I hesitated. What if they were all working with him? Or two out of three?  Playing along until they saw how his plan played out. 

    I need to stop with the paranoia. Like it or not, I needed their help. 

    Approaching the other two, I said, “I imagine it’s not working because he’s siphoning your magic.” 

    Terrence dropped his hands, looking angry. Erica looked more shocked than anything. It didn’t mean they weren’t still working for him, he could have easily kept that information from them. I had a theory that Jeremiah did that a lot. Only telling those working for him what they needed to know, but not the whole plan. 

    Veronica appeared beside me. “What did you say?” 

    “He’s using all your power for himself. He has a plan to…raise an Old One from the hell dimension and start a new race of wizards.” 

    Veronica gasped, covering her mouth with her hand. Erica looked close to tears while Terrence swore. 

    “An Old One. He’s crazy,” Veronica said. “Are you certain?” 

    I nodded. “Jeremiah believes he can take its power for himself and kill anyone who gets in his way.” 

    “This is unacceptable,” Terrence snarled.  

    There were a lot of words for it, but unacceptable fell way short.  

    “But raising an Old One is next to impossible. Surely, he doesn’t have that kind of power,” Veronica said, her eyes pleading as she looked to Terrence. 

    “Why do you think he wanted me to join?” I said. “He needs infernal energy to do it.” 

    “But you didn’t join. You never showed so there’s no way he can channel your power,” Veronica said. She looked so hopeful that I’d made a mistake. 

    “Jeremiah found another way. He took my…wand from me. It’s incredibly powerful and enough for him to complete the ritual.” 

    They all fell silent, staring at me as they realized what that meant. 

    “Your father was an original wizard,” Terrence said finally. 

    I nodded. “I think so, yes.” 

    Now they knew my secret and about Betty. But if we went in there and they weren’t prepared, Jeremiah would just kill them. My secret wasn’t worth that asshole succeeding.  

    “We need to get inside,” Veronica said, stating the obvious.  

    Terrence reached out and lightly touched the barrier. “There might be a way but it’s incredibly dangerous.” 

    “What is it?” 

    “If Jeremiah used our power to make this thing, then we might be able to trick it into letting someone inside.” 

    “Someone being me?” I asked. 

    He nodded. “If we infuse you with some of our power you could use that and your own power to push through the barrier.” 

    “That could kill her,” Veronica argued. 

    “I’ll do it,” I said. It had to be me. I needed to get Betty back.  

    Erica pulled Terrence to one side, speaking in hushed whispers. She didn’t look happy with the plan either. 

    I’m the one who has to do it. 

    “So tell me, how bad is this Old One?” I asked Veronica as I tried to psych myself up. 

    “Bad. If let loose it would consume everyone in this town, feeding on their power.  If it got beyond the borders…well, game over.” 

    Of course. Another world ending catastrophe on the horizon. God, I hated this town. 

    Terrence came toward me, Erica following behind, wringing her hands. She clearly didn’t think this would end well. 

    “Let’s do this,” I said. 

    Nodding, Terrence motioned for the others to gather around me in a circle. 

    “This is a temporary infusion of power. It will wear off quickly, so you need to be quick. You will be able to pass through the barrier, but I won’t lie, it's going to hurt.” 

    Big surprise. 

    They began to chant, hands raised over their head. A few people had gathered nearby to watch. What the hell must they be thinking right now?  

    A strange glow left the three of them and rushed toward me. When it hit, I felt a rush of power fill me. I gasped as it spread throughout my body. It felt like I had just downed several shots of espresso followed by a case of energy drinks. 

    Jeremiah won’t know what hit him. 

    “Hurry. Use the power to push through the barrier,” Terrence said. 

    Turning toward it, I hoped this would work.  

    It has to. Betty needs me. 

    Raising my hands, I pressed them to the barrier. I felt the electricity spark through them, but I could also feel another strange sensation. The magic of the barrier seemed to reach out to me too, trying to pull me toward it. Almost like it recognized the familiar magic. 

    It does. But it is also trying to reject mine. 

    Knowing it was better to get this over with quickly, I concentrated hard, forcing my way through the barrier. It was like trying to walk through a thick plastic sheet.  

    Gritting my teeth, I pushed on and I felt it separate before me. With a grunt, I gave one final push and stumbled through. I had about three seconds to enjoy my victory before a surge of electricity ran through me and I hit the ground. 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty – Two 

      

    I’ve made a lot of stupid decisions in my life, but that just took the top spot, I thought as I came to on the sidewalk.  

    Opening my eyes, I found Veronica peering through the barrier at me.  

    “You’re awake,” she said, sounding relieved.  

    “Yeah. What…happened?” I thought their power would protect me more, but clearly, it didn’t. 

    “You took a hell of a jolt. Can you move?” she asked. 

    Forcing myself to sit up, I felt like I’d been hit by a truck, but at least I was still alive. For now. Who knew what would happen when I faced off against Jeremiah? My arm hurt again, but I could still move it, so it hadn’t broken in the fall. 

    I glanced up to see the light still coming from the building. He hadn’t finished the ritual yet.  

    Getting to my feet slowly, I saw that quite a crowd had now gathered in the road, all eyes on the light coming from the roof.  

    I’m sure this wasn’t the way they wanted to find out that one of their glorious leaders was a traitorous bastard, but better that they knew the truth. There would be a million questions when this was over, but I’m sure Terrence and the others already had a lie ready. But would they buy it anymore? Too much had happened lately for them to trust the Council. All the deaths, attacks, the demon invasion, no, they’d never recover from this.  

    At least that’s one good thing to come from this. 

    “Go!” Terrence said. “You don’t have much time left before he completes the ritual.” 

    With a nod, I headed for the front door, every muscle aching. No matter what I felt like, I needed keep it together and stop Jeremiah. If I could get Betty back, then that would stop the immediate threat. 

    Then I’ll happily beat him to a bloody pulp with her. 

    Hurrying through the building, I searched for him, feeling my whole body protest with every step.  

    The light seemed to be coming from the main hall. Rushing inside, I found him chanting, with candles burning in a circle around him while he held Betty in both hands. She was directed at the ground and dark energy poured out of her into the floor. Infernal energy no doubt. That’s the kind he needed. 

    Directly behind him stood the podium with the purple crystal now floating above it. A strange hum came from it, and it seemed to be spinning. Energy came off it in a wave, entering Jeremiah and leaving through Betty. My Betty. 

    I assumed the crystal was providing him with more power. Along with the Council members’ power, how could I stop him? 

    “No!”  

    The word escaped me before I could stop it and Jeremiah’s head whipped up. He flicked a hand out toward me and a wave of dark energy struck me, throwing me to the ground. I came to a stop by the wall.  

    Groaning, I tried to sit up, but I couldn’t. How many more hits could I take? 

    Does it matter? If he succeeds everyone dies. 

    Forcing myself up, I staggered toward him.  

    “You’re going to have to do better than that, Jeremiah,” I yelled.  

    He glared at me, his body practically vibrating from the amount of energy pouring out of Betty. “I don’t need to. I’m almost there.” 

    I raised my hands, summoning my own power. Light erupted from them, heading toward his face. It stopped inches from it, deflected by his magic. The energy dispersed into the floor, and he grinned at me. 

    No wonder he’s so cocky. How many damn barriers does he have? 

    “Who’s pathetic now, Jeremiah? Hiding behind your magic. You know you can’t take me one on one,” I mocked. The only way I could think to stop him was to piss him off enough that he’d come after me and forget about the ritual. At least long enough for me to get my hands on Betty. 

    He continued to chant, but I’d succeeded in making him angry. His shoulders were tensed, and I could tell he’d love nothing more than to attack me right now. 

    I don’t have many special skills but pissing people off is definitely one of them. 

    “Come on, you coward. Face me like a man.” 

    The chanting stopped and he looked up at me. “When I’m done with you, there won’t be anything left. But before that…” He spoke three final words and another burst of energy exploded out of Betty. The ground began to crack under his feet, orange light spilling out. The energy coming from it felt familiar. Infernal energy. 

    I remembered the gate to hell. Was that what he was opening now? Or a more concentrated version to get to the Old One? If he did, how long before that thing crawled free? 

    He wanted me to take it on. I don’t know how to kill an Old One. I can barely stand. 

    Backing away, I knew if it appeared now, I was toast. My power would be no match for some ancient demon. I didn’t even have… 

    Betty. 

    I needed her to defeat him. I had no idea if the crack could be closed but first, I needed Betty, then I’d see if I could reverse this. If I destroyed that glowing crystal thing it might close the crack and reverse this. 

    She came to me before. 

    Back at the quarry, she reappeared to me when I needed her most. Even after Lazlo broke her in half, she came back to help me. Repairing herself somehow. What if I actually called for her? Would she leave Jeremiah and return to me? 

    Only one way to find out. 

    Holding out my hand, I closed my eyes, silently calling out to her.I used her real name this time – Neamhain.  

    She had to know that she would be better off with me than that creep Jeremiah. That what he was doing would hurt people. 

    Come back to me, Betty. Help me finish this. 

    I sent everything I had out to her. When I opened my eyes, Jeremiah still had her clutched in his hands. Then she slowly faded away and when I looked down, she was back where she belonged. In my hands. 

    Welcome back. 

    She sparked in my hands, letting me know that she was ready to kick some ass with me. I just hoped she had enough juice left in her to do that. And that I did too. 

    “The tables have turned,” I said. 

    Jeremiah grinned smugly at me. “It doesn’t matter. I got what I wanted. You are too late.” 

      

      

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty – Three 

      

    As the floor continued to crack apart, I raced at Jeremiah with Betty raised over my head. If this was the end, then I’d make sure he didn’t get what he wanted. Better to go down fighting than just give in. 

    I swung Betty down at him, but he blocked her with his arm. Using the other hand, he sent a jet of power at me. It hit me in the arm, and I spun back, almost falling over. My arm throbbed with pain, but the adrenaline quickly buried it. 

    Righting myself, I hit him with a blast of my own, but it barely fazed him. He must still be channeling the other magics. Why hadn’t the other Council members put a stop to that yet? Or were they still working on the barrier? If they stopped him from stealing their power, that would weaken it enough for them to get in. I could use some back up right about now. 

    The next blast of magic missed Jeremiah altogether and shattered a table behind him. Yeah, I guess I aimed low with that one. Pity it missed. 

    Jeremiah kept ducking out of my reach, firing off blasts of his own, but he seemed to be getting weaker with each one. Maybe the others finally did something or maybe he could only channel for a certain amount of time too. He had the barrier, the ritual and now he was fighting me. He could only stretch so far.  

    Since he was running out of juice, I decided to aim for the glowing crystal. I summoned up the energy and aimed for it. Jeremiah cried out and leaped in front of it to block the blow. He deflected the magic into the wall behind it. 

    So it is important. 

    That made it my new target. The split in the floor was slowly spreading. I didn’t have much time. Back at the quarry, that winged creature flew out. What if there were more of them? Or worse?  

    “Enough of this, Nissa. Think about it. You can still be the one to take the Old One down. Kill him, take his heart and we can create a new army of wizards. You won’t have to be alone anymore.” 

    Does he really think that will work with me? That I’ll just switch sides? 

    I spotted movement in the doorway from the corner of my eye. “I’m not alone. And I have no desire to raise a bunch of narcissists with too much power.”  

    No matter who got chosen, that power would eventually corrupt them, and they’d turn on everyone else.  

    The person in the doorway moved around the edge of the room and I realized who it was. Jax. Almost burned to a crisp, but somehow still moving.  

    Oh my God, he walked through that barrier? 

    Why would he do something so stupid? He already took a real hit in the bar parking lot, going through the barrier could have killed him outright.  

    I needed to keep Jeremiah distracted, though what could Jax do against him in that state? He was going to get himself killed. 

    “I won’t fight the Old One. So how are you going to take him down?” I said. “You’re not strong enough.” 

    “I’ll kill you and take that bat back.” 

    “Over my dead body.” 

    “That’s what I just said,” he replied, looking confused. 

    I was barely listening to him, just waiting for Jax to get into position. He needed to distract him long enough for me to hit him with a blast of energy. 

    Jax came up behind him. God, he looked awful. I could see new skin growing on his face and neck, but mostly he looked like a charcoal briquette. My stomach knotted at the thought of him stepping through the barrier. It took guts to do that, and I had to wonder why he would risk it. 

    “The only one who is going to end up dead is you,” I said. 

    “Do you really think you can beat me? You don’t even know how to wield the power you hold. When I am done dispatching you, I’ll be sure to go after everyone you care about too. M? The demon? I’ll kill them both slowly and I’ll make sure they know it’s all because of you.” 

    Jax got ready to grab him, but at the last second, Jeremiah turned and grabbed him instead. He put a knife to Jax’s throat.  

    “Did you really think I didn’t know he was there? Never mind. You get to watch while I kill him in front of you.” 

    Though my heart threatened to explode out of my chest, I did my best not to react.  

    “So? He’s a demon, what do I care?” If he thought Jax meant nothing to me, he might let him go. But if he meant nothing to me, why did I feel sick at the thought of him being killed? 

    “You care. That’s your problem, Nissa, you’re weakness. You care way too much.” He pressed the knife into Jax’s throat, drawing blood. Jax winced but stayed as still as possible. 

    No one else is dying because of me. 

    I felt my power surge into Betty, ready to be unleashed. Jax saw it too. Grabbing, Jeremiah’s wrist, Jax swung his head back into Jeremiah’s nose. The blow made him release Jax and stagger back. Jax threw himself aside as I raised Betty. Jeremiah stood right in front of the crystal.  

    Two birds, one stone. 

    I aimed right at the crystal as he clutched his broken nose. The jet of power struck it, and it cracked down the middle before exploding into a million pieces. The shockwave destroyed the room, sending everyone flying through the air. I had time to see several of the pieces hit Jeremiah before losing sight of him in the carnage. 

    As I landed in the debris, I just hoped that the blast had been enough to take Jeremiah out. That it had been worth it. 

    The crack in the floor came to a stop, but it didn’t close back up. Did that mean I failed? Would the Old One still rise? 

    Did I just doom everyone? 

    

  


   
    Chapter Twenty – Four 

      

    Picking myself up out of the rubble, I searched for Jeremiah. Close to where the crystal exploded, part of the wall had collapsed. Sparks burst from the ceiling as I scrabbled across the ground. He had to be here somewhere. 

    Hopefully buried under a load of bricks. 

    Almost tripping over some broken masonry, I spotted the corner of his robe. I looked around the ground for a weapon, having dropped Betty somewhere when I got knocked off my feet. I found the knife lying near some burning books. Snatching it up, I readied myself. If Jeremiah was still alive, then he would put up a fight.  

    There’s no way he’s walking out of here alive. 

    I couldn’t let him get to M. Or finish what he started with Jax. 

    Oh my God, Jax. Where is he? Did he get hit in the blast too? 

    “Jax?” I called.  

    Moving closer, I searched the rubble for him, before my eyes landed on Jeremiah. He lay face down on the ground, his back burned, robes singed. A shard of crystal lay embedded in his right shoulder. 

    Is he dead? I hope so. 

    Kneeling near him, I reached out to turn him over when he came to and rolled onto his back. He spotted me with the knife and bared his teeth.  

    “Are you going to kill me, Nissa? Like you did that guard?” 

    I hesitated, my hand trembling. It would be better for everyone if I did kill him, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I didn’t mean to kill the guard, I’m not a murderer.  

    Jeremiah laughed. “Not so easy when you have to look them in the eye, is it?” 

    That reminded me of what he said about my father. He stabbed him in the back to avoid that.  

    Fucking coward. 

    “It’s over,” I said. “You’ve lost.” 

    The grin widened. “Have I?”  

    He swung his hand, striking me in the face with a piece of rock before I even knew what hit me. Falling back, I let go of the knife. Jeremiah made a move for it.  

    Head throbbing, we both scrambled to get to it first. His hand closed around it, but I fought to get it out of his grasp.  

    Jeremiah growled with rage, yanking the knife toward him, just as my foot came down on a piece of masonry and I fell into him. 

    When I sat back up, Jeremiah had the knife. Just not in the way he wanted. It was sticking out of his chest. Blood soaked through his shirt, as it sat buried close to his heart. 

    Jeremiah stared at it in shock for a moment, his mouth opening and closing. 

    Oh God. I didn’t mean to do that. 

    His eyes flicked toward me, and he creepily smiled again. “Not how I expected…things to go, but I still…get what I want,” he said, his breathing labored. “The final step in the ritual. A blood sacrifice. It…was supposed to be you. Guess I’ll have the honor.” 

    “You still lost.” He couldn’t enjoy it or take the power for himself now. 

    “Did I? I may not be around to…see this new world, but at least I can die happy…knowing that you won’t know how to stop the Old One.” 

    “I’ll figure it out, I’m not as stupid as you think.” 

    He coughed and blood sputtered from his mouth. “Well, you only have…a short while before he rises. A little birthday present for you.” 

    That thing would rise on my birthday? It falls on the day after the full moon. 

    That’s why he was so desperate for me to join, why he couldn’t take any chances. He needed the power before that date.  

    My birthday. This is all tied together. It always has been. 

    “Call it…destiny, I guess. You were always supposed…to fight it. But without me, you’ll never win. And more than that…” He coughed violently again. “You’ve killed everyone…in this town.” 

    His head tipped back, and his eyes closed. I watched him take his last breath, numb from everything that had happened. I shouldn’t have come at him with the knife and now I had more blood on my hands.  

    And in a little over two weeks, I’ll kill everyone in Nowhere. 

    He was right about destiny. This felt right somehow. Like I’d been born to do it. Everything I’ve done, the lives I’ve ruined, the people who have died along the way, it all came down to me.  

    I continued to sit there, staring into space, unable to move. What was the point? 

    Rubble moved across the room and Jax emerged from it. He spotted me and clamored over it toward me. “Are you okay?” 

    How could he ask me that when he had been fried and almost blown up? Though his skin was rapidly healing now. 

    “Nissa?” 

    I couldn’t answer him, I seemed to have lost the ability to do anything. 

    From out in the hall, a shout went up. The barrier must be down. 

    “We need to go, Nissa,” Jax said. “This doesn’t look good.” 

    He tried to get me to stand, but my body went limp. Sighing, he scooped me up and carried me out of the hall. Heading for the back exit, he got me out onto the street. The cold night air felt good on my skin, but nothing could erase what just happened. 

    Jax hurried down the street while everyone’s eyes were on the Council building. He headed straight for M’s place. I didn’t want to see her. I didn’t want to see anyone. 

    Heading up the steps, he used his foot to bang on the door. M opened a few minutes later, looking shocked. “Nissa? What the hell happened? What did you do to her?” 

    Jax gave her an ‘are you kidding me’ look. “Can I put her down please?” 

    She stepped aside as he carried me across the room and set me down on the couch. 

    M ran into the bathroom and returned a few minutes later with a first aid kit. She dropped to the floor beside the couch and started dabbing at the cut on my head. I didn’t even react. 

    “What happened?” M asked Jax. 

    “Jeremiah. He stole Betty, knocked us out, and did some ritual. We were too late to stop it, but he’s dead now.” 

    She looked up at him. “How?” 

    Jax glanced at me, and I saw M’s face. She looked upset. Why shouldn’t she be? Finding out I had murdered someone. Again! 

    “I should get back out there, see what the Council know and what they plan on doing about it,” Jax said. 

    M looked him up and down. “You should probably get some fresh clothes first.” 

    He glanced down. “Yeah. I’ll stop by the trailer first. I’ll be back later.” 

    He hurried out, closing the door behind him. 

    M busied herself with my head wound, her face unreadable. I lay there, letting her work. 

    Finally, she spoke. “Nissa, talk to me.” 

    Rolling onto my side, I turned away from her. There was nothing to talk about. I had gotten everyone killed and there was nothing I could do about it. 

    “Whatever happened with Jeremiah, I’m sure it was an accident. You can’t blame yourself.” 

    Turning my head slowly, I stared at her incredulously. “Not only did I kill Jeremiah, but I’ve doomed the town. A demon is going to rise from the pits of hell and kill us all. So should I continue to not blame myself for that?” 

    “I…” She paused, clearly not knowing what to say. 

    I turned away again. “Just do yourself a favor, M. Get as far away from me as you can before it’s too late.” 

    M sat for a moment, then she got up and headed into the kitchen. I heard the distinct sound of a beer bottle being opened. Can’t say I blamed her. 

    Closing my eyes, I tried to shut out the voices in my head screaming at me for being so stupid. If I’d left Jeremiah alone…he still would have come for Betty, and he might have succeeded in using me as a sacrifice.  

    I hate him. He did this for a power that isn’t worth having. I could have told him that. 

    Not that he would have listened. He just wanted what he couldn’t have, and it got him killed.  

    The others would come for me. Demanding answers. Answers I didn’t want to give them.  

    I should just grab M, hop in the truck and go. We’d have a better chance against her former demon hunting pals than an ancient demon who wanted to eat us all. 

    What about Jax? He risked his life to get inside to help me. I’d have to bring him along as well. Maybe we’d get lucky and be able to outrun this thing until someone else showed up with the power to stop it. 

    Like that’s going to happen. 

    Sinking deeper into despair, I closed my eyes, hoping to fall asleep before it got worse. The battle had left me exhausted and I needed to rest if I was going to be able to skip town. 

    M moved around the room, cleaning up, drinking several beers from the sound of it.  

    At one point she placed a blanket over me, no doubt thinking I had fallen asleep, but I couldn’t. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t get my mind to shut the hell up for long enough to fall asleep. And I couldn’t get Jeremiah’s face out of my head either. 

    Let’s face it, I’m a killer. 

    I couldn’t deny it any longer. Wherever I went, people died.  

    This town needs someone to protect it and I’m no savior. I never will be. 

    

  


   
    Epilogue 

      

    “Where did it come from?” Veronica’s voice reached Erica as she got out of her car, hurrying toward her and Terrence. She got the call less than half an hour ago and she had rushed right over.  

    The others stood right on the edge of the town line, along with a few of the Council guards who patrolled the border. This was serious. 

    “What’s going on?” Erica called. 

    “Erica, you have to see this,” Veronica said. She beckoned her closer and Erica felt a knot form in her stomach. After everything with Jeremiah last night, they didn’t need any more surprises. 

    That son of a bitch betrayed me and tried to keep all the power for himself. I can’t believe he almost got away with it. 

    So far, no one suspected her of working with him, but she needed to be careful. Terrence and Veronica could turn on her too and she would be out on her ass. For now, she needed to pretend she knew nothing about Jeremiah’s plans. Which was partly true since he didn’t bother to share his little ritual or fight with Nissa at the Council buildings with her.  

    The image of his dead body popped into her head, but she pushed it away. That would be something to deal with later. 

    Holding out her hand, Erica’s fingertips brushed a barrier. Electricity shot up her arm and she yanked her hand back. “What the hell is this?” 

    “As far as we can tell, it covers the whole town. We’re trapped in here,” Veronica said. 

    How can this be? Did the son of a bitch actually succeed?  

    “Do you think Jeremiah did it?” Erica asked even though she already knew the answer. He died and this appeared, it was no coincidence.  

    “Who else? That bastard must have had some kind of failsafe in place if something happened to him,” Veronica said. 

    Terrence hadn’t said a word so far, but the look on his face showed that he was absolutely livid.  

    "What do you know?" Erica asked.  

    Terence hesitated. "This is part of a bigger plan The barrier is here so when the Old One rises he'll be able to feed on us all and none of us can escape." 

    The knot in Erica's stomach grew bigger. That part Jeremiah never told her. In fact, he didn't go into much detail at all about what would happen once the Old One rose. All he told her was that Steven had the power to stop it. Then Nissa. Maybe neither of them did. 

    She had to wonder if Jeremiah planned on feeding her to the monster too. Given last night's events, it looked likely. That snake knew nothing about loyalty and now that he was gone it had fallen on her to clean up his mess. She didn't even have the choice to leave town now, not with this barrier in place. 

    "How long?" she asked. How long before an ancient, powerful and very angry demon woke up from the pits of hell and arrived in town to slaughter them all? 

    "We have some time," Terrence said. 

    "How long?" Erica repeated, her voice rising. 

    He sighed. "Maybe a couple of weeks. I think it will coincide with the next full moon." 

    "And Nissa's birthday," Veronica said. 

    They both looked at her in surprise. That couldn't be a coincidence.  

    "Her 27th birthday?" Erica asked. 

    Veronica nodded. They all knew what that meant. When a wizard turned twenty-seven, they got their full powers. She had already proven she was strong, maybe this meant that she was the one to save them. 

    "Then it's her. She's the one who can stop the Old One," Erica said. "Just like it said in the proph..." She stopped talking, realizing she had said too much. 

    "So you were the one working for him," Terrence said, his dark eyes glinting dangerously. 

    Shit, how could I be so stupid? Though it looks like they already suspected. 

    Knowing she was caught, Erica tried not to show any fear. Straightening her back, she said, "With him." 

    "So you knew about his plans last night?" Terrence demanded. 

    "I..." she faltered. 

    "He turned on her too," Veronica said snorting in disgust. 

    The two of them closed in on her and Erica noticed some of the guards reaching for the weapons. She had nowhere to run, and no choices left. 

    "Wait," she said holding up a hand. "Things are bad enough in this town at the moment. They already know about Jeremiah turning on us. If they find out another Council member has turned too, they won't trust any of you." 

    Terrance glanced at Veronica, and she could see that she had them. Everyone would freak out over the barrier, they had to maintain control any way they could. 

    "I'll tell you everything I know. Just don't lock me away. Not now. Not with the Old One rising." The last thing she wanted was to be locked in a tiny cell when that thing got loose. 

    Terence leveled the glare at her. "Okay, you'll tell us everything we need to know. What Jeremiah was up to and what he had planned to do with Nissa Whitlock." 

    "And in return?" They had to give her something for that kind of information. 

    "We will...maintain the illusion that you had nothing to do with it. But if you turn on us, or lie to us again, I'll feed you to the Old One myself." 

    Erica nodded knowing that she couldn't get out of this one. Terrence motioned to two of the guards and they each took an arm, leading her back to one of the cars. She protested but Terence and Veronica ignored her. Of course they were never going to just let her walk free after everything. 

    Maybe if I cooperate, they’ll let me go when this is done. 

    A ridiculous idea. They’d never let her go now. But thanks to Jeremiah jumping the gun, they were all in the same boat. Future snacks for a demon. Unless Nissa Whitlock could stop it. 

    After last night, she managed to slip away but she must still be in town. Hiding somewhere. Maybe with that demon she seemed to like. 

    She’ll surface soon and when she does the battle will begin.  

    Erica rested her hands in her lap, trying to appear calm, while inside she felt like screaming. All these years working toward something great and Jeremiah ruined it all in one fell swoop. Why? Why couldn’t he wait a few more weeks? Did he lie about everything?  

    Erica squeezed her hands into fists. He knew how important this was and he still fucked her over. Fucked them all over.  

    It's a good thing he’s dead or I’d kill him myself. 

    One of the guards got behind the wheel and Erica waited for him to drive away, but he made no move to start the car. Maybe Terrence wasn’t done with her yet. 

    “Did they say when we would be leaving?” she asked to break the silence. 

    “You know,” the guard said, “Jeremiah trusted you. He believed you wanted what he wanted.” 

    “What? What do you know about it?” 

    The guard looked at her through the rear view mirror. She recognized him as one of Jeremiah’s acolytes. Peter, maybe? 

    “He promised me a shot at power. More than I’ll ever see in a lifetime.” 

    “Yeah, well, now he’s gone and none of us are getting anything,” Erica said bitterly. 

    “All thanks to that bitch Nissa Whitlock. He said she might interfere. Turn against him. He didn’t like traitors.” 

    Erica didn’t like where this conversation was going. “You realize we’re all trapped in this town now. There’s no way out for us, because of Jeremiah.” 

    “No!” he snarled. “Because of Whitlock. She has to be stopped.” 

    Erica leaned forward. “You can’t hurt her, she’s our only shot at stopping the Old One.”  

    As the last wizard, she was literally the only person on Earth who could save them. 

    The guard twisted in his seat, his face close to hers now. “Traitors must pay.” 

    She felt a sharp pain in her chest and looked down to see a knife in her chest. She opened her mouth to yell for help, but he slapped a glove covered hand over it. 

    “I won’t let you spill his secrets to save your own ass. And one way or another, I will get rid of Nissa Whitlock.” 

    Erica could feel the blood seeping into her shirt. He let her go and she slumped back in her seat, no longer able to for help. Darkness closed in on her. 

    She heard the door open and shut quietly as the guard slipped away.  

    Reaching out a hand, she tried to signal to Veronica. Maybe she could still heal her, but even as she thought it, she knew she had run out of time. 

    Her hand dropped back down, and her eyes started to close. It looked like Jeremiah had cost them both their lives.  

    Despite all the years she had devoted to the cause, Erica felt nothing but regret in her last moments. 

    What have I done? If Nissa dies, the world does too. 

      

      

    If you want to find out what happens next, grab your copy of Dead End Road: Road To Nowhere Book 5 – the final book in the series. 

    

  


   
    If you enjoyed the Road To Nowhere series, then be sure to check out: 

      

    Gods of Chaos Series 

      

    Daemon Persuasion Series 

      

    League of Watchers Series 

      

    Queen of Hell Series 
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