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

      

      Follow Mercy and Rafael as they pursue the forces of darkness and try to stay alive.

      

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      I really wasn’t in the mood for running today. That’s what I’d told Horace when he called me last night, saying he needed help tracking down a bounty. I didn’t want to run. I was tired, pretty sure I pulled a quad the week before, and oh yeah, I was tired. We’d been going almost nonstop since accepting the governor’s request to start our own team. Rafael was currently with said team going after more of Shuval’s followers.

      Even after Shuval was killed, they kept popping up. Not like they had power to do much, but they were causing trouble all the same.

      A head of long black hair darted through the crowded sidewalk, and I barely caught sight of the shifter sprinting around another corner. I cursed, missing the dragon half that gave me extra strength and endurance, dug deep, and ran full out. I shouted for bystanders to move, taking a few of them down as I rushed past. As my boots pounded the pavement, I pictured an overview of Sector 21. If the target continued on the path he was running, I could cut him off in three blocks. I skidded to a stop and darted to my right, down an alley, then leaped up to grab the fire escape ladder over my head.

      The metal clanged and groaned as I rushed the stairs to the rooftop five stories above the street. I quickly oriented myself, then took off again, dodging around air conditioning units and rooftop access doors. Just to be sure I didn’t lose the bastard, I quickly cast a tracking spell into my hand. A tiny spark of flame burst to life, then grew. It stretched out in front of me, leading in the direction I’d been heading. I smirked. Taking a six-month vacation had been great. Horace had given me crap about losing my mojo. I’d get to rub it in his face that I still had it.

      We’d been back in Sector 21 for the last three months, setting up the new team and catching up on what happened since we left. There was a hell of a lot more going on than I’d thought. I’d be a liar, though, if I said I didn’t miss running around kicking ass every other day.

      And of course, getting to come home to Rafael. Our home here might not be our cabin in the mountains, but the large penthouse Governor Rickshaw gifted us had its perks. Biggest damned place either of us has ever lived in.

      The tracking fire suddenly shifted to the right, and I jumped across an alleyway to make it to the next rooftop.

      “Mercy?” Horace’s voice came through the com in my ear. “Where are you?”

      “Can’t… really… talk,” I snapped between gulps of air.

      “You still on him?”

      I rolled my eyes and didn’t answer, which should’ve been answer enough.

      “His brother’s in custody. You need help?”

      I heard the grin in his voice and made a mental note to smack him when I got back to Damian’s office later. No, not Damian’s. A pang started in my chest. Almost a year had passed, but his death would always hit me hard. Horace had taken over his older brother’s bounty hunting business. It was Horace’s office—and home—now.

      I reached the edge of another roof about three blocks away and shimmied down the ladder as quickly as I could. My knees bent slightly as my boots hit the pavement, splashing dirty water onto my black pants. I cringed but stomped through it as I reached for the collapsible sword at my lower back.

      The small tracking fire I’d conjured was ready to turn the corner, but I called it back to me. The heat warmed my palm for a second, then went out. The person who put out this bounty wanted the shifter alive. Thomas, a pack leader from Sector 18, had called the criminal into Horace personally. According to him, the shifter we hunted, Bryan, had been caught trying to set up human hunting parties on the outskirts of their territory. His brother had also been involved with procuring the humans for their festivities. My lip twitched in disgust. There would always be assholes in the world. Guess I should be thankful, since it kept Horace and me in business.

      Steps rushed toward the shadows where I hid, my body pressed against the cold bricks. I held my breath and waited. At the last second, I stepped out, sword at the ready.

      Only Bryan wasn’t there. No one was.

      The alley all the way to the street was clear, except for several dumpsters. I backed up slowly, straining to hear above the sound of late-night traffic and the multitude of voices coming from those on the sidewalks. I moved back another step and another, gripping the sword in my palm, readying for an attack.

      “Mercy?” Horace said in my ear, and I jumped.

      “Damn it, will you shut up,” I snapped just as growling came from behind me. “Shit.”

      “What is it? Where the hell are you?”

      I opened my mouth to rattle off the street when the snarling grew louder. “Hold that thought,” I whispered to Horace, then whirled around in time to see Bryan the shifter launch himself at me from the wall.

      I swung my sword around to block his attack, but he barreled into me, and we went rolling. I grunted as my back crashed into the wall, and then he was on me. Lucky for me, he wasn’t old enough to shift without the aid of the full moon. But, he still had a good hundred pounds of muscle on me. He pressed his palms against the broad side of my sword, pushing it toward my neck. He snarled in my face, snapping his jaws. Bright white canines flashed in the shadows, aiming for my throat. I yelled as I pushed back with everything I had, then blasted him with mage fire. It singed his hair, and he yelped, staggering away from me. Giving him no time to recover, I charged in, ready to put him down for transport, but he swiped at me with sharp claws at the ends of his fingertips. Correction. He was almost old enough to shift entirely.

      “You could just come quietly,” I said as we circled each other.

      “I’ll pass,” he said, his voice more of a growl than actual words.

      “Hunting humans for sport? I mean, really. What did you think would happen?”

      He snapped his jaws again in answer, and I sighed. This was not how Horace said the night would go. Told me it’d be easy. Fun, even. We’d go to the bar they’d been spotted at, grab them, shackle them, and take them to Thomas. Easy money.

      I really needed to punch that half-demon when he finally caught up with me.

      Bryan shifted to the right, then lunged forward. I slashed at him with my sword, and the blade cut through flesh, leaving a nice gash running up his arm. He staggered forward and clapped a hand to the bloody spot. I readied myself for his next attack, but he threw his head back and howled. The chilling sound bounced off the brick and echoed into the night, making the hairs stand up on my arms. I took a cautious step back, then another, until two large arms wrapped around my middle and yanked me off my feet. I was spun around and thrown to a concrete floor. By the time I pushed myself up and held my blade at the ready, Bryan had followed my captor and me through the door. He kicked it closed as his lips curled in a vicious grin.

      “Now who should’ve walked away when she had the chance?”

      I glanced around the dimly lit room. It was wide open, with a few metal columns scattered around. Must’ve been used as a warehouse or factory floor for a business at some point. The smell of wet dog hit me full in the face. Shifters. A lot of shifters. My eyes remained fixed on Bryan as I sensed the others moving in.

      “Anytime now,” I muttered and hoped Horace knew I was talking to him.

      There was no response of any kind. I frowned and reached up to my ear. The com was gone. The shifter who’d snatched me, a broad-shouldered brute with fur on his arms, held up the device. He crushed it between his fingers and let the pieces fall to the floor. Great. That was just great.

      Bryan took a step closer, then another. I didn’t bother moving back since there was a line of shifters waiting to snatch me. The sword wasn’t much use in this situation. They’d all jump me, and then I’d be screwed.

      Since returning to Sector 21, I hadn’t used my mage fire except as small assistance here or there during a fight. These days, I mostly reserved it for tracking. With the dragon side of me gone, I wasn’t as fast or strong as I used to be. It did allow me to tap into my mage abilities better. It had taken a bit of help from Joseph Sycamore, head of the new Order of the Guardians. The Citadel had changed much over the last year. Every last trace of dark magic had been cleansed from its walls. With the mage’s help, I understood what I was capable of and where I had to draw the line since, sadly, I still bore the curse caused by Envy.

      I held my sword in front of my face and focused on the sharp edge of the blade. The shifters closed in, giving me little space to maneuver. The warmth started low in my gut, then increased in heat as it spread throughout my body. Sparks clinked against the blade, and the shifters paused.

      “What are you waiting for?” Bryan snapped.

      They hesitated a second, then came for me. I swung the blade around and drove it point-down into the floor. A burst of mage fire shot out around me in a circle, knocking the shifters off their feet. The fire rolled across the floor like a small tidal wave, washing over them, then pinning them to the floor. I removed my sword from the floor and stalked toward a groaning Bryan as he shook his head.

      “As I said, you really should’ve just come quietly.” I aimed the tip of my sword at his neck as he struggled to get up. “I’m sure Thomas will be thrilled to know how many others you corrupted with your scheming.”

      He spat at me, the glob of saliva barely missing my boot. The other shifters pushed and strained to get themselves off the floor, but I flattened my hand, and the fire mirrored the motion. It squashed them to the concrete floor and kept them there. I collapsed my sword, tucked it in the sheath at my lower back, and removed the enchanted silver cuffs from my belt. The flames parted for me, letting me drag Bryan to his knees and pull his arms behind his back. Once he was shackled, I moved onto the next shifter in the line. Leaving them trapped by fire for a bit longer would be nice, but it wouldn’t last long. After sprinting halfway across Sector 21, I wasn’t looking forward to a brawl. My strained quad had my leg quivering, and I was a bit lightheaded, though I couldn’t explain why. I was nearly finished with cuffing them, thankful I’d thought to bring extra restraints when the door burst open, and Horace sprinted in, gun at the ready.

      “Little late,” I muttered. “You can take care of the rest.”

      I followed him to each shifter and removed the fire so he could finish shackling their hands. “Thomas said it was only two of them.”

      “His count was a bit off. Hope he pays you more for this.”

      “Us,” Horace corrected. “I haven’t seen you run like that in a few months. I’m sure you’re feeling great right about now.”

      “Saying I’m out of shape?”

      He laughed. “That’s what I’d be saying, but damn. Here you are with what, nine shifters in custody to my measly one. Damian trained you better than I gave him credit for.”

      I turned my back on Horace and managed a nod of agreement. The hardest part about returning to Sector 21 had been remembering Damian wouldn’t be there. He’d never be able to give me shit again, or be there when I needed someone to yell at me. He was gone. Envy saw to that.

      I cleared my throat and started hauling the shifters two at a time out the door Horace had rushed through. We’d need help getting them all transported back to Sector 18. Horace said he’d called in back up while he was killing himself trying to track me down. We lined the shifters alongside the building, sitting on the sidewalk. I hadn’t asked who Horace called; it didn’t really matter. He’d get his bounty, and Thomas would be able to punish the shifters under pack law. I turned my back to them and watched the street. At one in the morning, foot traffic was steady, and I helped Horace direct people around the shifters in custody.

      “Bitch,” Bryan snarled behind me.

      I kept my eyes straight ahead, more than happy to tune him out.

      He kept talking. “We were all excited to hear Damian had been killed. It’s a shame Shuval couldn’t take you out, too. Save us all a lot of trouble with you off the streets. Damian’s trained pet.”

      I ground my teeth as sparks lit my fingertips. “Be quiet.”

      “Why? You can’t kill me, remember? You won’t get paid. I can say whatever the hell I want. You’re nothing but a bounty hunter. A mercenary. A murderer.”

      “And what does that make you?” I snapped over my shoulder.

      “I’m just giving in to my animal instincts. What’s your excuse?”

      I said nothing and started to walk away when he had to open his mouth again. The words that came out this time involved me and a particular demon. He barely got the rest of the insult out of his mouth when my sword was in my hand, ready to relieve him of his head. The blade was an inch from his neck when a strong hand caught my wrist and jerked me to a stop.

      “Mercy, enough.”

      Rafael.

      Of course, Horace would call him for backup. The surge of fury that boiled at the shifter’s words faded like it hadn’t even been there. What the hell had I been about to do?

      “You didn’t have to come,” I said as he released my wrist, and the sword collapsed. “I’m sure you’re busy.”

      “Never too busy for you.”

      I turned around to find him standing only a few inches away. He was dressed in all black, as usual, when he was on the job. His tactical pants and boots were a bit dirty, but I couldn’t spot any blood. His t-shirt stretched across a muscular chest I wanted to melt into. His brow twitched slightly as a low growl rumbled from his mouth. I sighed and tucked the sword away. His beard was trimmed, but still there and full. It suited him. The streetlights reflected off his black horns and showed me the slight worry growing in his eyes. This wasn’t the first time since we'd been back that I’d lost my temper to this extent.

      “Well, if it isn’t the demon himself,” Bryan shouted.

      I rolled my eyes toward the sky, praying for patience.

      Rafael stepped around me as Bryan kept talking. It only lasted another few seconds until Rafael drew his fist back and decked the shifter, knocking him out. “There. He shouldn’t be a problem now.”

      “I could’ve taken care of it,” I muttered.

      “I think you need him alive,” he commented, studying my face. “Horace? You ready to move out?” he asked the half-demon behind me.

      “I’d like to get home sometime tonight. Let’s load them up.”

      “We’ll talk about this later,” Rafael whispered to me.

      “Talk about what? There’s absolutely nothing to talk about,” I said as I grabbed one of the shifters and hauled him to the waiting SUVs. Bowen sat in the driver’s seat.

      I nodded as I approached. He’d finally given in and had been running the team with Rafael and me for the last two months. “What were you two up to?” I asked the vampire.

      “Nothing too exciting. Rafael will tell you all about it later.”

      Hybrids.

      Bowen didn’t have to say it, but the look in his red eyes told me they’d been hunting down more of Shuval’s filthy followers. This shit was never going to end. We’d come back to the city to deal with new threats, or that’s what we’d been told. We were hardly here a week when Rickshaw and Nor approached us, saying there were whispers of Shuval’s followers spotted in various sectors around the state. The scar on my face gave a twinge, and I hurriedly turned away from Bowen to grab another prisoner.

      Once the shifters were loaded into the three vehicles, the two Fed SUVs and Horace’s suburban, we started off for the vehicle transport. I rode with Horace, not wanting to give Rafael a chance to talk to me about whatever he felt the need to lecture me on today. I hunkered down in the passenger seat with a curse.

      “What’s your problem? You should be happy,” Horace said as we neared the transport.

      “Why couldn’t you call someone else?”

      “Other than your husband? Why? You two work so well together.”

      “We do,” I mumbled, then shook my head. “Never mind.” I tugged the band out of my hair and ran my fingers through my locks.

      “I heard what he was saying.” Horace’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “Bryan, I mean. You’ve got a right to be pissed at him.”

      “Not kill him, though.”

      “You were just going to scare him, right?”

      I fiddled with my hair, pulled it back into a braid, and slung it over my shoulder. “Yeah, just scare him,” I finally replied. This might be the first time Horace had seen me lose my temper, but it wasn’t for Rafael. I’d been able to brush off his concern so far, but something told me I wasn’t going to make it ‘til morning without his finally addressing my recent anger issues.
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          Mercy

        

      

    

    
      I rolled my shoulders as I stepped inside our penthouse apartment a few hours later. Handing over the shifters had taken longer than I wanted. My feet hurt, my back was killing me, and I could hardly walk without a limp from the pulled muscle.

      Rafael walked in behind me and shut the door. I barely sat in the overstuffed blue couch when he crossed his arms and gave me that pointed glare of his.

      “Really? You want to do this now?” I glanced at the clock in the kitchen. “It’s four in the morning. Sleep first. Lecture later.” I unzipped one knee-high black boot and tossed it aside, quickly followed by the other. Rafael didn’t budge. “Please?”

      “No. Now. You’re not getting out of this again,” he said as I stood with an annoyed grunt and stalked to the bedroom.

      I stunk of sweat and wet dog. The bed called to me, but a shower would at least get the stench off me before I fell into the covers. “There’s nothing to talk about. So, I’ve lost my temper a few times, what’s the big deal?”

      “The big deal is one of these times you’re going to kill someone.”

      “Probably because they deserve it,” I muttered darkly as I flipped on the bathroom light and turned on the shower. As much as I thought this new home of ours was overkill, the bathroom was spoiling me. The clawfoot tub was more than big enough for me and my demon to enjoy a nice soak together. The walk-in stone shower was even better. It was massive and had two showerheads. I was definitely going to miss this when we moved out.

      If we ever moved out.

      Sudden longing for our quaint cabin had me angrily tugging out of my clothes and chucking them out the door, past Rafael’s head. We initially told Nor we would continue to live outside Sector 21 while we worked. After the first week back, though, it became clear that it was not so easy to do. Our hours were all over the place, and Rickshaw offered us this place to crash on the nights we didn’t want to go back home. A tiny part of me was worried we’d never leave the city again.

      Rafael’s brow furrowed as the last of my clothes went flying, his eyes checking me over for injuries as he always did after a bounty or a mission.

      “I told you I wasn’t hurt. Perfectly fine,” I snapped, then stepped around the half wall and under the hot spray of water.

      “You’re falling back into your old habits,” he said quietly.

      “What old habits?”

      “Not talking to me when something’s wrong. Shutting me out because you think you can handle whatever’s going on all by yourself.” He held up his left hand. A black metal band gleamed on his ring finger. “You remember the vows we took?”

      I spun a matching black band with a ruby around my ring finger under the water. “I remember.”

      “We swore there would never be secrets between us again. Ever. We swore that no matter how much it might hurt or make us mad, we would always tell the other what was going on. Always, Mercy.” He stepped closer, standing just outside the water. “Talk to me, please. This anger, it’s not you.”

      “You and I both know that’s not true.”

      “No, this is different. The look in your eyes, I’ve never seen it before on you.”

      My hands slowed as they shoved through my wet hair. “But you have seen it. Where?”

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was demon rage.”

      “What?” I nervously laughed. “I’m not a demon.”

      “I know, which is why it’s worrying me, but that’s the look in your eyes.”

      “You’re worried I’m what? Possessed by something acting like a demon? I’m not, so let it go, alright? Maybe I’m not adjusting as well as I thought I would.” I rubbed my hands down my face, then stared at the far wall of the shower as water dripped down my eyelashes. “The shifter was talking about Damian,” I whispered. “And Shuval. I thought I could handle being back here after everything we’d been through, but it’s harder than I expected. I’m not over their deaths.” I sucked in a harsh breath and let it out, willing myself to be strong, but I couldn’t. “I hate her. She’s dead, and I still hate her for what she stole from me. And Envy and the rest of her damned followers. When will it be over?”

      “We’re hunting them down,” he reminded me, but I shrugged.

      “To what end, huh? They’re never going to just go away. They’ll always be there as a freaking reminder of what she did.”

      My hands curled into fists at my side as I bit back what else I wanted to confess. I was scared. Sycamore might’ve taught me how to better use and control my cursed mage fire, but the strength that came from my dragon side was gone. No matter how hard I trained, I’d never be as fast or as strong. Since coming back, I’d put on a brave face, but deep down, I knew the chances of getting hurt or killed were a hell of a lot higher than they used to be. Shuval might be gone, but there would always be someone else to rise up. Someone worse. What would I do without the dragon side of me? No way could I survive another fallout or lose anyone else in my life.

      “Mercy, what is it?” Rafael asked quietly.

      I lifted my eyes to find his dark brown ones overflowing with a love I still didn’t fully understand some days. “I’m scared,” I whispered. “I’m scared that this is going to start all over again, and I won’t be able to stop it. I won’t be able to save you.”

      His lips parted, and then he was in the shower with me, holding me to his chest. The water soaked his clothes, though he didn’t seem to care. I buried my face against his chest and sank into those warm arms that would always do whatever it took to protect me.

      “Where’s this coming from?” he asked as he leaned back so he could see my face.

      “I don’t know. I thought I was ready to come back, but I just have this feeling that something’s going to happen. Something bad. That I shouldn’t be here.”

      He sweetly kissed my forehead. “Do you want to leave?”

      “Part of me does, and that part’s starting to get pretty insistent.” I grunted and let my head fall back to his chest. “No, I want to stay because I know you’ll stay.”

      “Says who?”

      “Says you and your damned honor. There’s a mess that needs to be cleaned up, and you’ll stay until the mission’s complete.”

      “True, but you’re more important than any mission. Or don’t you know that by now?”

      I sighed and looked up. “I’ll stay as long as you stay.”

      “There’s no reason to be scared, not while I’m here. And you’re not weak, not even close. Pretty sure you can still kick my ass and everyone else’s we run across. Look what you did today. Nine shifters on your own. That’s not something a weak person can handle.” He hugged me again and kissed the top of my head. “When you do get scared, you tell me. I will always protect you. Always.”

      “And I you,” I replied.

      “With any luck, you won’t have to. We’ll get the rest of Shuval’s followers and end this. Then maybe we’ll all be able to move on.” He ran his hands down my back, and his lip twitched in a grin. “Guess that explains where your random outbursts have been coming from.”

      “But you said it looked like demon rage.”

      “I could always be wrong.”

      I hoped he was, at least, about that part. The fear inside me was unfounded. There was nothing out there trying to get me, not anymore. No more hybrids waiting in the shadows to strike. Now they were the ones running and hiding. Together we would bring them all to justice.

      But for now, I was going to enjoy the rest of the night with my husband. I plucked at Rafael’s wet t-shirt and, after a bit of struggling, managed to remove it from his body. I ran my fingers down his chest, tracing the old scars and his abs. He tilted my head back and kissed me. He crushed me to his chest.

      I kissed him back just as fiercely, dragging my fingers through his wet beard, then grabbed hold of his horns. His growl rumbled through his chest and vibrated through my body. I clung to his shoulders and let the water wash away the lingering fear in my mind that coming back to Sector 21 had been a terrible idea. All I wanted was to get lost in this moment with Rafael. Our laughter drifted through the empty penthouse and out into the night.
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      I spun around slowly. Where the hell was I? How had I even gotten here? Fog rolled in around my legs as I took a cautious step forward, peering into the shadows. “Hello?”

      “Mercy,” a voice replied that made my skin crawl. “So good of you to come.”

      I called on my mage fire, but nothing happened. I tried again, but there was no warmth building inside me. Nothing at all.

      “Who are you?” I demanded as I continued to search for the owner of the voice. I wracked my mind, but the last thing I remembered was tumbling into bed with Rafael.

      “You’ll find out soon enough.”

      There was something familiar about the harsh tone and the slight growl to those words. I almost believed it was Shuval.

      “I worried you weren’t ever going to come back.”

      “What do you want?”

      “Nothing much,” it replied, and this time I swore it was someone else speaking. Someone that I’d lost. My heart beat like a war drum. A brush of cold air flowed across my neck.

      I whirled around to find a hooded figure standing less than a foot away.

      Its mouth twisted into a cruel smile filled with razor-sharp teeth ready to rip my throat out. “Just your life!”

      I lunged back, and then I was falling. I landed hard and rolled to a stop at the base of a large tree. When I lifted my head, Shuval stood before me, the tattoos on her arms coming to life with the power of the Blood Moon she’d summoned.

      She snarled as she came after me with claws dripping with blood. I dodged her attacks and tried to sprint away, but her hand fisted in my hair and threw me back. I slammed into a wall and slid to the floor to find another body already there.

      I glanced down and screamed.

      Rafael was in a pool of blood, his eyes frozen open in death.

      “Your turn,” Shuval shouted and charged for me—

      I flailed against Shuval. Only it wasn’t her. Strong hands had hold of my arms, and someone was telling me to open my eyes. I did, and the bedroom came into focus, along with Rafael, who was sitting beside me.

      I fell into him as he held me.

      “Been a long time since you’ve had a nightmare like that,” he murmured. “You alright?”

      “Yeah, fantastic.” I turned my face, but when my scarred cheek made contact with his skin, I winced and pulled back. “Damn it.”

      “Your scar?” Gingerly, he touched my cheek, and his lips thinned. “You’re burning up.”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      “I’ll grab a washcloth.”

      He didn’t move right away, though, kept staring at me until I sat up and kissed him. He hesitated, but then climbed out of bed and disappeared into the bathroom. I heard the faucet turn on as I grabbed the blanket and pulled it around my shoulders. My teeth chattered like I was coming down with something. The penthouse wasn’t exactly hot, but it wasn’t this cold either. Had to be the nightmare. As I tried to remember exactly what it had been about, Rafael returned. Carefully, he pressed the cloth to my scar.

      I sighed at the cooling relief it brought. “Thanks.”

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “What’s to talk about? Just the same old shit. Shuval trying to kill me. You already dead and…” I stopped and shook my head. “Never mind.”

      “And what?” he pressed.

      “I think the fight today got to me, that’s all. It was a bit different, but it ended like they always do. You waking me up and saving me,” I said with a smile.
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      Later, after the sun had been up for a few hours, and Rafael was snoring quietly beside me, I slipped from the bed and dragged the blanket around me. I hadn’t been able to fall asleep again, but I wasn’t about to wake him up. We had another long day ahead of us.

      After I freshened up in the bathroom, I padded quietly to the kitchen and started making a pot of coffee. While the coffeemaker gurgled, I opened the fridge to see what we had for breakfast. Unlike how my place used to be way back when, the kitchen was always stocked with food. I smiled as I absently spun the wedding ring on my finger.

      “Just a nightmare,” I told myself quietly, pulling out the eggs and sausage. “Nothing to freak out about. There’s nothing wrong, so just live your life.”

      The fridge door swung shut, and the carton of eggs fell from my numb fingers. My jaw dropped, and my stomach twisted into knots as I stared at the person standing in the kitchen.

      Damian. He was bloody and bruised. He raised his hand as if reaching out for me, and his lips parted on one word. “Mercy.”

      I choked on the lump in my throat, blinked, and then he was gone as if he’d never even been there. My nightmare came back to me in a rush. The voice. It had sounded like Damian. I took a half-step forward until my toes slipped in broken eggs. Shaking myself from whatever shit I’d just seen, I quickly cleaned up the mess, and until Rafael woke up, I spent the entire time convincing myself I’d seen nothing. It was all just a nightmare. It wasn’t real. None of it was real. Damian was dead, and he wasn’t coming back.
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      “We’ve got a new report of hybrids,” Nor said as he dropped the filed on the conference room table. “They’re gathering in Sectors 8 and 54.”

      Mercy picked up the file and flipped through it. “They have a leader?”

      “From what we can tell, this man’s in charge for the moment.” Nor removed a photograph from another folder and slid it toward her. “Goes by the name of Mack. Don’t know much else about him except he managed to escape the final battle against Shuval. Where he lived before this mess though, or who he was, that’s unknown.”

      “Don’t recognize him.” Mercy held the man’s photo to me, but I didn’t recall seeing him before either. She set it down and took the file from Nor. “This is what you’ve got on him?”

      “Seems he has a bit of a history with us,” Nor said as he pulled out a chair and sat.

      “Murder for one,” Mercy mused quietly, then she whistled. “And donor trafficking. Always love dealing with those assholes. Probably worked directly with Envy. You know where Mack was spotted last? I’d like to get this one off the streets if possible.”

      “That’s the problem. He’s disappeared. No one’s seen him in over a week. All we’ve got to go on are whispers. Some say he’s in Sector 8. Others say he’s here in town. A few others mention he’s roaming around Sector 13, but we know that’s a lie,” Nor said firmly. “No one goes in or out of that sector without our guys knowing about it.”

      Once the fight was over with Shuval, the feds and the Hunters took over Sector 13. They evacuated those who had chosen to live there during the ordeal and relocated them. Then they started working with the Order of the Guardians to purge the entire sector of the dark magic that had seeped into the ground, the buildings, hell, even the air. It had infected every inch of that place like a parasite. Cleanup was ongoing and was predicted to take another year or so to fully decontaminate the area. The reapers hadn’t been too pleased but seeing as most of their kind had sided with Shuval, Governor Rickshaw hadn’t given them much choice. Them or the dark witches. Many of those that had left were under surveillance. A few had been arrested trying to aid any escaping hybrids or other servants of Shuval. The rest seemed content getting on with their lives.

      “I guess we’re heading to Sector 8,” Mercy announced. “See what we can find out.”

      “We should wait a few days,” I suggested. “We can send a couple of our men out, see if they can pinpoint his location a bit better.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What’s the point? Either way, we’re going to have to go there to flush out the rest of her damned followers. Let’s just get this over with. I’ll get the team prepped,” she said, already making for the door. I almost called her back but stopped myself, and she walked out of the conference room.

      I growled quietly, tapping my fingers on the table until Nor cleared his throat. “What?”

      “Trouble with you two?” he asked, glancing out the door after Mercy.

      It’d been a few days since Mercy’s nightmare, and her scar had finally stopped hurting. That’s what she told me, but now and then, I caught her wincing. She was lying to keep me from worrying. After her confession about afraid, she seemed to ignore everything we talked about and was back to putting on a brave face. Her fears weren’t unfounded after all we’d survived, but she’d never let anyone else know she was scared of Shuval coming back or one of her followers coming to power. The notion was in the back of my mind, most days, as well. The war hadn’t ended as cleanly as we hoped. When we came back to run the team, I hadn’t expected to find so many open cases on hybrids still in hiding or Shuval’s priests attempting to recruit more followers.

      They were out there, and they weren’t going to stop. It could take months, years, and I wasn’t sure Mercy could keep the fight going that long.

      “Rafael?” Nor asked and pulled me from my stressful contemplations. “Something on your mind?”

      “A lot,” I replied. “She had a nightmare about Shuval the other night. Woke up with her scar burning.”

      “When was the last time that happened?”

      “Months ago.” I shifted in the chair and peered out the floor to ceiling windows looking out over the level of cubicles and desks. Mercy was on the far side, talking to our team. She’d kill me if I let Nor know what she said. Instead, I told him she’d been jumpy since then. “And I’m sure you’ve heard about her random angry outbursts.”

      “Bowen mentioned it, as did the agents on your team. Seems she’s almost killed a few of our targets.”

      “If they attacked her, I would understand, but this is just plain fury. Almost like a demon rage.”

      “But she’s not a demon,” Nor said, and I gave him a blank stare. ‘Yes, I know you know that. But it can’t be like a demon rage. Her dragon side is gone, and all that’s left is the mage. There are no demons in her family tree that I know of. Do you know what triggers it?”

      “Damian.” I shrugged.

      “And the other times?” he pushed.

      “Shuval. They would mention Shuval, and she’d lose it. But only for a second.”

      “If you don’t think she can handle being on this team, I need to know.”

      “She’s fine as long as she’s not left alone with anyone.”

      “That’s not
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