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  For anyone who believes. We are all chosen ones.
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  Preface

  
  







Judge.

Jury.

Executioner.

Justice White, a newly qualified criminal lawyer, has always fought for what is right, but a letter from her dead mother turns her world upside down.

Discovering she is the human incarnate of Themis, the goddess of justice, she has been tasked with weighing the hearts of criminal supernaturals and shifters.

Weird things happen.

Her eyes change color.

She can see auras.

And gets powers to die for,

Then, her hot, but hostile neighbor, Slade Alexander, turns out to be her Guardian.

When she is attacked by a ruthless mage, she discovers a world she is not prepared for.

Like the tarot card predicted, she must choose.

Continue the life she has or the one she’s destined for…
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The awful smell woke me. Not the rough, leathery palm over my mouth or the sharp claws pricking my cheeks. Burning rubber, pungent vomit and cloying sulfur. Three black shapes circled my bed, menace in their crimson-red eyes. The fourth had clamped one hand against my mouth, and its other held my arm in an iron grip. Two clenched each ankle tight, the third my arm. Their sharp claws dug deep into my skin as they dragged me from my bed and across the room. I kicked out, scissoring my legs. They were immovable. Wisps of gray smoke rose from my limbs, and I gagged on the smell of burning flesh.

Against the night light in the small hallway, I caught glimpses of scorch marks on tomato red skin, and my muffled sob rattled the quiet. Their grips tightened as they dragged me down the stairs. Wetness streamed down my cheeks as I writhed and squirmed. The bite of adrenaline pumped through my body, and I let my body go slack for a moment, making them stumble. Despite my fear, I closed my eyes and gathered my strength. I knew one thing. When I reached the front door, it was over.

My stomach contracted, and the overwhelming urge to vomit climbed up my throat. My head fell back, unable to fight the urge to scream, but a huge black fist prevented my howl. I kicked out again and threw my shoulders at the floor. The motion loosened the creature’s headlock, and my mouth opened enough for me to bellow. As soon as the sound burst out, yellow streams of light shot from my hands and feet. The disgusting monsters whipped their claws away. I fell, cracking my head against the floorboards. My vision blurred, and I retched, the bile leaving a sour taste in my mouth. A crash filled the room, and I squinted through the pain at my open front door.

A short figure stood at the entrance. Despite the blurriness, I could make out the outline of a larger shape filling the doorway. Both moved toward the snarling creatures. Still dazed, I pushed myself along the floor, my hands and feet sliding from my bleeding ankles and wrists. I hit a solid surface, but I couldn’t get enough traction to get away. Distracted by the wetness trickling down my neck, I swiped at it. Dark fluid smeared my fingers, and the unmistakable smell of copper filled the air. The streetlight highlighted my palm prints, painting the wooden floorboards. I shuddered. You can do this. Keep going. The room echoed with grunts, snarls, and thuds. I slid along the floor until I felt the edge of the kitchen doorway, took a deep breath and crawled around the corner.

A piercing shriek assaulted my ears. My escape attempt had not gone unnoticed, but hopefully, they were busy with the strangers. Reaching the kitchen counter, I hauled myself up, holding back my gasps at the stabbing pains in my legs. I grabbed two of my sharpest kitchen knives and dragged myself back into the hallway. Two monsters had disappeared. I shuffled over to the nearest one and thrust the knife into the monster’s back. It didn’t react, still engaged with its tall combatant. I aimed for its head, and the knives connected without a sound. I gripped their handles, but I couldn’t pull them out.

Its head turned one hundred and eighty degrees, and its jaw opened to a mouth filled with triple rows of long, pointed spikes. Dread and horror rippled through me, and I stumbled back, terrified, my palms empty. The monster followed, its red eyes gleaming as it turned its full attention to me rather than its opponent. I whimpered, not knowing what to do.

The creature didn’t blink, its burning gaze fixed as its mouth widened to the size of a human body.

A hard shove from my left pushed me into the hall table, my elbows and knees knocking against its legs, and I hit the floor. The creature turned its attention to my tall rescuer. I used the distraction to pull myself up, clawing at the smooth surface of the table until I found its edge. The same pungent smell filled the air, so revolting I retched, and lost my grip. My legs slid out from under me, and my head hit the floor with another sharp crack. Everything went black.

When I opened my eyes, my rescuers, encased in black from head to toe, were standing over me. My head throbbed, and wetness trickled down my face. But the monsters were nowhere in sight.

The shorter one kneeled next to me and looked over my body with a practised eye, her voice calming me in an instant.

“She’ll heal.”

Female. As I processed this thought, waves of calm emanated from the woman as she inspected my wrists, then gestured to the other. Large, warm hands wrapped around my ankles.

“Hey!” I kicked out, but my attempts were feeble. Maybe I’d lost more blood than I thought.

A deep growl erupted from her offsider. Male.

She raised her black-gloved palm.

“It’s okay, Justice. Stay still.”

I closed my eyes, my brain failing to make sense of what’s happened. They both made disgruntled sounds as they ran their hands over the rest of my body. Ice-cold pain stabbed at each ankle and wrist. My eyes popped open, and I glared at them.

“What the hell?”

“Stop talking.” A large, firm hand lowered my lids, the touch soft. “Go to sleep.” Gentle waves of heat slid through me like warm caramel. “You’re safe now.”




* * *




I jerked upright, blinking around my bedroom as the dim light of dawn peeked through a crack in the curtains. The familiar contours of the furniture stood in their usual spots. Last night’s nightmare rushed back, and my chest constricted. What the hell were those creatures? And who were my rescuers? I pulled back the sheets and stumbled into the ensuite. My fingers gripped the edge of the basin as I stared at my reflection in the mirror. No bumps, cuts or bruises. I let go of the sobs building in my chest and sagged against the bathroom vanity until they subsided. I turned on the shower faucet and shrieked.

Around my right wrist was a thick black band. Similar marks glowed on my left wrist and both my ankles. The glow pulsed for a few seconds, then disappeared. I turned my wrists over, but only smooth skin met the touch of my fingers. Reaching down to my ankles, I traced the areas where I had seen the same marks. No ridges. No indentations. Not even a scar. I shook from head to toe. And I couldn’t stop.

* * *

“Again?”

I groaned, wondering why the odds seemed to be stacked against me, and gulped down the last of my red wine. It was the third time in a row I’d turned over my namesake.

Justice.

The eleventh card of the Major Arcana.

This card wouldn’t go away, but anything was better than my memories of the nightmare. I hadn’t told Rowena about it, of course, preferring to use red wine to dim the taint. And to be a guinea pig for her latest craze. Tarot cards. As far as distractions went, it was a good one, because I did not want to think about any of it—nightmare or not.

Rowena stared at me across my kitchen table with a surprised expression. I looked away, ignoring the fluttering in my stomach. It had been Rowena’s idea to ‘practice’ tarot spreads on me, having found them in a metaphysical shop tucked away on a side street in an obscure part of Bigfork, Montana. I’d declined a reading with one of the shop’s psychics, preferring to design my own fate, but Ro didn’t feel the same way. Ro’s reading had made little sense when she shared it with me. It had been so ambiguous; it didn’t seem accurate or insightful. It didn’t stop Ro from buying the pack of tarot cards.

Skepticism washed over me, but I tried to contain my doubtful tone.

“Ro, it’s just a coincidence.”

I’d refused twice to find out what the card had meant. This time, though, I knew I couldn’t avoid it. Although I didn’t believe in this stuff, my foot wouldn’t stop tapping the carpet, and a nervous tingle played across my neck. I smoothed back my wayward hair, but the wavy chestnut strands fell back onto my face the moment I moved my hands away.

Ro’s stern expression held.

“Nuh-uh. This time we’re finding out what it means.”

I forced a smile and waited while she flipped through the wallet-sized guidebook to find out what card number eleven meant. I stared at the regal features of the woman Ro had called Themis, the goddess of Justice. Sitting on a golden throne, with an ornate array of peacock feathers fanned out behind her, she wore a cobalt gown finely threaded with gold. The maroon cloak draped across her shoulders was fastened at her throat by a horizontal diamond-shaped gold clasp, with a deep blue jewel laid in the circle in its middle. Beautiful, commanding, and somber. So not me. Except for the somber part.

Ro drew in a deep breath. “It says: being honest with yourself; being fair; legal issues; important decisions that require an open mind.”

I picked up the card, scrutinizing every detail. Themis held a sword in her right hand. Its white blade gleamed against the engraved golden handle.

The Sword of Justice.

And a pair of medieval bronze scales in her left.

The Scales of Justice.

One weighing pan held a human heart, and the other contained a long, white feather, which drooped over its side. Its fulcrum was perfectly level. Themis had not made her judgment. Yet.

A tiny shiver shot up my spine. I could almost hear the slice of her blade as she judged me, somehow finding me lacking. I shook it off, stifling the noise in the back of my throat as I tossed the card back on the table.

Ro’s finger tapped on a line of writing, and stared up at me, a look of wonder on her face.

“It also says your soul wants to make a future decision between two critical choices. The question is, ‘will you continue your life as it is, or will you take real action to change it?”

I huffed out a breath before getting up to pour myself another glass of wine, not wanting to comment.

The deafening roar of a powerful motorcycle drowned out any further conversation. A look of excitement came over Ro’s face, and her eyes sparkled with delight.

“Ooh! Your hot neighbor.”

She moved to the window, and as she pulled back the curtains, I couldn’t contain my wince.

“Ro! He’ll see you.”

“Girlfriend, I don’t care.”

I joined her, wanting to ogle him myself, watching him get off his bike and take off his helmet, his leather-clad back to us. He squatted; his head bowed as a large, brown hand fingered the chain.

My neighbor was gorgeous. Tall, tanned and broad-shouldered, with a muscled chest tapering to a lean waist and thighs like tree trunks, he was clean-shaven with a dark-brown buzz-cut, penetrating steel-gray eyes, a straight, patrician nose, and full, dark-colored lips. He had a ‘don’t mess with me’ vibe, which made me keep my distance. Ro, however, didn’t know the meaning of personal boundaries.

“Ro!”

I wrapped my fingers around her biceps and yanked, trying to get her out of sight before he noticed.

He stilled, lifted his head, then wheeled around, his face darkening as he stared at Rowena waving. He lowered his chin and frowned before turning his back on us.

“Ooh, moody too!”

I laughed. Ro was incorrigible with the opposite sex, but Slade seemed immune to my best friend’s charms.

“He’s shown no interest in anyone. Not even you.”

Ro pouted, sticking her hip out, her frown marring her smooth, golden skin. Her ruler-straight, black hair swung as she moved away from the window, hips swaying on long model-like legs. Ro’s sassy, fun personality didn’t allow her to bear grudges for long.

“No harm in looking.” Ro blew out a breath, fanning her face. “He must be blind if he can’t see how hot you are.” She was also loyal to the core.

“Hey!” She cocked a brow as she glanced at her watch. “Keir and Ebony will be at the Bite any minute.”

Glad of the distraction, I stood up, leaving the tarot card on the table. I could get ready in five minutes, but Ro needed way more time. Tipping her head, she nudged me in the ribs.

“Don’t think you can distract me.” She pointed at the card. “We’re gonna talk about this later.”

Knowing she was like a dog with a bone, I tapped my bare wrist.

Sure enough, she wailed, “I can’t do this in ten minutes. I need at least an hour.”

* * *

“Thank God it’s Saturday.”

I winced. My voice was louder than I’d planned, coinciding with a lull in the music. Heads swerved in my direction, and there were many enthusiastic cheers and the sharp clink of glasses and bottles as people nearby echoed the sentiment.

Ro, Keir and Ebony lifted their glasses, and we toasted my declaration.

The Winter’s Bite Bar & Grille was getting busier by the minute. Every table was full, and a crowd filled the small dance floor as rock music blared from the overhead speakers. Several groups milled around the two pool tables, and a cheer erupted every time a player pocketed a ball.

I played with my straw while I surveyed the room. A group of women at the table next to us burst into laughter, then toasted their bride-to-be. Her fitted, lacy white dress barely covered her butt. Gray and black marks stained her low-cut dress and tiny matching veil. She carried a faux tombstone with the words ‘RIP. My Single Life.’ She looked sensational, and I applauded her boldness.

I smoothed my fitted black pants, using the discreet movement to check that my green long-sleeved blouse with its sweetheart neckline was still in place. It was more revealing than I would have liked, but Ro insisted it brought out the unusual flecks of green in my midnight blue eyes.

Keir chatted to Ro, but Ebony’s stiff posture as she stared into her glass got my attention. I touched her arm, and she startled, smoothing over her worried expression so well, I almost wondered if I’d imagined it.

“What’s up?” I put my drink down on the table. Ro paused mid-sentence, and Keir leaned forward. “Is it your boss again?”

A furious expression crossed her face, surprising all of us. Not much got to her. It was rare to see her with anything other than optimism.

“She’s not easy.” Ebony acknowledged, her smile rueful. “She claims I mistreated a patient.”

Keir scoffed.

“You? Mistreat a patient? Not possible. You wouldn’t hurt anyone. Ever.”

“She won’t listen to anything I say. It wasn’t even on my shift.” She gulped down her drink. “I’m positive it was another nurse.” Her blue eyes darkened. “I’ve been watching her, but so far, I have seen nothing.” Then she sighed. “I think she’s also stealing pain meds.” She threw her palms upward, looking defeated. “Again, I don’t have any proof.”

I refilled her glass with more margarita mix.

“Eb, you’ve got to report her.”

“It’s my word against hers. I need evidence.” She swallowed. “Otherwise, it’s my job on the line.” She stared at her glass. “Besides, my boss seems to believe this nurse can’t do anything wrong.”

“If you need any advice, Eb, come see me.” I sipped my drink, sensing her frustration and anger.

“She’ll get caught. I’m more worried about the complaint.” She rubbed her palms up and down her arms, looking chilled despite the warm bar. “There are cameras everywhere, so it should prove I wasn’t even there.”

“She has too much power. Don’t let her get away with it, Ebony.” Keir always said what was on her mind and didn’t care who heard it.

“She’s an excellent nurse and very competent in her job.” Ebony motioned to herself. “I’ll figure it out.” She winked at Ro. “Besides, there’s something more important to discuss.”

Ro set her glass down with a loud clink, narrowed her eyes, and stabbed an excited finger in my direction.

“It’s Justice’s birthday next. And her tarot card predicts a change in her future.”

Keir snorted, and Ebony, sweet as ever, regarded me with a curious expression. Swallowing a sigh, I tried to make light of her statement.

“It’s just a card, Ro. I’m knee-deep in research for a criminal trial. I have no intention of changing my career or my life.” I sipped my drink, hoping she would find something else to attract her attention. Or preferably someone else. “Besides, I’ve made my choice. I’m happy with it.”

I flung my arms out, accidentally flicking the bride-to-be’s shoulder.

“In fact, I am ecstatic about my choice.”

The bachelorette turned to me and held up her palm.

“Good for you, darlin’.”

I gave her an enthusiastic slap amid cheers from my best friends, my cheeks heating, then stared at my glass. Whoops. The margarita was having its usual effect; I got more uninhibited when I drank.

“It might not be about your career, Jus.” Keir gave me a thoughtful look. “It could be anything.” I suppressed my groan. I knew what was coming. “It could be about your love life.”

“Or lack of it,” added Ro, giving me a knowing smile.

I love my friends, but Ro lets nothing go. Not if she could help it. There was something about this card she was obsessed with, but I was not. I made my own decisions, and I was the only one who chose my fate. No one else.

The smack of pool balls colliding jolted my reverie enough to catch Ebony’s question.

“What if your soul mate was just around the corner, Justice?”

Ebony leaned forward, her arms resting on the table with a thoughtful expression. She was a darling and cared about everybody. She was also the most empathetic person I had ever met, with the perfect level of compassion for an orthopedic nurse. Ro and Keir’s gazes were expectant as they waited for my answer.

I tapped my top lip, pretending to consider it. They all knew I wasn’t interested in a relationship. My career came first, I reminded myself, squashing my tiny pang of loneliness. My friends, Gramps and my career were all I needed. I had no desire to be someone else’s ‘other’ or ‘better half.’ I was finally living the life I’d worked so hard for, and none of my goals included a man. Yet. I don’t know where it came from, but I was sure it wasn’t me. I dismissed it, clutching my glass.

“Yet.” Ro winked.

My hand twitched, splashing the rest of the liquid over its side, shooting Ro an annoyed look. Her bright smile and knowing gaze said it all. I know you better than you know yourself. Maybe she did. You read minds now, Justice? Everything felt different after the nightmare I’d had.

Brushing it off, I held up my glass, knowing what I was about to say would get their attention.

“There’s no such thing as true love, girlfriends.”

I’m sure everyone heard Ebony’s loud gasp over the din. Ro’s expression didn’t change much, except for the exaggerated shaking of her head, as if I was some lost cause or didn’t get the same memo everyone else did.

Keir’s eyes widened.

“You can’t mean it, Jus.” Keir’s gaze traveled between us. “There’s always someone for everyone.”

Ebony nodded.

“Absolutely.” A dreamy expression played across her fine, pale features. “It takes time.” A tiny frown appeared between her black brows. “And patience.”

“Unlike somebody else, also being open to opportunities.” Ro pointed an accusing finger at me.

I shrugged off the fleeting sadness. It was harder to squash the loneliness, which appeared at unexpected times.

“Maybe just not for me, okay?”

Ro gave a sly grin.

“I’m happy to try every single one.”

I joined the girls’ bursts of laughter, knowing how much Ro loved the opposite sex. She’d had lots of relationships, and she excelled at attracting many gorgeous males who crossed her path. Shame they never lasted, though.

A prickling sensation crawled across my skin, and my smile vanished. Searching the room, my gaze stopped on a tall form, but I couldn’t make out much about him as the dull corner lighting hid his face. He stood with another guy, both laughing at a shared joke. Just two guys enjoying their night. I shook off my paranoia. The dream had me on edge. Too many margaritas, I chided myself. I shook off the shiver down my spine by rubbing my sore calves. These heels were killing me.

“Shouldn’t we be discussing my birthday?”

My attempt at changing the subject worked. Ro stood, wobbling in her six-inch heels.

“We need more drinks first.”

She straightened, smoothed her black dress, and with her head held high, wove through the crowd to find a space at the bar in front of the bartender. I shook my head, marveling at how she got served first, despite the crowd. Sure enough, Ro returned soon after, our server behind her, who placed a full tray of cocktails on the worn wooden table. Ro settled back in her seat and arched a perfect brow at me.

“So, Jus. How do you want to celebrate…or commiserate?” She winked as my jaw dropped. “…your twenty-sixth birthday, best friend of ours?”

“You’re older than me, girlfriend.” I turned to Keir and Ebony. “And you guys are as well.”

“Only by two months,” they both replied at once.

I ignored their fake protests; a constant joke between us.

Sitting back in my chair and crossing my legs, the pleasant buzz of alcohol washed over my body, and I allowed myself to relax.

“Drinking, of course.”

I joined in their enthusiastic cheering.

A sharp elbow dug into my ribs, and Ro’s rainbow-colored concoction almost splashed onto my pants. “Do they look familiar?” She nodded at the two tall men I had noticed.

I swallowed the last of my drink, its bittersweet tangy taste coating my tongue, and sighed with pleasure. I was about to shake my head when the taller man stiffened, attracting the other man’s attention. Rowena returned his stare with one of her own, but I turned my head away.

“Ro!” I scolded. “Don’t encourage them.”

“Yes, Ro, do.” My other two friends giggled. They both ignored my pointed glare, and their grins widened.

Ro smiled in their direction, her eyes twinkling.

“Too late.”

I sucked in a breath, tensing. Small talk and pickup lines were not my forte. I wanted to get out of there.

As they stepped forward into the light, Ro whispered out of the corner of her mouth.

“It’s your neighbor.”

I muttered a few strong words under my breath, watching Ro greet them with a wide grin on her stunning face. I ducked my head. The knots and whorls of the floor’s wooden surface instantly grabbed my attention. I hoped they would saunter past. A deep, resonant voice rang out. Nope. Not this time.

“Hi. I’m Hunter.”

I glanced up, watching as Ro, Keir and Ebony shook his hand and introduced themselves.

My cheeks heated as Ro put a hand on my shoulder, announcing, “And this is Justice.” I sat up, lifting my hand toward him.

Hunter flashed a smile but withdrew his hand and stepped away. I frowned at the floor, pretending the social slight hadn’t affected me, but I didn’t miss the tiny gasps around the table.

Practical black leather boots stepped into my line of sight. Against my will, my gaze inched up long, powerful legs encased in black jeans. His black button-down shirt was taut across his broad chest, and his black jacket did little to hide the powerful arms beneath. Dark brown, day-old stubble covered a tight jaw, and steel-gray eyes sharpened as we locked gazes. He lifted a corner of his mouth, making eye contact with each of us, before he fixed his gaze on me.

“Slade.”

My cheeks burned as I returned his nod.

Ro waved a hand at them both.

“Sit with us.”

I sipped my drink, ignoring the fluttering in my stomach as Slade’s gaze roamed my face and down my body. Knowing expressions crossed Keir and Ebony’s faces as they watched me internally retreat from the newcomers.

Ro’s eyes widened as her head swiveled between the two men, sitting forward to stare at them.

“Are you guys related?”

Hunter held up both hands. “Brothers.” He glanced at his watch before turning to Slade. “It only took 5.3 seconds.” He smiled. “It takes at least a minute or two for most people.” He winked at Ro. “Depending on how drunk they are, of course.”

“Well, handsome. I’m not nearly drunk enough.” At the cue, Hunter stood, gesturing at our drinks on the table. “Another…?” He frowned. “Whatever that is?”

Ro chuckled. “A blessed virgin. The bartender makes it for me especially.”

His eyebrows shot up to his hairline, grinning. “How unusual.”

“Any more margaritas, ladies?”

He turned away, catching Slade’s eye. Something unspoken passed between them, and when Slade’s cold, gray eyes slid to mine, a sliver of dislike flashed, which did nothing to decrease my edginess. The rest of us shook our heads, and I found myself tongue-tied. Ebony and Keir did as well. Bigfork is not known for handsome men, and we all seemed to have forgotten how to make conversation, let alone flirt.

Except Ro.

“So, Slade. You’re Justice’s new neighbor. How are you settling in?”

Slade sat back in the chair, his long legs sprawled in front of him, crossed at the ankles, his boots almost touching mine. Heat radiated from him, and even though he appeared relaxed, he held himself with coiled tension, as if ready to spring at a moment’s notice. Despite his frosty glance, he emanated power, strength and safety. Feeling at odds with these contradictory impressions, my gaze drifted to the bar, locking with a stranger. The prickles across my neck returned, but this time it was with a hint of dread. He looked familiar, but every time I tried to place him, my brain shut down. While his face was a picture of amusement as he raised his bottle, anxiety crept up my spine. I shifted my chair toward Ro.

Slade eyed Rowena, his face expressionless.

“It’s a fresh start for me.”

Ro’s mouth formed an ‘o’ as her eyebrow rose. She lifted her glass.

“To fresh starts.”

A corner of his mouth quirked, his gaze not leaving mine. I looked away, uncomfortable with his scrutiny.

My skin heated, but the warmth turned into a flame. Beads of perspiration dampened my forehead, and a single drop rolled down my cheek as sweat gathered between my breasts. Fanning myself, I stood swaying. Slade shot to his feet, his arm out, almost touching me.

“Justice?” Ebony’s voice held an edge of concern as she touched my arm.

My legs wobbled. Darn these high heels. I flashed a closed smile.

“Be right back.”

It took all my concentration to put one foot in front of the other, using the corridor to the restroom as my landmark, the burning sensation climbing with each step away from the table. I was determined to reach it without spraining my ankle and heaved a sigh once I made it through the door. Clattering into a stall, I rested my forehead against the wall, the cool surface a balm for the burning heat enveloping my body.

A sudden wave of dizziness came over me, and I dropped onto the closed toilet seat. I rested my head between my palms, staying still for several moments until the feeling passed. Maybe I’d caught the stomach flu.

The sensation passed as suddenly as it had come. Feeling clear-headed again, I got up, opened the door and crossed to the basin to splash my face, relishing the cooling effect before blotting a damp paper towel across my skin to dry off. I glanced in the mirror, noting my flushed cheeks, rosy lips and bright eyes. I looked feverish.

Then, I saw it.

Right at the edge of my vision, swirls of color pulsed. My jaw dropped. I turned around to face the toilet’s snow-white doors. Nothing. I turned back to the mirror. The colors returned, but the minute I looked straight at them, they disappeared. I stared at my nose. In the corner of my vision, the colors returned in full force, psychedelic.

Shades of violet and indigo radiated out from my head, sky blue around my throat, bright green and deep pink around the center of my chest, sunny yellow on my stomach, bright orange below my navel and fire-engine red between my thighs. Royal blue outlined my body. Fascinated, I gazed at the spectrum of vibrating colors as one overlapped the other. I took a deep breath and exhaled through my mouth, watching as the colors pulsed and expanded.

What was going on?

A burst of laughter jerked my gaze away from the mirror. The bachelorette, followed by her friends, filed in. I washed my hands and left, my mind reeling.

As I moved back out into the bar, I stumbled, almost bumping into a nearby table. Great washes of color assaulted my senses. Waves of red, yellow, and orange swirled around each person nearby. Thoughts, images, and feelings crowded into my mind, and I palmed my pounding forehead, overwhelmed by the onslaught.

Unbalanced, I tottered on my heels and almost stumbled into the group in front of me. Four guys, including the stranger from the bar, surrounded a small group of women chatting and laughing together. Red, yellow, and orange shades swirled around the women, but the men were awash with black.

Gasping, I skirted them, catching a penetrating glance from the bar guy. My stomach lurched, and the feverish feeling returned. Head lowered; I sat down at our empty table. Hunter and Slade, Ro, Keir and Ebony were nowhere to be seen.

Certain they were probably close by, I sipped some water, then choked at the burning sensation rolling through my body. My stomach churned, and I closed my eyes, overcome with the same feverish sensation.

I kept my eyes shut, even when I heard the rustle of clothing in the seat next to mine. I clutched Rowena’s arm. Except, my fingers gripped hard muscle. I snatched my hand back. The man from the bar smiled, his inky gaze unwavering.

“Drink?”

My vibe-meter rocketed toward the ceiling. This guy had big, bad ones. I blinked, not knowing what to say. What scared me more was the black color around him. Then it moved. Inky streaks arced toward me, moving like an animated object and stabbing the surrounding air, seeking something or someone to latch onto. I froze, a wave of fear making my stomach rise. A chair next to me scraped the floor, and a comforting heaviness settled on my leg. Slade glared, his hand spread across my thigh. I swore I heard a growl.

“She’s taken.”

I jolted, shocked.

The man remained silent for a long moment as he stared at Slade. His gaze shifted to mine as the spiky shapes continued to stab toward me. Slade’s arm wrapped around my middle, and he pulled the chair closer.

“Hey, my bad.” He got up, his mouth stretched into a grin which didn’t meet his eyes, while I tried to ignore the black spikes pulsing around him. “Another time, Dea.”

My chest thumped at the unusual endearment, and Slade stiffened. The man smirked and strolled away. Guys had hit on me before, but never like this. And what’s going on with my eyes? I’d never seen colors around people. Coldness crept down my spine, and I blinked away the tears forming. I refused to cry. A warm hand rubbed my arm, and a comforting heat replaced the frigid cold. He still held my waist with his other arm. When I pulled away, he didn’t resist.

“Hey.”

Slade’s deep voice held an unexpected soothing quality. I glanced up, trying to understand why he’d bothered to protect me, when he swore under his breath.

“Justice. We need to go. Now!”

I stared at him.

“What? No.”

“Text your friends. I promise Hunter will look after them.”

“It’s just some creepy guy being a jerk.” I shook my head and stuck my chin out. “Besides, we never leave anyone behind.”

He made a noise of displeasure. “It’s not just some guy being a jerk. He’s dangerous.” He leaned close to me, and I inhaled a hint of fresh pine. “It’s not just him, it’s your eyes.” A note of urgency entered his tone. “They’ve changed color.”

I jolted at his comment. “Don’t be ridiculous!”

He leaned in, his gaze intense.

“They’re so vibrant, it hurts to look at you.”

“That’s crazy,” I snapped. “Eyes don’t change color.”

He shifted away from me, and iciness replaced his warmth, contracting my stomach. Waves of pain rippled over me, and I folded in half, muffling my moan.

Pulling out his phone, he sent a quick text.

“I’m taking you home. It’ll take ages to get an Uber or a cab on a Friday night.” He looked over his shoulder. “Text your friends. Hunter will look after them.”

A wave of volcanic-level heat rolled over me again, and this time my gorge rose. I clapped my hand over my mouth, using every bit of determination to will the feeling away. When it had subsided enough, I pulled out my phone and sent the text, grumbling, “I’m not leaving until I hear from them.”

His mouth thinned, but I didn’t care.

The burning sensation continued as I waited. A reassuring message from Ro flashed across my screen, and I heaved a sigh of relief. Ro knew where he lived, I consoled myself.

Unfortunately, the rest of my body was not on board when I got to my feet and took a small step. My knees buckled. A muscular arm slid around my waist, and I caught a whiff of fresh pine again, and woody musk.

“I’ll take you home.”

I searched the room; glad no-one seemed to notice my faulty steps. Reaching the door, I looked over my shoulder at Ro, Keir and Ebony playing pool with Hunter. Ro glanced my way, waved her hand, then shifted her fingers into an okay sign, pointing to me and to herself. I nodded and gave her a half-smile. As I turned back to the door, I glimpsed the creepy guy watching with a sly expression on his face. An icy shiver ran down my spine as I clutched Slade’s arm for support.
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Intrigued by the tiny noise outside my front door and a whisper of something scraping against the tiles in my entryway, I stepped away from my kitchen table. My hearing was good, but I’d never heard something slip under my door before. From my kitchen doorway, it was impossible to miss the large white envelope on the floor. Saturdays had no mail delivery, and if there was, it was always left in my mailbox.

Between the nightmare, the strange, disappearing marks and seeing colors around people, I was still on edge. Goosebumps speckled across my arms, and despite all the coffee I’d guzzled, my mouth was bone dry. I brushed it off, but the uneasiness didn’t leave.

I stared at the envelope, unable to pick it up. Unexpected dread filled my stomach. I uncurled my fists, rubbing the half-moons on my palms where my nails had dug in. It was only an envelope. But something told me this was no ordinary envelope. I stepped toward the innocuous object, and some of the tension disappeared. I inhaled, counted to eight, then exhaled for another eight. When I looked through the peephole, there was no one in sight. I snatched the envelope off the floor and walked back into the kitchen, intent on getting another cup of heart starter, as Gramps says.

Chill out, girl.

There was a difference between being spooked and being paranoid. Except I couldn’t figure out where I sat. Breathing in and counting to eight again helped, and my spikes of anxiety settled as I sat at my kitchen table. The envelope, addressed to me in bold, black font, displayed a law firm’s name printed in smaller type in the left-hand corner.

Puzzled, I wondered why a legal firm I’d never heard of would write to me, but I drew a blank. The only thing I could think of was Gramps’s nursing home, Golden Life Care, and they would ring rather than write. Gramps was in good health and in good spirits, despite the appearance of dementia every now and again. He had a positive view of the world and thought his glass was more than half-full. His warm personality lifted my spirits, even when I assisted with disturbing criminal cases, which sometimes sucked some of the joy out of life.

I ripped it open to find a sheet of paper and a smaller, thicker envelope, heavier than the first. As I read, a hard lump formed in my belly. This sheet of paper was not so innocuous, informing me the second envelope contained a letter from my mother. I stopped reading, unable to swallow. Impossible. My mother died in a house fire when I was two years old. The same fire also killed my father.

I examined the small envelope. On the front, in an unfamiliar handwritten scrawl, was my full name, Justice White. I didn’t want to open it, so I traced the hard shapes inside, wondering what they could be. They felt key-shaped, and sure enough; after skimming several sentences, the letter confirmed they were.

Despite it being so long ago, tears filled my eyes. Gramps’s voice would quaver every time he talked about my parents; how they met, got married and had me. My father was a robotics engineer, and my mother was a research scientist. They both wanted to change the world in their own ways; my dad through creating nanobots in early disease detection and my mom with strengthening specific DNA molecules to eliminate genetic diseases.

On the day they died, Gramps had taken me to a park nearby. I’d been a very energetic child. Thank goodness I wasn’t a cat. He’d told me I’d used up most of my nine lives with the escapades and scrapes I’d gotten into. What was worse was when his own eyes would film over. He had also lost his wife in the fire.

Grandma had said she was going out to visit a friend, but unknown to Gramps, the friend had become ill with a sudden fever, and Grandma had returned home much earlier than expected. They’d found her lying in bed, which was strange, as he had mentioned she never napped during the day and hadn’t complained of being unwell, either.

His eyes would tear up again as he’d told me about the odd location where they’d discovered my parents. They were sitting in their car in the garage. The door was closed, and the engine had been running. The medical examiner’s report hadn’t noted any injuries, but if they were trying to escape the fire, surely, they would have run to a neighbor’s, rather than get in their car and wait for a garage door to open.

What was strange was the fire had started in the kitchen, the room closest to the front door. It also had another exit. The sliding glass door led to the yard. Why they had gone to the garage was a mystery. Maybe they’d panicked or had thought it was the best way out. The investigator’s report revealed it was a typical kitchen fire where an electrical outlet had short-circuited. But there was no logical reason for the failure of their safety switch.

Several years ago, I’d tried to get more information from the authorities and even the arson investigator assigned to the case, but no one could tell me how it happened, let alone why. Because there were no suspicious circumstances, the authorities classified the deaths as misadventures. Gramps and I had lost everything. A kind neighbor took us in, and Gramps rebuilt our lives without his wife, daughter, and son-in-law.

Sometimes, his dementia was a good thing. He didn’t have to be reminded of all the people he’d lost. Guilt washed over me for having the thought, and I wiped away the unexpected wetness on my cheeks with my sleeve. I ripped open the small envelope with a loud exhale, which did nothing to settle the pounding in my heart. The brief note, written on plain, lined paper, held my gaze, the black ink blurring as my eyes glazed over, unable to process the cursive script. It took a moment before I composed myself enough to read it.


My darling daughter

I have very little time. This will seem crazy, but I beg you to read my note with an open mind and heart, so our deaths will not be in vain.

On your 26th birthday, at the time you were born, you will become the next human incarnate of Themis, the Goddess of Justice, destined to weigh the hearts of criminal supernaturals on the scales of justice. You will find them guilty. Their punishment is execution at the hands of the sword of justice.

There are changes to come as Themis’s powers manifest within you, and you will face many trials and tribulations. But you will not be alone. A Guardian will teach and protect you.

These keys are for Luminis House, Shadows End, a warded sanctuary for you and other supernaturals who will assist you in hunting these criminals. Trust in your new destiny and take the path less traveled.

We love you. Always. Your mother and father


I couldn’t feel the smoothness of the paper when it slipped from my fingers. A bunch of white noise burst through my ears, the same type of loud static when searching for a favorite radio channel. I tried to absorb her words, but my brain spun, and none of my thoughts were good ones. Out of all of them, only one dropped onto the white screen in my head.

She’s crazy.

Then another.

My mother was insane.

This couldn’t be real. It must be some cruel trick or joke I couldn’t understand or explain. Adrenaline pumped through my body, and I had to force myself not to give in to the overwhelming urge to run. Instead, tears stabbed the backs of my eyelids. The pain in my head was nowhere near as bad as the one in my heart. It stabbed, then ached with a weight I’d never felt before. I wanted to pick up the letter and read it again, but I couldn’t move. When I opened my eyes, all I could do was stare at the large Roman numeral clock on the kitchen wall and wonder if I could wind it back.

Then my logical brain kicked in. What was she talking about? I flipped through my mental dictionary, pulling remnants of words together to work it out. A definition I didn’t remember reading stood out. Incarnates were divine beings in human form. My head protested. Such a thing didn’t exist. Reincarnation wasn’t real. Supernaturals weren’t real. Therefore, I cannot be this incarnate.

Themis. Sounded Greek or Roman. I couldn’t tell which, and I
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