
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Grace’s job as a Nautica Guardian just got serious. The search for those responsible for a series of brutal murders has taken her on the trail of mutated black widow spiders and into the clutches of her race’s enemies.

	 

	 

	My name is Grace. I’m a World-Walker on a mission to end the invasion of deadly black widow spiders and those who control them. Along with the aid of a handsome young wizard, a magical car, and several friends, I intend to stop this invasion.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	The music throbbed through every fiber of my body, making my blood pound. The urge to relax, to transform, and become one with the animal lurking just under the surface washed over me until my only desire was to satisfy the need it was becoming. My partner danced closer, the firm muscles of his chest and thighs rubbing against mine, our sweat mingling and tension rising as his hand slid along the edge of my skirt and snagged on the leather sheath of the knife strapped to my thigh.

	“Oh, Gods! Get off me.” The trance broken by a sudden flash of reality, I pushed him away.

	“I’ve got to get some air.” Gabe, that was what his name was, Gabriel. I didn’t know him—he was a friend of Lena’s, one of my few human friends. Sometimes it was hard to maintain my identity as an ordinary human woman. Gram insisted that these alternate personalities were necessary to allow me to interact on Earth One more safely. Most of the time, I didn’t see why.

	My name’s Grace, Grace Evans. I’m a Nautica Prime World-Walker. Evans was the name I’d adopted after my father had been executed for crimes against humanity and most of the other sentient creatures inhabiting the Chain of Worlds. Evans had been the name my grandmother was known by before she met her destiny as a Nautica Prime. I wasn’t sure if she had ever chosen a new one. Just now, I was pretty much up to my teeth in my current mission, which was to track down who or what was stalking the young humans living in this area. Unfortunately, college-age humans tended to be very naïve and made easy prey. Not that I didn’t sympathize with their plight. It’s just that there were so many other things I would rather be doing.

	I kept my own apartment near the local college. Lena, Candi, and Marci were the only three human females I’d managed to tolerate for any amount of time, but I needed them to cement my personality as a regular human college student. The independent living arrangements did give me a certain amount of space and privacy from them, but it was still challenging to keep them off me. I just didn’t get this incessant need for constant interaction and texting. What was with that?

	There was no way I would, or even could, keep those simpletons informed about my every move or thought. I had to smirk. I could just imagine their reaction if they knew that a typical day for me might include a battle with a rogue dragon or even one of the zombie outbreaks that kept occurring at random sites along the Chain. The Council had created a web, a virtual network of barriers meant to keep our hereditary enemy, the Destri, from crossing into our protected worlds, but that didn’t prevent the numerous incursions of native creatures from happening. Dealing with those was my job. Well, not just mine.

	I was a trained and active warrior, having been a full member of the Nautica Prime Guardians since I was fourteen. My grandmother’s Nautica genes allowed my younger brother Kai and I to shift or World-Walk. We also carried our father’s genetic ability to shapeshift. The appearance of this new off-world drug being called Black Venom by those in the know was reason enough for concern, but the added problem of the missing people was the final straw.

	The drug was deadly. A small dose sent the user on a roller-coaster ride of euphoria for what the addict felt was a lifetime before crashing to the depths of a hell only the user could imagine—and death. They were the lucky ones. Most of the remains we’d been able to access showed evidence of having been infected with parasites before their deaths. What appeared to be a common spider bite on the back of their necks had swollen with the larva growing for what we’d concluded was a maximum of ten days, when it would burst, releasing a swarm of tiny black widow spiders. Headquarters wanted to know who produced this drug and why they were infecting these young men. As a source of financial gain, it was short-lived. The only purpose of the kidnaping and murders seemed to be acquiring the young men as incubators. The evidence pointed to the women being killed for the sake of the human organs that were missing from the bodies that had been recovered.

	Despite warnings on the local news, the comparative innocence of the local college-age population continued to provide an easy and unending target. I might not enjoy the company of humans, but I seriously hated it when someone or thing made them their number-one target.

	Putting myself into the mix where I could track down the source was the only reason I’d agreed to participate in this version of dating.

	“Come on, Grace,” the girls begged when they caught up with me at lunch. “You never do anything fun.” Considering my current lack of leads, I reluctantly allowed them to drag me along on their Saturday night tramp from one sleazy nightclub to the next in the hopes of spotting some kind of activity.

	So far, all I’d encountered was one fully infected young man who I did the favor of executing before burning the swarm of insects escaping from the broken sack on the back of his neck. I’d found one dealer of the drugs, but he appeared to be uninfected and unaware of the consequences. I’d smashed the half-dozen small vials he was carrying and left him unconscious behind the second nightclub when his interrogation had yielded nothing but irrational babbling.

	This was the third club, and I was tired of the whole thing. I failed to see the difference between the patrons of one sleazy club over the next. The clubs were all offering some version of the same popular music, watered-down drinks, and slippery young men trying their best to get in my pants, but so far, no sign of the people I was hunting.

	Slapping away the hand that had migrated to my ass, I tried to put a little distance between us. Lena had introduced Gabe as a friend of her boyfriend, Jake, but he looked and acted pretty much the same as all the others. He was cute in a juvenile way, but his only purpose in life seemed to be to drink more beer and grab more ass than his buddies, all while he mumbled incoherently in my ear. He didn’t even get why I found him so repulsive.

	“Hey, Gabe. Why don’t you get us something more to drink?” I said as I pushed him toward the bar.

	“Yess, great idea,” he mumbled as he leaned into the body of the nearest dancer and began working his way through the crowd. If I had any luck, he’d forget who he’d been with before he found me again.

	I made my way back to the table where Marci and Lena were slobbering all over the two boys they’d hooked up with and pulled up on the high stool against the wall where I’d left my purse in their care.

	“You havin’ fun, Gracie?” Marci managed to ask around the shoulder of the young man holding onto her as I struggled to tug the short skirt of my dress down enough to cover my panties. Right now, I was really wishing I’d succumbed to my first inclination of pants and a vest, but Lena had insisted I wear something sexy tonight.

	“Oh yeah, tons,” I answered with a shake of my head and a toss of my long blonde hair. Too bad Nautica tended to be pretty much immune to the effects of the alcohol we were all swilling. It might be nice to blur the whole shabby experience. Bored out of my mind, I opened my purse far enough to grab my cell phone. My hand closed on one, and I knew from its shape that it was the one I used to stay in contact with the girls and order pizza and other mundane acts. Sighing, I jammed it into a side pocket of the purse and returned for the second phone rolling around in the bottom. I’d been in a hurry to leave and had just thrown everything in, figuring I’d take the time to sort the jumbled mess of stuff I couldn’t live without later. Even without seeing the deep black case of this phone, I knew the minute I touched it that I had the right one. This phone was shaped to fit the palm of my hand perfectly, and when I held it up to take advantage of the low light, the screen lit with a soft glow to allow me to see the two numbers of the people who had tried to contact me. This was the only one that mattered to me.

	A quick scan of the screen told me there was nothing urgent. I gave my purse a light shake to resettle its contents and returned to using my night vision to see into the shadows, scanning the room of dancers—until a furtive movement in the deeper shadows at the outer edges of the room snagged my attention.

	Leaning to one side, I focused on a young woman dressed in drab-colored shorts and a torn t-shirt and saw her exchange a small paper-wrapped packet for some folded money. Dismissing her as one of the small-time dealers of a lesser drug, I was shifting my attention to the other patrons fumbling about at the outer edges of the crowd when a flash of movement drew my attention to a woman lurking about on the fringes close by—and the young man leaning against a nearby post so busy watching the transaction that he didn’t even put up a fight when he was suddenly snatched from his feet and dragged deeper into the shadows.

	Locking my gaze on where he’d disappeared, I dragged my half-open purse across the table and draped the strap over my shoulder. I was sliding past Marci and her date when I saw another figure, a woman this time, jerked from her feet about three yards further into the dark recesses of the room from the young man.

	I buried my hand in the depths of my purse and wrapped my fingers around the Smith & Wesson 9mm revolver hidden in its depths without missing a step as I pushed and shoved at the bodies blocking the way.

	“Hey, there you are, honey-bunch,” my dance partner slurred as he tried to wrap his arms around me. The two glasses of beer he was carrying clinked and sloshed behind me.

	“Let go.” Grumbling in annoyance, I put my free hand on his chest and shoved him away.

	“Th-that ain’t very nice now,” he gasped as he spilled both drinks on himself and everyone nearby.

	I really can’t do this anymore, I vowed as I searched the shadows. It was doubtful that whoever was grabbing these young people was even aware that the Council was patrolling the area. Hopefully, they’d be completely unaware of my presence as well.

	I was twenty-two, a bit older than the other college students, but I looked barely eighteen. Deciding to take advantage of my youthful appearance, the Council had placed me at the campus, hoping I could find some link to the people responsible for the illicit drug and the murders. I’d been on the job for a month without making any progress. Whoever was working the area was skillful. This new drug was unknown and not illegal, but it was somehow linked to the missing people. The abductions had been happening in scattered locations around the city. As far as we could tell, the missing people seemed to have absolutely nothing to do with each other besides the gruesome way the women had been killed and the presence of residue from the drug in their systems. Our only link to the missing men was the infection of black spiders we’d found in the bodies we’d recovered.

	When the kidnappings had abruptly stopped about two weeks-ago, I was afraid they had moved on to another locale. Frustrated, I was about to give up and tell the Council to find someone with more experience and skill to take over—until word of another abduction reached me last night. This time the nineteen-year-old woman had been taken from the parking lot of a popular restaurant in the area. I was pissed-off. No one’s going to get away with this right under my nose!

	Unfortunately, the repeated kidnappings and murders had also caught the attention of the local police and news agency, who had decided that a serial killer must be operating in the area. The Council knew that it was something else. Something much worse.

	Two of the Nautica agents we’d imbedded with the police force had been first on the scene this time and able to examine the mutilated body before anyone else could alter the evidence. They’d sent what they’d learned to their Nautica superiors before the human police even arrived.

	From the undisturbed site, our people had gathered enough evidence to prove that the drug and the abductions were connected. Our people confused the evidence enough to keep it from being connected to anything that might hint at any supernatural or alien intervention. Just another mad killer’s work. What we did learn confirmed that the only beings capable of these atrocities belonged to one of the more malicious branches of the witch covens.

	The trouble was, we didn’t know which one or why. Many covens out there did no harm, purely interested in the well-being of their members or just the novelty of belonging to a so-called cult. Unfortunately, there were others, native or not, who believed they could gain power through some very evil rituals. Our primary mission was to find and disband these—one way or another.

	The Nautica had declared themselves the protectors of humanity when they migrated to this world hundreds of years ago. Our policy had always been to stay out of human affairs unless someone or thing from another world or dimension decided to take advantage of their innocence.

	The territory we patrolled was a series of worlds or dimensions linked, one to the other, in a tangled series. The walls or barriers between these worlds were invisible to most of the inhabitants. Only those known as Walkers could see and pass through these barriers at will. As one of the few races able to walk between Worlds, the Nautica had long ago declared ourselves protectors of the innocent beings inhabiting the Chain. The exceptions were those we gave access to through the rifts or portals our wizards had created on the worlds we had commerce with. These portals also allowed those in our society who couldn’t pass the barriers on their own, known as Arns, to transport between the worlds.

	It took some wrestling, toe stomping, and even jabs to the ribs, but I finally reached the area where I had seen the dancers disappear. The only thing I found suspicious was the spilled drink cups still leaking cubes of ice onto the concrete floor. The one thing I did know about college-age men and women was that they never abandoned those expensive drinks until they’d been completely consumed. Daddy’s money didn’t last long if you wasted it all.

	Pressing past a couple of women returning from the nearby lady’s room, I leaned into the back wall, feeling along its grubby surface. There had to be something I wasn’t seeing.

	“Ah-huh,” I whispered when the wall panel I was leaning into gave just enough to reveal a thin strip of pale light. I pushed harder and was rewarded with the soft squeak of well-oiled hinges and the outline of a doorway hidden by skillfully smeared paint and a lack of knobs or handles. The door moved a couple of inches away from the pressure of my shoulder and gave me a hand-hold on the frame. I was out and the door shut behind me before anyone could follow.

	I waited a moment with my back to the concrete outer wall while my eyes adjusted to the poor light of the alleyway I had emerged into. The only illumination was a sliver of moonlight leaking over the roof of the adjacent building. Still, it was enough to reveal an alleyway littered with paper, empty beer cans, a few pieces of abandoned clothing, and women’s shoes. There was a flash of movement about twenty feet further down the alley as a pair of bare feet disappeared, toes up, around the corner of the building.

	Drawing the revolver the rest of the way from my purse, I darted after them. When I nearly tripped on a piece of trash, I was reminded of the shoes I’d finally decided on for tonight’s foray and was very glad that I had resisted my first impulse to wear those pretty new sandals I’d bought last week—the ones with the four-inch heels and dainty straps—and chosen an equally cute pair with low heals and sturdy straps. Just in case I needed to move a little faster. I still wished I’d decided to wear that pair of long pants instead of this short dress, but hey, it’s Florida, and it is hot out here. Oh well, at least I was wearing panties. When I reached the end of the alley, I threw my back against the wall and slowly leaned forward to see around the corner.

	“Hey! What do you think you’re doing?” I sharply demanded when I saw two figures dressed in tight-fitting black outfits roll an unconscious woman into the open hatch of their mini-van.

	Startled, they both turned to me. “It’s fine,” the one with frizzy black hair said as she stepped toward me with an outstretched hand. “Our friends just had a little too much to drink. We’re giving them a ride home.”

	“Yeah, right.” Raising the barrel of the revolver, I took a step toward them. “How about we let them decide how they’re getting home tonight.”

	“You don’t want to bother us,” the woman warned in a firm voice. Tossing a quick look at her red-haired companion, she took another step toward me. And I felt a wave of compulsion wash over me. My grip loosened, and the gun in my hand wavered. Well, for all of three seconds.

	“You know what? I do, want to bother you.” I lunged forward and snatched the woman sideways and against the back of the car. The red-haired woman jerked into action and tried to push me back, but I spun and caught her under the chin with my foot. I returned my attention to the woman trapped against the car and grabbed her by the front of her shirt.

	“Now, how about you two tell me who you are and which coven you belong to,” I demanded. Giving her a firm shake, I let her slide to the ground. Still dazed, both women were staring at me, and they even had the good sense to look afraid. I could hear the captives stirring at the back of the van.

	Realizing that they weren’t getting out of here with their prize, the black-haired woman began stuttering, her gaze casting about as if trying to come up with a lie I might believe. Most of my attention was on her when the red-head jerked to attention, her wide-eyed gaze darting about as if looking for someone.

	“Oh shit,” I gasped as I felt the hard metal of a gun muzzle in my back. I should’ve figured they had help.

	“I told you two to be more careful,” a deep but feminine voice growled. The witches slumped against the car kept their gazes locked on her as they crawled to their feet.

	I slowly turned to face the woman glaring down at me. She was tall for a woman, a good six feet, but she was older by about twenty years, with silver-streaked black hair tied back from her face. She was dressed in black like the other two, but she didn’t look like she’d been wrestling around in the alleyway with the captives. She looked like the person in charge.

	“So, like I said, what are you doing with those two kids?” I demanded in a low, controlled voice. Witches were no match for me. I was just being polite—for the moment.

	“Well, how about if you climb in there and join the party, Ms. Blondie? One more’s always welcome.” She snickered at her joke. Twisting the revolver from my hand, she gave my shoulder a shove as if she thought I would get in that van. Really? I shoved back, rumpling the neat folds of her black shirt, and the fabric slipped off her shoulder, revealing a large patch of skin. Sort of. Green and heavily scaled, her skin looked like something you’d see on a reptile.

	“Not until you tell me where you think you’re taking me,” I insisted as I took a step to the side. “Who are you? Which coven do you belong to?”

	“Aw, so you think you know something about the witches,” she cackled as her head turned and pale moonlight flashed in the yellow of her elliptical pupils. “Maybe you think we’re all those sweet little Wiccan witches that worship the moon and burn sage to scare away the boogeyman? Well, you’ve stumbled into the real thing this time, and we don’t burn sage to appease our gods.” She turned to the two young women watching us expectantly. “We feed our god the real thing now, don’t we, ladies?”

	“Great, I was just checking, you know.” I began drawing power and jumped three feet to the side to avoid the witch’s body as it slammed to the ground only inches from where I was standing.

	I barely got a look at the dark figure emerging from between the building wall and the car as I made a grab for both my own fallen revolver and the one the witch had dropped. He grabbed both witches by their shirt fronts and slammed their heads together. The hard body brushing against me was decidedly male. As they slid to the ground, I took another step back, ready to defend myself from this new player.

	“Easy, I’m a cop, sort of. Agent Galin Turbare.” He held up one hand. The other was wrapped around the barrel of a huge forty-five revolver. “And are you completely crazy? These bitches were going to kill you.”

	“Right, I was aware that they were going to try.” I let my gaze rove over the body of the burly young man wearing jeans and a dark t-shirt. He had hair of a dark red color shot through with streaks of a lighter auburn, a scruffy, day-old beard, and gorgeous green eyes.

	He interrupted my inventory of his assets. “I work for a private security group that’s been looking for this bunch.” “Of course, now I’m going to have a tough time finding where the rest of the coven is.” He swung the butt of his revolver at the head of the witch trying to slither into the shadows.

	Momentarily speechless, I stared at the smirk stretching across the big goon’s face in disbelief. He really did think he was saving me. Gratitude wasn’t the foremost thought running through my mind. What I was feeling was pissed, to be honest. Now I was going to have to figure out how to get the boss-lady here awake and alone long enough to search her mind and maybe find their headquarters. The cops, private or otherwise, were not always a big help.

	“I’ll tell you what, pretty thing,” the stranger drawled as he began dragging one of the unconscious witches along the alleyway. “You try explaining yourself a little more and I might even let you sit in on the interrogation.”

	I thought about it—for almost a whole minute. My options were to try to take these witches away from him now without attracting a lot of attention, or I could play along until we were somewhere a little more secure. “So, you’re really going to work with me on this?” I got a little closer, focusing on the eyes watching me. He was suspicious, but it looked like he was willing to take a chance and try to lure me to wherever he was set up long enough to maybe get some info on me. “Okay, I can do that.” With my right hand, I dropped the clip from the witch’s revolver, handed it to him, and tucked the nose of my revolver into the shadows of my open purse with my left. I wanted to know more about this man. And yeah, I know, curiosity did that poor cat in, too, but he really did have gorgeous green eyes, and even that scruffy beard couldn’t hide how young he was—couldn’t be more than twenty-four.

	As I took a step back, a second man eased from the shadows at the front of the car and reached for the limp form of the gray-haired witch. Curious, I moved until I could see around the edge of the van and found a black, unmarked SUV parked to block the mouth of the alleyway.

	“She coming, too?” he grunted to the first cop with a nod at me as he drew the witch’s arms back and applied a zip-tie to her wrists.

	“Yeah, I think she might have some info on this bunch that might help,” Galin answered as he held one hand out to me. “This is my partner, Shane,” he briefly introduced the more mature, gray-haired man.

	“Hey, Shane, how about you take care of our intended victims back there while I escort these ladies to headquarters?” Galin instructed him as he dragged the black-haired witch toward the big SUV. He was nearly to the rear of the van when something lurched from behind the back tire, snarling hungrily as it wrapped two furry paws around his legs. He lurched sideways and fired twice into the fuzzy black mass crawling on the ground. It shrieked pathetically and disappeared into the shadows again.

	“What the hell?” he gasped.

	“Damn! I think you hurt it!” I smacked him across the chest and flashed a beam of light along the ground where the shadow creature had disappeared. All I saw were a couple of smears of green slime. “It’s just a shadow bug. They’re harmless.”

	“Harmless?” He rubbed his leg with one hand before leaning into the back again and jabbing the witch with something that put an instant end to her irate moaning and struggles.

	“Hey, if you’re maybe through shooting up the local vermin”—his partner snickered—”then I’ll just put in a call for an ambulance for those kids.” Using the excuse of grabbing the remaining witch, he leaned a little closer to get a better look at me. “And you are aware that this innocent-looking young lady’s packing—right?”

	“Oh yeah, totally.” Galin smirked as he tagged the second witch with whatever he’d drugged the first with.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	With a minimum of exposed leg and thigh, I managed to climb into the passenger seat of the SUV and laid my handbag across my lap with one hand discreetly tucked in its folds.

	“Relax, you won’t be needing that thing now,” Galin told me with a crooked smirk. “And just who do I have the privilege of addressing?” he asked. “And why are you tracking these women? Are you even aware of what you’ve stumbled onto here? These so-called ladies aren’t fooling around. These really are witches, and I’m pretty sure they’re involved in the murders and disappearances that have been happening around town.”

	“Right,” I said as I tilted my head at him. I couldn’t decide if he was trying to mess with my head or if he believed I had just stumbled on this whole thing by accident. “Let’s start with hi, my name’s Grace, Grace Evans. And what makes you think I know anything?” I asked with a smile and flutter of eyelashes. I relaxed my arm a fraction but didn’t let go of that gun. “Maybe I was just helping out some friends.”

	“Yeah, and I’m the Easter Bunny.” He laughed. “You working for some private investigator? Maybe the family of one of these missing kids hired you?” He returned his attention to the dark street as we took a turn. “Look, one of us has got to give, so here it is. I’m a, well, I’m a wizard, and I hire out to track down the perpetrators of murders and disappearances that the regular cops can’t find.” He paused, giving me a quick, sidewise look to see how I’d taken what he’d said.

	“So, Easter Bunny, hah?” I smirked at him. I knew the Nautica were not the only ones out there tracking things that went bump in the night. I just hadn’t crossed paths with one of them before. “Okay, let’s try a little honesty.” I tried to focus on what I could see of his eyes in the poor light. “I’m a commander with the Nautica Prime Guardians.” He didn’t even blink. I’d been right. He knew exactly who and what I was.

	“So, how did you manage to track them to that club tonight?” I asked curiously. I hadn’t worked with a wizard before and wasn’t familiar with their way of hunting.

	“Mostly a hunch and leg work. The only real info I’ve gotten so far has led me to believe there’s a connection between the murder-slash-abductions and the distribution of this new drug, Black Venom. The drug’s intensely addictive and deadly. It makes the users easy prey for witches like these we caught tonight. From what we can tell by the few bodies we’ve managed to retrieve, they’re sacrificing the hearts of some of their victims in a ritual that we’ve been
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