
  
    [image: The Grae Sisters]
  


  
    
      The Grae Sisters

      BOOKS 1 - 3

    

    
      
        EVE LANGLAIS

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Eve Langlais]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      The Grae Sisters © 2024 Eve Langlais

      Cover Design © Addictive Covers 2024

      Produced in Canada

      Published by Eve Langlais

      http://www.EveLanglais.com

      E-ISBN: 978 177 384 5487

      Print ISBN: 978 177 384 5494

      ALL RIGHTS RESERVED

      This book is a work of fiction and the characters, events and dialogue found within the story are of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, either living or deceased, is completely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced or shared in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including but not limited to digital copying, file sharing, audio recording, AI training, email and printing without permission in writing from the author.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction

      

      
        Also by Eve Langlais

      

    

    
      
        
          Warden and the Assassin

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            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

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Professor and the Seer

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            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

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

      
        
          Gentleman and the Witch

        

        
          
            Foreword

          

          
            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

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Need more books?

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Introduction

          

          AN URBAN FANTASY IN THREE PARTS  FEATURING VERY UNIQUE TRIPLETS.

        

        
          
            [image: Eclipse]
          

        

      

    

    
      The Grae Sisters is a collection of the previously released titles:

      
        
          	
        Warden and the Assassin ~ I’m the sister you don’t want to meet in a dark alley. Probably why a warden named Bane hires me to protect him from an upcoming arcane event. The odds are stacked against me, but I’m determined to win this fight and Bane’s love.
      

      	
        Professor and the Seer ~ I’ve been cursed with seeing the future including one where the professor I’ve fallen in love with dies at my feet. There has to be a way to change what’s to come, but what if my choices bring about the apocalypse?
      

      	
        Gentleman and the Witch ~ The ex-god who demands my aid is no gentleman, but then again, this witch is no lady. Together we will hunt beyond the Earthly dimension in search of our common enemy.  An enemy who miscalculated. Never threaten this witch because I will do anything, even end the world, to avenge those I love.
      

      

      

      A blend of urban fantasy and romance that will keep you reading well past your bedtime.
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        Scythe & Souls is action packed urban fantasy.
      

      	
        Magic and Kings featuring The Barbarian’s King Assassin.
      

      	
        Earth’s Magic set in the same world as Earth’s Nexus.
      

      	
        Werewolves Vampires and Demons, Oh My starts with Indecent Werewolf Exposure.
      

      	
        Mist and Mirrors is epic fantasy featuring featuring a mature heroine.
      

      	
        The Forsaken Chronicles is dark urban fantasy.
      

      	
        Hell’s Son is darkly humorous urban fantasy.
      

      	
        The Deviant Future is Dystopian Romance with paranormal elements.
      

      

      

      Prefer to browse by genre? Here’s some of the categories on my website to make your search easier.

      
        
          	
        Witch Romance
      

      	
        Paranormal Romance
      

      	
        Fantasy Romance
      

      	
        Sci-fi Romance
      

      	
        SupernaturalMystery
      

      	
        Romantic Suspense
      

      	
        Urban Fantasy
      

      	
        Shapeshifters
      

      	
        Romantic Comedy
      

      

      

      Check me out at EveLanglais.com
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      The Past.

      

      My eyes popped open before my alarm, my excitement bubbling. Turning sixteen only happened once in a girl’s life. Add in the fact that not only did it land on a Friday the 13th but also on the day of a rare hybrid eclipse, making it extra special—for me and my sisters.

      Triplets born, one after another, at the exact moment the moon covered the sun. Was it any wonder our mother, Fraussa Grae—which she swore was her real name—already a little bit too much into the esoteric, chose to name us after the weird Graeae sisters of Greek mythology? You know the gross ones that shared an eyeball. Enyo, Deino, and Pemphredo. Of us, only I, Enyo, kept my original name. My sisters went by the nicknames, Dina and Frieda. In their defense, no one ever spelled their birth names right.

      That special morning, we dressed, each of us catering to our unique sense of style. For me that consisted of jeans and a rock band T-shirt with unlaced black boots. My usual attire that caused my more fashion-conscious sister to sigh. “Could you at least do something about your hair?” Shaved on one side and currently dyed a vivid green, I didn’t see her point.

      Dina chose a short plaid skirt with a cream-colored top that barely touched the waistband. Any shorter and the principal would have sent her home to change. Under that mini, thong panties that looked massively uncomfortable seeing as how her ass crack ate the fabric. Her dark hair hung straight and shiny, not one strand out of place.

      Frieda marked the day with a clean pair of track pants and matching hoodie. She favored comfort above all else. As for her hair? A messy pixie cut, not by choice. She’d neglected brushing her hair during the March break, and the knots proved impossible to remove. A trip to the hairdresser left her with a more manageable style.

      Given we lived only a mile from school and Mom claimed the fresh air did us good, we walked. Not together, I should add. While we shared a converted attic-loft bedroom and were close—like duh, we did share a womb, after all—when it came to social circles, we each had our own set of friends. We split up as we exited the house, knowing we’d hang later when we celebrated with Mother at a restaurant.

      For me, my school day started under the bleachers with my best friend, Maya, and a joint. First period was history—boring. Then government—even more boring. By the time I finished science, my buzz wore off. Just in time for lunch, whereupon I got high again.

      As I toked on the skunky joint, I eyed the moon creeping across the sky. “What time’s the eclipse supposed to happen?” I asked, squinting at the sun’s brightness.

      Maya shrugged. “Sometime during last period. Apparently, Mr. Gruber got us some glasses so we can watch it.” Mr. Gruber being our English teacher.

      “Cool.” It actually was. Sixteenth birthday, Friday the 13th, and an eclipse? Like, holy shit. I just hoped I got to see it. My cramping stomach had been getting worse all day. Could it be the elusive period my sisters and I had yet to get? Just in case, before the tardy bell rang, I hit a bathroom and slid a pad into my underpants. Mom had been insisting for years we have some stashed in our lockers because she believed in being prepared. For once, I might not call her crazy.

      The discomfort intensified as the afternoon went on, enough I almost asked to be excused, but the buzz of excitement over the upcoming eclipse kept my ass in my seat rather than skipping.

      Last period, as promised, Mr. Gruber handed out the special glasses and we headed outside. It seemed like all the classes did, given the number of students milling on the football field. The groundskeeper had to be gnashing his teeth, seeing his immaculate turf being trampled.

      I spotted my popular sister, Dina, by the team benches with her gaggle of posh girlfriends, holding court and flirting with a good chunk of the football team. Frieda sat in the bleachers, face buried in a book. Apart from us, she preferred her own company.

      Given we had a few minutes until the big event, I tried to slip away, wanting to smoke the half-doobie I had left, only I got corralled by the stern vice principal, the steely-eyed Mrs. Transom. She took one look at me and pointed to my class. Detention sucked. Don’t ask how I know. I sulked back to my group.

      It wasn’t so horrible. As the moon neared the sun, strange wavy lines appeared on the ground. Kind of cool and hypnotic. I found myself watching them as our teacher droned.

      “…what you’re seeing are shadow bands, a prelude to the eclipse, which means time to put on the glasses and keep them on, especially when looking at the disappearing sun. We don’t want anyone going blind.”

      That warning was enough for me to jam the ugly things on my face. The things Mr. Gruber called shadow bands rippled oddly when seen through the lenses. More annoying, my exposed skin itched then began to burn even as my flesh remained unmarked. No one else appeared to be uncomfortable, so I gritted my teeth and tilted my head back. The edges of the sun appeared to pulse as the moon began to cover it.

      My stomach wrenched hard enough I bit my lip lest I cry out in pain. Fuck me, if this was my period, it could screw right off.

      The moon hit the halfway mark on the sun, and my vision blurred. Were the glasses not working? I blinked and could see spots of light behind my lids.

      What’s happening?

      A question not asked by me. I’d have sworn I heard my sister Frieda inside my head. Obviously, my mind was playing tricks. I opened my eyes and glanced at the bleachers to see Frieda standing, one hand dangling by her side holding the book, the other on her stomach as if she, too, cramped. Don’t tell me we were going to pull some triplet bullshit and all go on the rag at the same time?

      A peek over at Dina showed her trying to shove her way through the group of boys, a smile pasted to her lips, but I knew her well enough to see something bothered her.

      Without even thinking of it, I moved for my sisters as the sky darkened. The world around lost all color. All shape. Even sounds became a blur. All I could see were my sisters. The three of us converged, reaching for each other, looking for comfort, hands clasping and forming a circle just as the full eclipse hit.

      Pure blackness fell.

      I could see nothing.

      Hear nothing.

      Feel nothing.

      Until a single chime sounded and a bright, pinkish light flashed before my eyes. A voice, dulcet and soft, yet, at the same time, a booming vibrato, shook me as it said, “It is done. The promise has been fulfilled.”

      What was done?

      A second later, pain ripped through me, a pain so intense I wanted to scream, but not a sound emerged. Only agony existed. I hit the ground on my knees. The extreme torment might have torn me apart if not for the anchoring strength of my sisters. We still clung to each other, hands linked, the suffering shared.

      By the time light returned, the sun no longer hidden by the eclipse, I found myself tense and panting. The discomfort vanished.

      I blinked at my sisters and wondered if my expression matched their pale ones.

      A trembling Frieda surprised me when she said, “What the fuck just happened?”

      For once, I didn’t have a smart-ass reply.

      As Dina stood, I noticed red liquid rolling down her bare legs. “I think you got your period,” I stated, only to realize I felt a warm wetness in my own crotch.

      Frieda murmured, “And so it begins.”

      Happy fucking birthday, and the one that changed the course of our lives.
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      The Present.

      

      The apartment stank of weed, body odor, and rotting take-out. Not surprising given the scumbag who lived here, one Theodore Gallant, currently out on bail for aggravated assault, rape times two, and illegal possession of a firearm. Back in the day, the scumbag would have been kept behind bars until his trial. Alas, in these modern times, criminals had more rights because, don’t you know, it wasn’t their fault. It wasn’t the scumbag’s fault he beat up Pamela Lorenz. He’d had a tough childhood. It wasn’t his fault he raped her so violently she spent two weeks in critical care. His mother never hugged him enough. As for the firearm? How was he supposed to know the guy who sold it to him from the trunk of a car in an alley did something illegal?

      Theodore “Scumbag” Gallant presented a classic case of wasted space on this Earth, and yet he currently walked free, while his victim lived in a state of fear, refusing to leave her room and only having contact with her mother.

      Enter me, who hated scumbags. When Mrs. Lorenz approached me—not directly, of course, as I never meet my clients in person and relied only on the dark web for communication—I took the job for much less than my usual fee. Some things you just had to do for pleasure… and justice.

      The door to the shithole opened and in staggered Gallant. I should add, he didn’t stumble because he’d gotten drunk. His unsteady step came from the weight of the woman draped limply over his shoulder. His unconscious date had a bit of meat to her bones, and I doubted she’d given consent.

      It appeared I’d chosen the right night to pay Theodore a visit.

      It took him a moment to notice me. First, he dumped the unconscious woman onto his couch. Then he muttered, “Fucking heifer.”

      “Well, that’s rude,” I replied, the words dropping starkly in the silence.

      Theodore whirled so fast he almost fell over. His eyes widened as he took me in before he blurted out, “Who da fuck are you? Why are you in my fucking place?”

      “Why don’t we start with what the fuck do you think you’re doing with her?” I gestured to the woman drooling on the nasty couch cushion. You couldn’t pay me enough to sit on any fabric in this place. Heck, I’d wiped down the wooden chair before parking my ass in it.

      “What I do is none of your fucking business. So get out unless you want to join in.” He licked his lips as he grabbed his crotch. There didn’t exist a universe where it would have been sexy. No wonder he relied on drugging his dates.

      “If I wanted a skinny two-inch dick, I’d finger myself.”

      The insult had him snarling, “Fucking whore, we’ll see how small you think it is when I choke you with it!”

      “You and what army, dickwad?” I stood, and as often happened, the bravado began to wither from my target as he faced someone as tall as him at six feet. I’d hit a growth spurt after my sixteenth that didn’t stop until my early twenties. Annoying, seeing as how I had to special order my pants so my ankles didn’t show.

      “Mouthy bitch. We’ll see how brave you are once you meet my sharp friend.” He pulled a puny blade, the metal of it marred in orange and brown streaks.

      I grimaced. “When was the last time you cleaned that thing?” Good thing I kept up to date on my tetanus shots.

      Rather than reply, he jabbed it in my direction. Easy to sidestep. I chopped his hand hard enough he yelped and dropped the knife. Before he could recover, I’d grabbed hold of his greasy hair, and he uttered a fitting pig-like squeal.

      He didn’t yip for long. I wrapped my arm around his neck and squeezed, making him claw at my leather sleeve to no avail. I bought quality shit because, in my line of work, every layer of protection helped.

      My grip remained tight as I dragged his ass to the already cracked window, the sill of it showing burn marks and ash. A wobbly table sat to the side of it with drug paraphernalia strewn across it: crack pipe, needles—that I steered clear of—empty baggies, an ashtray full of roaches. Me, I preferred the cleaner high from a bong or vape pen.

      Scumbag twisted and pulled as I heaved the window into its widest position. The night air rushed into the large opening, the screen that might have once protected from accidents long gone. Three stories up. Enough to kill a man—especially if he landed headfirst.

      Without a goodbye speech—because, quite honestly, Scumbag here knew his crimes and I had no interest in listening to him lie about how he could change—I tossed him out. He didn’t make a sound unless the splat counted. I tossed his crack pipe out after him. Make it look like an accident and the cops wouldn’t dig deeper. Why would they? One less crook in the system made their lives easier. It would be one less predator to take up resources and court time. Even better, there would be one less victim, not that the snoring woman on the couch would ever know. She’d slept through it all.

      Job done. Time to leave before I got noticed. Usually, the cops took their sweet time answering calls in this part of the city, but a body in the alley would garner a more rapid response.

      As I headed for the door, I paused. If I left the woman behind, who knew what might happen. The cops weren’t the only danger around. Predators thrived preying on the weak.

      You’re not a hero. A reminder that I’d not come here to save anyone, just to collect the paycheck at the end. Still… I also wasn’t an asshole.

      With a sigh, I grabbed the woman in a fireman hold, slung her ass over my shoulder, and exited. People might see, but none would talk. This kind of place didn’t encourage snitching.

      I carried the girl to an apartment on the first floor, currently empty of people, the bathroom torn apart to fix some plumbing. A safe place for the woman to wake up, realize her poor life choices, and get her ass home in one piece. To those who thought me cruel to leave her instead of bringing her home, I drew the line at being a taxi service for idiots who drank too much with strangers.

      I’d been that idiot in college. Woken up beside more than a few regrets. Did I blame those guys for taking advantage? Well, yeah, but I also took responsibility for the fact I’d behaved stupidly. I owned my actions, even the ones that made me look—and feel—bad.

      With the girl more or less secured, I left, my steps quick, my face shrouded by the hoodie I wore under my leather jacket. No mask for me. That kind of shit drew more attention now that the pandemic was long past.

      Once I returned home—three subway switches and a ten-minute walk later—I sent a message to my client: Done.

      Within the hour—the length of time it probably took my client to verify my claim—my crypto account received payment and I went looking for my next job. Lucky me, an assassin for hire never lacked for work.

      My plans to line up my next gig ended up derailed by a knock at the door.

      I yelled, “Not now, Frieda.” I didn’t have to tune into the doorbell camera to know who stood on the other side. Ever since our sixteenth birthday, my sisters and I had been more closely attuned. By that, I meant we could feel each other’s more extreme emotions—which made for awkwardness after a night of good sex. Poor Frieda, the almost virgin of the group, had a hard time meeting my or Dina’s gaze the mornings after.

      Since our sixteenth, we could always find each other, too. Like homing pigeons, we’d never be lost. Which led to the more annoying part of our curse: the inability to stay far apart for long. And not for a lack of trying. We’d not realized the issue until Dina wanted to go to a summer camp out of state. Within days, she became violently ill and returned within the week. Even vacations failed. Either we all went, or we planned really short excursions.

      Given this quirk, we ended up buying a derelict three-story brownstone and renovated it into three large apartments, one sister per floor. Close yet private. We loved each other, but sometimes a woman needed her own space.

      Frieda didn’t knock again. She didn’t have to. While I wanted nothing more than to relax and do fuck all but browse the web, I couldn’t avoid my sister. She wouldn’t be bothering me without cause. Frieda hated leaving her place. The problem with seeing the future? Turning it off every time she set foot outside. I bugged her that she needed to practice more, but she never listened.

      She brought with her a portent, a sensation that tingled the skin and let me know shit was about to happen. Heck, shit had been happening since our sixteenth birthday.

      The day we got our powers.
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      The Past.

      Back to the day of the eclipse, our red flood, and a sixteenth birthday gone off the rails…

      

      “This is bullshit,” I muttered while pacing the bedroom I shared with my siblings.

      My sisters and I had fled the football field—with our bleeding uteruses—as quickly as we could bolt. Thankfully no one noticed the blood rolling down Dina’s legs or the wet spot on Frieda’s dark pants. My pad saved me from embarrassment, but it wouldn’t contain the gush for long. The moment we arrived home, we rushed to strip out of our soiled clothing. We let Dina shower first, and then I motioned for Frieda to go next. The pad I’d put in place had already been swapped out for a fresh one.

      When my turn came, I grimaced at the pink water swirling down the drain. Nasty but at least the cramping had calmed down. Guess I could now officially call myself a woman.

      With a fluffy towel cinched around my boobs and body, I emerged fresh and clean to find grave expressions on my sisters’ faces.

      “What’s got you so glum? It’s just a period,” I scoffed. Unpleasant, to be sure, but not entirely unexpected.

      “Is it just that?” Dina arched a brow. Or haven’t you noticed something different?

      It took me a second to realize Dina’s lips hadn’t moved with the second question. Yet I’d heard her.

      “Cool ventriloquist trick. I didn’t know you’d been practicing,” I stated, heading for my dresser and some clean clothes. I dropped the towel on the way, nudity with my sisters not a big deal. After all, we shared the same genetics.

      “She’s got it too,” Frieda’s quiet comment.

      “Got what?” I tossed over my shoulder as I snared underpants and a T-shirt.

      “Take a look in the mirror.”

      I grimaced at Dina. “A look at what? Is this your way of saying I’m bloated? Because duh, they taught us it was normal in health class.” Just like the cramps should be expected.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Frieda huffed. She whirled around and lifted her shirt, showing off a tattoo on her back. A series of symbols running up from the crack of her ass to just below mid-spine. Done in white, not black. Odd choice.

      “Damn, when did you get that done? Has Mom seen it?” I exclaimed, kind of jealous. I’d always assumed I’d be the first one to get a tat.

      “It appeared today.” Frieda lowered her shirt as Dina lifted hers and murmured, “Ditto for me.”

      I blinked at the similar markings in my sisters’ flesh. “Wait, you guys got tattoos without me?”

      “No, dummy. I’m saying they just appeared. You’ve got one too.”

      “Bullshit,” I exclaimed, yanking on my underpants. “I can’t believe you left me out.”

      “Oh, for Christ’s sake, look in the mirror.” Dina repeated the order.

      “Don’t see why. Think I’d know if I got a tat,” I muttered as I marched to the full-length mirror bolted to the back of our door. As I got close, I whirled and glanced over my shoulder, ready to unleash on my sisters, only to slam my mouth shut hard enough my teeth clacked. I blinked, and yet that didn’t make the markings down my spine disappear.

      “What the ever-loving fuck?” I breathed. “How did this happen?”

      “I don’t know,” my book-loving sister stated unhappily. “But I suspect the eclipse played a part.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” I scoffed. “Eclipses don’t give people tattoos.”

      “Then how do you explain it?” Frieda insisted.

      “Explain what?” Mom entered at that moment, a woman beautiful for her age, which she wouldn’t reveal for some crazy reason. We had her pegged at between mid-thirties to early fifties. Hard to tell given her smooth features and hair unmarked by gray. The woman never celebrated a birthday, which I found odd given she always made a big deal about ours.

      I plastered my hands over my boobs, glad that I at least had underwear on. “Mom! You’re supposed to knock.”

      “Don’t be a prude, Enyo. I gave birth to you and wiped your ass. Not to mention, I have the same body parts.”

      “It’s called respecting our privacy, Mother,” Dina snottily replied. “We’re young ladies now.”

      Mom snorted. “You’re children living under my roof, and you’re currently avoiding what’s got you in a tizzy.”

      “We got our periods,” Frieda blurted out. The weak link in our triplet chain. She never could keep a secret from Mom.

      The statement arched Mother’s brow. “All three of you?”

      “During the eclipse,” Frieda added without any kind of prodding at all. I usually liked to hold out for a treat, like Mom’s chocolate brownies.

      “Is the start of your menses the only thing that’s happened?” Mother asked, her laser stare fixing me in place.

      “Isn’t that enough?” was my sarcastic retort.

      “Do you feel different? Has something about you changed?” Mom prodded.

      Fuck it. Rather than speak, I whirled to show her my tattoo.

      “Do you all have the mark?” A strange thing to ask. Most parents would have lost their shit at their child getting inked.

      As my sisters showed off their tattoos, I tugged a shirt over my head. Mom might have birthed me, but as a teen girl with boobs that had been changing, I’d yet to get comfortable in my new skin.

      “I swear we didn’t go behind your back and get them.” Frieda immediately begged for mercy. As if Mom would punish us for something like that. She had her share of ink on her body. Most of it symbols that she told us she’d explain when we got old enough to understand.

      “They just appeared,” Dina added. “We didn’t have them this morning.”

      “It’s finally happened. I wondered if it would,” was Mother’s cryptic reply.

      “Why don’t you seem surprised?” I questioned, because nothing about this day made sense, not even her response.

      “I always knew you were special. Just look at the moment of your birth. Do you know how rare it is to have a child born under an eclipse? I wasn’t due for a few more weeks, but the labor hit me so fast I had you on the side of the road under the eclipse’s dark light.”

      We’d heard this story before. “We know. You popped us out one, two, three, like candy in a Pez dispenser, and all before the eclipse ended.” A wonder we’d all survived. By the time the ambulance arrived, Mom had the cords cut and our newborn butts swaddled.

      Mom nodded despite my levity about our birth. “A miracle birth on an auspicious day, at a rare moment. I wondered if you would be destined for great things. I believe we got our answer.”

      “Answer? How are spontaneous periods and tattoos an answer?” I blurted out.

      Dina proved calmer. “You expected something like this to happen.”

      Mom nodded.

      “And didn’t warn us?” I couldn’t keep my mouth shut.

      “Warn you about something that might never happen?” Mom shrugged. “I had no idea if you’d be blessed.”

      “Blessed how? I’m bleeding like a stuck pig, crampy, craving chocolate and salt, and have a tattoo on my back I didn’t ask for. And to which I’ll add, wasn’t what I’d have chosen.” I’d been eyeing a thorned bicep vine for my first when I turned eighteen.

      A hand wave from my mom didn’t ease my annoyance. “Take some Tylenol for the discomfort. The menses part can be eased in the future with a blend of herbs. And if you’re hungry, then, by all means, raid the pantry.”

      I scowled, but before I could blast my mom, quiet Frieda spoke. “What do you mean when you say we’re destined for great things?”

      “Only time will tell. In the meantime, you’ll have to prepare. I’ll have to make some calls so we can get started right away.”

      “Calls to who? Prepare for what?” Dina frowned, a rarity, as my perfect sibling worried even at her age about wrinkles.

      “Those who can teach you the things I can’t.” Mom clasped her hands and beamed. “I can’t wait for you to begin your training.”

      “What kind of training?” My suspicious query.

      “That will depend on the results of the tests.”

      I rubbed my forehead and let Frieda tentatively ask, “What kind of tests?”

      Mother’s smile held no hint of humor or sarcasm as she declared, “Those to discern what kind of magic you wield.”

      As a sixteen-year-old, I did the most normal thing.

      I laughed.

      Until I saw the proof.
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      The Present.

      

      I can wait all day.

      Despite all my mental shielding, Frieda had the ability to make me hear her whether I wanted to or not.

      Must I? I groused as I trudged to the door. We both knew I’d let her in eventually. While we might snarl and snap—the result of being too close, if that makes any sense—we never turned each other away.

      I disarmed my alarm system then undid the locks on my reinforced steel door. To those who might think it excessive, remember I killed people for a living. I expected to have enemies. What I didn’t want was to be caught unaware because of a flimsy lock and a door easily kicked in. My sisters’ security proved even more intense, as I wouldn’t see them harmed for things I’d done. Dina’s dog might be cute and cuddly with her and tolerant of me and Frieda, but it would tear the arm off anyone else who entered without permission. Frieda’s floor held a safe room that would protect her if she panicked and needed a place that wouldn’t trigger any glimpses of the future. Think of a Faraday box, but for a magic-wielding human. I’d paid a pretty penny for that installation.

      The heavy portal swung open, and Frieda entered wearing a loose ankle-length skirt of bright blue layered with a bulky mustard-yellow sweater. Her feet remained bare. A hater of shoes and socks, she only wore them when she left the building, which didn’t happen often. As time passed, my sister became more and more of a hermit. At times, Dina and I worried about her mental health, which didn’t go unnoticed, as Frieda read our minds and told us to fuck off, insisting she was fine.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, heading for the fridge and a beer. Nothing like sucking on a cold glass bottle to soothe.

      Without preamble, she blurted out, “You have to say no.”

      Head stuck in the fridge, I frowned, not at the statement but at the fact I’d drunk most of the two-four bought only a few days ago. No getting drunk tonight unless I cracked the bottle of rye in my cabinet.

      “Don’t you dare drink the rye. It makes you fire off your gun randomly, and right now you need to listen.”

      Ugh. I grabbed one of the three remaining beers and didn’t offer one to my sis. She didn’t drink. I slammed the fridge door shut before replying, “What am I saying no to?”

      “You’re going to get an incredibly generous offer.”

      “Oh really?” I’ll admit, intrigue replaced my annoyance.

      “Yes really, but you need to refuse.”

      That statement arched my brow as I smacked the lid of the bottle off the stone countertop. It popped and plinked into the bin I kept underneath for exactly that reason. A bin almost full. “Why would I say no to this deal if it’s incredible?”

      “Because you have to,” Frieda insisted.

      A hearty swig went down, the dark ale frothy and delicious, before I asked, “Why? Am I going to die if I say yes?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Get maimed?”

      “Likely.”

      “Sounds like a fun time.”

      “I’m being serious, Enyo. You have to refuse.”

      “Why? What aren’t you telling me?” I hounded my sister. “Will you, or anyone I actually like, die or be hurt? Will our house burn down? Will the government suddenly take an interest and lock our asses up for testing?” Probably my biggest fear.

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “You’re going to have to do better than that if you don’t want me to say yes.”

      “How about because I said so?” Frieda huffed.

      “Not good enough,” I replied as I took another swig. It should be noted Frieda often freaked out. Part of the whole “seeing multiple futures” thing. She saw the potential of what could happen, and it scared her so much that she rarely left the house. It led to her having no real friends apart from me and Dina. Heck, she’d almost remained a virgin, considering she knew ahead of time whether or not sex would be good—and if the relationship would work out. Not well, as it turned out, since she also couldn’t help but see how each partner would die—and none of them could be saved. Rather than deal with a future that sucked, she avoided it. Avoided life. Not just her life, though. She often meddled in ours.

      Personally, I didn’t want to know what to expect unless it resulted in something really, really bad. Otherwise, I liked surprises.

      My refusal to obey pinched Frieda’s lips. “You don’t understand. He’s going to take you away.”

      “He who? Who’s taking me away?” Her claim made no sense.

      “The Warden.”

      The name lifted the corner of my mouth. “Now there’s a supervillain name if I ever heard one.”

      “He’s not a villain,” she muttered.

      “And yet, he’s going to try and kidnap me. Guess he’ll be in for a surprise when I turn around and show him why that’s a bad idea.”

      “You’re not taking me seriously,” Frieda huffed. “You have to listen. The Warden is going to make you an offer so incredible you’ll be tempted to accept. But you can’t because, if you do, everything changes.”

      “Changes how?” More than two decades of my sister freaking out had led to me being a little less accepting of her demands. Because of her, I’d missed out on prom—she’d claimed something bad would happen. I later found out that by “bad,” she meant I’d have a drink spilled on me. At the college we attended together, she cock-blocked me at every turn, spouting things like this dude and that guy wouldn’t respect me. As if I cared about respect when I was horny. She had me turn down jobs because there existed a single future out of many where I got injured. Kind of a given in my line of work. Over time, the bubble-wrapping of my feelings got to be cloying, hence why I stopped listening unless death or grievous maiming was involved.

      “That’s the problem. I can’t fully see what lies ahead.”

      That brought a frown. Usually, Frieda couldn’t see when things affected her, which could only mean, “You’re going to be drawn into this job somehow.” Being a terrible sister, I laughed. “Holy shit, you might actually have to leave the building for once.”

      “This isn’t funny. I don’t want to be involved in whatever it is the Warden wants from you. You know I can’t do what you do.” She waved a hand.

      My lips quirked. “You can say it. I kill assholes.”

      “You execute people for money.”

      “Don’t knock it. It’s very lucrative,” I said, taking another swig of my ale. My gigs had paid for the bulk of the building and repairs, while Dina covered the rest. Frieda, who couldn’t hold down a job or tolerate leaving the apartment for any period of time, relied on us for her needs. Not something we usually minded, but I did have to draw a few lines for my own sanity. One of them being I decided which jobs I took.

      “We have enough money in the bank,” Frieda argued.

      “I disagree.” I had my eye on a place in Texas by the ocean that, with a little investment, would give us a second home. If we could convince Frieda to travel. At times, I hated the bond between us. When it came to travelling any distance, we couldn’t go more than a few days without contact before the discomfort became too great.

      What I wouldn’t kill to get a week—fuck it, a month—alone on a tropical island with a lovely cabana man and room service.

      “What are we disagreeing about?” Dina swept in without knocking or using a key. Stupid powers. She got to be the witch of the group, using magic to infuse her special potions, which she turned around and sold for a pretty penny. Not her only trick. She also used her power of persuasion to get people to do her bidding. Dina had come in really handy when we had to float my very heavy exercise system from the street to the basement level where we had a sound—and fire—proof training room set up.

      “Frieda wants me to turn down a job that’s going to pay big bucks.” My quick explanation before I finished off my beer.

      “How many dollars?” Dina’s first question.

      I shrugged. “No idea. Hasn’t happened yet.”

      Dina glanced at Frieda, who muttered, “He’s going to give her something priceless.”

      “Sweet,” I chirped.

      “Is someone going to die if Enyo accepts?” Dina’s next query.

      I pushed away from the counter as I answered. “She has no idea. She’s being pissy about it because it might end up involving her.”

      At that, Dina rolled her eyes and uttered a dramatic, “Oh no. You might have to do something. However will you survive?”

      “Not funny,” Frieda gritted out. “I’ve got a weird feeling about this job.”

      “It’s called anxiety because you’ve not set foot outside of this building in over three months.” I’d been keeping track because Frieda’s reluctance had been getting worse.

      “I went outside a few days ago,” Frieda argued.

      “The front step to grab a package doesn’t count,” Dina retorted. “It’s not healthy for you to stay inside this much.”

      “I go onto the roof almost daily for fresh air.” Frieda tried to defend her actions.

      I wasn’t having it. “That’s not a life, and you know it. Why are you so afraid to leave?”

      Asked and yet I knew the answer before Frieda murmured, “Because I can’t help them.”

      By them, she meant the people she encountered whose futures she could see. Most would live long lives that, while not always happy, were normal. Others, Frieda could see the ugly that would come. Most of it not preventable. She’d tried.

      The first time she perceived the future was for our neighbor, Mrs. Kowalski, not even a week after our sixteenth. Frieda saw her getting hit by a bus while chasing her dog who’d escaped the yard. So Frieda asked to borrow the dog before it could happen. She returned the pup later that day to find an ambulance in front of Mrs. Kowalski’s place. She’d been in her garden when a car with a drunken driver left the road, rammed through the fence, and killed her.

      Total Final Destination shit. And Frieda’s first introduction to the fact some futures were actually set in stone. But not all. Sometimes she would see a fork in the road or even a few branches. Her guidance had helped me on many a mission when I first started out as a killer for hire.

      Or as Mother called me, once she discerned my ability, assassin. While one sister saw the future and the other wielded magic, I became the muscle of our trio.

      Super strength. Speed. And an ability to fight like a superhero, only without the cape, tights, cool name, or flying power. Which I didn’t mind, seeing as how I rocked the leather biker-chick look.

      “You can’t hide inside forever,” Dina said softly to our sister.

      “Easy for you to say. You don’t see what I do.” Frieda’s voice cracked before she caught herself.

      “Maybe you should try those relaxation exercises Mom taught you.”

      “They don’t work,” Frieda snapped.

      “And neither do you,” my blunt rebuttal. “Hence why, when it comes to jobs, you don’t get a say.”

      Hurt twisted Frieda’s features.

      Guilt hit me fast and hard. “I’m sorry.”

      “No. You’re right.” Frieda’s shoulders slumped. “I contribute nothing.”

      “That’s not true. You warned me to stay far away from that dude with the genital herpes,” Dina reminded.

      “And kept me from getting my head blown off in that ambush at the docks.” My client had actually been the father of someone I’d killed. He wanted revenge on me for eliminating his scumbag of a son. With Frieda’s warning of thugs waiting to beat my ass to death, I’d adjusted my plan and taken them out from afar, my sniper skills coming in handy. Then I’d sent the grieving father to join his son—after he transferred the money owed for the job with a twenty percent tip for being a two-timing douchebag.

      Frieda’s lips remained turned down only for a moment before a wicked glint came into her gaze. “You know what, take the deal.”

      “Wait, what?” The sudden about-turn roused my suspicious side.

      “It will be worth leaving the house to see you meet your match.”

      My brows drew together. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Her enigmatic smile went well with Frieda’s bold statement. “You might want to think about shaving those Sasquatch legs above the knees is all I’m saying.”

      That comment dropped even Dina’s jaw.

      “Hold on, are you saying I’m going to fuck my new client?” I mean, I’d done it before. A hot dude was a hot dude. But why did she seem so amused by it?

      “You’re going to do more than that, dear sister. If my vision is right, you’re going to fall in luuuuuve.”

      Like fuck. Me and relationships didn’t get along. I wasn’t built for love.
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      The Past.

      

      The weeks after our sixteenth birthday turned out to be busy ones that involved many, many tests. Some of them were so boring—like when Janice, Mom’s hippie friend, came over and chanted while waving around incense—I fell asleep. Others had me yodeling, “I’m not a pin cushion.” Like, how much blood did they need to draw? Although I did get really good at pissing in a jar without getting any on my hands.

      Most likely I wouldn’t have been so annoyed if it hadn’t turned out to be for naught. Whatever Mom sought, I didn’t have. Of the three, I turned out to be a dud.

      Not so my sisters. One of the tests, which apparently worked to draw out magic, led to us discovering Dina could make sparks out of thin air and move small objects.

      “A witch, how fantastic,” Mother exclaimed, clapping her hands.

      I’ll admit to being jealous. After all, what little girl didn’t dream of having power?

      Frieda’s gift turned out to be something entirely different, and it triggered at random. I remember her coming into the kitchen, wailing, “He’s going to find his wife in bed with another man and kill them both before shooting himself.” A rather detailed summary that proved to be true a week later, according to the news. A seer of the future, a gift that had Mom looking somber as she murmured, “This can be both a great and terrible ability. But I know you’re strong enough to handle it.” Words meant to be reassuring and yet left Frieda wide-eyed with anxiety.

      I would have taken it from her if I could. At least then I’d have a special power.

      Did it bother me I’d not developed any? Fuck yeah. How unfair. We shared the same DNA.

      I sulked. and Mom noticed. She snapped her fingers. “Don’t even start with that moping thing. You have an ability. I know it. We just have to draw it out.” Mother wouldn’t be deterred.

      It led to many sessions in the kitchen where she brewed noxious potions, handing them to me to chug, one after another.

      After a particularly vile one, I’d squinted and growled, “It’s like you want me to shit myself.”

      “Such language,” she chided, flipping through a recipe book, not an old dusty tome like movies loved. She had a three-ring binder with laminated pages of the spells written in some language I didn’t understand.

      “And where did I learn it from?” Mom might be a lady most of the time, but when she got pissed, she swore like a sailor.

      Her lips curved. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      I snorted. “Of course you don’t.” As she opened the cupboards looking for jars, I couldn’t help but feel dumb at not realizing before now that my mom was a witch. I’d always assumed her collection of herbs and recipes was for cooking and a bit of alchemy. She had a shop where she sold creams and fragrances, some of them quite playful in name. Rub the Tub for cellulite removal and Zit Git for acne removal. Had she been practicing witchcraft under our noses this entire time?

      “How long have you been a Wiccan?” I blurted out.

      Mom glanced at me over her shoulder. “A Wiccan is someone who pretends she’s got power.” Her lip curled. “I am a witch.”

      “Like Dina.”

      Once more her mouth pulled into a smile of sorts. “Not exactly like your sister. There are different kinds of magic. Mine tends to lean to the darker side.”

      I gaped. “You’re a villain.”

      She arched a brow. “Good and evil depend on what side you’re on.”

      My turn to smile. “Yours of course. Good guys are overrated.”

      Her laughter proved contagious, and I warmed at her praise. “You are so definitely my daughter.”

      The moment of levity didn’t last, as I ruined it with a somber, “What if I didn’t inherit anything?”

      “Don’t be foolish.” She grabbed my chin to force me to meet her gaze. Her fierce expression held me, for I could see the love and also the sheer belief as she said, “You are special, Enyo.

      I begged to differ. I’d never felt more boring in my life. So dispirited I took up a hobby I hated. Running. The only thing I got after my first period? Too much energy—and frustration. I needed to burn it off.

      I jogged for hours without getting tired. Was that my superpower? The ability to run marathons? If so, it sucked, and I didn’t tell my mother. Why would I? She was busy doing who knew what, but it involved workmen in our basement and her being gone for hours. When she was home, she was closeted in her bedroom making phone calls.

      Almost exactly four weeks after my sixteenth birthday, the cramping started again, and my already foul mood grew worse. I snapped at everyone, including my sisters. Not only did I turn into a bitch, I craved chocolate. All the chocolate, which got to be ugly in a house with three PMSing girls.

      Mom didn’t bother trying to do any tests during shark week. Smart idea because I most likely would have snapped. We started again the day after the crimson tide stopped.

      Rather than sucking on a potion, Mom asked to see my tattoo. I leaned over the counter, my shirt lifted, as she eyed it with a magnifying glass.

      “Have you figured out the symbols yet?” I asked.

      “No. It would help if I knew which god put it there.”

      “God?” I repeated with a smirk. “I didn’t know you believed in one.”

      “There’re dozens of them. Some quite obscure.”

      “How is this the first I’m hearing about them?”

      “I’ve spoken of the various gods before, but you rolled your eyes and mostly didn’t pay attention.”

      True. “Well, I’m listening now. Tell me about these gods.”

      “I’m not going into all the different ones. If you’re curious, I have books.”

      “Do you have one in particular you like?”

      “Apate, goddess of deceit, is whom I serve,” Mom said as if it were the most normal thing in the world. “She gave me her blessing at a young age. I’ve been her servant since.”

      “What’s a blessing do?”

      “Gives me my magic.” Mom twinkled her fingers, and they sparkled.

      “Did she give Dina and Freida their powers?”

      She shook her head. “No. Their ability doesn’t come from her.”

      “Then who?”

      She shrugged. “I’m still trying to find out. I’ve been asking around, but no one recognizes their markings. But there are theories.”

      “Such as?”

      “The eclipse made me think it might be a moon god, or the goddess Luna, but we have samples of the markings they place upon their disciples, and none of yours match.”

      “Luna is a Greek god. What about the other ones from other cultures? Like the Vikings or the Christians. Could⁠—”

      Mother violently shook her head. “They wouldn’t dare. Not a child born of a servant of Apate.”

      “We’re not just your kid, though. Maybe the tattoo god came from our father’s side.”

      You’d have thought I punched my mother the way her mouth rounded at me mentioning he-who-shall-not-be-named, a.k.a. our unknown father.

      She recovered quickly with a snippy, “The only thing that human gave me was an orgasm that took root.”

      Well, at least my father was human. But that said, what did that make my mother? As she turned from me, I couldn’t help but eyeball her and ponder her origin. When asked previously, she’d always waved a hand and vaguely stated she’d emigrated from Greece. Nothing more. Nor did we have any family to ask. It was the Grae sisters—and mother—against the world.

      “How old were you when you got knocked up?”

      “Old enough to know what would happen when we slept together. And before you ask, I wanted to get pregnant. It’s why I didn’t bother with birth control.”

      “Ew, Mom!” That was a little too much info for a sixteen-year-old.

      “Just letting you know you were wanted.”

      “By you, not him.”

      “He never knew,” she said softly. And with that, she left the kitchen saying, “I have an appointment downtown. See you later.”

      She escaped, and I wanted to scream. Instead, I went for a run. Not quite sweating, not tiring either. I made it to the school and began running the track. Round and around, lost in my own world, when someone startled me. “Nice pace.”

      I stumbled and would have fallen without his hand to steady me. Him being Chad Lisgar. The hottest guy in school and a cliché. Captain of the football team. Six-foot-something of muscle. And supposedly a nice dude.

      Who currently smiled at me. Wait, had he spoken?

      “You okay?”

      I pulled away from his touch and nodded. “Yeah. You just startled me.”

      “I didn’t know you ran.”

      “I started not long ago.”

      His brows rose. “Then what I saw is even more impressive. You’ve got great rhythm.”

      “Uh, thanks?”

      His lips curved wider. “Shall we run?”

      Wait, did he mean together? I didn’t know what to say. I might be sixteen, but I’d not done much more than kiss a few guys, most of them a little too slobbery for me to enjoy it much. Like, keep your tongue to yourself.

      Why was I thinking of kissing in front of Chad? Shit, he waited for an answer. “Um, no. I’m done running. I’m going for a toke now.” Oh my fucking god, had I just admitted I was a stoner in front of him?

      “Mind if I join you?”

      “Uh, sure.” It almost came out a question as I led the way to my spot under the bleachers. The joint came out of my slim wallet, but before I could dig for a lighter, he held one lit for me.

      I must have looked surprised because he said, “I’m not as much of a straight as people think.”

      I puffed the joint, getting it going before handing it over. He inhaled like a champ and didn’t cough. So not lying when he claimed to not be a rookie.

      We shared it back and forth, and I blamed the high for our conversation.

      “You with someone?” he asked.

      “Nah. You?”

      He shook his head as smoke wreathed his face.

      “I can’t believe we’ve never talked before,” he stated.

      “We don’t exactly run in the same crowds.”

      “We should. You’re hot.” He leaned close to me.

      I closed the gap.

      The kissing proved nice. Nice enough that when his hand slid under the hem of my shirt, I let him give me a grope. But I put the kibosh on how fast things moved when he tried to tug down the waistband of my pants.

      “No, thanks. That’s enough for today.” I went to push away from him, but his arms tightened around me.

      “Don’t be a tease.”

      “Don’t be an asshole. I said no.”

      He didn’t like that answer. His face tightened. “I don’t know why you’re making a fuss. Everyone knows you rocker chicks are sluts.”

      “And jocks are dicks,” I snarled as I shoved to get away from him.

      Shoved hard enough he flew a few feet and hit the bleacher post. He smacked hard and fell to the ground, not moving.

      Oh shit. Had I killed him?

      Apparently not because he rose with huffing nostrils and a nasty gleam in his eyes. His lip curled. “So you like it rough. Let’s go then.”

      He charged me, and I whirled to run, only to have him tackle me. We hit the ground hard, him on top, crushing me into the ground.

      My mouth filled with blood before the throb from the wound in my cheek started. I’d bitten it when my chin hit.

      The fucker began dry-humping against me and laughed. He thought this was funny. Oh hell no.

      I uttered an enraged cry, and I bucked, heaving him off me, and sprang to my feet. I was advancing on him, fists clenched, before he scrambled to stand and held out his fingers, beckoning. “You think you can take me?”

      He mocked the fact I stood almost a foot shorter than him. I was on the petite side then, especially compared to him.

      I didn’t care. I swung—clumsily, I should add—and my balled fist bounced off the arm he raised to block.

      He grunted. “You’re stronger than you look. Let’s see how strong.” His fist shot out, but before it connected, I caught it.

      Not just caught it, I held it with no effort.

      He grunted. Swore. Shout out a leg to kick.

      I released his hand and caught his foot, yanking it and flipping him onto his ass. I couldn’t have said who was more surprised, but by this point, he was at least angrier.

      With a roar of rage, he came at me again. I dodged and danced to the side. Instinct moved my hand in a punch that connected. Something crunched, and he hit the ground, curling in the fetal position.

      He came up whining, “You broke my nose.” His complaint was nasally as he gushed blood.

      “I’ll break something else if you don’t take your raping ass home.”

      “Uptight cunt,” he muttered.

      “What’s that? You want me to publicly beat your ass? How would that look, captain of the team, to be taken down by a girl?”

      He stomped off. The adrenaline that had been sustaining me gave way to the shakes. The trembles followed me all the way home. As I entered the kitchen, I found Mom waiting with a bag of frozen peas.

      She held it out. “Put this on your face before it bruises.”

      “How did you know?” I asked, putting the coolness to my throbbing chin.

      “Frieda.”

      That brought a scowl. “She knew I was going to be attacked and did nothing?”

      “Don’t blame her. She told me, and I said to let it happen.”

      “Why?” I wailed. “Why would you let him hurt me?”

      She stared at me. “Seems to me you hurt him more. And in the process discovered your ability.”

      At her claim, I blinked. “I did?”

      Mom smiled. “I should have known you’d be a warrior.”

      And thus began my lessons in combat and my first in a long string of failed relationships.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The present.

      

      Despite Frieda’s warnings, she couldn’t tell me anything about this so-called Warden. Not the nature of his offer, exactly who he was, or why she thought I’d fall in love.

      Me, in love. Ha. I’d yet to meet a man who could handle my ass, and I meant that quite literally. See, after my sixteenth birthday, while my sisters gained a modest inch, I shot up to six feet. Not exactly a dainty height for men. Sure, I could be light on my feet, but I’d never be delicate or simpering, which it seemed most males preferred.

      It didn’t help that I didn’t have it in me to be submissive. I didn’t hide my strength, which led to me attracting shorter, beta-male types. Too many of them fetishized me. For example, one fuckwad said, “You’re like an Amazonian goddess in need of worship. Let me climb you.” Like, no. And why?

      With alpha types, I got the “Can’t you be more girly” bullshit. I’m sorry, tits and boobs should have been enough. Skirts annoyed me. As did bras with wires for that matter. Makeup was Dina’s thing. I felt like a clown the few times I slathered it on.

      Then there were the bully males who felt a need to dominate. To show me they were stronger. The boss. They couldn’t stand it when I handily beat their asses. What can I say? I wasn’t about to pretend to stroke their egos.

      So who exactly was this Warden that Frieda teased would not only get into my pants but make my cynical ass fall in love? I couldn’t wait to find out. But a few days passed and nothing happened. It was enough to send me out to kill more scum of the city. And before you whine about me being judge and executioner, someone had to do it. Some scum never learned. Our local cops played catch and release, allowing assholes to keep victimizing over and over. I put an end to it. Not everyone can be redeemed.

      Callous? Have you met my mother? Who do you think taught me how to kill? Well, not entirely her alone. She hired a whole cadre of instructors who trained me in weapons, combat techniques, and even war strategy. When I asked her as a young girl exactly who I’d be fighting for, she’d shrugged. “If your god never appears, then whoever you damn well please.”

      She later taught me to monetize my mercenary skills while she passed her business on to Dina, who’d expanded the line of potions and creams while updating what she called “tacky titles.”

      And now, instead of finding my next job, I waited for my sister’s prophecy to come true.

      A night of killing with four hours of sleep followed by a shower didn’t ease the edge of anticipation. It wouldn’t be long now. I could feel it in my bones.

      I’d just finished dressing in a dark gray bodysuit for a training session when my doorbell app went off. A glance at my screen showed the retreating back of a delivery man from a local chain. I wasn’t expecting a package, and yet one sat on the step, out in the open, tempting porch pirates.

      No matter how many I taught the error of their ways, new ones always took their place. Even if not mine, best to fetch the package, as it probably belonged to Frieda or Dina. I skipped down the steps and opened the main lobby door that gave access to the stairwell into our building. The innocuous package had no company markings to identify it, nothing but my name written in big black marker.

      Ooh. A bomb? Body part? Something else?

      Would lifting it set it off? The delivery guy hadn’t taken any precautions. Could be someone watched and waited to remote detonate it. Since I didn’t plan on having a hole blown in our building, I did the responsible thing and booted the box as hard as I could—which would have made a soccer coach cream his pants if he’d seen it. The box soared across the street and hit the building on the opposite side, bounced off, and landed on the ground.

      No explosion. So most likely not a bomb. I trotted across the street and retrieved my slightly battered package. It didn’t weigh all that much, nor did anything rattle as I jogged back to my building. I carried it inside but didn’t take it to my apartment. I knew better than that.

      Down to the basement I went, into a secure room where Dina practiced her more aggressive magic, a.k.a. the lobbing of fireballs and lightning. The lead-reinforced walls with concrete behind them could handle most blasts. Once more I tossed the box to the far end of the room, where it landed with barely a thud.

      I really hoped someone hadn’t decided to surprise me with baked goods because by now they’d be mush. I exited the chamber to grab a gas mask with built-in goggles, along with gloves and a spear. An assassin had to have equipment for all types of situations. The mask had been bought for a job but never used. Instead of poisoning my target with gas, I’d tainted his food.

      The mask clung to my face and protected not just my lungs but my eyes. People often forgot that those seeing orbs could be susceptible to toxins. The moist membrane was similar to an open wound.

      The gloves were an added precaution, despite the fact I chose to use the spear to actually open the package. Holding it extended, I used the sharp tip to slice through the tape holding the top flap shut.

      Nothing happened.

      I pried the edges open and, with my height, could see inside.

      “What the fuck,” I muttered.

      Within the box sat a grayish-blue ball about the size of a fist. It sat perfectly in the center. Odd, given the way I’d treated the package. It should have rolled around. I used the spear to tilt the box onto its side. The ball didn’t budge. I poked it with the spear next. The tip of it didn’t depress the surface or even leave a scratch.

      Even more intrigued, I neared enough to reach down and poke it with my gloved finger. The ball didn’t budge.

      Had someone glued it in place?

      Once more I left and returned, this time with a knife, which I used to saw the cardboard away until only the ball remained, stuck to a small section of the massacred box. Its innocuousness taunted me.

      Why had someone sent it? It had to be some kind of message. I peeled off my glove and poked the ball with the tip of my finger. To my surprise, it rolled free of the cardboard.

      Hunh. Strange. With my bare hand, I plucked it from the floor and grimaced as the surface of it stuck to my hand. More concerning, the ball began to deflate and expand over my flesh, making it tingle.

      Crap. Some kind of chemical agent. Before I could mind-yell to my sisters to bring a venom kit, a bright light flashed, and when I blinked, I found myself elsewhere.

      And by elsewhere, I mean a jungle. A fucking jungle!
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      I did have a slight moment of panic because, for one, I’d been teleported, something I would have claimed impossible like a minute ago. I mean, Mom had certainly never mentioned it was a possibility.

      Two, I had no idea where I’d landed, but I could tell it was far, far from my sisters. My tie to them stretched thin, and the nausea already gnawed at my stomach. They had to be panicking since I always warned them when I had to travel.

      Third, I’d arrived without a weapon, which annoyed because I was pretty sure the leopard eyeing me from the branch of a nearby tree wouldn’t be sheathing its claws when it pounced. Its green eyes fixed on me, and I knew better than to show fear. Rule of the jungle—concrete or natural—never look weak. I lifted my lip in a silent snarl.

      I’d swear its eyes crinkled as if amused. Less funny? The thing that suddenly landed on my head. A swipe at a furry body sent a horrific spider to the ground, where it flipped around and flashed fangs.

      Fucking fangs and hairy legs. Oh hell no. Stomp. Squish.

      “I hate spiders!” I muttered before I craned to look overhead, only to widen my eyes in horror at the sight of the massive webbing lacing the branches. The filmy mess shook as more of the little eight-legged bastards came rappelling down looking for revenge.

      Like fuck. Part of my
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