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            Secrets of Mercy

          

          Mercy Temple Chronicles Book Four

        

      

    

    
      Mages. Sirens. Demons. Dragons. Gryphons. A Federal Paranormal Unit. Attackers of magic. The Mercy Temple Chronicles will hook you!

      

      Mercy Temple lives in a world where paranormals are a thing. Humans know of their existence, but the two species don’t interact. Or so it is thought. She’s a bounty hunter. She’s good at what she does.

      

      There’s a major disturbance in Sector 21. Attacks. Explosions. And… gargoyles. How can that be? Gargoyle are long extinct. Or are they?

      

      Now the Gathered wants to take Mercy from Damian again. What will happen when they find out her secrets?

      

      Warning: Unputdownable action-packed fantasy, with mages, sirens, demons, dragons, gryphons and a Federal Paranormal Unit

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Rafael

        

      

    

    
      “Gargoyles did that?”

      I had to agree with Mercy.

      We arrived on the scene of the disturbance to find the block cordoned off. Cops and Feds were crawling all over the place, along with reporters and bystanders. The place was a zoo.

      I tilted my head back and took in the damage. The entire southern corner of the top floor was gone. Like a giant came in and scooped it out with his fist. Stones and bricks covered the street. There were several people with bloody heads and limbs on gurneys. They were either hit by the falling debris or hurt trying to get away from it.

      “I don’t know much about them.” Mercy stepped around a large chunk of stone with rebar sticking out of it. “And the only being old enough who might know is currently missing.”

      “Wesley?”

      “Yeah, that old gryphon bastard knows everything about all the races. Including the extinct ones. Of all times for him to get his ass kidnapped.” She stopped near the building and looked into the night sky. “You think they’re around?” still

      “I’d like to know if they turn to stone when the sun comes up.”

      “Believe that’s a legend.”

      “Yeah? And how many legends about our races turn out to be true?” Her eyes crinkled with worry and she scanned the sky again.

      I followed her gaze then glanced at the Feds who arrived. They unloaded from the SUV, and I spotted the Chief.

      “I see Nor.” It seemed she’d seen him, too.

      “You can go talk to him. I’m going to head up to the top, see if I can find anything.”

      “Be careful.”

      She winked as she tugged on her long, black coat. “Aren’t I always?”

      “Really?”

      She laughed then picked her way through the rest of the debris to the apartment building.

      I stayed where I was until she disappeared inside. After another glance at the missing chunk of the building, I made my way to Nor.

      “Evening, Rafael. Sorry for the late call.”

      “Not a problem, Chief.”

      “Where’s Mercy?”

      Beside him, Iris stiffened but kept her mouth shut.

      “She’s checking out the scene up top. Are the witnesses still at the scene? And whose apartment was it?” Nor asked.

      “Haven’t gotten that far yet, but the witnesses are over there. Agents who interviewed them, said they’re all saying the same thing.” I planted my hands on my hips. After everything I’d seen recently, I shouldn’t have been surprised that gargoyles suddenly made a return to our world, but I was.

      And for so many people to say they saw the same thing, either it was a damned powerful spell, or they were in on it together.

      Or they really saw gargoyles.

      “I’m going to talk with them.”

      “I would expect nothing less. We’ll deal with the circus.”

      Nor growled in annoyance. He hated reporters and marched off to take care of them.

      Iris lingered a few seconds, gave me an annoyed, worried look, then left to join him. If she wanted to be pissed at me for being with Mercy, that was on her.

      For the first time in years, I was content. For the most part at least. The gaps in my memory bothered me, but if the witch said they would return, I trusted her. I hadn’t a chance to ask Mercy anymore about this Envy character, but we’d get to that once we handled this new situation.

      I spoke to the five witnesses separately. Each one said the same thing. They were walking on the other side of the street when they heard a horrible sound, like thunder. Except the sky was clear tonight. Several massive shapes blocked out the stars, and the next thing they knew, the creatures slammed into the building. There were people running around and screaming, then those same shapes took off again, as if they’d never been there at all.

      I looked into their eyes as they spoke, analyzing. There was no hint of magic anywhere around them, and the fear on their faces was real. One warlock thought he saw three. A vampire said four. Either way, it was worrisome. Why this building? Who the hell lived up there that gargoyles would want to kill? There were no deaths on the scene. I guessed whoever they were after hadn’t been home which meant the gargoyles were not finished.

      I thanked the witnesses then took the same path Mercy had, to the top floor of the building.

      “Mercy?”

      “Here.” She waved.

      I entered the apartment to find the ceiling and two outer walls torn away.

      “If there weren’t witnesses, I’d say a mage did this,” she said.

      “I’d have to agree with you. Find anything?”

      She motioned me to the crumbled wall and pointed. “I usually don’t get nervous, but these are not doing much to make me feel better.’

      There were four claw marks carved into the stone.

      The grooves were deep, and they were all over the area.

      I ran my fingers over them. “Shit.”

      “One way to put it. What did the witnesses say?”

      “Three or four gargoyles attacked the building then took off.”

      “That’s utterly unhelpful.” She squinted then moved around me to the opposite wall. She drew her dagger and slammed the tip into the wall.

      I wasn’t sure what she was doing.

      She tore away something and held it in her palm. “Gigi might be able to do something with this.”

      “Claw?”

      “Bit of one.” She shoved it in her pocket, shaking her head. “I don’t like this.”

      Extinct creatures coming back to life, hell-bent on destruction was not good news, but the way she was studying the hole made me think she was worried about something else.

      “Do you sense any magic?”

      “No. But there’s something here.” She held her hand out before her, spinning around slowly. “Like a current. It’s weird.”

      “Can you tell where it’s coming from? Or who?”

      She shut her eyes. Her breathing slowed.

      I moved closer on, guarding her back in the sudden stillness that surrounded us.

      Her hand glowed briefly, but the gold and white flames died out, as if they were snuffed. She gasped and yanked her hand into her chest as if burned.

      “Mercy?”

      “I’m fine. But whatever did this doesn’t want to be found.”

      “Mage?”

      She closed her eyes again and held the same hand out.

      I took her hand in mine.

      Her eyes shot open. “What?”

      “You’re pushing your luck.”

      “Look, I realize we’ve got something going on now, but please do not turn into an overbearing demon? I already have one of those in my life. I don’t need two. This is my job. Let me do it or leave.” Her tone said this was not up for discussion.

      I scowled, but let her hand go and backed away.

      She shut her eyes again and held out her hand, feeling around the air. Her boots sifted through the debris as she moved closer to the edge, as though following something.

      Unease twisting my gut, I stayed within a few feet of her.

      The ledge was coming closer and closer, but Mercy was still walking, her hand covered in flickering gold and white flames that danced and moved as if they’d caught a draft. There was no breeze at all tonight, meaning it had to be coming from the magic. She was a yard from the edge, and I was making ready to snatch her back when her eyes opened, and the flames died.

      “Huh.”

      “Bad huh or good huh?” I forced myself not to pull her back from the edge anyway. We made a breakthrough recently in our relationship. I hated to tick her off so soon afterward.

      “This magic is old. Very old. I’ve sensed it before though.”

      “You have? Where?”

      She fidgeted nervously as she turned her back to me. “Liam’s place.”

      “Liam? When were you at his place?”

      She blew out a breath and rubbed her forehead hard. “While you weren’t exactly yourself, alright? But it doesn’t matter.”

      “The hell it doesn’t. Why were you at his place? He’s dead.”

      “Yeah he is, but I needed answers.”

      “And you went there alone?”

      “Never said alone,” she murmured.

      I wracked my mind, willing those missing memories to come back and suddenly I saw her in the Underground watching me, a worried look on her face. That same face of hers had been bruised and cut up.

      “You were attacked there, weren’t you?”

      Her shoulders tensed, and she refused to meet my eyes.

      “What were you doing in Liam’s place?”

      “It’s a long story, alright?”

      “Long story that you need to tell me about.”

      “Not that easy.”

      “Then make it easy.” I knew there was more to the story than her simply chasing down Envy. He was the one who hurt her; she told me so, at least. “Does this have anything to do with the Blood Moon papers I saw at your place? Or that place we were at?”

      “We can’t do this here.” She stomped away from the ledge toward the door.

      I threw out an arm to stop her.

      “Rafael, please.”

      “I’m going to remember,” I said quietly.

      She hung her head.

      “Tell me what I need to know before I do.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.”

      “Why? So you can really hate me?”

      I groaned and stormed away from her. “Why do you think I’d hate you?”

      She said my name, then there was nothing else.

      I spun around, waiting for her to give me a reason, any reason for not being truthful.

      Except, she wasn’t looking at me. I started to speak, but she held up her hand, cutting me off.

      “Listen.”

      I assumed she was trying to distract me from what I took as our first argument as—well, as whatever we were to each other. But then I heard it too.

      A scraping sound, like stone on stone.

      Mercy reached for the gun in her holster.

      I did the same for the one at my hip.

      We cautiously moved toward the opening in the wall. She was completely out in the open, and as I reached a hand to pull her back, a sound like thunder resonated around us.

      A massive shadowy shape broke away from the roof overhang and landed in the apartment.

      “Mercy—” I shouted.

      Screams erupted below us, but I only cared about one person at that moment.

      The gargoyle spun around. His wings slammed into me, throwing me back into the apartment and knocking the air from my lungs.

      Mercy yelled, and her gun went off, but her shots never made contact. She ducked under his reaching arm, trying to get to me.

      He snatched her by the ankle and dragged her away, out of my grasp.

      She kicked and punched, but the gargoyle acted like she hadn’t even touched him. Horns curled around his head and his face appeared carved from stone, hard-set in a furious scowl.

      I threw myself onto his back, wrapping an arm around his throat. “Mercy, get out of here.”

      I grunted, fighting to hold on as those clawed hands reach around to yank me off.

      Instead of listening, Mercy grabbed an end table and bashed it into the beast’s torso. He stilled suddenly and then rushed backward. With me still on his back.

      We crashed through the wall into the bedroom.

      The hit dislodged me, and as I righted myself, the gargoyle stalked toward Mercy.

      Why wasn’t it coming after me?

      the gargoyle picked her up as though she was nothing more than a toy doll.

      Mercy shouted my name.

      I’d already dropped to a knee, poised to lunge.

      His wings spread wide, and he turned to the opening in the ceiling.

      As he was about to fly away with her in his grasp, I threw myself off the ledge and grabbed hold of his leg.

      The gargoyle snarled and kicked. trying to loosen my hold, but I dug my claws in harder, dragging it down with my weight.

      Mercy bashed it in the face, and then we fell back to the apartment. I snagged Mercy’s arm to tug her back to me and safety, when a large fist the size of my head slammed into my chest. I gasped for air as my head hit the far wall.

      Gunshots split the air.

      Blood gushed from the gargoyle’s midriff and chest.

      I blinked, shaking the dizziness from that hit.

      Mercy screamed again.

      The gargoyle spread his wings and as he flew off, blocking Mercy from my sight.

      She yelled. Then there was nothing.

      The gargoyle was gone, and I couldn’t see Mercy.

      I rushed to the ledge. “Shit, Mercy.”

      She was holding onto the crumbling bricks, legs dangling over nothing but air.

      “Hold on.” I lay on the floor and leaned over as far as I could, straining to grab hold of her hand. “I got you. Just give me your hand.”

      She glowered up at me. “If you drop me, I’ll kick your ass.”

      “Just take my damned hand, woman.”

      She lifted one hand, but the bricks under her other one fell apart. She slammed her free hand back into the building. Fear filled her eyes.

      I leaned over further. “Mercy, on the count of three, push off the wall and reach for me.”

      “I face down monsters and evil effing mages, and I’m scared to let go of this freaking wall.”

      “Mercy,” I growled her name sharply, and she looked up at me. “Count of three. You can do this. Do you trust me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then, on three.”

      The bricks crumbled even more as she worked at placing her boots against the wall.

      Below, everyone looked up, watching the scene unfold.

      “One, two, three.”

      She pushed off and lunged upward.

      I grabbed her arm and hauled her up with me to safety. She landed right next to me, and we looked up at the sky. Above us, the gargoyle circled, then left. Two more shadows joined him. Then they were all gone.

      Mercy dropped her head to my arm. “Thanks.”

      “Any time.”

      “Rafael.” She sucked in a deep breath, then exhaled. “About Envy and everything else you missed… I need time, alright?”

      “Time to come up with a better lie?”

      She glared at me then rose and stormed off, leaving me behind. “Piss off.”

      “Mercy, hold on a second.” I managed to grab her arm and stop her from exiting the apartment. “Why can’t you talk to me? What happened?”

      She looked like she wanted to be anywhere but standing in front of me. “It’s not what happened. It’s with who. As I said, it’s complicated. So please, give me some time? I want to tell you. I do. But there’s so much at stake. The moment you find out everything, there’s no going back.”

      “I trust you.”

      “You say that now.”

      “Mercy,” I tried.

      She held up her hand. “It’s fine. You’ll understand once you know it all.”

      “And if I remember first?”

      She squeezed my hand hard. “Then I hope you’ll give me the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Mercy, what did you do?”

      “Rafael? Mercy?” Nor and Iris appeared in the doorway, guns drawn, eyes searching. “You two alright?”

      “Just peachy.” Mercy pulled away from me the moment they arrived. “Gargoyle attacked.”

      “Damn, so the witnesses are right?”

      “I would say so. Now then, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to turn in. Tomorrow I’ll poke around my contacts, see if anyone in the Underground has any info on these gargoyles. Call me if you need me.” Mercy nodded to Nor and Iris, gave me a weighted look that begged me to be patient, then left.

      “Something I need to know?” Nor holstered his gun as he took in the damage.

      “Nothing I can’t handle. We need to figure out whose apartment this is, see if there’s any reason the gargoyles would target it, or if it was random.” I frowned, turning around slowly as I replayed the fight in my head.

      “Rafael?”

      “Sorry, just thinking is all,” I told Nor. “Mercy wounded one of them.”

      “Bad enough to kill it?”

      “Doubt it. It flew off without a problem. But during the fight, it’s like it didn’t care about me. It was focused on her.” I moved backward through the space, remembering each time I attacked the gargoyle, trying to get its attention. But all it cared about was Mercy.

      “You think it was drawn to her? Maybe because of her magic?”

      “Yeah, maybe.” I didn’t want to say what I thought because that would only complicate matters more. The way the gargoyle reacted was like it wanted Mercy. Had to be her magic. No other way anyone would know she would be here.

      The techs came up behind us and swept the place. We found contact information on the owner and I took it with me. First thing in the morning, I’d be contacting Greg Sherwood and asking him why gargoyles would want to attack his place.

      Nor told me to beat it after another hour of hanging around and I did, gladly. If I had to deal with Iris looking at me any longer, I’d start yelling at her.

      Back home, I flipped on the lights inside my place and looked around. It felt so empty without Mercy. As I wandered into the kitchen to get some water, dizziness hit me, and I grabbed hold of the countertop. Images flashed before my eyes. Not of my kitchen, but of another.

      “Mercy.”

      It was her place, and we were holding each other close and laughing. Something about not having coffee mugs? The memory unfolded bit by bit, and when it was fully revealed to me, I couldn’t help but grin. I’d promised to buy her more coffee mugs. Then I’d held her, and she’d been so reluctant to leave.

      After tonight, would we have a chance to be like that again? Now with my mind clear, I hoped there’d be a chance. But she was hiding things from me.

      As much as I wanted to believe they weren’t that serious, everything with Mercy turned out to be life or death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      I checked my cell and groaned. It was approaching four in the morning. I should go back home and try to get some sleep, but the fight with the gargoyle left me wired. I hurried back to my place, hopped on my bike, and drove to the Underground.

      Bowen would be at the Wailing Siren for his shift. As old as he was, there was a chance he’d know about gargoyles. Slim chance. I needed Wesley, but sadly, the gryphon was missing, probably dead. Remembering the bit of claw in my coat pocket, I texted Gigi too.

      I stomped through the tunnel. When I was outside the bar, I muttered a curse and tugged my cell free. I figured I best call Damian and catch him up before he saw my face on the news in a few hours. With all the cameras that had been in the street, I was sure at least one of them caught my ass hanging off the edge of that building.

      “Don’t you look like you’re having a great night.” Bowen crossed his arms as I approached. “What trouble are you into this time?”

      “You know me, can’t have a boring day. We need to chat.”

      His eyes darted left and right, up the drag. “Rufus?”

      “No, nothing about that. Well, mostly not. Can we talk in Wesley’s room? Don’t want anyone overhearing.”

      He motioned me inside. “I’ll be in shortly.”

      “Gigi and Damian should be on their way.”

      His lips thinned, but he bobbed his head.

      I ducked inside, ordered a beer at the bar.

      Shep gave me an odd look as he glanced over his shoulder at the clock. “Bit late for a drink.”

      “Can we not do this shit tonight?”

      Something in my tone made him give in, and he slid one across the counter. I grabbed it and hurried back to Wesley’s old rooms. I walked slowly around the place, shaking my head at the old tube TV and patchy couch the gryphon had occupied every time I came to talk to him. I hadn’t admitted he was dead. Not quite yet. The gryphon was valuable. If Shuval was behind the kidnapping, she would want him alive. I finally sank onto the flat cushions and sipped my beer until the door opened a while later.

      Gigi arrived first, rushing to give me a one-armed hug, then she sat down beside me.

      “Your text was horribly cryptic. What’s going on?”

      “Wait until Damian gets here. I hate retelling stories.”

      “Fine. Be a party pooper.” She sighed dramatically, then grinned. “You could always catch me up on what’s going on with you and Rafael?”

      “Can’t you ask me anything easy?”

      “That is easy. Come on, spill. What’s going on with you two?”

      I drained half my beer then set the bottle on the dinged-up coffee table. “A lot. Not that it’s going to matter soon.” Shit. Hadn’t meant to say that last bit. Gigi was in the dark as far as what I was working on with Bowen and Rufus. And Todd, the freaking ghost. He was still content to hang around. Said he wouldn’t move on until Envy was dead.

      “Why not? You planning on sabotaging yourself again?”

      “When did I sabotage myself before?”

      “Let’s see. There was the fae you dated.”

      “He couldn’t handle my sarcastic attitude,” I pointed out.

      “And then there was the warlock.”

      I nodded. “He laughed like a hyena. Even you complained about him.”

      Her face scrunched. “Right, forgot about that. What about the shifter?”

      I shrugged, hoping she’d lay off and stop rehashing my failed relationships.

      “Don’t give me that look. You pushed him away.”

      “I’m not pushing Rafael away. Sadly, I think we’ve made a breakthrough.”

      “Why is that sadly? If you like him, then what’s the problem?”

      There was a long ass list of why that was a problem. The largest of which was the second Rafael remembered what I was, he’d be torn about whether to keep my secret or arrest me. And if he remembered Rufus being set free, and that we worked with him, I wasn’t sure what he would do. Rafael was a by-the-book type of Fed. Or he had been until he started hanging out with me. I was bringing him down to my level, and I wasn’t sure I liked the notion of his turning into a cold-hearted killer.

      “It’s nothing,” I told her. “Besides, we have bigger issues at the moment.”

      “And what would that be?” Damian stepped through the door. “Care to share why you’re holding court in the back of this dingy place at half past four in the morning?”

      Bowen followed him in.

      I sighed. “I just came from a crime scene with Rafael.”

      “And?” Damian stayed by the door, but Bowen took a seat on a stool nearby.

      “And we were attacked. By a gargoyle.”

      Bowen grunted.

      Gigi burst out laughing as “Ha, very funny.”

      Damian looked right back at me as I held his gaze. “A gargoyle?”

      “Three, to be exact.”

      “Wait. You’re serious?” Bowen’s eyes flared red in the dim lighting of the backroom. “They’re extinct.”

      “I would have agreed with you if one hadn’t attempted to kill me and Rafael.”

      “Where was this attack?”

      I told Damian about the apartment building and what we found there. Or what we didn’t find. No one was dead. The only injuries were because of falling debris. His face went blank, but I knew him too well. The gears turned in his mind.

      “You think this has anything to do with Shuval?” I asked him.

      “Shuval?” Gigi sat up straighter as she looked from me to Damian then Bowen. “Who’s Shuval?”

      Great, I really put my foot in it now. “No one you need to worry about.”

      “Mercy, I’ve known you for a long time. That look on your face right now? I’ve never seen it before. Whoever this person is, she’s bad news. What’s going on that you three aren’t telling me?”

      “You want to tell her, or should I?”

      Damian rubbed his hands down his face as the tension rose in the room. “What do you want her to know?”

      “How about everything that you all have been hiding from me?” Gigi demanded. The air crackled with her magic. “Now, Mercy, I know we haven’t spoken in a while, but you always come to me with your problems. Why is this one different?”

      “You might want a drink first.”

      “I don’t drink.”

      Bowen was already at the door as I told her, “You’re going to start after you hear this.”
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      Bowen was yawning hard, switching from the stool to the armchair as his eyes closed. I was surprised he was still awake.

      Damian and I had fallen silent a few minutes ago, leaving Gigi to process what we’d been telling her for the last hour and a half. Or longer. I hadn’t checked the clock yet. She held an empty glass in her hands, and there was a bottle of whiskey on the table, courtesy of Bowen.

      “Gigi?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You going to be alright?” I reached for the bottle to refill her glass.

      She covered it with her hand, then uncovered it, and I poured her a bit more.

      “Yeah, you know, some crazy dragon lady is after you, and there’s a possible war brewing, and a lot of people are going to die. Yeah, I’m great.” She emptied her glass, smacked her lips, then smacked me on the shoulder so hard I gasped. “Why didn’t you tell me any of this? You are awful. You know that? Just awful. You put me through all this shit, and none of it means anything compared to what you just said.”

      I rubbed the sore spot on my shoulder. “I was trying to protect you. And to be fair, I only found out most of this a few weeks ago.”

      “Few weeks is a long time.”

      “Gigi, you can’t tell anyone else what you know,” Damian instructed. “And I mean anyone.”

      “Do I look like a blabbermouth?” She huffed.

      He growled.

      She scowled at him. “Don’t even start with me, Damian. All this time you knew who she was as a kid, who her family was, and you kept it from her. I hope she chewed your ass out for it.”

      He ground his teeth. “She did.”

      I gave him an apologetic cringe behind her back.

      “Good. So, what are we doing to stop her?”

      I shot a look at Bowen, but his face remained perfectly passive.

      “Mercy is not doing anything,” Damian answered for me. “Right now, all I’m doing is keeping tabs on Shuval’s movements the best I can. Getting in touch with old contacts. And until there is a need for her to get involved, she’ll stay out of it. As will you.”

      “You can’t order me around,” Gigi warned him. “You’re not my guardian.”

      “Gigi.”

      “Don’t even start with me. I’m one of the best witches in this sector, and you know it. I can help.”

      “How about you help Mercy with her current gargoyle problem,” he suggested.

      “Then you don’t think they have anything to do with Shuval?”

      He craned his neck at my question, those eyes of his calculating again. “She never used them before, not that we knew of. Her thing was goblins, not bringing races back from the dead.”

      I almost argued with him but caught myself in time and covered my words with a harsh cough. Gigi helpfully pounded me on the back, and I nodded in thanks. As far as we could tell, Shuval was going to attempt to do just that with the dragons, but I wasn’t supposed to know that. Or anything about the ley lines or the artifacts.

      “Right, guess I’ll poke around and see what I can find out,” I said instead.

      “I’ll talk to the witches and warlocks,” Gigi added as she stood, a bit wobbly. “Let you know if I hear anything useful.”

      “Speaking of that.” I dug around in my coat and pulled out the bit of claw.

      “Leave it to you to end up with a claw from the damned thing.” Gigi held it in her palm then turned it over and ran her fingers along the edges. “I might be able to track it with this, but no guarantees.”

      “Do your magic but stay safe.”

      Gigi put the claw in her pocket. “You’re telling me to be careful? Really? Do you expect me to be careful, what with all the shit you’ve been doing lately? Don’t worry. I can take care of myself.” She managed to get to the door on her own and when I tried to follow, waved me off. “Get some sleep. Pretty sure you’re going to need it.”

      I stood as she left the room. “Bowen, you going to stay here?”

      He yawned. “I’ve slept in worse places.” He shut his eyes and was out in a few seconds.

      “Damian?”

      “Why is it you always find yourself dragged into one dangerous situation after another?”

      “It’s a gift,” I muttered, and he frowned. “Not like I meant to get attacked by gargoyles tonight. Or nearly fall off another building and die.”

      He stiffened at my words. “You conveniently left that out earlier.”

      “Don’t want you worrying any more than you already are.”

      “Never going to happen. It’s my job to keep you safe. One of these days, you’ll remember that and be more of careful with your life and those looking out for you.”

      I sat back down and waved at him. “Let’s have it then. If you’re going to give me another lecture, get it out now. I’m tired, and I want to go to sleep.”

      He pushed off the wall and joined me on the couch. “No lecture, not this time.”

      “You feeling alright?”

      “It’s not a joke, Mercy. Gargoyles are fierce creatures. Deadlier than any you’ve faced in the past. Do yourself a favor and steer clear of them. I don’t care if you said you’d help Rafael,” he added when I protested, “do it from a distance, alright? I would like to sleep through the night again.”

      I laid my hand on his. “Promise, I’ll watch my back. But I can’t let Rafael deal with them alone. We’re sort of at a good place, and I might have the Feds on my side, at the moment. I’d like to keep them there.”

      “As long as he doesn’t find out who you are.”

      “He won’t.” Bowen shifted in the chair. Damned vampire was listening after all. “What do you know of gargoyles?”

      “Not much. Turn to stone during the day if in direct sunlight. Strong, can fly for hours without tiring. Their bite is venomous. Most of this is only rumor, of course, since no one’s seen them for centuries.”

      “Well, they’re back now. I’ll pass all that along to Rafael.”

      “And you’re sure you’re good? No more going off the rails? Getting into fights?”

      Aside from Envy? I swallowed the mad laughter that attempted to break free and coughed again. “I’m good. I promise. Back on track.”

      He looked at me long and hard, then finally stood. “Keep me posted on this new case of yours.”

      “I will.”

      He didn’t seem convinced but gave Bowen one more look then left. I counted down the minutes. When I reached five, I got up and peeked out the door, but the bar was empty except for Shep, who was sweeping the floor.

      “He’s gone.”

      “Bout time.” Bowen blurred to my side. “I’m assuming you’re not going home yet?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I think we’ve got some time until sunup.”

      I exited the room and once outside, Bowen and I made the long trek through the Underground to Rufus’s hideaway. I planned to swing by today, anyway. I’d just be getting there a bit sooner. I knocked once, and the door swung inward, allowing us entry.

      “Don’t you two look fantastic.” Todd grinned from across the room. “Bad night?”

      “You could say that. We have gargoyles.”

      “What?” His jaw dropped.

      I found the image of a shocked ghost extremely entertaining after the long night I had. As I laughed, Bowen rolled his eyes and gave Rufus the brief rundown on what had happened.

      Rufus gave me the side-eye. “And, of course, our ugly has to get wrapped up in it.”

      I slammed my hand on the table. “Not like I was trying to run into a gargoyle tonight, asshole. Where are we on finding any more artifacts? Blood Moon is only eight months away.”

      “I have the locations of several.” Rufus pointed to a page of notes. “With any luck, we’ll be able to make our move on these soon enough and start to turn the tide against the dragon bitch.”

      A few of them were located in museums, and the others were in the private residences of some very powerful supernaturals in this country. “How did you get this much detail on their security systems? And the guard schedule?”

      Rufus nodded over his shoulder at Todd. “Been quite handy having him around. Thanks for killing him, Mercy.”

      Guilt stabbed me as Todd glided over to join us. “I’m over it. Don’t worry about it.”

      “Hard not to.” I worried my bottom lip. I needed to warn them all that Rafael was going to end up remembering everything he witnessed at some point. The smart move would be to take this operation somewhere else, away from the Underground. I was about to suggest it when there was a knock at the door.

      I went for my gun. Bowen bared his fangs. Rufus picked up the shotgun on the table and aimed it at the door.

      “Expecting company?” Todd asked.

      Rufus didn’t have a chance to reply when the door crashed open. I expected to see goblins or more of Shuval’s hybrids.

      Nope. Damn the luck.

      Damian’s red eyes and furious snarl greeted us.

      I gulped as his gaze scoured the room from one end to the other. Rufus lowered the shotgun as Damian took one step, then another, shutting the door behind him.

      “What is going on here?” he demanded, and then his gaze shifted again.

      I followed his gaze and mentally willed myself to be anywhere but here.

      Enraged, Damian shouted and threw himself across the room at Todd. “You bastard.” He reached out to grab hold of the werewolf ghost, but he passed right through the body. Confused, he whirled around and tried again.

      “Yeah, sorry. Someone beat you to it,” Todd informed Damian. “Nice try, though.”

      “Do you ever stop with the attitude?” I holstered my gun as Rufus set the shotgun on the table.

      “What else do you expect me to be like in death?”

      “Ghost. You’re a bloody ghost.” Damian spun around and had me against the wall a second later. “What did you do?”

      There wasn’t a point in lying anymore. “I killed him.”

      “You what?’

      “I said I killed him. I waited for him to show his face then I planted a bullet in his skull. Happy?”

      The red faded from his eyes as his hands tightened on my shoulders. “Why?”

      “I was pissed. Alright? I was pissed at you and Bowen, about everything I found out.” I rambled on, wondering when I got so bad at keeping my mouth shut when I should. “I was nearly killed by this prick, and I didn’t want to wait around for the Feds to find him. So I took care of it. Turns out, it’s good I killed him.”

      “Do you even hear yourself? You’re not a murderer.”

      “I am now.”

      Damian hung his head and backed off. “And Rufus? How is he here?”

      “I broke him out because I knew you wouldn’t help me.”

      “And you,” he snarled, whirling around on Bowen and Rufus, “neither of you thought I should know what’s going on?” He glowered at the table. “What is all this? What the hell is going on around here?”

      “Looks like our night’s not over yet.” Bowen kicked a chair toward Damian. “Have a seat. Let’s talk.”

      Talking was the last thing Damian looked like he wanted to do. I waited for him to start yelling at me, but he held back, and sat down. Not that it mattered. The moment we brought up Envy and the fight, it would be over for me. He’d never let me leave his sight again.

      “Talk,” he said roughly. “Or I start knocking heads around.”

      Why did everything have to come out at once? I was exhausted from Rafael showing up at my door and both of us admitting our true feelings. Then the gargoyles, then poor Gigi, and now Damian. I was beyond tired and longingly looked at the couch. Wouldn’t be the first time I pulled an all-nighter. I told them I was going to put a pot of coffee on and as Bowen started explaining what we’d been up to, the air in the room grew tenser. If I made it out of this room without getting in a fistfight with Damian, I’d be amazed. When Bowen mentioned Rafael being mixed up in all of this, Damian snapped my full name, and I flinched at the force of it.

      “You let the Fed know before telling me?”

      “Not like I had a choice. He wasn’t exactly himself, and I wasn’t going to let him wander around on his own with no memory.”

      I’d never seen Damian look so lost. “Mercy, how much have you been lying to me about?”

      “Not like you gave me much of a choice.”

      “I’m trying to protect you. How can you not see that?” he shouted, getting up so abruptly he knocked the chair over.

      “You’re also putting us all at risk.”

      “How? Nothing you’ve told me so far makes me believe any of this is necessary.”

      “Envy.”

      Damian reeled away from me. “What did you say?”

      “Envy. The sick bastard who cursed me. He’s involved.”

      “No. There have been no sightings of Envy anywhere in Tennessee.”

      “I fought him less than a week ago.” I slipped my coat off and showed him the wounds on my arms, still healing from the battle. “I almost had him, but he got away.”

      Damian took hold of my hand and examined the wounds, his expression unreadable. “You are going to tell me everything that’s happened since we got back from Sector 18. And I mean everything, Mercy. No more lying. Not to me.”

      Funny how he and Rafael demanded the truth from me.

      My amusement turned bitter when I realized how much the truth was going to cut them both.
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      I rubbed my tired eyes as I downed my third cup of coffee. I hadn’t managed to get much sleep after leaving the crime scene. When I awoke, there was a brief text from Mercy, giving me the rundown of what she learned about gargoyles from Damian. I asked her what her plan was for the rest of the day, but all she said was that she’d swing by later.

      No time was mentioned in the text. Nor did she say where she’d swing by. I frowned as I checked my cell again. It was going on noon. I hated to call her if she was sleeping, but something was odd. I didn’t like how we left our earlier conversation, and I wanted to pick it back up. I called, but after four rings, hung up.

      “Problems?” Nor stood at my desk, holding several folders.

      “Just waiting for word from Mercy.”

      “You two took quite a hit last night.”

      “We’re fine, sir. Anything else on the gargoyles?”

      “Nothing on my end. There have been no sightings since they flew off. Wherever they’re hiding out, it’s off our radar for the moment.”

      “We’ll find them, sir.”

      “And the apartment? Where are we on Greg Sherwood?”

      “That’s actually what I was going to come and talk to you about.” I tapped my screen, and he walked around to peer over my shoulder. “You want me to go and talk to him or not?”

      “He’s one of the Gathered? That certainly makes this more interesting.”

      “My thoughts, too.” If the gargoyles had been sent after a mage, it could explain why he targeted Mercy during the fight. He clearly sensed the mage power within her.

      A strange whisper rushed through my mind.

      I froze.

      Nor was talking, but I didn’t catch the words, I was too intent on focusing on the memory unfolding inside my head. Mercy had been talking to me. We’d been in her apartment. Bowen was there. Whatever she said pissed him off. What had she told me?

      “Rafael? Are you with me?”

      “Huh? Sorry, sir,” I mumbled quickly. “Bit tired, is all.”

      “Get some more coffee then get your ass over to the Citadel of the Gathered. I want you to speak with this Sherwood and see why he wasn’t home at the time of the attack. And find out whatever information the mages have on gargoyles. Our database is severely lacking anything useful.”

      “Mercy sent over what she found out so far.” I showed him the text.

      “Helpful. Our agents need to know this. Print it up, would you? Then you can head out.”

      As I typed up the information and waited for it to print, I tried Mercy. This time I left her a voicemail letting her know I had a lead on the guy living in the apartment. I wanted her to go with me. After seeing how the weres reacted to her presence, I hoped having her with me would do the same with the mages and get them to talk. It was a dirty tactic, but if she could scare the shit out of them, we might get some answers faster. They might be the strongest mages, but Mercy had a reputation she earned.

      “I hear you’re heading out.” Iris joined me by the printer.

      “I am. And no, you’re not coming with me.”

      “Going with Mercy?”

      “Nope. Going by myself. Mercy is otherwise occupied.”

      Iris tugged on her hair as she watched me shuffle the pages together then set them on a nearby desk. “I just want you to know that if you need anything, I’m here for you.”

      “Thanks, but I’m fine.”

      “I mean as a friend,” she said in a rush, laying her hand on my arm. “I get it, you don’t want to be with me, and that’s fine. But I’m here for you all the same. Want you to know.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      “You do look better by the way,” she added as I walked away. “I’m going to assume you spent all your time off with Mercy?”

      That was a loaded question. Technically I was with Mercy. Though I had yet to remember what all we did. I wasn’t about to tell Iris what was causing all my nightmares and dark thoughts of late.

      “I was,” I finally answered. “We didn’t do much. Just talked.”

      “Good, I’m glad to hear you opened up to someone. I’m just sad it wasn’t me.”

      Thankfully, she went back to her desk saving me from coming up with something polite to respond with. My cell went off, and I sighed in relief at the sight of Mercy’s name on my screen. “Hey, you alright?”

      “Yeah. Sorry I didn’t answer before,” she said, but her words are strained.

      “Did I wake you up?’

      “No. Not sleeping.”

      I waited for her to elaborate, but there was only silence. No, not silence. Voices sounded in the background then quieted down after a sound like a door closing came through the phone. “Are you still with Damian?”

      “Yeah, he’s making some calls to see if anyone knows anything about gargoyles.”

      “I’m on my way to see this Greg Sherwood. He’s the guy the apartment belongs to. Want me to swing by and get you?”

      “No, I—uh, I’m going to be here for a while.”

      “Is Damian giving you shit for last night?”

      “Something like that. You know how overprotective he is.”

      A flicker of another memory slammed into me, and I squinted my eyes shut as it rolled over me.

      “Rafael?”

      “Sorry, headache,” I lied. “I guess I’ll catch up with you later then.”

      “Yeah, I’ll call you. Where are you going to see this guy?”

      “He’s part of the Gathered.” I only mentioned the guy’s name in my message, not thinking it was too important yet about what group he belonged with. We had no way of knowing if the attack was random or on purpose.

      She cursed sharply.

      I wondered what was wrong. “Mercy?”

      “Are you going by yourself?”

      “I’ll be fine, just a bunch of mages.”

      “I know, but—”

      “Mercy? We’re not finished.” Damian said on the other side of the phone. I was pretty sure that was his angry voice.

      “I have to go,” Mercy told me. “Take Iris with you, please.”

      “You want Iris to go with me?” I kept my voice low as I looked across the office to the very siren in question. “Why would you want her to go with me?”

      “I just don’t trust them.”

      “They’re mages. Good mages.”

      “Mercy. Now.”

      “I have to go. Please, Rafael? For my sanity’s sake? I’ll call you later,” she said, then hung up without giving me a chance to argue.

      I looked at my phone for a long while.

      The same memory rushed through my mind again. Mercy was in a room, but not her apartment. There were two other figures there, but their faces remained blurry. They were talking about artifacts? And a Blood Moon. I remembered the notes on Mercy’s coffee table. She’d been doing something with a Blood Moon. Did it all lead back to Envy and why we’d been in that clearing with the tree? I was supposed to be tracking him down with her, but these damned gargoyles threw our plans off course. As soon as we took care of this latest issue, we’d get back to hunting down the mage who cursed her and tried to kill those innocents. With any luck, Nor would be alright with my taking my vacation back.

      I stopped by my desk long enough to jot down a couple things—Blood Moon, artifacts with a question mark after them—then I headed toward Iris. “You busy?”

      She stopped typing. “No. Something wrong?”

      “Changed my mind. Up for a drive?”

      Iris smiled and grabbed her coat off the back of her chair. “Sure.”

      We took a cab to the Gathered’s Citadel in downtown Sector 21.

      The front of the building looked like an old cathedral, complete with statues lining the front, going all the way up to the top. There were small, hunched figures on the corners.

      I paused.

      Gargoyles. But those were too small to be the ones that attacked us. And from what Mercy’d said, they didn’t always turn to stone. The sky was overcast today, so if they were real, they’d be living and breathing right now. The front door was unguarded from what I could tell.

      Iris and I approached slowly, only to find ourselves back at the end of the front walk near the street.

      “What was that?” Iris held her gut like she was going to be sick.

      “Magic of some kind. Guess they don’t like visitors.”

      We tried again and got the same result.

      “There has to be a camera or a buzzer somewhere.”

      We scoured the columns at the front gate. I finally saw a button covered in vines. I pressed it, and a harsh buzzing rang in my ears.

      “Yes, may I help you?” a deep male voice asked.

      “We’re federal agents.” I held up my badge. “We’re here to speak with one of your members.”

      “Which one?’

      “Greg Sherwood.”

      “I see. Please, come inside. I shall meet you in the foyer.”

      I frowned at the speaker but shoved my badge in my pocket and walked up the path for the third time. We reached the door without an issue. I pushed on it.

      We found ourselves standing inside the building, a massive candlelit chandelier overhead, a dark green rug at our feet, and the door closing behind us. It was a damned good thing I got rid of that bit of my brother’s soul that had been hanging around. I’d be having a fit in this place with so much magic if I hadn’t.

      “Agents,” the same voice from the speaker said as a man in dark blue robes entered the foyer. “Pleasure to meet you. Joseph Sycamore. You can call me Joseph.”

      “Pleasure to meet you.” I shook the man’s hand. “I’m Rafael. Iris, my partner.”

      “Ah, a siren.” He kissed the back of her hand and Iris blushed.

      The mage appeared to be only a few years older than us, but the power radiating off him rivaled what I sensed coming off Mercy.

      “Please come in. Shall I fetch us some tea? Or coffee?”

      We followed him deeper into the building, going through a long corridor that emptied into a hexagonal room.

      Signs indicated which sectors were which way.

      I paused.  “What is this place?”

      “In this building, and in many others controlled by the Gathered, we have direct access to other sectors. Makes doing business with our kin less tedious.”

      “And this is sanctioned by the governor?”

      “It is.” He smiled.

      There was no dark intent there, but this room bothered me. If anyone other than the Gathered managed to get control of this building, they could easily get anywhere they wanted. I didn’t have to ask to know these transports were probably not connected to the main grid, which meant they couldn’t be shut down.

      I hurried to catch up as Joseph and Iris reached the opposite end of the room.

      We passed through an arched doorway, then entered a quiet study. A fire crackled in the hearth and with a snap of his fingers, Joseph poured the three of us coffee from a carafe.

      “I like to be prepared,” he replied, in answer to my curious glance.

      I took a seat in a winged armchair. Iris, in the other.

      Joseph sat in a third, sipping his coffee. “I’m sure you know why we’re here.”

      “Not entirely, no. I’m a mage. Not a seer or a psychic.”

      “Right, well, there was an attack last night, here in Sector 21. An apartment was destroyed.”

      “And this has to do with Greg?”

      “It was his apartment,” I informed Joseph.

      His mug paused halfway to his mouth.

      “Luckily, he wasn’t at home,” I added.

      “That’s awful. I’m surprised no one’s told him yet. Who attacked it?”

      I exchanged a look with Iris then blew out a breath. “Gargoyles.”

      Joseph held my gaze for a solid thirty seconds then burst out laughing. “Ah, Agent—Rafael, you have a marvelous sense of humor.”

      “I would thank you, but I’m serious. Gargoyles attacked me and another last night.”

      He blinked furiously, then set his mug down, hands shaking. “Gargoyles are extinct.”

      “Tell that to the ones we saw last night. My friend was nearly thrown out of the building to her death. That was after it tried to take off with her.”

      Joseph’s brow furrowed as he looked at Iris.

      “Not me,” she told him.

      “A half-mage.” I had been about to drink the coffee, needing the extra caffeine, but my stomach rebelled at the idea of anything right now. If it had been the old me, I’d say the magic in this place was setting me on edge, only it wasn’t. There was something older here. Stranger. It pricked at my skin, but if Iris felt it, she kept it to herself. I never would’ve noticed it before and wondered vaguely if this was linked to the old magic Mercy sensed at the apartment.

      “You say it tried to take her?”

      “Yes. I assumed it attacked Greg’s apartment because it was after him for his magic. Our records are a bit vague when it comes to extinct races. Anything you could tell us would help.” I waited.

      He nodded, whispering to himself.

      “Joseph?”

      “Sorry. This is not what I was expecting to hear today.”

      “And I didn’t expect to be attacked by one.” I settled back in the chair. “My friend shot one. Will bullets kill them?”

      “Highly unlikely, unless she gets damned lucky. Gargoyles were… are strong creatures. Their skin is tough. Very little kills them.”

      “Great. That’s not what I hoped to hear today.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t have much to offer in the way of guidance on this matter. Gargoyles were wiped out a very long time ago.”

      “Why?” Iris leaned closer as she asked. “I thought they were guardians.”

      “They were, but they were twisted by the darkness. Turned against those they were meant to guard.”

      Shuval…

      I tensed at the voice in my ear.

      Neither Iris nor Joseph seemed to hear it.

      I brushed it off as nothing.

      As Joseph told Iris the history of the gargoyles, my mind drifted, and I no longer saw the room we were in, but another.

      Mercy was there. Bowen, too. There was a third face, but it was blurred, as were the details of my surroundings. It wasn’t my place or Mercy’s, but some other. It was rundown. That was all I could tell. On the table was a map with lines running every which way across it. A list was next to it. Mercy was talking about finding the items. She said the name Envy and then another name that left me wondering who they were speaking of. Shuval. I’d never heard that name. Then Mercy was arguing with the two people, and then the memory faded away.

      “I’m afraid that is all I can tell you,” Joseph said. “If they are truly back, it can’t be for anything good.”

      I’d have Iris catch me up on the details once we were back at the office.

      “Clearly, since they tried to kill one of your own.”

      “Yes. Greg,” Joseph said as he stood. “Let me fetch him for you. I shall return shortly.”

      As soon as he left, I stood to walk around the room, sorting through the memory that returned to me.

      “What’s up with you?”

      “Nothing.” I tugged on my beard as I walked. Those lines on that map. Were they important? What had they been about?

      “You’re not really here right now. You sure everything upstairs is alright?”

      “Fine. Just thinking about something else.”

      “Mercy?”

      I shrugged. “Partially. She and her boss seemed to be having an argument when she called earlier. And she hadn’t wanted me to come here alone.”

      “Why not? The Gathered are the good guys.”

      “That’s what I thought, too. I’m not sure. I might’ve tuned out when Joseph was talking. Anything important I should know?”

      She tapped her fingers on the arm of the chair but didn’t push for answers like she usually did. “A lot about their history. Where they came from. The only interesting thing was that right before they were killed off, they formed an alliance with another race.”

      “Which one?”

      “Dragons.”

      Shuval…

      That name whispered across again. Why did I know that name? Had Mercy said it? Had Bowen? What were they up to? Did she know about the gargoyles already?

      “That is certainly interesting,” I mused.

      “It is. But seeing as there are no dragons left alive either, not sure where we’re going to get any more answers.”

      Why did her words sound false? No dragons. At least none that would be willing to talk to us. The few who might remain were in hiding and for good reason.

      The door opened, and when Joseph returned, he preceded a mage in green robes.

      “I’m Greg Sherwood.” He proffered his hand.

      I shook it and introduced myself and Iris. “I’m sorry to inform you, your apartment has been destroyed.”

      “I heard.” His face was pinched with annoyance. His eyes darted all over the room as if speaking to us was not what he wanted to be doing at that moment. What was he hiding?

      “Do you have any idea why gargoyles would have attacked your apartment?”

      Greg’s beady eyes narrowed even more as he shook his head. “None I can think of. Last I heard they were all extinct.”

      “And you don’t know if they’re drawn to magic? To mages?”

      “If that were the case, they would’ve attacked us here. Would they not?” His tone was far from friendly. “I am a very busy mage, Agent. If you have questions that I can answer, please ask them now, so I may return to my work.”

      “Your home was just destroyed. If you’d been there, you would’ve been killed.” I slid a sideways glance to Iris. Her head was tilted slightly, but if she was trying to use her power here, there wasn’t a chance it’d work on them, at least not for long.

      “Why weren’t you home?” Iris asked.

      Greg’s eyes slipped to hers, and his face softened, if only slightly. “I was working on a project here. Have been, for the last month. Hardly ever home.”

      “And you honestly have no idea why the gargoyles would attack you?”

      “They wouldn’t.”

      With a confused look on his face, Joseph eyed Greg.

      “Do you know why the gargoyles are back?” Iris pressed.

      His face turned bright red, and I gently nudged Iris in the side, signaling her to pull back. She shook her head and stared him down.

      He blinked, and the sneer that crossed his face indicated he’d broken through her magic. “I do not and for you to suggest such is insulting. I am one of the Gathered. A mage sworn to protect the innocent. You truly believe I would be behind gargoyles rising from the dead?”

      “We have to cover our bases.”

      “Of course, you do. Joseph, I suggest you see them out before they cause any more mischief. Quin will not be pleased to hear you let them in, to begin with.” He spun around, his robes whipping out to catch Joseph as he shoved past him.

      “Ah, well then,” Joseph murmured, “sorry about that.”

      “It’s alright. Please keep an eye on him and call me if you hear anything.” I handed him my card. “And I mean anything.”

      “Yes, of course. I will see you out.”

      The walk through the massive structure this time was far different than our walk in. Eyes watched us from every open doorway and balcony until we were back on the front step with Joseph.

      “The gargoyles returning is a terrible omen,” Joseph whispered.

      “Meaning what? Like a sign of the apocalypse?” Iris teased.

      Joseph’s serious glance made me want to find Mercy to check on her. To make sure she wasn’t getting herself into trouble. “Who do you think is behind it? If you had to guess.”

      “There are only two possibilities. Both are too impossible to believe.”

      “Anything could be helpful. Just tell me.”

      He took a deep breath and shrugged. “The dragons or the reapers. Either race is powerful enough to bring them back. As I said before, it was the dragons they allied themselves with, in the end. We can never know if we wiped out all dragonborn or not. For all we know, they saved the gargoyles, kept them turned to stone until the time was right.”

      “Right for what?” Iris asked.

      “Right for war. You say apocalypse as a joke, but, my dear, we could very well be seeing the beginning of one.”

      “It was just a few gargoyles,” she argued.

      “For now. I will stay in touch about anything I learn. Good day.” Joseph darted back inside, the door closed, and then we found ourselves standing on the sidewalk beyond the gate.

      “That was cryptic as hell.” Iris crossed her arms as if chilled by the news. “Rafael?”

      “Yeah, cryptic. That Sherwood is hiding something. Once we get back to the office, we’ll dig into his past, figure out everything we can about him.”

      “Agreed. You think Joseph is on our side?”

      “For the moment.” I was going to also do a search for the name running through my mind. Shuval. It had to be connected somehow. If not to this, then to whatever Mercy refused to talk to me about. Was she tied to Envy maybe?

      Iris hailed a cab as I wracked my brain for any more memories. I needed more memories to surface. They refused. I texted Mercy what we learned once I was in the cab, but there was no response.

      The hours dragged on with no reply from Mercy at all.

      Worry that she was in trouble brought me to a decision.

      I told Iris I was heading out early.

      She was on the phone and waved, jotting a quick note that said she’d send me whatever else she found out.

      I thanked her and left the office in a rush.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      “When did you say the next Blood Moon is?”

      I stifled a yawn and gave my head a hard shake. I needed to get to sleep, but Damian refused to let me leave until he knew everything we did about Envy and the rituals. “October 31st this year.”

      “And you have how many artifacts?”

      “One,” Bowen replied. “Safe in my vault.”

      “One? Out of this many?” Damian tapped the list.

      “But we know where some of the others are. It’s a matter of getting our hands on them before she does.” I went to take a drink from my mug, but it had gone cold. I stood to refill it, listening as Damian questioned the locations of the artifacts and how soon we could move on them. I was too damned tired to care at this point. I wanted to sleep.

      Rafael had called and texted me two more times. Until Damian had taken my phone and shoved it in his pocket. He didn’t want me distracted while he got to the bottom of all this deception.

      Not like he left me much choice. I sipped on the hot brew, extremely strong since Rufus made it, and forced myself to turn back to the table.

      “We have no idea how many she’s charged?” He glared at the map of ley lines.

      “Not unless we manage to grab hold of Envy or another hybrid who’s been doing her dirty work,” I said.

      I’d almost had Envy. He’d been right in my grasp. Why hadn’t Rafael just knocked him out? Hurt him more? We’d have had him in our custody now and be beating the answers out of him. Then afterward, I could kill him and set his body on fire. Be rid of him for good. He could lead us straight to Shuval, and we could stop this war before it even started. Kill her too, for what she did to my family. What she did to everyone we cared for. I hated her, and I hadn’t even met her face to face. Hated them all for what they turned us into. Having to hide in the dark away from the world we were trying to save.

      I shut my eyes as Damian droned on and on about planning for this or that outcome. Why did he think we’d let it get that far? Why not simply track down the source of the problem? If we killed off her hybrids, she’d have no one left to keep her safe. We’d be able to find her and rip her head from her body.

      The mug in my hand shattered, and hot coffee splashed over my hands. “Shit.”

      “Mercy, everything alright over there?”

      “Fine. Except you’re wasting time.”

      “We’re trying to plan,” Damian said.

      I shook my head, dumping the broken pieces of the mug in the trash. “You shouldn’t be doing anything. You come here and think you can take over?”

      “This was our job before it was yours.”

      “And I’m the one who picked it up when you three gave up on finding Shuval.”

      Rufus grunted. “Ugly, shut your mouth.”

      “No. You shut yours. None of you would be doing this right now if it wasn’t for me. And you think you can what, keep me out of it because it’s dangerous? Give me lectures on how you swore you’d keep me safe?” I marched to the table and held up the map of the ley lines. “If we fail, no one will be safe. My life doesn’t matter. Not now.”

      “The hell it doesn’t.”

      “Stop, just stop. All of you.” I slammed the map down and rested my hands on the table. “You all have taught me how to take care of myself, whether you believe it or not. There’s not going to be a road for me to take where I won’t be fighting for my life. I am not about to back down or hide or go on the run.” I held Damian’s gaze, then Bowen’s, and Rufus’s. Even Todd looked at me like he suddenly had sympathy for his murderer. “This is my fight, as much as it is yours.”

      “But you kept this from me.” Damian strode around the table and gripped my shoulders hard. “You lie to me constantly.”

      “Because you overreact. Just like you’re doing right now.”

      He hung his head and backed off. Bowen and Rufus both looked ashamed at how they’d been acting. All of them wanted to keep me safe, and I understood, but I wanted to do the same for them. They were the only family I had. I went to Damian and hugged him like the reluctant father-figure he’d turned into.

      “You can’t ask me not to fight for your lives, too,” I murmured as he hugged me back. “You know I’m a damned good fighter.”

      “I know. I just wish I could make this all go away. Make it so you never have to face any of the same darkness we did. That you already have.” He ran his fingers down my scarred cheek. “But your parents would be kicking my ass if they heard me telling you to back off.”

      “Then what are you going to do?”

      He glanced at Bowen and Rufus, even Todd. The ghost made him uneasy and his arms tensed around me, as if he could stop me from sinking any lower than I already had. “War changes people. Sometimes for the worst.”

      “I’ll do whatever it takes to stop Shuval from fulfilling her plan.”

      “That’s what worries me. Your parents said the same thing and look what happened to them.”

      “They didn’t listen to you. I know, I saw that night, remember?” I squeezed his arm. “I’ll listen and take your advice, but you have to stop
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