
Saige Sterling: Badass Bounty Hunter: Bundle 2

––––––––
[image: ]


Books: 4 – 6

––––––––
[image: ]


J.C. Diem
Copyright © 2023 J.C. DIEM

www.jcdiem.com 

All rights reserved. Published by Seize The Night Publishing Agency.

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, storage in an information retrieval system, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the author.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, incidents and dialogues are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, events or locales is entirely coincidental.

Table of Contents

Toxic

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Redux

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Chapter Fifty-Three

Apex

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Chapter Forty-Seven

Chapter Forty-Eight

Chapter Forty-Nine

Chapter Fifty

Chapter Fifty-One

Chapter Fifty-Two

Titles by J.C. Diem in chronological order:

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Toxic


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Saige Sterling: Badass Bounty Hunter: Book Four

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


HUNTING ZOMBIES IN videogames was awesome. Hunting them in real life, however, sucked to the extreme. They were freakishly strong, they didn’t feel pain and they had a mindless determination to obey their master’s wishes. Unlike Lenny, the manager of the Den of Iniquity, most zombies were shambling, rotting corpses. I was currently fighting my way through a horde of the stinky undead. To be honest, I’d rather mow them down with a car like I did in my favorite game, than hack their heads and limbs off with a machete. It would be a far faster way to kill them.

“Gross,” I complained when I was splattered with rancid blood after beheading one of my foes. “This is the worst mission yet,” I muttered.

“Stop toying with them and kill the necromancer who raised them!” Ruen ordered me snarkily. Unlike me, he was standing safely on the other side of the iron fence that surrounded the cemetery.

“I’m kind of surrounded here!” I pointed out in annoyance, waving my weapon at the thirty horrors that were shuffling towards me.

“Would another machete speed things up, Ms. Sterling?” my sidekick asked sarcastically.

Two of the short, compact machetes would be better than one. “Probably,” I agreed. “Toss me another one, will you?”

He vanished from my view and I continued to hack and slash at my foes. Bodies lay on the grass all around me. The zombies were badly formed, wore tattered remnants of clothing and had milky, sightless eyes. A few had scraggly, filthy hair. The rest were bald. If they were left in this condition for much longer, they would draw flies and become walking maggot farms.

“Catch!” my trusty, yet frequently useless partner called out.

I turned and caught the machete he tossed to me. “Thanks,” I replied, then took stock. I’d beheaded a full dozen zombies so far, but the necromancer had called more from their graves. She was human and had a different type of magic to witches. I could barely detect her on my monster radar, but I suspected she was in the heart of the graveyard.

I’d expected this job to be easy, since necromancers couldn’t usually raise more than ten corpses at a time. The more powerful ones could call thirty or forty bodies from their rest at the most. I had no idea how my weak target was controlling so many zombies. She should have been exhausted by now.

Covered in black, rotten blood, I just wanted this to be over so I could go home and take a long shower. If I’d known there were this many undead to kill, I would have been tempted to ask for backup. My pride rose at that thought and the idea died a swift death. I wouldn’t become the most badass bounty hunter in Nexus by calling on help from my colleagues. Like always, I’d get the job done on my own.

Fresh resolve filled me and I focused on the necromancer. She flickered on the edges of my monster radar, but I finally pinpointed her location. “I’m coming for you,” I vowed, then began swinging both machetes.

Heads, fingers, arms and other limbs dropped to the ground as I chopped my way through the zombie horde. Kicking one in the guts, my sneaker sank deeply into its body and its stomach exploded in a cloud of stinky gas.

“Ew!” I exclaimed in disgust.

Ruen cackled shrilly when I staggered over to the grass to frantically wipe my sneaker clean. It was impossible to get all of the gore off, since it had soaked into my jeans as well. I cast a baleful look at the vampire to see he was doubled over in laughter.

“Fanghole,” I grumbled, then resumed my battle against the mindless minions.

I didn’t bother to kill all of the zombies, since they were moving too slowly to keep up with me. After clearing a path, I trotted in the direction I could sense my target. It didn’t bother me to walk over the graves. They were suffering a far greater indignity by being called from their eternal slumber by a necromancer.

Even now, more hands clawed their way through soil and the dead began the laborious task of climbing out of the ground. I beheaded them without stopping, using my machetes with practiced precision.

The moon was close to being full, so I had plenty of light to make my way around the headstones that impeded me. I reached an area with mausoleums and wended my way through them. This cemetery wasn’t as large as the one that hid an entrance to the catacombs. There was only a small cluster of stone buildings in this one.

I was close enough to the necromancer to hear her chanting. Her voice echoed, which meant she was inside one of the mausoleums. Magic swelled, drawing me to the largest crypt. The door didn’t budge when I turned the handle and pushed on it. It was locked and zombies were holding it shut.

The target’s plan to hole up inside a stone building and guard herself with her minions had been a good one. It was a pity for her that the hinges on the door were so worn and rusty. A few well-placed kicks on the hinges were enough to weaken the old metal. Another kick shattered the lowest one. The door listed and I rammed into it with my shoulder, popping the lock open.

My target’s voice rose in a frantic effort to call more lackeys to her aid. I didn’t try to kick the door open again. This time, I grabbed hold of the handle and yanked it towards me. The top hinge snapped and I tossed the door at the oncoming army of undead behind me, knocking them to the ground.

Five far fresher zombies surged towards me from inside the crypt. Two were adults and the other three were in their teens. Their clothes were modern, but covered in blood from multiple stab wounds in their chests. My machetes whirled into action, lopping off their hands before they could grasp my flesh. One of them sank its teeth into my arm, but it couldn’t bite through my tough skin. I cut its head off, then beheaded the remaining four shambling freaks. I tried not to think of them as recently deceased people who’d become victims of the necromancer.

“I’ve got you now,” I said in satisfaction as I stepped into the mausoleum.

The necromancer was a young woman who barely looked twenty. She wore a dark red cloak with the hood pulled up. I was pretty sure it was part of a Halloween costume. Slightly pudgy, she had lank brown hair and a plain face. Her eyes were filled with hate and madness. She clutched a necklace as she cringed against the far wall. “It wasn’t my fault!” she said. “The voices in my head made me do it!”

Her eyes flicked over my shoulder as she made a pathetic attempt to stall me long enough for her zombies to rend me apart.

“So, you’re playing the ‘I’m too crazy to be held accountable for my actions’ card, huh?” I said in grim amusement. “Sorry, but I’m not dumb enough to fall for that.”

“It’s not a crime to raise zombies,” she said defiantly. “You can’t kill me for that. I’m a priestess and they’re my flock.”

“You stabbed your own family to death, then raised them to be your slaves,” I retorted, gesturing at her mother, father and three siblings I’d just beheaded. “You’re not a priestess. You’re just a nutjob.”

She bared her teeth at me in a feral grin as her minions lurched into the crypt. “I’ll raise your body next and turn you into my servant!” she said triumphantly.

“No, you really won’t,” I refuted, then lunged forward to stab her through the heart. The undead hands that had been reaching for me halted, then the zombies collapsed. Without death magic to sustain them, they became empty shells again.

“She’s dead,” I said without raising my voice. “You can call the body disposal team now.”

Ruen was standing next to me a moment later. “How powerful was she?” he asked, eyeing the noisome splatters on my hair, skin and clothes in distaste.

“She was pretty weak,” I said, then hunkered next to the necromancer. She was still holding her necklace even in death. Prying her fingers open, I studied the dark brown, round metal pendant she’d been holding. A grinning skull that was surrounded by strange runes was embedded in it. I wasn’t sure what kind of metal it was crafted from, but it felt warm when I unclasped it from her neck. “I can feel a spell on this,” I said and held it out to Ruen.

“Keep it for now,” he said, making no move to touch it. “You can give it to Lord Gilden when he pays you.”

“Whenever that might be,” I muttered not quite beneath my breath as he took his phone out of his pocket. We’d only been back from the third realm of the underworld for a week. This was my first job since we’d returned. I had a feeling Drake was going to avoid me for as long as possible. Finding out we were partially bonded had been a rude shock to his system. I wished I hadn’t let that cat out of the bag, but I couldn’t undo it now. I just had to try to forget about my feelings for him, since it was obvious he didn’t feel the same way about me.
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IT WAS JUST AS WELL my boss no longer summoned me to him directly after my missions. Frankly, I was a mess. Globs of rotting flesh were stuck in my hair. I did my best to finger comb them out, but didn’t have much luck.

Ruen ended his call with the body disposal team. “They’ll send several teams to clean up this mess,” he said with a hint of disapproval.

I’d left a lot of body parts in my wake, so the usual two people wouldn’t be able to clean up after me this time. “At least they’ll be able to follow the trail here,” I joked.

Ruen gave me a scathing look. “Did you have to destroy the door?” he complained. “It won’t be easy to repair it before morning.”

“Yes, Ruen, I had to destroy the door,” I said in the same snotty tone he’d used. “I can’t teleport myself into the crypt, you know. How else was I going to kill her before she could raise the entire cemetery?”

His upper lip lifted to show a hint of fang, but he couldn’t come up with a retort. His face was gaunt and his black hair was limp and dull. I’d fed him a glass of my blood when we’d returned to our dimension. It had been enough to keep him going for a few days. I wasn’t sure if he’d fed since then. The longer he went without blood, the surlier he would become.

“Let’s go,” he said grumpily. “You’ll need to get changed before I take you home.”

He always made me change into one of my spare sets of raggedy clothing that I kept in his trunk. I couldn’t really blame him, since I was usually such a mess after our missions. He loved his bland, boring black sedan. I’d never seen anyone so fastidious about keeping their vehicle clean.

We trudged through the cemetery to the parking lot. I took disposable wipes out of my kill-bag that I’d left in his trunk. Cleaning my skin and hair as well as I could, I wiped my machetes down next. Then I dutifully changed into a fresh t-shirt, jeans and sneakers. Ruen held a garbage bag out for my stained outfit and used wipes. My clothes weren’t worth trying to save, so I stuffed them into the bag. He would no doubt leave them in a dumpster somewhere.

“Wait,” Ruen said when I opened the passenger door.

“What now?” I asked in annoyance.

His response was to open the back door and take a blanket out. He spread it over the seat. “Now you can sit down,” he told me magnanimously.

I shook my head, but didn’t complain. He would no doubt have his car scrubbed to get rid of the smell after he took me home.

My partner switched the radio on, but I wasn’t in the mood to sing along to the tunes this time. We rode in silence, since we had nothing to talk about. We might be lumped together as bounty hunters, but we had nothing in common. We couldn’t discuss our missions to the underworld, just in case someone overheard us. If any of the overlords’ spies learned about our task, we would both be targeted for death.

I climbed out when he pulled into my lot, then trudged inside with a half-hearted wave that he didn’t return. Aurora’s sporty little red SUV was absent from the lot. She was at mom’s house again.

A trio of werewolves were waiting for the lift when I entered through the back door. Their noses twitched and they exchanged looks of disgust.

“What the hell happened to you?” one of them asked.

“You smell like you rolled in rotten meat,” another said.

“You’ve got something stuck in your hair,” the third guy told me.

“I had to fight my way through a bunch of zombies to kill a crazy necromancer,” I explained when we stepped into the elevator.

“Being a bounty hunter must suck,” one of the shifters said in commiseration.

“It has its perks,” I argued.

“Name one,” his friend said challengingly.

“I get paid really well, I get free accommodation, I’m not stuck doing the same boring thing every day and my boss is a hot weredragon,” I replied, ticking them off on my fingers. I could have gone on, but we’d reached their floor.

“No offense, but I’d rather clean toilets than work in a job that gets me covered in dead people’s entrails,” he said in a pitying tone.

I scowled as they snickered and stepped out of the elevator. The door closed before I could think of a comeback. In all honesty, I was feeling too glum to be witty right now and it wasn’t because of the offal stuck in my hair.

A long, hot shower made me feel slightly better. The smell of burgers and fries perked my mood up more.

“Hurry up and get out here before your food goes cold!” Aurora called out.

I hastily pulled on my clothes and wrapped a towel around my purple hair. My best friend was placing fast food onto plates in my kitchen.

“What’s this in honor of?” I asked as I carried my plate over to the couch. Neither of us had dining tables, so we used my coffee table to eat on.

“Ruen texted me that you seemed down when he let me know you’d finished the job,” she said. “Burgers always make me feel better, so I grabbed some on the way home,” she added, then stuffed fries into her mouth.

“Good call,” I said in gratitude. The mission had only taken us a couple of hours, but I’d expended enough energy to be hungry after the dinner she’d cooked earlier.

“Ruen would never say it out loud, but I think he’s worried about you,” the sex demon said.

I waited for the punchline, but she didn’t add anything further. With her short, spiky blue and green hair, bright green eyes and light brown skin, she was stunningly beautiful. She always wore a long black wig as a disguise when she left the apartment now. It seemed prudent, since she was on the run from her former owner. “Why would he be worried about me?” I asked dourly. “The bloodsucker can barely tolerate me.”

“You haven’t been yourself lately,” she pointed out. “He can sense something is up.”

“This was our first mission since we got back,” I said in exasperation. “It’s not like I’ve been acting weirdly for several months.”

“He’s sensitive to moods,” Aurora said, refusing to relent. “Maybe he got that from his bond with Lord Gilden.”

Ruen could sense whether people were good, bad or neutral, thanks to the bond Drake had forged between them with blood and magic. Weredragons could apparently sense the intentions of others. That meant they always knew if someone was a friend or a foe. It wouldn’t surprise me if they could sense moods as well. It was a surprise that my partner would care enough to mention my state of mind to Aurora.

“It’s only been a week since Drake told me about his dead wife,” I reminded her. “It’ll take time to adjust to the knowledge that he’ll never be able to love me.”

“Of course he will,” she said in denial. “He’s just being stubborn about it. I bet he’s scared to love you because he doesn’t want to lose another woman he cares about.”

If that was the case, then it didn’t really change anything. I couldn’t force the dragon to acknowledge his feelings for me. Throwing myself at him and begging him to have sex with me wasn’t an option. My pride would never allow me to stoop that low. Drake would either have to man up and admit how he felt, or he would continue to avoid me like I had the plague.

“Did Ruen tell you about our mission?” I asked to change the topic.

“Nope,” she replied. “What did you hunt this time? Shifters? Vampires? A memory stealer?”

“None of the above. It was a necromancer,” I said and her head snapped towards me.

“Did he have an army of zombies?” she demanded.

“He was a she and yeah, she did. I kicked a zombie and its guts exploded all over my shoe. It was freaking disgusting.”

Her eyes went wide with anticipation. “Tell me everything!” she exclaimed. I knew talking about the walking dead would distract her. She’d become an addict of zombie games just like mom and me. Fighting them in real life was far from glamorous, but she was jealous that I’d gotten to act out the onscreen battles with actual shambling corpses.
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AURORA HUNG ON MY EVERY word as I told her about my mission to take down the necromancer and her zombies. “Can I see the necklace?” she asked when I was done.

“Sure. I left it in the bathroom,” I replied. We’d finished our meals and she cleaned up the dishes while I headed to the bathroom. I took the towel off and brushed my hair, then grabbed the necklace I’d left on the sink.

Aurora had poured us both a fresh mug of coffee when I joined her. She held her hand out and I dropped the necklace onto her palm. “There’s definitely a spell on it,” she agreed as she studied the grinning skull and runes closely.

“Can you tell what it does?”

She shook her head, then shivered and handed it back to me. “I don’t have a clue, but I can tell it isn’t demonic magic. Maybe you should talk to a witch and see if she can tell you what the spell does.”

“I’ll call Belladonna and ask her if she can help me out,” I said with an eyeroll at that suggestion.

“Actually, she would probably be the best person to ask,” my bestie mused.

“She’s evil,” I reminded her. “Her coven killed a bunch of people to try to boost their power.”

“Belladonna didn’t sanction that ritual,” she reminded me. “She was so scared of Lord Gilden’s wrath that she gave you the spell book her minion bought and apologized for the mess they’d caused.”

“I guess it couldn’t hurt to ask her about the necklace,” I figured. “Maybe she’ll be eager to help so she can stay in the weredragon’s good graces.”

“Belladonna might hate supernatural beings, but she’s smart enough not to antagonize your boss,” Aurora said.

“There’s a chance she might not want to deal with me,” I said. “She knows I’m not a human.”

“You should call her club and see if they’ll put you through to her,” she suggested.

I checked my watch to see it was nearly one in the morning. Belladonna’s Bar would still be open for another few hours. I had no idea what sort of schedule the witch kept, or if she would even be at the nightclub at all. “I might as well give it a shot,” I said, then searched for the number of her bar on my phone.

Someone answered after a few rings. “This is Belladonna’s Bar. How can I assist you?” Her voice was young and professional.

“This is Saige Sterling. I was hoping to speak to Belladonna, if she’s available.”

The minion sucked in a breath when she recognized my name. “Just a minute, Ms. Sterling,” she said, then put me on hold. Jazz music came down the line.

“She’s scared of you,” Aurora said, easily able to hear the receptionist.

“That makes sense, since I threatened to kill them all if they murdered anyone else,” I said with a shrug.

I had to wait for a few minutes until the music ended. “This is Belladonna,” an imperious, familiar voice said. “What do you want, Ms. Sterling?”

“I’d like to consult you about a spell,” I said, ignoring the ice in her tone.

“Is this on behalf of your employer?”

“Not directly,” I hedged. “I found the spell on a target I had to kill tonight. I’d like more information about it before I hand it over to my boss.”

“I see,” she said, sounding intrigued despite herself. “I suppose I can examine it for you. Come to my club tomorrow afternoon at three. Use the back entrance.” She hung up before I could agree to her summons.

“She’s so warm and friendly,” I said sourly.

“I wish I could go with you, but I doubt I’d make it past her spells,” Aurora said in sudden worry.

“I’ll be fine,” I said, waving away her concern. “Besides, aren’t you tattooing Mekhi tomorrow?”

Her face lit up and she nodded. “He’s chosen one of the drawings from my sketchpad. I’ll be starting on it after he finishes with his client at midday.”

“You must be pretty excited about it,” I said, glad that she’d settled into her role as an artist and fledgling tattooist. Mekhi must think she was highly talented to allow someone so new to ink him. “Which drawing did he choose?”

“The one of Ruen in his true vampire form,” she said with a snicker. “I’ll have to take a photo of it when I’m done and show it to Ruen.”

“I’m sure he’ll be thrilled,” I said drolly. Fairly ordinary in appearance on our world, my partner was hideous in the underworld. Mekhi and his crew had no idea that the creatures Aurora drew were real. Her colleagues were normal humans and we had to keep the truth from them. It would be a disaster if people found out that monsters existed. War would break out and chaos would reign. We already had one pending war with the overlords to deal with. A second one with humans would speed up the destruction of their kind.

We settled down to game for a couple of hours before turning in. Aurora had to be at work at ten. Neither of us needed a lot of sleep, so she could function just fine without catching a solid eight hours of slumber.

“Good luck doing your first tatt today,” I said in encouragement before she left.

“I hope I don’t screw it up,” she said, pinning her wig into place and checking her reflection. She was wearing a short skirt and a t-shirt with sleeves long enough to cover her tattoo. She didn’t want any supernatural beings to see it. We were both a bit paranoid about spies reporting back to the underworld. If her former owner found out where she was, he would try to snatch her back. Going incognito would be the safest option.

“You’ll be fine. Mekhi will guide you if you need help. He wants you to succeed just as much as we do.”

She gave me a huge grin, then hugged me. “I’ll see you when I get home,” she said.

“Unless I’m still at Belladonna’s Bar,” I reminded her. I doubted my appointment with the witch would last for three hours, but seeing into the future wasn’t one of my talents.

I had a few hours to kill, so I headed to mom’s bungalow to game. She’d killed her fair share of zombies when she’d been a bounty hunter. I’d grown up on listening to her talk about her jobs before she started training me at the ripe old age of eleven.

“Do you have the necklace with you?” she asked after I’d told her about my appointment with the witch. With her bright yellow and pale green hair and matching eyes, mom had never been able to fit in with humans. Her larger than normal stature had always set her apart as well. She only looked a few years older than me, even though she was over a hundred years old.

“Here it is,” I said, taking it out of my pocket and handing it to her.

She studied it closely, then shook her head. “I’ve never seen anything like this before. Are you sure it’s a good idea to speak to Belladonna about it?”

“No, but I’m curious enough to take the risk,” I said as she handed it back to me.

“I’m just a phone call away if you need backup,” she offered. Mom had officially retired when she’d fallen pregnant with me. Unofficially, she’d trained me for a decade after I’d turned eleven. Questions about our heritage would have been asked when people noticed she wasn’t aging. Only a few of my associates knew about our mixed genes. Mom had a few non-work-related friends she hung out with a few times a week. She avoided everyone she used to work with in the past.

“I’ll let you know if I need your help,” I promised, shoving the necklace back into my pocket. I’d only call on her if I was in dire need. She’d earned the right to rest after all the humans she’d saved from the monsters.
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GAMING WITH MOM UNTIL two o’clock, I headed home to change my clothes. Belladonna wouldn’t be impressed with my casual outfit of jeans and a t-shirt. I chose a black velvet dress and matching choker, then donned four-inch black heels. The outfit went perfectly with my black leather kill-bag. I might be a bounty hunter who chased down rogue supernatural creatures, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t accessorize.

A collection of knives and stakes were stashed inside my handbag. Most were made from silver, or contained silver in them. They were deadly to both shifters and vampires. I also had a mini crossbow, just in case. I’d have taken my twin black handguns, but they were in Ruen’s trunk. He always picked me up for our missions, since he wouldn’t be caught dead riding in my car. Snickering at my joke, I headed for my hatchback again.

Examining it when I reached it, I had to admit my vehicle was ugly. It was completely covered in hail dents, so Aurora had nicknamed it the orange golf ball. Image was important to the sex demon, which was why she’d hated learning how to drive in my ride.

Belladonna wouldn’t be happy if I was late to my appointment, so I sped to her nightclub. I found an empty parking spot a short distance away and hoofed it to the bar. The place was shut and the pink neon sign above the door was switched off. Spells warded supernatural beings away from the establishment. I was immune to them, just like mind control spells. 

“Maybe that’s why they don’t keep me out,” I mused as I stepped into a narrow alley to head to the back entrance. Warding spells were a form of mind control, after all.

I found a door with a sign that said it was for employees only and knocked. A witch opened it and looked at me fearfully. “Belladonna is expecting you, Ms. Sterling,” she said. “Please, follow me.”

I stepped inside, glad to see she wasn’t wearing a black robe this time. I recognized her from the ritual I’d interrupted. She closed the door and locked it, then hurried down the long hallway. I’d been here before and knew the door at the far end of the corridor led to the main bar area.

We stopped at two sets of stairs. The ones going down would take us to the basement where they practiced their spells. Fortunately, we headed upstairs. My guide climbed up to the second floor and led me down another hallway to an office door. She knocked and waited for a response.

“You may enter,” Belladonna said. The lackey opened the door, waited for me to step inside, then closed it again.

I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting, but I was a bit disappointed to see a normal office. I couldn’t see any witchlike paraphernalia sitting in plain sight. Instead, there were a few filing cabinets, bookshelves, an elegant desk and a couple of dainty guest chairs. The chairs were covered in dark blue velvet and looked classy.

“Thanks for agreeing to see me,” I said as Belladonna examined me with icy blue eyes. Tall and slender, her hair was long and stark white. I couldn’t guess her age, but she seemed a lot older than she appeared. She was wearing a pewter colored dress that looked expensive and was probably tailormade.

“Take a seat,” she said. It came out sounding suspiciously like an order, but I wasn’t going to make an issue out of it. I’d come here for her help and it wouldn’t be wise to make a snarky comment. I sank down onto one of the chairs and plonked my kill-bag on the other one. “We’ll discuss my price before I examine the necklace,” she said.

“What’s your price?” I asked warily, kicking myself for not anticipating her demand. Rich and powerful people like her never did anything for free. I should have known she would want something from me in return.

“I believe I’ll take my inspiration from your employer,” she said with a small, satisfied smile. “You’ll owe me a favor if I’m able to determine what sort of spell is contained within the necklace.” It was common knowledge dragons dealt in favors.

“I’m not curious enough about it to give you that sort of advantage over me,” I said flatly. “I know other magic users who might be able to tell me about the spell.”

“Yes, but they won’t have the knowledge I’ve discovered,” she said slyly.

“It sounds like you already know what the enchantment is,” I said suspiciously.

She sat back in her chair, which looked a bit like a throne covered in the same dark blue velvet as the chair I was sitting on. “I’ve heard rumors about other amulets within Nexus that may be similar to this one,” she told me.

This was the first I’d heard of it, but I wasn’t exactly in the loop when it came to magic. “How big a favor will you expect from me?” I asked.

“I already have a task in mind. If I tell you what I know, you will perform this task for me.”

“I’m going to need to know what I’m getting myself into,” I hedged, unwilling to aid her to do something evil.

Heaving a cross sigh at my stubbornness, she relented enough to partially answer my question. “I require you to retrieve an object from the catacombs beneath the city.”

“Will retrieving it get me into trouble with Lord Gilden?” I asked.

“It won’t impact on the weredragon, or on you,” she said evasively.

Our eyes locked, but she didn’t use magic to try to force me to agree. It wouldn’t work and it would just annoy me if she attempted it. “How do I know you’re not setting me up?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes at my paranoia. “Quite frankly, you’re not important enough for me to bother going through the trouble. You’re just a lowly minion, not a force of power in Nexus.”

I hated to admit it, but that harsh truth stung a little. “What’s the object and where is it, exactly?” I asked in resignation.

“Do we have a deal?” she asked. “I’ll examine the necklace and tell you what I know about the amulets and the spells. In exchange, you will retrieve the object that I’m seeking from the catacombs.”

“I’m not fae,” I said grumpily. “I’m not bound by my word, but fine, we have a deal.”

She didn’t know what I was and I wasn’t about to tell her. Her eyes narrowed in speculation, then she held her hand out. “Give me the necklace.”

I fished it out of my kill-bag and leaned across her desk to drop it onto her palm. A momentary look of distaste appeared on her face, but it wasn’t because of my close proximity. It was the amulet that bothered her. “Do you know what the spell does?” I queried.

“It’s as I suspected,” she said, holding it by the chain and scanning the pendant. “Someone has been imbuing amulets with the power to raise the dead. Only necromancers and their ilk can use them. It allows them to call far more corpses than normal from their graves.”

“I haven’t heard of any other necromancers calling up armies of zombies,” I said with a frown as she handed it back to me.

“They’ve resisted the urge to draw attention to themselves,” she said. “They know what the repercussions will be if they break Lord Gilden’s laws.”

Death, handed out by either myself, or my colleagues.

“Thanks for the heads up,” I said, tucking the necklace back into my handbag. “So, what am I retrieving from the catacombs for you?”

“A mummy,” she said, then smiled nastily when I stared at her in surprise.
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I WAITED FOR THE WITCH to laugh, but she wasn’t joking. “You want me to find a mummy for you, as in a corpse wrapped up in bandages?” I asked incredulously.

“It won’t be wrapped in bandages,” Belladonna said in annoyance. “It will most likely be wearing the remnants of ancient clothing.”

“Is it an Egyptian mummy?”

“The corpse isn’t from Egypt. It’s from Europe and it was brought here to Nexus.”

“How do you even know it exists?” I asked, becoming more intrigued by the second.

“It was stolen from a coven of witches. They discovered it was taken here and they want it back. I agreed to search for it for them, for a price, of course.”

Something about her story seemed fishy, but it wouldn’t be wise to call her a liar to her face. “The catacombs are extensive,” I pointed out. “How am I going to find it?”

“I believe the mummy is somewhere in the tunnels beneath the catacombs,” she told me. This was the first I’d heard that there were tunnels beneath the markets I’d briefly visited. “I’ve crafted an object that will guide you to it,” she added.

She opened a drawer and took an envelope out. I took it from her and opened it. “It’s a coin,” I said and tipped it out onto my palm. It looked like an ordinary dime, but I could feel a spell on it.

“Hold it in your hand when you reach the tunnels below the catacombs and it will lead you to the mummy,” she instructed me.

“How soon do you need the corpse?” I asked, tipping the dime back into the envelope.

“As soon as possible,” she replied. “I suggest you wait until dark. Bring the mummy here and use the back entrance again. You might want to take someone you can trust with you, since the catacombs can be dangerous.”

I didn’t want this to get back to Drake, so asking Ruen or my other colleagues for help was out. “I guess I’ll see you later tonight,” I said, unsure if her tip about the necklace had been worth it.

She didn’t stand up to see me out. Her henchwoman was waiting for me in the hallway. The witch escorted me to the back door and let me out without a word.

“How do I keep getting myself into these shady deals?” I complained as I headed back to my car.

I drove to mom’s bungalow rather than going home. She paused her game when I let myself in. “How did your appointment with the witch go?” she asked.

“That’s why I came back here,” I admitted as I trudged down the hall and took a seat.

“What happened?” she asked.

“I made a deal with Belladonna, but now I’m not sure it was worth it,” I said, then told her about my appointment.

“You can’t ask any of your colleagues to help you retrieve the mummy,” she said when I was done, echoing my thoughts. “This probably isn’t something you want your boss to know about.”

“Yeah, I figured,” I said ruefully. “Are you up for a trip to the catacombs tonight, Big Momma?”

“I thought you’d never ask, Lil Bish,” she replied with a fierce grin.

“It’s about time we teamed up again,” I said. “I miss going on hunts with you.”

“Ruen doesn’t have my sense of humor,” she joked.

“Ruen barely possesses a sense of humor at all,” I said with an eyeroll. “He has a perpetual stick up his butt.”

“What will you do if he calls you with a mission while we’re in the catacombs?” mom asked.

“I doubt I’ll get another job this soon, since I just had one last night. I’m still the newbie on the team and I’m not allocated as many missions as the others.”

She shook her head that my talents were going to waste. “You might as well come around for dinner,” she decided. “We’ll head to the catacombs after we’ve eaten.”

“I’ll need to get changed again,” I said with a sigh. “I’ll wear something I can run in, just in case the crap hits the fan.”

“Aurora won’t be happy about being left out,” mom predicted.

“The catacombs aren’t exactly her favorite place to visit,” I said with a shrug. “I’m sure she won’t mind sitting this one out.” My bestie was trying to stay under the radar. There were too many supernatural beings in the tunnels beneath Nexus for her to be comfortable visiting it.

I headed home and changed back into my casual clothes, then sat down to game for a while. Aurora was buoyant when she entered the apartment at six thirty. From her huge grin, she’d had a good day.

“How did your first tatt go?” I asked, already knowing the answer.

“See for yourself,” she said, unpinning her wig and tossing it on the back of the couch. She plonked down beside me as I paused my game, then handed me her phone.

I studied the tattoo she’d done of Ruen in his true form in awe. “You did an amazing job,” I said and meant every word. “What was Mekhi’s reaction?”

“He loves it,” she said, proud of her efforts. “Everyone said I did a great job.”

It was a plain black tattoo, with gray shading. Seeing Ruen’s hideous face peeking out through his long, lank black hair on my tattoo artist’s ribs was a bit of a shock. “Are you going to send Ruen these photos?”

“I want to see his face when he sees them,” she said, taking her phone back from me. “He’s going to die!” We snickered together, then she bounced to her feet. “You must be starving. I’ll get dinner ready.”

“You don’t need to cook for me,” I said. “I’m going to mom’s place for dinner.”

She halted in surprise, then gave me a suspicious look. “You’re hiding something.”

“No, I’m not,” I said in exasperation. “I just haven’t told you about our plans yet.”

“Spill it,” she ordered and sat back down.

“I saw Belladonna this afternoon,” I reminded her.

“I forgot about that,” she said sheepishly. “I guess I was so caught up in my job that I didn’t even think about it. Did she help you with the necklace?”

“Yep and now I have to steal a mummy from the catacombs.”

She grinned, but it faltered when I didn’t laugh. “Tell me you’re joking.”

“Not even a little bit,” I said glumly. “We made a deal and she wants me to bring the corpse to her tonight.”

“This is a really bad idea, Saige,” she said, shaking her head at my stupidity.

“I’m starting to get that feeling,” I admitted, then I told her the whole story.

She checked her watch when I was done, then reached for her wig. “We’d better get going. Pearl will probably have dinner waiting for us when we get to her place.”

“Hang on,” I protested. “You can’t come with us. It’s too dangerous.”

She gave me a look that indicated she thought I was being an idiot. “I survived for three centuries in the underworld. I hardly think a trip to the catacombs will be the end of me.”

“You’re hiding from the supernatural community,” I pointed out futilely. She’d already made her mind up that she was coming with us.

“Should I get changed, or is what I’m wearing okay?” she asked.

I heaved a sigh of capitulation. “You might want to wear something less sexy than a short skirt,” I grumbled. She nodded, then darted into her room. She returned wearing a wig, jeans and a baggier t-shirt. The less we stood out, the less memorable we would be.

“We’ll take your car, since I don’t want to leave mine parked in the cemetery lot,” she decided.

“I liked you better when you weren’t so bossy,” I said sullenly as we headed for the door.

“That’s not true,” she said with a cheeky grin as I grabbed my kill-bag on my way out. “You love it that I’ve got more independence now.”

I couldn’t argue with her. She’d been too timid when we’d first met. Now she had a lot more confidence in herself. No longer a prisoner, she could make her own choices.

“This is going to be fun,” my bestie said in budding excitement. “It’ll be a girls’ night out.”

“Yeah, except we won’t exactly be relaxing at a nightclub,” I said sourly. I had a feeling this mission wasn’t going to go smoothly. For one, I had no idea who’d stolen the mummy, or who would be guarding it.
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“I KNEW YOU WOULDN’T want to sit this mission out,” mom said to Aurora with a smug grin when we entered her house. To prove it, she’d cooked enough food for all three of us. We were big eaters, so there was enough food for five or six people.

“I didn’t want to miss out on the fun,” my bestie joked. “That smells delicious, Pearl,” she added, taking a whiff of the pasta waiting to be dished out. “I wish I was as good a cook as you.”

“I’ve had a lot more practice than you have, kiddo,” mom reminded her. “How did your first tattoo go?”

“It went great,” Aurora replied and took her phone out of her purse.

I dished out our food as the demon showed my mother the photos she’d taken. “Ruen is far from pretty in his natural form,” mom said. She’d seen the sketchpads full of drawings and had been suitably impressed with them.

We talked about the latest zombie game we’d all been playing rather than discussing our secret mission. It wouldn’t be wise to let anyone overhear our conversation. I had an increasingly bad feeling about the task I’d been given. Wishing I hadn’t made a deal with the witch, I knew it would be a bad idea to back out of it. Belladonna might put a curse on me if I reneged on our bargain.

“It’ll be fine,” mom said, accurately guessing my thoughts from my worried expression. “We’ll get in, find the object and get out before anyone even knows we were there.”

“I’ve only been to the catacombs twice,” I said, dropping my voice down to a whisper. “I have no idea how to find the tunnels beneath the markets.”

“We’ll just need to find the right symbol carved into the walls and follow them,” she said, speaking just as quietly.

“Have you ever been to the catacombs?” Aurora asked.

“A few times,” mom said.

“How come you never took me there while you were training me?” I asked.

“You’ve only seen the markets and the civilized areas,” she replied. “The catacombs have a dark underbelly that’s too dangerous for a green trainee to see.”

Her tone was deadly serious and it made me wonder what she’d been keeping from me. Maybe I should read her journals to find out about the jobs she’d never told me about.

We ate the rest of our meal in a subdued mood, then quickly washed up. “I’ll grab my kill-bag,” mom said and I grinned at her adoption of my nickname for my handbag.

“I don’t have any weapons,” Aurora said wistfully.

“Your purse is too small to hide any in,” I pointed out. “You can borrow a couple of knives from me.”

“I hope we don’t run into trouble,” my bestie fretted. “It’ll be hard to wash blood out of my wig.”

Mom snorted out a laugh when she ambled out of her bedroom. We were dressed almost identically, except she wore steel-toed boots. “I’m ready,” she declared.

“You’re wearing your stomping boots,” I said, feeling nostalgic for my training days.

“I always wear these on missions,” she said with a shrug. “I’ve killed more targets with my boots than most bounty hunters have with their weapons.”

“I can’t wait to see you two in action,” Aurora said as we headed for the door. “Big Momma, Lil Bish and Fantasy Queen will be having their first real life adventure together.” She’d gotten her enthusiasm back and was almost bouncing on her toes.

“I have three rules that I expect you both to follow,” mom said as we stepped outside and she locked the door. I’d heard the lecture too many times to count, but this was Aurora’s first time hearing it.

“What rules?” Aurora asked.

“Rule number one: I’m in charge,” mom said. “Rule number two: you do what I say, when I say it. Rule number three: if I tell you to run, you run and don’t look back.”

Aurora looked at me to see if I was in on the joke. “She means it,” I told her, resigning myself to following my mother’s orders again. Frankly, she had far more experience than I did. She’d probably be able to pull this heist off far better than I could.

“What happens if we don’t follow your rules?” the demon asked.

“You’ll probably end up dead,” mom said flatly. “Some areas of the catacombs make Sector G in the sewers pale in comparison,” she added as I unlocked my car so we could climb inside. “There are creatures living in the tunnels that would cause havoc to break out if humans knew they existed.”

Aurora had climbed into the back. She slid over so she was sitting in the middle seat and leaned forward to listen raptly. “What sort of creatures?” she asked breathlessly.

“I ran into a pair of trolls down there once,” mom said with a shudder. “I barely made it out alive.”

“I thought you’d never lost a fight,” I said with a frown.

“I won, but the trolls were the hardest foes I’ve ever fought,” she said grimly. “They were ridiculously strong in their human forms. I’d hate to fight them in their true forms in the underworld.”

I twisted around to exchange a worried look with my bestie. “Which realm do trolls come from?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” she replied. “I didn’t see any while I was fleeing for my life. No one talked about them when they were gossiping near my cage.”

“Did your old boss send you after the trolls?” I asked mom.

She shook her head. “He gave me a different target. I entered the trolls’ territory while I was chasing my guy down. They tore the shifter apart, then turned on me. I would have shared his fate if I’d been a normal bounty hunter.”

“Were they the only trolls living in the catacombs?” I asked, glad I hadn’t encountered any of their kind yet.

“Who knows?” she replied. “I brought my guns along, just in case.”

“I’ve got my backup guns with me,” I said, wishing my twins weren’t in Ruen’s trunk. “I’m sure we’ll be able to handle anything we come across,” I added, then switched the engine on.

The only entrance to the catacombs mom knew about was the same one I’d used twice. I drove to the cemetery and we picked our way through the graves to the ancient mausoleum. I lifted the heavy metal door with a raised crest off its hinges, while my companions kept watch for danger. Once we were all inside, I put the door back in place. Mom pulled the sconce to open the hidden trapdoor to the staircase and I switched on a flashlight. Out of the three of us, Aurora was the only one who had perfect night vision.

Mom took the lead and descended the stairs. Going around visibly armed would be like issuing a challenge, but her hand hovered over her handbag. She triggered the switch to flip the door back into place once we joined her.

I gestured for Aurora to follow my mother and brought up the rear. Mom had her own flashlight and it pierced the darkness ahead. I felt like we were being watched and kept looking back over my shoulder. Nothing was there, but the creeping feeling didn’t go away.

“Let’s see,” mom said when we reached the first tunnel branching off from the main one. We crowded in next to her to examine the symbols carved into the rock wall next to the opening. “This one looks familiar,” she said, tapping a mark of a staircase leading downward. The symbol for the market had an arrow next to it, indicating to keep going dead ahead. “I remember seeing it the last time I had to hunt down a rogue here before you were born. I’m pretty sure it will take us to the lower levels.”

“I guess we should follow it and see where it leads,” I said, hoping we weren’t about to meet our doom.
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WE FOLLOWED THE SYMBOLS of a descending staircase through the lightless areas of the catacombs. I was hopelessly lost within twenty minutes, but the markings would lead us back the way we’d come. Aurora could also follow our scents if she needed to.

“This is definitely an entrance to the tunnels,” mom said quietly when we finally came to a staircase going down. “I came down there before, when I ran into the trolls. They were miles away from here, on the far side of the markets.”

“It stinks down there,” Aurora murmured, wrinkling her nose in distaste. “What can you sense, Saige?”

I’d kept my senses extended as far as they could reach during our journey. They’d picked up on all sorts of creatures, but none had been close enough to worry about. I still had the feeling we were being watched, but I couldn’t feel anything on my radar close by. “Nothing yet,” I reported. “What can you smell?”

“Rotting meat, old blood and something that smells like acid.”

“That about sums up the catacombs,” mom joked and we muffled our snickers. “Stay close and stay sharp,” she ordered us, then she began to descend.

The staircase was a lot longer than I’d expected. We reached a landing about fifty steps down, only to find another level leading downward. We kept going and found an opening to a long tunnel. It was cooler down here and I could smell the odors Aurora had warned us about. We stopped at the opening to examine the stone walls.

“I can’t see any markings,” mom said.

“I guess it’s time to use the coin the witch gave me,” I figured.

“Let’s gear up before you use the coin,” mom decided. We clipped gun holsters to our belts and strapped knives to our wrists. I gave a couple of knives to Aurora and she strapped them to her much thinner wrists. Her hearing was exceptional and mom’s was pretty good as well. My hearing was far duller, but my ability to sense intelligent beings would give us the edge. Between the three of us, we should be able to see, hear and sense danger before anyone could surprise us.

I debated for a few seconds, then strapped a couple of compact machetes to my thighs, just in case. “You can never have too many weapons,” I said with a grin.

“Can I borrow your mini crossbow?” Aurora asked. I’d taken her to an abandoned warehouse where I’d set up targets to keep my skills sharp a while back. She had surprisingly good aim with the bow.

“Sure,” I replied and took the crossbow out of my kill-bag. She slung it over her shoulder along with twenty bolts.

“Go ahead and use the coin,” mom said. She’d drawn one of her guns and was on high alert.

I took the envelope out of my handbag and tipped the dime onto my palm. It pulsed immediately, making me jump a bit. “I think we’re in the right area,” I said, stuffing the envelope back into my bag.

“What’s the coin doing?” Aurora asked curiously.

“It’s pulsing like a really slow heartbeat,” I replied when it throbbed again.

“Give it to Aurora,” mom said. “I have a feeling you’ll need both hands soon.”

I obediently handed the dime to my bestie. She jerked when it pulsed, then closed her fingers around it. “How will we be able to tell if we’re going in the right direction?” she asked.

“Try heading down that tunnel,” I suggested.

She took a few steps, then stopped. “The coin isn’t pulsing anymore.”

“We’ll need to keep going down,” mom figured grimly. “Stay between us,” she added. “You’ll have to guide us, while we keep watch.”

I needed one hand to carry my flashlight and the other to hold my gun. There was no electricity down here in the bowels of the catacombs. Mom and I would have been blind without our flashlights.

We headed downwards and stopped on the next landing. Aurora took a few steps down the tunnel, then shook her head. There were two more levels beneath us. I wasn’t at all surprised when we had to keep going all the way to the bottom.

“Is this where they dump all the bodies?” I asked as an overwhelming stench of rotting meat clogged my nasal passages. We’d left the acidic smell on the level above.

“Probably,” mom replied dourly. “The monsters have to hide their kills somewhere.”

None of us laughed because we knew she wasn’t joking. Bounty hunters were only sent out to take down the rogues who stupidly brought attention to themselves. It was disturbing to think there could be far more evil monsters than we knew about roaming around Nexus.

The coin throbbed faster the closer we drew to the mummy, guiding us through the confusing tangle of tunnels. We never would have found the correct path without it. I could sense creatures lurking down here. Most were only pimples or boils on my monster scale. A few were ulcers and cysts. I even sensed an abscess. It was reassuring that the most dangerous monster was only level five on my scale.

“What level do you think the trolls would have been on my gauge?” I asked, keeping my voice down so it didn’t echo.

“They were probably just cankers, but two of them together were tough to beat and were extremely hard to kill,” mom replied.

“Cankers are level six, aren’t they?” Aurora asked and looked back to see me nod. “How dangerous would they be in the underworld?” Every monster was stronger in the realms they originated from, or so it seemed.

“I’m sure we’ll get to find out for ourselves eventually,” I said with a grimace. I had a feeling we wouldn’t encounter trolls until later in our mission. Each new realm was more dangerous than the last. I figured trolls would show up in the seventh or eighth realm. God only knew what horrors we’d face in the ninth realm.

“What level is Pearl?” Aurora asked.

Mom looked over her shoulder with a smirk, waiting for me to answer. “She’s a carbuncle,” I said. “The only person I’ve met who’s stronger than her is Drake.”

“And you, Lil Bish,” mom said. “You could take me in a fight and we both know it.”

“Carbuncle is level eight,” Aurora said in awe. “That means you’re sepsis level,” she said to me almost accusingly. “You said you weren’t as strong as the weredragon.”

“He’s stronger when he uses his magic,” I reminded her. “I could take him if he kept his power shielded.”

We’d all come to a stop. She studied my expression closely before her eyes widened. “That’s not true,” she said in shock. “You could match him in a fight if he used his magic. You really are his equal. I knew it! I knew it all along!”

“Shh!” mom hissed as the sex demon’s voice echoed through the tunnels.

Aurora clapped a hand over her mouth, but it was too late. Creatures stirred and began to move closer to us, drawn to the noise and maybe the possibility of a meal. “Oops,” she whispered in dread.

I was almost glad we were about to be attacked, but only because it distracted mom from the topic we’d been discussing. She didn’t know about my bond with my boss. All she knew was that we might have weredragon blood in our veins.

Guttural voices called out to each other, coming from multiple directions. “Demons,” I said as I picked them up on my senses. “They’re only boils, but there are twenty of them.”

Mom and I moved to stand back-to-back to face both directions. Aurora was standing between us, holding the crossbow ready to do battle. Mom and I both slid our flashlights into our waistbands to free both hands, then pulled our second guns. We quickly swapped our ammo from silver bullets to holy bullets. Even a nick would be excruciating to the fiends we were about to face.

“Wait for my command before you shoot,” mom ordered us. “We might be able to talk our way out of this.”

It would be best to try to avoid a confrontation if we could, but she didn’t sound confident. Deep down, we all knew this would end in a bloodbath.
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I EXPECTED THE DEMONS to be filthy, with greasy hair and wearing tattered clothing. Instead, their clothes were in fairly good condition and most of them had bathed sometime in the past couple of days. That meant they weren’t living on this level. Their homes were probably upstairs in the catacombs. It was a mystery why they were lurking down here. I had a suspicion it had something to do with the mummy we were searching for.

They entered the main tunnel from several openings and stopped twenty or so feet away. All were armed with knives, but they didn’t have guns. “What are you doing down here?” one of them asked challengingly. His voice sounded raspy and unpleasant. While he couldn’t assume his demonic form in our world, some traces of his inner evil shone through.

“We’re looking for something,” mom said. “Let us pass and we won’t have to kill you.”

Shrill, mocking laughter broke out at her threat. “There are twenty of us and only three of you,” he pointed out.

“We have guns, dunce cap,” I said. “Guess what sort of ammo they’re loaded with.” Uneasy glances were exchanged, but none of them hazarded a guess. “Holy bullets,” I said with a grin.

“You’re bluffing,” the spokesman of the pack said with a sneer.

“Let’s shoot him,” mom said in a bored tone. “Once he’s dead, the rest of the scum will scatter like cockroaches.”
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