

    
            Chapter One





			Aradia Burke knelt next to the birthing pen and stroked the beautiful Anatolian shepherd’s head. With her pale fawn hair and black face, Gia was a classic, and she’d just delivered a healthy litter of seven. Four boys and three girls. Puppy number three turned out to be the special one. As he cuddled close to his mother and siblings, the shine appeared. Not every litter produced a shine, but Gia had given her the perfect little guy today. “Oh, sweet mama, you gave me a winner.” Her mind already whirled with a training plan and a potential placement. 

			“How’s it going?” Lizzy Christopher, her kennel assistant and Jackie-of-all-trades, dropped down next to her. “I swear, they’re so stinking cute. These dogs make the best puppies.”

			She smiled. “Yeah. They are adorable for little lumps.” At this moment, they were tiny and round. Their personalities, coloring, and temperament would show themselves in the coming weeks. “He’s my guy.” She pointed to number three. He might be a lump like the rest of the litter, but the Guardians always showed themselves from the moment of birth. He’d stay with his mama and siblings until week nine and then move to the special kennel.

			“I wish I could see it.” Lizzy frowned and bit her lower lip, her blue eyes sad. “I don’t have anything special about me.”

			Aradia rocked back on her heels. “Now you’re talking crazy. You are a dog whisperer if I’ve ever met one. They all love you—good, bad, high-drive, or tentative. That’s a true gift, my friend, so don’t ever talk down to yourself. You’re as special as they come.”

			A smile brightened Lizzy’s face. “See. This is why I love working here. You spot the bright and shiny in everyone, and not just the ones born with the extra. You make me and the dogs feel good. What are you going to call him?”

			A good question. Aradia had been thinking about a name since she realized what he was. “He’s beautiful and dark, and will be a warrior, so I think Duncan fits him.” As a general rule, she didn’t name the pups in a litter. They had different color baby collars and were referred to by each one’s color. Except when it came to the Guardians. Those pups were named on day one.

			Lizzy nodded. “He looks like a Duncan.”

			“Really? He looks like a ball of fur to me, shine aside.” While she did name them immediately, personalities didn’t emerge for weeks. Naming a pup on day one meant going with her instinct. 

			“Totally a Duncan. I might not be able to see the shine in him, but I can see personality, and I don’t care if you say it’s too early. That little man is going to be a strong Guardian.”

			Aradia laughed. “Fair enough. How about we give Mama and her babies some peace and quiet? She’s done a lot of work today.”

			“Good job, Gia,” Lizzy said. “You’re a very good girl and a most excellent mama.”

			Both of them stood and walked outside, where the sun shone warm on Aradia’s face. The air was fresh, a gentle breeze picking up her hair to blow it into her face. “You heading out?” She pulled a band out of her pocket and smoothed her long hair back into a ponytail. Better. 

			Since it was hard enough to get good, competent help she could trust with her secrets, she didn’t like to impose on the staff she did have too hard. Aradia might be pushing her luck if she asked her to stay now, at well past four. If Lizzy left now, she’d be home before the traffic picked up, and that might not seem like a big deal, but it was. She didn’t want anyone who worked for her to spend time fighting through rush hour just to get back and forth to work. The little things made a big difference.

			“I promised Sammy I’d throw the ball for him before I left today. Can’t break a promise to my favorite guy. Don’t tell Henry I said that. He’s convinced I’ll dump him for a dog one day.” She laughed as she ran her hands through her short, curly hair.

			“He might not be wrong.” Aradia spoke from experience. She’d done exactly that to her husband after only two years of marriage. She’d felt guilty for a long time until she realized both of them were happier this way. He’d found someone who loved him the way he deserved to be loved, and she felt free to find love with whomever she wanted, whether that be another man or a woman. She’d realized a long time ago that love for her wasn’t about gender. Well, in theory anyway. Not like she’d put herself out there to even look for a forever partner.

			Lizzy laughed harder. “Never say never.”

			“I’d make a bet that being a wise man, Henry will simply get you a dog, and then you’ll all live happily ever after.” Aradia focused once more on Lizzy, pushing aside troubling memories of her past.

			“That’s a plan I can totally support.” She turned full circle, looking around. “Where is Sammy anyway?”

			The resident old man, Sammy held a place of honor in the Burkehaus Kennels. Fourteen years old, he had a white muzzle, and his hearing wasn’t even close to what it used to be. Having sired a number of fantastic litters, he now kept watch over the entire operation. He could no longer run like a pup or even hear an intruder. Neither dampened his enthusiasm for the job. Talk about a big heart. 

			“There he is.” Aradia pointed to the large dog as he ambled their way. Sammy probably thought he was racing toward them. How she loved her resident grandpa, a little tug at her heart reminding her their time together was growing short. “Thanks for everything, and I’ll see you Monday morning. Have a fun weekend.”

			Lizza pulled a ball on a rope from her back pocket as she walked toward Sammy. “That I will. Henry and I are going to Sandpoint for the weekend. He’s got a gig up there.”

			Sandpoint, Idaho was an easy, scenic drive from her place between Chewelah and Deer Park in eastern Washington State. Then again, one of her dogs, along with his handler, was stationed up there. Any place where her Guardians worked called for extra vigilance, and that made it super hard for her to relax in areas of known portals. Even though she had confidence in their abilities, it was important not to get lax. Not that she ever truly relaxed. 

			“You guys will have a good time.” She smiled, not wanting her always-on-guard mentality to rub off on Lizzy. Her tendency to go above and beyond around the farm had more than earned her time to just have fun, and if she caught a whiff or hint of trouble, she’d cancel her Sandpoint plans and stay with Aradia.

			Lizzy’s eyes sparkled as she glanced back over her shoulder at Aradia. Love could do that. “One of these days, he’s gonna break through. I feel it coming. Maybe that’s my something special. I feel things.” 

			Ardia smiled. “I have my fingers crossed for him and his music. If you feel it, I believe it too. Besides, I’ve heard him, and I think you’re right. He’s not just good. He’s very good. He has that rare something that will put him over the top.” Henry had real talent, and she’d be sad when Lizzie had to leave her to help him follow the dream. It wasn’t a case of if she left with him to pursue musical success, only a matter of when. No ability to see the future, only the ability to recognize true talent.

			“Appreciate the good vibes. See you Monday,” Lizzy turned her attention to Sammy while swinging the ball on the rope. 

			The game of fetch would last about five minutes, about all Sammy could handle these days, and then Lizzy would be on her way. Sammy would be super happy, and Lizzy would have a fun-filled weekend. She watched the short game of fetch, and after Lizzy’s car rolled down the driveway, Aradia picked up her phone, found the contact she wanted, and tapped the number. “We have a winner.”
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        * * *

      

			Mercy Boroughs could already tell the answer to this request would be a hard no. While the potential client was vague on the phone, the moment Mercy put eyes on her, she understood the true purpose for her visit. 

			“I can’t do that for you.” She kept her voice calm and even, her words firm. Her feet hip-width apart, arms crossed over her chest, Mercy silently assessed her latest visitor.

			Seattle socialite Della Tollare pleaded. “I’m not asking you to do it. I’m asking you to provide me with the herbs, and I’ll take care of the rest. You won’t be doing anything wrong.”

			“Except providing you with the means to kill your husband.” How stupid and gullible did people think she was? 

			Blue eyes met hers, bright and hopeful. They didn’t appear to be the eyes of a killer, yet that’s exactly what this woman would be if Mercy handed over what she asked for. “He’s not a good person. I’m asking for something untraceable that will keep everyone safe. Nothing unreasonable.”

			“I’m a healer.” Also, not stupid. She kept that comment to herself.

			“Think of it as healing everyone he’s hurt. He needs to be brought face-to-face with justice. This is bigger than me or you.”

			She’d heard that particular argument more than once. Didn’t work any other time someone used it on her. “The answer is still no. I will not give you what you’re asking for.”

			“Come on. Please. I don’t have anywhere else to turn.” Tears began to pool in Della’s eyes. She blinked again and again, obviously not to hold back the tears but to make her entreaty look sincere. Something else Mercy had seen more times than she cared to count. She might live in a largely rural area—didn’t mean she’d just fallen off the turnip truck. She’d learned very early how to read people, which was easy with this woman.

			“If it’s that bad, call the police.” The law could handle an abuser, if he truly was one. More than likely just a rich guy she didn’t want to be married to anymore and a prenup that would cut her out of the money. Same old story. Different face.

			“Oh, hell no. I would never go to the police. You have to understand. He’s too powerful, so they’re useless to me. You’re my only hope.” The unfallen tears dried up.

			Yawn. “I refuse to help you take someone’s life, whether they’re a horrible person or not. I don’t do murder.”

			“You’re not.” The pleading in her voice took on a high, unpleasant tone.

			“If I give you what you’re asking for, then yes. I’ll be an accessory to murder. For the last time, no.”

			For a long moment, the blue eyes held her gaze. Recognition dawned, and Della sighed. “Fine, but you’re losing out on a lot. I can pay you well, and you’d be doing a service to the world by taking him out of it.”

			“I don’t want your money.” Blood money didn’t do it for her regardless of the amount, and through the years, Mercy had been offered numbers followed by a whole lot of zeros.

			Della sneered as she glanced around. “Pretty clear on that. This place is a dump.”

			“Good-bye.” Della had overstayed her welcome. 

			As Della walked to the door, she muttered, “Self-righteous bitch.”

			Taking no chances, she followed Della outside, thinking, not for the first time, that it might be better if she had a big dog around. Typically, she worked alone here at the farm, although most of the time, the people who did business with her were good and honest, the kind who came looking for ways to heal or to maintain good health, not to kill. Hands in her pockets, her long hair tucked up inside her straw hat, she enjoyed the light breeze that both carried the scent of hundreds of lavender plants and made her dangling amber earrings sway. Once Della’s car disappeared down her driveway, she pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Ken, I just had another one.”

			“Name?” She could picture Detective Ken Groth sitting at his desk while reaching for a pen, his black hair, streaked with gray, hanging over his collar. 

			“Della Tollare. About five-ten with blue eyes and expensively dyed red hair. She’s set on getting rid of her husband because, as she explained, he’s abusive and dangerous.” They always used that reason, and she often wondered why someone didn’t come up with a more creative one.

			“Tollare,” he muttered and she could hear the click of the laptop keys. “Oh, right. The guy does have a reputation for being an asshole. He’s a developer who owns about half of downtown Bellevue. I’m sure his net worth has nothing to do with her request.”

			“Or a prenup that cuts her out of everything if she divorces him.”

			“They really hate those prenups.”

			“Ain’t it the truth.” 

			“Not exactly a bright bulb if she gave you her real name.”

			Ken’s comment echoed Mercy’s earlier thoughts. “She obviously didn’t really think this all the way through.”

			“Copy that. Well, thanks for the info. We’ll keep an eye on this situation.”

			She ended the call, slipped the phone back into her pocket, and closed her eyes. Her reputation as an herbalist had grown over the years. Few knew her ability to heal came from more than just her skill with herbs. She didn’t want people to know that her magic played a role. Most wouldn’t believe it anyway. They were content to accept that her ability to cultivate top-notch healing plants ensured her success. 

			A dark side accompanied her reputation for healing. Every now and again someone sought her out for other purposes. One after another, she shut them down. Funny how unsophisticated these wanna-be killers were. They asked for her help, she turned them down, and then they walked away. What did they think she’d do? Pretend they didn’t just ask her to help them kill someone? Each time, she called Ken and passed the inquiry along. If they got a no from her, they’d most likely keep searching until they found someone who would say yes. Mercy wasn’t the only one skilled with both healing and deadly plants. Ken thwarted their plans even if their intended victims were assholes.

			At least she hadn’t had any blowback. So far. Maybe the magic that surrounded her kept her safe. Good enough for her. She opened her eyes and took long, even breaths.

			Mercy had wanted to send the latest assassin on her way. Something wasn’t right in her world. Not because Della had asked her to help her murder a supposedly bad man. No. It went deeper than that. Vibrations roiled beneath Mercy’s feet, and they didn’t come from living near an active volcano. She’d lived with those since Mom had adopted her and brought her to this farm. This was something much different. Now, they whispered that evil came Mercy’s way. Not of the Della Tollare variety either. No, this felt far different. Darker. More dangerous.

			Hard to just ignore it and continue with business as usual. Not her style, so once more, she pulled her phone out of her pocket and, this time, selected a different number. The moment the call was picked up, she said, “You get the feeling trouble is coming?”
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        * * *

      

			August Fian sat at the table sipping on a glass of bourbon while he pored over the texts. The 24 × 36 inch map of the United States tacked up on the corkboard had five markers. If he interpreted the texts correctly, and he did, three more remained in North America. Given the patterns of the markers, at least one would be in the Pacific Northwest. Another likely spot, northern Canada. Number three had him scratching his head. Not a real big deal. Open a major portal and the rest would take care of themselves. Sort of the hole-in-a-dam thing. Once the barrier had been breached, there’d be no holding them back. A wave would start, and portals would open all over the world.

			His phone rang, and he put it on speaker. “Ama, what’s up?”

			“Any luck?” Her voice, unusually deep for a woman, blasted through the phone. He liked that about her. Confidence and strength. 

			“Still looking for the last three.” He squinted as he continued to study the map. If he studied it long enough, something would come to him. 

			“I think I’ve got a lead for you.”

			“Spit it out.” She should have led with that. While he liked Ama, as much as he liked anyone, that is, this wasn’t the time for casual chitchat. The urgency came from another little piece of trivia he’d mined from the ancient texts. The optimum moment for breach would be here soon. The night of the Black Moon, a rare occurrence that held incredible power for the underworld. Now he just had to find the biggest portal to open on the night the Black Moon hit center sky. Ama could go with him to assist, as she’d proved herself useful on more than one occasion. He suspected he’d have to explain the assist part to her in detail. There would only be room for one leader. 

			“Washington State.”

			He nodded even though she couldn’t see him. That tracked with his belief that a major portal existed in the Northwest. Right as always. “Not really narrowing it down. I need something more specific. Washington is too big, with too many mountains, to run around just looking for a portal.” He put his finger on the map. Plenty of mountains, a plethora of places where a portal might exist. Correction. Did exist. 

			“Oh, come on. With the work you’ve been doing, I’m surprised you haven’t gotten it yet. So obvious.” Her teasing tone did not amuse him. Humor in general didn’t land well with August. His parents had always said he had a serious demeanor. They had declared it to be a personality deficit. He disagreed.

			As he frowned and stared at the map, it hit him. “Bingo.” He tapped the southwest corner of the state with his finger.

			She laughed. “Knew you’d get it if you gave yourself a few to check out the geography. So obvious.”

			He stuck a red pin in the town of Cougar. Or, rather, what passed for a town. More like a spot on the map than a thriving community. A population that consisted of three digits. Three low digits. The second he put that pin in the name Cougar, the floor rumbled beneath his feet. Actual town or not, the universe had just sent him a solid. “Got it.”

			“We’re almost there.” Her voice took on a triumphant tone as if she’d actually accomplished something. No need to correct her. He’d let her have her delusions. 

			“Call me if you get anything else.” He had plans to make, and as Ama might want to talk more, he hit the end button on his phone before she could blather on. 

			August stood, linked his fingers together behind his back, and began to pace. Something about that last pin got to him. Important in a way that others were not. That wasn’t to say the others didn’t matter. They did. It would take maximum effort to breach the barriers that had kept the rightful heirs unfairly confined to the underworld. He’d spent his entire life preparing for the day he could free the demons from confinement, then bind them to himself—an army to protect and elevate him to a position of power never before seen. He was more than ready for the moment, and it beckoned just beyond the sunset.

			In the bedroom, he went to the closet and grabbed his ready kit—the black leather bag on the floor. No need to pack anything else. Nor did he worry if he would return. Those kinds of details were unimportant. A new world order awaited, with him at the helm. Ordinary things like this house, the furniture, the clothing—none of it would hold any appeal or value in his future. Everything in his world would be shiny and new once he harnessed what rightfully belonged to him.

			Out in the garage, he studied the vehicles. The appropriate mode of transportation held great importance. As much as he’d love to take the Jag because of the speed, the smooth ride, and the coolness factor, it lacked the room he needed for additional tools. Those might become essential once he reached Cougar. Better to be prepared for battle ahead than to be caught short. No one would ever be able to say that about him in any sense, and he laughed at his own little joke. 

			He finally settled on the GMC Yukon. Jet-black with plenty of cargo space. Stealth and utility rolled into one, exactly what the job called for. In the back he loaded his weapons of choice. A carbon-steel dagger made by the world’s premier blacksmith. Weighted perfectly with a mother-of-pearl hilt, the dagger had been custom-made for him. A shame it had to be the last weapon said blacksmith made. Blessed by a mage, it remained one of his most powerful weapons and critical to what was to come.

			Next came a razor-sharp ax, three tarps, just in case—a holdover from his Boy Scout days—and from the garage freezer, a Ziplock bag of hamburger. Not just any bag of meat. Specially prepared for the kind of hunt he would be undertaking. He put it inside the travel cooler, plugged into the auxiliary power. Handy little gadget, guaranteeing the ground beef would stay unspoiled throughout the trip. The last item, a leather bag to carry all his necessary tools when he arrived on-site. He always left a few items inside. Salt. Several sealed vials holding various toxic substances that could come in handy. A case holding half-a-dozen filled and ready syringes. And his own grimoire, where he kept the most important spells and ancient knowledge he amassed and consolidated. He didn’t need the grimoire for reference, as once he learned the magic, he remembered it word-for-word. More a comfort to know that the grimoire was close to him at all times.

			In the backyard he walked the perimeter. The locks on the two walk-gates and a twelve-foot sliding gate needed to be checked. At the garden, he stopped briefly. He had meticulously planned and executed everything. The plants were hearty and healthy, with his pride, the oleander, a profusion of red blossoms. A stone path snaked around the flowers, bushes, and trees, creating a soothing oasis for a warrior who needed to be battle-ready all the time. Not that he minded being on alert 24/7. He’d been born to the job and embraced it with utter, complete devotion. 

			The sun had begun its descent to the west by the time he had checked and double-checked everything. While it might be better to start the drive tomorrow, the urge to get on the road now hit him hard. By leaving at this time of day, he could drive until he got tired, then find a nice hotel for the night. Every mile he conquered today would put him closer to this goal. No fault with his logic.

			He climbed into the Yukon, hit the button to open the garage door, and started the engine. He glanced in the rearview mirror as he drove out of the driveway, turning onto the street. Fifteen minutes later, he merged onto the freeway and smiled as he whispered, “Ready or not, here I come.”

			





    
            Chapter Ten





			The more Aradia thought about it, the more she realized that having both Mercy and Rufus here with their gifts of sight had to give them an added layer of protection. The reality that the majority of the battle would still fall mostly to her, Tim, and the Guardians didn’t change a thing. Despite the burden, any bit of extra help would be welcome. What Mercy had just told her sent her pulse racing. Helpful, yes. Bad, also yes. 

			She sank to the ground and put her head in her hands. “Damn.” Had to think quickly about what to do next. She could almost hear Belair’s footsteps across the ground coming closer and closer. 

			“Help me out here. I’ll be the first to admit, I’m not up on demon hierarchy. I can tell you about the plants out here, but demons, no. So, who’s this Beliar? I’ll tell you what. He scared the crap out of me. Weird thing is, he was extremely good-looking. For a man, anyway.”

			Aradia raised her head and studied Mercy. Wasn’t that last comment interesting? She’d felt a draw to her right from the start. Now, it grew even stronger. Definitely glad she’d brought her along. “He’s a major demon, and yes, he’s been described as incredibly handsome. It’s part of his arsenal of weapons. He uses it to suck people in before he destroys them.”

			“If you go for that.” Mercy’s gaze didn’t leave hers.

			“Yes, if you go for that.” Her breath almost caught. 

			“Not my thing.” Mercy said it quietly. “You?”

			She shook her head. “Nope.” First time she’d admitted that truth out loud. Oh, how she’d tried to be what everyone wanted her to be. She’d even married her best friend. He’d been so good to her. Other than Tim, everyone in her life had been straight, and she’d assumed she was too. She’d still been married on the day of her epiphany. Not that she’d admitted to her husband or anyone else why she had to leave the marriage. He’d been hurt, but only a little, and she had to wonder what that meant. Her fingers strayed to the gold band as it lay against her skin. Now, after all the years of solitude and silence, she stared into beautiful eyes and wanted to get lost in them. No more silence. No more solitude. No more denial.

			What a messed-up time to decide she wanted to step out into the light. To take the kind of risk she had been avoiding for years. Sort of tracked with the rest of her life. She did things the hard way. 

			Mercy’s words tugged her away from her introspection. “Good.” She gave Mercy a tiny nod. “So, what did that whole thing mean? Why did this Beliar come to me?”

			The conversation’s reversion to demons was probably a good thing. No need to get into personal issues right now. Better to stay focused on world-ending evil. She’d been giving thought to Mercy’s vision, and the conclusions she drew didn’t bring any comfort. “I think we have more trouble coming than we anticipated. This feels way more dangerous.”

			Hard to explain the level of darkness that accompanied the demon Beliar or, as some called him, Belial. Handsome and charming, he could appear as the picture of hope and light. The façade hid an evil that would harm any and all who crossed his path. That he appeared in Mercy’s vision brought chills deep into her bones, both because of what it represented and because she wanted to ensure her new friend’s safety. How she wanted to believe Mercy’s vision foretold what might happen and not what had already happened.

			Mercy adjusted the strap on her pack and looked up at the sky. Her expression darkened, and she almost sounded scared. “We better get going.” 

			Not wrong. Night was growing deeper and darker the longer they stood here. Not wrong to be a little scared either. “Agreed.” The hike might help her think more clearly. 

			“What about Tara?” Once more Mercy glanced in the direction of the mountain, the same direction Tara had taken off running the moment she’d left the truck. An aura of nervousness came from her, and Aradia couldn’t tell if it was concern about Tara or the lingering terror from the vision. She wanted to reassure her about everything, except she’d be lying.

			The one thing she could share was her lack of worry about her dog. Tara would locate Aradia, as she always checked in during the course of a search. Never a need to babysit her. She knew her job and did it well. If an issue arose, Tara would let her know. That’s how all the Guardians worked. “Don’t worry. She’ll find us.” She hoped her confidence came through in her words.

			Mercy looked around, frowning. “Are you sure? She’s been gone a long time.” Failed on the confidence sharing.

			“I’m sure. She can track us with ease, and besides, she’ll have been heading toward the cracks. She’ll start at the most recent evidence of a potential breach and work her way out from there.” A little worry niggled at her, and she opted not to share it with Mercy. Such weirdness was happening out here that she’d be a fool not to be concerned. Even as well as she trained all her dogs, evil had a way of changing the rules.

			From the moment Tara had raced away from the truck, Aradia had known where she’d headed, and that did give her comfort. Tara would have the area surveyed by the time they arrived. When they got there, Aradia would be able to tell through her dog’s behavior what she’d found. Once they got the information, she’d radio Tim to learn what Clemons had reported. They might be canines, but they had a way of communicating with their handlers that rivaled written reports. Mercy would learn that soon enough, and hopefully, that would give her some comfort too.

			“Okay. I believe you.” Mercy nodded and started walking without further question. “Let’s get going before it gets so dark we can’t see anything. I know my way around the mountain, but darkness muddies everything. Twice as easy to trip and fall in the dark.” Again, a little shake in her voice. Maybe just the strangeness of the situation. Maybe something else. 

			Aradia looked up to the west and had to agree. “I marked the location with my GPS earlier when we took a look at the body location.” She glanced down at her handheld GPS unit and started walking. “Follow me.” Then she looked over at Mercy and smiled faintly. “That was a little dumb. You were actually there before I arrived, so I’m guessing you have the coordinates too.”

			Mercy smiled back, something Aradia was grateful to see, and held out her own small GPS unit. “True enough, but lead the way. I’ll follow you.”

			Aradia liked the sound of that. She’d like it better if it weren’t for the fact they were walking into danger of a magnitude that worried her. 
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        * * *

      

			If pressed, Mercy would admit to being somewhat insulted by Aradia’s “follow-me” comment, given she’d been there first. That Aradia caught herself and offered an apology of sorts counted for a lot. Made her like her even more than she already did. Something about the self-aware woman, and her beautiful dog, resonated with her. She not only wanted to follow Aradia here. She would follow her anywhere. It had been quite a while since she’d been drawn to anyone like this. To be more accurate, it was the first time she’d been drawn to anyone like this. 

			Mercy gazed at the darkening sky, and a shiver rippled through her. She blew out a quiet breath as she reminded herself that it was her problem to deal with so she wouldn’t become an anchor during this endeavor. No need to air her neuroses to a beautiful woman working to save the world from darkness and evil. A woman she already found fascinating and wanted to know better. She just had to keep her secrets close and remain calm. That way, no one would be the wiser. A couple of sideways glances from Aradia made her think she wasn’t hiding her misgivings very well. She’d have to do better. No need to become an anchor out here.

			When they closed in on the area where the body had been found earlier in the day, Tara was there waiting for them, just like Aradia predicted. “Wow. You weren’t kidding about her, were you?” Easy to see what Aradia meant earlier about Tara working. The tension in the dog’s body and the intense look in her eyes told a story. 

			Aradia nodded toward Tara. “No. I wasn’t. If anything, I underplayed her abilities.”

			“Why is she lying there like that?” Tara held a down about five feet away from where the body had been discovered. She’d watched the two of them hike toward her, not moving. At the very least Mercy would have expected her to come toward Aradia in greeting. That had been her experience with most dogs, although she’d already begun to understand that Tara and Clemons were not most dogs.

			“She’s telling us to beware.”

			“How do you know?” Though she didn’t move, and Mercy could tell she remained on the job, nothing beyond that seemed special.

			“It’s the alert and the position of the body. See how she’s in a down, but her body’s tense?”

			Mercy didn’t notice the distinction until she pointed it out. Once she did, it became very clear. Tara wasn’t just resting and waiting for them. “Beware” seemed to roll off the dog like the sound of a fog horn. “She senses danger.” A little chill slid down her spine. It took effort not to shiver.

			Aradia nodded. “She does. We’ll camp here.”

			Now that she’d made it to the same page as Tara, Mercy wasn’t sure that idea was such a great one. More than her personal issue with the night. “If the danger is concentrated here, shouldn’t we give it a wide berth and keep an eye on it from a distance rather than sit on top of it?” Shadows began to crowd in on her, and she shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans. 

			Now, Aradia shook her head. “We’ll steer clear of the poisonous vegetation, even though I neutralized it earlier. Still, I want to stay near the cracks. If they spread even a millimeter, I want to be ready to act.”

			“We can stop it from growing?” All beyond her comprehension. Not a stretch, given this would be her first hunt for demons. Last thing she imagined when she got out of bed this morning. Potential killers wandered into her life now and again, but demons not so much. 

			“I’ve trained for this my whole life, and yes, barring something unanticipated, Tara and I can stop it. Not only that, we can seal it. That’s the biggie.”

			“Why not seal the cracks and call it good?” That would make more sense to her. Why not stop it beforehand rather than wait until after it actually happened? Mercy was missing something important here.

			Aradia dropped her pack and glanced around. “It’s more of an infrastructure thing. The cracks are showing outwardly as tiny and unthreatening. Beneath, they’re broader and more dangerous. We have to close them all the way down, so we wait. It’s critical we target the center. That’s how we’ll stop them.”

			Mind blown. Interesting that in a few hours she’d gone from yeah-right-demons to how-do-we-stop-the-demons. “Who knew this all existed out here? Those of us who live around here thought of it as only an active volcano, not a doorway to the underworld.”

			Aradia knelt and opened her pack, beginning to pull out items. “Kind of the don’t-judge-a-book-by-its-cover situation. Things are far too often more complicated than they appear on the surface. Not to mention it’s human nature to see what we want to rather than what actually is.”

			That lesson had already begun to sink in big-time. She’d never look at the mountain the same way again. Also made her wonder all of a sudden if Mom knew more than she’d shared with her. Training as an herbalist had been wonderful, and she loved her career. Learning the craft was equally as wonderful, but had Mom known this day would arrive? Had she wanted Mercy to be prepared and ready to help? Mom could be sneaky like that. Mercy dropped her pack too. “Copy that. Well, let’s set up camp before it gets pitch-black.” She glanced up at the sky again and willed her hands to stop shaking.
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        * * *

      

			August estimated it would take less than twenty-four hours before someone noticed Mandy missing. No worries about the timeframe. He’d be long gone before they figured out she wasn’t coming home, and it wouldn’t even be a big deal if someone remembered him. By the time anyone got close to determining his identity, his power grab would be complete. He’d be above mortal justice. Not that he wasn’t already. Human accountability had never applied to him. His father’s death remained a primary example. He chuckled softly at that particular memory.

			At the hotel, he showered, changed into clean clothes, and ordered room service. Amazing how a cleansing ritual triggered his appetite. As anticipated, his muscles were already letting him know that he’d lugged a fair-sized woman hundreds of yards into the wilderness. Worth it. As was the time he’d spent covering up the drag marks made when he pulled her into the circle. When he drove away, the ground leading up the ritual circle looked little different than when he’d arrived. Someone would have to walk all the way in before they’d discover Mandy’s body. He figured it would be days, if not weeks, before that happened, given the unused look of the service road. Mandy might be missed soon enough, but her final resting place would remain undetected for a long time. 

			Room service delivered, August handed the young man a decent tip. Not too low, not too high. The kind that wouldn’t make him stand out. He finished the steak and sat back as he brought a glass of the high-end wine to his lips. Some might think it wrong to pollute his body with alcohol after the extreme cleansing ritual. He disagreed. It might be bad if he’d opted for a cheap, rot-gut version. The fine red came with a spendy price tag, and it deserved its cost. It enhanced the sensations that flowed through him, all of them letting him know he walked a path of righteousness. Many had come before him intending to harness the power of the underworld. They failed. He would not.

			After taking a healthy drink, no need to sip, he picked up his cell and punched in a number. Maybe the wine made him a little reckless, or maybe it put him in the mood for some fun. He leaned toward the latter. Might as well embrace the joy along the journey. “You ready to die?”

			Willa didn’t sound surprised by his call, as though perhaps she expected it. “Fuck you, August.”

			“You wish.” She’d been a very skilled and willing partner in bed, about the only place they actually meshed. The thought of sleeping with her now made him throw up in his mouth a little.

			“Can’t believe I ever saw anything in you.” Venom in her words. It would darken her face too. He remembered it well and how ugly it made her. 

			“I’m as sexy as they get.” Not bragging. Truth, and she often didn’t appreciate the truth. The ugly face she’d be making would get even uglier.

			“In your own head.”

			“You’ll be seeing things differently by this time tomorrow.” It might have been better to leave Willa alone, except she made this all so much fun. She started it, after all. He took great delight in winding her up, especially considering her attempts to do the same thing to him. Tit for tat.

			“Oh, that’s the only thing you’re right about, but let me clarify. I’ll be seeing you exactly the same, but things will definitely be different.” Interesting how calm and assured she sounded all of a sudden. Made him wonder what she had up her sleeve.

			“Always so confident.” Consistent in her sense of self. The reality, her perception of self-importance exceeded her reality and always had. It had been cute, at first. A little girl with long, shiny hair, hands on hips, defiant and mouthy. It had soon gotten on his nerves. Now, decades later, it made his eyes twitch.

			“I learned from the best.”

			“At least you learned something from me. Problem is, darling, it won’t be enough.” Regardless of what she’d learned after their years together, she’d never be able to harness it into the kind of power she’d need to defeat him. 

			“It will.” She remained dedicated to her illusion.

			“Oh, please enlighten me. Enough for what?” Could be interesting to hear what she thought she’d be able to accomplish. She had a habit of believing her own fiction. Should have been a writer instead of a woman with delusional fantasies of grandeur.

			“To kill you.”

			





    
            Chapter Eleven





			Aradia worked side by side with Mercy as they set up a small tent and two folding, battery-powered lanterns that were a good size when they were extended to light up their little camp. Together, they worked in silence that was far from uncomfortable. It felt a lot more like they’d been doing this together for decades. From the moment they’d met, she’d enjoyed an ease she hadn’t experienced before. Not even with her now-ex-husband. 

			Not exactly accurate. She worked amazingly well with her sister and with Lizzy. This was different, though, and she didn’t have to have earned a doctorate to figure out why. Or, at least, a piece of it. Mercy was one of the most interesting people she’d met in a really long time. Attractive and engaging didn’t hurt either. That they were bound to find themselves in a life-and-death battle threw a damper on getting to know each other properly. Or perhaps Aradia should think about it more as a trial by fire. If they survived this, and she held out high hopes that they would, that would be a good sign. Combining that with her out-loud admission of being attracted to women meant something. Right?

			Stop. Stop. Stop. She shouldn’t be focusing on her draw to Mercy when the world faced a very real threat. What waited beneath their feet screamed danger, and if she had any doubt, all she’d had to do was look at Tara. The nature of the threat showed in the intensity her Guardian displayed. Tara had finally risen from her alert, apparently satisfied Aradia understood her message, and had been out working the area since she and Mercy began to set up their small camp. 

			The only thing left to do now would be to reassess and secure any additional cracks. Tara showed great interest in the area, although the only true cracks so far appeared to be in the same spot where the man had lost his life. When they’d arrived out here earlier, she’d closed everything visible. She had to take the time to secure any that occurred after they left or risk a widening that could potentially allow an escape. Mercy’s vision had her on the lookout for Beliar, who she believed might have already made it through. She hoped to be wrong, and they still had time to stop him from escaping the underworld.

			“I have to secure the cracks.” She grabbed a small bag from inside her pack and slipped a headlamp onto her head. 

			“What about the rocks?” Mercy’s hand moved the light of her flashlight between the visible cracks and a nearby mound of rocks. “What do we need to do to fix those?” She pointed to the cracks that weren’t there earlier.

			Aradia held up the bag. “It’s surprisingly easy and right up your alley, I think.” She unzipped the bag. “Powdered death-cap mushrooms.”

			Mercy’s eyes widened. “You’re not serious? That substance is incredibly dangerous. I’m less concerned with wildlife, as they’ll avoid it, but it terrifies me for Tara and Clemons. There’s no antidote if they ingest it, even if we could get them out of here and to a vet quickly. Just so you know, it would take us a couple of hours to make it to the nearest vet clinic.”

			Aradia walked toward the disturbed ground, her light tilted down so she could study as she moved. Important not to miss anything. The directed beam of her headlamp helped a lot. “I know it’s dangerous, and trust me, it’s okay. You have to understand, the Guardians are not your run-of-the-mill dogs. They’re trained from day one not to ingest anything other than food provided by their handlers. You could offer Tara a huge New York strip steak, and she’d walk away.” It might be hard to believe and yet the truth. So far, she’d been up-front and honest with Mercy, at least when it came to the Guardians and her work with them. 

			“That’s actually pretty amazing.” No disbelief in her voice, the shadows hiding any expression on her face.

			She had more to share and wanted to. “It’s a safety thing for the dogs. The Guardians are special in many ways, including an otherworldly protection.”

			“I’m not following.” Mercy stepped closer and peered down at the ground. Her voice was even, but the vibes coming off her were filled with tension. Could be nothing more than not understanding the Guardians.

			She comprehended Mercy’s confusion. Without the knowledge Aradia had, who would know, or even believe, the nature of these dogs? “Their ability to detect demons is the first. They’re born with what I call the shine, and it tells me they are destined to be a Guardian. The second is more like a reward for the work they do. Conventional methods can’t harm them. Bullets will miss them, arrows will fly past them, they can’t be drowned, they can’t be stopped. The only method of destroying a Guardian is to make it ingest poison. That’s why we spend an inordinate amount of time training them to eat only what we give them. It’s the one way we can protect against what could potentially incapacitate or even kill them.”

			“That’s incredible.” 

			If she’d told this to Mercy when they first met, no doubt she’d have laughed at her, while topping it off with the expected eye roll and perhaps a suggestion that Aradia suffered from delusions. Funny how in a matter of hours her perception had changed. No laughs. No eye rolls. No suggesting she might be having delusions. She’d made the right call to share with her.

			Aradia glanced in the direction of Tara’s path. “I have to say I think it’s pretty amazing too. I grew up around the Guardians, and it still astonishes me. They are freaking fantastic.” It wasn’t an exaggeration. The statement came from her heart. 

			Mercy put a hand on her shoulder, which surprised her, given the earlier fear that contact would induce another terrifying vision. This time only warmth, and she didn’t take her hand away. “Has anyone ever been able to poison one of the dogs?” 

			Good question. Smart woman. With Mercy’s training, she’d understand better than most the danger of the powdered mushrooms. “That I’m aware of, only once has a Guardian been successfully poisoned, and that happened a couple of centuries ago in Tibet. We breeders and trainers stepped up our game after that, and since then, those who want to release the demons into the world have tried and failed repeatedly to do it again.”

			Bothered her that one of the Guardians had been killed, even though it had happened hundreds of years before her time. Very good that those responsible for the Guardians, like her, came up with solutions to make as sure as they could that it wouldn’t happen again. She’d do anything to keep the dogs safe, and the knowledge her predecessors had passed down helped her to do just that. Guardians or not, she hated losing a single dog. Unlike humans, herself included, dogs could be counted on to be honest and true.

			For a few seconds, Mercy searched her face and then nodded slightly. “All right then, I’m with you. Let’s plug this thing up with the powdered mushrooms. There’s enough evil in the world already without allowing help to flood in. Finally I understand a use for those mushrooms that actually makes sense.”

			Relief loosened the tension that had been building in her body. “Helps to keep Tara focused too. If she doesn’t have to worry about that.” Aradia pointed to the ground. “Easier for her to keep her attention on what else is out here if all the cracks are sealed.”

			“There’s more?” Mercy turned full circle, the beam of her headlamp bouncing on the ground. 

			Aradia didn’t look down. Instead, she stared out into the darkness that continued to fall like the theater curtain. She hated to turn up the tension, but she also didn’t want to lie to Mercy. “Oh, yes. There’s always more.”
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        * * *

      

			The ominous way Aradia said those last few words sent a chill down Mercy’s spine. That danger existed out here wasn’t in question. That it went far deeper than she imagined changed things. Particularly with blackness starting to wrap around them. At least when she put her hand on Aradia’s shoulder she didn’t sink into another creepy vision. Small favors and all that. Besides, one demon in her head was one demon too many. 

			As much as Mercy wanted to help and not just be a bystander, Aradia suggested she move out of the way, and she agreed, if not somewhat reluctantly. There could be more to the cracks that she might not recognize. Bad enough what they saw in the daylight. No need for ugly surprises in the pitch-dark, and she’d be a fool to suggest her level of skill in this arena was anything beyond sorely lacking. 

			“Are you sure I can’t help you?” Before she stepped away, Mercy offered what little she could. At least she could try to be helpful, all the while hoping Aradia didn’t notice the way her hands trembled. 

			Aradia shook her head. “I appreciate your offer. Truth is, it’s actually better if you stay back a bit.” She pulled out a respirator and disposable gloves, holding them out for Mercy to see. 

			Mercy’s respect for Aradia grew as she watched her slip on the protection. Not only did she have amazing dogs, correction, Guardians, but she also had mad respect for plants. That spoke to her herbalist’s heart. “Smart move. I didn’t bring any protection with me.”

			Aradia looked at her, her pretty eyes distorted by the face mask, her voice oddly distorted as she spoke. “You’d most likely be fine, but I don’t want to take any chances with the powdered mushrooms going airborne. I have only the one respirator, and inhaling any of the powder isn’t a risk I’m willing to let you take. Besides, it will take me only a couple of minutes to close these things.”

			She smiled and stepped back. “Fair enough.” Aradia adjusted the strap on the respirator and slipped on gloves before unsealing the container of powder, Mercy stepped back even farther. Her point was well taken. 

			While Aradia worked at fortifying the cracks, Mercy moved toward the trees. The wind picked up as she walked, blowing her hair around her face and making the tree boughs sway. The wind carried the scent of the forest, fresh and wonderful. She always wished she could capture and hold the serenity that nature so freely offered. It was right there, just beyond her fingertips, if only she could reach out and grasp it. Pull it close and hold it tight. Mom had tried to help her, to banish the ghosts of her past. Mostly she succeeded. Out here, the ghosts still waited in the darkness. Made her wonder if she’d ever heal completely. 

			Mercy stepped into the tree cover, her heart pounding. Not going to give in to the fear. So many years had passed, and the time had come to let it go. Be strong. Be fearless. Tara raced toward her, head up as if to capture the scents on the wind, her body tense, her paws pounding against the hard earth. “What is it, girl?” She forgot her own terror. 

			Tara stopped in front of her, which surprised her a touch, as she’d expected her to run past and to Aradia. Instead, she looked up at Mercy
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