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      Blurb

      

      
        5 books. One volume. Binge the complete God Given series.
      

      

      "Every god will hunt you. They will not stop. There will be nowhere safe on the face of this planet. From now until the day you die, you will have to run."

      Those words started everything. Casey was once normal - now she's the most important piece in a game for the world.

      She's dragged into the realm of the gods. It's violent, it's tortured, and at its heart is a man she's never been able to forget.

      ....

      God Given follows a hidden goddess and the legend sworn to kill her fighting through lies to save all. If you love your contemporary fantasies with action, heart, and a splash of romance, grab God Given today and soar free with an Odette C. Bell series.
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    God Given Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    “Every god will hunt you. They will not stop. There will be nowhere safe on the face of this planet. From now until the day you die, you will have to run.”

    The words struck Casey as she woke from a violent nightmare.

    Gasping for breath, she had to lock a hand over her mouth and push her fingers in as if her mouth was something foreign to her and she was trying to rip it from her face. She couldn’t connect with her own breath. It was like it was being pumped into her lungs from afar. The same far off place that had haunted her dreams since the incident yesterday.

    She squeezed her eyes closed. Rolling over, she clutched up a pillow and pressed it into her face until she saw stars.

    “It was nothing, Casey. You just tripped down the stairs and bumped your head or something. That’s all.” Even as she tried to convince herself of that, her voice wavered so badly, it sounded as if there was an earthquake going on in her throat.

    “It was nothing, nothing at all.” She forced herself out of bed. Timidly, as if the carpet was made out of spikes, she placed her feet down. When nothing untoward happened, she rose. Her balance was unsteady. She might be trying to pretend nothing had happened last night, but her muscles were burning as if she’d run a marathon 20 times over.

    “Just ignore it. Ignore—” she got halfway into planting a hand on her face and promising herself for the umpteenth time that this was nothing when she saw a pile of clothes on the floor. They were hers – the same simple black waitressing top, formfitting skirt, and sturdy high heels she’d worn yesterday. Heck, even the nylons with the ladders along her left ankle were hers. But you know what else was hers? The bloodstains.

    Shuddering, staring at them and willing them to go away, Casey fell flat on her ass next to her bed. She tried to clutch the covers and pull herself back up, but all that did was drag most of her bedclothes back down onto her.

    She couldn’t breathe fast enough, and she started to hyperventilate, all at the sight of those bloodstains.

    “No way. There’s no way what happened last night was real. It’s not possible.” She started to stutter like a broken recording as the memories of last night sunk into her mind no matter how hard she tried to push them away. The fight, the fury. The bodies.

    Casey shook her head so hard, she saw stars. You know what that changed? Nothing.

    She finally found her feet. Staggering up, rather than heading over to her clothes and assessing the bloodstains, she ran for the door.

    She grabbed it in a shaking hand, threw herself into the hall, and reached the kitchen. It was just in time. She hurled into the sink.

    Washing it down, she turned, pressed the back of her hand against her mouth, and stared back in the direction of her room. Judging from her wary, fear-filled eyes, it was as if she expected the clothes would jump up, crawl out here, and cut her head off.

    Cut her head off….

    She trailed her fingers down her brow. If the incident last night had been real, then why wasn’t she injured? Why didn’t she have a laceration across her stomach? Where was the gash in her brow? To confirm that none of those injuries were there, she set her prying fingers dancing over her body in a frantic rush. Nothing. She was fine. So the blood… belonged to someone else?

    As horrifying as that was to even consider, it was way better than the alternative. Grabbing a glass of water and downing it in one go, Casey gathered the gumption to go back into her room. There, exactly where she’d left them, were her clothes. Getting down on one knee, her body aching as she made the movement as slow as her muscles would allow, Casey laid her bloodstained clothes down in front of her. As soon as she saw the gashes that had torn the fabric in two as easily as someone slicing a scalpel down a ripe peach, she gave up. It was real. Last night, Casey Riley had met a god. In the coming days, she would become one.

  
    Chapter 2

    Yesterday

    “Really?” Melinda arched an eyebrow disapprovingly.

    Casey ran her hands over the sturdy heel she’d just plucked out of her duffel bag. “What? This gig tonight is on a yacht. Last time I was on a yacht, I almost snapped my neck falling down one of the staircases. I am not going to sacrifice my frigging life for a job I intend to ditch as soon as I get enough money together to start my own catering business.”

    “Yeah, well, if you want to keep this steppingstone job, I’d stick to the dress code. Here are your real stilettos,” Melinda said as she reached over, grabbed up the shoes that Casey had already rejected, and handed them over pointedly.

    Casey shook her head and crossed her arms. “Nope. No way. I hate the ocean. There’s no way I’m going to traipse around a yacht balancing on the equivalent of needles.”

    “You’re not gonna be on the ocean. The yacht is docked.”

    “It’s still surrounded by water.”

    Melinda threw up her hands. “There’s no reasoning with you, is there? Well, don’t blame me if you lose your job.”

    “Why would I blame you? I’d blame my crooked boss.”

    “Watch your mouth,” Melinda said sharply as she pushed hard to the side.

    It was just in time. Cecile Flowers, head of Maximum Satisfaction Catering, walked in through the door. It was a brilliant, sunshine-infused day in late spring. It was the kind of breezy hot afternoon you’d get in the middle of summer. Seagulls were flying overhead, and though Casey could only see a glimpse of the ocean from here, she could tell that everybody who wasn’t shackled to their job was out on the beach or on the water enjoying the weather.

    You tell that to Cecile. She was dressed in a thick Buffalo jacket that completely obscured her always expensive clothes, save for a pair of gold-heeled Jimmy Choos sticking out from under the woolen hem.

    There was no way Cecile would usually get caught dead in a jacket like that, unless it was around her insignificant employees. It wasn’t like she had anyone to impress around these parts.

    The eldest daughter of a rich venture capitalist, Cecile had acquired Maximum Catering from one of her husband’s ventures. The previous owner – the sweetest old guy in the world – had been forced to give up the company, despite creating it 30 years ago with his now-dead wife. Cecile’s husband – her father’s right-hand man – had given it to his wife to run rather than a competent manager. Frank Flowers fully intended Maximum Catering to lose money. He intended to use it as a tax break for his own income.

    “You girls ready for tonight?” Cecile asked, clearly not giving one hoot about the menu and wine list as she quickly undid her Buffalo coat, grabbed up a set of pearls rimmed by gold and platinum, and twirled them around her fingers pointedly. “Because I am. And I need to be,” she added as she pursed her lips together and whistled. She was wearing a stunning ball gown under her coat, which she showed off with a little twirl.

    Obviously, despite the weather, she’d worn the coat to hide her gown until the party.

    Though Melinda was always good at playing Cecile’s game, Casey wasn’t. “I think I left something on in the kitchen.” She extricated herself from the conversation. She couldn’t remove herself from it completely. There was no door separating the main room from the kitchen, so Cecile’s inane conversation flowed through, nonetheless.

    “That’s such a pretty necklace. And your dress is stunning,” Melinda said, dialing her charm up to 11. “Did you buy them for the party?”

    “Early birthday present from daddy,” Cecile said with an entitled tone.

    It was an unfortunate fact that rich people like her tended to think that the only way to get ahead was to extract more money from daddy and mommy. As Casey angrily placed her heels down onto the floor and pretended to check something in the oven, she was forced to tune in to the conversation. It wasn’t before she could point out one fact. Who cared if Cecile hadn’t done anything important with her life and didn’t have the capacity to earn her own way? It wasn’t as if Casey was doing that much better. She lived in an inherited house – a particularly nice one. It was a full bungalow, and it wasn’t that far from the richest parts of the city. It was in one of the old leafy suburbs. If you wanted to buy into her street these days, you’d have to have a cool 2 million to even get in the front door. You would think, based on that, that Casey was rich, and if she didn’t like this job, she should just up and quit and stop complaining already.

    Yeah, the house wasn’t hers. She just lived in it. It was part of a trust her grandfather had set up and her cousins administered. While they got cash with no strings attached, Casey had gotten the house. But with major strings attached. She couldn’t sell it. It wasn’t hers, either – it belonged to the trust. Her cousins had structured it so that she could live in the house for two years rent-free. That hadn’t been her grandpa’s wish, but who cared? Two of her cousins were lawyers, and they knew exactly how to get what they needed in life.

    Those two years were almost over. She had two months left. After that? Who knew?

    Once or twice, Casey had considered legal action. She’d been devoted to her grandfather. She’d been the one who’d nursed him after his second bout of cancer. The rest of her cousins hadn’t done a thing. They’d barely even visited. One of them – the guy who’d benefited the most, Walker Riley – hadn’t even shown up to the funeral.

    Despite Casey’s spiraling thoughts, she tuned back in to the conversation again as one name was mentioned.

    “Stephen Halliday is going to be there. I shouldn’t need to tell you who he is,” Cecile said with a purr.

    Melinda laughed. “No ma’am, you don’t need to tell me who the richest, most eligible bachelor in town is.”

    Back in the kitchen, Casey rolled her eyes.

    Stephen Halliday owned this town. Head of Jupiter Holdings, his company was into everything, from finance to mining to the service industries.

    Hell, Casey worked for one of the few places in town that wasn’t owned by Jupiter Holdings. That would change if Cecile got her way. Casey could still see into the main room through the open door. Cecile did a twirl. “What do you think of the name Virginia Halliday? Just rolls off the tongue, doesn’t it? It’s time I get my little sister married. And I can’t think of a more appropriate match. She is out getting her hair done now for the party. So it better go off without a hitch.”

    Casey tuned out. Melinda could deal with the boss, and Casey would do the real work.

    It didn’t take long until the glorious afternoon turned into a particularly cold night. A fiendish wind had whipped up off the quays, and it brought with it an ominous whistling. It tugged at Casey’s hair as she pushed out of the back of the building and started filling up the catering van.

    The wind was so biting, Casey had to grab her shoulders and try to desperately rub some warmth into them.

    “You done? You forgot these.” Melinda leaned against the back door, the skyscraper heels in her hand. She jingled them up and down.

    Casey rolled her eyes at them. “I didn’t forget them. I banished them.”

    “Banished? You some kind of god now? Because you’ll have to be. Cecile made it pretty clear that we have to dress up. She wants everything to run smoothly for her little sister. So you’d better put them on.” Melinda actually growled.

    Rolling her eyes again, Casey walked over, grabbed them up, then tossed them into the back of the van. “You coming?” She got into the front and drummed her fingers against the steering wheel.

    It was Melinda’s turn to roll her eyes before jumping in. “Sweetness and light,” she said with no segue.

    “Sweetness and light?” Casey frowned, shoved the keys into the ignition, and pulled out. The window was open a fraction, and the whistling wind roared as it chased in through the gap.

    Shivering, Casey quickly closed the window, grabbed her arm, and tried to rub some warmth into it.

    “Before Cecile left, she said she expected us to be sweetness and light tonight. She doesn’t just want to make a good impression on Halliday for her sister. She wants to snag him and bag him before the party is over.”

    Casey let out a droll laugh. “Yeah, good luck with that.”

    “Why the tone?” Leaning around, Melinda checked on the goods in the back then twisted her finger in a circle indicating that Casey should slow down.

    She took the next corner as carefully as she could even though she wanted to slam her foot on the accelerator and shoot through.

    “Why are you frowning so hard? Wait, you don’t know Halliday personally, do you?” Melinda couldn’t have sounded more enthused. It was as if she’d won the lottery. She had an influential gossip blog, and obviously she sensed a new story, because her gaze did not dim as she locked it on Casey.

    “No. I don’t know him. I have seen him around, though. I worked a lot of catering gigs before this one. The prick always seems to be there.”

    Bored now, Melinda leaned back and crossed her arms tightly over her seatbelt, her cotton blouse rustling. “I actually thought it would be an interesting story for a while there.”

    “You want interesting? What the hell is with the weather? It seems to only be windy around here.” Jamming a thumb out of the window, Casey indicated the trees to the left and right, then gestured forward. The massive pines that lined the boulevard down into the quays were as straight as arrows.

    Melinda barely even glanced at them. “So what’s he like in person? I mean, you have met him, right? And I mean by met, you have personally served him drinks, right?”

    “Yeah, I’ve served him drinks once or twice. He is oblivious,” she concluded as, still frowning, she paid the strange wind phenomenon the attention it deserved. This niggling sensation in her gut told her it was important. If she believed in omens – which she thoroughly did not – this would be one.

    “Is he as handsome as the tabloid photos of him indicate?” Melinda leaned all the way in and bit her lip.

    Casey just leaned in and shook her head pointedly. “Men like Halliday are jerks. They get what they want when they want. They do not deserve that look from you. You know better. We serve these pricks enough to know precisely what they’re like in the real world.”

    Melinda pouted. “A girl’s gotta dream. I mean yeah, sure, all rich men are pricks, but it’s still nice to believe in fairytales.”

    “Not around men like him. Now, we’re coming up on the dock.”

    “Yes, we are. And this is where I should be telling you to put a smile on your dial. Though you managed to run away into the kitchen, I had to put up with Cecile. She’s going to be livid if anything goes wrong. Though she usually doesn’t give a hoot about this business and actively tries to make it fail, tonight will be different.”

    Casey parked in one of the service areas, muttered that she would smile, got out of the car, and found the guy who would help them coordinate loading everything onto the yacht.

    Though it was dark on the dock, around the yacht was well enough lit. It looked like it had its own nuclear generator in there. There were lights strung up along the sides, and they led the eye up to the sundeck at the top of the ship.

    Frowning, Casey ran her hand through her ponytail. “Why did they even want catering?” she muttered under her breath as Melinda walked away.

    A superyacht like this would have multiple kitchens. This wasn’t the usual yacht you’d get around the quays. This was the kind of thing you’d see in Forbes or impounded from some Russian oligarch.

    It was massive – the biggest Casey had ever seen.

    It looked like a floating city.

    Yeah, so Maximum Catering had a great reputation in town – one that Cecile hadn’t been able to destroy in the two months since she’d acquired it – but Casey had to go back to the fact that it didn’t make any sense for a ship like this to order catering.

    Telling herself to ignore it, she got on the ship, met up with the other staff who’d be waiting the gig, organized things, and got ready. By the time the party rocked around at 8:30, Casey had completely forgotten her skyscraper high heels.

    They would be the least of her troubles.

    Casey had worked yacht gigs before. She hated them. Yeah, so Melinda had a point. It wasn’t as if they were out on the ocean. That didn’t matter. There was something about water – especially large bodies of it – that Casey hated. It spoke to a real deep part of her – one she’d never understood.

    Hell, who was she kidding? It wasn’t just water. All the elements bothered her. She hated fires, and she freaked out whenever one of the burners in the kitchen flared. As she’d already pointed out, she hated the wind. Whenever it raced and moaned, it made her spine tingle.

    As for earth, she didn’t garden. Ever. She had a really weird fear of dirt. It didn’t matter that her grandfather’s house had a brilliant garden that she should’ve kept up. Casey barely went out in it.

    The party was now in full swing, and Casey had to distract herself from the eerie sound of the water lapping against the hull as she smiled her hardest and handed out canapés.

    There were four decks to the boat. There were more down below, but they were strictly off-limits. The main party was to be held around the upper deck and the sundeck above.

    If Casey had been in the mood, she would’ve noted how stunning the view from the top was. You could see all of the glittering city to the right, then the bay with its various boats and yachts to the left.

    Though Casey had waitressed some gigs on the roof of one of the tallest buildings in town, the view from here was better. She couldn’t put her finger on why.

    The party went on and on. There was only so long that she could be distracted by the view. Soon enough, she saw Halliday himself.

    She would give him one thing. He was larger-than-life. Though she wanted to put it down to the way he held himself – with a rigid back, a strong, warlike stance, and a gaze that could melt steel – there was something else, wasn’t there? Though she hadn’t been prepared to share this fact with Melinda, that something had captured Casey’s attention the last two times she’d served Halliday. This time, it captured it even more.

    A raging bull could have come thundering through the yacht, and she wouldn’t have looked up once.

    Halliday wasn’t alone. He was surrounded by an entourage of beautiful women and men. One of them she recognized from the other parties. He was a tall, lean man with sharp but still handsome features and a gaze that looked as if it could track you at 100 kilometers.

    Right now, he was having a whispered conversation with Halliday as the two sipped champagne near the railing that looked out into the ocean.

    Casey currently had a tray of smoked salmon and caviar on little fried slices of baguette. No one seemed to want any. She should go back down and get another tray. Instead, she just stood there and watched the show.

    Soon enough, she heard the sound of clicking high heels, and her intuition – which was always bang on the money – told her that Cecile was here with Virginia. Sure enough, as soon as they strode up the stairs, Casey confirmed she was right.

    Virginia looked stunning. She was far prettier than her sister. With these big blue eyes that made it look as if her face was studded with shimmering sapphires and bouncing blond hair that could have belonged to a China doll, there weren’t too many men who wouldn’t take a second look.

    Except for Halliday, apparently.

    “Oh, Mr. Halliday, I’m so glad I found you,” Cecile began.

    “The mortals are at it again,” Halliday’s friend muttered. It was quiet, and Casey got the impression that he certainly didn’t mean for anyone else to hear, but Casey picked it up fine.

    Jerk. Yeah, Casey got it – neither Halliday nor his friend had signed up for Cecile to corner them, but that wasn’t the point. Did they really think so much of themselves that they called anyone below them mere mortals? How arrogant could they get?

    Halliday turned and curled his lips politely. Casey got the impression that he was much better at offering either angry snarls or triumphant smiles. He did not seem to be the kind who was used to having to be polite.

    “This is my little sister,” Cecile began.

    “We seem to be out of champagne,” Halliday cut her off at the pass. “Please see to this.”

    Cecile stood there, dumbstruck for several seconds. “My husband is—”

    “We seem to be out of champagne,” Halliday said louder as if the problem was that Cecile simply couldn’t hear him.

    Though it was kind of nice to see Cecile cut down a peg or two, this wasn’t right. She looked horrified. As for her sister, she seemed crushed.

    Though Casey was all for Cecile and her odious family getting what was coming to them, considering they wanted to run this business into the ground after acquiring it unethically, Casey felt her cheeks redden with anger.

    When it seemed as if Cecile hadn’t heard, Halliday cleared his throat.

    “I’ll go get it,” Virginia said in a soft voice as she turned hard on her heels. The movement was too quick, and she overbalanced and fell against the railing.

    Halliday was close, but he didn’t make a single movement to help. He couldn’t have looked more bored – that was until the yacht shifted ever so slightly.

    It was probably just a stray wave, but the way Halliday’s eyes lit up, you would think he’d just seen magic.

    Though it was way too late, he reached out and grabbed Virginia’s arm as she went to straighten herself.

    “Are you all right?” Halliday asked in a quick, flighty tone.

    Stammering and clearly confused, Virginia muttered a quick, “Yes. I didn’t really hurt myself—”

    “I’ve got a first-aid kit,” he said as he pulled her away.

    Sorry, first-aid kit? For what? All she’d done was bump into the railing. What the hell was going on here?

    Though it freaked Casey out to watch this charade, Cecile just looked triumphant as if she’d finally won. Clapping her hands together and smiling, she waited several seconds, turned, then snarled at Casey, “For God’s sake, get him some more champagne.” She quickly walked out of sight.

    Casey got that the rules were different when it came to rich people. What they were scared of and what they were willing to put up with wasn’t the same as what ordinary folk dealt with. But seriously – had Cecile not seen how creepy that entire interaction was? Halliday hadn’t shown the slightest bit of interest in Virginia. Then all of a sudden, he was taking her away for first-aid when all she’d done was slightly rumple her dress?

    If Casey thought for a second that anyone would notice how wrong this was, she was fresh out of luck. Cecile was already out of sight, and so was Halliday with the blushing Virginia.

    As for Halliday’s friend, frowning, he grabbed the railing and stared down the side of the boat. What, did he think they’d been hit by a missile?

    Though all Casey wanted to do was hang around and see what would happen next, Cecile growled from down the stairs that they needed more champagne now.

    “Keep your shirt on,” Casey muttered as she walked down the stairs quickly.

    It was when she was heading around the aft of the yacht to one of the service stairways that she heard something.

    It was the strangest sound. Casey couldn’t place it. Even if she’d had days and a wealth of sound recordings to compare it to, she still wouldn’t have been able to figure out what it was. There was something… as crazy as it sounded, there was something unearthly about the sound.

    It got her attention, all right. It grabbed it like hands shifting out of the darkness and locking around her throat.

    It was coming from the stairs that led down into one of the private areas of the yacht.

    Though the party was in full swing, and it seemed as if the yacht was at full capacity, there was no one around here.

    Frowning and unable to get the creepy interaction with Halliday out of her head, Casey cleared her throat. “Um, is someone down there?” she called in a trembling voice.

    The sound got louder. Was it claws scattering over concrete? Impossible. This was a yacht. There’d be no concrete inside – it was too heavy. Then was it nails scratching down steel? Or was it chair legs grating over the floor?

    “Is anyone down there?” she called again.

    Casey finally heard something.

    It was a full-throated scream.

    Once upon a time, Casey had come across a guy who’d just been mugged. She could remember the way he’d screamed – the way it had set the hair on the back of her neck standing on end; the way it had forced her adrenaline to pump through her as fast as it could.

    This was worse.

    Casey swore her heart was about to explode.

    She went to run to get some help, but when the scream echoed out again, louder than ever, she realized other people would be able to hear it.

    “Hold on – I’m coming,” she called down the stairs.

    There was a little chain separating the stairs from the rest of the ship. It was there to indicate that this area was well and truly out of bounds.

    Casey didn’t care. With sweaty, trembling fingers, she unhooked the chain, clutched the railing, and threw herself down the stairs as fast as she could. She almost slipped several times, and she would have if she’d worn those stupid heels.

    By the time she made it down the stairs and across a short corridor, the scream was so much worse. It was bloodcurdling. Casey had heard that expression before, but she’d had no reference for it. Now she did. She had never felt symptoms as wild as these. It felt like she’d swallowed an explosion that was ripping her insides out.

    “Just hold on – I’m coming.” She reached a relatively nondescript door. The scream was coming from behind it. Without a care in the world, she grabbed the door, wrenched it open, and threw herself through.

    She knew what would happen if she was caught snooping around this yacht – especially going past areas that were clearly marked as not accessible by the public. But the scream—

    Casey stood there. Her whole body became as cold as ice.

    There was a large, opulent bed. Hell, the whole room was one of the fanciest she’d ever seen. It had to be one of the biggest continuous spaces on the yacht – and that was saying something considering all the other places she’d seen today.

    Surrounding the four sides of the room were recessed shelves. In them were antiquities. Everything from spearheads to masks to old sets of Roman armor.

    As for the bed? It looked like it belonged to a king. A draped bedspread was resplendent with embroidered gold thread and decorated with strange symbols that made her skin prickle. But that was the least of her concerns.

    The man covered in blood next to a set of armor displayed behind cracked glass meant everything.

    Casey had been on the scene after a shooting once. It still made her skin crawl just to think about it. The blood… it had been impossible to describe. It had been everywhere.

    Yet somehow there was more blood now.

    “Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God,” she stammered as she staggered over to the guy.

    At first he didn’t react. It was like he couldn’t hear her, or if he could hear her, as if she couldn’t possibly be speaking to him.

    Though he looked weak, and he could barely sit up, when she reached him and placed a hand on his shoulder, his head whipped around so fast, it could’ve ripped clean off.

    “Are you okay? What happened? Were you attacked?”

    “What?” he stammered, his voice shaking.

    “Are you okay?” She slowed her voice all the way down, realizing that if this guy was half as injured as he looked, he could be delirious.

    “How… how can you see me?”

    Casey didn’t immediately freak out at his question and conclude he had a psychiatric condition. She just smiled. “I’m going to get you out of here, okay? I’m gonna get help—”

    She went to stand. He grabbed her arm in an cast-iron grip. She would never forget the way his fingers sank in. They shook, and yet they held her with the kind of strength that could not easily be broken.

    Slowly, Casey turned her head around and stared at his hand. “What are you doing?”

    “How can you see me?” he stammered again. His voice shook with more than fear now. Suspicion rumpled his brow. He pushed it all the way down until it made it look as if he was trying to push his eyes off his own face.

    Casey brought her free hand up and opened it wide in a placating move. “You must be a little bit delirious. You’ve clearly lost a lot of blood—”

    “Who do you work for?” he snapped. His fingers now locked around her so hard, shooting pain stabbed up her shoulder.

    “Ow. You’re hurting me. Look—”

    “Dammit, it’s coming back.” With no warning, he shoved her hard. She fell against the side of the bed. Scrabbling against the covers, she managed to grip them and turn sharply.

    It was just in time as that spine-tingling scratching returned and echoed through the room again.

    When she’d heard it earlier, she’d gone through plenty of possibilities. But there was one she hadn’t even considered.

    Something started to push through the wall.

    At first, Casey just sat there, darting her eyes about as she wondered if in falling against the bed, she’d somehow done something to her head. Then the sound got worse. It was so loud, she shrieked and clapped her hands over her ears.

    The bloodied man jerked his head around and stared at her again, his gaze filling with suspicion tinged with confusion. Then the creature in the wall manifested completely.

    It stood there, and Casey’s mind desperately tried to catch up.

    It looked… it looked like some kind of ghoulish version of a Roman soldier.

    It had the right armor, the right helmet, the right sword – just not the right body. Where she could see its skin – on its arms and around its face – it looked as if it was melted white plastic.

    It reminded Casey of some kind of ghost.

    Casey couldn’t move. She could barely breathe. All she could do was stare as the bloodied man pulled himself up.

    He moved fast, despite his injuries. He quickly shoved a hand into his pocket and pulled something out.

    If Casey’s mind couldn’t comprehend the sight of the ghost pulling itself through the wall, then she had absolutely no hope of tracking what happened next. At first, it looked as if the man had pulled out a pen from his pocket – nothing more than a relatively short, thin chunk of metal. But with a single muttered word under his breath, it grew until the next thing she knew, he was holding a sword.

    Casey just couldn’t… she couldn’t understand.

    She’d never been one for fantasy. She’d been rabidly against it, in fact. It had lost her friends at school. While everyone else had gotten drawn into the various fantasy worlds of the most popular movies at the time, Casey had always held onto the fact that none of that stuff was real.

    Once or twice, she’d realized that her behavior wasn’t normal. It was almost as if she was holding onto the fact that fantasy worlds weren’t real to ensure they could never accidentally become so. It was as if she’d been trying to prevent a moment exactly like this.

    The injured man grunted. He held the sword in front of him. If the situation hadn’t already been bad for Casey’s addled mind, it was about to get a hell of a lot worse.

    After that muttered incantation, the sword began to glow. It wasn’t as if it had discreet diodes in it or anything. For the glow that it had was unmatched and otherworldly.

    It sent shadows dancing through the room. For some reason, they collected, not over the bed or across Casey, but against the far walls, specifically along the various objects in the recessed shelving.

    That creature – that ghostly legionnaire – hissed.

    It was way worse than steam shooting out of a pipe. It brought to mind gravestones, the breath of the dying, and the hissing of a predator before it pounced to kill you.

    If she’d experienced spine-tingling fear before, then now, her whole body just shut down.

    The injured man growled then thrust forward. So did the ghostly legionnaire.

    The ghost whipped his sword around in a strong grip. The sound of his metal fingers repositioning over it echoed through the room.

    Both swords met. There was an unholy clang.

    There was also a blast of energy. It shot through the room. It was so powerful, the bed moved several centimeters. As for Casey, she was thrown against it again. Her face impacted the covers hard. If it had been anything but a soft bed, she would’ve broken her nose.

    Turning, trembling, she watched just in time as the legionnaire smashed his sword forward then switched its direction at the last moment. He slashed it over the injured man’s ankles.

    Blood splattered everywhere. The man screamed.

    Casey started to shake. From the tip of her head to her toes, her whole body was captured in paroxysms of pure fear.

    The guy was going to die, and then Casey would follow.

    Ghosts were real, ghosts—

    The injured guy tried to parry one more time, but the ghost struck his sword with such force, it spun out of his grip.

    It fell beside Casey.

    The world fell away. Nothing else mattered. The only thing that counted was the sword. The hilt was even turned toward her.

    Thus far, the ghost hadn’t really made a sound. Now it unhinged its jaw and screamed. It was so loud, Casey’s ears started to ring.

    “People will come. People will hear that. People will come,” she stammered to herself desperately.

    The ghost leaned over and picked the guy up by his throat. The sound of the ghost’s fingers squeezing the guy’s esophagus made Casey want to hurl. Instead, she stared down at the sword. It was just there.

    Casey had never used a weapon before. She’d never had a reason to.

    When no help came, and the sound of the ghost’s fingers crushing the man’s windpipe took up all of Casey’s reality, she did it. Something possessed her, and she leaned over and grabbed the sword up.

    The sword had lost a little of its glow since leaving the man’s hand.

    Now it blazed. It was 10 times brighter than when the man had picked it up. It was so strong that even the ghost had to jerk its head away. It staggered to the side, and it dropped the man.

    While Casey knew objectively that the glow was bright, it didn’t appear to affect her like it did the other two.

    Casey expected the glow to subside, but it didn’t.

    The ghost suddenly opened its mouth and screamed with all its worth. It was so loud that the only porthole that looked out onto the side of the ship shattered.

    “Kill it. Use the sword – kill the Dismay,” the injured man screamed.

    The ghost came at her.

    Everything came down to a point. All she could do was feel the sword in her grip, feel its power, and see the ghost’s throat as it pulsed toward her, its own sword held high.

    Air rushed around Casey. A wind roared far off – a long-forgotten force that now pounded through her ears.

    Her feet felt as solid and as strong as the very earth. There was a fire in her blood, and she moved as fast as any raging river.

    Just as the ghost met her, she sliced the sword to the side. It smashed into the ghost’s head and chopped it clean off.

    There was no blood. There wasn’t even any bone.

    As soon as the head detached, the ghost staggered down onto one knee and drifted into dust. It had a chance to lift a hand up and reach toward her before its fingers became nothing but dirt.

    … It was over.

    Casey dropped the sword. She staggered back.

    “No,” the guy roared. “You haven’t exorcised it yet.”

    It was too late. By the time Casey had jerked backward, the dust that had once been a ghost became a ghost once more. On fast forward. There was nothing she could do as its sword reformed in its hand and it came at her. She jerked and fell against the bed, but that didn’t stop the ghost’s blade from slicing across her stomach.

    Casey screamed as blood splattered over her uniform.

    She rolled to the side just in time, and the sword, rather than relieving her neck of her head, slashed her brow. It was just the very tip of the ghostly steel, but it was enough that blood splattered everywhere.

    Casey rolled and hit the floor.

    “Pick up the sword. Dispatch it. Slice the sword through its heart and chant with me.”

    Casey couldn’t comprehend what the man was saying. But her hands knew what to do. Just as the ghost came at her again, she plucked the sword up.

    The ghost held its own sword high, which meant its chest was open for attack.

    Screaming for all she was worth, Casey sliced the blade forward.

    It punctured the ghost’s chest. The sound of it moving through its armor paradoxically sounded like nothing more than a hand shifting through water.

    “Repeat,” the man screamed, “Quod est ad finem.”

    Casey was starting to shut down. She just managed to hold on long enough to open her lips.

    “Quod est ad finem,” she stammered.

    This time, the ghost didn’t disappear in a hail of dust.

    This time, electricity shot over its form. It blasted up and down its legs. It drove it down onto the soft beige carpet.

    The ghost’s whole body started to shake. Bits of it broke off. When they hit the floor, they turned to steam then disappeared in trailing wisps.

    “That’s it. You’ve done it. Now hand me back my sword and listen as I tell you what you are.”

  
    Chapter 3

    Casey just stood there, shaking on the spot. She stared at the point where the ghost had disappeared. Her mind kept tracing over and over the spot in a desperate bid to understand what the hell had just happened.

    But there was no way….

    “You need to come over here. I have to tell you what you are,” the man said. His voice shook.

    That was enough to cut Casey out of her reverie.

    Jolting, she turned around. She staggered over to him. She could barely see out of her eyes. So much blood was pooling down her face, it was as if she’d bathed in it.

    The guy looked at her. She’d never seen a gaze that was steadier. It was as if his eyes had faced everything there was to face in this great world, and there was now nothing to turn away from.

    “You need to listen and understand everything I say. Because there will be no one else to tell you when I’m dead.”

    “Dead?” That lit a fire under her. Though all she wanted to do was succumb to her injuries, she pushed up. She wobbled badly, but she still managed to reach a hand out to him. “I’ll go get help. I’ll take you up to the main part of the yacht. There are people there. I don’t know why they didn’t hear that—”

    “They did not hear because they do not inhabit the same world that we do.”

    His voice seemed to travel a million kilometers on the word we. As for his gaze, it looked as if it reached back into antiquity.

    Casey had to control her breath. “What do you mean we?”

    “You’re a goddess. And not an ordinary one at that.” His gaze tracked back to where she’d dispatched the ghost.

    One word kept playing through her mind.

    One word kept pushing in and in. One word made it feel as if she was about to explode.

    Goddess.

    If Casey hated fantasy worlds, then mythology was worse. She didn’t understand why some people were so fond of it. What was the point? Mythology was nothing more than a stage in human development. Back when the world had been a chaotic, untrustworthy place, mythology had given humans something to strive for. It had given them the false sense that out there was something stronger than their problems.

    None of that was true – not for a single frigging second.

    But now….

    Casey’s ears were ringing so badly, she could barely hear the man as he reached a hand up and locked it on her shoulder. His grip anchored her.

    When it felt as if she would explode, he held her to the spot.

    “You are a goddess. And not an ordinary one.” His voice dropped down and became immeasurably impressed once more.

    “Gods… gods and goddesses don’t exist,” she finally spat.

    “You are undifferentiated,” he said, awe shaking through his tone. “You are a true proto-goddess.”

    “I don’t know what’s going on here, but—”

    “You need to listen to me. I don’t have much time. I’m dying. I sustained fatal injuries.”

    “No. I’ll get you some help. I’ll take you to a doctor.”

    “Human doctors will not be able to do anything for my injuries.”

    “I’m not gonna let you die—”

    “Then listen, and my death will not be in vain. You are a proto-goddess. You are the rarest of all the mythological creatures. You,” he looked her up and down, “can become anything.”

    Though she wanted to beg him to let her go to get help, something about that didn’t ring true.

    “That’s not what a proto-goddess is—”

    “Ignore everything you know about human mythology,” he snapped quickly. “Listen when I say that a proto-goddess is a singularly rare creature with the capacity to become anything she pleases. While all the other gods have differentiated power, you are like a stem cell. You can become anything. And before you choose what you can become, you can borrow the powers of any divine creature. There is no temple you cannot travel to. There is no god you cannot match. So for this fact, you must run.”

    She wanted to fight him again, but she couldn’t ignore the way he said run. His voice shook with so much power, she swore the ground shook with it.

    She almost fell flat on her face. She held herself up just in time. She shook her head once more. The move was unimaginably feeble. “I’m not a goddess. And I’m definitely not a proto-goddess. I’m just an ordinary woman—”

    “From now on, you must ignore your every doubt. You must trust your intuition. And you must run,” he stammered again. “Every god will hunt you. They will not stop. There will be nowhere safe on the face of this planet. From now until the day you die, you will have to run.” He put so much effort into saying that, his voice cracked. He coughed, and blood splattered out of his mouth. As soon as it hit his chest, it evaporated.

    Of everything Casey had seen, this impossible sight was the worst.

    “My body is desperately trying to heal my injuries. But it cannot,” the man explained. “Your body,” he looked at her brow, “has already healed yours.”

    Jerking back, she grabbed her brow with a shaking hand. She expected to feel the deep gash she knew would be there. Except it wasn’t. She dragged her trembling fingers over her stomach. Though she could feel the tear in the fabric, that was it. The damage was gone.

    “This… this is impossible. It can’t be happening. It can’t damn well be happening,” she stammered repeatedly.

    “You cannot afford to be afraid. Nor can you be distracted. You must leave this place, and you must flee. If you get into another fight with a Dismay, you must dispatch it quickly and leave.”

    “Dismays? You mean ghosts. What… what was that thing?”

    “A creature who comes from ancient cursed objects. There are other forms of Dismays, though. They can come from humans if they are impassioned and stupid enough to allow their emotions to infect powerful objects.”

    Casey shook her head again. “None of this makes any sense. It can’t possibly be true.”

    “Do not deny what your eyes are showing you. And do not waste time,” he spat before he spluttered up more blood. “Time is not something you will have. You must run,” he repeated. “Do not let any of the gods find you and use your powers.”

    “Why… why would they want to use my powers?”

    Though she didn’t want to believe a single word of this, she couldn’t deny her senses. This guy really was dying. Soon, his ability to tell her what was going on would die with him.

    “You can stand in for any of the gods. There is no sacred temple you cannot access. Ordinarily, you must have the specific power of the divine creature whose abode you wish to enter to access it. That will not matter to you. You will be able to enter anyway. Your powers are almost unmatched, too. There will be no Dismays that you will not be able to dispatch. This will make you dangerous to the gods, for so many gods breach the sacred rule of protecting humanity to seek power and privilege in both the mortal and immortal realms. They will come after you. Everyone will come after you. So you must—”

    “Run,” she stammered.

    He looked right at her. No one would be able to deny the power of his gaze, nor the promise behind it.

    She didn’t know what to believe, but it was abundantly clear that this guy believed what he was saying. She could practically see the horrifying future he could envision for her opening up within his gaze.

    Weakly, she shook her head one last time. Even he could tell that it was nothing more than a reflexive move now.

    “Do not allow yourself to be drawn into this world. Find out information. Take my wallet,” he stammered. He shifted his weight onto his left hip, allowing her access to his pocket.

    Not knowing what else to do, with tears streaming down her cheeks, she finally grabbed up his wallet. It was covered in blood, and there was a long scratch along the side.

    “What do you want me to do with this?” she stammered.

    “In my wallet, you will find the location of my shrine. It isn’t much, but now it’s yours. Do not let people see you coming and going.”

    “This… none of this makes any sense. It can’t possibly be true.”

    “From now until the end,” he grabbed her hands and held them tightly, “do not deny your senses again. As a proto-goddess, you have powerful intuition. It will be the only thing that will keep you alive.”

    He coughed, and this time it lasted for 20 seconds. So much blood splattered over his chest, it looked as if he wouldn’t have any left in his body anymore.

    Casey held his shoulders.

    She stared into his eyes. Briefly they became illuminated. Then that same glow started to disappear.

    … He was dying.

    “If you get drawn into this world, hide who you are. Take your secret to your grave. Because if you do not, you will be dragged into their war.”

    With that, he died. Right there in her arms. He just flopped against her as if he was a flag that had been battered by the wind and ripped off its pole.

    She didn’t even have a chance to brush her trembling fingers down the side of his face to confirm that he was real – he began to turn to dust. The dust didn’t swirl around her. It was caught on a sudden wind and chased away.

    Casey had no clue how long she remained there on the floor.

    She couldn’t move. She couldn’t hear anything other than the blood pounding through her head.

    None of this made any sense, but… she cast her gaze back to where the fight had happened. Then she dragged her fingers over her top. It was still cut. There was blood all over the front, too. Her blood.

    She staggered to her feet. She was still clutching hold of his wallet. Something tumbled beside her. Staring down, she realized it was a pen. It was the same one that had turned into a sword.

    Casey hesitated.

    She wanted to run, dump the wallet, and never come back, but something made her lean down and pluck up the pen. As soon as it settled in her fingers, she felt its power. It sang to her. It promised her that all she would need to do was concentrate, and it would turn into a sword again.

    “No, no, no,” she said pathetically. “This can’t be happening.” But it was.

    By the time she made it out of that room, the party was all but over. That made no sense. It had been registered to go until 12:30 PM, but people were still leaving.

    And so was Casey.

    She managed to wait until the coast was clear, and then she walked out under the cloak of darkness.

    She headed straight home. She collapsed in her bed after peeling her bloodsoaked clothes off and dumping them on the floor.

    Casey slept. In the morning, her life would go to hell.

  
    Chapter 4

    Casey sat on the floor in front of her rumpled pile of clothes.

    It was real. What happened last night was real.

    She briefly collapsed her hand over her eyes. When hiding didn’t change anything, she let it drop into her lap. She took an unsteady breath and let her gaze trace over the clothes again.

    “This can’t be happening to you. You’re normal – painfully normal.”

    The words were hardly out of her lips when Casey had to play her own Devil’s advocate. “Then why do you know when it’s going to rain? When it’s going to be windy? Hell, when there’s going to be lightning? Then why do you have a sixth sense for natural disasters? And why have you always been so freaked out by the paranormal?” She closed her arms around her middle, squeezed her eyes shut, and gritted her teeth. “This is real. It’s happening. I am a frigging goddess.”

    As soon as the words goddess were out of her lips, she trembled. Worse than that? The floor shook slightly. It could have just been a tremor, but it wasn’t. Because as she freaked out even more at the prospect of what she was, two paintings on the wall nearest trembled while the rest of them remained perfectly still.

    Casey repeatedly shook her head. “No way. There’s no way in hell this is happening. I have to be normal,” she stammered, and she put all her effort into the words have to be.

    Casey just couldn’t conceive of a possible world where she was special like this – special in the kind of way where she wasn’t just some glitterati or celebrity – but she was one of the most powerful creatures from mythology.

    Squeezing her eyes shut, she went to push up from her clothes. That’s when she saw the guy’s wallet. Obviously she’d been in such a hurry to undress last night that it had fallen out of her pocket.

    It was just underneath her bed. And right there beside it was that pen that could turn into a sword.

    Warily, Casey approached it on her hands and knees.

    She sank her teeth into her lip. She bit it hard enough to send pain spreading down her jaw.

    She finally plucked up the wallet.

    “I don’t even know his name,” she muttered to herself as she leafed through the cards. “Thomas DiLorenzo,” she whispered as she plucked out one of the cards and ran her finger down it. She placed the card back into the wallet. Then she turned her attention back to that pen.

    In a moment of courage, she plucked it up. Immediately, it reacted to her touch, and it extended into its magical form.

    Casey screamed and dropped the sword. Instantly, the carpet started to singe. She plucked it up again. As her fear hit a crescendo, the sword reacted to it. The glow it sent through the room became brighter and brighter until it could rival the sun.

    Her gaze became locked on the strange magical symbols that ran up either side of the blade. Trembling, she finally found the courage to touch them. They reacted to her grip. They changed, right in front of her eyes. She went to drop the sword again, but her latent courage finally caught up with her. She held it stiffly, her eyes wide as she watched those symbols change completely.

    “It’s almost… it’s almost as if you’re changing your owner, isn’t it?” she asked softly. On the face of it, what she said was nothing more than a glorified guess, but it felt right. “And I have to trust my intuition, don’t I?” she repeated coldly as she thought of Thomas’s words from last night.

    Placing the sword gently down on the carpet and willing it not to burn the plush pile, she went back to the wallet. She leafed through it until she found a business card. It instantly caught her attention. There was something about it that reminded her strongly of Thomas – so strongly, it was as if he was still here with her.

    She plucked it out. She let her fingers trace across the gold embossed name. Then she turned it over. There was an address. It wasn’t that far from here.

    Her breathing became shallow again. “Is this… is this where your shrine is?”

    Hearing herself say that brought into sharp focus what was happening again, and she shook her head.

    “There’s no way any of this is real.” Her voice couldn’t be emptier. Why fight reality? And why deny what was in front of her eyes? Thomas’s warning repeated in her mind.

    Casey stood.

    She pumped her hands in and out, in and out.

    She didn’t know what to do. Head to Thomas’s shrine? Or go back to bed and hope that all of this was some kind of fever-induced nightmare?

    She desperately knew which one she preferred. If Casey could just sleep and wake up with none of this being real, she would. She would sacrifice an arm and a leg right now if only it would strip her of this horror.

    But the more she wished for that impossible reality, the more Thomas’s warning swirled around her. She would not be able to ignore this anymore.

    The other gods would come for her.

    “But nobody saw you,” she tried, her voice so weak, you could’ve popped it like a balloon. “Nobody would have any clue what happened—”

    She squeezed her eyes closed and grated her teeth. She hadn’t attempted to clean the room where the fight had occurred.

    It would look like hell. Even if there hadn’t been dust from ghosts and gods, Casey would have left her blood all over the bed. Plus, from the singe holes in the carpet to the shattered glass, everything would look like hell.

    “There’s no reason to believe that they’ll track it back to you, Casey. Hell, who are they?” She locked her trembling hand against her lips.

    There were so many things she should have asked Thomas before he died. If she was… if she was somehow accepting this impossible reality, then she had to quickly accept how dangerous ignorance was.

    An unknown, powerful enemy was out there, and she didn’t even begin to know what they looked like.

    Did gods look like ordinary people?

    … Tom had, apart from his sword, of course.

    Could anyone be a god?

    Casey stood. She started to pace around the room. Every now and then, she looked out of the French doors that led onto the little patio garden beyond. Every time she stared at it and confirmed no one was there, it just made her more fearful the next time she checked.

    Though she didn’t want to admit this, her intuition was running wild. It was telling her to get the hell out of here while she still had the chance.

    She ground her palm into her forehead. “What the hell do I do? What the hell—”

    There was a scratching noise from the door.

    Slowly, Casey dropped her hand. Her blood chilled.

    As her heart pounded, the scratching grew louder.

    It reminded her of one thing and one thing alone. This time Casey didn’t need to allow her imagination to skip through the possibilities. It was one of those ghosts. They’d found her. It was already too late.

  
    Chapter 5

    Casey didn’t do anything for several seconds. Then in a rush, she grabbed up the sword. She didn’t go for her phone, which was sitting on the bedside dresser only a meter away. No, she went for the sword. Her behavior was already changing, but she didn’t have long to note that fact.

    That scratching grew louder and louder.

    Whipping her head over her shoulder, her blood-caked hair scratched around her neck.

    She dragged her bottom lip in between her teeth and chewed on it hard.

    As adrenaline pumped through her body and she got ready for the fight, she gripped the sword tighter.

    Again it reacted to her fear. It glowed brighter, so brightly, it looked like it would be able to chase away every single shadow from Casey’s life.

    If you concluded that would be a comforting thought, you’d be wrong. Because right now all Casey wanted to do was hide. Her light and the situation made it feel as if she was being dragged out of obscurity and dumped in front of her enemies.

    The scratching became so loud, it shrieked in her ears until she had to turn her head sharply to the side. Then there was silence. It was so eerie, her back itched.

    Casey pushed up onto the tips of her toes as she tried to make her footsteps as quiet as she possibly could. Shrinking forward, she reached her half-open bedroom door. She locked her fingers around it. Controlling her breath until it was nothing more than the quietest hiss, she pushed out into the corridor. The front door didn’t lead directly to this room. You had to get to a short corridor just beyond the lounge room first.

    Casey heard footfall. No – that was entirely the wrong term. This was too heavy. If she had to guess, whatever was making that noise, it had to be metal boots. All she could do was think of that ghostly legionnaire from last night.

    She had a thousand questions but no one to answer them.

    She shrunk forward.

    Casey had never been brave. She’d almost been mugged once. Rather than do anything proactive, she’d just fallen away from the guy and shuddered against a dumpster until a passing cop car had spotted the guy by chance.

    She still remembered that incident. The memory was locked in her body. Whenever she tried to pretend she was brave, she called on it to prove that she was not.

    Now it was as if that memory was burnt up. It was eaten by the same magical flames that continued to leap over her sword.

    She stalked forward.

    She could hear that heavy footfall pounding through her house. Then abruptly, it stopped. She didn’t think that the owner of the footfall had ground to a halt. Something told her he was still moving. Or it was, rather. She hadn’t gotten a full explanation of what these Dismays were last night, but she could only assume that they were dead.

    They looked and felt like ghosts. But for that thought to make sense, Casey would’ve had to have a lexicon of ghosts to draw on. You see, the thing she’d fought last night was not the standard ghost you got from human culture. It wasn’t Casper-ish. It didn’t have this sense of being insubstantial. Quite the opposite. As she drew up a memory of that ghost, it was more solid than ordinary matter.

    But… dammit, she just knew it was a ghost, all right?

    Thomas had said something about the Dismays coming from powerful ancient objects or from the confluence of strong human emotions and modern objects.

    Casey got the impression that the thing she was fighting was exactly like the one she’d fought last night.

    She narrowed her focus. She continued forward. She was aware of even the slightest noise she made. When her footfall became far too heavy, she pushed right up onto the tips of her toes as if she was about to walk on her points like a ballerina.

    She crept forward.

    The legionnaire was now completely quiet. She couldn’t pick up even the faintest sound of it. But she could feel it. It was just in the lounge room. It was just to her left.

    Come on, you can do this, she thought to herself as she gripped the sword tighter.

    “No one else is gonna save you now,” she opened her mouth but didn’t make a sound.

    It was that thought that solidified her will.

    Casey jerked her foot back and kicked. The lounge room door exploded open. She shot forward. She had a chance to note that there was indeed one of those legionnaires like the one from last night, then the thing slashed at her. It had obviously been tracking her just as she’d been tracking it.

    She ducked back, but not in time. The sword sliced across her shoulder. Her pajama top offered no resistance whatsoever. Casey’s blood splattered over the wall and the TV beside her.

    She didn’t scream, even though she should. She bolted forward.

    Power and energy blazed through her. Without them, she’d be that scared damsel who’d shrunk against the dumpster when she’d been mugged. With them, she went on the offensive.

    The legionnaire jerked back. His heavy footfall made the entire room shake. He sliced at her again, but he missed, his sword smashing through the TV. It was chopped in half in a cascade of unholy sparks. Casey had to turn to the side as several caught her hair and cheek. They burnt like crazy.

    While they stung, she got the impression she could take much, much worse.

    The legionnaire had been silent. Now he unhinged his jaw and screamed.

    Casey was certain that everyone down the street would be able to hear it, let alone her neighbors. They were retired, and they were always at home. They were exactly the kind of nosy people who would call the cops the second they heard a strange noise.

    Casey had to get this done and get out of here.

    Her fear bolted through her, and it sank into the sword. Its light became more powerful, more erratic. Just before the legionnaire could slice her through the middle, it had to draw up an armored hand and hide behind it. Seeing her chance, Casey thrust forward.

    It was just then that her light dimmed. The legionnaire twisted its sword around. It caught her other arm. This time it was not a glancing blow. Blood splattered everywhere. Pain the likes of which she had never experienced blasted through Casey. Though she hadn’t been struck on the skull, it felt like it. She instantly became woozy. Just before she could drop her sword, the sword became sticky and locked into her grip. It saved her life as the legionnaire came at her and she weakly parried his blow.

    While she didn’t have any strength behind the move, her sword was still inherently powerful, and it matched the legionnaire’s blow.

    It opened its mouth again and screamed.

    Hell, even if her nosy neighbors didn’t hear that, it felt as if the rest of the city would. It was so loud, she swore it shook through her bones.

    The legionnaire came at her again. Once more, she managed to weakly parry the blow. Sparks
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