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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.


 


LIST OF CHARACTERS
IN THE DEMON’S FIRE

 


Abrahm Murdered Kole's parents, an
ancestor of Skyler Maxwell, demon

 


Aedon Kole's father, Firebrand,
animus demon

 


Aestes Leads an attack on Skyler,
satyr

 


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
department who finds evidence of Custodes Templii

 


Anjeli Chay suspects she may become
his soulmate, ylve

 


Anna Skyler Maxwell's administrative
assistant at the Alliance

 


Aras High Justice of the Temple of
Justice, eagle shifter

 


Azamat A contender in the Genesis
Rite, pride demon

 


Bade A Firebrand recruit, vampire

 


Boden Director of the Ministry of
Compliance, demon

 


Bounty Kole's executive assistant,
vampire

 


Braelyn James Rein's mate, writer for
Strange But True

 


Brak A carnal demon, Firebrand

 


Cal Morris The assistant legal
officer at the Alliance

 


Caleth Grand Commandant of the
Triumvirate of the Wise, Laegon's soulmate, ylve

 


Cadmon High Commander of Scion
Firebrands and director of the Ministry of the Shield, ylve

 


Castia The love of Alarik's life,
mother of Rein and Elisabeta, vampire

 


Celene Bailey Held captive by
Cerberus, heiress, daredevil, adrenalin junkie

 


Cerberus The hound of Hades whom
prophecy foretells will destroy the portals and enslave mankind

 


Chay Full name Chayton, Firebrand,
ylve

 


Cleatra A scryer who works for
Alarik, witch

 


D Monz A demon rapper

 


Dante Upper-class Englishman who
conspires with Cerberus

 


Darius Jarek's second, Firebrand,
djinn

 


Dax Full name Daxton, Firebrand,
vampire

 


Dermott Victor of the Genesis Rite,
envy demon

 


Dolph Temple of Justice, warlock

 


Draven Temple of Justice, vampire

 


Echo Chief historian at the Ministry
of Well Being, a pride demon

 


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

 


Elisabeta Rein's sister, Alarik's
daughter, vampire-witch-succubus mix

 


Emily Caldwell Wife of Abrahm, Skyler
Maxwell's ancestor

 


Eron Temple of Justice, female
demon

 


Faeth Lobo's mate, ylve

 


Fera Supreme Lawgiver, shifter

 


Gahya The Genetrix, creator of
Aeternals, an immortal in The Vast

 


Galena Firebrand, Amazon

 


George James Braelyn's father, owner
of Strange But True, Alliance board of directors

 


Gilda Temple of Justice, Amazon

 


Golarg Berserker who knocks on
Spear's door

 


Hestia Kole's mother, Firebrand,
animus demon

 


Horach Kole's uncle, Directorate of
Seven, animus demon

 


Indigo Guardian of Time, Alarik's
half-sister, Rein's aunt, witch

 


Jace de Vries Held captive by
Cerberus, worked as vintner in New Paltz, NY

 


Jarek Firebrand commander of the
Southern Stronghold, djinn

 


Jedson Maxwell Skyler Maxwell's
grandfather, descendant of Abrahm

 


Jezzi Proper name is Jez, Firebrand,
panther shifter

 


Juno The guide for Kole and Skyler to
the Greeting Chamber, ylve

 


Kat Full name is Katrina, Firebrand,
witch

 


Kole Firebrand commander of the
Eastern Stronghold, animus demon

 


Laegon Chancellor, Triumvirate of the
Wise, ylve

 


Lauri Receptionist at the
Alliance

 


Lizette Lee Radio talk show
psychologist at WMR radio production studio in New York, Spear's
sex slave

 


Lobo Wolf shifter, mate of Faeth,
Firebrand

 


Logan Firebrand computer expert,
incubus

 


Loredana Skyler and Kole's guide into
the Strigodierna Shrine, vampire

 


Lort Cerberus's general, vampire

 


Margo Hunter Sculptor from Cleveland,
OH

 


Miller Nash Head of Custodes
Templii, Blood Coven descendant, ex British intelligence

 


Mowart With Dermott's band on Darque,
demon

 


Nace Full name Nacon, commander of
the Northern Stronghold, Firebrand, jaguar shifter

 


Nelo The Cruror of the Strigodierna
Ceremony

 


Nico Abello Lead agent with the
Alliance until he becomes a Firebrand

 


Niviane One of the original Blood
Coven, witch

 


Ohngel The fire-winged assassin of
the OneCreator and mentor to the Cambion, an immortal

 


OneCreator Ruler of Vast and the
Evermore

 


Oskar Indigo's conjured pet, a
gryphon

 


Ram Firebrand, satyr

 


Ranca Kole's guardian after the death
of his parents, Firebrand, animus demon

 


Raymond Maxwell Descendant of Abrahm,
Skyler's ancestor

 


Rein Vampire-warlock-incubus mix,
Firebrand, Braelyn's mate

 


Roshan Temple of Justice, djinn

 


Sabine Celestial nymph, Firebrand

 


Samuel Maxwell Descendant of Abrahm,
Skyler's ancestor

 


Sarah Jenkins Also called Siri, head
of the information services division at the Alliance

 


Seraphine The daughter of Niviane and
the Cambion

 


Sig Firebrand recruit, demon

 


Silas Operated stockades for
Cerberus, disgraced Firebrand, vampire

 


Simonis Founder of the Isolationists,
ylve

 


Skyler Maxwell Chief legal officer of
the Alliance

 


Sparse Spriggan chief

 


Spear Keeps Lizette Lee as a sex
slave, berserker

 


Thannor Imperial Secretary,
Triumvirate of the Wise, ylve

 


The Cambion The warlock who gathered
the Blood Coven and created three realms of Earth, Scath, and
Darque from one world in AD 452

 


Thorn Firebrand, wolf shifter

 


Tyr Firebrand, warlock

 


Ulfur Worked for Silas to bring
humans to Scath, shifter

 


Uwrick His blocking spell isolated
Kole and Skyler on Darque, warlock

 


Winston Callahan At one time,
Skyler's fiancé

 


Wynnfrith A respected Firebrand
killed by a harpy

 


Zora Alarik's executive assistant,
succubus
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Prologue

 


If left unbroken, the chains of the
past will shackle the present.

—Ohngel

 


 


Wales, One Month after the Karmic Schism of
AD 452

 


The wind howled, whipping through the
branches of the trees. As frenetic leaves danced, dust devils
stirred the forest detritus. In a dark hooded cloak, the witch
Niviane trudged forward, stumbling, forcing a bent arm in front of
her face to block volatile debris. She leaned into the gale, one
foot pushing stiffly ahead, the other leg struggling to catch up.
Her progress was slow, laborious, determined.

And emboldened by fear.

At the door of a run-down cabin, she
knocked. As she glanced over her shoulder, the moon caught her
eyes, aglow with a fierce intensity. Realizing she might not be
heard above the storm, she pounded harder. When an aproned female
answered, the frightened traveler drew a bundle from beneath her
cloak and thrust it into awaiting arms.

“Take her!” Niviane shouted above the
turbulent wind, rushing past her sister to gaze out a window. “He
may have tracked me.”

The aproned female looked down at the
swathed child who was unaware of the role she would play in the
Aeternals’ history. “The Cambion is a little crazed, is he?”

Though still unnerved, Niviane turned from
the outside view, eyeing her babe and the blazing fire beside which
sat two comfortable chairs. She removed her cloak before she
collapsed into one of them, exhausted from her arduous journey.

She rocked back and forth, exhaling a
labored breath. “I shared his lofty mission when we began the
quest. The Prophecy of Karma could not come to pass. It is true.
Aeternals have grown savage. Left among mankind, we would
eventually extinguish their species as predicted. That is why two
other mages and I lived among the uncivilized Celtic Gauls for a
hundred years to study their ancient elemental invocations. When we
returned, we joined others of our coven who had also traveled afar
to gather mystical knowledge. In the cavern, we commingled our
blood and cast our spells. With the Cambion’s final offering, the
Karmic Schism was complete. From one world, we created the three
realms of Earth, Scath, and Darque.”

Niviane stared into the fire. “To signify
our success, a bright-feathered Phoenix, a good omen, carried off
the prophecy grasped in its talons. But the Cambion had one more
request. Nay, command. He ordered our Blood Coven to scatter across
Earth with our offspring, to hide among the humans, to be forever
ostracized. We were forbidden to travel to Scath with other
Aeternals. If there, he claimed powerful mages could use us to
unravel what we had done. They could dismantle the portals,
dissolve the Whorl, and re-unite the realms. Once again,
endangering mankind.”

She rubbed a palm across her forehead,
twisting toward her sister. “I will not isolate my daughter from
our mage breed. I will not chain her gifts. Beloved sibling, take
my child to Scath with you.”

At the sound of her mother’s voice, the babe
cooed.

“Is the Cambion aware he is the sire?” The
aproned female looked down at the bundle in her arms.

“No. He has neither touched me nor been
close during my bearing season. When I have seen him, I have hidden
my belly beneath layers of clothes or heavy cloaks.” Niviane
shifted to perch on the edge of her chair. “I trust you to do as I
bid.”

“Your faith is warranted.”

Niviane rose to approach the infant cradled
by her sister. She stroked the child’s cheek, innocence staring
into her mother’s violet eyes. “Farewell, my Seraphine. May your
life be full. May your spells be potent.”

The sister encircled Niviane’s neck with her
free arm, whispering a goodbye along with a blessing. “I will raise
her well among our breed, speaking your name around the fire,
telling of your sacrifice. All will understand your power runs
through her veins.”

The Blood Coven witch gripped her sister’s
forearm, her eyes sparking with fear. “Never. No Aeternal can know
I am her mother nor the Cambion her father. Promise me this.”

“I so promise. Nobody shall know the child’s
parentage.” She patted her sister’s hand. “Relax, my dear.”

Niviane nodded while she retrieved her
cloak, once more cocooning herself in it, preparing to brave the
storm. “I must hasten while you must ready for the journey to
Scath. Tarry no longer.”

As she flung open the door, a gust of wind
roared into the cottage, causing the fire to tremble. The Blood
Coven witch cast a glance over her shoulder before she turned her
back on her daughter forever.

From the shadows outside a window of the
hovel, Ohngel, the fire-winged assassin of the OneCreator, observed
the exchange. His hearing acute, he had listened. The Cambion, the
warlock he had selected to lead the Blood Coven in its task, had
been lonely. In that state, the powerful mage had fornicated with
Niviane. Now, she betrayed him, humankind, and her own.

The winds being no problem for Ohngel’s
gigantic fiery wings, he masked himself to follow aloft while the
witch struggled in the storm. He dropped to the forest floor as she
clutched her cloak, trudging along a cumbersome, overgrown path,
stumbling forward without the support of her breed or coven.

His feathers pulled tight into his back,
Ohngel cast his gaze upward, wondering at the heavy clouds in the
sky, the sense of foreboding in the gathering storm. Whatever
Niviane’s betrayal presaged, he feared it would alter his plans and
the destiny of mankind.


Chapter One

 


 Chicago, IL,
Present Day

One moment Skyler Maxwell was standing on
the platform at Chicago’s Fullerton Station, mentally reviewing her
day’s schedule while she waited for the commuter train.

The next, she wasn’t.

Her feet lost contact with the deck. Her
body stretched into a graceless dive. A rush of air cooled her
face. She saw the ground rise as she fell toward it.

With the roar of an approaching train
sounding in the distance, a prolonged, piercing scream rang in her
ears. Later, she realized it had escaped from her own lips.

Then she heard nothing until she awoke in an
ambulance heading for the ER.

A man bent over her, adjusting a blood
pressure cuff on her upper arm, putting the stethoscope bell
against her skin. When he inflated the band, it grew tighter. Still
tighter. He released the air with a swoosh.

His lids flipped up, brown eyes studying
her. “You’re awake. Good. Just don’t move around too much. You hit
your head pretty hard.”

He turned to write something in a book.
Probably her blood pressure.

Skyler inspected the blurry ambulance. The
gurney jiggled with each bump in the road, making her aware they
were traveling. How did she get here? She blinked a few times,
wiggling her fingers. Lifting her arms was more difficult. Unable
to rise, she took deep calming breaths to fight the panic bubbling
inside her.

She cleared her throat and swallowed, her
words slow, ragged. “What happened?”

“You had a nasty fall. From reports, some
guy jumped down to drag you back onto the platform. If he hadn’t,
you’d be gooier than the peanut sitting on the railroad track.”

“What?” she asked, her eyes slitting.

“You know, peanut butter.” He smiled at his
joke.

Skyler was not amused. “I kind of remember
falling, though I recall nothing afterward.” She touched the
bandage on her forehead. “Ow!” Her arm flopped to her side. After a
moment, she patted the surrounding area on the gurney. “Where’s my
cellphone?”

“You can call people later. And don’t touch
your head too much. You were bleeding a lot. We did a fast patch.”
He shifted when the siren stopped blaring. “We’re here. Sit tight.
We’ll get you out.”

After two guys lifted her stretcher from the
ambulance, they wheeled her into the ER. Her memory was still
fuzzy. They transferred her from the cart to a bed, followed by a
flurry of activity. Someone shined a light into her eyes. The same
person took her blood pressure again. A needle pricked her arm. The
emergency medical team said goodbye as they wished her luck. The
nurse instructed her to remain quiet while she waited for a
doctor.

Then, the only sounds she heard came from
outside the room. Soft-soled shoes padding up and down corridors.
Beds wheeling to and fro. Voices shouting orders. Chit-chatting.
Messages blaring over an all-call.

A woman wearing glasses, a stethoscope, a
white coat, and clogs entered. “Okay, let’s see what’s wrong.” She
scanned a chart. “What’s your name?”

“Skyler Maxwell.”

She waved a penlight in Skyler’s eyes,
telling her to follow the light.

Pushing away the hand, Skyler said, “Find my
cellphone. I must call my office.”

“Plenty of time for that later. We’ll assess
the severity of your injury first. Tell me what happened.”

“I was waiting for the red line L at
Fullerton Station when I fell onto the track.”

Skyler did not say someone pushed her.
Though commuters rubbed shoulders, jostling each other in the
crowd, she remembered two hands on her back before a shove off the
edge. “The EMT said a man pulled me out of danger. If not for him,
I would be dead. Now, I insist you hand me my purse.” Skyler eyed
the name badge. “Dr. Longmer. And my cellphone. My office will want
to know why I’m late.”

“Have you been ill or dizzy lately? Anything
that might make you fall?” The doctor persevered.

“No.” Skyler struggled to sit. She glanced
around for her leather bag before the room tilted.

“Not so easy to get up, is it?” Dr. Longmer
watched, finally grabbing an arm to assist her.

Skyler twisted away from the woman,
returning her head to the pillow.

“Your pupils are okay, but I still want a
CAT scan. If all checks out, we’ll release you. The nurse will
re-bandage the gash on your forehead. You should visit your regular
physician to see if a medical issue caused you to fall. In the
meantime, you can take acetaminophen, rest, and avoid strenuous
activities. Let’s get you to radiology.”

“I don’t need a CAT scan. What I need is to
sit still for a few moments before I call my office.”

Unfazed, the doctor breezed out, sending in
the nurse to help Skyler out of her clothes and into a gown. Before
she could voice another objection, the nurse stepped aside for an
orderly who arrived to wheel her down the hall where a lab tech
administered the scan.

With that out of the way, he returned Skyler
to the room. She drummed her fingers on the mattress as the nurse
wasted valuable time talking with someone in the corridor before
sauntering inside to check wounds, slap on some medication, and
re-bandage her forehead.

“Keep an antibiotic cream along with a
dressing on this for a few days. It’s gonna swell, and you’ve got a
pretty big gash there. Watch for an infection. You have minor cuts
and abrasions elsewhere. Nothing serious. You were lucky. Apply the
salve to the scrapes, too. Now, stay put until we hear about your
scans.”

The nurse scurried off to another room,
leaving Skyler alone to think about the accident, giving her time
to steady her nerves.

Why would someone push me off the platform?
Is a psycho who likes to shove commuters into trains on the loose?
Or was I the target? No! Why would I be a target?

Dismissing the ridiculous notion, Skyler
pushed onto her elbows. No dizziness. But a whopper of a headache
was using her temples for drums. After stretching to reach her
purse on the chair beside the bed, she rifled around for her
cellphone. Found it. And it’s intact. Amazing.
She punched in the number for her office.

“Alliance Security Agency. Your protection
is our mission. Anna for Chief Legal Officer Maxwell,” said a
lyrical voice.

“It’s me. I’ve had an accident.” Skyler
removed a compact from her handbag, her fingers trembling slightly
as she balanced the phone between her ear and shoulder.

“An accident? Oh my God. What kind? Are you
okay? What happened? We wondered why you were late. It’s not like
you. So, I called. Left two messages. We were getting…”

That girl can go on.

Her tone brusque, Skyler interrupted Anna.
“I’ll explain when I get to the office.” Then she remembered her
goal to be more amiable. “The short of it is, I fell off the L
platform. I need the company car to pick me up at Rush University’s
ER. I’m okay. No one should worry. Just a scrape.”

“I’ll send Allen at once. What do you want
him to bring?”

Anna, at only five foot two, compensated for
her height by wearing four-inch stilettos. With permed, short
blonde hair, cherubic cheeks, and an animated smile which
brightened her eyes, she looked too young to be the administrative
assistant for the Alliance’s CLO. But she had the goods. A quick
wit, spectacular memory, sixth sense when it came to her boss’s
needs, and the ability to keep pace with Skyler’s grueling hours.
Added benefit? She wasn’t too irritating.

Skyler’s initial act as the newly appointed
chief legal officer had been to hire Anna from the clerical pool.
The first brilliant decision in what promised to be a distinguished
career.

“Yes, have Allen bring me a change of
clothes. The works. Suit, shirt, stockings, underwear, shoes.
Include my makeup bag. My coat will have to do. I must look a mess.
Later, send someone to pick up antibiotic cream along with bandages
from the pharmacy.”

“I’m all over it. Hang tight. He’ll be there
in a few. I’m sure glad you’re okay.”

“I am. Just get Allen here soon.”

During the conversation, the nurse stood in
the doorway, tapping a foot, signaling her patient to disconnect
from the phone. Skyler raised an index finger. Once she put down
her cell, she reproached the woman. “Can’t you give me a second? I
have important business to attend to.”

“So do I. You’re not my only sicky, cupcake.
The scan looks good. But watch yourself for a few days. Your shoes
are in the bag over there with your suit, blouse, and coat.
Everything’s a little scruffy. I hope someone is picking you
up.”

“Of course someone is. Now, crank up the
bed.”

The frowning nurse pressed a button.
“Anything else, your majesty? If not, I’ll be with the
peasants.”

Skyler swung her legs over the edge of the
mattress, tucking the gown and sheet around her. Still holding the
sterling silver compact mirror, she adjusted her hair, sticking
errant white-blonde strands back into their proper place. An
unattractive bandage covered most of her forehead.

Ugh.

She swiped a cleansing cloth over her face
to remove dirt and waited for Allen’s arrival. After a while,
Skyler spotted a man wandering the corridor and looking at room
numbers.

It sounded as if he found the unpleasant
nurse. “Are you here for the lady who fell off the L platform?”

“Yes,” he said.

“Over there. And good luck. I don’t envy you
your job.”

“It pays well.” He shrugged.

Despite the open door, he knocked before
entering. “Chief Maxwell, I hope everything is okay.” Allen handed
her a carryall with fresh clothes, shoes, and a makeup bag.

Skyler’s impatient foot bobbed. Not
acknowledging his greeting, she grabbed her things. “What took you
so long?”

“Traffic, but I thought I made good time.”
He glanced at his watch. “I’ll wait out here.” Allen closed the
door.

Skyler changed, sailed through the doorway,
brushed by the chauffeur while handing off the bag of damaged
goods, and hustled toward the emergency room exit. “Let’s get to
the office. I’m in a hurry.”

“Yes, ma’am. If you think that’s a good
idea,” said Allen, rushing to keep pace with Skyler.

She threw a scathing look over her
shoulder.

“Goodbye to you, too,” the nurse called from
the reception desk. “And thanks.”

On the drive to her office, Skyler took out
the comb to re-do her hair, smoothing it, perfecting the classic,
professional knot she wore low on her head. Satisfied, she rested
against the gray leather seat, alone with her thoughts.

What if my life had ended today? Has it been
enough?

I have accomplished everything my father
wanted for me. I graduated from Harvard law, top of the class.
Fresh out of school, the Alliance hired me as one of its legal
assistants. When my father died earlier this year, they promoted me
to succeed him. I work twelve to fifteen hours a day securing
agreements for Scath, eschewing fun and friends for the job.

When a well-respected surgeon, who happened
to play cards and tennis at our exclusive club, asked me on a date,
Father had approved, saying he was excellent son-in-law material.
Our engagement had warranted a prominent headline, both careers on
a fast track. Winston. A man like Alden Maxwell.

I am a model of reason.
Dispassionate. All I have achieved should be enough. Why do
I feel something is missing? My father would have said I was
ungrateful, spoiled, willful. Perhaps. But…

The minute Allen pulled to the curb of a
three-story structure near the historic Wrigley Building on
Michigan Avenue, Skyler opened the door, shooing unwanted thoughts
from her mind. When she stood, pain rocketed through her head.
Wincing, she charged toward the awninged entry, her heels a
staccato beat on the sidewalk.

This is all I’ve got. Yes. It’s
enough.

Assistant Legal Officer Cal Morris and Anna
were waiting in the outer area along with Laurie, the
receptionist.

Anna rushed to Skyler but stopped short of
hugging her. Dropping her arms to the side, she seemed at a loss
for what to do next. Her hand flew to her mouth. “Oh, your head.
Are you sure you should be here?”

“Don’t fuss, Anna. We need to get back to
work. I have a lot to do before I leave at the end of the week. I
must finish the trade agreement for the S/I core processors
manufactured on Scath. Some details are still missing for the
distributers. Also, the new Farm-to-Table Grocers company wants to
buy organic produce from Aerilon. I’ll set that up. Cal, what about
the demon rapper? What’s his name? D Monz?” Skyler didn’t take a
breath as she hurried through the reception area toward her office
in the rear.

Cal, with Anna and Laurie, scurried forward
to catch Skyler. “I arranged contracts for a squad of our agents to
provide security for D Monz. We’ll have a visible but legitimate
presence at the concerts where we expect quite a few Aeternals from
Scath to show. The demon rapper has his followers.”

The assistant legal officer was average.
Medium build. Medium height. Washed-out blond hair. Dull blue eyes.
Acceptable grades in law school at Southern Illinois University. On
the Alliance’s board of directors, Cal’s father had arranged a spot
in the organization for his son. But Cal did stand out in two ways.
He had a closetful of Brioni and Zegna suits he wore with flair.
And he had a great sales pitch. His fast-talking, friendly manner,
interrupted by snorted laughs, made him a favorite among demanding
clients looking to hire security or a private army.

Skyler waved the three nervous hens out of
her office as she opened the file on the S/I core processors to
fine-tune the contracts. She lost herself in her work.

Knock. Knock. Knock.

She recognized Anna’s annoying raps on her
door. Slamming down her pen, she rolled her tired shoulders and
snapped the folder shut. “I asked for time to work.”

Her admin assistant darted in, a hand
pressed to her chest. “Sorry to interrupt, but Laurie just came
back from lunch at the new deli across the street. The one we’ve
all been wanting to try.”

Skyler glanced at her watch while patting
her classic do, making certain not a hair was out of place.

“Right,” said Anna. “Get on with it. You
need to see what Laurie opened.”

The receptionist was sitting in her
ergonomic chair where she spent most of her days greeting visitors,
answering phones, checking company e-mail, or completing assigned
tasks. Bobbing her head toward the computer, she said, “Get a load
of this.”

Skyler frowned as she gripped the back of
Laurie’s chair, leaning forward. Anna and Cal, who had joined them,
also peered over the receptionist’s shoulder to read the e-mail
from an unknown contact, TheBigReveal.

The message was brief. “Hey, Alliance.
Nothing can make you bleed like an outed secret. You’ll need a big
man-daid to cover this wound. Do we have your attention? Not yet?
Just wait until you tune in to our website and blog. They’re out of
this world. We’ll send the password when we’re good and ready. How
ya doing, Skyler?”

“This is fucking bad.” Laurie’s hand flew to
her mouth. “Sorry, but this seems like the perfect time to
cuss.”

“Hmm. It’s not good,” said Skyler.

Cal jammed his hands into his front pockets.
“It’s cryptic. They talk about a secret, but they don’t say what it
is. Maybe they’re baiting us. Maybe it’s a hoax.”

Secrets. Yes, the Alliance has secrets.

After the Karmic Schism when the world had
been divided into three realms by powerful mages, some Aeternals
had stayed behind with their human mates or offspring. They bred.
In time, their descendants contacted Scath with offers to assist.
The Alliance began.

Centuries later, the organization stepped
partially into the sunlight by creating a public face, a lucrative
side-business which supplied investigators, bodyguards, protection,
and private armies to human contractors. As such, the Alliance was
well-respected, not only in Chicago but worldwide. Cal arranged
contracts for the Security Division’s agents assigned to these
tasks. For sizable fees.

But their real business remained hidden in
the shadows. It was so secret that any MI6 agent would have sold
the World War II enigma machine to expose it. Their special agents
monitored Aeternals with legitimate financial interests on Earth.
They also assisted in the capture of breeds who crossed
illegally.

As CLO, Skyler oversaw the entire Legal
Division of the Alliance but focused her own efforts on inter-realm
trade agreements, making Scath businesses pass for human
enterprises, and serving as liaison between her offices and the
board of directors.

Because Earth clients had no idea they were
trading with entities from another realm, Skyler made the fairytale
real. She provided each Scath company with a registered name,
address, staffed storefront, websites, business licenses, patents
if appropriate, or whatever else they needed to run a legitimate
organization.

So, yes. The Alliance has secrets.

“I don’t like their use of the phrase
‘out-of-this-world.’” Anna tapped a nervous foot.

Cal straightened, smoothing the lapels of
his navy-blue suit. “Could be accidental. It’s a common expression.
Skyler, do you think they know about your accident today?”

She shrugged.

“It could be a joke. The newer agents are
always pranking each other,” said Anna. The other three gave her
disbelieving stares. “Okay, unlikely. And none of the guys would
prank you, boss.”

“I agree. It’s not a practical joke, but Cal
could be right.” Skyler was unsure how much she should explain
about her accident this morning. Surely, the e-mail and her
incident were unrelated. For now, she would let the office
believe she had stumbled from the platform. “Anna, get Sarah to
monitor TheBigReveal’s communications. See if she can trace the
sender. Wait for the password. We need to know if this is a hoax or
the real thing.”

“What about telling the board?” asked
Cal.

“Not yet. We will if they pose an actual
threat. If this is it, we’ll ignore them. Contact the other
divisions, though. Find out if they received a similar
message.”


Chapter Two

 


 Scath, Present
Day

Disbelief short-circuited Kole’s brain. For
a sec. Then his massive body exploded from the chair like lava from
a volcano. Pressing his palms hard against his desktop, he leaned
toward High Commander Cadmon, his mouth curled into a menacing
snarl. “Hell no!” Flames shot from his fingertips. “I’m a soldier,
not a fucking social director. Besides, I don’t much like
Earthers.”

Seated in front of Kole’s desk, Cadmon
steepled his fingers as if waiting for a misbehaving child to calm
down. “No one else is available. Commander Jarek is tracking the
human sex slaves from Cerberus’s operation. Commander Nace in North
Shelters is ass-deep chasing a pack of drug-dealing shifters.
You’re it. You will not only escort Chief Maxwell to Scath, but you
will also be a tour guide.”

He and Cadmon were not alone in the office.
Bounty, Kole’s secretary, or as she reminded him, his executive
assistant, sat with her long legs crossed, her eyes ping-ponging
between the two males. The blonde, big-breasted, narrow-hipped
vampire out-drank, out-cussed, and out-arm wrestled Kole’s
legendary Firebrands who kept peace in this violent realm. A few
secretly admitted they feared her. But she happened to be one
helluva secretary.

Executive assistant.

Bounty had followed Cadmon into the office,
obviously appointing herself as Kole’s babysitter to make sure he
didn’t fry his boss. That meant she had advanced intel as to the
meeting’s subject. Or he had to add psychic to her list of skills.
No. She had a direct line to Cadmon’s secretary. Damn.
Executive assistant. After living nearly four hundred years, he
had difficulty keeping current on the lingo.

Kole, using his mountainous wall of pure
muscle to intimidate, looked down on Cadmon, the cucumber-cool
ylve. He inhaled, expanding his chest beyond its normal size. By
nature, animus demons were hot-tempered. Lucky Kole got an extra
dose of pissed-off at birth. Sane Aeternals feared him. Everyone
but his boss. The guy had balls of steel. Fireproof nuts.

The high commander’s lids lowered while he
tugged on a sleeve of his uniform.

Instead of punching something or setting it
ablaze, Kole glanced at Bounty. She cocked her head, arched a brow,
and scowled.

Message received. Enough
said.

“I’ll assign Chay. He’s perfect, amiable,
easy on the eyes. Young. Pleasant.” Kole resumed sitting behind his
desk, his jaw clenched tight, his teeth on the verge of
cracking.

“No. That will not do. I have planned a
series of events for this newly appointed CLO’s visit—meetings with
dignitaries from the Aeternal societies, galas, ceremonies, the
works. Someone high-profile will be the escort. You’re my choice.
You will not slough this job off on an inexperienced warrior.”

Kole shot up again, angry flames sparking on
the tips of his fingers.

Cadmon rose to confront his warrior’s fiery
gaze with the threatening-but-calm demeanor only an ylve radiated.
“You said it. You are a soldier. Soldiers follow orders. As your
commander, I am giving you a direct order.”

Though large for his breed, Cadmon was a
cruiserweight beside Kole, but he wore authority like an old
comfortable jacket. For centuries, he had been a skilled fighter.
He also had created the longbow. Rumor was, he gave the yew-staffed
weapon to William the Conqueror, who armed his men with similar
bows before the Battle of Hastings, bringing about a decisive
victory in 1066 against the forces of the Anglo-Saxon King
Harold.

The Scion Firebrands lost a great warrior
when Cadmon became high commander. To do their job, to protect the
realm from the most violent Aeternals among them, they needed boots
on the ground. Still, he was the perfect choice to lead them since
he was as politically astute as he was handy with a longbow.

“Coffee anyone?” asked Bounty, not usually
the let-me-serve-you type.

Both males said, “No,” their eyeballs locked
in a showdown.

“You’re right,” she said, “too much
caffeine. A shot of whiskey?”

Kole turned his angry glare toward her.

Grrrr.

“No need to get snarly,” she said.

Reason filtered through his haze of anger.
He was a soldier. Cadmon was his commander. The animus demon ground
his teeth, considered his predicament, and called back the heated
energy coursing throughout his body, igniting his fingertips.

He didn’t have to be happy-happy with the
assignment or kind to the all-mighty Earther. He only had to do his
duty.

Duty first. Always.

Kole smothered his fury. “Yes, sir.”

“How is the search for Cerberus going?” The
ylve resumed sitting, crossing his legs, flicking off an imaginary
bit of lint as he changed the subject.

Bounty relaxed in her chair, probably
relieved she didn’t have to sweep Cadmon’s ashes into the
trash.

Kole focused on the question instead of the
boot-licking task ahead. No use setting off another round of finger
flares. “Nothing yet. I am meeting later today with Director Alarik
at his Ministry of Well Being to see if his scryers have uncovered
anything about Cerberus. When we ID the bastard, I’d enjoy frying
him with 500,000 volts of electricity.”

The ylve let a rare malevolent smile curve
his lips. When it faded, he said, “It’s thanks to you we have the
intel we have.”

Kole shrugged off the praise. His quick
action had been the direct result of itchy skin. His Firebrands had
shut down a lucrative human sex slave trade. Each captive had
unwillingly given a blood sample to their kidnappers. Itch.
So, Kole had healers test all the victims before returning them to
Earth.

Surprise, the prisoners were not random
Earthers. They shared similar DNA markers, unrecognizable to their
human medical experts, just another puzzle in their complicated
genome. But each captive was the descendant of a witch or warlock.
Scratch. Scratch.

Before Rein lobbed off his head, the vamp
who ran the operation dropped the name of his boss. The big kahuna,
Cerberus, had employed lackies to hack medical records, seeking
Earthers with the specific markers identifying them as mages. Silas
and Aisen kidnapped them. Why? Scratch. Scratch.

The hound of Hades, Cerberus, stars in the
Prophecy of Karma. He hunts for the lost descendants of the Blood
Coven so he can jumpstart the same old end-of-the-world shit.
Conclusion? Silas and Aisen re-tested their captives to see if they
were from a Blood Coven line. Itch cured.

Now, they had to find this Cerberus before
he caused more trouble.

“Yeah. Sometimes I’m not as dumb as I
look.”

“Do you think your Firebrands shut down the
hunt when you dismantled the operation?” Cadmon jacked an ankle
onto his opposite knee.

Kole scrubbed a fist across his jaw. “Can we
take that chance?”

“No. That’s why we need the Ministry of Well
Being. Alarik’s researchers will use the same process used by
Cerberus. Meanwhile, they’ll look for a faster means. We must
locate these human descendants of mages before he does.”

“A lot’s riding on the good guys getting to
them first.”

Nodding, Cadmon rose, his uniform crisp with
a razor-sharp crease in his pant legs.

“Cerberus may already have Earthers with
Blood Coven ancestry in his possession,” said Kole. “Perhaps he
stashed them somewhere other than the stockades we raided.”

The ylve high commander nodded. “It’s
possible. When Alarik’s people uncover more humans with mage DNA,
his healers must test them. I am assigning your Firebrands to
accompany them to Earth. If they notify you any are descendants,
bring them to safety on Scath.”

Bounty rushed to open the door, shooting
Kole an okay sign.

Cadmon clasped Kole’s arm, fist to elbow.
“Remember, I am depending on you to make a good impression on the
Alliance CLO. Don’t let me down. Call for the itinerary of your
tour. I leave this in your hands, freron.”

Kole swallowed a growl and snapped his
shoulders back to indicate assent.

Once the door closed, the animus demon
commander paced from wall to wall, the Who’s Moon the Loon pounding
out a drum solo on his temples. Walking one length of the office,
he ranted against the political side of his job, refused to kiss
human ass, and resented this assignment. Striding back, he reminded
himself he didn’t have to like the task. He just had to do his
duty.

But heat continued to build in his
extremities, the pain in his head increasing with each surge. When
it reached the level of an exploding fragmentation grenade, Kole
halted his back-and-forth, a spark flaring from an index finger.
Pointing it toward the wall, the one Bounty had rigged with
fireproofing, he used it like the nozzle of a flamethrower,
charring the plasterboard and burning a hole in it.

Kole exhaled, his lips warping into a
contented smile.

There. Better.

Demons, especially animus demons, were
aggressive, some would say feral. When they lost control of their
powers, the rage took them. Kole would never visit that
point-of-no-return. To maintain balance, he released his fire, a
safety valve whenever he felt the need. He felt the need often.

After his headache dulled, he opened the
door to bellow into the outer room. “Get Rein here now. He’s
working with two recruits. Tell him if he knows what’s good for
him, he’ll double-time it to my office faster than a Kalli coming
out of his tunnel in mating season.”

For once, Bounty had no smartass
comeback.

****

 Rein leaned against the gym’s
concrete wall with his brawny arms folded across his chest while
two new Firebrands, bare from the waist up and sweating,
sparred.

Kole liked to call him his second in
command. The title, even though fake, made him bristle. And when
Rein bristled, Aeternals quivered.

An incubus freron recently
transferred to the Southern Stronghold because Commander Jarek was
short a warrior. The vamp Bade, currently dodging an assault on the
mat, replaced him.

Lobo, a wolf shifter and hell of a fighter,
returned to North Shelters because of a family emergency. Sig, who
was lobbing weak fireballs at Bade’s head, was an animus demon like
Kole. He replaced the wolf.

Rein fingered the scar through his brow, a
gift from his battle with a questing beast during his
Awakening.

Was I this bad when I first reported for
duty? Hell no!

A vampire-warlock-incubus, Rein was a
powerhouse of gifts, skills, abilities. He shouldn’t be. Mixes
tended to be weak versions of one of their breeds. Not him. He came
out of his Awakening a triple threat. But he fought a constant
battle against the bludfrenzy. Right now, these two inept recruits
tested his limits.

Shaking his head, Rein barked an order. “I’m
going to say this once again. If you forget, I’ll beat the shit out
of you. You are here to use your fists, your feet, your heads.”

The demon newbie had been shooting streams
of fire at his opponent. The vamp was a Jack-in-the-box,
disappearing or reappearing at will, flitting around the flaming
projectiles, popping up everywhere. Meanwhile, Rein was fighting a
giant headache.

“Looks like you two are fresh from your
Awakening, all wobbly-legged and lame-brained. I’m going to prove a
point. You ladies will try very hard to stop me. Got it?” He pushed
off from the wall.

The new Firebrands’ heads nodded in
understanding.

Short on words but long on pain, Rein strode
toward the demon first, the young warrior ramping up his gift,
readying a fiery orb, balancing between spread legs in a fighting
stance.

With a flick of his wrist and only a single
digit raised, Rein cast a spell. The recruit flew across the room
into a rock-solid wall, burning ball still in his palm.

Splat. One down.

Scraped and bruised, the demon shook his
head as if to clear it before he staggered to his feet.

“Come on, suckhead.” Rein motioned with a
hand, urging the other newbie to step forward.

Despite swallowing a gulp, the young vampire
approached.

Kudos to his balls. Even if he is about to
lose them.

“Now, be sure to get your vamp speed on. Are
you ready?”

The recruit popped in front of Rein. Before
he could blink, the mentor-trainer face-slammed him into the mat
without touching him. Of course, the spell chilled the room.

Rein offered him a hand. “Bloody nose. Maybe
a few cracked ribs. Suck it up, kid. What’s the lesson,
recruits?”

“Don’t fuck with you?” said Bade.

“Truth. But there’s another. Someone always
has a more badass gift than you. That’s why you learn to fight
mano a mano. Weapons, footwork, fast hands might save your
sorry dicks someday. You can perfect your sissy breed skills with
the specialists. In this room, you use your head. Your muscles.
Your fists. Your weapons.”

Only a select few became Scion Firebrands.
And all were descendants of previous warriors. When called to join,
the Phoenix tattoo appeared. Like a hot branding iron, it burned
itself onto your arm. Unbearable agony and the stench of seared
flesh lasted until a choice was made. Wannabe heroes joined, the
mark becoming permanent. Dickheads rejected the offer, the brand
disappearing.

Rein signed on to be a hero. In doing so, he
redeemed himself despite his daily battle to control the
bludfrenzy. In addition, like all Firebrands, he was BFS, as his
partner Chay described the warriors. Bigger. Faster. Stronger.
Perks of the job.

The recruits returned to wrestle each other
on the mat, not using their breed’s gifts. They were sloppy. While
Rein wondered if the Phoenix had gotten his wires crossed this
time, his D-chip sounded in his mind. He tapped his wrist, taking a
message from Bounty.

Happy to leave, he shot instructions at Bade
and Sig before he stormed into Kole’s reception area. Bounty waited
at her desk.

“Get in there.” She didn’t glance away from
her hand-held mirror. “Free advice. Agree to anything he says
today.” She rubbed a finger across her lower lip, smoothing her
deep red lipstick.

“Bad, huh?”

“Worse.”

Kole’s fiery skills made him not only a
formidable enemy but also the perfect Scion Firebrand commander.
Who better to control the uncontrollable? His prowess in battle
awed his warriors while his breed powers inspired loyalty touched
with a healthy dose of fear.

Rapping on the door once before entering,
Rein eyed a scorched hole in the wall, Kole still lobbing fireballs
at it. “Nice look. You called?”

“I have a fucking assignment which will take
me Earthside to shuttle some fat-ass human over here, showing him
around. So, you’re in charge while I’m tied up for a few days.”

“Me? Why me? I’m not temp material.” Rein’s
fangs pushed from his gums. He retracted the bitches, not wanting
his commander to fry his ass.

Kole shot back a fierce stare, his gold
irises sparking with flames. “I didn’t know you’d have to approve
my decision.” He examined his fingers, probably waiting for them to
shoot fire again. “Name someone better.”

Rein rolled his eyes. Left. Right.

“Yeah. I thought so. You’re it.
Congrats.”

The reluctant Firebrand warrior resigned
himself to fate, heeding Bounty’s advice. “Fill me in. What’s going
on other than the gagan-Yeti problem on Darque?”

“There is that. The Yetis are pissed those
ugly gray bastards are destroying forests again. We could be
looking at another Darque-wide war. As if the realm isn’t dangerous
enough. On the lighter side, Crazy Igmon keeps trying to crash the
portals. Why he wants to go to Earth is beyond me, but he does.
Lock him in the Cubes until he settles down.”

Igmon, a sloth demon lost to the rage,
craved the human realm every so often. Behind bars for a few days,
he’d recover until the next time. Most raging demons were violent,
dangerous, having to be eliminated or imprisoned at Outcast Keep on
Darque. Not Igmon. He had this single, unexplainable, harmless
obsession.

“The most important task is to stay in close
contact with your father. Cadmon assigned us to lend an assist if
Director Alarik finds Earthers with mage DNA markers. Since his
healers will need a blood specimen, we’re the muscle who’ll
accompany them. If they find a Blood Coven relative, bring them in,
willing or not, before Cerberus or his merry band of pricks get to
them.”

Rein slapped a hand on Kole’s shoulder.
“Have fun, Comm.”

The commander snorted. “Yeah. Party time.
Just me, a few blades, and a flyweight Alliance CLO. Humans are
crazy. I don’t understand them. No offense intended toward
Braelyn.”

“None taken.” Sure, Rein’s mate was human,
but Silas, working for Cerberus, had kidnapped her because she had
a drop of ancient mage running in her veins. He didn’t get to keep
her long enough to find out she was a Blood Coven descendant. Only
Rein’s family, along with Brae’s father, knew the secret. And
they’d locked the intel down tight.


Chapter Three

 


 It was the same each time he
transported through the Whorl to Earth. Kole closed his eyes to the
bright flashes of light, fighting the urge to upchuck, rubbing
fingertips across his pants to control the sparks. A soft pop
sounded when his feet reconnected with solid ground. He scanned the
arrival room at the Alliance building in Chicago before he walked
into the corridor, jiggling the doorknob to make sure it latched
behind him.

Can’t have strangers accessing the
portal.

Striding along the hall, Kole patted his
chest to check the double-edge daggers. His hip once for the
SIG.

The Ministry of Death forbade bang-bangs on
Scath, saying it was dishonorable to employ manufactured firepower
when all breeds had their own innate abilities. Drivel! The
truth? Scath breeds were dangerous enough without adding explosive
firepower into the mix. Before they had banned firearms and shit,
enormous body counts racked up daily. To keep everyone honest, an
entire department of witches and warlocks maintained a spell to
prevent weapons such as these from working. Kole could take a gun
to Earth, though.

Satisfied, he strode into the legal office.
With a one-eighty, he surveyed the room. Facing a curved,
waist-high reception counter where a petite brunette sat, Kole
stomped to her on steel-toed shitkickers.

When he cleared his throat, the receptionist
glanced up from a computer screen. “Oh, hi. Sorry. I didn’t hear
you.” She spoke with a smooth, bluesy cadence, an elbow resting on
the desk, her chin cradled in her hand, her brown eyes
flirtatious.

He brandished a slow, sizzling smile, the
one he reserved for attractive females. As he angled his head
toward her, he leaned close, his voice gravelly but warm.
“Commander Kole. Here to escort Chief Legal Officer Maxwell to
Scath.”

See. He could play nice.

“I’m Laurie. I’ll let the boss know you’ve
arrived.” The brunette stood but didn’t move. Rather, she let out a
breathy sigh, her admiring gaze traveling from his boots to his
hair.

Kole hooked a thumb in the strap of his
leather chest holster.

“Oh.” Her lashes fluttered. “Yes. Now don’t
go anywhere.” She stepped backward, maintaining eye contact.

“Wouldn’t dream of it, sweetheart.”

She pivoted, walking away from her desk,
provocative hips swaying.

Kole chuckled, enjoying the view. The trip
was looking better.

Toward the back, the receptionist knocked
before entering an office, leaving the door ajar. “Excuse me, but
your escort from Scath has arrived. Boy, is he…”

Kole pushed through behind her. In a booming
voice, he announced, “I’m here to collect Chief Maxwell.”

Towering over the receptionist, he masked
his surprise. A female sat at an L-shaped executive desk. Cadmon
hadn’t told him his job was to entertain a female. A beautiful one.
Marble-carved high cheekbones, a regal nose, pale flawless skin, a
haughty chin. Frosty white-blonde hair pulled into a low,
business-like knot.

Kole imagined her locks unpinned, falling
across her shoulders in gentle waves, bouncing when she laughed at
something he whispered in her ear. With her face tilted toward him,
her cheeks flushed, her red lips parted, she begged for a kiss. And
more. The female was an enticing vision.

Then she spoke.

The fantasy dissolved with her wintery tone,
made chillier by her icy blue eyes and thick lashes below
deep-arched brows.

“Excuse me, but I have not invited you into
my office.” She rose, hands on hips, meeting Kole’s gaze over an
upturned nose.

The temperature dropped a few degrees.

The Firebrand inspected the female’s curves,
slender waist, shapely breasts, all unsuccessfully camouflaged
beneath an expensive but practical gray skirt and jacket. She was
tall for a human. He judged five-eleven.

Tapping Laurie’s shoulder, Kole dipped his
head to smile at her, nodding, before he moved the receptionist
aside to barge forward.

“Commander Kole. Invited inside or not, I’m
your escort to Scath.” He pushed out a calloused palm, more at ease
grasping a long blade or dagger.

She stared. Finally, she clasped it, her
grip professional, firm. Frost bite. Kole reasoned she was
sizing him up. He came out sub-standard either because he was not
human or because he was a scary demon.

When he clutched her fingers longer than
proper, she struggled to wiggle free. Once he released her, she
wiped a quivering damp palm on her skirt.

Scary demon it is. Good. That will settle
who’s in charge.

“Skyler Maxwell, Alliance chief legal
officer.”

Kole pointed to a brass sign on her desk.
“Yep. Says so right here. Are you ready?”

She returned to her seat, folding her arms
around her ribs, drawing his eyes to her breasts. “You can’t simply
walk in, Commander, and order me to jump up and leave. Since I did
not expect you until a bit later, I have tasks to complete yet.
Please wait in the reception area.” The icy blonde tossed him a
dismissive wave while she resumed looking down at paperwork.

Kole stood still for a heartbeat, heat
traveling to his extremities. Then he planted his fingertips on the
surface of her desk, angled forward, and brought his face near
Skyler’s. The scent from her perfume made him lightheaded as he
spoke barely above a growled whisper. “I’ll wait for now, Chief.
But I have limits. You don’t want to cross them.”

Skyler’s chin popped up, her lashes framing
squinted eyes. Her tone was so chilly, he thought his balls might
freeze. “I care nothing about your limits. I won’t be hurried,
Commander. Now, unless you intend to carry me out of my office,
kicking and screaming, you will wait in the reception area.”

Lips pressed tight, the muscles in Kole’s
jaw twitched. He drew in a slow breath, catching another whiff of
her heady perfume. When he shook off her alluring scent, sparks
shot from his fingers, landing on a few papers. Balling his hands
into fists, he shoved them to the sides of his body.

Beautiful, but bossy.

Play nice, he reminded himself, having no
idea why he was acting like an asshole. Her cool demeanor brought
out the worst in him.

Kole’s eyes flared. “Okay. I’ll be right
over there.” He motioned at a chair against the wall, sauntering
toward it. “Hurry, though. If you make me wait too long, I’ll
choose the option to carry you off kicking and screaming. Sounds
fun.”

With his back to the female, he chuckled at
the sound of her hand slapping out the small desk fires.

Kole might have a good time yet. He looked
forward to sparring with the CLO, breaking through her frigid
exterior, ruffling her enough to ignite a response despite the ice
cubes in her veins.

He tossed his leather jacket onto a chair.
Stretching out in another, he tilted it to lean against the wall on
two legs. He spread his thighs apart, laced his fingers behind his
neck, and closed his eyes. His mouth twisted into the crooked grin
he reserved for females he wanted naked in his bed or bent over a
couch with their perky ass in the air.

****

 Skyler raised her chin,
stabbing a glare into Kole’s back, her lips parted in shock. Most
people lacked the temerity to challenge her. She balled up the
charred document on her desk, tossing it into the trash can.

How dare he.

She steadied her breathing while she focused
on another task. But she couldn’t concentrate with the
testosterone-laden barbarian sitting a few feet from her. After
rereading the same paragraph five times, she peeked at the
brute.

The man sprawled in the chair was one
hundred percent danger, a tank on two boots. At what she guessed
was six-foot-eight and thick-necked, he could be a nearly 300-pound
blocking powerhouse, an offensive tackle for the Chicago Bears.
Correct. Her love for the hometown team, a few beers, and a
televised game on a Sunday was a guilty secret.

Likely, the man was arrogant enough to think
women fell at his feet when he flaunted his crooked smile.

In the overhead light, his buzzed hair
looked like fiery bits of straw glinting in the sun. A stubborn jaw
along with the shadow of a beard set off a battle-worn, strong
face. Muscles stretched his painted-on T-shirt. As his left bicep
flexed, what she could see of his colorful Phoenix brand appeared
to ruffle its feathers.

Weapons crowded into a harness strapped
across his chest. Taut thighs strained the fabric of his jeans, and
his spread legs clearly showed his… What would Anna and Laurie
call it? Yes, his package. Impressive! In fact, the
commander was so impressive, she struggled to breathe.

The man was attractive in a brutish way.
Handsome if you liked rough, violent men. She did not.
But if she did… No! Definitely not!

Resting her chin on a fist, her work
forgotten, Skyler unabashedly
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