
  
    [image: Fallen Stone]
  


  
    
      Fallen Stone

      Sentinels of Essence Book One

    

    
      
        Jena Rey

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Opal Kingdom Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2017 by Jena Rey

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Cover design by Taurus Colosseum https://www.facebook.com/TaurusColosseum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

    

    
      
        About the Author…

      

      
        Special Thanks…

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Misery leaned back into the pull of her black canvas climbing harness, the roughed leather soles of her boots just brushing the granite face of the building. She dangled ten stories above the ground swaying ever so slightly in the nighttime breeze. Below her the roadway was quiet, the late hour slowing traffic to the occasional yellow-cab taxi and a drunk or two staggering home at the end of happy hour. She’d watched this particular stretch of downtown Denver for five nights planning her entry for a time when no one would be gawking. The last thing she wanted was to be the star of a viral video.

      She lowered herself down another few feet until the stone gave way to a large pane window which reflected her black-clad form back at her. Misery squinted, focusing her gaze beyond the reflection, watching the electric charged Essence lines of the security system dance under the silver-hued glass.

      Electricity wasn’t her magical attunement, but Misery appreciated the quality of the work, a near seamless merge of magic and technology. She locked her harness in before pulling her Tinkered goggles down over her eyes. The goggles weren’t better than her natural abilities, but they sharpened her sight almost as effectively as pushing Essence to her eyes with less effort.

      Misery leaned forward until her nose nearly touched the glass. She held up her left hand. Her palm prickled the hairs on her arms rising. Wispy threads of magical power wrapped around the bright streaks of white electricity promising a sharp shock to anyone who breached the ward. She saw at least two distinct colorations; the differences in hue and strength spoke to her like written signatures.

      The security system had been created by at least two Essence workers and one or two technologists. It was an impressive feat and must have been massively expensive given the number of windows and doors they had to cover. The install alone would have cost tens of thousands, not accounting for upkeep. These wards would need to be recharged at least monthly, and that wasn’t cheap either. Then again, Granite Supply was housed in a thirteen-story building carved from stone slabs in the heart of downtown Denver. They certainly didn’t lack for money.

      The wind shifted, making the nylon ropes quiver, and Misery held very still keeping herself from touching the glass. She glanced up toward where she had sealed the pitons into the stone roof, even though she was confident they weren’t going anywhere. Not unless she released them, or the building exploded. Neither was likely.

      She twisted the lenses of her mad-scientist style goggles until purple-tinted shades dropped into place, blocking the light further and heightening the contrast between the glass and the magic locked inside of it. In her Tinkered vision she saw how the Essence and electrical web ran through the glass, but only inches into the stone walls. Stone was not a good conductor of electricity and it absorbed Essence, putting limits on how far the system could stretch. She, however, had no such limitations. Earth and stone were hers.

      Misery pressed the textured tip of one gloved finger against the top left corner of the window fixture, just above where the glass met the stone building face. The stone warmed at her touch, whispering against her thoughts with a deep murmur. She took a soft breath and reached for her Essence, the magical energy rising at her command and sliding to her fingertips. The long, Tinkered gloves tightened briefly around her arms, tiny obsidian chips and brass rings set around the wrists allowing her to pool energy without blistering her flesh.

      She gathered just enough power for what she wanted and pushed the magic into the building. Under her probing fingers, the solid granite softened, small pieces falling out around her hand in a slow rush of rock dust. She twisted her fingers into the stone until she found a gap, pulling out a fist-sized chunk to reveal the electric panel behind it. Misery pressed the chunk of stone against the building, merging it onto the structure like a Frankensteinian neck bolt. She would put it back and clean up after herself once she was done. The stone belonged together, and she didn’t see any reason to leave a mess.

      Sweat gathered between her shoulder blades, trickling down her spine despite the cool temperature of the mountain spring. She swung to the opposite side of the window and worked the same trick on the stone, clearing the matching panel. The shaping was delicate, requiring patience, even as the tick of each minute weighed on her. The longer she was here, the greater the chance someone would notice her.

      It would have been simple to overload the system and blow it to hell, but any moderately gifted thug could do that. It was noisy and brought out the authorities in mass, and she had no desire to deal with either the mortal cops or the PeaceKeepers. Besides, the letter of her contract was very specific. She wasn’t to draw attention to herself, in and out with no one the wiser. There was even a bonus clause for leaving everything undamaged, and she liked the idea of a bonus.

      A moment of careful study and a few gentle prods allowed Misery to expose the leads on each panel which powered and grounded the electro-magic arcs. She flicked open one of the many Velcro-sealed pockets of her black cargo pants, fishing out a long length of rubber jacketed wire with alligator clips on either end, one painted red and the other black. Then, much like jumping her grandfather’s old Chevy Silverado, she clamped the black alligator jaws to the negative poles on one panel and the red jaws to the positive pole on the opposing side.

      The thin wire had been Tinkered to handle both electrical current and Essence, and once the circuit was complete, it conducted both, bypassing the glass entirely. Misery smiled faintly as the glass and the web of spider thread wires went dark and still. She had learned long ago not to skimp on her equipment, even if the outlay strained her non-existent budget. The results were worth the cost every time.

      A full minute passed while she waited for any sign her bypass had been detected, an alarm or a secondary security system, but the imbued electricity hummed along the wire undisturbed and the night remained quiet and still.

      Misery slid the goggles down to hang out of her way around her neck before pulling herself even with the top of the window. A whisper of Essence pulled the stone back from the window, and she worked a flat knife into the gap, separating the glass from the rubber seal. She loosed all four sides of the five foot square window and eased the pane inward, lowering it until the bottom rested on the floor within.

      She twisted a length of rope around her wrist and released the carabineer which tied her into the figure eight on the cord. She dangled, ten stories up, held only by the strength of her arm and the narrow rope. Adrenaline raced through her as she slipped under the wire, her feet finding purchase on the narrow window ledge. She teetered there, held in easy balance, and shook the rope free, jumping forward into the darkness of the executive suite.

      Misery landed soundlessly, crouching against the cool stone-tile floor and taking in the room before moving. It smelled different than she expected. Not the sharp tang of air conditioning and janitorial supplies, but the rich scents of deep earth and toffee-studded cookies. They weren’t the smells of business, but of earth magic and good cooking. Doubt tightened her gut.

      She knew she could handle the security systems, but an altercation with another Essence worker would be as noisy as blowing the system, with similar results. They wouldn’t have to beat her, just slow her down.

      Misery cleared her thoughts, pushing to her feet. If there was an Essence worker on the security staff, the best thing she could do was hurry. She needed this job, needed the rent money that came with it, and she was running out of time.

      She slipped across the room, her steps silent against the polished flooring. A large executive desk with wooden sides and a dark granite top dominated the room. A matching table and several chairs with leather-covered cushions were arranged nearby. Three banks of custom stone-carved filing cabinets nestled against the far wall. The CEO had a thing for the granite which was his company’s namesake.

      What she wanted was in the files.

      Faint, diffused light from the open window and the emergency light over the door guided her way. Once she reached the cabinets, Misery reached into another pocket, removing a small, narrow penlight, and pressed the switch on the side of it, bathing the corner of the room in soft blue-white LED light. She attached the light to a hook on her shoulder designed to keep her hands free. She touched the top of the filing cabinet, frowning at the prickling sensation which rose through her gloves.

      The cabinet was metaphysically slick, as though a thin layer of soap had been poured over the black and grey rectangle. Misery tapped her index finger, sending a tiny bolt of raw Essence into the stone. The Essence rebounded with a sharp white snap, stinging her fingers even through the treated leather.

      Someone had coated the filing cabinets with one hell of an Essence shield, which explained the lingering magic smell. The situation felt off, and Misery frowned, trying to figure out what could be so precious they’d go to so much effort. It seemed overkill for the kinds of files typically found in an executive office. She briefly considered giving up the contract, but she was already in neck deep and needed the work. When one was technically dead and labeled a traitor it was nearly impossible to keep a nine-to-five job. Even burger flippers needed a Social Security number.

      Besides, she had a reputation to consider. If she gave up on this job now, she could kiss her future employment in Denver’s magical world goodbye.

      Misery settled the goggles back over her eyes, holding her hands about an inch from the top of the cabinet. She just had to work through the spell. This Essence was active, and it had to be anchored somewhere. There had to be a way around it. There always was.

      She frowned, studying the stone until she found thin copper T-plates lining each corner, connected by long wires which were laminated onto the stone. If she removed the metal the ward would drop, but it would take forever to get through the laminate. She thought about trying to ground the magic out, but there was a simpler option, and simpler was often the best answer.

      Leaving the worry of the copper behind, Misery turned her attention to the mechanical lock. It looked standard enough, a metal lock with a keyhole, pushed flat against the surface of the cabinet, but a brush of Essence still slid off of the metal surface. Misery twisted the head of the light, narrowing the beam to a single bright point. She pulled her lock picks from her back pocket, the kit the size of a credit card with half a dozen picks and torsion wrenches inside. She selected two of the small tools, tucking the rest away.

      A tap against the lock resulted in nothing but a sharp metallic ping. No telltale spark indicated something more high tech behind the pop lock and the Essence ward didn’t react either. She was in luck. This was a matter of tumblers and time.

      Misery slipped the tools into the lock, letting Essence flow into her fingertips and, perhaps more importantly, to her ears, enhancing the sounds of the world around her. She listened to the slide of metal on metal as she twisted the half-diamond pick into the lock, and the tumblers knocked together, reacting to each tiny motion. The torsion wrench kept tension on the pins and, as the last of the tumblers fell out of the way, the lock jumped outward with a pop, over-loud to her Essence fueled senses.

      Pleased with her success, Misery retrieved the tools and slid open the top drawer on smooth rollers. She sorted for the file number she’d been hired to retrieve, pulling the manila folder free before closing the cabinet and relocking it. There were no signs of her passing, not even a scratch on the lock. It’d taken a while, but she’d come to terms with her choice to be a thief and she took some pride in being a good one.

      “Looking for something in particular?”

      Misery startled when the deep voice rose from a dark corner behind the interior doorway, the sound a shot against her enhanced senses that she jerked back to normal. Her ears rang with a lingering tinnitus, but that was the least of her concerns. She didn’t question how long the man had been watching her, who he was, or how she’d missed seeing him. All of those questions were concerns for later, providing there was a later.

      She flicked the light off, for what little good it did her, and hurled herself across the room toward the open window. Her primary plans were ruined, but she had a few fall back options. If he followed regulations, he’d call for back up to stop her, or hit an alarm which would alert the main security office. She might have a couple minutes if she hurried. Maybe. It wasn’t much, but she would use every second at her disposal.

      Misery reached the window, vaulting over the glass and touching one foot to the window ledge to angle her leap for the ropes. Her fingers brushed the black nylon cord as a large, heavy body slammed into hers. The impact combined with her forward momentum sent them both tumbling through the open window. The treated wire pulled free with a snap, though Misery was barely aware of it, clawing for the rope which slid out of her grasp all too fast.

      The windows of the building sped by, and Misery managed to keep from screaming. She clung tight to the file with one arm, stretching out the other arm and her legs to try to slow her fall even fractionally. She summoned every bit of Essence she had, feeding it with her fear and her desperate need, hoping she could soften her impact with the concrete below. The landing was going to hurt, there was no way around that, but she would exchange a little pain for survival.

      She never hit the ground.

      The sidewalk buckled as she reached for it, but only feet away from impact a thick hand closed over her wrist, another clutching the webbing of her belt. A sound like air catching in a canvas sail hit her ears, and Misery’s stomach heaved as she was jerked upward with a suddenness that whipped her head backwards. The breath rushed from her lungs and her shoulder screamed in protest, threatening to dislocate under the pressure. Tears gathered at the corners of her eyes, blowing across her cheeks in the wind of her rising.

      The belt dug into Misery’s ribs and belly with bruising force, but she didn’t complain. It was less damage than landing on the ground would have been. She grabbed her right arm with her left, tensing the muscles in both shoulders, trying to ease the strain on her joints and keep her shoulder from separating. She looked up, twisting to get a better look at her rescuer. He was a dark shadow above her, blotting out the buildings and the stars. Enormous, grey bat wings spread wide, catching the updraft and carrying them higher. In another life time she might have thought he was a demon, a twisted angel, or a bad dream. Now she knew better. A demon would kill her outright, and an angel would let her drop. The dream was still out for consideration.

      The wind of their rising played over Misery’s face and tangled in her hair, smelling thick with an oncoming storm, wild and beautiful. She had forgotten the freedom and beauty of flight. If she had been under her own power, instead of being ferried by a monster who might take a bite out of her, she would have enjoyed it.

      Misery didn’t fully catch her breath until they’d passed the open window on the tenth floor and risen over the short roof ledge to land. The creature’s clawed feet hit first, though they didn’t mar or dig into the stone, his balance light and perfect. He released her, letting her drop to the roof in an undignified sprawl as he stepped back and straightened.

      Blue and yellow security lights placed on the roof access door and corners of the building shed eerie shadows across the rooftop. The light sharpened the curves of the dark wings sprouting from the monster’s back and the precise fit of his crisp Armani suit. The clothing was certainly tailor made, designed extra large through the chest and shoulders, allowing for the odd jointing that connected his folded wings to his back. He towered over Misery, easily seven feet tall with a barrel torso that would put professional linebackers to shame. When he moved, even when he did no more than breathe, there was power in thick muscle and solid dark flesh, an echo of the stone they stood on. His eyes were coal black, and he sported thick, wiry, salt and pepper grey hair, tied off at the nape of his neck. He was unearthly and terrifying, and she desperately wanted to know what he was, as though the information would somehow help her escape.

      He stared at her and Misery’s gaze rose to the black nubs of horns jutting just above his temples, but she was certain he wasn’t a demon. His energy was all wrong for a shifter. Vampires didn’t fly, not since the 12th century, and winged trolls hadn’t been seen in the United States for a hundred years.

      The silence stretched until it became uncomfortable and he cleared his throat, interrupting her mental recitation of Inhuman Creatures of the Western United States. “I've caught myself a thief. Whatever shall I do with her?”

      Misery heard the mockery, and threat, in his voice, the timber of it deepened by his size. She held the folder with both hands trying not to worry the edges and willing her pounding heart to slow. Adrenaline was a fantastic rush, but she needed her head clear. Her job was falling apart in front of her, and it was very possible the beast might pitch her back into freefall without bothering to catch her a second time. She was the thief he claimed she was, and even if he didn’t do her any harm, she had every expectation that someone in the building was calling in the PeaceKeepers. She had no explanation they would accept, not even a quasi-legal excuse for what she’d been doing, and her position as an ex-Sentinel wasn’t going to win her any points with anyone. They might even inform the Arbiters she was here and Dean would show up and try to collect on his bounty…again.

      The creature—she really needed something else to call him—cocked his head to the side, almost canine in his behavior, and she realized he was waiting for an answer to his hypothetical question. She tried for her best innocent smile, the one that got her out of traffic tickets in college, though she knew it was shaky and strained. “Pretend this never happened and let her go?”

      His laughter was a deep rumble, echoing in her chest like a drumbeat. He shook his head, and advanced on her, a dark looming presence. Misery scrambled to her feet, and retreated until the back of her thighs impacted with the roof ledge. Well and truly trapped. He was so close she could smell his cologne, a musky, herbal scent which over-rode the more familiar scent of deep earth and stone. Despite her precarious situation, the scent was intriguing, his inhuman Essence akin to her own. If her situation had been different it would have been a welcome discovery.

      “I fear that is quite impossible.” He glanced down at the folder, then back to her face. “You have something which is not yours. That puts us in a delicate situation.”

      A faint shimmer of pale blue Essence danced over the pads of her leather gloves, and Misery blew out a breath. She didn’t want to give the folder back, but even more she didn’t want a fight. She wasn’t sure what she could do to him, similar magics or not, and if it came to a physical beat down she was at an extreme disadvantage. Her climbing ropes were too far away to reach, even if she was a circus acrobat, and they ended at the tenth floor so it wasn’t exactly an escape route. She gave up the cute act and frowned. “I guess, but if you were really interested in hurting me or killing me you would have let me hit the pavement. I don’t hear sirens, and you haven’t tried to take the papers back by force. So what is it you want?”

      He blinked, the thick ridges of his brows rising. “That was… surprisingly straightforward.”

      Misery shrugged, sitting on the stone ledge and setting the file next to her, one hand resting on top of it. She knew she was in a vulnerable position, but she was missing something, she was sure of it, and the only option she saw was to get him talking. “What have I got to lose? You’ve got every advantage and, except for looming and trying to intimidate me, you’re not doing much, so that means you want something. I don’t think you were surprised to find me in the office either.”

      “Perhaps not.” He admitted. “I think you were very surprised to see me. However, I will admit, your reaction time was impressive.”

      Not that it had done her much good. He reached a clawed hand toward her and Misery flinched, Essence crackling over her skin, an instinctive reaction to the threat of harm. Once she’d woven her Essence as armor, and she wouldn’t have worried about his touch or plowing into the pavement. Now such displays of raw power were nearly impossible, draining her reserves too fast to be useful, but the instincts remained showing in the broken blue lines which crisscrossed her face glittering in the wan light.

      “Don’t.”

      He hesitated, running his thumb over the knuckles of his hand. “No?” He stared at her for a long breath then retreated tucking his hands in the pockets of his slacks without thought to ruining the line of the expensive suit. “Very well.”

      Misery didn’t relax. She didn’t trust his change of mood or think he’d dropped his guard. There was a wary sense about him, like a cat watching an interesting mouse, and she didn’t like being the prey species in the comparison.

      As though he could read her thoughts, the creature smiled, or at least the edges of his lips curved up in what would be a smile on a human. For him it might be as aggressive as showing fangs. She didn’t know, and not knowing was maddening.

      “You are polite, for a thief, and thorough in your job. We were right to hire you.”

      Misery’s fingers twitched against the folder as she fought to keep her expression blank. What did he mean he was right to hire her? She’d signed a contract with a skinny cat shifter who wore too much cologne and bad argyle sweaters, but his credentials had checked out when she asked Red. Either the gnome-kin had lied to her, or there was a much deeper game going on. “Who are you?”

      The smile widened and he began to speak, but was cut off as the roof access door opened behind him. He turned and a man stepped through the doorway, though there was no hurry or panic to the motion.

      “Ah, Evan. I wondered when you’d be up. Come to scold me, have you?”

      “Of course not, sir.”Evan’s voice was a gentle baritone, the kind of voice people loved to listen to and showed up in films and television voice overs. He was too far away for Misery to see him clearly, save for a tall figure haloed by the blue backlighting.

      He continued in soothing tones, though Misery heard something behind the smoothness, a slight irritation. “I wanted to make sure everything was all right. Security is rather concerned, given the alarms and the lack of additional instruction.”

      The creature harrumphed, dragging his foot across the rooftop, leaving deep score marks in the stone. Misery held still, reminded he could do much more than pitch her off the building. She wasn’t without training or resources she hadn’t yet tapped, but she hadn’t gone hand to hand with an inhuman in a long time. She wasn’t sure he was the kind of beast she wanted to start with.

      “Tell them everything is fine and call the alarm off.”

      Evan inclined his head, turning back toward the doorway and touching his ear. Misery saw his lips moving even though she couldn’t hear what he said into the security radio.

      Much closer, her captor cleared his throat. “It seems the time for conversations has drawn to a close, such a pity. Things were just getting interesting. I will leave you in Evan’s capable hands for further instruction.” He paused, looking over the rooftops and when he spoke again he was amused. “Do remember to fix my building before you leave. I have business associates coming in the morning and would not wish to make a poor impression.”

      He strode to the door and Evan quickly moved to hold it open as the large creature passed through, the clank as it closed echoing through the night. A long minute ticked by before Evan crossed the rooftop to stand in front of her.

      Despite the moderate temperature, he wore a long wool coat over his clothing, though neatly pressed slacks and shoes bright with shine hinted at the quality of the rest of his wardrobe. Misery wasn’t certain of the details of hair color or skin tone, her attention caught by the amber of his eyes and the heady scent of Essence flowing off of him. His boss smelled of earth magic, but Evan’s magic was bright and intoxicating in a way Misery had rarely encountered.

      She looked away, reminding herself she wasn’t close to out of trouble. “So what happens now?”

      “We skip a few of the intended steps.” The annoyance was back in his voice, but Misery was certain it wasn’t her he was annoyed with. He didn’t know her well enough to be annoyed, at least that was her theory. “You were to meet with Mr. Dawes tomorrow morning, who would have validated the completion of your assignment and then brought you to meet Mr. Cutler and myself. Given tonight’s interactions, I believe it is more expedient if you simply return to the office tomorrow. We already had an appointment set for seven p.m. with Mr. Dawes. I don’t see a reason to change that schedule, though Mr. Dawes won’t be required to attend.”

      “So you’re not going to have me arrested.” Misery looked up at him, though this time he didn’t meet her gaze. “All of this was just a very complex way to make introductions?”

      “No, you are not to be arrested. This job was a way to measure your skills. It was not my intention that your efforts should be hampered, but even the best laid plans are subject to change.”

      The wind brushed along the rooftop, playing with the hem of his coat and tugging on her hair, and Misery frowned. Plans within plans within plans. There were reasons she’d stuck to simple jobs for so long. Simple jobs might not pay very well, but they kept her from the complexities and manipulations of powerful people. “So now you want me to leave, just to come back tomorrow night?”

      “Yes, Miss Misery, that is precisely what I’m instructing you to do. It is far too late to discuss your contract this evening. You will return tomorrow and we will discuss it then.”

      Misery raised both eyebrows at the command in his tone. She’d had enough bossy men in her life. “And if I don’t?”

      The edges of his lips curved. “Then you’ll be in breach of contract, you won’t get paid, and I will be unable to offer you further employment. You will find that my good word will go far toward making your stay in Denver comfortable, or very uncomfortable.” He turned away, walking to the door he’d entered from. “I’m also aware that an Arbiter is hunting you. I would rather not contact him. Don’t forget the window.”

      The door clicked shut behind him and Misery sat very still, staring at the Denver skyline without really seeing it. The night hadn’t gone at all as she’d planned. What had seemed like a straightforward theft was now like a rope tied around her ankle.

      Misery pushed to her feet, her bruised and strained muscles protesting the motion. She didn’t like it, but the truth was she didn’t really have much choice about following the instructions she’d been given. She needed the work, as complex as that was turning out to be, and the pay. She wasn’t going to let her guard down, and if it got too complex she’d leave, it was that simple.

      Decision made, Misery secured the folder and tied back into her ropes so she could fix the window. Sometimes she wondered if her life would ever be normal again, but she knew the answer to the musing question was a solid no.
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      It was nearly four a.m. when Misery staggered into the fifth floor apartment she currently called home. Flickering LED candles tucked around the room provided just enough light that she didn’t trip over anything and filled the air with a rich cranberry tang. The apartment wasn’t big, consisting of a large living space divided into kitchen and front room, a shared bathroom and two small bedrooms. She wasn’t on the lease and couldn’t even begin to pass a credit check, but those were minor details as far as her roommate was concerned. Three months in, Misery wasn’t sure what Jules Barnes considered major details.

      She closed the door behind her and dropped her rig next to the couch before padding into the kitchen. The decaying scent of three-day-old lasagna rose as she approached the sink, reminding her how far behind on the dishes she was. The living agreement was very specific when it came to dirty dishes. Misery had to do them and Jules wouldn’t help no matter how gross they became. Misery had tried a paper plate and take out campaign, but that hadn’t gone very far either. Jules was a staunch advocate of the value of a home cooked meal and not putting paper plates into the landfill, don’t get her started on Styrofoam. Chinese food was the exception to her landfill rules, since the cardboard boxes recycled if they were rinsed first, but they couldn’t have that every night either.

      Misery sighed and pushed the plug in to the drain, squirting blue dish soap into the sink and turning on the water. Once the sink was full of suds she turned the water off and left the dishes to soak, walking to the couch and sinking into the luxury of old mock suede. The puffy green sofa was comfortable, smelling of ‘laundry fresh’ deodorizer spray, and she rationalized it wouldn’t hurt to sit for just a few minutes. Then she’d do the dishes and go to bed. But, the couch was soft, the flickering lights calming, and between one breath and another, exhaustion claimed her.

      Some hours later Misery startled awake to someone banging about in the kitchen. She lay very still until the sound of Jules’ singing filtered into her sleepy mind, followed by the scent of bacon and cinnamon rolls. Misery’s stomach rumbled and she opened her eyes and stretched, which was a mistake. Her numb fingers tingled with a promise of pins and needles to come, and her wrenched shoulder vied with the bruises on her stomach and ribs for what hurt worst. Sleeping in boots and leathers, scrunched up on a too-small, even if comfy, couch had been a lousy idea. She tried to unfold herself and get the blood flowing without making anything worse.

      “Weirdest pajamas ever!” Jules called from the kitchen, her voice bright and cheerful.

      Misery wriggled out of her boots and gloves, tossing them on top of her climbing rig. “This from the woman who wears My Little Pony footie pajamas? I’m pretty sure you don’t get to judge.”

      She leaned back, peeling up the hem of her shirt with a hiss. The bruises were already an impressive purple, edging on black, outlined with red rub marks, a painful contrast to the bronze skin around them. It was going to be a handful of painkillers and possibly an ice pack kind of day. She eased the shirt back down and closed her eyes, wishing she had a hot tub. And a masseuse.

      “My Little Pony is all the rage, Misery.” The sound of eggs hitting a hot pan was followed with a soft grumble. “Hope you like your eggs scrambled.”

      “Sure.” The idea of eggs in general was a good one, and Misery was grateful for a roommate who cooked. Her own efforts were passable and sometimes nutritious, but not exactly scrumptious.

      This was the first time since leaving Sentinel barracks she’d lived with someone. The last three years had been filled with no-tell motels, work for board arrangements and a few park benches. She traveled light and ready to move. She’d never wanted to set down roots, until Denver. From the moment she’d stepped off of the bus from Chicago, Misery had felt like she’d come home.

      The neon pink sign decorated with cartoon frogs and advertising for a roommate never would have caught Misery’s attention before, but this time she ripped off one of the little tags and called the number. A short phone conversation had led to a flexible, cash only arrangement for a private, if tiny, bedroom, shared bath, kitchen and living space, and groceries at the cost of monthly rent and dishes. Three months later she was still here.

      Her grandmother would say Misery was being guided by Wanka Tanka, and at one time Misery would have agreed. Now she wasn’t sure what she believed, she’d seen so much, but she recognized the hand of providence and knew she needed to stay and see what was here for her.

      The sound of approaching footsteps broke through her musing, and Misery opened her eyes, giving Jules a smile. Shoulder length brown hair, rich with natural curl, was held back from Jules’ face by a rhinestone accented denim headband which matched her patchwork skirt and ballet flats. A purple t-shirt with a rainbow hued butterfly peeked out from under a black cotton vest, the color making her eyes look even bluer. Jules knew how to dress to her advantage. She always matched, and often had a theme to her outfits. Fashion was something Misery had never had much interest in. She enjoyed being comfortable and not naked.

      “You’re not at school already?”

      “Duh?” Jules grinned to take any sting out of the response. “It’s Saturday, the day that follows Friday, the best day of the week, and the day of non-school. No teaching the sprogs and no homework for me either!”

      Misery stretched her shoulder, rubbing the sore joint. “I have no idea how you manage to teach school, take classes, and tell stories without going nuts.”

      Jules laughed. “Don’t forget the dancing troupe. And, I guess I just don’t like being bored. Keeping busy is never boring.” She held out a full plate and a glass of chocolate milk, which Misery accepted happily. The milk came from a local dairy, and Jules was convinced it was the best thing ever. Misery agreed it was good, even though she never drank much. She had inherited not only her Lakota mother’s skin tones, but her lactose sensitive stomach.

      Jules wandered back to the kitchen to fetch her own plate, sashaying to the music in her head. At first, Misery had tried not to like the mercurial young woman, mentally arguing that she wouldn’t stay very long anyway, but Jules was impossible not to like. She was an epic force of good natured cheer, a hurricane of brownies from which there was no escape. She gave Misery her privacy and never asked about Misery’s work, but by the second week they were eating meals together, and by the third comparing notes on which of the Avengers had the cutest butt.

      “You do realize you can sleep in the bed, right?” Jules asked, as she returned, curling up on the love seat. It was the same puffy green as the sofa, the two a matched set. “It’s not like it’s a great bed or anything, but hello, bed over couch for the win.”

      Misery rolled her eyes, settling the plate on her lap and the chocolate milk on an end table. “I know. It was just a late night. I didn’t get that far.” A large cinnamon roll, dripping with cream cheese icing, three strips of thick-sliced bacon and a pile of fluffy, scrambled eggs vied for her attention. She wanted to eat, but guilt gnawed at her and she paused, pulling her dark hair into a pony tie. “Jules…about the rent…”

      Jules waved a hand, sunlight bouncing off of a string of silver bracelets, the motion making them dance and clatter together. “Nope. No money talk before breakfast. It’s bad for digestion.” She fished the battered remote out from between the love seat’s cushions and flipped the TV on.

      Misery poked the eggs with her fork before taking a mouthful. They were cheesy and soft and had something green in them. She didn’t know what it was, but it was delicious. “I’ll have everything arranged by next week.”

      “Okay. I know you’ll make it work.” Jules turned on the DVR, dismissing the concern the way she always did. Her faith in things working out boggled Misery. “I recorded the boys last night so you didn’t miss anything. They’re fighting killer clowns and Sammy has the cutest hair cut. I love them!”

      Breakfast and supernatural-fighting hunks of man flesh were a nice way to start the morning. Misery liked having a place that lacked cockroaches and booze-stained floors, and she wasn’t ready to lose it. She glanced at the folder on the floor and promised herself she’d make the meeting tonight. She didn’t understand everything going on, but it wouldn’t hurt to get more information at the very least. Worst case…well…there was always another bus ticket.

      

      Three hours later Misery sprawled in the warmth of the window seat, working her way through a diet cola as she combed the pages of her Inhumans Guide trying to match the creature she’d encountered on the rooftop. After breakfast Jules had wandered off to meet with her dancing group, muttering something about a Spring Fling and being fitted for new corsets. Misery tried not to be grateful Jules was gone, but there was work to be done before she returned to Granite Supply, and she didn’t want to be interrupted.

      A nagging thought wondered just how long she could hope to keep Jules unaware of the inhuman world, and another one argued she shouldn’t try. She ignored them both.

      Using Mr. Cutler’s—she remembered Mr. Rawlinson had given the creature a name—physical description she was able to narrow her search, though not as much as she could have with the unabridged guide or the digital database she no longer had access to.

      She flipped to gargoyles, which only had a short entry as faces carved into stone walls or pillars as water spigots, but they cross referenced to chimera, Germanic and stone trolls, winged. Misery dismissed the troll reference. She’d faced a horde of those a few years back in Nova Scotia and, despite the wings, they couldn’t fly more than a short hop. The body type was wrong and they tended toward pack behaviors.

      Chimera. She flicked through the pages, searching for the term in the bustle of the tiny text. She knew the word from her high school English class, the chimera being one of the beasts described in the Iliad, but those were three-headed monsters made from pieces of other monsters. She didn’t see any connection to gargoyles or Mr. Cutler.

      Another moment of searching and she found the reference on the bottom of a page.

      Chimera: ancient, monster. A fire-breathing monster common in Greek mythology, dating to the Iliad by Homer. The issue of Echidna. Believed to have multiple heads of lion, snake and goat. Also described to have lion’s head, goat’s body and snake’s tail. Further used to refer to a class of monsters wherein more than one genus is combined. Generally disproven in 1515.

      Misery frowned, flipping the page where the entry continued.

      Chimera: modern, inhuman. Often mislabeled as a gargoyle, the Chimera is a creature descended of ancient earth elementals and mainly inhabits Germany and the surrounding European countries. Tending toward solitude and highly territorial, these creatures are bipedal and winged, though are gliders rather than beings of true flight.

      That sounded much closer to what she’d encountered. Misery tapped her fingers against the page. There wasn’t a picture, or even a sketch, with the entry, just the short description, which left her to wonder about the information that was missing. An earth elemental, or a descendant thereof, would explain the smell of his magic. Earth magic, her magic, was rare. It was seen most commonly among the Native American peoples and often discounted as unimportant. She couldn’t whip the air into a whirlwind’s fury, summon fire or strike someone with electricity, but the earth was old, its power as old as the universe with just as much potential.

      She’d never met an inhuman with earth magic.

      Misery used a scrap of napkin as a bookmark and set the book aside, draining the last of the soda. The information was a decent starting place, but she wanted to know more before she went into negotiations. Red had put her onto this job, and her instincts said he knew more than he’d told her. She needed a six-pack of Samuel Adams and a trip to the ballpark.

      

      Misery kept the beer, or lager—she wasn’t sure what the difference was—close as she slipped past panhandlers and approached Coors Stadium from 20th Street. The tall brick walls of the stadium loomed above her
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