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BEING SLAPPED AWAKE by a zombie wasn’t a pleasant experience, but it was an effective way to snap me out of the horrible nightmare I was mired in. Waking with a gasp, I sat up and cradled Emma to my chest. “Thanks, Em,” I murmured as the squirrel gently patted my face in apology for hurting me. She was far stronger than a normal squirrel, but the sting had been fleeting.

My nightmare was already fading, but I knew it had involved Irene Dawson, the witch who had kidnapped me from my family when I’d been a baby. In the dream, she’d been stalking me in the shadows, casting spells that made my tattoos flare in agony.

Sensing Yasmine getting up and crossing the hall to my door, I left my bed and let her in. It was almost dawn, so I would have woken up soon anyway. The vampire yawned widely enough to show me her fangs as she entered my room. “Bad dream?” she asked blearily. While I wore a skimpy sleeping shirt and shorts, she wore one of her leather suits, minus the hood and gloves.

“I guess so,” I replied as she flopped onto my bed as if she owned it. “I can’t remember it,” I added as I took a seat beside her.

“I bet you were dreaming that the witch was torturing you again,” my bestie predicted. “I was dreaming about her hunting you down and hurting you.”

I flinched at that notion and wondered if I would ever get over my fear of her. “What did she do to me in your dreams?” I asked.

Yasmine’s brow furrowed and she shook her head. “I can’t remember.”

To say it wasn’t normal for a vampire to dream was an understatement. If she hadn’t been linked to me through necromancy, she would still have been a nocturnal monster who fell into a deathlike coma during the day. My necromancy had changed her in ways that had never been seen before, at least not in a full vampire rather than a hybrid.

We both turned towards the door when Sydney stuck her head inside. “Can anyone join this party, or is it a private affair?” she asked with a smirk.

“Come on in,” Yas invited with a wave of her hand. “We were just about to have a pillow fight, then braid each other’s hair.”

I snickered and the last fragments of my nightmare faded away. Sydney sauntered inside and Brynn entered behind her before she could close the door. The werecougar and wereconstrictor were both beautiful. Sydney had short, golden blonde hair and a muscular, stocky figure. Brynn Bailey had long black hair, creamy olive skin and a curvy figure. Yasmine had shoulder-length black hair, but she was almost too thin compared to the rest of us. Sydney wore a t-shirt and undies, while Brynn wore something similar to what I was wearing.

As for me, my hair was long and dark brown. I was getting used to the idea that I wasn’t overweight like I’d always been told. I wasn’t as curvy as Brynn, but I wasn’t as muscular as Sydney. I was somewhere between the pair. One thing was for certain, I had the least aptitude for fighting and shooting than anyone else on our team. I was possibly the worst agent in the entire history of the Paranormal Investigation Agency. Considering the agency had been created over four hundred years ago, that meant I was pretty bad.

“What’s going on?” Agent Bailey asked as she gracefully took a seat on my bed.

“Nothing,” I replied as Emma climbed up me to take her usual spot on my shoulder. “I had a bad dream and it woke Yas up,” I added to explain why we were both awake.

“So, we’re not going to have a pillow fight and braid each other’s hair?” Sydney asked with a pout I was pretty sure was fake. I wasn’t sure why the agents were awake so early. It wasn’t like they could have heard us talking from their bedrooms. Not with the soundproofing all the rooms had.

Nick stuck his head through the door and grinned. “Did I hear someone mention a pillow fight?”

“I could take you, wolf boy,” Yas said confidently. He had an advantage over normal shifters, since he was a hybrid werewolf and vampire, but her strength and speed had been boosted by my necromancy.

“You’re on, bloodsucker!” he said and strode into my room. Dressed in just a pair of boxer shorts, his physique was strong and muscular. Like his older twin, he had dark brown hair and was handsome.

Shrieks and laughter rang out as Yas and Nick began fighting over my pillows. Laughing so hard that I had tears in my eyes, I didn’t realize I was in danger until it was too late. The vampire accidentally kicked me during her struggles and I was sent flying across the room. Emma clutched hold of my shirt in a death grip before she could be dislodged from my shoulder.

Strong arms caught me and heat rushed through my insides when I smelled Jax’s scent. “Are you okay?” Agent Remington asked as he placed me on my feet. Jax was wearing a t-shirt and boxer shorts. I’d seen him naked twice by now and knew he had a perfect body beneath his clothes.

“I’m fine,” I mumbled, wishing I could snatch a robe out of my closet to cover myself.

“What the hell is going on in here?” Liam asked with a scowl as he joined us. We’d been making enough racket for it to filter through the soundproofing. He was wearing almost the exact same outfit as Jax.

Peering over my shoulder, my oldest brother rolled his eyes at the scene playing out in front of him. Yasmine and Nick were belting each other with my pillows, while Sydney and Brynn were urging them on. My bed was a mess and the legs were trembling from their combined weight. Right on cue, the bed collapsed and all four agents leaped to safety.

“Oops,” Yas said guiltily, then pointed her finger at Nick. “He started it!”

Nick retaliated to her blaming him by slamming my pillow into her. Caught off guard, Yas was sent flying this time. Unlike me, she didn’t need Jax to save her. Moving with amazing dexterity, she somehow landed on her feet, then launched herself into the air again. Nick’s jaw dropped open as she flipped herself over him. She hit him directly in the face with my other pillow while upside down, before landing on the floor behind him.

“Nice one,” Sydney said with a grin when Nick staggered from the blow and shook his head in a daze.

“I’ve never seen a vampire move that fast before,” Brynn added in admiration.

“I’m one of a kind,” Yasmine said without a shred of modesty.

“Since we’re all awake, we might as well get an early start,” Liam said, frowning at the mess they’d made of my bedroom.

“I’ll fix the bed for you later,” Nick said to me in apology, then tossed the pillow onto the carcass of my bed. “Did you hear back from Uncle Mark, bro?” he asked, picking up on a hint through their twin bond.

“Yeah. I’ll brief you all during breakfast,” our boss said. “We have a long drive ahead, so we’ll have to make this quick.”

From the way his gaze flicked to my face, I suspected his report would have something to do with me. Everyone filed out, leaving me alone with Emma. The squirrel kept watch while I took a quick shower. I dressed in cargo pants, a t-shirt and comfortable boots with a low heel that I could run in if I needed to. I snagged a puffer jacket out of my closet, then headed downstairs to listen to what Liam had to say. My day had started out fun, but I had a feeling that wasn’t going to last for long.
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“I SENT UNCLE MARK MY report about what happened at the farmhouse in Shelton last night,” Liam said as we all did our part to make breakfast. Today, my job was to set the table. Yas was on toast duty, while Sydney was manning the coffee machine. Brynn was making a cup of tea for me. The boys were cooking and gathering cereal and other items from the fridge and cupboards.

“Are there any records about those monsters being seen before?” Nick asked.

Liam shook his head. “They’re new, just like most of the things that have been cropping up. He’s also never heard of anyone called Crowmon who matches the description of the guy who appeared from out of nowhere.”

“What aren’t you telling us?” Brynn asked with a hint of suspicion.

Yas and Emma sat at the end of the table, since neither of them could eat solid food. The vampire wouldn’t need to drink blood for another couple of days, but she watched us wistfully as we shoveled food into our mouths. One of the things she missed about being human was not being able to eat normal food.

Liam waited until the food had been dished out and we’d all taken our seats before replying. “Uncle Mark thinks Crowmon might be a trickster god, since he was wearing a jester outfit and he can teleport,” he reported.

“You mean he’s like Loki?” Syd asked, looking disturbed at that thought.

“Maybe,” our boss said reluctantly. “If so, he isn’t from our world. We don’t know how dangerous he is, or what he plans to do.”

“He said he needs to atone,” I reminded them. “He didn’t seem evil to me.” I’d read the reports about what the various Lokis had done in our dimension and in others. He’d been used as a tool of Chaos, but he wouldn’t be a danger to us, since the good guys had prevailed.

“Did Agent Steel give us any orders about Crowmon?” Jax asked. Most of the team were all now wearing jeans or cargo pants and t-shirts. Yas was wearing one of her black leather outfits, minus the cowled hood. Neither she, nor I, were armed, but the others all had guns strapped to their bodies.

“We’re to question him if we see him again and report back to Uncle Mark,” Liam said. “We’re not to engage him in a fight, or provoke him until we know more about him.”

“Has he heard back from Ms. Ettenberg yet?” Nick asked.

Nancy Ettenberg was the wiccan who was researching the magic that had created my tattoos.

“Not yet,” Liam said. “Nancy said it could take her some time to come up with any answers.”

I received sympathetic looks when my shoulders slumped despondently. While I was no longer locked behind a magical ward, I was still bound with invisible chains. No one seemed to know how to dispel the enchantments that were embedded in my skin.

“Uncle Mark located the cottage where Alex was raised,” Liam went on and my attention snapped back to him. “He sent a team in with a couple of magic users to scout the place two days ago. All the enchantments had been dispelled and the house is abandoned. He’d like us to take Alex back there and get her to tell us everything she can about her former guardian.”

Dread pooled in my stomach at the thought of returning to my old home.

“It’ll be okay, Alex,” Jax said, seeing my reluctance. “We’ve got your back.”

He meant the whole team, but hope that he cared about me made me blush slightly. “I know,” I said and forced myself to take another bite of my breakfast.

“I’ve been dying to see the squalid shack where you were held captive,” Yas said. I cut a look at her and she flashed her fangs in a grin. “Yeah, yeah, I’m already dead,” she said airily. “You know what I mean.” Her leather outfit creaked when she waved her hand around.

“How long will it take us to reach the cottage?” Sydney asked.

“About twelve hours,” Liam replied, then looked at Jax. “The cottage is near Wrenvale, the town where you were captured by the humans.”

Agent Remington flinched slightly at that knowledge. “Have they been dealt with yet?” he asked, voice turning slightly ragged. I sensed the same dread in him that I felt at the thought of returning to Wrenvale. We’d both been held prisoner by evil humans near that town.

“Uncle Mark sent a team from the PIA to talk to the humans,” Liam said. “They denied they’d ever had any contact with shifters. The concrete building you described being held in had been scrubbed with bleach inside and out. It was loaded with bales of hay when the investigators examined it.”

“So, they got away with what they did to Jax and God knows how many other shifters?” Syd asked in outrage.

“They’re being watched, Agent Walker-Levine,” Liam said. Using her title was enough to remind her that she needed to keep her cool. “If they attempt to imprison more shifters, they’ll be detained.”

“They deserve to be locked away,” Brynn said, eyes flashing with anger. “Anyone who abuses our kind should be imprisoned for their crimes.”

“What about Killion?” I asked and drew everyone’s attention. “Has Agent Steel found out where he and his nest are hiding out?”

Liam shook his head. “Not yet. Master vampires are crafty. They know how to hide when they’re being hunted. He probably won’t surface again for a decade or so.”

Something told me his prediction wouldn’t be accurate. I had no doubt that I would be seeing Killion again and that it would occur much sooner than a decade. The leech wasn’t done with me yet. He would want retribution for being chased away from the territory he’d claimed.

We hastily finished our breakfast, then cleaned up the mess. We’d all packed bags just in case we needed to leave in a hurry and headed to our rooms to retrieve them. I snickered at Yas when she emerged from her room wearing her hood. “You’re just jealous that you don’t look like a badass like I do,” she said with a mock sneer. “Come on, roadkill, it’s safer for you to ride with me in the back if they let Alex drive. You’ll have less of a chance of turning into your nickname if she hits a car and you’re sent flying through the windscreen.”

Emma’s nose twitched at that possibility. She cut a look at me, then leaped onto the bloodsucker’s shoulder.

“Traitor,” I muttered as my zombie hid behind her bushy tail and tried to pretend she wasn’t there.

I was the last to arrive in the garage and caught the key that Liam tossed at me. “We’ll take the van,” he decided and groans sounded from the others.

“We’ll slide around like mice on roller skates with Alex behind the wheel!” Sydney protested.

“Yeah, but with her driving, we’ll get to Wrenvale in six hours rather than twelve,” Yas pointed out.

“Look at that evil smile,” Brynn said and shivered dramatically. “She’s looking forward to tormenting us.”

Realizing I was grinning nastily, my smile widened as I tossed my duffle bag into the back of the van. “Let’s just say this is going to be payback for all the training sessions you guys are putting me through.”

“We’re toast,” Nick said and blew out a sigh. “If I die, don’t let mom resurrect me,” he said to his brother. “I don’t want to become her undead slave for eternity.” Snickers sounded, then they climbed into the back of our ride.

“Try not to kill us all,” Liam requested, then loped around to the passenger side of the van.

Climbing in, I adjusted the seat and mirrors, then familiarized myself with the vehicle. It was bigger and heavier than the SUVs. It wouldn’t be able to take corners as easily as the smaller cars could. Still, I put the vehicle through its paces during the mad dash down the mile-long driveway and trip to the highway.

“God help us,” Syd muttered as everyone in the back slid around on the padded bench seats when I took a corner too fast. If they hadn’t had straps to hold onto, they would have ended up in a jumble on the floor along with our luggage.

“Brace yourselves,” I warned them as I pulled onto the highway.

Liam’s eyes widened, then he closed them and mumbled a prayer when I floored it.
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YASMINE’S PREDICTION that it would only take us six hours to get to Wrenvale turned out to be accurate. Half an hour was added to our journey when I had to stop for gas when we were halfway there. White-faced and trembling, the gang spilled out of the back of the van to stretch their legs at the gas station. I was surprised none of them dropped to their knees to kiss the ground in relief that they were still alive.

Liam filled up the tank, while the rest of us entered the building to buy snacks. We weren’t allowed to eat in the vehicles. It seemed Liam was fanatical about crumbs. We stayed in the shade and shielded Yas from the view of the humans. She stood out too much in her leather outfit, especially when she was wearing her hood.

After our break, Liam had to order everyone to climb back into the van. “Alex is way worse than dad, even when he’s in a hurry to get somewhere,” Nick complained and rubbed his head where he’d banged it at some stage. It had probably happened when I’d overtaken a car. His lump would have healed almost instantly, but the memory had obviously lingered.

It pleased me more than I could express to be a demon on wheels. After sucking so badly at everything else, the fact that I had innate driving skills made me feel like I actually counted.

“If we ever rob a bank, you’ll definitely be our wheelwoman,” Brynn said before reluctantly climbing into the back with the others.

Following the instructions from the GPS to Wrenvale, I finally slowed down just before we reached the outskirts of the town three hours later.

Liam’s grip on the dashboard relaxed and he armed a light sheen of nervous sweat from his forehead. “The road that will lead us to the cottage isn’t marked on the map,” he said as his adrenalin from the constant threat of imminent death began to abate. “I’ll have to guide you to it.”

Nodding, I tried to ignore my fear and followed his directions. I drove through the small town that I’d only seen when I’d been in my werewolf form and astral projecting. It looked just like every other small town we’d passed during our journey, but I scanned the buildings and people curiously anyway.

Liam directed me onto a dirt track before we reached the onramp to the highway. Twisting and turning, the road took us into the woods for a few miles, then we ended up in a tiny clearing. Snow covered the lot where Irene had once parked her car. A blue tarp lay discarded on the ground. Only one corner poked out from beneath the snow. She must have used it to shield her car from the elements.

Sensing someone I knew, I grinned when I saw Virginia hovering nearby. The ghost was as faded and wispy as always, but she was clearly terrified that I was back. “It’s okay,” I told her when she wrung her hands in worry. “Our boss sent people to check the cottage. The witches who were with them said Irene is gone and so are her spells.”

“Who are you talking to?” Liam asked, peering around in confusion.

“Virginia,” I replied and pointed at the phantom only Emma and I could see. I’d told them about the spirit and had warned them that she would probably be here.

Yas squinted, then gasped. “I can see her!” she exclaimed.

“That must be because you two are linked,” Nick figured. “Is the ghost going to be a problem?” While he wasn’t normally as serious as his twin, his hand strayed to his gun for a moment. Bullets couldn’t harm a ghost, but it was instinctive for the agents to check their weapons when they were on a case.

“Virginia is my friend,” I said in her defense. “She won’t hurt any of you.” She was far too weak to turn vengeful anyway. I’d read about how much damage ghosts could do when they went to the dark side. She would need to borrow energy from me to become a true danger, though.

“What does she look like?” Jax asked.

Yas replied before I could. “She looks like she’s in her thirties and has pale blonde hair up in a messy bun. She’s wearing a long black dress and she’s all faded and wispy.”

“Can you lead us to the cottage?” Liam asked me. “I know it’s somewhere to the south, but we’ll get there a lot faster with a guide.” The tracks Agent Steel’s people had left were covered by fresh snowfall. Their scents had faded away as well.

“I’m not sure how to get to the cottage from here, but Virginia will lead us there,” I said confidently. I’d never been beyond the boundary of Irene’s property in my human form. I wasn’t sure which direction to take.

Clearly worried despite the fact that the witch was gone, the apparition nodded, then reluctantly led us through the trees.

Liam and Nick insisted on going first. They forged a path through the snow, with Syd right behind them. I went next, with Yas at my side. Emma jumped onto my shoulder and ignored the sour look I gave her for deserting me. She yanked on my hair to make me smile, then hugged my neck in apology.

“Aw, I’m glad you two made up,” Yas said and slung her arm around my other shoulder. “It isn’t good for friends to fight.”

“Your squirrel is remarkably bright, for a zombie,” Brynn said. She and Jax were bringing up the rear. “She’s aware of how dangerous you are behind the wheel.”

“Did I crash?” I asked in annoyance. “Did I sideswipe anyone, or mow down any pedestrians?” Glances were exchanged by the team, but they all clamped their mouths shut. “I’m the best driver in the squad and you’re just going to have to deal with it,” I said in satisfaction.

“You’re the craziest driver in the squad,” Sydney muttered. “That doesn’t mean you’re the best.”

“Ooh, that sounds like a challenge!” Nick said, turning his head to grin at her. Liam reached over to pull his brother out of the path of the tree he was about to collide with.

“I’m up for it,” I said confidently.

Syd paused to look at me and grinned. “You’re on, Agent D’Ath. We should test your skills at one of the PIA driver training centers when we have some free time.”

“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Liam said to back her up. “It would be good to see just how skilled Alex is.”

“I can’t wait to see this,” Brynn said with budding excitement. “As long as I don’t have to be in the car with her during her test,” she added hastily.

“What a bunch of yellowbellies,” Yas scoffed. “Emma and I will ride with Alex, won’t we, roadkill?” Emma’s shoulders hunched and she hid behind her tail to try to pretend she hadn’t heard her. “That’s a yes,” the vampire said and snickered when the zombie glared at her.

Seeing the skull of a bird nailed to an oak tree ahead, I came to a stop a safe distance away from it.

“What’s wrong?” Jax asked in alarm. Everyone else stopped as well. Sensing my fear, Yas took her arm from my shoulder and looked around for danger.

“We’ve reached the edge of Irene’s property,” I said and pointed at the skull. “That’s where her ward begins.”

Liam holstered the gun he’d drawn and crossed to the skull. He warily held his hand out, then relaxed when nothing happened. “The ward is still down,” he reported.

“What if the witch designed it to switch back on if Alex returns here?” Nick asked in worry.

“The magic users would have sensed any dormant spells lying in wait,” our boss pointed out. “They said it was safe and Uncle Mark trusts them.”

Everyone looked at me, waiting for me to decide whether I could trust Agent Steel’s judgment. With great reluctance, I crossed to the bird skull, then tried to psych myself up to reenter the place where I’d been imprisoned and abused for my entire life.
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VIRGINIA HOVERED IN the air a few feet in front of me. She held her hand out in encouragement and I stepped forward to take it. Bone deep chill seeped into me when my hand passed through her spectral fingers. Leeching some of my energy, she gained substance and became strong enough to be able to talk. “I never thought I’d see you again,” she said and broke our contact before she could take more of my energy.

“Neither did I,” I replied. The last of my dread faded away now that I knew the ward was gone. “Can you tell me what happened on my birthday?” I asked as we continued our trek towards the cottage. “All I remember is pacing up and down, then I woke up in a cave three days later.”

“She was naked,” Yas added and hiked her thumb at Agent Remington. “So was he. They were naked in a cave together.”

Virginia’s horrified expression at that news was enough to make me smile. “Nothing happened between us,” I said to her. “A human shot Jax and I dug the bullet out of him while I was in my wereform.”

Regathering her poise, the ghost answered my question. “On the night of your eighteenth birthday, your werewolf tried to emerge. Your tattoos prevented you from transforming and you suffered greatly. Then your necromancy rose and your tattoos changed from black to dark brown. It freed your beast and you were finally able to transform.”

Yas repeated her words to the others, so they could follow our conversation.

“You broke the door down and ran from the cottage,” the phantom continued. “The ward couldn’t hold you and you raced to a farmhouse near Wrenvale. Emma and I followed you and watched you free a male werewolf from a small concrete building. He was already injured and the humans who had been holding him captive were going to shoot you both. I tried to tell you to leave, but you couldn’t understand me. Then you tossed the shifter over your shoulder and ran away before they could gun you both down.”

Liam gave me a thoughtful look and I knew he’d mentally filed that away and would update Agent Steel about it later. “Now we know how you escaped from the witch,” he said. “Her spells don’t work on shifters. At least not when we’re in our wereforms.”

“It’s no wonder she knocked you out with spells before the full moon,” Nick said with a deep frown. “It was the only way she could subdue your werewolf and keep you from escaping.”

“Leeching Alex’s energy to stop herself from aging was another way to control her,” Brynn added.

“When did Irene do that to you?” Virginia asked, aghast at that news.

“When she was performing the cleansing rituals,” I replied. “She was actually stealing my energy, which was why I always felt so tired and wrung out afterwards.”

“I should have known what she was doing,” the apparition said sorrowfully. “The witch never aged at all during the eighteen years she inhabited the cottage.”

“When did she return?” Liam asked, turning to glance in her direction and missing her by several feet.

“She returned the morning after the full moon waned,” Virginia replied. “Her throat was bandaged from Emma’s attack and she looked pale and sickly. She was enraged when she saw the door lying on the ground and discovered that Alex was gone.”

“What did she do?” I asked, then tensed when the cottage came into view through the trees ahead.

“She cursed you.”

“Do you mean she cast an actual curse on Alex, or did she just use swearwords?” Liam asked when Yas repeated her reply.

“It was just swearwords,” the spirit clarified. “Irene gathered up most of her belongings, then dispelled her enchantments and left the cottage. She hasn’t returned since then.”

It was a relief to know the witch hadn’t cursed me for real. At that thought, I glanced down at my right arm. Covered by my jacket, I couldn’t see the tattoos, but I knew they were there. Irene had cursed me when she’d engraved her spells onto my body. They’d been designed to do far more than just stop me from shifting. They also warped my mind whenever I heard someone mention my relationship to my family.

While I hadn’t been gone from the cottage for very long, it looked as if it had been abandoned for months. The door lay a few yards from the house from where I’d smashed it open. Deep furrows marred the floorboards. I assumed they’d been made by my claws when I’d shifted. Now that the enchantments were gone, the cabin was freezing, thanks to the missing door.

Yasmine took her hood off after she stepped inside and moved away from the doorway. Her eyebrows rose when she took in the small cottage. “Yep, it’s a hovel, just like I expected.”

“It isn’t a hovel,” I said in defense of the place where I’d been raised. The rest of the team gave me skeptical looks. “Okay, so it isn’t exactly a palace, but it isn’t that bad.”

“Oh, my God,” Syd said in horror and pointed. “Look at that TV! I didn’t even know they made them that small!”

I rolled my eyes and headed for my bedroom to grab some of the possessions I’d left behind. Passing Irene’s den, I halted when I noticed that the door was open. For the first time, I saw the room that I’d been forbidden to enter.

Liam grabbed my arm before I could step inside. “Let me go first,” he insisted, then stepped into the den. Nothing happened, so he nodded at me to join him. The others crowded into the room as I turned in a slow circle to take it in.

“You look like you’ve never seen any of this before,” Brynn said as we studied the drawings that adorned the walls. Liam took his cell phone out and began taking photos, even though the team Mark had sent would have already documented everything.

“I haven’t,” I replied. “Irene placed a ward on the door and window so I couldn’t get in.”

“She wouldn’t have wanted you to see any of this,” Nick said gravely.

“Call me crazy, but I think the witch might be slightly obsessed with your parents,” Yas said to the twins. Most of the drawings were of Lexi and Reece, but others had Kala Walker and Flynn Bailey in them as well. They were depicted as evil creatures who were slaughtering all kinds of supernatural beings and monsters.

“Look at this one,” Liam said and crossed to a picture of six robed figures. They had to be witches and wizards, going by the fact that they seemed to be casting a spell. “Why does it seem familiar?” he mused.

A human was lying in the middle of a pentagram, with the skull of a goat between his legs. It looked like they were performing a satanic ritual to me, but I wasn’t an expert on the arcane.

“Irene Dawson has a serious grudge against your folks,” Jax said to his colleagues.

Liam snapped his fingers in sudden realization. “I know who they are!” he exclaimed. “They’re the coven our parents destroyed in Bradbury before we were born! They kept themselves young by stealing energy from humans.”

“Wasn’t their original surname Dawson?” Nick asked as he dredged up the memory.

“Holy crap!” Sydney said. “Irene must be their relative. I bet she kidnapped Alex so she could get her revenge on our parents for killing her kin.” I gasped as my tattoos flared red and pain scorched me at the mention of my origins. “Sorry,” Agent Walker-Levine said with a grimace.

“Ha, I totally predicted this!” Yas said in triumph as my tattoos settled down again. “Remember the night we first met and you told me your story?” she reminded me. “I said the witch probably kidnapped you out of spite and I was right!”

A sick feeling stirred in my stomach, but I nodded in agreement. The vampire had nailed the truth immediately. It had taken me a lot longer to come to that conclusion, thanks to the spells that were messing with my mind.

“Uncle Mark must have figured this out,” Liam said in a puzzled tone. “I wonder why he hasn’t told us about his suspicions?”

“Why did the witch leave the drawings here?” Brynn asked suspiciously. “It’s like she wants us to know who she is.”

“It has to be part of her plan,” Yas figured. “She wants us to know why she kidnapped Alex. She isn’t done with her yet. I bet she’ll find a way to track her down, so she can either kidnap her again, or maybe kill her next time.”

“I fear the vampire is correct,” Virginia said. “The witch abused you for eighteen long years and never tired of tormenting you. Her hatred won’t fade. It will only increase now that she no longer has you beneath her control.”

I felt Jax’s dread for me through my link to him, but his expression didn’t show it. He was good at masking his feelings, but so was I. Instead of bursting into terrified tears, I pushed them deep down inside me like I always did. “I’m going to check my room,” I said and left them to study the disturbing images without me.

As I walked past the tiny dining table, I noticed the broken wand and spell I’d placed on it were both gone. In hindsight, I wished I’d torched them in the fireplace. She’d used them to inflict her enchantments on me and to control me. Irene would no doubt have more wands and spell books, but it would have been cathartic to destroy something that she’d treasured.
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Chapter Five
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YAS CAUGHT UP TO ME just as I reached my bedroom. She grabbed the doorhandle before I could. “You’d better let me go first,” she said. “Agent Steel’s people must have checked it, but it’s best to be safe than sorry.”

Virginia joined us a moment later. “Brace yourself,” the ghost warned me. “The witch visited your bedroom before she left the cottage. She took her rage out on your belongings.”

Motioning for me to stay put, Yas opened the door and stuck her head inside. “Wow,” she said in amazement. “Irene must really hate you.”

I gave her a light shove to move her out of the way, then stepped into the room. Every article of clothing I owned had been dragged out of the closet and dresser and had been torn to shreds. “I guess it’s good that none of this stuff was precious to me,” I said wryly as I took in the destruction. The clothing was all jumbled into a pile on the floor.

“You actually wore this thing?” the vampire asked incredulously as she picked up a ratty old bra that was a few sizes too small.

Snatching it from her hand, I dropped it to the floor and tried to ignore her snickers. “Irene didn’t believe in buying me new clothes just because I outgrew my old ones,” I explained.

“How the hell did you squeeze your boobs into that bra?” my bestie asked just as Jax stepped through the door.

Agent Remington’s eyes went to the bra in question and his cheeks turned slightly red. “Liam asked me to give you this,” he said stiffly and held out an empty duffle bag.

“Ugh, you won’t need any of these rags,” Yas said with her upper lip curled. “The witch did you a favor by shredding them out of petty spite.”

It was hard to argue with the truth, but I sorted through the pile to see if anything had survived the carnage. “There’s nothing here that I want to keep,” I verified, then left the room that seemed so small and shabby now.

Apart from taking a few books, there was nothing else I wanted. The duffle bag remained sadly light when I finished my search of the cottage.

Irene had taken her spell components and clothing with her. I glanced into her bedroom to see it was far more cheerful than mine. A red rug covered the floor and her bed was queen-size rather than a single like mine. It had a bright yellow comforter that didn’t suit someone of her sour disposition.

“Is it safe to drink the coffee?” Sydney asked. It had been almost four hours since she’d had any caffeine and she was desperate for a fix.

“It should be,” I replied as she opened the coffee cannister and sniffed it. “There’s creamer in the pantry,” I added. I’d checked the fridge to find it was empty. The TV wouldn’t work without Irene’s magic, but the electricity was still on, so the rest of the appliances were operational. Now that I knew about my true origins, I understood why she’d monitored what I’d watched on television. She hadn’t wanted me to see news reports about the supreme alphas and to figure out that I was their missing daughter.

“Why is the power still on?” Nick asked. He found plain oatmeal cookies in the cupboard and we sat down on the couch, armchair and floor to talk.

“Maybe the witch forgot to have it shut down,” Jax figured.

“You grew up eating food like this?” Brynn asked as she distastefully eyed the cookie Nick handed her.

I nodded and took the mug of tea Syd passed to me from the tray she was carrying. “I’d never even tasted chocolate before I met Yas,” I said.

“It was the first step in my plan to corrupt her and turn her to the dark side,” my best friend said craftily.

“What comes after getting her addicted to sugar?” Agent Remington asked with a hint of a grin.

“I was going to find a hot guy for her and get her laid,” the vampire said blandly.

Sucking in a breath as I took a bite of my cookie, it became lodged in my throat. Emma panicked when I began to choke and leaped onto Jax’s shoulder and pointed at me frantically.

He leaned over and thumped me on the back a few times until I’d swallowed it down. “Thanks,” I croaked, mortified by the cackles of laughter at my expense.

Emma hugged the shifter in gratitude for saving me. She stayed perched on his shoulder as Liam began questioning me about my life. Now that I was back in the place where I’d been abused, it was easier to recall the details. Liam pulled a tablet out of his jacket to take notes as I relayed what he wanted to know about the witch and my life in her captivity.

Irene hadn’t given me many details about herself. I dredged up a few tidbits, but he didn’t have much to relay to Agent Steel when I was done. “It sounds like she was definitely born somewhere in Europe,” Liam said as he perused his notes. “She was good at hiding her accent, but it slipped out sometimes. I’ll pass this on to Uncle Mark and he might be able to narrow down where she came from. It might verify that she really is a descendant of the Dawson Coven.”

“There’s one room we haven’t seen yet,” Yas reminded everyone. “We still haven’t seen the cellar.” All eyes went to me and I tensed in trepidation.

“You don’t have to come with us,” Liam said, taking pity on me.

“I think I need to,” I replied and heaved myself to my feet. I led the way outside and around the side of the house. The door to the cellar was covered in a couple of feet of snow. It only took us a couple of minutes to sweep the snow away with our hands. Nick took hold of the handle and yanked the door up, then waited for his brother to enter first.

Liam pulled the string to turn the light on, then uttered a curse beneath his breath. “The shackles have silver in them,” he said, taking out his cell phone to take photos.

Yas was right behind me when I reluctantly followed the others into the dingy room. It was a good thing the floor was made of dirt. Emma had used the zombie highway to enter the room so she could be with me when I’d been shackled to the wall.

Taking in the metal chains and restraints, the squad exchanged looks. “I get to kill the witch when we find her,” Syd said in a deadly serious tone.

“No one gets to call dibs on her,” Liam said firmly. “That will be decided at a later date.” He glanced at his brother and they shared silent communication through their bond.

“Are we done here?” I asked. I’d stopped just inside the door and had no desire to move any closer to the shackles.

“We’re done,” our boss replied and gestured at the exit. We filed back into the house to decide what we were going to do next.

“Do
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