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Terms and Places for the Blood Coven
Series

 


Aerilon

The ylve region of Scath.

 


Aeternals

A species made up of
various breeds who pre-date Homo
sapiens on Earth. Their creator is the
Genitrix Gahya, an immortal who resides in The Vast. After
centuries, they grew more cruel and violent, feeding from humans,
threatening the continued existence of mankind.

 


The Alliance Security Agency

A human agency where
employees have a distant Aeternal ancestor in their family trees.
Once travel between the realms of Scath and Earth became possible,
these descendants created an organization to assist Aeternals.
Their organization provides Aeternals with access to trade on Earth
and assistance in policing Aeternals who enter Earth illegally.
They operate a successful cover business, hiring out as bodyguards,
private security, and soldiers of fortune. The internal structure
includes the Legal Division, Human Resources, Information
Services Division, Security Division, and Finance. A board of
directors oversees the company.

 


Amanita Muscaria

A drug used by berserkers before battle. It
whips them into a frenzy.

 


Amori

The incubus and succubus region of
Scath.

 


Angor

A dimension of dark storms and unpredictable
weather where immortals are tortured and punished. It is also the
final destination of unworthy Aeternals after they die.

 


Arisen Dawn

A rebel group led by Cerberus. Their beliefs
include purity of the breeds and the domination of mankind.

 


The Assembly

The local government
elected by mages.



The Awakening

A ceremony marking an Aeternal’s attainment
of full power, usually in their early to mid-twenties. The event is
different for each breed.

 


BCA Variant Test

A test developed by Eliphias, Alarik’s
science lead, to determine if the subject is a Blood Coven
descendant.

 


Blood Coven

Led by the Cambion from Wales, these
powerful mages created the realms of Darque, Earth, and Scath in AD
452 where only one world had been before. Aeternals went to Scath,
mystical creatures to Darque, and humans remained on Earth. It was
the only way the two sentient species would survive.

 


Bludclan

Vampires are identified by their Bludclan, a
social/family group.

 


Blud Den

A place which specializes in feeding all
Aeternal breeds, not just vampires. An Aeternal feeds on the host’s
blood, soul, fear, energy for magic, lifeforce, orgasm, power, or
arousal. O blud dens are more specialized. Here a host takes a drug
(most notably opium). The feeding from the host provides a high but
is not as addictive as taking the drug itself.

 


Bludfrenzy

When a vampire is controlled by the need for
blood. It becomes the sole reason for living, an addiction.

 


Bludhaven

The vampire region of Scath.

 


The Bludhunt

A violent ceremony marking the mating of two
vampires.

 


Breeds

Amazons, berserkers,
demons (seven tribes within their breed), djinn, incubi and
succubi, mages (or witches and warlocks), satyrs and nymphs,
vampires, and ylves. Though each breed has distinct gifts, or
powers, all are stronger than Homo
sapiens and possess better sight, hearing,
and smell. Like humans, breeds eat food, but they must supplement
it with other nourishment—blood, soul, lifeforce, flesh, fear,
arousal, orgasm, or energy for magic.

 


Camp Follower

An Aeternal who makes himself or herself
available as food or sex for Jarek’s Firebrands.

 


The Cede

The Aeternals’ funeral ceremony.

 


The Coalition

The alliance of Firebrands, loyal Scath
citizens, loyal members of Scath’s government, and humans to defeat
Cerberus.

 


Covenkirk

The seat of Scath’s government, the mage
region, and the location of the Eastern Stronghold.

 


The Cubes

Run by gaffers, holding cells for Scath
prisoners awaiting trial or interrogation.

 


Custodes Templii

Formed on Earth by the
Cambion before he died. Through the centuries, the group keeps
track of Blood Coven descendants, the offspring of the mages who
stayed on Earth after the Karmic Schism.



Darque

The realm of mystical
creatures, home to harpies, questing beasts, Kalli, Spriggans,
Yeti, gagans, polar rats, hellhounds, and
more.



D-chip

Digital Implant Communication Chronometer.
It is an amazing device embedded into the wrist of each Firebrand
warrior and wired to their brains. Its functions are
many–telepathic communicator, shadowflasher, GPS locator, emergency
portal creator as long as the Firebrand is out-of-doors, a more
efficient version of a portal jumper to allow travel through
established gateways, temporary cell for captured offenders, and
more.

 


Dionysia

Local government of nymphs and satyrs.

 


Directorate of Seven

The local ruling body of demons. Each member
represents a tribe—animus, avarice, carnal, envy, hedon, pride,
sloth. They are chosen by combat.

 


Elysian Isle

The nymph and satyr region of Scath.

 


The Encampment

The Amazon, berserker, and djinn region and
location of the Southern Stronghold on Scath.

 


Evermore

A dimension of serenity where worthy
Aeternals go when they meet true death.

 


Freron

A term used by Firebrands to denote another brother- or
sister-in-arms.

 


Gaffers

Like police, the managers of the day-to-day
minor crimes on Scath.

 


Genesis Rite

An ancient ritual where demons fought in
combat. The winner spent the night with the ceremony’s guest of
honor.

 


Gold Dust

An addictive drug, making users fanatic
followers of Arisen Dawn.

 


Humans First

A paramilitary unit organized by Dante to
gather intel on and expose Aeternals.

 


Isolationists

A group originally organized by Simonis, an
ylve, to protest Scath’s involvement in affairs outside the realm.
He was shoved out as the group became more radical, espousing breed
purity and displaying a rising nationalism set on conquering
humans. It became the foundation for Cerberus’s Arisen Dawn.

 


Karmic Schism

The splitting of the world into three
realms. In AD 452, the Blood Coven cast spells to create Scath and
send Aeternals there. At that time, they also created the realm of
Darque for magical creatures and Earth for humans.

 


Knife’s Edge

The demon region of Scath.

 


Lawgivers

Elected drafters of the laws for Scath. A
member is chosen from each breed.

 


Outcast Keep

An area on Darque where Aeternal prisoners
are kept.

 


Ministry of Compliance

Governmental office which regulates travel.
Boden is the current director.

 


Ministry of Coin

Governmental office which regulates finance
and drafts the realm’s budget.

 


Ministry of Culture

Governmental office which regulates
education, schools of magic, and Awakening ceremonies.

 


Ministry of Death

Governmental office which operates prisons,
the Cubes, and Outcast Keep on Darque, controls day-to-day crime
and gaffers, and regulates the use of explosive weapons.

 


Ministry of Labor

Governmental office which regulates worker
welfare.

 


Ministry of Prosperity

Governmental office which regulates trade
with wildings and humans.

 


Ministry of the Shield

The only governmental ministry which reports
to the Temple of Justice rather than the Lawgivers. The Scion
Firebrands are under its auspices. Cadmon is both high commander of
the Scion Firebrands and director of this ministry.

 


Ministry of Well Being

The governmental office responsible for
medical facilities, research, science, technology, and history.
Alarik is the current director.

 


Ministry of Wildings and Realm

The governmental office which regulates the
wildings and both realms’ natural resources, parks, and
environments.

 


Mitakon

A bi-annual Olympics. Winter events are in
North Shelters and summer events in the Encampment region.

 


Monarchy

The king and queen who lead the incubi and
succubi.

 


North Shelters

The shifter region and
location of the Northern Stronghold on
Scath.



The Path

The words of the warrior Ohngel as recorded
by the Cambion from Wales and contained in five-volumes. These
books relate tales of the salvation, the betrayal, the creation,
the fall and rise, and the destiny of Aeternals.

 


Pitchblende

A substance which weakens djinn.

 


Portals

Gateways to and from the realms, created by
the Blood Coven at the time of the Karmic Schism but not accessible
by all. In the beginning only powerful and approved mages could
cast spells for travel. Later, GPS technology allowed for portal
jumpers to be distributed to authorized Aeternals.

 


The Prophecy of Karma

A scroll found by the fire-winged assassin
Ohngel, the mentor/guide to the Cambion from Wales, in a cave in
the Vakataka Kingdom. The first stanza, though it presaged a dark
future for mankind at the hands of Aeternals, it predicted a coven
would save them by separating humans and Aeternals. The second
stanza noted the rise of Hades’s hound who would lead an army to
enslave humans. The last stanza hints at the role of destiny in the
prophecy.

 


The Rage

When a demon loses control of the beast.
Usually, they must be put down.

 


The River Am

A river which defies explanation and natural
laws. The witch Indigo, as the Guardian of Time, reads the river.
The middle course is the present. Possible futures flow upstream.
The lower course, or downstream, shows the just-past to the
long-past. No one but Indigo knows the river’s location.

 


Scath

The realm where Aeternals have lived since
the Karmic Schism.

 


Schools of Magic

There are seven schools of magic–Elemental,
Conveyance, Forging, Influence, Investigation, Manipulation,
Protection. Each mage’s powers fall primarily
into one category where they are trained in those gifts at the
Thaumaturgy Institute. Extremely powerful witches or warlocks may
excel in more than one school of magic.

 


Scion Firebrands

The elite warriors of Scath who follow in
the footsteps of an ancestor. Founded soon after the Karmic Schism,
they protect Scath and Darque from the most violent Aeternals or
creatures. As a side-gig, they also protect humans from the threat
of Aeternals who escape to Earth. When Aeternals are called to
join, the initiation begins with the Phoenix brand which burns
itself onto the candidates’ upper left arms. They experience
intense pain until they reach a decision. Join or reject the
offer.

 


The Settling

The demon mating ceremony.

 


Shadowflash

Old, powerful vampires can trace from shadow
to shadow as long as the spot is within sight. It makes travel
faster. D-chips give Firebrands this ability also.

 


Strange But True

The Seattle paranormal tabloid owned by
George James, Braelyn’s father.

 


Strigodierna Ceremony

A vampire spiritual ceremony. It is led by
the Cruor and his fifty Carnemia.

 


Supreme Pack Alpha

Chosen through combat to lead the
shifters.

 


Temple of Justice

The body of elected justices who try
offenders on Scath. A member is elected from each breed.

 


Thaumaturgy Institute

Where witches and warlocks are trained in
the different schools of magic.

 


Tribes

The sub-breeds of demons.
The inspiration for Christianity’s Seven Deadly
Sins--animus, avarice, carnal, envy, hedon, pride, and
sloth.

 


Triumvirate of the Wise

Chosen every fifty years to govern ylves. A
chancellor, an imperial secretary, and a grand commandant.

 


Vampire Conclave

The local rulers of vampires, led by the
bludcrown.



The Vast

A dimension of clear skies and pleasant
weather where immortals, such as Gahya, Gabriel, and the OneCreator
reside.

 


Walkabout

The requirement for influential Aeternals to
live on Earth for periods of time to keep current with human
activity.

 


War Council

The governing body for Amazons, berserkers,
and djinn, chosen by combat to govern locally.

 


Watchers

The mages who keep an eye on and maintain
the portals and the whorl for Alarik’s ministry.

 


The Whorl

What separates the three realms from each
other. Travelers to another realm access it from a portal, travel
through it, and reach a portal in the other realm.

 


Winged Assassins of the OneCreator

Aka The Feard. They or Michael are the only
beings who can bring true death to an immortal. Ohngel, the
Cambion’s mentor and guide, is the fire-winged assassin of the
OneCreator.
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Abrahm Murdered Kole's parents, an
ancestor of Skyler Maxwell, demon

 


Aedon Kole's father, Firebrand,
animus demon

 


Aisen Silas's half-brother, operated
stockades for Cerberus, vampire

 


Alarik Director of the Ministry of
Well Being, Rein's father, Indigo's half-brother,
warlock-incubus

 


Alden Maxwell Skyler Maxwell's
father, once the CLO of the Alliance

Allias Alarik's employee in Echo's
history division who finds evidence of Custodes Templii

Amelia Dante's daughter

 


Amylyn Flirts with Ram in the Blood
Shed, witch

 


Anarai Original Blood Coven,
warlock

 


Anna Skyler Maxwell's administrative
assistant at the Alliance

 


Anthive Jarek's grandfather,
djinn

 


Aras High Justice of the Temple of
Justice, eagle shifter
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First

 


Boden Director of the Ministry of
Compliance, sloth demon
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vampire
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shifter

 


Cal The assistant legal officer at
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Cerberus, heiress, daredevil, adrenalin junkie
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Chay Full name Chayton, Firebrand,
ylve
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Alarik, witch
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djinn
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vampire
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ex-military, ex-police officer
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witch

 


Eliphias Chief scientist at the
Ministry of Well Being, warlock
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Prologue

 


The ragged claws of the past
are buried in the flesh of the present and future.

 


—Ohngel, an eagle perched on his
forearm

 


 


Wales, Seven Years After the Karmic Schism
of AD 452

The cave waited. Moisture dripped in fingers
down its calcite-draped walls. Bats hugged the dark ceiling. The
crisp smell of fresh, cool water arising from an underground river
wove through the still air. Yet, the cave waited.

Finally, the Cambion walked through the
entrance of the place he called home, his robe whispering as it
shifted through the dirt. The black-cowled figure set his basket of
supplies on the ground. He removed and stacked dried leaves, spicy
cedar needles, twigs, and branches. Bending, he rubbed his fingers
together to cast a simple spell. Once he created a spark, it jumped
onto the pile, one leaf catching fire, then a twig, and another.
Hissing flames danced, igniting the tinder, breaking the eerie
silence, creating a play of shadow and light in the cave.

He brushed debris from his palms, placing
them on his knees, pushing upright, his joints not yet suffering
the ravages of time. The flames snaked higher, swirling, slithering
upward. The powerful warlock, the Cambion from Wales, reached out
with steady hands and drew the smoke toward himself while awaiting
visions.

A farmhouse appeared in the haze. Then a
barn. The Cambion tilted his neck, his head rolling back, his eyes
following the white ash as it trailed upward in the dank cavern lit
only by the fire’s light. Flames licked the hem of his robe, but he
paid them no attention. In his vision, cackling chickens roamed a
yard, pecking the ground. A milk cow grazed behind a fence. The
smoke twisted, rising, fanning out along the mountain’s womb,
caressing it, revealing secrets to the black-cloaked warlock.

A small girl materialized, her simple linen
dress soiled at the hem. As she kicked a ball along in front of
her, a misty fog wove through the plentiful rows of corn which
lined the road where she played.

From a porch, an older female called out her
name. “Seraphine.”

The child struck the ball with her foot one
last time before answering the farm wife’s call. She turned.

Gasping, the Cambion beheld the child’s
eyes, the sharpness of her chin, the cut of her cheeks.

The powerful warlock regularly searched
Scath for a glimpse of the child, his and Niviane’s offspring whose
existence could alter destiny. Never had he found her until today,
seven years after the Karmic Schism when the Blood Coven created
three realms from one world. They did it to avert the disaster
predicted in the Prophecy of Karma. They did it to save mankind.
Aeternals went to Scath while mystical creatures made their homes
on Darque. In this way, the thirteen mages guaranteed humans, who
remained on Earth, would multiply, grow strong, and build defenses.
They would survive as a species, separated from the savage
Aeternals who pre-dated their existence.

At the time of the Karmic Schism of AD 452,
the Cambion ordered the Blood Coven to remain behind on Earth,
hidden with their offspring, scattered and cut off from their own
kind because they or their children could be used to re-open the
portals. If done, Aeternals would once again threaten humans with
extinction. Niviane compromised the tenuous plan for salvation.
Indeed, she had betrayed him. She had betrayed humanity. She had
betrayed her own kind. Aeternals.

Anger exploded from the warlock, waves of it
reaching every nook and cranny, sending bats flying and spiders
scurrying to escape its deadly path. Like shattered glass, it cut
through the cave. Spewing from the entrance, it formed black storm
clouds, erupting in claps of thunder as streaks of lightning raced
across the valley. The earth shook while simple peasants in a
nearby village grabbed their children, holding them close to await
God’s fury.

With a deep breath, the Cambion gathered his
wrath, reeling it in like a big fish on a line. A menacing yet
weary scowl crossed his face. His eyes grew as dark as the smoke
into which he stared. Indeed, Niviane had borne his child, named
her Seraphine, and sent her to Scath despite his directive.

Though the warlock longed for a rest, the
solace was ripped from him. Chaos could sprout from his own
seed.

He glanced toward a high ledge where Ohngel
waited, his fiery, razor-edged feathers glinting in the flickering
light. His mentor, the enigmatic immortal male, had warned him of
the betrayal, encouraging him to seek proof.

When the warlock threw a log onto the fire,
Ohngel faded but reformed in the blaze as spiraling, undulating,
brilliant hues of light. Blue. Gold. Green. Crimson. Exploding, the
colors rose and coalesced into a shape. The shape took the form of
the Phoenix, whose mournful screech as it swooped out of the flames
beckoned the Cambion to follow.

The warlock’s eyes widened when the giant
avian morphed into a Chimera near the cave exit. As he glanced at
the creature, it flicked its neck from side to side, fire spitting
from its mouth. When it trudged onward, he trailed behind. He would
wander the world seeking to understand the betrayal, seeking
answers, seeking a means to control the fallout.


 


 Chapter One

 


New Orleans, Present Day

Denim Quinn peeked through the wide-angle
peephole.

Outside, a young woman clenched a toddler
against her chest. The boy hugged her neck, thumb in mouth. The
visitor pivoted her head to glance behind her, maybe expecting
Jason Voorhees to pop out to trim the hedges. When she spun back to
the door, rapping on the wood, her nervous eyes twitched left and
right.

Denim drew back three deadbolts, fisting the
brass knob to open the door a crack. She left the chain in place.
While she checked out the surroundings, she bit into a fresh-baked
oatmeal raisin cookie grasped in her other hand. Sliding the chain
off and flinging the door wide, she joined the visitor on the
porch.

The woman carrying the child scrunched a
Safe Haven flyer in trembling fingers.

“Welcome. I’m Denim. What’s your name?” As
she asked, she combed through a strand of her long, loose hair to
be certain it covered the scar on her cheek. No need to frighten
the woman.

“Leslie.”

With a reassuring palm on the young mother’s
shoulder to usher her through the door, Denim glanced up the
street. Down the street. Old habit. “Let’s take you
and…”

“Jeffrey.”

“Jeffrey inside.”

Leslie didn’t look as if she’d broken
twenty. Her mousy brown hair was swept away from her face, exposing
a fresh shiner. The bruise was big, as if she’d gone wild with
purple eyeshadow. Then there was the limp. She winced with each
step across the large area rug while keeping a firm grip on the
boy. Her bare upper arm revealed massive contusions in the shape of
fingers. Large fingers.

Denim pushed the door shut, throwing each
latch along with the chain. Be prepared. The Scout motto. Girls
or Boys? “Here. Let me take the kid … er … Jeffrey.” Denim
hefted the boy into her right arm.

The shelter owner exploded from the kitchen
like a firecracker. The bundle of energy on two legs was all heart,
though. “Who do we have here?”

“Marta, meet Leslie. Leslie, this is the
caretaker-in-chief,” explained Denim.

Part Creole, part Cajun but all NOLA, Marta
rubbed a palm across Leslie’s back. Through squinted lids, she
examined the arrivals as if she were an emergency room doctor. Her
scan took in the young mother from ratty Keds to ponytail, zeroing
in on every bruise, every scrape. “Come into the kitchen. We’re
gonna get you fixed up. Then you’ll both have oatmeal cookies and
milk.”

There was the great thing about Marta.
Cookies and milk solved everything. Along with a hug and
beaucoup conversation.

Denim, on the other hand, subscribed to
eye-for-an-eye biblical justice. It soothed her soul more than
words. If she were Leslie, she’d rest better if her fist plowed
into the orbital socket of the guy who’d doled out the shiner.
Payback was a bitch, but she was Denim’s bitch.

On the way to the kitchen, the young
mother’s chest heaved until she finally broke down, shaking and
crying. “He’ll find us. I know he will. Then he’ll kill me.” Her
accent was rural Louisiana, making her sound fresh from a dirt-poor
farm.

When the little guy squirmed in Denim’s
arms, she bounced him on her hip. “Were you followed?”

Leslie’s shoulders bobbed with each gulping
sob. “I d-d-don’t think so.”

Marta patted the frightened mother’s arm.
“Now there, child, you let us worry about that man. You and this
baby boy are safe here.”

The shelter owner shooed two young mothers
along with their children out of the kitchen. Marta liked to cook
while she did her intakes. But she didn’t need extra eyes scaring
the new arrivals. “Denim, you do the honors with Leslie while I
finish making dinner.”

It was the first time Denim flew solo on an
intake interview, but she had assisted Marta other times. She set
Jeffrey in a highchair, giving him an oatmeal cookie. With a second
thought, she snatched a stuffed bunny, its fur patchy from small
hands along with too many washings. She wiggled it in front of
Jeffrey, handing it over when his dimpled fingers reached out.
Next, she fetched the first aid kit from a cabinet. As she slapped
antiseptic and Band-Aids on Leslie’s cuts, she spoke softly to the
mother who took a seat at the table.

“Did Jeffrey’s father do this?”

“Shur nuff.” Leslie’s pupils stayed glued to
a spot on the floor.

Typical behavior. The mother was too ashamed
to talk eye-to-eye. “Has he hit you before?” asked Denim.

Leslie nodded. “I landed in the hospital a
couple times. Carl made me say I fell down the steps. I don’t think
they believed me.”

“Has he hit the baby?”

“Not yet, but he will. That’s one reason I
left. If he’ll do this to me, no tellin’ what he’ll do to my
Jeffie.”

Denim walked over to snag a bag of peas from
the freezer. “Here, cher. Keep this on your eye. How’s the
leg and arm?”

“Just sore. Nothin’ too bad.”

“Ribs?”

“Nah. They’re okay.”

“How old is Jeffrey?” asked Denim.

“He’s three. I’m nineteen. Mom and Pa made
me marry Carl when they found out I was pregnant.”

“How old’s Carl?” Marta threw this in from
her spot by the stove while her spoon circled the pot faster and
faster.

“Twenty-nine.”

“Will your mom, dad, or other relatives take
in you and the boy?” Denim scooted her chair closer to the
table.

“No. We’re on our own.”

“You came to the right place, cher.
You can stay here. We have people who’ll help you. I see you have
our brochure.” Denim took the crumpled pamphlet out of Leslie’s
hand. “You are not alone.”

Leslie swiped at her eyes. “Thank you.”

“No thanks needed. We’re here for you now
and for as long as you need us.”

Leslie started to cry again when Marta set
an oatmeal cookie and milk on the table by her and the child. “I
d-d-don’t have any money or clothes. For Jeffie or me. None of his
toys. I just ran.”

When Jeffrey spilled his glass of milk, the
mother’s gaze pinpointed Denim. She cringed as if she expected a
slap down when the trail of white liquid puddled on the floor. “No
harm. No foul.” Denim chuckled, got a rag, and wiped up the mess.
Marta poured the boy another Brown’s Dairy.

Leslie’s shoulders relaxed.

“You’ll love the other women and kids here.
Let us handle the other stuff.” Denim tossed the cloth on top of
the washer.

Marta gave the big pot on the stove one more
stir before she joined the table conversation. “There’s a boy
Jeffie’s age takin’ his nap now. When he wakes, your son will have
a playmate.”

“He’ll love that. You’re both so kind,” said
Leslie.

Denim patted her hand. “I am sorry this
happened to you. You do not deserve it.”

“When the house wasn’t clean, Carl…” She
pointed to her eye. “…did this. Jeffie had been fussy. I just
didn’t have time.”

Denim nodded, staring straight at Leslie.
“You do not deserve this treatment. If you remember one thing I
say, cher, remember this. You do not deserve what happened
to you.”

“You can never understand what this means to
me.” The back of Leslie’s hand wiped away new tears streaming along
her cheeks.

Denim exchanged a look with Marta. “We can.
Finish your snack first. Afterward, I’ll show you around, take you
to your room, and get you clothes and stuff to last a few days.
Essentials. One of the women will go shopping with you tomorrow. Do
you have a job?”

“No. Carl never let me work.”

“We can help you with that later. It’s not a
worry-about-it-now thing. Also, Marta will review the house rules.
Not today. Plenty of time later. Settle in first.”

“I’m afraid he’ll come for me.”

“Let me deal,” said Denim. “I was in the
army and served as a New Orleans cop. I’m licensed to carry a
concealed weapon because of my current job. If I’m not here,
there’s Marta. She’s a great shot. We’re not worried, cher.
This is what we do.”

After showing Leslie upstairs, Denim helped
Marta set the table for dinner. “I’ve got a check for you.” She
rummaged in her purse after putting out the plates.

Marta turned off the burner under the pot.
“Child, don’t spend your money on us. We get by fine. Do somethin’
nice for yourself. You deserve it. Take a vacation. Be fun
again.”

“I’m fun.”

Of course, I’m fun.

Did her friend and sometimes partner Galena
see her as a fuddy-duddy? She’d ask later.

Marta raised her brows.

“Okay. Fun-ish.”

“Put a bathing suit on your fine athletic
body, slap sunscreen on your pasty white skin, soak in the sun on
the beach, and flirt with all the guys who hit on you. Ooh, girl.
Especially the ones in tight Speedos with their junk showing.”

“I’m giving you this money for me. And for
your information, I don’t like guys in Speedos.” She grinned,
though.

“Hmm. You should get out more. A beautiful
thing like you. I don’t mean to the gym.”

Denim patted the hair covering her scar. “I
have a week coming to me, Marta. I plan to spend it here.”

“Nope. Don’t need ya. Don’t want ya. Beach
it, party it, or dance it but do not show your face here. Too much
serious stuff rattles around in your head. Take in the season.”

“You mean party like you do?”

Marta shook a finger at Denim but struggled
not to grin. “Hey. My guy and me get around.”

“Yeah. Right after you take care of everyone
else.”

“This isn’t about me. It’s about you puttin’
your past to rest. I’ve made peace with mine. Can you say the same?
Now call the crowd to dinner.”

Denim rose and stuck the check inside the
old cookie jar. “This will help get supplies for unexpected
tenants. I insist.”

“Stubborn girl.”

“I’m learning from you.” Denim headed to the
base of the stairs, yelling out to the residents.

Marta might be right. Denim had been fun
once. She’d worn pretty sundresses, flaunted a lot of skin, busted
sexy dance moves, batted lashes at handsome guys, and laughed at
unfunny jokes. Where was that girl? Would she ever appear again?
She missed her.

In a room connected to the kitchen, three
large tables formed a horseshoe. Today several chairs were empty.
The missing women and children had traveled into town for the Mardi
Gras activities.

“Leslie, it’s going to get very noisy in
here,” Denim warned the new arrival and her toddler when they came
downstairs.

Marta made introductions while boisterous
kids and women poured in, scooting out chairs, carrying platters
and bowls of food from the counter to the tables, and greeting one
another.

Marta sandwiched Leslie and Jeffie between
herself and a long-time resident who chucked the boy under his chin
as her own two kids made faces at him, getting him to giggle.

Denim leaned back in a retro slatted chair,
crossing her arms over her chest while she watched. She did that a
lot at Marta’s table. Mashed potatoes passed from hand to hand.
Jeffrey banged a spoon on his highchair tray. Marta shouted above
everyone’s racket, and all the women jockeyed to involve Leslie in
a conversation.

They were a family, something Denim had
experienced only in flashes. Her mother died when she was quite
young. No known father. A variety of group homes followed, but none
made her feel welcome.

Her military unit ate together in the mess,
shared stories, and bound themselves in a common cause, a war. But
a roadside bomb stole her closest buddies. Cops were always
tight-knit, meeting for breakfast or popping into a bar after work,
but she wouldn’t call any of them family.

“Denim, wake up. Pass the chicken,” shouted
Marta.

“Sorry. Spaced it.” She snatched the platter
and passed left. “Anybody want the gravy?”

A freckle-faced boy mumbled yes with
his mouth full. His mother threw a gentle elbow at him.

Yep. A real family.

For a short time, she’d had a grandmother.
The white-haired woman had pushed into her life and shared an
unbelievable story. For a while, the two of them were family, but
the older woman died not long after dropping the major info
bomb.

The wild tale about Aeternals who once
walked among humans led Denim to the Alliance Security Agency for a
job. After she joined them, she’d built a couple relationships.
Only one close. That friend was … unusual. She couldn’t
exactly hang with Galena whenever or visit, kick back, and watch
old movies at her place.

At the agency, Denim had also made the
biggest mistake of her life, but it was behind her now. Or was
it? Marta didn’t think so.

“There’s the doorbell.” Denim was unsure
anyone else heard it. “I bet Lois left her key here. She was
meeting a friend for lunch.”

It rang again. Leslie dropped her fork, her
hand shaking. A normal response to stress. The fight-or-flight
syndrome.

Gotta love the adrenal medulla.

“Don’t worry, everybody, I got this.” Denim
pushed back her chair and left to get the door.

That’s when the Titanic hit the iceberg. A
man fixed his ugly puss to the peephole. He was pissed enough to be
a psychotic abusive A-hole. And each of the women in the dining
room had one. Denim pressed the intercom button. “Yes?”

“You got my wife in there.” He pounded on
the thick wood, his lips in a snarl and his brows drawn tight.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

Denim knew the drill. She yelled into the
kitchen, “Safe room. Now.” Chairs scraped across the floor, kids
and women cried, feet scurried, and Marta tossed around orders like
a master sergeant.

Once Denim heard the clunk of the steel door
leading to the basement, she pressed the intercom again. “I don’t
know who you are, but we’ve called the police. I won’t be letting
you in the house. Leave.”

“Not without Leslie and my kid.”

Leslie’s Carl.

Denim did not acknowledge his wife was here.
“Like I said, cops on the way. Be warned. I’m on a diet, cranky as
hell, and packing a loaded gun.”

He snorted. “The police have more than they
can handle with Mardi Gras craziness. They won’t be here for hours.
And don’t think I’m afraid of you and your popgun, bitch. Let me
in.”

Denim thought he might be right about the
cops, but she’d handled bigger scumbags than this guy. In the army
she’d patrolled roads littered with IEDs and raided houses where
armed terrorists popped out of the walls. She never underestimated
her enemy.

His fist thundered against the wood. Through
the peephole, she saw him move away, raise his foot, and slam it
into the door. It shuddered but held. Kicking down a door wasn’t as
easy as it looked on TV. He hauled back, striking it again. It
sounded as if he shouldered the wood, causing a crack to form.

Denim toppled a large coffee table, dragging
it to block the kitchen doorway as added cover. She stood it on
end. Her gun drawn, she checked the magazine and patted her pocket
for a backup. She examined the chamber.

All’s good.

Concealed in the kitchen, she had a good
view of the front entry. In her right hand, she gripped her
Beretta.

Muscle memory. It felt good.

She steadied the weapon with her left hand,
took a firing stance, and prepared for the asshole to break in.

Was it asking too much for him not to be
carrying? Was it asking too much for her to stop him with one shot?
How about for the cops to arrive and haul him off all bloody and
contrite?

Yeah. Probably.

The door splintered, a loud crash following
as the guy flew through, dropping to the floor in a crouch.

Damn. He’s armed.

She didn’t call out a warning because she
wasn’t a cop anymore. He didn’t deserve a tip-off. She fired, but
he rolled. He ducked into the bathroom as she let off another two
shots.

He answered.

Ping. Ping. Ping. Ping.

Carl could have nine rounds. Hell. He
could have a lot more.

When he peeked around the corner, she fired
again, the bullet biting into the frame near his head.

A hit would be sweet.

His next move was downright stupid. It cost
him. He must have seen too many movies. Dirty Harry. The
Matrix. The Terminator. They probably topped his list.
He centered himself in the doorway, spread his legs, and
straight-armed his weapon.

While he was setting up, Denim chuffed, took
aim, and put a bullet into his shoulder. Clunk. His gun
tumbled to the ground. The melody was as good as Louis Armstrong
marching along Bourbon Street playing his trumpet. She raced
forward, kicked his piece aside, and kneed him in the groin.

Carl cradled his crotch, fell to his knees,
and moaned, puking onto the floor like the chicken shit he was. A
little vomit didn’t bother Denim. She locked an arm around his neck
and jammed her pistol against his temple. “Please move, dick
breath. My finger’s twitching for some action. I’m hoping you’re in
the mood for suicide by bitch.”

She lifted her head, listening.

Saved by the siren.

“Fuck you.”

“Ew. Not in a million years, you
syphilis-ridden degenerate.”

She locked the Beretta against his flesh
until the cops rolled in.

When Denim turned the scumbag over to them,
they perp-walked him out to their car, handcuffed, yelling and
screaming about how she’d assaulted him. Fortunately, she knew both
guys. And happy day. One of them was Marta’s
boyfriend. Carl couldn’t catch a break. Chances were good
he’d arrive at the station with two black eyes, busted ribs, and
extra bruises.

Yay for New Orleans’ finest.

Denim knocked the all-clear on the basement
door as her cell rang out with the Dead Kennedys’ “I Fought the
Law.”

“Galena, hey.” She checked her watch. “I’m
not late. … Yeah. … Just finishing here. On my way.” She
disconnected. “Yo, Marta, gotta head to work. See ya when I’m off.
Call if you need me before then.”

“Stay safe.”

Safe may not be possible.

She snagged a scrunchy from her pocket,
pulling her hair into a high, tight ponytail. Her scar was visible.
Vanity on the job was too dangerous.




 



Chapter Two

 


 Darque, Present
Day

Ramirez yelled over his shoulder at the
three Spriggans hauling ass behind him. “Beat feet. Put some air
under those wide fuckers.” A pack of hellhounds chuffed at their
heels, chasing them across the Narobi Flats at the base of the
foothills.

Earlier in the morning, the Spriggans’ chief
had requested assistance from the Scion Firebrands. A five-year-old
kid was missing. Since he was one of his commander’s best trackers,
Ram drew the short straw and was dispatched to find the brat.

He portaled near the Spriggan Enclave on the
realm of Darque, picked up the two males and the female racing at
his six, and traced the kid’s scent to the foothills. When their
foursome started to ascend, following the trail, the hounds charged
out of a canyon. Bounding, snarling, fur flying, eager to kill.
He’d had worse days. He just couldn’t remember one at the
moment.

“Move your asses or be dinner,” he
shouted.

The red-eyed bearers of death were as tall
as Ram’s shoulder and pawing the ground at a speed nearly matching
his own. That was saying something since he was a satyr with
enhanced Scion Firebrand muscle and power. The Spriggans behind him
were slower, making them potential dog meat.

“Those trees.” Ram punched a finger in the
air toward a cluster of oaks in the distance. With his arms
pumping, his knees kicking high, he sprinted ahead. He leaped a
gully, veering left, jumping low brambles and side-stepping larger
shrubs. Brushing aside scraggly branches, he stumbled but caught
himself before he fell. The terrain was rougher than imagined.
Risking a glance over his shoulder, he saw the struggling Spriggans
falling farther behind.

Ram considered shadowflashing. A single tap
on his D-chip would leave his companions alone to fend off the pack
while he darted from shadow to shadow, moving ahead quickly. At the
end of a long self-debate, he decided against that route. Now he
was reevaluating the choice.

When did I become a damn Boy Scout?

More underbrush. Saplings. Rocks. Thickets.
Finally his destination, the stand of trees. Near the exposed roots
of an oak, he paused, waited, and motioned for his panting,
oxygen-sucking companions to climb three nearby large trunks.

Once they had hand-over-footed it to safety,
he selected his own tree, clutched a low branch with both hands,
pulled himself onto it, and swung a leg over the sturdy limb. He
repeated the action until he was well out of the hellhounds’
reach.

The final limb bowed under his six-foot-five
solidly muscled frame. Praying it didn’t snap and tumble him to the
ground into the jaws of his hungry attackers, he wrapped himself in
his satyr camouflage, cloaking himself in an invisible fog.

The beasts arrived in a savage fury,
growling, leaping, snapping. The pack divided, some picking one
tree, some another. Ram was fairly sure the biggest hounds stuck
with him.

Lucky.

Their heads butted the thick trunk, drool
dripping down their matted fur. Their nostrils worked overtime,
sniffing, pinpointing his location. Obviously, they didn’t fall for
his camouflage.

“Give it a rest,” he shouted, dropping his
useless defense in order to avoid wasting energy he might need
later.

The tree shook hard when the biggest of the
pack, probably the leader, threw his whole body at it. Despite a
solid grip, Ram slipped off the bough but snagged a lower limb. He
scrambled back up before their pearly whites neutered him.

“And take a bath.”

Think. Think.

He patted the dagger handles sticking out of
his chest harness. They and the two short tactical swords at his
spine were useless unless he wanted to fight the whole pack up
close and personal. He didn’t. Only one choice left. Natch, he had
never tried it on non-sentient beings.

He checked out his companions before he
shouted above the yelps and howls of his attackers. “Are the rumors
true? If you stare into a hellhound’s flaming red eyes, you
die?”

The Spriggans shrugged. At least it looked
that way from this distance. Well, hell. He had to lock onto
the mangy critters’ peepers to work his satyr hoo-doo. Guess he was
about to see if the old canard was truth or myth.

Great! A test case.

If his plan succeeded, he and the Spriggans
might escape. As a satyr, his concentrated gaze could neutralize an
enemy, rearranging their memories, making them groggy or knocking
them out cold. Or if used just right, seduce a female. He’d never
used it for that. Of course, sexual side effects usually
accompanied his gift. Maybe the hounds would hump each other until
they were too tired to give chase. If his powers worked at all with
beasts.

Hell. What do I have to lose?

“Hey! Big guy.” He bent as low as he
dared.

The lead hellpup cast blazing red orbs at
Ram. The Firebrand’s own translucent irises turned neon green,
glowing bright while they held the killer’s gaze.

Eyeball to eyeball, they snarled and
growled. The savage beast versus the Firebrand. A clock ticked in
Ram’s head. One second. Two seconds. Five seconds. Ten. Finally,
the lead bearer of death staggered. He dropped to the ground,
causing what felt like a minor earthquake. His bestial companions
snapped their heads up to stare at Ram.

Plop. Plop.

They both hit the dirt.

Three down. Better odds.

Ram swung to the lowest limb to taunt a few
animals lunging at the other trees. “Here, doggie, doggie. Come to
papa.”

Four Darque monsters snapped their yaps
shut, went silent, and pivoted their short but thick necks in the
direction of his voice. They spied their fallen pack leader. They
paused. Then the barks, yips, and howls resumed while they raced
toward Ram. He scrambled back up his tree, locking onto the eyes of
the charging hellhounds. The first pair crashed, followed by the
other two, all within seconds of the stare-down.

Ram called out to the remaining five hounds,
their red eyeballs shifting to their fallen comrades. The Firebrand
tapped near his pupils with two fingers. “Look here, puppies.”
Three beasts toppled, followed by the final pair who fell prey to
the Firebrand’s bright green gaze.

Dropping to the dirt and stepping over the
wildings’ bodies, Ram called to his Spriggan companions. “Let’s get
out of here. No idea how long this will last.”

The tallest guy clapped a hand to Ram’s
shoulder. “Well done, satyr.” The others nodded their approval
while they dashed off.

They raced back to the Narobi Flats where
Ram had originally scented the missing kid. When he caught it
again, the team searched the foothills while the hellhounds enjoyed
their nap.

The trail led halfway up a heavily bouldered
rise. Ram raised a hand. He drew a deep breath, brushed aside a
shrub, and stepped around a hickory tree. The odor was stronger
now. His sharp hearing detected sobs coming from behind nearby
rocks. He signaled he was heading up the hill. When the cries grew
louder, Ram tripled-timed his pace.

A motion out of the corner of his eye caught
his attention. He sighted branch-like things which protruded from
every Spriggan’s noggin like deer antlers. Pulling himself onto a
slab of rock, he spied her. Crouched in the dirt. Her head tucked
in tight.

“Hey,” he said.

Nobody could claim this species was good
looking. Except maybe another Spriggan. Their broad lips, long
noses, beady eyes, and skin the color and texture of bark were not
his idea of beauty. To make matters worse, they weren’t known for
being friendly with the Firebrands. But damn. The kid was
cute as hell.

Her little peepers opened wide when she saw
Ram peeking over the top of her hiding place.

Assuming a non-threatening stance and
pretending to glance around, he said, “I’ve been looking for a lost
female, about so high.” He raised a hand to his waist. “You haven’t
seen her, have you?”

She jacked off the ground, straightening her
shoulders. “I’m a lost girl.”

“What luck.” He held out a hand, winking at
her. She wiped the snot from under her nose with the sleeve of her
shirt. After she blinked, she curled her lips into the brightest
smile ever. Scooping her into his arms, Ram lost his heart to the
frightened child.

She clasped her thin arms tightly around his
neck as if she feared he would leave.

His thumb wiped the tears from her
dirt-stained cheeks. “What are you doing this far from home?”

“First I knew where I was. Then I didn’t.”
She suddenly spotted the three Spriggans climbing toward her. “Are
all you peoples looking for me?”

“You know it, little one. You’re very
important.” Ram handed the girl over to the female, but not without
having to tug the child’s hands off his neck.

With the girl asking nonstop questions of
Ram, the five headed back to the enclave.

“Are you a Scion Firebrand?”

“Yep.”

“My pap says Firebrands are strong. Are
you?”

“You bet. I can tackle a questing beast,
knock him out, throw him over my shoulder, and climb the mountain
over there.”

“Really?”

“With a hand tied behind me.” He tickled the
girl.

She giggled and asked another question. “Can
I see your ol’ bird?”

“My Phoenix? You bet, beautiful. Watch.” He
rolled up his sleeve. When he flexed his thick bicep, the wings of
the brand on his upper arm spread wide. He relaxed and the image
contracted. He tightened his muscle again. The symbol seemed to
flutter and take flight. Ram repeated the motion several times.

The girl clapped her hands, squealing. “Are
there lots of you?”

“Firebrands?” he asked.

She nodded.

“Lots. Males and females. In fact, most of
the females are stronger than I am.”

“Do you live on Scath? I’ve never been
there.”

“I do. In Wildwynd among my breed, other
satyrs, but my stronghold’s in Covenkirk.”

She pulled her brows down. “Do you kill us
Spriggans?”

“Hell … I mean, heck no. Who told you
this?”

“Some of my peoples.”

“Firebrands keep everybody safe—Darque and
Scath. Even humans if we have to. Our job is to go after bad guys.
Sometimes we get to rescue pretty girls like you.”

She smiled, her cheeks flushed with
color.

A hundred questions later, they arrived at
the bottom of a windswept, rocky cliff. Ram looked up, scowling at
the endless, snaking steps leading to a barely visible plateau in
the clouds. At the top was the enclave, protected by a gigantic
circular grey stone wall topped off with a thatched roof.

He drew a deep breath, his gaze sweeping up
the lengthy trail. “Oh. Hell no.” He grabbed the girl out of the
Spriggan’s arms. “We’ll meet you outside the gate.” He touched his
D-chip to throw a portal while the five-year-old held onto his
neck, still jabbering.

Embedded into the Firebrands’ wrists,
D-chips linked to their brains. With them, they could do almost
anything, but creating a gateway, as he had done, gobbled up
energy. Better than using his legs after a long chase, though.

Two surprised guards posted at the entrance
into the enclave marched forward when Ram and the girl flashed in
nearby. Having enjoyed the ride, she was bouncing and
squealing.

The satyr Firebrand dwarfed both males who
clasped wooden spears bigger than they were. The taller guard with
generous lips and skin like the bark on a white elm lifted his
weapon, pounding it shaft down into the dirt. He turned sparkling
eyes toward the child. “Welcome back, Katya.” When he bowed his
head, his huge branch-like appendages brushed the ground. “Your
parents are inside. I expect you’ll get your bottom warmed.”

Tall wooden doors opened wide, noise
blasting out from the crowded marketplace where tents and booths
lined a narrow path.

Rubbing her bottom, Katya frowned at the
guard as two Spriggans dashed toward them along the bazaar’s
winding road. When the girl saw her parents hurrying in her
direction, she pushed herself out of Ram’s arms, running to meet
them. “Mam. Pap.”

With tears rolling down her cheeks, Mam
swept her daughter off the ground. “We thought mayhap you were
eaten, Katya.”

“Almost, Mam. But I was more faster than
them hellhounds. I rolled in dirt to hide my smell. Just like you
told me.”

“She’s a smart little bugger.” Ram clamped a
gentle hand onto the child’s shoulder.

Mam squeezed her daughter harder. “I hope
she didn’t talk your arm off. She’s inquisitive, this one.”

“No. She’s a charmer.”

The child’s mother smiled at Ram, swiping at
a tear on Katya’s cheek. “That is so.”

“We cannot tell you how grateful we are,
Firebrand. To you as well as to our fellow villagers who
accompanied you.” Pap hugged both child and mother in his beefy
arms. “Join us. We will celebrate the return of our beloved Katya.
Aye?”

“Will there be drinking involved?” asked
Ram. He was in a mood to celebrate. Hell. He’d saved a
five-year-old kid. What could be better?

“Drinking, dancing, and eating. Aye,” the
father elaborated while he led them along the winding, narrow path
deeper into the marketplace where loud hawkers haggled over goods,
selling colorful fabrics, bright woven rugs, sparkling jewelry, and
hanging meat in the bazaar. They were Darque’s traders, drawing
shoppers not only from their own realm but from Scath as well.

They pushed their way through the gawkers,
who were fingering products, trying on bangle bracelets or quilted
vests, and tasting food.

A large central courtyard was already
filling with people wanting to see Katya along with her saviors.
There, a female Spriggan turned a hunk of meat on a spit over a
blazing fire pit. It could have been any animal. He hoped it wasn’t
a hellhound.

Ram settled cross-legged in front of the
welcome evening fire beside Pap. Though it was spring, in the
mountains of Spriggan Enclave the air was cool. Someone shoved a
hide flask into his hand.

A male dressed in crimson pants and a bright
yellow silk shirt, hands on hips, commandingly blocked the
Firebrand’s view. His spine was straight, authority and a certain
amount of mistrust in his eyes. “I’m Chief Sparce. I called your
commander to request assistance when Katya went missing. We could
not find her. Though Kole and I have our differences, he sent us
you. For this, we are grateful. Now drink.”

Their differences? That was one way to put
it. After Kole had captured Sparce’s brother, he turned him over to
the Temple of Justice. Ram couldn’t remember the crime. But it was
serious. The gaffers held the male in the Cubes until the Justices
delivered a quick verdict. With an axe through his neck, they
released him to the Evermore.

Simple justice.

“Do I want to know what this is?” Ram waved
the flask in the air.

“Helmslag.” Katya’s father volunteered the
info as he rested alongside his daughter’s hero, the girl bouncing
in his lap. With a hand on her shoulder to still the child, he
clasped his own drink. He removed the cap and took a long pull.
“Ah-berserker-berserker. Know only this.” The Spriggan dropped his
lids, giving a swift shake of his head. “It’s strong enough to take
down a male warcat and still let you hump your female all night
long. Aye?”

With the smell of meat cooking, Spriggans
high-fiving, and a male playing a bandora as couples danced to its
sweet ballad-like sounds, Ram popped the cap, took a swig, and
gasped. His hand flew to his throat. He squeezed as the liquid
burned all the way into his gut. “Son-of-a-pig-nosed-rat. Bring it
on.” He tipped the flask again to take a longer pull.

In front of the Firebrand, a female with
light-colored antlers swayed in time to the music. She was decked
out in a cobalt-blue skirt barely covering her slim thighs and a
tight knit top showing off her headlights. Her navel peeked below
the cropped shirt. With her hands waving high above, her curvy hips
gently undulated. She threw in a few bumps, a few grinds, a wink to
boot.

Ram shook his head, sending her away. He
gave her an A for effort, though.

Katya’s father punched his arm. “Drink a few
more swills of helmslag. She will look good to you. Aye?”

Ram watched the female’s shapely ass wiggle
when she stopped in front of another male. “Mebbe.”

He laughed. He joked with the villagers. He
drank some more. Tipping the flask, Ram swallowed another slug of
helmslag. Having used heaps of energy today, he was suddenly
hungry. A satyr fed on arousal as a vampire lived off blood. The
flirtatious dancer reeked of sexual need. Besides, he was fairly
sure Spriggan females had the right parts.


 



Chapter Three

 


 New Orleans, Present
Day

Denim Quinn squeezed her lips together,
biting back a gag. It wasn’t because of the body at her feet. Her
cast iron stomach didn’t object to guts, gore, and blood. She’d
seen plenty of that in Afghanistan. More when she walked a beat in
the Lower 9th Ward. Her lunch wanted out because of the
overpowering stench of the alley. Discarded food from two
restaurants, stale booze from a bar, urine puddles, and what she
thought might be a few dead rats.

Yep.

The scene was grisly. The left side of the
body’s face was blown away. Dirt blended with blood, brains, and
unidentifiable fluids which oozed under its head like a halo. As if
the bullet hadn’t been enough, the killer had jammed a knife into
the guy’s chest, shimmying it around until the cavity was
mincemeat.

Overkill. Even though the dead guy
was an Aeternal.

Deep cuts scored the groin. An arm had been
cut off and flung to the side near a dumpster like so much
trash.

Somebody was pissed enough to use a gun and
a big-ass blade.

The soldier-turned-cop-turned-Alliance-agent
rose, her knees popping. She dusted off her hands. Pinching her
nostrils, she shot a question at her partner. Every year during
Mardi Gras season, an Aeternal paired with a human Alliance agent
to prowl the streets of New Orleans.

Denim’s employer, the Alliance Protection
Agency, was a front, hiring out as bodyguards, private security,
and soldiers of fortune. But their real mission was to provide
access to trade, assistance in returning illegal Aeternals to their
realm, and a lid on secrets about Scath’s breeds. All employees at
the organization bore a smidgeon of Aeternal DNA thanks to those
who had remained behind after the Karmic Schism. Though most of the
species went to Scath, others with human families on Earth stayed.
Once travel between the realms of Scath and Earth became possible,
the humans created the Alliance to assist their ancient ancestors,
the Aeternals.

Denim’s partner was also the “unusual”
friend, an Amazon who lived on Scath. Girls’ night out wasn’t easy
to arrange. They lived a realm apart. As a Firebrand, Galena had a
nifty device which allowed her to travel through portals whenever.
Alliance agents did not. So Denim was Earth-bound. “Do we know who
he is, Galena?”

Her partner knelt beside the body but
twisted her neck to look at the other team. “Thorn, do you
know?”

The wolf shifter answered, absent-mindedly
waving the severed arm through the air. Blood splattered on the
brick wall, creating an impromptu Jackson Pollock. Thorn was a
Scion Firebrand from the same Covenkirk stronghold as Galena. He
wiped an errant splash from his cheek. He, along with his human
Alliance partner Rod, were first on the scene. “His prints sync
with the phone call info we got. He’s an incubus. Warner’s the
name.”

Denim followed Thorn’s gestures with the
arm. “Damn shame. The guy was probably looking for a little fun,
not causing much mischief. When did you find him?”

“I got buzzed a half-hour ago. Was told an
incubus had called in a panic, being attacked near this portal by
humans. Here he is. Doornail dead.”

Rod threw his two cents into the
conversation. “In Nawlins, especially during Mardi Gras season, we
say laissez les bon temps rouler, but this is too much
bon temps roulering. Not only is the Aeternal dead,
but he’s carved up worse than a Thanksgiving turkey. Your young’uns
usually cross over for the parades, wild sex, all-night binges, and
hijinks. Now we have a murder to investigate. Not good. Lucky
someone else didn’t find him?”

The Creole with the thick accent was an
Alliance agent like Denim, but he side-jobbed as a Big Easy cop.
Hence, he was in a position to plug holes in the levee if a big
Aeternal problem cropped up. A dead Aeternal unmasked in a police
morgue would count as a big problem.

The two teams stared at what was left of
Warner’s body. Thorn checked out his cowboy boots, probably looking
for bloodstains. “After I got the call, Rod and I hit the road
running. He made sure no calls got through to NOPD. A pile of shit
would rain down on our heads if we’d been exposed. We’d have
Firebrands, lawgivers, the Temple of Justice, the board of
directors at the Alliance all imbedding a foot in our collective
asses.”

“Yeah,” added Rod. “No reports reached
homicide. In the day of smartphones, Instagram, Facebook, Twitter,
Snapchat, YouTube, U-fuck, and Instabitch, that’s real lucky. I
hope our gris gris lasts. An ME would find shit in one of
your guys which shouldn’t be in a human.”

Galena combed her fingers through her
straight shoulder-length black hair, rising to her full height of
six feet. “Was he coming or going?”

Thorn kicked a pebble with the toe of his
boot. “I got the feeling he was heading home.”

Nodding while she moved away from the body,
Denim slid her phone out of her back pocket to answer a call. With
it pressed to her ear, she walked to the alley entrance where she
could see out into the busy street. She glanced one way and then
the other. “Got ’em. Thanks.”

An Aeternal-Alliance team who had their
hands full with a few randy young satyrs called with a heads-up on
some partiers they couldn’t get to. Disconnecting, she returned to
her partner. “Hotshots up the street. Let’s book, Galena.” She
grinned at Rod. “The body, such as it is, is yours, cher.
You found it. You keep it.”

Rod scratched his nose with his middle
finger.

The women exited the alley, passed Pat
O’Brien’s on St. Peter’s, and hurried toward Bourbon Street where
they spied their targets turning a corner.

Though it was night, streetlights lit up the
surroundings like hundreds of tiny suns. Overhead, drunken
carousers celebrated the festivities by crowding onto iron-scrolled
balconies while they chugged beer or fancy drinks. Beneath the
classic New Orleans structures, revelers spilled onto the streets,
shouting, gyrating to the rhythms of sidewalk bands or music
blasting from raucous bars. Lots of color, masks, feathers, and
wigs.

Hustling toward their objective, they
elbowed their way through the merrymakers. Out of place in jeans,
dark T-shirts, and combat boots, they trailed four young vampires
who were migrating toward a famous local nightclub.

“Young guys all looking to score. God spare
me.” Denim’s chestnut-colored ponytail swished back and forth with
her hurried steps. Truth be told, she was having a great time. The
excitement of Mardi Gras season was infectious. It whisked her away
from her own problems. She complained about the job to her partner,
but aside from the dead body, she enjoyed the noise, the music, the
crowds, the rush of chasing errant juvenile Aeternals.

No one ever said I was sane.

Galena nodded. “No argument here. Same story
every year. A bunch of horny youths steal their parents’ jumpers,
open a portal, cross through the Whorl to Earth, and play spin the
human. In the early morning, they run home with a collection of
beads along with great stories.” When a drunken partier stumbled
into her path, she grabbed his shoulders to clear him out of her
way.

“Hey, beautiful. Let’s dance.” The man
slurred his words, trying to latch onto her arm but missing.

Pushing the same Bo Jangles wannabe out of
the way, Denim shouted over the noise at Galena. “I’m glad we were
such good girls when we were younger.”

Galena chuckled. “My Mardi Gras stories
would curl these kids’ toes.”

“You have to share, girl.”

When they neared the young males, one was
hitting on a long-haired blonde, his gaze raking up her shapely
legs on the way to her mini-skirt. His head whipped around as if he
sensed their approach. Showing the tips of his fangs, he jabbed his
buddy’s arm. “Firebrand.”

He must have recognized the Phoenix brand on
Galena’s upper left arm. The young Aeternals did a cut-and-run.

Denim picked up the pace. “Excuse me. Excuse
me.” She pushed fun-loving dipsomaniacs to the side.

“Hey.” A petite chesty brunette, whose
strapless top was dangerously close to malfunctioning, flirted with
two guys. “Watch it.”

Denim ignored her to sprint forward, losing
sight of the males briefly in the crowded street. Fortunately,
Galena possessed the aura-spidey senses, which worked even from
this distance. Not only could she tag a person as an Aeternal, but
she could ID their breed. Handy. As a human, Denim lacked
the skill.

Over the blaring karaoke sounds pouring out
of The World Famous Cat’s Meow, Denim’s partner shouted, “Over
there.” She pointed at the juveniles while they disappeared into
the popular French Quarter booze joint.

As the Alliance agent and the Scion
Firebrand entered the bar, a guy in a cobalt-blue wig belted out a
song on stage. Denim scanned the room. She signaled Galena when she
spotted the four vampires already chatting up two ladies who
wobbled on their five-inch spiked heels, liquid splashing over the
rims of their glasses. For the moment, the males seemed more
concerned with scoring than running.

Hormones on two legs.

“Hey, handsome.” Galena sidled up to one of
the males, locking her arm through the crook of his elbow.

Denim pushed between the spiky-haired blond
and the youth with a nose piercing along with other penetrating
slivers of metal. “Wow! We are glad to see you boys. Mom wants you
to come home to do your chores.”

“Busted.” The blond eagle-eyed Denim and
Galena’s tight jeans and snug T-shirt. “How about we hang with you
two hotties?”

“We’d burn you, baby.” Galena chuckled,
flipping her black hair away from her face. “Are you coming
willingly or are we dropping you right here in front of these
shit-faced chicks? And just in case you’re thinking about doing the
100-meter dash on us, I know your parents, Rode.” She spoke to the
heavily pierced vampire youth.

The four males bobbed their heads at the
drunk chicks, muttered their goodbyes, and walked out of the bar
with their embarrassed gazes on the booze-stained floor.

The group proceeded to a quiet side street
where Galena led them into a private parking garage. She opened
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