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            CHAPTER ONE

          

          A BAD DREAM

        

      

    

    
      Zach gasped and jumped out of bed. His skin clammy, damn the air conditioner, iced over. From the corner of his eyes something slipped among the shadows.

      Gnashing his teeth, he rubbed his forehead. Time to get going. Before the Ghoul Hounds came out.

      The aroma of bacon and eggs permeated his room. Grandma Lily. Like clockwork.

      Despite his growling stomach, Zach eyed the window by his twin bed. Fiddling with the lock, the hard metal trinket refused to budge. Probably to prevent him from sneaking out after bedtime and bringing back girls – or hussies as she called them.

      Damn it. And after this summer he would have started college anyway.

      He threw on a tee shirt and shorts and stuffed his wallet full of his savings, a good thousand dollars. Amazing what you could save when you didn’t buy video games and other junk. In his other pocket he shoved his phone and charger.

      Another shadow slipped from under his bed to the crevasse between his plaster wall and desk. He flicked the lamp on with a click. And the ceiling light.

      “James William Sheehan,” said Grandma Lily with her sharp gruff voice, “You will stop procrastinating and come get your breakfast.”

      Ugh. His fake identity. Merging with the dying boy’s body a few years ago brought all kinds of trouble.

      But a two-tail cat without a body couldn’t be picky all the time. At least the body was fit and athletic, with good black hair and green eyes. The wiry kind that could start a fight with a pair of trolls and dance beyond their massive iron grip.

      His stomach growled again at the savory scents of breakfast.

      Flinging open his drawer, he dug out his Hexus Colt. The thing looked like .44 Magnum Colt Anaconda but in miniature if you ignored the keychain from the handle and subtle differences laymen wouldn’t see – like a cylinder that could hold eight rounds instead of six. Plus the rounds held hexes instead of bullets.

      Shoving it into his pocket with three loaded cylinders, he transferred his wallet so the gun and cylinders had one all to their own. Ready for a quick shot. Goosebumps pinched his back. A lifesaving shot, hopefully. If it came to that.

      Zach rushed out of his room. Shadows covered the tiny table and rough carmine carpet of the corridor. Thick tendrils of deeper darkness flashed between the cracks of the doors and the crevices created by the tiny tables and their tulip-filled vases.

      A few slithered across like thin trip wires.

      Across from him the light switch waited. A dark shadow edged up the crack between the bathroom door and its frame toward the switch.

      “James William Sheehan,” exclaimed Grandma Lily, her voice hard and steady like a paddle slapping a behind, “I swear, if you don’t get over here by the time I count to three, you will dearly regret it.”

      Zach jumped with a gasp. Damn it! The shadow settled next to the switch and slid along the dark beige wall of plaster.

      “One.”

      No way, fucker. He banged that switch and stale light flooded the hall. Shadows instantly receded to perpendicular angles to the tables, along the bottoms and rims of fragrant flower vases, and in cracks between doors and their frames.

      “Two.”

      But the Ghoul Hounds wouldn’t linger there forever.

      Hurrying down the hall, he dashed into the dining room. Sunlight poured through the massive windows and illuminated most of the room. But not enough diluted the shades underneath the table of furnished pine.

      Grandma Lily towered over two plates heaped with greasy bacon and runny eggs. Slightly hunched over, her multitudes of wrinkles shifted to a grimace. Her dark skin managed to hide some of the angry folds.

      “You look worse than a polecat dragged out of bed. Go eat then wash up. And fix your hair.”

      Brushing his ragged black hair straight, his cheeks warmed. His apricot complexion wouldn’t hide a blush either. God damn it. Linger here too long and the Ghoul Hounds might go after her too.

      “I’m late to my job. Miss Terrance will fire me if –”

      That frown twisted his insides. “She’ll fire you if you show up like that. Now sit down and eat before it gets colder than a mountain top during a blizzard.”

      Zach bit his tongue. The savory breakfast made his stomach moan. Can’t run on an empty stomach. Who knew when his next meal would come?

      With a swing of his arm, he repositioned his chair so his legs would avoid the shadows. Grandma Lily stood over him watching like a mama bear ready to nip her cub.

      He wolfed down the meal and gulped down the glass of creamy milk. “Look I’ll –”

      “Don’t ‘look me’.” She planted her fists on her hips. Never a good sign. “There’s a ghost coming – don’t look at me like that. If you trained your sixth sense properly, you would have known a day ago. I expect you to Pass this one properly. And that means no swearing and no yelling.”

      Dear fucking Lord, of all the dying boys he could have merged with, why did he have to merge with one of the few Sighters? Not just a Sigher, but a fucking Sighter family. “But Miss Terrance –”

      “Already understands. I called and got you a week off. Without pay, of course. No more excuses.” She slammed the table with her hand. The sound echoed through the room, interrupted the rumbling air conditioner. “This one’s going to be trouble. I can feel it in my bones.”

      If only he could kill himself again and grab a new body. But a two tailed cat had only so many lives. Five more, in his case. His stomach soured at foul memories he forced out of mind. Anyway, the Ghoul Hounds would catch him instantly if he tried to run as a spirit.

      Time for his emergency excuse. “I left my books at Brandon’s –”

      Grandma Lily pursed her lips. Her old lady’s smell floated over the remains of his breakfast. “Don’t go bringing Brandon into this. He’s a good boy and this one will be messy. I’m sure of it.”

      Those Ghoul Hounds seemed to spear him with their hungry gazes. “Fine. But I need a walk to clear my head.”

      Grandma opened her mouth but he cut her off. “I’ll shower when I get back.”

      Her nose wrinkled as if he smelled of ripe manure. “Out without a shower. Humph. If you want a walk so badly, go fetch us some potatoes and onions. We’re running low. And be back within an hour or so help me –” She slammed the table again. “You won’t sit for a week”

      With a nod he rushed out of the house. Hopefully, for the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          THE PURSUIT BEGINS

        

      

    

    
      Stepping outside, the heat struck Zach like a waterfall of lava. Brown patches marred the tall weedy grass. But no dark shadows blocked the way.

      Cursing, he hurried to the side walk. His sneakers stuck to the concrete and gave off a rip with each stride. Fine way to slow him down. The asphalt reeked its chemical stench. Probably softer than melting ice cream. Another slow down.

      From the corners of his eyes, deep slivers of shadow slid through the shade sprinkled across the lawns and houses by trees and bushes. Fucking Ghoul Hounds. If they all attacked at once, he would never escape. But firing a shot now would only waste a hex.

      He grumbled. Wait till one materializes.

      A hollow bang rang out. Kids giggled kicking a soccer ball in a neighbor’s yard. Despite the sweat covering their bodies, the shade of maples all over the yard protected them from the worst of the sun.

      The Ghoul Hounds slipped through their bushes but avoided the kids. They weren’t the kind of monster to take hostages. They just killed their target without mercy and the kids weren’t their target.

      The ball crashed into a leafy bush with several dark slivers hiding by its roots. One perky brat with short strawberry hair and more freckles than grains on a beach dashed over. His grin and bright eyes beamed at the toy.

      “I scored!”

      Zach gnashed his teeth. Don’t stop now. But goosebumps pricked his back.

      “No. The goal is over there.” A little mushroom of girl with ragged black hair pointed at the bush a few over. “That doesn’t count.”

      The first boy shook his head. “Does so.”

      “Does not.”

      He stomped. “Does so!”

      She stomped back. “Does not!”

      A dark sliver slithered along a dirty crack in a black patch on the ball. Cursing to himself, Zach flexed his hand. Reaching for the weapon would cause the monsters to attack and drag the kids into the crossfire.

      A car zoomed by. Its noxious fumes stabbed his nose and broke his concentration.

      Damn it. Just move on. The hounds would follow him and leave the kids alone once he walked far enough.

      He hurried on, the rips of each step only interrupted by the screams of the kids arguing. The dark slivers followed. Passing the white picket fence that closed the woody sides of the yard, he released a held sigh.

      “Cool!” the boy screamed, far too excited. “Look at that. There’s something on the ball.”

      “Oh gross,” the girl whined, “Don’t touch it!”

      “It moved! I think it’s saying something.”

      Zach froze. Oh shit. He dashed back just as another scream rang out.

      A girl’s scream.

      The boy lay curled on the ground, holding his bloody stub of a hand and baring his teeth at the wound. His skin paled to albino white. Wisps of steam rose from the crimson liquid.

      Spitting out a curse, Zach reached into his pocket and grabbed the Hexus Colt. Silvers of darkness darted all about, flickered in and out of the corner of his eyes. Damn fucking Ghoul Hounds. The girl’s screams racked his spine.

      “Wendy!” A scrawny housewife in jeans and a violet lilac blouse rushed out of the front door.

      The homely woman gasped. “Andrew! What happened –” She shrieked. Her arms waved frenetically. “Andrew! Oh my God! Andrew!” Tears streaked down her cheeks. “Andrew!”

      She spotted Zach and snarled at the top of her lungs. Her face redder than the grates of a stove on broil.

      “You! What did you do to my kid! I’m calling the police. I’m going to –”

      A monster from a nightmare leaped out of the ball. Six feet of black canine brawn launched itself snarling with fangs flinging slimy green venom. Its gigantic claws arced over the kid and toward the woman, totally unaware of the danger.

      He yanked out the gun. “Burst Five!” And fired.

      A night-purple streak struck the creature and exploded with a boom. Putrid darkness tore apart. Fragments flew everywhere. The beast yipped and twisted midair to face him as it landed. Its green venom steamed the grass it landed on and soured his stomach.

      The woman gaped and screamed, still not seeing the Ghoul Hound. Fucking retard. Then she reached behind her blouse and pulled out a Glock.

      Oh fuck! The beast charged. Not enough time to run.

      He aimed, pointing the Hexus and taking a deep breath. Burst Five was the strongest Explosion Hex these rounds could manage. But a weaker round would do little to help. The trigger already refused to budge.

      His racing heart shook his hands. Its gleaming red eyes locked on him. Its bounds ripped the grass sending clumps flying. Only moments left.

      Concentrate. The earthy scent tingled with the acrid taste in his mouth.

      Silence. As if the screams had dulled to nothing.

      His vision split into several scenes. In a steamy haze the dog’s head exploded and pain struck his chest. In another fog the shot missed and its teeth ripped into his throat, blood poured through his mouth … Another fog – his sight yanked back to reality.

      Fuck! Certain death. Unless.

      “Burst Two!” And shot a branch in its path. It cracked, splinters flung everywhere, and the limb crashed down.

      The Ghoul Hound perked its pointy ears and jerked itself out of the way, flying into the air. A blast erupted and the dog twitched. Gunpowder fouled the air almost as badly as the creature’s putrid stench.

      Zach dived to the ground and fired a Burst Five at its chest. The beast’s torso ripped apart like vile dark confetti swirling about a broken piñata socking in filthy water. More blasts erupted, pounding his head.

      He fired at its head. Squeezing the frozen trigger, it finally released and fired.

      The monster broke apart. The putrid darkness floated away like leaf embers disintegrating in the wind – but there wasn’t any wind. Not even a breeze. Just horrid, horrid, oppressive heat.

      The bitter taste of gunpowder burned his throat. Damn those Normal’s guns. Natural weapons were so much nicer. And more powerful. And flexible.

      The pallid woman gawked toward him like some airhead who just discovered math existed. She held the Glock in her shaking hands while the boy convulsed silently, spittle splattering from his mouth. No Healer could save him now.

      Acid flooded Zach’s veins and quivered his insides. All because of some innocent fucking curiosity. And his sick twisted bastard of a brother, Daemon Vorn.

      Howls erupted and he jumped up and dashed off, the slivers of darkness flickered in the corners of his eye, his sister’s last words scolding his soul.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          THE MYSTIC

        

      

    

    
      Daemon Vorn heard every cry of bitter anguish, sour misery, oily greed, and foul lust in the world. The voices of billions merged in a torrid of putrid cacophony. Shutting his eyes, he forced those tumultuous rapids down to disgusting whimpers.

      They would all be silence, soon enough. But right now he needed his mind clear or else Empress Aoi Yuina would have his head.

      Lounging in her cushioned throne of gold and silver, the Empress sucked on a juicy lollipop. Grape, her favorite, judging from the fragrance over her jasmine perfume. The suckles echoed through the circular, nearly empty chamber of marble and gold decorated with arcane paintings of bloodthirsty taste.

      Her slanted eyes narrowed ever so slightly as they rested on the chamber doors – two bulky squares of intricately carved marble.

      Daemon tensed. Her icy voice purred into his mind. This Rasputin will burn quickly. His liver may taste halfway decent. Daemon’s would definitely taste good. Such a young body, tender with a touch of youthful fat. The sweet pleasure bubbling through her mind quivered his insides. This Dark Lord was needed. For now. Which tail shall I rip him apart with?

      A quirk of a smile dangled on her violet lips. “Can this Rasputin truly speak in the most ancient of tongues? Maybe he knows the complete tale of Ren the Bloodthirsty.”

      She sighed, brushing her long shiny black hair with her carmine fan. Her voice pierced through the din in Daemon’s head. Roasting his heart slowly, add the right spices – Chou would know the right ones. Feline hearts prepared right are such a delicacy. “That would certainly be interesting.”

      His vision split into thousands of foggy scenes, long detailed histories to possibly be, and he choose the proper future from them.

      “Mistress, your daughter can learn much from him.”

      “Mui is at school, little kitty.” Her crimson fingernail tapped the arm of her throne. Sourness sizzled from her mind. No. His visions may prove useful still. “But her magic is quite limited. Maybe if she hasn’t improved, it may be wise to find her a tutor.”

      And fulfill her role in his plan.

      A dozen feet down the lush carpet of cherry silk, the air contorted and twisted. The distortions merged into the shape of a man in streaming robes then the shape gained substance and color.

      In velvet robes of navy blue, the mystic towered over seven feet, commanding each inch from underneath his scrubby brown beard.

      Gliding toward the fox, his dark eyes scanned the circular chamber of gold, silver and marble. They skimmed over the Oni Lord Daiki with his massive blue brawn and meticulous samurai armor.

      Not even a glance toward Daemon. But a black-haired youth barely old enough for college wouldn’t attract much notice from the great powers usually anyway.

      The mystic swept a bow, his knees and head bending down so low they could have touched the floor. His clothes rustled yet his feet hadn’t emitted a single crinkle from the carpet. A hint of his musk, a heavy odor leaning greatly on incense, waffled over.

      “Ivan Grigori Rasputin The Third, my majesty.” His baritone voice rolled off his tongue like dark milk chocolate. “The direct descendent of Grigori Yemifimovich Rasputin.”

      She chuckled like a cardinal but her dark eyes watched him like a viper’s. “What of Dmitri, Varvara, and Maria? Or wasn’t Praskovia Fyodorovna Dubrovina his wife?”

      His smug smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Normal filth. Nothing more.”

      Everyone was filth. But Daemon kept his neutral expression on and shoved the din of everyone’s minds deeper into a silence, to a loud puerile whine. “Those nothings can cause much trouble when they put their mind to it.”

      Finally, the mystic acknowledged him with a glance. “Rabble is rabble. They live to serve their betters – once they learn their place again.”

      The Empress drummed her fingernails. “Their numbers prevent it. Unless you know of a secret cash of Naturals. Or maybe a weapon great enough to destroy them without destroying us.”

      His grin showed hints of his amber teeth. “I do. The Shadorians.”

      “They are just a myth.”

      “A legend, yes. But a true legend. A horror that has consumed many worlds and is yours for the taking …”

      Soon the fox’s mind bubbled like pudding near done. Perfect. Daemon managed to let a small smile escape him. Years of ingraining himself with her using his visions soon would come to fruition. Not even Rasputin suspected the truth.

      Their deaths would be grand indeed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          GIDDY UP

        

      

    

    
      One more block till downtown. A police car zoomed by spewing its bitter noxious fumes, crossing the coming intersection without stopping by the stop sign. The bushes fenced in with a brilliant blue picket fence rustled from the sudden hot breeze.

      Zach gnashed his teeth. That cop must have noticed him. Especially the aching scraps on his legs and elbow. At least the he had returned the Hexus to his pocket.

      The Ghoul Hounds danced in the corners of his eyes, slipping between bushes like roaches in a garbage dump. None of the monsters made a sound since the howls earlier. Damn it. Killing one of them turned the rest too cautious for his own good.

      But they would hunt down him without fail. Or die trying.

      His fingers inched toward his pistol. The slivers in his peripheral vision slithered closer, slimy maggots wiggling toward a putrid feast. No! He jerked it away. They scattered like a splash in a puddle of oil.

      Flexing his moist hand, he sucked in an acrid breath full of the toxic scent of pliable asphalt. Calm down. Find Jasper. The mystic could get him out of here and to Algis Faust. The massive elf warrior would then know what to do. Hiding was no longer an option anyway.

      But the mystic hid out in Jasmine’s Book Emporium deep within the downtown district and those cops would soon stake out the whole area. With a dead kid on their hands, they would definitely go all out to find him.

      At the corner he paused and studied the distance. A dozen or so typical suburban houses lined the road. A good five minute walk without running. And unintelligible voices echoed from a distance. Human voices.

      He clenched his teeth. Running would attract far too much attention.

      Glancing down the side street, he gasped at the redheaded babe crouching on the picket fence. With a cropped tee shirt and plaid miniskirt, her flamingo pink clothing showed more of her peachy skin than it covered. The grisly scythe of stylized steel in her hand sent his shuttering heart into his sour throat.

      A fucking Reaper!

      He jumped behind the fence. Pressing his back against the warped wood, he forced himself to breath slowly yet steadily. A cross between a ghost and a demon, those murderous creatures were soldiers for mystics, heart and soul.

      Ghoul Hounds then a Reaper. Too much of a coincidence.

      Slipping his hand back inside his pocket, he glanced down the street. The curvy girl scanned the street and muttered something he couldn’t hear. Dashing across the intersection might draw her attention.

      He pleaded to the Gods for a vision. None came.

      With a wicked grin displaying her shark teeth, she jumped off the fence and floated down to the concrete. A body both spiritual and physical, like a ghost and a solid being. As strong as orc steel and as deadly as hydra venom. His shoulders knotted.

      He yanked his head back behind the fence and drew his Hexus. His clammy hand clamped down on the hard steel. How to destroy her? All Naturals had a weakness, usually more than one, especially those who seemed invisible. Algis Faust taught him that. Too bad Zach hadn’t stayed long enough to learn much more than to shoot straight.

      Something cold and flat dug into his neck. He froze. A creak came from behind him with a wave of sweet cherry aroma.

      “Fucking toadbutts.” The voice matched a sour cheerleader gone action hero striper. “You can see me.”

      His throat dried. “Yeah.” His dark pursuers scattered back, lingering like hyenas ready to steal a lion’s feast.

      “Then you can see the Ghoul Hounds.”

      Feign ignorance? No. Not completely. One yank of her scythe and she’d slice his face off.

      “The dark slivers? Yeah.”

      Supple digits embraced his hand and plucked his Hexus from him. “I’ll hold onto this for now.” Hard pressure pained his shoulders and weighed him down, with something slender on each poking even harder near his back.

      “It’s time to come with me. Have you heard of Jasmine’s Book Emporium?”

      He gulped, swallowing a sharp sour taste sweetened just barely by her cherry aroma. This girl definitely wasn’t sent by Jasper. “No.”

      She snorted. “You should have.” The edge of her blade touched his chin. “Don’t you know reading is good for you.”

      He chuckled, despite the acid churning in his stomach. “A little modesty too.”

      “Ha! So you have some guts after all.” Her blade lowered an inch. Progress. “I’m Savannah. Call me Sav.”

      Pain smacked the top of his head. “Giddy up, Jimmyboy.”

      “And don’t look up,” she added with a sinister giggle full of buttery glee, “Or I’ll send you to the glue factory.”
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