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Screams of agony shattered the stillness of the night air. There was nothing I could do for the victims, as I sat on the front porch of the mansion. Nor anything I would do to block the sound out. I listened, refusing to let them suffer alone; bearing the brunt of the evil’s wrath. I would suffer with them as I suffered with so many others before, bearing witness to their destruction. While I wasn’t the reason these people were meeting their deaths, I was certainly the reason they wouldn’t live through the night. 

This family didn’t deserve this any more than any of the other victims. My power could have saved them. Furthermore, I was sorely tempted to shield them from this fate. But I couldn’t. Someone had to die. Someone must distract the evil one from the three beings escaping out the back door of the mansion. No, it was far too important that the others live; that she, the herald Väktare, survive. 

Then all was still. 

The front door opened slowly as the other male stepped out. Hatred flared through me, but I hid it well. I would wait until the time was right for my revenge. For now I would play the loyal servant, even as I longed to rip his entrails out for all the darkness he spread across the planet.

“The girl is missing,” the figure in the doorway hissed, blood from the victims inside still dripping off of his fingers. “Her cradle was empty.”

“Oh?” I asked, feigning surprise. “The Hart child?”

“Yes, that child!” the dark figure snapped furiously. “Find her. Bring her to me!”

“Of course. Anything else I need accomplish?”

“Just get her!” he thundered, setting the mansion on fire with a spell. “The family is dealt with. The Fidem must have taken her! They have her. I know it!“

“I understand your consternation, Master, but I find it very unlikely that the Fidem would leave the family here and take the child instead. It’s highly illogical for the family to hide the child but not themselves-”

“Families are illogical. The attachment to each other impairs their judgment to the point of stupidity,” the dark figure in the cloak replied coldly. “Hence the ease of their murders! I didn’t even exert myself to drain them of their life forces! Just bring the child to-“

“You. I heard you the first time, Master,” I added hastily, rising from the stoop.

“She is mine,” the other said, eyes gleaming like the demon he was. “Her power will be mine! Do not fail this time. This is the Väktare I have waited for. Even now, she still will not escape.”

A thrill of foreboding ran through me upon hearing his glee. “What have you done?”

“She will be cursed,” he crowed over my quiet question, flames spiraling higher around him. “All of her power will bend to my will and anyone who helps her remain free shall be routed where they stand! Death and pain will follow her every step until she is mine!”

No more was said as the figure in the dark cloak vanished. The only signs that he had even been here were the bloody footprints leading back into the house. Those prints told me not to bother to check inside for survivors. The cloying feel of death was still floating around in the air. 

But even with that in mind, I couldn’t help but grimly smile. This made worthwhile the sacrifice of all the countless beings before that had been murdered. The Väktare’s family would rest well in their graves if they knew how much rested on her life. As for my beloved... well, I couldn’t think about her now. 

I had succeeded. The dark one failed, even with his cursing her life. The girl had survived. 

***
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No one person noticed as the young woman slipped into the crowd from seemingly nowhere. No one even batted an eyelash as the young child she held continued to cry. She chose well to tele-send to a city environment. 

But the sound of the child’s cries faded into the night as the woman wove her way through the crowds. The baby had wailed ever since they left the mansion and transported here to the city. Not a good sign. But she knew what had come for the girl’s family, so she kept moving. 

“A little while longer, little one,” the woman whispered softly. 

She looked to be in her thirties or maybe a touch younger, but appearances were deceiving. With Väktares, the years that went by were much kinder than they were to most humans. For the most part, she hadn’t even noticed the years passing anymore. The last two centuries slipped by quickly and uneventfully until now. But this century was different. 

Black magic had come out of the murky corners of the globe without fear of being exposed to humanity. Operators of the dark thrived beyond belief, especially in the last few decades. While the witches came out of the shadows, the Tro healers now were given twice the reason to hide. Even broad daylight wasn’t safe anymore. 

Pulling the baby closer to her chest as she hurried along, she swore to keep the child safe. Keeping the baby cradled in her arms alive now was the only thing that mattered. For one so small, such gravity revolved around her and her future. She appeared so innocent, wrapped in her pink, crocheted blanket. This child would grow into a formidable healer someday; one capable of destroying the darkness once and for all.  

Xydon would destroy the ends of the earth if he could, his followers just as deranged. They were like the lemmings following their leader over the cliff to their demise. Faithful to the last, but foolish.  If the child survived the next few hours, then their fate would be sealed. Xydon and all of his followers would fall. 

Suddenly the young woman paused midstride. Dark magic swirled around her, warning her that danger was close behind. Round one had gone to the darkness. Where there was blackness, there was death.  

Worst of all, she felt a curse settle on the child. She cried out and tried to remove the spell from the baby, but stopped as she felt it in turn attack her energy as well. It was too late. The curse was complete and nothing could stop it now until someday when the girl was old enough to break it herself. The girl was marked; an inky reminder of her curse stained upon her skin. Even more horrible, she knew what the curse was meant to do. It would destroy anyone who tried to aid her. 

Weighing her options and quickly slipping into the nearest alley, she knew every moment that slipped by helping the child meant she herself could become cursed. Too many other lives depended on her for that to happen. Only one option sat before her now. 

“No, there has to be another way,” she thought. But she knew no other alternative. She must trust the child to God for her safety. 

“This was supposed to happen,” the Spirit whispered to her.

She ducked down next to the only available hiding place, a half-filled dumpster, and quickly sent the little girl into a deep sleep. Someone would find her and keep her safe; that she knew. She would leave the rest up to chance. Now she would lead the danger away, for the dark one’s minions couldn’t be far behind.

Leaning down, she whispered into the sleeping child’s ear, “This isn’t goodbye, little one. We will meet again someday when you are ready. Don’t give in to the darkness. Be strong. This is only the beginning of your story.”

With those last parting words of comfort said, the woman kissed the child’s brow and disappeared with a flash into the dawn. But as the new day spread over the cityscape of New York City, one fact remained.

The dark one had indeed miserably failed. The Väktare had survived. She would rise.  

But in that same moment, Shira Hart was lost. No one would know where to find her for years to come.  

Chapter One – Shira Black

Screw etiquette. Nothing was worth reliving my worst humiliation, and in front of a news camera no less. I wanted to belt the aggressive son of a bitch right in the kisser as he all but frothed at the mouth. 

One couldn’t help but gulp nervously as the newsman continued to stare at me. Having signed up for an interview, I let myself in for this. But I had no idea it would be this up close and personal. Burning up under the pressure, I was beginning to be able to smell my own deodorant. The room was spinning. Bert waved for me to continue. 

“I don’t know how long I was left in the dumpster,” I murmured, voice wavering. “No one knows why I was abandoned as a baby. All they found was a bloodstained blanket but the blood on it wasn’t mine.”

I looked around hoping that would be enough of my sob story to please the buzzard-like reporter. Bert cocked his head with a phony look of concern. “And?”  

“Authorities waited for someone to claim me, but obviously they never found who I belonged to. All I was left with was my first name since it was stitched on the baby blanket.”

Bert nodded empathetically. “You didn’t have anything that they could link to anyone? No birthmarks, no clothing they could match?”

“I still have the tattoos but that never amounted to anything. I belong to no one,” I muttered irritably.

Really starting to get annoyed, I regretted agreeing to this flat out interrogation. The news station made it sound like a short interview about opening my new business, not an introspective analysis of my life. 

I cursed internally. Now I would have to dig up some positive energy out of the cynical depths of my soul to survive the ensuing pity party everyone would throw my way.

“Do you continue to look for them?” Bert asked, interrupting my internal monolog.

“No. I keep the idealistic bullshit to a bare minimum.” My terse, expletive response flattened that area to explore. They’d have to bleep it out to air it. I smiled pointedly. “But I’ve made my life a success by opening my chopper restoration business. Don’t you want to hear more about Black Chopper Garage?” 

“Oh, we have more than enough,” Burt replied. He turned to the camera that followed him. “This is New York News Eight reporting on the happy ending to the tragic beginning of the Tattooed Dumpster Baby of Nineteen Ninety Three. This is Bert Lancaster and good night.”

Now I knew exactly why they came. I’d been conned.  When they called, they claimed to want to air me as the entrepreneur of the month. Yeah, B.S. They really came to revive my tragedy for their television audience; the ‘Tattooed Dumpster Child’ splashed all over the news. I was a sensation, one they wanted to revive and I wanted to forget at all costs.

To my relief, Bert gestured to the cameraman to cut. “Well, that’s about it, Ms. Black. News Eight thanks you for your time.”

Ready to wring his neck, I sat forward. “When will this air?” 

He winked, unsuccessfully trying to flirt for the umpteenth time. “The ten o’clock news.”

Tuning out after that, I absentmindedly showed them to the door. Relief washed over me as soon as they were gone. 

I smiled, humming as I traced my fingers over the shiny metal of a garage rot bike I restored and turned into a bobber. Was it bad I was proud of myself? After five years of hard work, I achieved my dream. 

It was for the publicity I agreed to talk, needing business after buying the building and setting up shop. While I already had loyal customers who adored my work, I needed many more if the garage was to survive here in Brooklyn. 

“Thank God that’s over,” a voice said, making me jump. My eyes quickly found the source, seeing Grant sit up from his usual spot closest to the door. I hadn’t expected to see him still here at this hour, working under one of our clients ATVs, his shift long over. His tattoos still showed despite the grease covering his arms.

He rolled his eyes, putting his wrench down. “I was waiting for that guy’s head to start spinning. I could smell his cologne from here. Man did he reek! Where do these news stations find these guys? Every single last one has a bad case of hairspray helmet head.”

I stifled a smile, seeing him shaking out his light brown hair to rid himself of the dust from the floor. “Making use of company tools again?”

“More like keeping an eye on you. Didn’t trust those guys,” he said, coming over to put his tools on the counter. He cast a curious eye over me, towering over me like always. “What’s that tune you’re always humming anyway? Sounds like a lullaby.”

I shrugged, unsure of how I knew it myself. He harrumphed, shaking his head. “Anyhoo, I’ve also been waiting for Robby-poo to come back. Guess what he deliberately left behind again?”

My eyes had already spotted Rob’s wallet on the counter. Grant snatched it up, opening it and pulling out its contents. “A few bills, a picture of his mother – and nice. I wonder why he put these in here.” Grant proceeded to show me a roll of condom wrappers that Rob apparently kept at the ready. He tossed them in the trash with a snicker. “Won’t be needing these. I really wish you’d can that guy. One of these days I’m going to lose my temper and kick his ass for real.”

“You think those were intended for me?” 

His green eyes glinted with barely concealed aggravation. “You don’t wanna know what his yap be sayin’ when he thinks you aren’t in earshot. I’m gonna kill him if he starts in again.”

“So will I,” I grumbled, word of Rob’s smack talk having already gotten back to me. “I’m his boss. Or is that the attraction?” He shrugged, pulling on his jacket. I chuckled, shaking my head. “No worries, G. He’ll never see an opportunity to use those with me.”

“Good,” he growled, looking me over with relief. 

I shook my head again. Ever the fill in big brother, Grant took it upon himself to look after me... whether I liked it or not. “Why don’t you get on goin’. I have a few things to finish up. I’ll lock up.”

He nodded, absentmindedly toying with his dog tags and silver cross. “I still have to drop off the chain aligner I borrowed to fix my ride. I’ll drop it off a little later. And if Rob shows his ugly mug -“

“I’ll chase him off,” I said, shooing him to the door. “You enjoy your Friday night. I’ve got tinkering to do.”

“I.e., get lost. I get the picture,” he drawled, heading for the door. He glanced back over his shoulder, humor sparkling in his eyes. “Never appreciated, always taken for granted...”

“Night, G.,” I said dryly, tossing him his keys. 

He caught them, grinning at me. “Give my regards to the queen of the joint. She growled at me earlier, leaving me touched that her Royal Highness deigned me with an acknowledgement of my existence.” 

Another low, unamused growl sounded from under the radiator and he laughed. “Bye, Fae. Keep tabs on Boss Lady for me. I’ll be back.”

I shook my head with a small smile as the door drifted shut, the evening air blowing in as he left. Fae sauntered out from her usual napping spot, shaking out her fur. 

“Thank God he’s gone,” she thought grouchily, padding over to me. “Amazing he never triggers off your curse. But since he and those bumbling reporters are gone, I want some tuna. Stat.”

Fae was seven point five pounds of pure attitude with bronze fur and sharp golden eyes to match; a Somali cat. I rolled my eyes, hearing her thought waves with my telepathic gifts. “Oh? What happened to the low calorie diet you adopted to impress that handsome tom cat?”

Irritation flickered through her thoughts. “He decided to chase a Friskie half my age, instead of the goddess that I am.” 

“Is that so?” 

“Sarcasm from the one who can’t attract a mate?” she snapped, meticulously swiping a paw over her ear. “Curse or no curse, you still need a man. I don’t understand you. You have a master like me to emulate. Pay attention to how I keep landing my men.”  

I groaned mentally. Fae always kept about twenty different boyfriends and they had a bad tendency to hang out outside my window at night, yowling for her to come down the fire escape.

“Oh, I attract ‘em all right,” I added dryly. “They’re all just interested in everything except my heart, one of the many reasons Grant is ready to bop half of them. Besides, I’m too busy. I have to build up my clientele.”

She didn’t buy my attempt at a bait and switch of subject. “I still insist that your curse is all in your head. Otherwise why haven’t I been affected?”

“Because you’re a cat,” I said out loud, suspicious that she brought up my curse twice now. “What’s with the sudden interest in my love life?”

She licked her whiskers and looked at me like I was an idiot, luminescent eyes narrowing. “I figure if you get a man, then I’ll have two servants. He can micromanage you so I’ll have more time to focus on myself. You eat up a lot of my personal time, you know. But more importantly, bring me the tuna. You’ve had two minutes to do it and you’re still sitting there! Move it!”

I ignored her as I scooped her up, climbing the stairs to my apartment above the shop. Placing her on the kitchen floor, I headed to the counter to open a can. Convincing me I needed a boyfriend? 

“Then again,” she continued, “who needs human company when they have me?” 

That wasn’t meant as a joke either. Fae was the center of her own universe and I was merely in her galactic orbit. I may be the one feeding her and paying the rent, but in her mind this was her apartment, her food, and I was the housekeeper. 

She shot me a disparaging look as she settled in to munch. “I heard that. Humans are so foolish. You toil for what? Pieces of paper money? Why not return to the days of trade? People couldn’t barter with what they didn’t have.” 

“Ah, yes. The good ol’ days when cats hunted for food...” I interjected. “Nowadays we need the cash to feed the lazy cat who can’t be bothered to chase mice. Speaking of which, remind me to pick up rat traps. And when I do, don’t set them off for fun. I don’t want to get my foot stuck again.”

I winced internally at the memory. She’d sat cackling at me as the rat trap snapped down on my steel tipped boot after resetting it. It left me with a permanent resentment for her claim that hunting was an inhumane practice. Of course, why hunt when she had me to operate a can opener?

Originally I bought all humane traps but the mice figured out how to spring them. My pity turned on me considering all the mice told the others on the block that I was a softie. All the mice came back to my building. They loved me. I didn’t kill them and even put organic peanut butter in the traps. I was effectively screwed with a cat who wouldn’t hunt and mice that whined outside my window for food since I regularly took pity on them. 

Now we settled on an agreement. They would stay outside if I fed them every evening. The rats, on the other hand, weren’t as diplomatic and kept breaking in every chance they could. Hence the traps. 

“At least I don’t move them around like Mrs. Hepburn’s cat who moves the traps so the husband will step on them.” 

Nasty thoughts came to my mind. “If you ever do that, I’ll make the phrase ‘skin the cat’ sound like a picnic!”

Fae positively scowled at me. “You’re terribly ungrateful. Not every human has a cat like me to own them. I could shred the curtains and rip the furniture apart, but I don’t. Do you know how degrading it is, worrying about a human all the time? I have more important things to be doing than worrying about whether you should buy an electric can opener for me or not!”

I shook my head. Leave it to me to attract a diva. Fae had better things to do than listen to me, admiring her own reflection on the refrigerator door. I knew better than to interrupt that. 

Heading to the bedroom to change, I stripped off the business suit I bought for the interview and pulled out my old black T-shirt and shorts. I stretched gingerly, changing from my uncomfortable (though presentable) bra into my old comfortable one. Having the figure many women dreamed about was nice on the eye, but a killer on the back. I cracked my neck and stretched again, missing the scrawny figure from my teens. At least then I could still sleep on my stomach and not wind up with back pain every night. 

Turning on the fan to escape the heat, I dragged out my battered work boots and let my coppery blonde tresses out of their bun. They sprang out into their usual untamable curls, puffed out even further from the humidity. The black streaks in it looked even darker than usual from the moisture.

In addition to the streaks, the only outward sign of my curse were the tattoos. Dark ink stretched over every part of my body except for my face in whirl-like patterns, interrupted occasionally by skulls and dark monarch butterflies. The tattoos stretched around my neck almost resembled a collar, coming to a strange symbol over my heart. Echoing its mottled blue, purple, and black coloring, my black eyes were equally as dark. But the effects of the curse were even darker. 

I generally avoided talking with people for fear the curse would target them. I didn’t even speak past the bare minimum with my employees so they wouldn’t be next. I didn’t want anyone hurt. But for now, all my hired hands had gone home for the night so I didn’t have to worry.

Throwing my hair up, I returned to the kitchen. Fae hadn’t moved from her spot in front of the fridge. She spoke without interrupting the ogle fest of herself. “Happy fixing the engine. But do open the garage doors so the men across the block can appreciate you. What human males find attractive about bald skin, I’ll never know. Fur is so much more sensual.” 

“All the more reason I don’t date. They’d all prefer your coat,” I said, rolling my eyes. “No using the can opener by yourself again-”

“What am I supposed to do then? I’m not allowed to play Russian Roulette with the rat traps anymore.”

“You usually find staring at yourself fulfilling.”

“Even perfection can get boring. Just be warned. Your amorous employee is lurking around outside.”

I groaned internally as I headed to the door. It seemed Grant was right about Rob.

Blasting heat hit me as I headed downstairs. Picking up my toolbox, I headed to the cycle. Whoever stored this bike in an old moldy garage and let mice chew out the engine was crazy. A few weeks previous I even pulled out a bird’s nest from the panniers. 

Within a few minutes my arms were coated in grease. This was what I loved to do; coming in only second to dancing. Thoughts of my previous attempt at a dance career poked my brain into musing over the interview earlier in the day. I, the New York Tattooed Dumpster Baby, left that life and lies behind. 

Never having found a family to accept me, I still bore the scars of rejection. Being a difficult kid to place in the foster system, I was shipped around like a velvet carpetbag. When I moved to New York at eighteen eight years ago, my social worker was more than relieved I wasn’t her problem anymore. 

It wasn’t that I was personally difficult. I tried really hard to get a family to love me. It was just the strange occurrences that continued to happen around me. For a time I wondered what was wrong with me. Being a kid with mysterious, explosive powers, I could do things that most people would barely even dream of: move things without touching them, influencing events, etcetera, etcetera. 

But every time someone tried to help me or got too close, they ended up getting seriously hurt. The curse would erupt out of my control and try to kill or maim them. Usually I tried to circumvent it from wounding them too terribly, but nonetheless, no one ever escaped my ‘curse’ without harm, even unto the smallest degree. 

The curse seemed to stem from the mysterious tattoos, the ones imprinted on my skin since the day I was found in the street. Whenever the curse activated, they glowed dark purple to the point of pain. 

Add all this to my telepathic abilities and I was good and screwed through childhood. My many foster parents were mystified by my bond with their animals. I often had trouble differentiating between who was talking and who was thinking, answering the animal’s thoughts when the humans were asking questions. It often made me look like a total basket case and landed me in a psychiatrist's office more than once. I mean, imagine having to dissect a frog while hearing its last thoughts? 

Some days I wondered if there were others out there like me, people with abilities like mine, but I never lingered on the idea. Having survived all on my own, I intended to make my own future without any family. 

The sound of a door creaking open alerted me to the fact I was no longer alone. I didn’t bother to move, leaning precariously over the back of the bike to reach a part I needed. “That you, Rob?”

Heavy footsteps paused in the door, probably enjoying the sight of my ass sticking up over the bike. “Hey, Shira. I just forgot-“

“Your wallet?” I asked wryly, gesturing over at the counter as I sat up. Rob shrugged, scratching his head apologetically. But I knew better. “Hard to call it ‘forgetting’ when both Grant and I saw you put it on the counter before you left, eh?”

To my amusement, my employee’s tan skin turned bright pink at being caught. He deliberately left it to have a reason to come back after hours. His eyes narrowed. “You never miss a trick, do ya?”

I winked, going to the counter. “It’s Friday night. Shouldn’t you be out with the guys downing campari and finding a signorina to flirt with?”

“That’s the point of why I’m here,” he said, unashamed as he sauntered up to me. “You know it, too.”

I rolled my eyes. Rob always made it his mission to land me though I made it pointedly clear, both at our last job and when I hired him, that I had no interest in pursuing a relationship. But as for now, he had the nerve to put both hands on either side of the counter to box me in, ignoring the wallet I waved pointedly in his face. 

He eyed my lips and wiggled his eyebrows. “Let’s forget about that old Indian motor for a while. Take my engine for a test drive.”

“Back off, ragazzo. I’m your boss,” I said stonily, losing patience. 

“If it’s what it takes, baby, then fire me,” he drawled. “It’d be worth it to get you to date me. Ever since that photo shoot, I’ve been dying to taste those lips of yours-“

“If I fire you, I lose my best wiring man.” I poked him in the stomach, leaving a smudge on his shirt from my grease-covered fingers. I waltzed past him, sticking his wallet in his back pocket. “I’ll take my chances with the Indian’s engine. Yours runs fine. Say hello to Mama for me.”

He frowned, clearly displeased with the dismissal. He went to speak further, but I pointed my wrench at him. “G’night, Roberto.” 

Using his full name was always the tip off that I had reached my limit. His shoulders hunched in as he attempted to look wounded. All it really did was make him look sulky. “I could still help with the transmission. You know I don’t like you down here after dark in this neighborhood-“

Rob jumped as a loud bang shot off upstairs. I cursed under my breath as I recognized the sound. “She’s setting off the rat traps again. I specifically told her not to!”

“Il tuo gatto?” he asked in Italian, forgetting himself and eyeing my apartment door at the top of the stairs. “Traps? All that cat ever does is take siestas and growl at me. I thought she was too lazy for stuff like that. Maybe I should come up to your apartment and-“

We both jumped as the side door blasted open, Grant’s aggravated voice coming in before we could see him. “Rob, if you’re in here, my boot is going up your-“

“I’m just grabbing my wallet,” Rob grumbled, his attempt at trying to invite himself up to my apartment foiled. But he did blanch as Grant stomped in, looking like he wanted to pulverize him for being in here. 

“I know damn well what you’re looking to grab,” he snarled, making a beeline for Rob who skittered behind the bike to avoid him. At six two, Grant towered over him. “If you don’t get out right now-“

“Guys, if you’re gonna fight, get out back. Not in the shop,” I drawled, clueing Rob in to the fact I wouldn’t stop Grant from whatever he had in mind. “I’ve work to do.“

“I was just offering to help with the engine-“

“Out!” Grant roared, causing Rob to visibly jump as he hurried for the side exit. “One of these days, I’m gonna officially lose it!”

“Like this isn’t losing it? This isn’t your business. She isn’t your territory,” Rob snapped, making my eyebrows go up. “And she isn’t even your sister!”

I snatched the back of Grant’s jacket as he lunged for Rob, Rob hastily heading to the door to make his escape. The only sound of him making his retreat was his fluent cursing in Italian as he went. Grant cursed under his breath, too, chest heaving. “Nasty son of a-“

“Easy,” I said, straightening his jacket. He glowered at me as I cocked my head. “Walk it off. He’s all hat and no cattle.“

“I may not really be your brother, but to hell if I’m going to let him talk like that,” he growled, still eyeing the door Rob vanished through. His eyes traveled over my shirt and cutoffs. “I know you’re all grown up, but I still look at you and see the teenage girl I grew up with. All he sees is...” He gestured at my lower half, uncomfortably referring to my more than ample figure which came out of nowhere in my later teens. “That. The photoshoot you did for him didn’t help. He’s seen a lot more than I’d like.”

“It’s not like I posed nude,” I drawled, though still feeling regret for doing it. “Now it’s late. You – out. This time I’m locking the door. You’re supposed to be heading for Coney Island, remember? Enjoy your time off. I’ll see you Tuesday.”

Grant shot me one more appraising look before heading to the door and slamming it behind him, clearly sore at my abrupt dismissal. Sinking down to the floor and feeling sad, I sighed. It was a bit of shame that things were this way. 

Grant had been my next door neighbor and worked under the tutelage of one of my foster fathers, the both of us learning the mechanics of motorcycle repair under him. Though we knew each other for well over a decade and he always watched over me, I did my best to keep my distance. 

I had my reasons for discouraging him. If I tried to warn anyone of the curse, I was prevented from talking, physically unable to speak about it. The only being who ever escaped it was Fae, leaving me to guess whatever it was didn’t activate on cats. Only she knew the truth. 

I longed to reach out to him, but was too scared I’d hurt someone else to ever try. Since I couldn’t verbally warn people, all I was left with was avoidance and in some cases, being as nasty as possible with them to put them off. Whenever I spoke to someone, I kept the conversation short for their safety. In the case of dating, it was just plain impossible. Only one person even tried that with me. What became of him haunted me to this day. I was never free of the guilt. 

Shaking my head, I looked at my greasy hands. No, Grant was far better off keeping a distance, even if it meant feeling lonesome from time to time. I always felt lost and abandoned, standing solitary amongst all the happy families in the world. But my longing for friends and family were not worth thinking about, despite the hollow ache in my soul. For now, I had an engine to finish. 

Going to my bluetooth speaker, I put it on my favorite track to work to. But before I could press play, a dark shadow caught my eye. I whirled to it, seeing the opaque black figure in the doorway watching me. 

“Get out,” I snarled, knowing why it had come. “Leave!”

It blurred back out the door upon my words. Whatever my curse was, it attracted evil presences like the plague. Through my everyday life, I could feel them even when I couldn’t see them. Demons walked this earth and they frequently followed me, the only creatures unfazed by my curse. 

I knew the only One they feared, but I didn’t talk with Him often. I spent too many days crying to Him in my youth, asking why He allowed me to be cursed. I never received an answer. So I gave up... and held one hell of a grudge. 

But for now, with the demon gone, all I could do was turn on Michael Jackson’s Bad album to sit and work, listening to the sounds of my meticulously set rat traps going off all night long.

Chapter Two – Awakenings

Maybe I should’ve taken a chance on Rob’s engine as opposed to the bike’s. Five hours later, it still wouldn’t start. Michael Jackson’s ‘The Way You Make Me Feel’ started to play for the eighth time in a row as I turned the key. It stalled again as I cursed. “Come on. Start, dammit!”

Sitting back with a groan, I shook my head. Back to square one. I yawned and stretched, seeing that it was almost two in the morning. 

But then a devious idea popped into my head. Going to the shop refrigerator to pull out a beer, I mused over how to approach the bike with my powers. I took a few sips, waving my hand so the garage doors went down in response to my powers. Now that the neighborhood was mostly asleep, I could take a chance and use my abilities to get a few things done. 

In general, I did my best to hide my powers. People didn’t react well when they accidentally saw them. Usually witchcraft was what came to their minds, but to hell if I was a witch. 

Reaching out my energy once more, I decided to cheat a little. I pushed forward as I found a hiccup in the transmission. I repaired it effortlessly, letting my power wash over the rest of the bike. It roared to life. I smirked. “Damn, I’m good.”

“Isn’t that cheating?”

Whirling around, I saw a dark figure in the door of the shop. Letting my powers go, the telltale glow off my fingertips faded. I squinted, trying to see who the voice belonged to. “Sorry, but we’re closed. Come back tomorrow during normal hours.”

“Oh, I’m not here for business,” the distinctly British voice responded. He stepped out of the shadows as I took a step back toward the counter, thinking of the shotgun hidden there. “Don’t hide your powers. Sorry to startle you. The door was open.”

Damn. Grant must’ve forgotten to lock the door. Who was this guy? And how did he recognize my abilities? Though a few people had accidentally seen them, none seemed to know what they were.

As the man stepped further into the light, my eyes bulged out of my head. This guy was by most female reckoning a hottie. His white blue eyes immediately screamed one thing: bad boy. He had the bearing of one who knew exactly what he wanted and always got it when he asked for it, despite the fact he wasn’t very large for a man. He cocked his head amusedly. “Cat got your tongue?”

“She doesn’t need to borrow mine with the way hers wags.” I could feel this energy rolling off the guy and it kept me on guard. I headed for my toolbox, but didn’t turn my back to him. “Now what’re you here for? A repair?”

“Do I look like the type of man who rides a motorcycle?”

I eyed his crisp, white linen shirt under the tailored business jacket. “You’d be surprised. As for powers, my customers think I have some with the work I do. Which is why while I’m not cheap, they keep coming back.”

A wide, disbelieving smile greeted my attempted cover-up. “If you say so. But as I said, I’m not here for business. To be honest, I’m here to meet you. You were on the news earlier.”

I grimaced. “Oh. Right. The interview. So why-?”

“Come and find you?” he replied, pacing forward. “Because I’ve searched for you for a very long time.”

I could only stand there thunderstruck from the next statement that came from his lips. I couldn’t have heard right. It wouldn’t happen. Not in this universe.  

But still he said, “I’ve come to take you home, Miss Hart. Your family is waiting for you.”

Chapter Three – Disaster

Pretty much all and none of that registered in my brain. The words ‘family’ and ‘come home’ echoed around up there much longer than the actual verbiage took to say. Then they sank in with a profound sense of shock when I realized he gave me a new last name, perhaps even my real one. “Say what?!”

“We saw your feature on the news and recognized you immediately. We were so relieved to see you safe-“

‘“We?!”’ I parroted back shrilly. “What do you mean ‘we’? Who?!”

He opened his mouth and shut it again, realizing I was rapidly losing my composure. His calm demeanor, however, did nothing to ice my skyrocketing sense of disbelief.

“I’d prefer not go into specifics,” he said slowly. “But you were lost as a child. You have powerful enemies. Your family was attacked and in the attempt to rescue you from the fray, you were misplaced. We have searched for decades-”

“Who are you exactly?” 

“William Shitheed,” he said, inclining his head toward me. “I’ve come to bring you to safety. Danger still lurks. You need protection.“

My mind whirled with that declaration, but skepticism set in. I crossed my arms. “Danger? This is starting to sound like the whole Anastasia Romanov melodrama, and not the animated version either. It reeks of a scam. If you try to sell me that I’m a friggin’ princess-“

“Oh, don’t worry. I don’t think anyone could mistake you for one,” he said dryly, lips twitching a little. “As for family, you have a grandfather. Haven’t you ever wondered where you came from? Why you possess powers? How you came to be victim of such a terrible curse?”

I stilled, dropping the rag I’d been wringing in my hands. It fell to the floor as I took an involuntary step forward, not bothering to deny my powers as desperation ate at me. “So it is a curse?”

He nodded and I put my head in my hands. “Yes. I’d say more but until it is removed, I’d prefer not to provoke its wrath on myself.”

“What does it do?!” I demanded, realizing with a jolt that I stupidly put grease all over my cheeks from my hands. “I can’t-“

“Warn anyone of it?” he finished for me with a nod, handing me a handkerchief to clean myself. “It prevents anyone from helping you. Anyone who shows you kindness is a target. Now considering I’d like not to be its next victim, we should get you out of here. As I said, there are people after you.“

“How was I cursed? Was I born that way?” I asked warily, starting to realize something was wrong. Something still wasn’t adding up.  “What am I?”

“All questions will be answered, but for now we must go,” he said urgently, eyes boring into mine. “I can’t answer many questions until the curse is gone and we are in a safe location.”

There was a lot of truth there, but something was very off. He was lying to me somehow, almost like he was deliberately trying to get me desperate enough to go with him. Realizing I had played into his hands, I took a step back. If people were after me, who was to say he was a friend? “I need to think about this-“

“There isn’t time to deliberate,” he said, eyes narrowing. “Despite your reticence, I can assure you the situation is quite urgent.“

“Mr. Shitheed, I’ve lived my life quite well by protecting my own ass,” I snapped. “On top of that, I’ve no interest in being dragged into a feud. If I have enemies, tell me who they are or this conversation is over.”

He eyed me with something akin to disbelief, blinking comically. “You have no interest in meeting your family?”

“Not unless you tell me what you’re tryin’ to hide,” I snapped, edging toward the counter. 

He eyed me, unfazed by my challenge. “You’re quite perceptive though you aren’t trained in our ways yet. Surprisingly aware of your own power,” he said in an unnervingly pleasant voice that didn’t match his eyes. “We have much in common, you and I. More than I can admit to right now-”

“I don’t speak in riddles,” I snapped, feeling under the counter for the gun. “If you won’t answer my question, then I’ll ask you to leave-” I grasped the gun, pulled it out and cocked it. “Nicely.”

He stared at me for a moment, evaluating my reaction and smiling all the while. When he realized I wasn’t going to cave in, he sighed. I was relieved for a second because I thought he was going to leave. 

I thought wrong. 

The room thrummed with power and I yelped, dropping the gun as it turned red hot and melted into a glowing puddle of molten metal at my feet. The ensuing silence was deafening in my ears. Hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. Stupid as I was, I should have figured out if he recognized my powers, he would likely have his own. 

He smirked. “Now do we really need to resort to such unpleasantness? We have such history together, you and I.”

Backing away, my mind whirled with all the ways I could escape. He strategically placed himself between me and the stairway leading to my apartment. 

“You’re making this harder than it ought to be. You must come with me, Shira.” He said, stalking toward me in a slightly threatening manner. I didn’t miss the energy beginning to shimmer around him, getting ready to attack me if need be. “Truly you must.”

“And if I refuse?” Power washed over my palms, sparking with electricity. 

He eyed my hands with something close to disgust. “I’ll suggest you not threaten me, young one. If you force me to act rashly, it will not end well for you.” 

The air solidified like ice with his statement. I sneered, buying time. “Young one? You can’t be much older that I am.”

I didn’t get to finish as he broke into laughter. Only it didn’t sound much like laughter. More like something in pain. “Oh, Shira, you haven’t any idea of anything, do you? What we really are.” 

It didn’t escape me that he was addressing me like I was a naughty child; though in his eyes I probably was. Who knew how old this bastard was? His palms glowed white, eyes eerily reflecting the light. 

“But that’s beyond the point. I haven’t time for your recalcitrance. Enough,” he said. 

There was one beat of silence before I moved into action. Grabbing the can of beer I previously sipped, I splashed it in his face as I ran for the emergency exit. The door slammed and padlocked shut before I could get to it. A bolt of my power flashed toward it in my desperation, blasting it off its hinges so I could sprint out back.

The inky black of the night blinded my eyes as I darted out the rear end of the alley, not knowing how long I could keep running. I didn’t have my cell, so I couldn’t call Grant for help either. I wracked my adrenaline panicked brain for an out and found none. Sending up a prayer to the heavens, I cried out in desperation for someone to save me.

Rounding the corner to the street, I barreled into a pedestrian. The tall, dark-haired guy stumbled back and I reeled in my boots, trying to keep on my feet. He grabbed my arm to steady me. “Whoa there, sheila. You all right? Where’s the rush?”

But I was already off and running, barely paying him any attention. He called out after me in concern, but I had bigger problems to deal with. At that point I didn’t care if the man saw me as I sent my powers out ahead and blew out all of the street lights for three street corners, trying to stay in the shadows. 

Avoiding the falling sparks from the ruined lights, I raced around the other side of my building and hid in the dark, heading for the fire escape. No one would expect me to head back to the building I just fled from. Glancing behind me, Shitheed was nowhere to be seen. 

But that was because he had already materialized in my path.

I collided painfully with his chest and landed on the ground in a dazed heap as he looked down on me disdainfully; the shadows giving him a hollow, skull-like appearance. “I will ignore your lack of etiquette since you’re American, but that was hardly proper.”

“Get away from me or-”

“You’ll what? Not to be rude but you’re no match for me. Not yet.” He squatted down next to me, eyeing a few pieces of garbage as my powers surged out of my control and all of the objects in the alley started to levitate off the ground. “Ah. Your powers are controlling you, yes? But you haven’t given in to the black magic. That’s quite impressive.”

“Black magic?!” I exclaimed with horror, all of the objects pausing as they rose. “I’m a witch?!”

“No,” he said, eyes glinting. “Nothing of the kind. The curse; its black magic is blocking your true power’s nature.”

“What do you want from me?” I said through my teeth.

He seemed to think about it for a second. “Though I do care about your welfare a great deal, I’m between a rock and a hard place. Either you come to our side or I kill you. I cannot tell you why yet due to other obstacles, but I promise I will later if you would just cooperate. You really are a belligerent thing, you know.” 

That did it. The words ‘belligerent thing’ did me in. My anger boiled over to the point I couldn’t control my powers. They grabbed one of the garbage cans sitting next to him and hurled it at him. It smashed flat with a loud bang as his power blocked it. He didn’t even turn toward it as it fell to the ground. But it did serve one purpose. The power sustaining his shield faltered for one split second, giving me a glimpse of his aura. 

It was like there was nothing left there at all. Dark clouds swirled around an endless black hole to where his soul was. Somewhere in there the ghost of a human skeleton remained. But one thing was for sure. A great sadness and hurt emanated from him. From that simmered a terrible, insatiable anger. 

“I warned you,” he scolded. An ancient grief took over his features as he exhaled slowly. “Pity. Know I take no pleasure in this...“ 

The damage was visible before the pain hit me. My ankle snapped in front of my eyes.  I couldn’t contain the scream of agony that escaped my control; the tendons, muscles, and skin around the joint severed as the bone sheared through them. I bit my tongue in the process of trying to keep myself from crying out again. Blood filled my mouth as I clenched my teeth together to stop myself from screaming, tears running down my cheeks as another wave of pain washed over me. 

But Shitheed now oddly seemed to be talking to the edge of my roof. “Where do we take her? If we deviate now, Xydon will know the truth and all the others will be in jeopardy. You want me to go back to him and you take her on from here?” 

I gawked, half convinced I was hallucinating as a man landed in front of me. A man, if you could call him that, with eyes so dark they looked black and an enormous pair of crow-like wings sprouting out of his back. He drew them in toward himself, regarding me with concern. “I told you I should have gone in to her instead. This one doesn’t react well to being told what to do. I’ve studied her all evening.”

“And you intended to fit yourself through her door how? I don’t think she’s ever met anyone of your realm, let alone the Fey,” Shitheed said, casting me a withering glance.

The Fey? So that’s what he was. Snapping out of my stupor, I tried to stand. My ankle shifted and I bit down on another yelp. It grabbed Shitheed’s attention. 

“Hurts, doesn’t it?” he crooned; iridescent eyes on me once more. “Will you come willingly now? I’ll heal you if you cooperate.”

“Where are you taking me?”

Shitheed glanced back at the winged fellow who shrugged. “I’m afraid there’s too much at stake to divulge-“

“Ya think there isn’t for me?” I snarled. “I’ve got two lunatics trying to abduct me!”

The winged one snickered. His black feathers moved in response with his shoulders. “She’s got a point.”

“Silence!” Shitheed stared down at me curiously. “Well?” 

I was tempted beyond belief to say yes to his offer just to end this pain. But true to my Bronx upbringing, I would not be some pathetic little wimp who let herself be abducted without a fight. I spat the blood on him. “You can stick it!” 

Using my powers, I created a fireball and threw it at them, struggling to my feet as flames lit up the alley. Both of them jumped out of the way, narrowly avoiding my firebomb. Taking one agonized step before I was caught again, a set of arms grabbed me; one arm around my chest and the other at my mouth.

I screeched through the fingers and bit down on them hard enough to draw blood, giving escape one last go. Seeing black feathers at the edge of my vision, I knew who had me. But it did no good as a set of ropes wound their way around my body and a gag fitted itself in my mouth, responding to the winged one’s power. It was strong. Too strong.

“Yow! She actually bit me!” he yelped, shaking out his hand and keeping me supported with one arm. “This one is an absolute wildcat!”

Shitheed grunted in agreement and shot me a dirty look, throwing his singed jacket on the ground. I was sunk now. There would be no fighting them. My leg was ruined and I exhausted my powers. Terror was beginning to take over. A whimper escaped from between my teeth. 

But a flash of light from behind us interrupted my struggle.

“Let her go,” another distinctly male, deep voice demanded from close behind us, absolute hate coloring his tone. 

Shitheed straightened slowly, scrutinizing whoever this was, as did the winged man. He tensed to attack, then relaxed with a taunting smile. “Mr. O’Shea. What a lovely surprise,” he said mockingly, thoroughly displeased at the turn of events because his plan was foiled. “Of course you’d arrive now.”

“The Protectore?” 

Shitheed jerked his head in a nod distractedly to the winged one who asked the question. Not knowing what a
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