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Chapter One

​


Avalon

 


This was one meeting with goddesses Johann
Herrmann would have been glad to skip.

Not that he wasn’t grateful for all the four
patron goddesses had done for him. Quite the opposite. He lived in
paradise—in Avalon, the protected home of the Amazons and
Sentinels, where it was always spring and the warriors could rest
without fear of attack. He loved his job. He could live a long,
long life—perhaps centuries. No, he appreciated all his patronesses
had given him. He simply didn’t want to be forced into a decision
of this importance.

This problem had been building for quite
some time—ever since the Amazons were allowed to leave their
sanctuary and live in the “real” world. The women had presented a
strong case to get the goddesses to agree. Because of modern
technology, they no longer had to stay together. They could keep in
touch in so many different ways, and by leaving, they could cover
much more territory. More demons to destroy. More cults to squelch.
More good they could do. The Sentinels would always be in contact
with the Amazons and could send them anyplace that needed magical
assistance.

“Her powers should be
stripped,” Rhiannon demanded. Dressed in her typical medieval
gown—one of pale pink—she brushed her long, blond hair over her
shoulder. “Now. No more delays.”

“Nay!” Flames shot from
Freya’s fingertips until she fisted her hands to snuff them. Her
white-blond hair spilled down her back, the curls swaying as she
emphatically shook her head. Her gown was the same style as
Rhiannon’s, although the fabric was a dark blue. “She only made one
small mistake.”

Ix Chel set her lips into a
hard line and put her hands on her hips, drumming her slender
fingers against her kaleidoscope skirt. Her long, straight, black
hair was as dark as an eight ball. “It was not a
small mistake.”

“She exposed the Amazons to
the world,” Ganga added, smoothing her hands down her teal sari.
“We must protect our warriors.”

“Take away her powers,”
Rhiannon insisted. “We have tarried too long as it is.”

Freya pointed an accusing finger at her.
“You want to do this not to punish her but to take away my
influence with the Amazons. You have resented my role in creating
them almost from the beginning because you fear I am just as
powerful as you. Ever selfish, are you not?”

Rhiannon narrowed her blue eyes. “You are
mistaken, Freya. I hold more power than you could even imagine. If
your Amazons were not so rash and if you chose women of quality as
I do, we would not have to make this decision.”

“You are simply jealous of
me,” Freya said.

“Of you? Of
you?” Rhiannon let out a
rueful chuckle. “Nay, Freya. ’Tis not possible since I am the
stronger Ancient. My Earths will always eclipse your Fires, no
matter which generation. I have stood over far too many graves of
dead Fires. I will not allow yet another to travel down the path of
destruction because she cannot curb her impetuous
nature.”

While Johann usually waited until the
goddesses had let the argument die down before offering a
compromise, he needed to keep them focused on the main issue.

Should Megan Feurer remain the Fire
Amazon?

“M’ladies, we need to talk
about Megan,” he said. “I think I can help her. Yes, she made a
mistake, but I was able to cover that up, to minimize the impact.
Let me give her some more training.”

Freya again nodded her head
enthusiastically. “Her induction was not as it should have
been.”

“I tire of your litany of
excuses,” Rhiannon said.

“I tire of your
interference,” Freya retorted. “Fire is my domain. Let me handle her. You
have more than enough trouble on your hands with your rogue
Earth.”

The tree branches whipped into a frenzy—a
sign of Rhiannon’s anger. “We have seen nothing of her since her
defeat. She is no longer a threat.”

“Helen will show herself,”
Johann replied.

“Dare you contradict me,
Sentinel?”

He pounded his chest in salute. “No, m’lady.
All I’m saying is that when the time is right, we’ll most likely
see her again. Which means the Amazons need to be strong. They need
to stay together. Let me work with Megan. Her training was
interrupted, and she had no true Guardian.”

“Because your Helen killed
her,” Freya said. “Frida could have helped Megan,”

Johann nodded. “I agree. If
Sparks…er…Frida hadn’t died, she would have been a strong influence on Megan.”
He reached down for strength and a steady voice. This was too
important an argument to lose. “Send me to Chicago. Give me a
chance with her before you do something drastic—like tear this
generation apart.”

Ix Chel and Ganga were already murmuring
approval before he finished speaking, and he had to stifle a
relieved sigh. The vote would be three to one, and he’d be able to
save Megan’s place in the Amazons.

Because she’s damn well not doing much to
help herself…

 


***

 


Being an Amazon had its perks.

Megan nudged the accelerator. Roaring down
the interstate, she took advantage of the sparse traffic to see how
well the fire-engine red Mercedes convertible handled. Long hair
flying behind her, a smile curving her lips, she watched the
speedometer hit ninety-five.

Her goddess gave her the nicest toys.

Such a rush. Almost like beheading a
revenant—one of those mindless zombies who were often sent to
attack Amazons. The adrenaline, the anticipation. Damn, she missed
it. At least the fast car kept her from pursuing more reckless
hobbies.

Fire would always be Fire.

Perhaps if she’d been Earth. Or Air. Or
Water. But there were only four Amazons to each generation—one to
each designation. Megan was Fire—had been Fire since she was born,
before she knew her destiny.

Fire would consume if not
properly channeled. That’s what her Sentinel—her
first Sentinel Artair
MacKay—taught her.

For now, she would channel her energy into
driving.

Flying down a long stretch of road, Megan
fiddled with the MP3 until Pat Benatar’s “Fire and Ice” blared
through the speakers. The wind whistled in her ears, forcing her to
punch the volume higher. She sang along, uncaring that people
stared. But, then again, how many women with shock-red hair and
driving an ultraexpensive car belted a tune so off-key?

A laugh escaped—she loved giving people a
good show.

The ring of her phone was almost lost in the
din. She dropped back to a speed closer to the posted limit. She
hit the button on her steering wheel to open the connection over
the car’s speakers. “You’ve got Megan. Go.”

“Megan, It’s Johann.
I—”

“Joeman! Long time, no
hear. What’s up?”

Johann Herrmann heaved a sigh. “I have a job
for you.”

“About time.” The extra
skip of her heartbeat felt delicious. “I’m getting bored as
hell.”

Chicago was nice when she’d first landed
there. Plenty to do. Places to go. People to see. Yet the fun had
quickly worn off. Now, she craved something new, and her talents
were being wasted on the mundane. Hunting necromancers. Stopping
some demigod from starting yet another cult. Slaying an occasional
demon.

Boring.

“Was there a revenant
attack?” she asked. Perhaps she would get to take sword in hand and
release the tension that was becoming too regular a part of her
life.

“Sorry. No revenants this
time.”

“Damn. Can’t you find me
something interesting, Joeman?”

“It’s pronounced
Yo-haan and you damn well
know it.” He sounded as though he was speaking with a clenched
jaw.

“Whatever. So who’s the
scary monster I need to kill?”

“Don’t know yet, but evil’s
on the radar.”

The enigma in those words piqued her
curiosity to a fever pitch for the first time in far too long.
“Cool. I love a good puzzle. Point me in the right direction.”

“I’m working this one with
you. I’m on my way now. I’ve got about another hour of flight time,
then I’ll hit DuPage Airport. You need to swing by and pick me
up.”

He didn’t sound like he was counting on her
cooperation. No wonder. Megan had established the parameters of
their relationship from the moment they saw each other for the
first time on a computer screen. Johann had introduced himself as
her new Sentinel—the man meant to train and guide her through her
Amazon duties. Megan had let Johann know in no uncertain terms she
already had a Sentinel and it sure as hell wasn’t him.

Then the circumstances changed. Artair
MacKay, her first Sentinel, had decided to remain in the Amazon
fold rather than retire. When the patron goddesses decided to keep
Johann on as well, Megan found herself with two Sentinels. She’d
warmed to the game of “How Many Times Can I Piss Off Johann?” At
least the guy was a good sport, but it was no wonder he doubted
she’d fetch him at the airport.

“I’ll be there.” Megan
chuckled. “This time. It was just a mistake last time. Bad
directions.”

“Bad directions my
ass.”

“That was months ago. Get
over it. Are you flying the copter or the Piper?”

“The Piper. You’re sure you
can get here?” His skeptical tone wasn’t a surprise.

“You’re still mad about me
leaving you in Bed-Sty? Seriously?”

She could almost see Johann’s irritated
scowl. “You left me at three in the morning in the middle of one of
the worst neighborhoods in New York City.”

“Yeah, I did, didn’t I?
That’s what you get for playing with Fire.”

He actually laughed, something she didn’t
hear him do often—not nearly often enough for her to enjoy his
rumbling baritone. Picturing Johann’s tan face, she could see the
exasperated yet amused expression he was surely wearing, imagine
his sun-bleached hair looking as stylishly messy as it usually did.
She was disturbed she hadn’t shaken her odd fascination with the
man. She’d never had a problem with dismissing an attraction
before.

Those surfer-boy looks were her weakness.
Blonds had always appealed to her. Put that together with the
sun-kissed skin, eyes the color of a twilight sky and a body that
was clearly no stranger to a gym, and Johann was exactly who she
would have been looking for. Had she been looking.

Amazons didn’t look. Amazons didn’t have
time to look. Amazons weren’t allowed to look—at least not for
anyone who would be more permanent than a one-night stand.

That’s the problem. I just need to find a
nice piece of ass.

Damn, she wanted a cigarette. She’d given up
the habit, tired of her mouth tasting like she’d licked an ashtray.
The nicotine gum and patches might stop the physical cravings, but
her hands still needed something to do.

“Megan? You still
there?”

“Yeah, I’m here. I’ll catch
you at DuPage in an hour.”

 


***

 


She got there ninety minutes later.

As she pulled up alongside the Piper, Johann
waited on the tarmac, compulsively checking his watch and looking
pissed. Megan savored his expression and squelched the small flare
of guilt. This time it really hadn’t been her fault. Stupid
construction backed up traffic, and she was amazed she was only
thirty minutes late.

Chicago sucks.

“About time.” Johann threw
his duffel bags into the trunk she’d popped open—his slam of the
lid obviously meant to make a point.

He slid into the passenger’s seat. At least
he’d figured out early in their relationship that Megan always
drove. She’d made it plain from day one, just as she had with Jimmy
Duncan, her former police partner.

The first day they’d been
paired, she’d watched Jimmy’s Y chromosome try take charge. He’d
grabbed the keys, walked to the driver’s side of the squad car and
plopped his ass in the driver’s seat—as if there was no question
whatsoever which cop would drive. She’d refused to get in the
black-and-white until he’d groaned, crawled out and come around to
where she stood by the trunk. Then she’d laid down the ground
rules. Her ground
rules.

Why did every man in the world think only
people with excessive testosterone could handle a car? Women were
undoubtedly much better drivers.

She’d set him straight, taken the keys and
established herself as alpha in the partnership from that moment
on. Most of the time, Jimmy would listen to her.

But not when it really
mattered.

A stab of regret sliced through her.

Not asking if Johann wanted the convertible
top raised, Megan took advantage of the last of the early autumn
warmth. She hated the coming of winter, especially if she would
still be stuck in Chicago. Perhaps it was the Fire in her, but the
cold had never been appealing. Snow was depressing, especially when
your essence was warmth.

“Make my day, Sentinel, and
tell me we can get out of the Windy City before the snow
flies.”

“Actually, not yet,” Johann
replied. “We’ve got a problem. There’s a girl missing.”

“A problem? Think it’s a
demon who took the girl? As in needs-an-Amazon-to-kick-his-ass
demon? Do I get to kill it?”

She was mostly teasing, but Fire had to keep
up appearances. While she might enjoy a good battle, death wasn’t
something she embraced. Hers or anyone else’s. Some demons were so
human, she found it difficult to kill them. She had to remind
herself those demons had murdered people, and it wasn’t as if the
cops were going to be of much help.

Being an Amazon meant her own life
expectancy was up in the air. If things didn’t get too crazy, she
could conceivably live to be a couple hundred years old—the gift of
longevity coming from the four goddesses who created the Amazons.
But with the danger the women warriors constantly found thrown in
their paths, it wasn’t likely any of them would enjoy more than a
few decades. The adrenaline rush of a fight was exquisite, but
Megan didn’t seek out threats just for the thrill.

She might be impetuous, but she wasn’t
stupid.

“God, you’re bloodthirsty,”
Johann said.

Megan laughed and gave him a sideways glance
to be sure he wasn’t serious. A smile twitched on his lips. For
some odd reason, that pleased her. He was, after all, her Sentinel
and responsible for guiding her through the constant threats to
humanity hidden in plain sight. The Sentinel’s job was to help find
evil—the Amazon’s job was to kill it.

The sound of someone settling on the squeaky
leather seat made her glance at the rearview mirror. She almost
drove off the road when a face appeared. “Jesus Christ!”

“No, but
very close,” Freya said
with a chuckle.

Johann’s right fist pounded over his heart—a
Sentinel’s typical salute to any of the patron goddesses.
“Goddess,” he said. “It’s good to see you.”

“Freya! I haven’t seen you
in so long!” Megan tried to keep an eye on the increasing traffic
but wanted to see her goddess. She hadn’t realized how little
attention she was paying until Johann grabbed the wheel and
growled.

“Far too long, my
child.”

The fabric of Freya’s gown billowed in the
breeze. The sea-foam green silk complemented her long, white-blond
hair. The winds whipped her curls into flying tendrils that the
goddess tried to smooth back into place. She wasn’t successful. A
snap of her fingers put the top back up.

“Much better.” Freya patted
her hair.

“Have you decided what
you’d like us to do about locating the girl?” Johann
asked.

A frown crossed her lips. “Aye, but we need
to speak of other matters as well. Megan, can you find a place for
us to talk?” She squirmed. “I find these chariots too
confining.”

“Sure thing, Freya.” Megan
guided the car toward the exit. “I know just the place.”

 


***

 


What a trio they made.

Megan glanced at Freya,
wondering what the other bar patrons thought of her out-of-date
clothing. Johann had dressed in black denim jeans, a white polo
shirt and loafers. Megan had on her typical tight black T-shirt,
camos and combat boots. It was a wonder everyone
wasn’t staring at
them.

So much for
covert.

Freya sipped her ale and smiled. “A fine
brew. Almost worthy of a goddess.” Her eyes twinkled as she set the
mug down on the wooden bar. “Almost. And how is my Fire?”

Megan took a drink of her soda before
putting it aside. “Bored. I hate this city, and after I took out
that stupid Philippine guy…”

She knit her brows, trying to remember the
demon’s name. He’d been an easy fix when she’d cornered him in the
Schaumberg mall. One thrust of her sword and the child-eating
nuisance exploded into nothing but dust. For once, no cleanup
required.

What was his name?

“He was a
hantu demon named
Penyardin,” Johann said.

After he took a bite of his deep-fried
mozzarella sticks, he had to grab a napkin to wipe away the juice
dripping from the appetizer. Fanning his open mouth with his hand,
he sucked in air. “Hot—too hot.”

“Teaches you not to play
with things too warm for you.” Megan threw him a smirk.

Johann chewed for a moment,
swallowed his food and then narrowed his eyes. “Nothing’s too warm for
me.”

With a crook of her perfectly manicured
finger, Freya brought the bartender back to them. The man
practically drooled over the beautiful goddess. Freya twirled a
long lock of her blond hair around a finger and flirted with the
poor besotted guy. He nodded at her and hurried to the kitchen.

Freya glanced back at Megan. “Why do you
frown at me so?”

“He’s a little…young for
you, isn’t he?” Megan tried not to sound too
impertinent.

The goddess clearly had her appetites, but
the bartender couldn’t be any older than twenty-five. He didn’t
deserve to be chewed up and spit out by a deity who was just out
for a few sexual kicks.

“Aye. Just the way I like
them.”

Freya’s gaze followed the guy when he
returned to the bar, carrying a basket full of cheese crackers
shaped like fish. He grinned at the goddess before he went to wait
on other customers.

Freya sighed. “I forget I am here for
business, not pleasure. Did you tell her about Ashley,
Sentinel?”

“Not yet. You popped in
before I had a chance.”

“Ashley?” Megan asked.
“Who’s Ashley?”

“Ashley Douglass,” Freya
replied. “She is the daughter of one of my former priestesses. The
girl has disappeared.”

“Can’t you find her?” Megan
asked.

Oh,
shit. I’m in for
it now…

The Amazons’ patron
goddesses, especially her
goddess, hated those kinds of
questions.

They never liked being scolded for the
arbitrary choices they made when helping the women warriors in
solving the problems the magical world continually inflicted on
humanity.

“Nay.” Freya shot her a
stern frown. “I choose not to. My priestess was loyal, but she
abandoned my service to start a family. I come only out of
benevolence for her past worship. ’Tis up to my Fire to find the
daughter. I trust you are up to the task, Megan.”

“Ashley went to a concert
the night she disappeared,” Johann jumped in before dipping another
mozzarella stick into marinara sauce.

“You’ll burn your tongue
again,” Megan scolded.

Visions of delightful things he could do
with those lips and that tongue hit her from every angle.

What in the hell’s wrong with me?

He took a bite and grinned
as he chewed and swallowed. “I told you I can handle heat. Hell,
I love heat.”

She’d gone without male attention for far
too long when everything Johann said was coming out sounding like a
double entendre. A hot flush spread across her cheeks.

That does it.

She was going to take the bartender home
herself if she couldn’t get her mind off Johann Herrmann and direct
it back on the missing girl. “Who was the last person to see
her?”

“Don’t know.” He used the
last cheese stick to scoop out what little marinara sauce remained
in the small plastic cup. “That’s why I’m here. Her mother lives in
Westmont. I’m going with you to investigate.”

Her pride took a hard blow. Didn’t she
always do her job? “I don’t need your help. I think I can handle
one missing girl.”

Freya gave her one of those
fake grins that said she disagreed. “We cannot risk having you do
something so public again. What if you lose control and shape-shift? What if you
start to throw fire? Your Sentinel is here to guide you in how to
keep a lower profile.”

“It’s not my fault that
asshole hantu decided to throw down at Sears.”

She’d been following Penyardin from a
distance, simply keeping an eye on him until she could take him out
somewhere private. Her Amazon instincts told her that he was the
one causing havoc in the suburbs. What other demon would be out
snacking on children? Penyardin picked the wrong spot to turn on
her, and Megan wasn’t about to let him get away to claim another
young victim just because he’d challenged her in a public
place.

Johann threw her a scolding
Sentinel glare. “You took your sword on the hunt. A woman with
bright red hair carrying around an enormous jeweled sword? Not like
anyone would notice that. And you stabbed Penyardin right
in front of a dozen witnesses. You never kill a demon in public, Megan.
You know better.”

“Yeah, but—”

“You left a major mess for
us to clean up. Everyone’s cell phone has a camera now. We had to
pull some major strings to keep those pictures out of circulation.
Do you know how many memories we had to wipe clean? You can’t keep
going off half-cocked. I’d never do something like
that.”

Megan arched an eyebrow.
“So you’re not half cocked?”

God, there wasn’t anything she enjoyed as
much as pushing his buttons.

He set his lips into a grim line, but she
wondered if Johann knew he didn’t come across as menacing. Hell,
Artair should have pulled him aside to teach him how to properly
intimidate an Amazon. Artair’s glares made Megan’s knees knock. Not
that she’d ever let him know. All Johann’s frowns did were give her
a delicious little thrill in the pit of her stomach.

“You were wrong, Megan,” he
scolded. “You shouldn’t have taken him out where people could
see.”

“I heard you the first
dozen times you bitched about it.” Folding her arms over her
breasts, she sighed. She wasn’t going to win this one, whether she
was in the right or not. “Fine. I’ll just let scum like him get
away next time. He could’ve eaten another toddler. But, hey, who am
I to stop him?” She waited a beat or two to try to bring her temper
back in line. The stall didn’t help. “Oh, wait. I’m an
Amazon. That’s who. You really think I should’ve let that slime bag
go?”

Johann pushed his empty plate away. “I
understand how you feel, but—”

“No, Joeman, you don’t.”
She couldn’t stop the way her voice rose as her feelings spun out
of control. “You’re not in the trenches. You have the luxury
of—”

“I am in the trenches.” Now he was
shouting too. “What the hell do you think I was doing in New
York?”

She shrugged even though she really was
curious. She wasn’t about to let him know she had a strange
fascination with him. That would be handing him a weapon to use
against her.

“I was sent there to clean
out a nasty nest of revenants,” he said. “Rebecca’s still out of
commission. Sarita’s in Texas. Gina’s in California. We’ve got no
one in the east to handle flares.”

The scolding grated on her nerves. “Geeze,
I’m sorry. Okay? I forgot.”

Rebecca—the Earth Amazon—had delivered a son
a few months before. She was now a mother, something an Amazon was
never supposed to be. But Earth’s patroness, the Celtic goddess
Rhiannon, had rewarded Rebecca with a child to thank her for ending
the last major evil humans faced.

Helen, the last generation’s Earth had
turned rogue, thinking herself a goddess. She’d ultimately escaped,
but there had been no sign of her since Rebecca had stopped Helen’s
power grab. Although Rebecca herself had been elevated to a
goddess, she surrendered that power after only one action—giving
her sisters fertility that was normally denied Amazon warriors.
Rhiannon had given one of the next potential Earths, a beautiful
girl named Bonnie, to Rebecca to raise as her own. Then Rebecca had
conceived a son by Artair, her fertility another gift from
Rhiannon.

Megan brushed away a flash of jealousy.
Rebecca was her Amazon sister, and Megan loved her. She shouldn’t
envy what Rebecca had.

But she did. Rebecca had broken all the
rules. She’d fallen in love with her Sentinel and married him.

Megan’s fascination
with her Sentinel
would probably get her nothing but punished.

It was time to find a handsome stranger and
get laid.

Yeah, right.

Megan had never been one for free love, even
when the goddesses took away all obstacles. Thanks to them, she
couldn’t catch diseases. She couldn’t get pregnant unless it was by
her soul mate—a cute little twist Rebecca had put on the Amazons’
restored fertility. Megan just couldn’t give herself to someone she
didn’t love.

Despite what people thought, thanks to her
overly sensuous nature, she’d only had a handful of lovers. She
wasn’t about to start sleeping around now simply because she could.
Megan kept up the flirting for appearances sake. She was, after
all, Fire and was supposed to be volatile.

Johann was still talking, and she hadn’t
heard a single word. “Sorry, Joeman. Didn’t catch what you just
said.”

His gaze was hot enough to raise blisters.
“This wasn’t your first problem.”

“Oh, puhleeze.” She rolled
her eyes. “If you’re talking about those revenants I beheaded in
Gary—”

“No, I wasn’t. But that’s
just another episode. You shouldn’t let people see you take out
revenants.”

“Who’d notice zombies in
Gary? They’d look like the locals,” she said with a smirk. “Then
you’re thinking about that lame demon in Indianapolis. I didn’t
mean to have him run through the fairgrounds.”

“I wasn’t talking about
that, either. But you really didn’t need to chase a dragon demon
through the Indiana State Fair. Those kids saw you slay
it.”

“They thought it was part
of a show,” she insisted. Grabbing her soda then taking a sip, she
hoped the inquisition was ending. She was damn tired of being
criticized for doing her job. Especially when she did it so
well.

“You just don’t get it, do
you?” The frustration came through clear in his tone. “Are you ever
gonna take this seriously?”

“You think I don’t take
this seriously?”

He was evidently as good at pushing her
buttons as she was at pushing his. It took all her concentration to
keep sparks from flying from her hair.

“Rein it in,
Megan.”

Damn it.

He’d noticed the hazy remnants of her anger.
She kept her hands flat on the bar, trying to squelch the
frustrated heat growing in her fingers.

Fire. I am Fire. I can control my
powers.

“I take this seriously,”
Megan insisted. “I hunt down every damned demon, every damned nest
of revenants you send me after. I may not shoot them with blessed
arrows like Rebecca, but I’m handy with a knife. And I’m a master
with a sword. I’ve yet to fail in an assignment. Not a single one.”
Her hands felt blazing hot.

I can control my powers.

Freya patted her shoulder. “We are not
questioning your abilities, Megan.”

“Just your judgment,”
Johann added.

“Just my
judgment? Why you
conceited little—”

A small ball of fire shot from Megan’s index
finger, igniting a napkin on the bar. “Shit.”

She grabbed the smoldering paper, dropped it
to the floor and stomped the flames out with the toe of her
boot.

“You can’t smoke in here,”
the bartender called out. “It’s against the law.”

Thank God he went back to tending bar so
Megan didn’t have to give him a piece of her irritated and
nicotine-deprived mind.

“You need to learn some
control,” Johann scolded. “You’ve been out too long on your
own.”

She wasn’t about to tell
him she had plenty of control with every other human being on the
planet. Everyone…except him. Hell, she had more control when
facing demons than she did when facing Johann Herrmann.

“Your Sentinel will stay
here to renew your training,” Freya said before standing and
smoothing her hands over her green dress.

The dark sable trim of her sleeves looked so
soft, Megan almost reached out to run her fingers through the fur.
She resisted the temptation. Johann and her sisters would probably
tease her if they knew how much she loved soft things. Fire was
supposed to be rough, sturdy. Hard. Besides, as angry as she was,
she’d probably scorch it.

“I’ll be a good girl from
now on. No public beheadings. No demon chasing in the mall. I don’t
need him here.”

She tucked her fingers into
her palm. Her carefully filed nails dug into her flesh, the
pseudotalons a reminder of the hawk she could become. At least she
hadn’t gotten mad enough to shape-shift. At least not yet.
That sure wouldn’t make
her goddess and Sentinel happy. And what would the bartender think
if a red-tail started flying around the joint?

“’Tis not a punishment,
Megan,” Freya assured. “He is here to help you find Ashley, and to
help you become a bit…wiser
in your pursuit of enemies. I have faith in you,
my child. The Sentinel will help you.”

Freya leaned in and kissed Megan’s cheek.
Her lips were cold. Then the goddess snapped her fingers and
disappeared in a bright flash of light.

Megan looked around,
relieved no one seemed to have witnessed the abrupt departure. “And
she says I need to
use better judgment.”

Johann pulled out his wallet and dropped a
twenty on the bar. Another one magically appeared to replace it.
His patroness, Rhiannon, would never let one of her Sentinels want
for anything.

“Let’s stop and talk to
Ashley’s mother,” he said. “Then we can head to your
place.”

Megan’s heart skipped a quick beat. “You’re
not staying with me.”

“’Fraid so. You need some
guidance, and I need to be close enough to help you.” He smiled and
her knees went weak. “Don’t worry. I’ll try not to cramp your
style.”

That wasn’t what worried her…

If Johann was with her 24/7, how was she
going to keep her hands off him?

 



Chapter Two

​


Megan threw the convertible into park and
frowned. She hated suburbia. The neat lines of houses reminded her
too much of her growing up years, years she thought she’d put
behind her.

She’d never fit into this world or into this
kind of life. There was no place she belonged or a group she could
call friends. Little boys didn’t like little girls who could
outrun, outplay and outshine them. Little girls didn’t like tomboys
who had flaming red hair and a penchant for being a smart ass.
Compulsively playing with matches only made her more of an
outcast.

She hated thinking about her past. Childhood
memories, depressing as they might be, were baggage most people
carried through life. Hers just always seemed a bit heavier than
others lugged around.

No mother. No father. No lap to crawl up
onto when she skinned her knee. No arms to hug her when she was
frightened by the monsters hiding in her closet—monsters she now
realized might have been real. Just an aunt who didn’t want to deal
with a curious and impulsive child who was in a hurry to grow up.
Her Aunt Tasha was brusque and precise and very, very cold. At
least Megan had plenty of toys, an enormous tree house and had
never really wanted for anything. Anything except someone who loved
her just the way she was.

An aunt. All the Amazons had an “aunt” who’d
raised them. While she guessed their birthmothers were high
priestesses of the patron goddesses, Megan had never had that story
confirmed. Nor were the Amazons told who gave them birth.

Rebecca was the only one who knew, because
her mother was the goddess Gaia. To help Gaia remain hidden among
the humans she loved, Rhiannon would take Gaia’s daughters and turn
them into Earth Amazons. Water, Air and Fire would never know who
their real parents were. All of the women spent their early years
unaware of their destinies. If a potential Amazon was never called
into service, she lived a normal life.

Megan took in her surroundings. The Cape Cod
house was painted a warm brown. An SUV sat parked on the concrete
drive. The prerequisite grapevine wreath hung on the door. Such a
nice, middle-class home.

All that was missing was the daughter.

She got out of the car, waited for Johann to
shut the passenger-side door and then chirped the alarm. Routine,
not suspicion, forced her hand. She was, ultimately, a creature of
habit—what she considered to be her worst trait.

Compulsive,
Aunt Tasha always said when Megan had been caught
playing with yet another book of matches.

At least now she knew why she’d been
irresistibly drawn to making fire.

Megan pushed the doorbell.

Following some shuffling sounds from inside
the house, the door opened to reveal a middle-aged woman. Her eyes
were red and raw, her mousy-brown hair disheveled. She didn’t offer
a greeting. “What do you want?”

“I’m Megan Feurer. This is
Johann Herrmann.”

The woman leaned against the door. “The
uniform cops just left. Are you detectives?”

“No, ma’am. Freya sent us.
We’re here to talk about your daughter.”

“Freya? Really?” The
woman’s eyes flew wide as she opened the door the rest of the way.
“I’m—I’m sorry. Please come in. It was good of the goddess to send
you to me. I didn’t expect any help from her, although I’ve been
praying and praying. You’re an Amazon?”

Megan nodded as she and Johann followed her
to the kitchen. The place was a mess. Dirty dishes rested in the
sink. A plastic jug of milk and an open box of cereal sat on the
counter. Newspapers were spread over the small table.

The woman took a couple of abandoned jackets
from the backs of the chairs. She opened another door and threw
them aside, then pulled the door shut. “Please. Have a seat. Sorry
about the mess.”

The cop who would always be a part of
Megan’s personality took charge. “It’s all right, ma’am. Would it
be okay to ask you a few questions? We’d like to talk to your
husband as well, if that’s all right.”

“I’m divorced. He’s not
part of our lives now.”

Men were like “aunts”—so undependable. “We
want to follow Ashley’s tracks, see what we can find out. The more
you tell us, ma’am, the better chance we have of picking up her
trail.”

“Please call me Nita. Freya
thinks you can find Ashley?” She grabbed a tissue from the box and
wadded it into her fist. “I just don’t understand. I’m loyal to the
goddess. Why can’t Freya… Why can’t she…” A sob slipped from her
lips.

“You know Freya well enough
to know she won’t find your daughter, Nita,” Megan said, angry at
the goddess for her arbitrary assistance. This woman was hurting,
and Freya could bring an end to it with the snap of her divine
fingers.

Capricious. All four of the Amazons’
goddesses were capricious—as were all the Ancients. Maybe in their
world they could afford to be. In this world, there was a missing
teenager whose mother was in real pain.

“She sent us, and we’d like
to help. I want to find Ashley. I may not have Freya’s powers, but
I’m a damn good investigator. Could you tell us what her plans were
the evening she disappeared?”

Nita sighed, tears brimming
her eyes. “She was going to a concert with her friends. It was just
in Aurora, at the Paramount, but I didn’t want her to go. It was a
school night, and I knew they’d be back so awfully late. But it was
Maksim Popov. All the girls are nuts about him. Ashley begged.
She begged me to
go. Maybe if I hadn’t let her—maybe if I…” Nita wiped away fresh
tears with her balled-up tissue.

“You were just being a good
mom.” Megan hesitated before she laid a reassuring hand on Nita’s
arm. “This isn’t your fault.” She inclined her head toward Johann.
“Let us help. We want to help.”

“I know, and I appreciate
it. Not knowing is killing me. Is she hurt? Is she in trouble? Is
she—is she—” Bowing her head, Nita sobbed. “Ashley is all I
have.”

Megan put her arm around the woman’s
shoulder, glancing to Johann for support. Being soft and nurturing
was difficult especially when her Amazon intuition was screaming at
her, as was her cop intuition. She would find Ashley.

But she wouldn’t find her alive.

Nita pulled herself together. She patted
Megan’s hand before Megan gratefully let it drop away. “She went
with Shelby and Leanna. They’re her best friends. They told me she
was invited backstage to meet Maksim Popov. They said Ashley sent a
text message saying they shouldn’t wait for her, that she’d find a
ride home.”

“Did the police check for
her cell phone’s location?” Johann asked.

“They tried, but the
battery must be dead because they couldn’t find it.”

“Who’s this Popov guy?”
Megan asked.

“Oh, he’s really popular.
He sings all those songs about the problems in the world. War. The
ozone layer. Recycling. The girls just adore him. He’s awfully
handsome.”

Megan searched her memory. “Haven’t heard of
him.”

“Did she meet Maksim
Popov?” Johann asked.

“I don’t know,” Nita said
with a hiccough. “That text message was the last anyone heard from
her. Her friends didn’t see her again after she went backstage. Her
cell phone goes right to voice mail.” She bowed her head. “I keep
calling the number just to hear her voice. I wanted to go to the
theater, but the cops told me not to, that I’d be harassing Popov
for no good reason.”

”Would you mind if we have
a quick look at her things?”

“I’ll take you to her
room.” Nita led her and Johann through the house and up a staircase
to Ashley’s bedroom.

If she hadn’t heard the name Maksim Popov
before, Megan would sure have learned it from the room. One entire
wall was a shrine to the man, complete with his name emblazoned in
big, glitter-covered letters.

Nita excused herself when the phone
rang.

Taking visual inventory of Ashley’s room,
Megan tried to ignore the sets of obsidian eyes staring at her from
the posters on the far wall. A shudder ripped through her as she
wondered why those eyes should have such a hypnotic effect. She
brushed aside the cold chill racing across her skin, telling
herself she was being silly. The pictures weren’t staring at
her.

Johann went right for the girl’s computer.
He fired it up and waited as the machine went through its boot-up
machinations. “What’s wrong with you?”

Megan took a few steps closer to stare at
the wall-sized collage. Popov’s eyes seemed to follow her every
movement. She couldn’t focus on any of his other features.

“Megan?” Johann asked. “You
all right?”

Damn it.

A smoky haze rose from her hair. She
squelched the unease causing that response, angry at herself for
not being aware her powers were showing. At least she’d stopped the
smoke before it was thick enough to set off any detectors.

“Get a grip.” Johann tapped
away on Ashley’s keyboard. “You won’t do us any good if you blow
your top. What’s got you mad?”

“Nothing,” she snapped.
“I’m fine, Joeman. I just want to find Ashley. Anything
useful?”

She grabbed an iPod from the nightstand and
turned it on. Ashley had nothing loaded on the gadget except Maksim
Popov songs. The guy sure was prolific. How had Megan never heard
of him?

“Not yet,” he replied.
“Typical teenage stuff. She’s got a profuse habit of chatting
online.” His fingers flew across the keys. The man’s technological
talents were astounding. He pulled a device from his pocket. “I’m
downloading her e-mail and IMs to my phone. We can plow through
them later.”

Megan nodded but swallowed some guilt for
prying through the girl’s private life. Damn, it was easy for the
Sentinel to access anything on a computer, password protected or
not.

Shit.

She didn’t want him having that kind of
access to her e-mails and Internet history.

“I won’t bother your
computer, Megan.”

“Quit it.”

“Quit what?”

“Quit reading my mind. It
creeps me out.”

Johann chuckled as he kept tapping at his
phone. “I’m not reading your mind. I get the same reaction anytime
I pull up files from someone’s computer. Anybody who sees me sweep
a hard drive thinks I’ll sift through theirs. I only do this if I
have to. Just don’t give me a reason to have to.”

“I’ll try not to
disappear.”

She picked up a navy blue
backpack resting on the carpet and placed it on the bed. She
unzipped it and pulled out a couple of textbooks and thumbed
through them and a loose-leaf notebook. Aside from a few notes over
biology and geometry, the only thing Ashley seemed to care about
was doodling pictures and writing I love
Maksim Popov in the margins. “She really
had it bad for the guy.”

Johann nodded toward the wall. “I guess I’m
used to teenage crushes. My sister covered one of her walls with
pictures of Justin Timberlake and NSYNC.”

Megan stopped flipping through the notebook
and stared at him openmouthed. He’d never given anyone an inkling
about his life outside the Amazons.

For more than a year, she’d tried to goad
him, tease him and get on his last nerve, but it had all been in
fun. She didn’t like thinking the man had a true vulnerability, and
in the Amazon world, family made a person vulnerable. Family was a
path an enemy could follow, a weapon a demon could exploit. That’s
why one of the most important rules for an Amazon was to avoid
romantic attachments.

“Your sister? Rhiannon
knows you have a sister?”

Johann gave her a curt nod.

“And she recruited you
anyway? Is your sister—”

“Rhiannon didn’t recruit
me. I called to
her. And Janelle’s safe.” His words were filled with annoyance. Not
like he didn’t have a habit of getting irritated around Megan
quickly and quite often. “My sister’s not your problem.”

“Just askin’.”

“Let it be, Megan. We’ve
got work to do.”

The defensiveness in his tone warned her to
leave it alone. She’d obey. For now.

Didn’t matter. She had a memory like an
elephant.

He slid his phone back into his pocket,
clicked a few more keystrokes on Ashley’s computer and then flipped
it off. “Find anything?” he asked.

“Just an abnormal obsession
with Maksim Popov that borders on stalking. Creepy eyes on that
guy.”

“I’ll check him out when we
get back to your place.”


​ Chapter Three

 


“We need to get my computer hooked up.”

Johann carried the last of his supplies into
Megan’s Lake Shore Drive condo. Dropping the duffel bag on her
black leather couch, he set down his laptop bag and took a long
look around. “Did a hurricane just go through here?”

Scattered magazines. Piled up running shoes.
Abandoned Code Red bottles. Discarded clothes.

Chasing demigods, demons and revenants
probably didn’t offer her a lot of free time to straighten up.
Knowing Megan, the leisure she had, she devoted to working out.

“If you don’t like it,” she
replied, “there’s got to be a nice hotel room somewhere near here.
We’re in Chicago, after all. Tourist central.”

“Sorry. You’re stuck with
me. Where do you want me to put my clothes?”

“At the Drake,” she
grumbled. She sat down and unlaced her boots, tugged them off and
pushed them under her coffee table.

He refused to laugh, although he felt like
it. “I’d ask where you want me to set up my computer, but I’m sure
you’d just tell me Lake Michigan.” He walked over to the heavy
drapes and nudged them open. “Nice view by the way. The lake’s
gorgeous. I’d never get tired of looking at it.”

“Then go bug Sarita. She’s
usually near water.”

Nothing was ever easy where Megan was
concerned. “Where can I put my stuff?”

She shrugged and leaned back in the chair.
“Set it up wherever you want.”

“You mean wherever I can
find room.”

“Whatever. You know, the
Palmer House probably has an open suite. I’m sure Rhiannon would
foot the bill if you check in there. I’ll bet they have great
wireless.” She grabbed the remote and turned on the television,
scrolling rapidly through channels until she settled on
Cops.

She clearly had no idea how upset the
goddesses were with her or that patronesses had to be cajoled to
agree to give her another chance.

But only one more.

Megan’s last episode had
been the worst. When she’d killed the hantu Penyardin in public, lots of
people watched. It had taken him days to track the images, remove
them and create a computer virus to hunt down new uploads to keep
more pictures of her from appearing. The goddesses had to scrub
several witnesses’ memories, not an easy process that often had
repercussions. Worse, some of the other Ancients had taken
notice. That was
never a good thing.

Johann sighed in frustration.

Megan was a loose cannon.
The goddesses had left the final decision about yanking her powers
to him, but they’d let him know they expected to see a
big change in her.
Otherwise, she would be retired and returned to the mortal
world.

Freya would have to wipe Megan’s memory
clean. Fire would never recall the last two years of her life, nor
would she ever remember being an Amazon. She’d forget Rebecca,
Gina, Sarita and Artair.

And me.

That thought turned his stomach. From the
moment he’d first seen her face on that computer monitor, he’d been
smitten.

Smitten?

Hell, he’d been
downright obsessed. Who could blame him? The woman was gorgeous. Vivid red hair.
Eyes the color of a summer sky. Muscular and tall and round in all
the right places. Enough chutzpah to take on a dozen revenants
single-handed. How could he not be drawn to her?

Not that he’d ever let her know. No, this
was business. His adolescent infatuation would have to pass.
Fraternization between Sentinel and Amazon was forbidden.

It’ll pass. Sometime soon,
it’ll pass.

Yeah,
right.

After nearly two years, Johann’s fascination
had only grown stronger. The last time he’d visited Avalon, the
Amazon’s home base, he’d confided in Artair MacKay. The man was a
Sentinel and had found himself in a similar situation. Plus he had
three hundred years of sage advice bottled up inside him.

When Artair had fallen in love with Rebecca
Massee, they’d risked angering the goddesses to be together.
Ultimately, her goddess, Rhiannon, approved of the match. Johann
held out no hope the goddesses would ever allow that pattern to
repeat. Not that Megan would have him. He’d been treated with more
kindness by his basic training drill sergeant in his days in the
Army.

No, Megan didn’t feel the same draw. Artair
had advised Johann to give up his own frustrated attraction and let
Fire be Fire. Fire Amazons were impossible for one man to hold—even
if that man was a Sentinel.

This Fire was burning like a wildfire during
a drought, and Johann was there to bring her back into control or
forever put out the flames.

“I’m setting up in one of
the bedrooms,” he finally said, grabbing the nylon bag holding his
new laptop. “Which one do you want me to take?”

Megan shrugged again and fiddled with the
remote. “I guess you can take the blue one.” She shivered. “That
girl’s dead, Johann.”

Johann. Not Joeman.

He knew Megan never wanted to need anyone
else. Ever. She’d always fancied herself a lone wolf. Her only
subtle way of showing something might be too much for her to handle
alone was to drop her sarcasm. She had a weakness—she cared about
people.

If only he could offer her comfort, but he
had none to give. “I think so too.”

A shuddering sigh slipped from her lips.
“How are we gonna tell that poor woman her daughter’s dead?”

“We’ll cross that bridge
when we come to it.”

“I’ll turn that guy to
ashes, you know.” She started flipping channels faster than she
could know what she was watching. A waft of sweet-smelling smoke
reached him, reminding him of the cherry-flavored tobacco his
father used to smoke. “I’ll turn him into a pile of smoldering
ash.”

“Who?”

“Maksim Popov. If he’s
responsible, I’ll fry his ass.”

“Megan, you can’t go around
half—”

“Cocked?” Her lopsided grin
was far too appealing. “I wonder what Sigmund Freud would think
about you using that particular term so much. Do you have penis
envy, Joeman?”

“Bite me.”

Johann slipped down the hall before he got
into another scrap with his Fire. Air and Water were so much easier
to manage. Their training had been a simple first assignment. They
listened to him and followed his orders. And Earth was Artair’s
wife.

But Fire?

Megan obviously needed him, even if she
wouldn’t admit it.

The first thing he noticed when he poked his
head into the closest bedroom was the smoke detector hanging open
on the ceiling. The compartment for the battery was empty, the
wires dangling loose. A mussed bed. Piles of dirty camo and black
clothes. A dresser cluttered with matchbooks and candles.

Between the dresser and bed rested a large
air-cleaning machine humming in a low drone. Two empty, twisted
blister packs of nicotine gum sat in the center of the bed next to
a black teddy bear. Two swords with ruby-encrusted hilts leaned
against the wall.

Megan’s
room.

An old-fashioned silver Zippo lighter lying
on top of the matchbooks caught his eye—it had belonged to Sparks,
the last generation’s Fire. She’d left the Amazons to follow
Helen’s insane crusade to take over the world. In the end, she’d
come to her senses, recognized Helen for what she was and died
saving Artair. Megan had looked up to Sparks as a mentor. When they
lost Sparks, Megan claimed to have accepted the woman’s death. The
conspicuous presence of the lighter told him she wasn’t entirely
over the loss.

Sparks was one of the reasons Johann was
with Megan now. The goddesses were so angry over the betrayal by
Sparks and Helen, they wanted to keep a tight leash on the current
Amazons. Any dissention would be swiftly and severely punished.
Megan’s wildness could be her downfall.

With the exception of the
out-of-place teddy bear, there was nothing feminine about the room.
No pastel colors or flowery prints. White walls. A red quilt. None
of the frilly things women seemed to like to keep. No brushes, hair
ties or makeup. Just a big, furry black bear with a red ribbon tied
around its neck. The only pictures were several framed snapshots of
Megan with the other Amazons and a large print of the famous
Life magazine cover where
the sailor kissed the nurse at the end of World War II.

No, it wasn’t feminine. But just like the
woman herself, it was beautiful.

For some odd reason, her bedroom pleased
him.

Then he saw the scorch marks above the bed’s
brass headboard. Just small, dark slashes, but against the white
paint, they stood out as vivid as neon. A small gray
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