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One second later and Reno would have been adding his blood to the Eater goo that slicked the pavement. Bowing his back as the blade sliced forward, he grabbed the wrist of the nasty thing trying to slice and dice him to use its momentum to pull it forward. He then brought his elbow down hard at the base of its skull, shattering bone, muscle and sending it into the pool of foul-smelling ooze.

Spinning around, bleeding from a half dozen cuts and slices, he was disappointed to find that the fun was over.

So far he didn’t hear any sirens so that was always a good thing as he took in the dark and dank Reno, Nevada alley. The dark space between the buildings was now decorated with a dozen demonic piles turning into thick gruesome puddles that were once Energy Eaters. Once killed, these demons straight out of Hell were no longer able to maintain their human form and since they weren’t able to survive long in their true forms outside Hell, they turned into well… liquefied bad, smelly jelly looking stuff. It smelled bad. It felt bad. And it tasted ten times worse than the other two combined. What could he say? Reno was really messy when he had fun.

Reaching into his back pocket to pull out a Twizzler, he then slapped it on his tongue. He crinkled up his face as he tried not to smell the stench or look too close at the slaughtered bodies as they melted away.

It wasn’t pretty. At all. It was like that ooze at the bottom of a forgotten dumpster that had sat in the sun way too long.

Some of the other Breakers had Relays who could come in and clean up the mess left behind from dispatching the Energy Eaters or, sadly, any bodies of human fatalities the demons left behind.

Their usual victims were women and sometimes children, the weak that scared easily.  The higher the level of fear and panic of the victim the more empowered their spark would glow. It became more supercharged than pop rock candy with adrenaline and endorphins to fuel the fear.

The stronger the spark, the longer the demons could exist in the human world. Feeding on that allowed the Eaters to exist here topside, because Hell wasn’t exactly known as a party place. So their sole goal was living here among the humans on Earth. He had heard they weren’t very welcome in Hell at all.

But, as he watched the mess transform into a water-like substance, he wasn’t one of those lucky Breakers.   He was still ‘on probation’ with the god who created as well as managed the Breakers. That god was called Bounce. It was Bounce who waited at the gates of Hell, and paid for each of their souls.

Why Hell? Well, each Breaker had been a bad, very bad, or the worst kind of human, and if Bounce bought them they in turn got a second chance to redeem themselves and, if they were lucky, get a chance to live again by doing it right. It’s not like a soul had many options—it was being a Breaker or burning up forever in the hellfire.

It wasn’t without its price however. It meant your soul was basically in hock to Hell and Bounce was like the lien-holder, making sure you made your payments. Only he could decide when the debt was paid, but it had some cool bonuses as well.

Breakers were ten times stronger than any human could hope to be, faster too. They healed super-fast and were immortal, which meant they couldn’t die from natural causes. Only beheading or bleeding out could kill them. Along with that, being a Breaker paid really well, so, all in all? A Breaker was a total bad-ass.

A Breaker’s sole purpose was to wipe the Energy Eaters off the realm of mankind, but how the Energy Eaters walked the Earth and why was the stuff of legend. Like a really dark and scary fairy tale with the happy ending seeming very far away.

Being a Breaker wasn’t without its risks and downfalls. There was the whole beheading and dying thing for one. Another was being tied to Hell, you couldn’t walk in the light of day.

Then there was the point system - for each human they failed to save it was like points against the Breaker. Too many points or not following the rules would mean Bounce would live up to his nickname and bounce your soul right back to Hell to burn for eternity. Second chance done and over.

All served the Grid and Reno knew even less about the logistics of it all. He had never really asked.  Reno only knew that the Grid kept mankind’s energy strong and served to keep everything balanced.  Balanced, that is, until the Great Light could wipe out darkness and restore faith to mankind to be good for all time.

No one, he didn’t think, knew what the Great Light was. Many were beginning to think it was a false prophecy and was never going to happen.

Reno had never really asked about how the war had started but he had heard that the demons were made to feed on the light of mankind and destroy it. To eventually wipe out the species and make a very nasty Hell on Earth. Some said that Lucifer’s own son was driven mad with revenge and created them.

The demons fed on mankind like a starving dude in an all-you-can-eat buffet and only left behind an empty shell with no chance for the person who owned it to have redemption or be judged by Heaven.

Because Earth was a lot more fun than Hell, where they were treated like freaks and strays. The demons really wanted to claim the Earth realm as their new home so they wouldn’t have to go back to their own. Feeding off humans was their extended stay ticket to do that.

Reno didn’t care about all that. He just did his job even though he wasn’t really sure who was winning the war because it had been going on as long as there had been a Heaven and Hell, but he didn’t mind. In fact, he never really complained or took anything for granted.

He was, after all, only three years old.

It seemed like much longer than that. But it wasn’t. Three years ago he had been just a split personality of one of the most heroic and honorable Breakers by the name of Jess Bailey. The same insanity that had caused Jess’s personality to split for survival was the same one that drove the hero insane. It had been Reno’s job to make sure that didn’t happen to Jess by controlling the insanity, by being a buffer between it and the hero to handle all the bad that the hero couldn’t deal with.

He had to take all the pain and violence, all the bad that had started when Jess was just a little boy of seven years old.

He had never complained about that either…well okay, maybe every once in a while. But it was his only purpose and the only reason for his existence, so he rarely questioned it.

Until her.

Emma.

His Witch.

Then all bets were off on what he would do or not do, with the latter being the problem. He had refused to help Jess any longer and that insanity all but destroyed the hero. He had suffered too as they both declined and deteriorated into insanity. But it was bound to happen.

Imagine watching the man who he had come to hate, after more than a century of letting him out only to handle the bad and kept him in a place they both called ‘the Hole’, be with the one woman they both loved?

The Hole was black, windy and cold; all designed to put him in his place and purge evil urges inside of Jess’s very strong telepathic mind. And Reno hated it. But he hated it more after Jess became involved with Emma because Jess decided the best torture of all was to make Reno watch their relationship.

Every. Single. Thing.

Yes, even their sex life.

All from inside of Jess’s head.

By design, Reno was never supposed to have positive feelings or emotions of being good and right. The things that made life worth fighting for like compassion, love, kindness and made someone want to be good. Emotions Reno had never felt, developed or gave a damn about because he thought they made a person weak. His job was to be ruthless and strong.

But Emma had changed all that in one night.

He never knew what or who had helped him out that night to be able to drive and be in control of the body he and Jess shared, but he really hoped he got a chance to thank them.

That one night of passion with Emma had changed him and he knew there was no going back.

He had never been kissed by a woman before, nor touched. He had never had sex and she had been his first and his only.

He had never been allowed those things before because they were good things and only Jess was allowed those. He was only allowed the bad.

From that one night, those foreign but good emotions took root and grew and sealed the pain that would cause his and Jess’s split to rip wide open.

But Emma never knew it was Reno she had shared that first night with and not Jess because of their shared body.

Jess had then used that to have a relationship that had lasted for months. With the woman his split dark-side had fallen completely and totally in love with. Maybe from the first moment Reno had seen her.

But Jess wasn’t going to let Reno forget who was in charge and that was why the torture of watching them together was meant to be a lesson. It was a lesson all right. A lesson on how to hate even more than Reno had before.

So for months, he sat as he was shown when Emma and Jess laughed, kissed, and worse of all made love. He was given the view without mercy and had to hear the sounds even when he wrapped his arms around his head to block them, begging for Jess to stop.

Resentment had already grown thick between them long ago, so hate grew strong and unbreakable in that foundation. He had taken that torture and did his purpose as always, hating it more and more, because even if it was through Jess’s eyes at least he could still see Emma. Albeit making sure to inflict pain and injury as a reminder for when Jess regained control.

Reno called her Witch because when they met that perfect night, he didn’t know her name and was unsure what Jess had told her, as Jess had met her first. The two halves did not often share experiences like they once had as children so he had no idea what had transpired between her and Jess. So, as a cover, he chose a nickname of what she was in life— Witch.

All of that seemed to have no end in sight until Jess made a fatal mistake that would bring destruction to their joined existence forever.

Jess broke Emma’s heart.

Reno had never learned why, because without warning or reason, Jess stopped showing him…well anything. He had begged and pleaded for Jess to at least show him how she was, even if it ripped his heart apart to be a back seat driver in their love affair. But rather than get his plea, he was locked away even tighter than before and had literally been kept in the dark for months in The Hole.

So Reno was pushed to do the one thing he had never even dared to even contemplate before. Ignore his purpose, sit back and do nothing.

It had not taken long for Jess to be overtaken by the insanity he had kept at bay from the hero for over a century.  The plan took its toll on Reno as well. Since he was a part of Jess’s mind, as it deteriorated so did the head space he was contained in. He had gotten weaker and became less substance the further Jess slipped into insanity. But Reno didn’t care.

They would both be destroyed and at least his torturous existence would end. And if they were gone, Jess could never hurt his Witch again.

It had been almost over, with him too weak to even speak or move in the small, dark and cold head space, when Bounce had offered him the one thing he had never even thought was possible.

Reno would have his own life with his own body.

Sure, it was to save Jess since the hero was all anyone cared about, but Reno had grabbed at that chance.

Jess had more than happily agreed as they hated each other enough. There were no promises it would work but at least Jess would be freed of the insanity, and of him. Reno’s existence was the one at risk as Bounce would do anything to save one of his Breakers and he wasn’t even a whole being.

But it had worked with the help of an ancient Asian man by the name of Mr. Hahn. And when Bounce asked him after the transition what he wanted with his new life, the answer for Reno had been simple. His own life; one with no one knowing what or who he used to be or who he had been a part of. A fresh.

And now three years later, after months of getting used to a body that still had delays, when his mind told it to do one thing and it sometimes responded a split second later, he had been assigned to Reno, Nevada.

The rumors of Jess’s ‘Sundown’ side had been whispered about. That the seemingly perfect hero had a flaw. A dark side that the man called Sundown, which did the most brutal and violent deeds needed. Little did they know how true those rumors were, for he was Jess’s Sundown side; it was the name the little boy had given his dark half when they first became joined in destiny.

Reno didn’t want anyone to know, and be judged for that past, or think he was a freak. Not to mention Jess was never told how successful Bounce’s little experiment had been with the help of both Mr. Hahn and a woman he still didn’t know anything about.

The excruciating pain of the separation was a distant memory, like some say that of childbirth or just a shadow in the back of his mind.

But Reno remembered it being bad, as in the worst of the bad that he had ever felt. And that was saying something.

So Bounce had agreed and as far as anyone knew, even to Jess, he had ceased to exist that day. Jess had recovered and became one of Bounce’s enforcers and a true heroic bad-ass. And Reno had been sent to Reno, Nevada, a Breaker now in his own right with the brand proudly scarred on his left forearm. But the brand was so much more than that. It was a direct connection to the Grid.

The ‘stamp’, as the Breakers called the brand, was made up of evolving, tiny nano-bots of energy. They could feed back how the Breaker was doing, when they were in danger, even the locale to be pin-pointed and be tracked.

They called it going online. And a simple thumb print press that was encrypted and encoded on the Grid was all it took for a Breaker to do so.  That brand also showed a secret fellowship to members of the city who worked covertly for the Grid.  Kept hidden otherwise from the very realm of mankind in which they fought to save.

Reno was proud of being a Breaker, of being a hero like Jess. He had done his job and done it well, as night after night he took on dozens of Energy Eaters without backup or help like the other Breakers. He was grateful for the chance given to him and didn’t want to ruin his one chance so he obeyed every rule.

Without question and without complaint. Again.

It worked out well for him as it served a dual purpose. He was able to feed the nature of what he was—a creature of pain and violence—and do his job of Eater-goo-be-gone.

It fulfilled his duty as a Breaker and it fed the need to still have pain and violence in his existence. It was as needed as breathing so he made sure it stayed happy. Since insanity had caused his creation when Jess’s psyche had split as that little human boy, he couldn’t be split from it when he transitioned to his own body. So now that same insanity was his to deal with. It was no longer Jess’s burden to hide and be buffered from, but Reno’s.

Due to that, and developing a ‘good side’, he now was a split of his own. Light and dark had to exist together so just like Jess; he too had a Sundown side. One he could tap, just like Jess, to handle the worst pain and violence.

But unlike Jess, he treated it well, and they shared in everything. Always seeing and feeling whatever he saw and experienced. No way was he going to treat his dark side like Jess had treated him.

Not that the side was needed very often. He made sure to never let himself tap on the border that kept the madness at bay. The reason for that was that as much as he was still amazed that Bounce had parked him in his new body, he was also scared he could somehow break the connection. Cause too much damage and his split essence would somehow be snapped from its supernatural connection with a body it had not been created to be in and his only chance with it. So he took precautions out of that fear to not go too dangerous and dark.

Like the sugar. He always had candy on him, and strawberry licorice rope was his candy of choice. It dissolved slowly and was durable even when he fidgeted with it in his fangs or was fighting. Sugar seemed to quiet the constant buzz he had in his head almost as if the sweetness dampened the insanity by changing the chemistry in his brain.

He didn’t really know actually why or how, only that it worked. So as long as he had violence or pain, and candy, he was level and in good shape.

But back to the yucky task at hand…

As the thick gel began to sluice into the city’s drainage system, Reno squatted down with the licorice rope spinning in his lips, to put a finger in the tar black and red mess.

He grinned as he drew a happy face in it, being sure to draw a tongue at the side of the mouth. He got bored waiting for it all to turn to liquid so he was always looking for a way to waste the time.

Reno was mostly happy and you were supposed to share that. Even with goo.

That was about to change.
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“What the Pac-Man are you doing?”

He was still squatted down watching his former happy face become a sad face as it turned into the water stuff when he heard the god Bounce’s voice behind him. Looking over his shoulder, Reno smiled and looked back down. “I don’t know. I figure it didn’t smile much and should go out happy.” He stood and wiped his Eater goo covered hand on his jeans as he turned to face Bounce.

Bounce rolled his eyes, snorted and pointed, not appearing amused at the puddle. “They go back to Hell, Reno. They probably do not find that a happy prospect.”

Reno frowned as he pursed his lips left and right to look back down at the Eater slick. “Oh, uh, I didn’t really think about that part.”

Reno knew he wasn’t really the smartest of Breakers and had never been good at decisions.

That had gotten him into all this, so maybe it was a mix of good and bad just like him. Bounce had named him Reno, which was fine, because a lot of Breakers adopted the city they were assigned to when they were first turned. Reno had never had a name other than Sundown so he had no problem with the new moniker. It had stuck, and he kind of liked it.

His frown deepened as he rolled his gaze to Bounce’s, whose eyes were hidden behind dark shades even now in the dark of night.

No one really knew what Bounce was. There were all kinds of legends and whispers about that too. All that was really known was that the god was uber-powerful, ancient, and could change his appearance to be anyone or no one in a blink.

Bounce’s eyes were like a mood ring in the fact that they changed depending on whatever mood the god was in. But they all knew he held their existence in his moods and his grasp so the Breakers both respected and feared that.

He was taller than most with a lean muscled physique and olive skin with intense, but super-model perfect features. Some said he was Oriental while others said Polynesian. But Bounce never said. And no one dared to ask.

Even Reno wasn’t that stupid.

Reno did know the god had a very odd fixation on the eighties right down to the vintage t-shirts Bounce always wore. The man actually could make the Thriller jacket he was wearing now along with a Ms. Pac-Man t-shirt look deadly. Toss in the mint-condition Air Jordans and Bounce had a certain style. The eighties never looked so cool.

As the Eater ooze had finally liquefied into nothing more than water, Reno couldn’t help but wonder why Bounce was here as he did an internal mental double-check.

He had made sure to obey all the rules and procedures and as far as he knew, careful not to break a single one. His human losses were a big count of zero and he made sure he always dropped the injured off at the hospital and never the morgue.

And even if the fighting took place right in front them, the humans never remembered any of it. A side effect of the Eater’s bite was it contained which caused the human to forget an incident once the feeding had begun. It actually benefited the Breakers and helped keep it all hidden much to the Eaters’ frustration.

He stood next to Bounce, crossing his arms as he spun the Twizzler faster in his fangs to cut the god a sideways glance.

“Am I in trouble or something? I mean, uh, I’ve been doing good right?”

Bounce looked over and nodded. Actually Reno was exceptional at his job. His tallies were the highest of any of the new initiated Breakers and higher than even some of the senior ones. The young Breaker never complained or bitched about anything for the man truly did not take a solitary thing for granted.

Bounce had also learned that Reno donated a large portion of his income which was pro-athlete salary size to the local homeless shelters and shelters for abused women and children.

It wasn’t a requirement that the Breakers give anything back to society other than protect it and Bounce was unsure why Reno did, but it amazed the god all the same. Not that he let Reno or anyone know that, for he was not one to loosen his much feared grip on his soldiers.

“Let’s go back to your place, Reno. We need to talk.” Bounce saw the man’s look of fear and calmly shook his head. “No, you are not in trouble and you have done nothing wrong.”

As they walked, he knew Reno was worried, as would any Breaker be. But considering Reno’s past and the man’s deep-seated need to make sure he did right to keep his existence, he knew that Reno’s worry was far more justified than the rest.

Reno unlocked the downstairs of a stairwell that led to a small apartment above a coffee shop. Despite the fact the Breaker made millions, he still lived in an efficiency apartment that some would call a rat hole and some would note it down next on a list to condemn.

Walking into the small space, Reno tossed his gear on the door side table to let Bounce walk in and closed the door behind them.

“Uh, there’s a chair. You can have it. I’ll stand.”

There was indeed a chair along with a blanket covered pallet on the floor along with a small TV with a cable box sitting on a milk crate most likely from the coffee shop below.

There were no other rooms but a kitchenette that consisted of a hot plate and a small fridge that stood in one corner with a small shower and toilet in the opposite corner.

Reno knew it was a plain apartment with not a single sign of the money and power of the Breaker who lived here. But Reno didn’t care. He was used to simple and small, and besides, he couldn’t think of anything he really wanted money-wise. His only splurge was paying for cable so he could watch his cartoons.

Reno loved cartoons regardless of the time they were made. The classics, the modern ones, Disney or Nickelodeon; it didn’t matter, he loved them all. He figured it was because he had never had a childhood of his own. If he did? He so would have watched cartoons constantly.

Bounce eyed the chair as if doubting its ability to hold his size or weight but chanced it as he sat down anyway. It did give a groan of protest and Reno could not help but let out a snicker as Bounce almost gingerly brought an ankle to his knee.

“Why don’t you get a nicer place, Reno?”

He shrugged at the god’s question and went over to the fridge and pulled out a juice pouch and stabbed a straw in it. “Want one?”

Bounce smirked and shook his head no.

Okay, fine. Reno didn’t really drink beer and he was a sucker for the juice and the Kool-Aid ones too. He loved the things and maybe Bounce didn’t, but with Reno’s need for sugar he never liked the usual beer or other drinks of the others. The more sugar the better.

Walking over to pick up his gear holster on the entry table that held twin XD 9mm’s and daggers, Reno went to the curtain that cornered off one end of the room acting as a closet for storage. Just a few clothes, but dozens and dozens of coffee cans. So many that they toppled and he had to catch them as he   tried to hang his gear belt up. One rolled and landed in front of Bounce, stopped by the god’s boot resting on it to end its continued escape across the floor.

Bounce bent down and picked the can up, a brow arching as he pried the plastic lid off. It was packed full of cash to the brim that was so tightly packed it seemed to test the integrity of the metal can’s seam. He looked up at Reno. “You’re keeping your pay in cans?”

Reno opened his mouth to speak as he juggled the cans trying to revolt and stood back, hands braced for them to fall again as he restored them back to messy columns. He glanced over at Bounce and looked back at the stacked cans.

“Well, I don’t really spend it but to pay rent and food. And uh, cable. But I give a can a week to the shelters. They don’t know it’s me as I just leave the can in the donation box. The cans keep the money dry and make it easy to carry. And the shop gives me the cans for free.”

He had been told not to drink coffee as it made him so hyper he was a danger to himself. The one time he did it had been scary and Bounce slapped that rule on him. Something about squirrels should never be allowed to suck on crack rocks nor Reno coffee.

He had all kinds of rules that made him different than the others, but he didn’t care if Bounce put a million rules on him if it meant he had his own life.

He walked over and took the one can Bounce held and added it to the rest and then pulled the curtain closed. That’s when he gave it too much thought and his eyes widened to look over at Bounce. What if donating his pay was wrong and he had just screwed up by telling Bounce. Or, maybe Bounce already knew and that’s why he was here.

Reno spoke in a very quiet voice as he pointed at the curtain as if he was waiting for the reprimand or even worse, punishment.

“I make sure I don’t let anyone see me. But uh, I kinda know what it’s like is to be without a home in the cold and dark so that’s why I donate some of my pay.”

“Good job, just keep putting our heads in a noose. Would you like me to knit us a scarf to cover the bruise? Shut. Up.”

He winced as his dark side decided to point out in his head that he wasn’t making Bounce’s job very hard by babbling on and on as he looked over at the god.

“I checked the rules and it didn’t say anything against it. But if you tell me to stop, it’s stopped. Okay?”

Reno found himself rubbing his hand over his brand nervously, a habit he had developed since getting it, to feel the smooth yet raised lines on the skin of his arm, as if afraid it was going to be taken away.

Bounce softened in tone and expression as he watched Reno’s nerves spike up and rise from the man’s fragile ego. “It’s not in the rules because I don’t believe any Breaker had even considered doing so. You’re fine, Reno.”

Bounce glanced around the small place and then back to Reno as he crossed his arms on his chest, causing the chair to let out another moan of protest.

“Well, it should be easy for you to pack.” Smirked and pointed a finger to the curtain. “With the exception of that stash, of course. I’ll send a Relay from the Grid to deposit that in a bank account for you.”

Reno blinked and took a step back in alarm, trying to gulp the feeling down. “Why pack? Where am I going? Look, I’ve done my job. I don’t think I’ve lost any humans and I kill every night. I don’t even take nights off because I need it as much as you need me to do it. If I’ve broken a rule just tell me and I’ll fix it. I don’t want to be taken offline.”

He whispered and his voice sounded like that of a scared little kid as he met the god’s eyes, squeaking out. “Or bounced.”

Reno hadn’t realized his retreat had continued as he spoke until his back hit the wall behind him. He had been so careful and made sure to obey all the rules as well as not take anything for granted.

Why was he going to be taken off the roster of Breakers? Where did he screw up?

Bounce could feel Reno’s panic mixed with fear so he stood and put a hand up to calm him, as he stowed his shades in his jacket pocket.

“No, Reno. You’re still in the system. But it’s time you were transferred. You’re off probation.”

Reno almost slid his ass to the floor in relief to find out he wasn’t being taken offline, and would have if not for the wall. But then Bounce’s words sank in causing him to give Bounce a frown in confusion.

“Transferred? Where?”

Bounce crossed his arms, leaned back on a heel, and said in a reserved tone, anticipating Reno’s reaction. “San Francisco.”

He blinked at the god’s words and frowned as his eyes drifted right then left and then a few more times both ways. That didn’t make any sense did it?

He brought a hand up to run fingers through soft brown hair that never even tried to lie down and always wanted to stick up everywhere as if giving away the mixed up brain it sprouted over.

His too blue gaze came back to look at Bounce and he had to close his mouth to think before he spoke. That was something he wasn’t always the best at but this was too important not to find out the right answers by asking the right questions.

“Jess still there?”

Bounce shook his head slowly as he looked away to answer. “No. He left shortly after you were made.”

That answer caused Reno to frown more than he already was. Maybe he always avoided the rosters of the other Breakers for that very reason. As much as he and Jess obviously hated each other now there was always that part that remembered when it was just the two of them, the only friend the other one had.

They had been closer than even brothers could be since they shared the same soul, the same head and the same heartache for so long. But that had ended. Maybe Jess found it easy to just move on especially since he thought his former split had been destroyed for the greater good. But Reno wasn’t sure if he totally had.

Lowering his head as his chin went to his chest to look at the floor, asked softly, “And her?”

That was the big one.

Emma, the beautiful Witch who had caused the end of his and Jess’s communion of destiny together, lived in San Francisco.

That one woman he loved. The only one he had ever been with. Sure he could have as much sex as he wanted and some of the Breakers were regular horn-dogs about it. Women loved the power the Breakers seemed to ooze, even if they didn’t know why.

He was constantly getting their attention with his easy going smile and goofy fun manner so he could have had a woman every night just like the rest.

But he didn’t because none of them were her.

Bounce swung his gaze back to him, the god’s eyes a cool almost ice blue which then darkened like the ocean at night. Gosh, Reno wished he had a chart to tell him what the colors in the god’s eyes meant. But there probably wasn’t such a cheat tool for they seemed to be ever-changing.

Bounce looked away as he read Reno’s thoughts to pull out his shades and slid them on slowly as he spoke softly.

“You said you wanted a new life. One where no one, not even her, knew who you were and did I not indeed grant that?”

Reno swallowed and nodded because it was true. He had been given the option and had chosen it. No one, not Jess, not Emma, no one knew who or what he used to be. Fresh start and one he had a say- so in. “I know. And I mean it. And yes, you did. But uh, is she still there? I just need to know. That’s all.”

Bounce hissed out a long breath through that perfect nose and nodded before answering. “Yes. She is still there. But Reno?”

The god stepped up and put a hand on his shoulder to look down at him. “There is much pain and heartbreak when it comes to Emma. And Jess. Much you may not want to know or even want brought up. And can you honestly hide the way you feel about her from her? From anyone? Because the feelings you have for her are bright as a spotlight at midnight when you speak of her. Trust me when I say it would be best if you left her alone. Stay away from Emma and out of her life if you truly love her.”

Okay, all that was probably true and most likely the best way to handle it.

But Bounce was right about how he felt. Even though it had been three years since he had last seen Emma or Jess, or even been to San Francisco, his heart still ached for her. He still remembered that the last time they had seen each other she had thrown him out of her house for breaking her heart. Sure, she thought he was Jess and probably was never told about the split he used to be, but the sight of her crying and heartbroken still haunted him. He wanted to make her all better and fix whatever Jess had broken.

But while he wasn’t the smartest, he also knew that getting involved with her life opened up cans of worms bigger than those cans of cash he had hidden away.

Sighing, he nodded and pulled away from Bounce’s hand to walk over to the window to stare at the now pitch black Reno night.

Asked softly, “When do I leave?”



[image: ]



Emma Devenmore heard maybe half of what the charming man who sat across from her at the dinner table had said. Not bad on the eyes, so much so that the rest of the restaurant kept darting looks at the striking man. But Emma just could not see what the rest in the place saw.

Sure, he was rich, charming, well spoken, nicely dressed and handsome as well as owned one of the top accounting firms in the city.

She seriously suspected he could get any woman he wanted and was doing charity work when her younger sister Lily had set him up on a blind date with her dateless ‘for far too long’ sister. But Emma found herself completely bored as she smiled and nodded toying with the expensive meal in front of her without taking a bite.

It wasn’t his fault, not at all. It was hers.

Because after you had dated an immortal, fang-baring, bad-ass tough, super strong and even sexier than any Greek wannabe god, Breaker, humans just seemed mundane and boring. Add to her still being heartbroken from her last long term, albeit just months, relationship, the guy really didn’t stand a chance.

She looked down as he took her hand and then glanced up to meet his eyes. Emma bet he didn’t even need those designer glasses but wore them to look more intelligent.

As a healer, she didn’t sense anything wrong with the man’s vision and she smirked at that. Vanity was something she never had tolerance for. The guy was losing points by the minute and didn’t even know he was being graded on a scale he couldn’t possibly reach.

“Emma? Didn’t you hear me? I would love for you to come back to my place.” He brought her hand up to his lips and she stiffened as he kissed her palm, and let his lips linger there.

She smiled and pulled her hand away gently as she looked around and back. How could she say this without coming off as a total bitch?

“No. But thank you?”

Fail, for that seemed to have total ice bitch dripped all over it. His face and eyes showed it and it was easy for Emma to tell he was not a man used to being rejected. Ever.

He gave her a look of shock that affirmed that fact as he raised a brow and said with an edge of arrogance. “Why not?”

She smirked more as she toyed with the bread on her plate, giving a shrug as she answered, lifting her eyes to his.

“To be honest? You’re boring.”

She stood up, swinging on her jacket as she pulled her purse off the back of her chair to look back at his shocked did-you-really face.

“And chances are? You aren’t any better in bed. Sorry.”

He just gawked as she walked out into the cool, fog dripping air of San Francisco. She could have handled that better, but she had just had no inclination to do so. She had been on three dates since breaking up with Jess and all three had the same outcome. Different men, indifferent feelings and wanting something more.

It wasn’t that she wasn’t ready to move on and even fall in love again. She ached for it. But no one felt right. No one made her feel like she did with Jess.

As she tied the belt of her coat to wrap it tight around her, eyes down to stare at the sidewalk under her shoes as she headed for the Bayside Park, she knew that wasn’t the total truth.

The whole time she and Jess had been together she had craved and ached for something then too.

The same feeling she had that first night they had spent together and made love for the first time. It had been so genuine and real, honest and the most emotional she had ever felt from the man with whom she spent almost five months of her life. The whole time they were together, she kept seeking that same connection and closeness she had felt that one night.

There were times when it seemed so close but always fell short. She knew it and sadly, so did Jess. But whereas it made her sad and long for it, whenever she voiced it or wondered out loud, it made Jess angry.

That never made any sense to Emma but every time she brought it up to discuss or even talk about it, it would launch them into an argument or screaming match.

Finally Emma had just given up seeking that sensation of magic and specialness of their first night together, and threw herself into loving what had come out of it.

But something never seemed right between them, no matter the love they felt for each other, and it finally had to be faced. They had tried so hard to stay together until the very end. But it had all been for nothing.

Well, not for nothing.

For one reason and one reason only, she was glad they had what they did. That one very precious thing was worth it all and she would never change or take back.

But even now, she still wished some nights, to just feel like she did that one night. Maybe it had been a dream, just like the one that repeated over and over in her mind as she slept. Maybe, it had all just been her imagination and she was a fool to crave something that wasn’t even real.
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It was the scent of vanilla that hit Reno’s senses first, causing his head to snap up to stop him walking in his tracks.

Long dark hair, curling in the fog as it lifted in the breeze, around a beautiful face with eyes cast down so he couldn’t see.

Long legs in strappy heels below a sweet body he still remembered as clear as if yesterday. The memory of it and their night together were grounds for some hand to happy part, so many times. She was shrouded in a coat against the night and seemed deep in thought. But he didn’t need to see her face to know it was her.

Emma. His Witch.

Reno’s first instinct was to run and not let her see him until he remembered he was in a new body with a new face; there was no way she could recognize him.

He had been on patrol for Eaters when he decided a walk by the Bay would be a nice break from not finding anything to kill. Anytime he didn’t find any prey, his head would get buzzing like a thousand bees to satisfy the need for pain and violence. If it got too bad, not even candy would help and he would have to go home and do some damage working out, cutting his own flesh or hitting the wall.

Once again, his gift for bad decisions was making itself known as one of the two people whom he should really avoid was walking towards him and he was hoping she got closer, despite his logic telling him that was not a good idea.

Putting his head down as he shoved his hands in his pockets, turned his head to watch her walk by with a sideways glance with their shoulders just inches apart.

Closing his eyes, his nostrils flared to breathe her in and Reno’s body had the same soar of arousal it had with just a thought of her when he was alone.

He was so caught up in it that he didn’t realize she had stopped to stare at him. His eyes snapped open and he looked forward, licking his suddenly dried lips and telling his stupid legs to get moving when she said something soft and sweet.

“Do I know you?”

He did an internal wince as he kept his back to her but shook his head, digging his fingers into his palms as they fisted in his pockets.

There was no way she could know. No way had she known who he was then or now, because she never knew him at all. He had never really existed for her. But god, did he want to exist with her but it was a really, really bad idea. The worst idea, ever.

Reno wanted to say “yes, and I love you”. To tell her he dreamed of her every day and thought of her every night. But his common sense actually had its way. Maybe the only time it ever had or ever would.

“No.”

Emma stared at his back for the longest time, and for a minute there, though he knew his senses told him differently, Reno thought she had left.

He looked over his shoulder back at her with his blue eyes meeting her beautiful green ones and he lost his breath. God, she was just as beautiful as she had been going on almost four years since the last time he had seen her. His eyes darted to her lips without even asking his brain permission and he swallowed down a throat that was suddenly dry as if thirsty.

Emma had no idea why she felt some strange attraction to this man in the park who was a total stranger and she felt confused.

Maybe it was because he was good looking in an almost boyish way. With eyes that were a piercing blue which seemed to spark with so much more going on behind them. He was tall, but shorter than a Breaker with this unruly soft brown, wavy hair that didn’t seem to want to behave. Add to that broad shoulders, tapered waist and long legs which she bet he just owned naturally by good genetics and not days at the gym. Or hotter, more intense exercises that involved the bed, a kitchen counter or maybe a wall.

But there was something more beyond the physical attraction. Emma dealt with gorgeous men every day working for the Grid.

No, it was like Emma knew him and she knew that was completely ridiculous.

They were strangers and despite his quiet almost forced response of no, she felt like the answer should have been yes. She was even more baffled to realize she wanted it to be yes and knew that no was wrong.

They must have stood there for what seemed like hours when in reality it was only half a minute.

Reno turned away to face forward to finally get his feet to move as he walked into the fog, leaving her standing there to watch him go and had no idea how he had the strength to do it. Reno continued to walk away and he knew it was the hardest thing he had ever had to do.

Leaving Emma standing there, unable to move from the spot with a sense of panic to stop a stranger and beg him not to go.
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Reno had always liked San Francisco. Well, from what he had seen of it being trapped in Jess’ head for so long.

It had long, hilly roads with so many of them ending at the Bay. The bay itself was beautiful and he really did love the fog that rolled over it at night and kissed the day in the morning. Well, he kinda had to bail when that part happened due to that whole going ballistic in the sun thing he tried to avoid.

But the nights were definitely more interesting than those in Nevada. Here there were so many Eaters that he rarely lacked for fun stuff to do when he went looking for it at night.

Like kill. Slaughter things.

Feed his need for violence.

Yep, his new assignment was great.

Mostly.

He had fought the urge to go by Emma’s house since that night in the park and resisted the pull to check the private intranet, set up for the Grid, for all the latest news of both her and Jess.

And while Bounce had assured him that no one knew who or what he used to be, he was still feeling constantly paranoid.

Paranoid he was going to slip up. Paranoid he was going to show some signs that he wasn’t really what he appeared to be and was a freak. But mostly paranoid he would lose the one chance he had to have his own life.

So he stayed away from everyone including fellow Breakers, Relays and other members of the Grid.

Bounce pretty much left him alone because his kills of Eaters were off the charts and his survival rate of innocents was perfect. That was fine, because being alone he was used to and he couldn’t get in any trouble if he just did his job, went to his small apartment in Chinatown, and watched his toons until he passed out every dawn. Sure it wasn’t an exciting life and not very glamorous, but he was grateful for it.

His sleep had become an issue lately and he probably should tell Bounce, but he was paranoid about that too.

What if Bounce found him more hassle than he was worth? That a sign of one thing wrong would lead to another thing?  Considering the experiment that was he was, what if Bounce decided to terminate him in a lights off, switch to no-go kind of way?

Nope. Bad dreams and whispers of some voice trying to tell him what he needed to do weren’t too much to handle.

Or so he kept telling himself.

He still slept with a light on, the dull glow of the yellowed bulb in the bathroom staying on like so many homes that held toddlers. Not a full-grown supposed bad-ass. But the fear of the dark was still very real to him.  Sometimes he would wake up to think all of this was a dream, and to find he was back in the hole in which he had existed for so long.

But all of that, every bit of it he could handle.

Reno would do it without complaint and be grateful for it all. Yep, that was the total truth. Mostly. And if he kept telling himself, eventually it would have to be true. Right?

The thing about the truth?

It could turn really nasty on you when you least expected it.
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That should have probably occurred to him when he heard the sounds of fighting coming from an alley near the museum district. But instinct kicked in as his shit kickers beat the pavement to follow the sound to the source of the mayhem.

Sliding to a stop at an alley entrance, it only took a few seconds to decipher that a whole slew of Eaters had a Breaker and his Relay pinned down. Shots were being fired, from silencer enhanced muzzles making the bullets sound like rocks on dirt, pings on metal and a thunk sound on bricks of the building.

All the action was taking place at the other end. Reno saw a van in the usual Grid matte black parked with its front corner crunched against a dumpster, as if it stopped in a hurry.

The Eaters were taking refuge behind garbage cans and dumpsters as the occupants of the van were trying to stay within its confines.

Not always a good plan when metal and glass were bowing to the supremacy of hot bullets and shrapnel. But as Reno’s eyes darted around, he saw there weren’t many other options as the alley was walled up at the other end with the windows of the buildings around them boarded up.

The Breaker should have blurred, which was standard protocol of escape in most heavy fire situations.

Blurring was a cool talent of Breakers. To borrow what Bounce said it was like one drew a line from point A to point B. Now imagine blurring the line that separated them as if it no longer existed. You instantly got to point B from point A with the simple thought of doing so.

However, blurring didn’t work if you were too injured or freaked out to do so. Or, Reno was guessing in this case, the Breaker didn’t want to leave his Relay behind. Not many Breakers could master blurring well enough to blur themselves as well as another living thing.

Reno never blurred. Oh he had the gift, but it all came back to that whole paranoia thing. He was so afraid that if he blurred, the very act of doing so would also dissolve the connection between his essence and borrowed body, and then it would be game over.

That, and well, he really sucked at blurring.

The few times he had been forced to blur he had landed in Club Bounce with one boot in the toilet of the bathroom. The ladies bathroom and it hadn’t been empty.

Another time he had blurred and popped up naked as a newborn in the middle of the Golden Gate Bridge.

But back to the bad situation…

The firefight continued as he was pulling out his own XD 9mm pistols and took a quick bead to aim at the back of the head of the closest Eater. The head exploded as the bullet found its target. The body dropped. That had the attention of the other half a dozen bad things as they turned to look at him as all the weapon fire paused.

He smiled and waved with a big smile. “Hi.” And all Hell turned his way.
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“So what’s your story?”

Reno was sitting on top of a dumpster focused on wrapping a Twizzler around his tongue and going cross-eyed to try to watch the process when Evan asked the question.

Lifting his eyes to the other Breaker’s after blinking to straighten out his vision, Reno shrugged as he answered. “I don’t really have one.”

Evan smirked as he squatted down to watch the Eater ooze liquefy and go into the city drains. “We all have a history, Reno, but I get it if you don’t want to do some bonding.”

Evan’s Relay was busy with cleanup as they waited, and seemed happy to do so. Reno didn’t have a Relay yet and to be honest he really didn’t think Bounce would give him one.

Reno had too many oddities to explain which equaled into too many questions without any answers for Reno to give. That was fine with him because he didn’t want to be the reason a human from the Grid got hurt due to him losing it during a fight.

Or witnessing him going cuckoo-for-cocoa puffs.

Unlike Evan. Reno bet he got a Relay right away. He watched his fellow Breaker and knew Evan was the perfect example of what a Breaker should be. Like Jess.

“Ppppfft. Do you really want to be a pretty boy hero like that? Look at him. Even his hair is still perfect after fighting. That’s just not realistic, dude.”
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