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Prologue 
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Ah, to be anywhere in the world right now other than here! Blood dribbled through the cracks in the floor, creating a river of red through the dirt. Five men lay dead around Andrew, all slain by Xydon in his mad rage over how the herald Väktare had slithered from his grasp yet again. None of the men were responsible for her escaping, but were merely within killing distance of their master when the news was delivered to him. 

Andrew cringed into the wall as Shitheed spoke calmly, trying to explain how the girl had escaped to Xydon. They were just lucky that they weren’t amongst the targeted dead. 

“How did she do it?!” Xydon screeched, blood splattering against the stone as he kicked one of the bodies. “How did you let her Protectore find her?! I had her on that hill and she still got away!”

Andrew knew well that Shitheed was playing his part as devoted servant to their master as he said smoothly, “Clearly I was given misinformation. It would appear the Fidem has brought them together.”

“If she is not captured in three days you will take her place in death,” Xydon hissed, throwing back his hood to reveal his yellow, parietal eyes. “Until then, follow the Vrishylkas. They will hunt her down and slaughter the Protectore for me.”

In a flash Xydon was gone, headed back for his other den on the West Coast. Within seconds even his demon counterparts were gone.

Shitheed turned to his adopted son, worry etched on every feature. “Please tell me you know where Shira and the others intended to go after they fled the mines.”

“I know not,” Andrew replied, bowing his head under the silent rebuke. “They did not trust me enough to say.”

Shitheed sighed heavily, leaning against the wall with weariness and looking at the bodies at their feet. His shoes were soaked with their blood. Though they had been evil men, he was still sorry over their deaths. Too many were dead at Xydon’s hands. 

“We must be careful,” he murmured, shaking his head. “If the creatures get to her before we can, they will kill my brother’s son and bring her here.”

Brin. Andrew knew what was at stake, especially of the life of his once best friend. He wouldn’t allow any harm to come to him at all costs. “What should we do?”

Shitheed smiled, using his Tro to dissolve the bodies at their feet to dust. “Why, we play the game, of course. We let the Vrishylkas lead us to her. Then we move in for the kill and take her before Xydon knows we were even there. We proceed to destroy his efforts from the inside out of his forces like always.”

“But what if we fail?” Andrew asked, worry squirming deep in his gut. “What if we cannot capture her? If Shira continues to refuse to join the Fidem?”

Shitheed’s eyes were dark as ink turning to Andrew, hand at his dagger. He squared his chin, solemn determination in his eyes. “Then we do what is necessary. We kill the herald Väktare.”   
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Chapter One – Now Really?
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Hold on, bitches, ‘cause here we come.

For the first time in so long, I was home. Riding with Grant and Skids again was everything. It was just the four of us and the open road where we loved to be. Even Fae was happy, nestled into her specially designed mesh and armor backpack so she would be safe as we rode. 

Four days passed since Skids had come for me in the diner. At night we stopped in little roadside hotels to rest, but during the day we traveled like nomads. We were heading for the Florida Keys. Of Xydon’s forces there had been no sign, leaving us to travel in relative peace. 

We zoomed out over the pavement on our motorcycles, the Everglades on both sides. Bugs and cicadas sounded from the reeds as we flew by, birds calling out as dusk came closer. Passing over a bridge, I even saw a manatee swimming along. 

Off to the side of the road while we took a quick breather, we were waiting for a couple of Protectores that Skids arranged for us to meet up with.  Grant was settled back on his bike, fanning himself with the newspaper he bought this morning, letting out the occasional grumble about the heat. I was leisurely humming, leaning up against mine while I guzzled down some water. Skids was, as usual, hunched over his handlebars with a cigar stuck out of his mouth, looking somewhat like a bulldog with a bone. 

This was all wonderful enough that I was even able to forget for a split second that the madman who murdered my parents was chasing me across the country and trying to force me to aid in his deranged plan to unleash hell on earth. But just for a split second. The rest of the time, I was happy. 

“Now this is the life,” Skids was saying, blowing out a smoke ring. “Roasting alive in the heat with good company on the open road and a stogie for a nice smoke. Good times.”

The Florida heat was oppressive. I’d give him that. The sun was beating down on our backs and one could practically drink the humidity. Fae was panting already and we’d only stopped for a few minutes. Grant shrugged, looking like someone dumped a bucket of water over his head; he was sweating so much. “The next time you plan for us to ride to a safe house, choose a cooler location, Skidsy. This is ridiculous.”

Skids glowered at Grant’s chosen mispronunciation of his usual handle. I shook my head, checking my phone. There was a boatload of text messages, one from one of my employees Mark. Grant promoted him to manager before he left, making sure my garage was taken care of. Apparently the AC had broken in the place and it was going to run me another thousand to buy a new unit. Just fabulous. 

“There’s that tune again,” Grant said, making me pause in my humming. “What is it? I’m even hearing it in my sleep now.”

Skids started to say something, but it was lost as Fae hissed again. I saw an alligator on the other side of the road, sedately waddling along and heading for the swamp water. It paused as she growled and projected, “Hey ugly, you’re going to roast if you stay on the road. Beat it!”

“Fae,” I said in warning as the monstrously big alligator paused, its snout turning in our direction as it heard her. “Let him be.”

“I’ve never had cat meat,” it projected back with a hiss, Fae responding with one of her own as its jaws opened, scenting. “Come closer and I officially will have...”

Ever the troublemaker, Fae picked a fight with yet another creature that I would likely end up dealing with for her. I sighed, seeing the alligator looking at us three with dark, beady eyes. It was searching for Fae who was out of sight, safely tucked into my backpack. It couldn’t see her, but she could see it through the mesh. 

“Oh, skedaddle, you oversized salamander,” Skids said, tossing the gator a wad of strips of the jerky he bought at a gas station earlier. The gator snapped it out of the air with ease, apparently liking it very much as it swallowed them whole. “Go on. Git!”

Apparently the bribe was good enough for it, the great lizard forgetting its quarrel and continuing on its way. I shot Fae a dirty look. “Great work, dirty Harriet. Do you ever know when to shut up?”

Another hiss came out of the bag. Grant snorted, rolling his eyes and absentmindedly playing with his dog tags. “That’s because she takes after her mother,” he said dryly, earning himself a smack in the arm. He just laughed as I ground my teeth together, knowing he was right on some level. “Weren’t you the one always getting into fights at school because you couldn’t keep yours shut and I’d have to finish them for you?”

“Yeah, until her last growth spurt,” Skids inserted, looking amused. “Then you were beating them up all on your own.”

I flushed, knowing exactly what they were referring to. I was a relatively late bloomer, staying scrawny until I was sixteen. Then things changed rather suddenly and I filled out fast. And Grant, having heard one too many appreciative smack talk comments in the locker room about me from guys who previously ignored me, started a rip-snorting brawl that earned him a two week suspension. 

While Grant hadn’t lived under Skids’ roof, living next door with his great aunt, he practically glued himself to our makeshift family. Grant would never tell me what happened to his parents, but I gathered whatever it was had been unpleasant. Instead he usually spent his time at our place, proclaiming that I was his little sis. 

To this day I still wasn’t sure what had prompted him to be so loyal to me, but I sure wasn’t complaining. Grant apparently still didn’t regret his suspension, sitting back on his bike and brown eyes glinting as he gloated. “Didn’t have a problem with them after that, though. Let’s just hope your son doesn’t show his face. With what I’ve heard, I’m liable to shove his head up his-“

“He’s mine first,” I grumbled, stomach sinking at the mere mention of Brin. “Then you can have what’s left.”

“Maybe you can turn him into a toad,” Grant suggested with a snicker, having heard about my teenage escapade ending with school bullies being turned into frogs. Now with him knowing about my powers, I’d been sharing all of my stories. “I like that idea.”

“Eh, let’s not forget he’s my kin,” Skids said, ashing his cigar and looking at the reeds around us. “As me boy, I’m the only one who can and will decide when a good ass kickin’ is in order. Though if what Shira says about hunting a cuckoo is true, my boot is goin’ up his arse.”

Grant only cracked his knuckles in response. “What are these cuckoos anyway? Why would anyone want them?”

“They can sense energy sources,” Skids said. “Xydon uses them to discover new ways to power his spells. The poor birds have nay a chance at peace with him. But now there’s three left in the world instead of two since me boys hatched the egg.”

In the last few days of traveling, I had caught a few glimpses of Brin and their hatchling. In fact, earlier in the day at a rest stop, he’d pulled in with Heidi and Peter to get gas while I was catching a fast bite with Grant. They hadn’t spotted us and I was glad. The constant barrage of texts and calls trying to get me to answer hadn’t stopped. Brin was still searching for me with gusto, refusing to give up.

My heart ached a little just thinking about it. Though Brin broke my heart and had only been using me to find the cuckoo, I still missed and craved his company terribly. I longed to feel his arms around me, to hear his quiet chuckle again. I even had trouble sleeping at night now, not hearing his soft snoring that I had become so used to.

A part of me kept denying what I knew I heard him say, talking about how he didn’t really care for me; stringing me along to collect the reward for finding me. Protecting me was only a duty to him; nothing more. And man did it hurt. 

Strangely, a tingle in my soul stirred periodically, especially when I thought of him. It reminded me of the feeling that had come with my curse whenever it kicked in, piggybacking onto my power with my Tro. But it was impossible. I destroyed the curse a week previous. I must be imagining it. Then again, I never figured out what drove me to want to get closer to Xydon that night at the mine. 

Interrupting my internal monolog, I spotted something parting the reeds and running in the swamp. A large, dark, four-legged figure splashed along the water just out of my view. I went to warn Skids but he laughed, saying, “That’d be Viktor.”

This must’ve been who we were waiting for. I glanced at Grant and he nodded, rolling his eyes. Grant must’ve met whatever this creature was. But I still wasn’t prepared as a giant wolf launched itself out of the shadows, skidding behind us to a stop and shaking the water out of its fur. Dark chocolate brown with a lighter-colored bib and paws, it was most unusual for a wolf. Then again, most wolves weren’t the size of a horse. It looked at me, tongue lolling out of its mouth and, to my surprise, winked. 

I reached out to it telepathically and received nothing in response. Grant stepped up next to me, eyeing the creature with distrust. 

“Now we wait for Aiden,” Skids said, shaking his hair out, so damp that the ends were curling. “Damn humidity.”

I said nothing as the wolf came over to me with a curious sniff, its head as high as a man’s height. I extended my hand in a fist so it could smell me. It sniffed, ears bouncing as I reached under its chin to scratch. It rumbled in appreciation, brown eyes gleaming. 

“You’re a big boy, aren’t ya?” I murmured, trying to be friendly.

To my insane surprise the wolf blurred around the edges, suddenly shrinking. I blinked and then blinked again as a man stood in front of me, one with the same color hair as the wolf’s fur, and took my hand from where I had been scratching his chin.

“Well, that is what all the ladies tell me,” the attractive, dark-haired man drawled in a thick accent from God knows where. He kissed my hand. “I don’t get any complaints over it either.”

“Viktor! Buzz off!” Skids snapped, giving him the death glare. 

“Wha’? I’m just sayin’,” Viktor said with another wink at me. “I’m not hittin’ on ya, lassie. I’m not lookin’ for Skids to officially murder me.”

“You bet I will if you even so much as sniff her again,” Skids threatened, Grant nodding his agreement. “I’ve heard all your tales about women, so sniff elsewhere.”

“Still no complaints from any ladies,” Viktor said, sauntering over to snatch a water bottle that Skids had extended. “Not sure where the lil’ fire starter got to.”

“A fire starter?” a young voice answered, making me turn. Behind us I saw a teenage guy with wind-ruffled red hair, somewhere around the age of seventeen, and black and red bug-like wings extending from his back. He straightened with a smirk forming on his face, apparently having just landed from flying. “Been called worse. So this is this is the new herald Väktare.”

“Shira, meet Aiden, our youngest Protectore and also the adopted Prince of Arestina,” Skids said with boredom. “A fire fairy. Viktor’s a lupine shifter-“

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” I said. “You’re a what? From where?”

“Shadow faerie and fire sprite,” Aiden replied, his dark hazel eyes flickering with orange flames. He snapped his fingers and fire appeared on his palm. “From the island of Arestina in the Bermuda Triangle.”

Almost sorry I asked, I looked to Grant. He shrugged. “This whole thing of Tro-powered creatures is new to me, too. Here I thought Skids was the weirdest person I’d ever met.”

“Eh,” Skids snapped, hearing him. “You’re the freak here with no powers. Keep your trap shut.” Then as he looked behind me at Viktor, he roared, “And if I catch ya ogling her arse again like that, you’re gonna be runnin’ on three legs, mutt!” 

I shook my head as Skids then proceeded to get into a heated argument with Viktor, most of it unintelligible due to their accents. While Skids was invariably Scottish, Viktor’s seemed to rove around somewhere between Scottish and Russian. Aiden stomped over, too, involving himself with the quarrel. 

Completely uninterested in the whole thing, I turned back to Grant. He was watching me with open amusement. 

“So I’m not the only one new to all this,” he said. “I imagine I looked that shocked when I got a load of Viktor a week back.”

“Why do we need another dog?” Fae asked, poking her head up out of the back of her pack. “One that’s full of himself, no less?” 

“Strength in numbers,” I muttered to her, remembering Brin had said much the same thing when we first met. 

Someone’s ears must have been ringing, though, considering my phone sounded off. Heidi’s number popped up on caller ID. I went to silence it but cursed as the button slipped, answering the call instead. 

“Shira?” Heidi’s worried, musical tones came across. “Honey, can you hear me? We’ve been looking everywhere for you. Where are you?”

“I really can’t talk right now,” I grumbled, going to try and hang up. But before I could, a flurry of voices came across the line. 

“No, I won’t calm down!” Brin’s muffled, though excitable voice demanded. Then it came through clearer, Brin probably having snatched the phone from her. “Shira, what’s going on?! Where are you? And who the hell was that damn blonde guy?! I’ve been tearing up the country looking for you and you’re with someone else?!”

Grant rolled his eyes, realizing at the same time I did that Brin and the others must’ve spotted us as we sped off from the rest stop. And while they likely tried to follow us, the road deviated into three main routes. They wouldn’t have been able to tell which way we went.

“That’s none of your business,” I snapped, going to hang up. 

“The hell it isn’t!” Brin roared angrily. 

Grant snatched the phone from me. “Damn blonde guy speaking?”

There was silence from the other end for a few seconds, Brin recognizing the voice. “Grant?”

“That’d be me,” he replied with amusement. “Now let’s not get in a huff. Shira’s safe. She’s done with you. Get lost, cuckoo boy. Bye.”

He hung up before one more word could be said and handed the phone back to me. “You sure he’s after just the cuckoos? ‘Cause he sounds more like a jilted and jealous lover, tryin’ to figure out why his girl abruptly dumped him to run off with a ‘damn blonde guy’. I knew my hair looked lighter in the sun, but blonde?”

I snatched the phone back, trying to hide my hurt. “I don’t date treasure-hunting Kiwis.”

He snickered at my allusion as to where Brin came from, standing up and, to my great displeasure, mussing up my hair like a big brother would. “Sure you don’t, sis. I gather you don’t dream of them either, moaning out, ‘Kiss me again, Brin’-“

He imitated my voice, raising his in pitch to match mine. He just laughed as I whacked him in the side, realizing with mortification that I must’ve been talking in my dreams last night. I’d been dreaming of stupid things; Brin having come for me and confessed his undying love. Fat chance of that ever happening.

“Shira and Brin, sitting in a tree, F.U.C.-“ Grant sang.

“Shut up!”

“I.N.G.-“ he chortled off-key, knowing he had me. Grant had already figured out my affection for Brin, ribbing me for it every chance he got. It only got worse as I continued to deny it, and he gleefully teased me for days. 

I positively shrank as Skids, Viktor, and Aiden cast us a curious glance and then went back to arguing. I shoved Grant who was still laughing. “Knock it off.”

“Nah. It’s okay to be in love with the wrong person, sis,” he said, expression sobering as he put a hand on my shoulder. “It doesn’t make you any weaker. It’s what you do with that mistake that defines you. I know you well enough to see you’re not regretting him so much as you’re regretting letting yourself fall for him. Don’t be afraid to love. Be afraid of never loving again before you die. You never know when it’ll be too late and you’ll have missed your chance. Now that’s a truly scary life.”

I stared at him for a moment. “Since when did you get so wise?”

His eyes met mine, uncharacteristically grim. “Because I live it every day. How else would I understand you so well?”

Now thinking of Grant’s usual lack of a love life, never dating much, it took on a much darker twist. Maybe there was a reason for his beyond being picky about women.

“But why?” I asked, seeing his reluctance to speak further. 

He sighed heavily, eyes inscrutable as they rested on me. “I fell for a girl who was meant for someone else. One I couldn’t have.”

The look in his eyes was one I’d never seen before. It was bleak, clashing harshly with his usual stubborn personality. I cocked my head. “Yeah, but who said she was meant for someone else? Maybe she was meant for you all along and you never took that chance.”

His eyes glinted at me, telling me I’d struck a nerve. He looked over to Skids and away, glancing back to me. Then his mouth twisted up on one side, heading for a smirk. “Maybe you’re right.”

Something in his expression told me I’d just given him the answer he wanted to hear. He began to speak, but before he could question me further, Skids spoke up. 

“Didn’t know you could sing, Grant,” he inserted dryly, having heard the racket. “Though if that verb ever comes into play, there’d better be a ring on it. Then again, why anyone would go at it in a tree...”

“Eh, don’t knock it,” Viktor drawled, strolling back toward us.

Apparently the argument was over between the three Protectores, Viktor heading for where Grant had parked. Grant tossed him the keys before coming to me; Viktor catching them. “I borrowed Vik’s bike. Can I drive?”

“You want me in pillion?” I said, pretending to be offended. It didn’t surprise me that the bike was borrowed. A sidecar wasn’t Grant’s style. He still looked upset, so I hugged him from behind as he got on. He put his hand over mine, giving it a squeeze. 

“I hate this,” Aiden groused, settling into the sidecar resentfully. “If I’m old enough to be fighting Xydon, I’m old enough to ride my own!”

“Simmer down, sparky,” Viktor said, snickering at his own pun while Aiden glared at him, Grant kicking off my bike. “Let’s get a goin’.”

Grant burned rubber. I laughed as he roared down the road gunning the engine, looking back and seeing Skids rapidly catching up with us. 

“I’m surprised Vik doesn’t have his tongue hanging out in the wind,” Grant yelled back to me. “Dogs like that, right?”

“They really are lunatics, these Protectore people,” Fae grumbled, having stayed quiet through Brin’s call. “They have a dog on the squad.” 

I loosened my arms around him, settling in for the ride. Grant patted my knee, used to this from when I was still too young to ride on my own, so he would take me along on his ‘cycle. Now without my curse, I wasn’t afraid to settle in and put my head over his shoulder to see ahead. 

We passed under a rail tunnel, the dusk light cutting out and then blinding me again as we rode through. The tunnel dripped with evaporated moisture from the swamp, mist floating inside it. But to my worry, I heard a strange cry over the rumbling of the bike. I looked up, as did Grant, and we heard it again, a shadow falling over us. “What’s that?”

The shrieking cry sent chills down my spine, the sound getting louder. A great wind blew over us, the reeds around the road thrashing around and birds taking off from the swamp. 

We both looked to the side as Skids sped up, waving us down and looking worried. “Burn rubber! That’s a Vrishylka!”

A what? But my question was answered as the pavement in front of us cracked and collapsed into a crater, something enormous landing on it. Judging by the ensuing roar and rush of wind at us as Grant slammed on the brakes, it was big enough to have insane lung power. To make my day further, whatever it was remained completely unseen, though it cast an enormous shadow in the dusk light. The jagged outline told me it was covered in spines... and had enormous wings. 

“Giant flying porcupine?” I said out of the corner of my mouth, seeing Skids cringe as it growled at us. 

“Nah. Bloodthirsty, Xydon-controlled death machine with propelled spikes,” he said, rolling his bike back. “When I say go, we-“

“Ride!” Viktor bellowed, cutting a doughnut with his bike and speeding back the way we had come. “Throw up your shields!”

I projected mine as did everyone except Grant, who whipped the bike around and followed Viktor. I jumped as the shield rippled and warped, projectile and invisible spines hitting it. Oh, this was going to be a fun fight, I could just feel it. It had just the right tinge of foreboding and the delightful edge of possible death.

It was at least highly visual (unlike the creature), as Aiden turned in his sidecar and painted the sky red with fire. Skids added to the display by sending a wave of electricity up at it. I blanched as I saw both hit the target, the attack creating the outline of a huge creature, and one that likewise retaliated. 

Grant swerved as another earsplitting scream went up, and one that had me cringing in pain as it hit a shrill, deafening pitch. I cried out as I felt my eardrums burst. Blood came from my ears as did Grant’s. He groaned, shaking his head to try and get the blood off. Anything he said after that was lost to me. I couldn’t hear as we headed back into the rail tunnel from where we had come. 

Knowing that remaining deaf in a fight like this would be as good as shooting myself in the foot, I took the risk of expending my power by healing myself and Grant. My ears buzzed as my hearing came back, sounds distorted by the echoes in the tunnel.

Putting a screw in our plan, we found our escape route suddenly blocked. A black sports car swerved in front of the other entrance to the tunnel, cutting off our bikes and revving the engine to challenge us. Grant skidded to a halt, as did Skids and Viktor.

“Oh no,” I moaned, recognizing the black 1969 Pontiac GTO with gold racing stripes.

“Shit,” Skids cursed with increasing volume, looking behind us at the oncoming monster and then at his former car, knowing just who was in it. “Shit, shit, shit, shit, SHIT!”

Four silhouettes stepped out in front of the high beams as the engine idled, one barely pausing to look at the others as it headed straight for me. But even in the gloom of the tunnel, I could see the indigo eyes glinting, riveted on me with fierce determination. 

Brin had come to reclaim me.
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Chapter Two – The Chase
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My stomach dropped, realizing we were trapped. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Brin; Peter right behind him with Heidi and Eric. Heidi and Peter had their weapons out, ready to enforce him if need be as he came at us. 

Everything about Brin’s stance told me he was preparing for a fight, shoulders rigid and hand twitching toward the dagger in the holster at his hip, clearly thinking I was being held against my will. He strode toward us, Tro sparkling on his hands menacingly. Somehow with Brin’s usual kindly and sweet temperament I’d forgotten how frightening he could be. Every trace of the man I knew was gone. 

All of the familiar feelings came rushing back in an instant, the longing and the hope, along with an unhealthy dose of heartbreak. An irrational urge to go to Brin ran through me.  On top of that sat a pang of fear, one that was echoed by the people around me. The Vrishylka was still behind us. 

“That’s got to be Skids’ kid,” Grant said, peering behind us to look for the monster. “Ya think you could get him to move?”

“Shira?!” Brin bellowed, still coming for me. “Let her-“

All four of them whirled around as something very large and invisible landed on the GTO’s hood, crunching it in. Peter jumped about a foot in the air as a threatening growl sounded from behind them, an identical one responding from our end of the tunnel as well. He aimed his gun at it, looking around wildly. 

“Great. Now there’s two of ‘em,” Viktor said, Aiden getting out of the side car and setting a line of fire in front of the tunnel’s end behind us. “Thanks for blockin’ our escape, boy!”

I dismounted to stand in the middle of the tunnel, projecting two force fields at both sides of the tunnel to shield us all, flinching as one side was attacked with more invisible projectiles. The tunnel glowed green with my power as I raised both my arms to direct my Tro. 

Grant took my forty five from the pannier, cocking it as Skids got up, attempting to pull off his helmet which had gotten stuck on his head. “Skids, what’s the plan?”

Both Brin and Peter turned in unison as Skids popped off his helmet and nearly fell over in the process. “Damn thing!”

Skids looked around at them, observing their shock at seeing their father for the first time in at least a decade, then waved them off. “We’ll catch up on family drama later. Boys, we have a dilemma on our hands. You blocked our escape route and now we’re trapped between two Vrishylkas. Any suggestions?”

Peter just gawked at him, struck completely dumb. He pointed at Skids and then looked to Brin, obviously for verification of their father’s identity. Brin was already over the surprise, heading straight for me. Grant stepped in his way. 

“Not now,” Grant said, managing to tower over Brin though they were both tall. “Shira, any ideas?”

Viktor transformed beside me into a wolf with a savage growl, staring down the still invisible monster that was pounding away on my shields from the outside of the tunnel. I flinched, starting to tire with the effort. “Keep thinking ‘cause I’m not going to be able to keep this up much longer.” 

“Are you tellin’ me I’ve been dragged into another O.K. Corral scenario?” Eric said, jogging up in jeans and a T-shirt, looking like he’d been pulled out of the shower, soaking wet and glancing between the two exits. “Are you friggin’ kidding me?!”

Eric jumped as Aiden started up another wall of flames outside my shields, turning to Skids. “I can fly up out of here and lead them away. Maybe it’ll distract them for a second-“

“You’d sooner get eaten than get far,” Skids said, eyeing me worriedly as I began to pant and shake with the effort of sustaining the shield.

I trembled as Brin’s Tro wound around mine, helping to feed my Intent with his power. He bolstered me up, wrapping one arm around my waist and the other taking off my backpack to lessen the weight. Fae mewed at him from inside it as he said, “Easy. I’ve got you.”

I didn’t have the will to shrug him off as he let me rest against him, helping me keep the shields up. Heidi came up in yet another set of ridiculously high heels, pointing at the damp ceiling of the tunnel. “There’s got to be a service hatch up to the surface. Could we climb up?”

“Or blow the lid to make the creatures think we’re escaping and then bolt while they’ve moved away from the entrance,” Skids said, looking up to where she pointed. “Good thinkin’. Aiden, send an Intent so that we go invisible the instant I blow the hatch off. Get on your bikes and son-“ he looked to Peter, eyes shining. “Book it for me ol’ car, ya hear?”

Grant got on Viktor’s discarded trike with Aiden in the sidecar. Skids got back on his bike. I shuffled back, heading for my Harley while keeping the force shields up. I threw my leg over the side but was stopped as Brin took my arm. “Get to the car-“

“You wanna stick with me? Get on,” I retorted, kicking the engine off and revving it. 

Our eyes locked, green against blue, mine daring his to refuse. Brin stared at me as if I was asking the impossible, obviously very confused by my new attitude toward him. In an instant he snapped out of it, tossing Peter the keys to the GTO, along with passing Fae’s backpack to him. 

Grant snickered as Brin got on behind me, seeing him riding pillion. “Now there’s a first in history.”

“Now!” Skids roared, aiming his Tro at the hatch and Aiden casting his Tro making us all invisible. 

All was still for the smallest of moments. I just breathed unsteadily as everyone disappeared from view, Brin winding his arm around my waist possessively and breathing hard. Peter, Eric, and Heidi ran for the entrance of the tunnel, getting a head start. 

Everyone saw it as the GTO bounced a little, the suspension going up as the weight lifted off the vehicle. The Vrishylka had taken the bait.

“Go!”

I gunned it, putting the throttle WFO. We sped out the entrance behind Skids, all of us rocketing out at illegal speeds. Deciding to up the ante a little, I melded my Tro with the bike, transforming into a high performance hyper-bike to gain more speed and agility. 

Brin’s grip on me tightened to the point of pain, hearing the scream of the creatures behind us as they discovered the ruse. He cast an Intent, his protective shield glowing blue and surrounding us. I felt him glance behind and then lean in closer, speaking into my ear. “Shira, what’s going on? Why did you run?”

I ignored him, leaning tight into a curve in the road and the bike tilting precariously as I zoomed around it. The dynamics of it were a bit off, Brin’s weight making it different from my usual ride, but I still made it.

Viktor came running up in wolf form on my back left along with Grant. On the other side, high beams illuminated the road and the purring of the GTO engine sounded. Peter had caught up with us and reversed the damage to the hood. But hearing wings flapping overhead, I knew the creatures had caught up, too. 

Grant fired a shot off, the action warning me that the Vrishylka decided to swoop and dive bomb us. Skids came up on my flank, having transformed his bike into a Gixxer sport bike, firing defensive intents up in the air. Before I could speak, Brin joined him in doing so, sending a wave of hail down on us. It was painful to those riding, but it definitely nailed the creatures as it hit their wings. I heard their shrill cries, trying to avoid the brutal shards of ice. 

“There’s a gas station in the town ahead,” Brin said in my ear. “We can find shelter in there-“

I couldn’t listen as the sound of flapping wings overtook us and a set of claws scored up my side, trying to grab me. Somehow it was able to bypass his shield, missing me enough so it couldn’t get ahold of me, but still landing a painful blow. I screamed out as it raked deep wounds along my ribs and up my neck, grabbing my helmet. Thinking quickly, I popped the clasp on it, letting it pull off my helmet as it flew.

Having drawn his dagger, Brin stabbed down on the foot and the talons disappeared from view. I kept my eyes on the road, knowing if it tried again we’d be sunk. Temporary relief overtook me as Brin placed a hand on my side, trying to heal and numb the pain. “I’ve got you.”

I swerved as we were dive bombed again, the creature missing for a second time. But this time, it made a worse hit. It raked down my leg and popped the back tire of the bike. 

Knowing what I had to do, I laid down the bike to save it as we spun out. Brin held onto me with a vice grip, not letting me go as we went down, the bike ruined. 

I cried out as we hit the pavement, scraping my skin off where it was exposed. We slid and rolled with the velocity, Brin landing on top of me as we finally came to a stop. Barely able to move, I tried to sit up and bit back another cry of pain. Brin was already up, attempting to haul me to my feet. “Come on-“

“Can’t,” I gasped, unable to put weight on my leg.

Without another word, Brin scooped me up in his arms to move me. The GTO screeched to a stop about twenty feet in front of us, Peter having seen us fall. Skids’ bike likewise responded, doing a U-turn to race back for us. 

Brin ran with me in his arms. I put a hand to my leg, attempting to heal it with my Tro. The torn muscle started to meld together, scrapes clotting. He glanced up. “I’ll get you in-“

The rush of phantom-like wings told me what was coming. “Duck!”

In a mad dash to the car Brin dodged, trying to avoid the creature, but it wasn’t enough. Talons enclosed us, the creature letting out a scream of triumph as it made its capture. Lifting off with us in its claws, Brin wiggled one arm loose to attempt to break free. 

What we didn’t expect was the creature tossing us both to its other foot and Brin losing his grip. As Brin fell toward the ground below, the Vrishylka caught me in its other foot easily, flying up before it could be stopped. 

“No!” Brin screamed out in desperation, landing heavily on his side and reaching a hand up after me as it soared away. “Shira!”

Oh this was bad. Gaining altitude, Brin shrunk on the ground before my eyes. Ten feet, twenty feet, a hundred – until he was nothing more than a speck on the ground. The Vrishylkas had succeeded in their catch.

Even though I knew there was a creature flying above me, its counterpart joining us a minute later as it flew, it was hard not to panic. The ground shrank to what I could only guess was similar to the dizzying view of what plane passengers get to see out their windows. I still couldn’t see what held me, the creature remaining invisible to the eye. 

Unable to contain myself, I lost my cookies, upheaving. Watching the vomit disappear below me was worse, seeing what a long fall I would have if I broke loose or was dropped. 

Feeling each flap of the creature’s wings, I knew I must do something before they made it to wherever they were heading. Being careful not to be dropped, however, was not going to be easy. A plan came to mind, as did a few four letter words thinking of what would happen if I failed.  

Reaching for my Tro, I created an energy shield in the shape of a rope. Green light blinded my eyes as I threw it up and around the creature’s head. It roared and moved around to stop me. Big mistake. 

I took full advantage by sending the energy rope between its teeth, creating a makeshift muzzle and set of reins. I used it to nimbly climb up on its back before it could shake me off. “Okay, you bastard. Down!”

Much like a bronco, it decided to throw me instead of giving in. I held on with everything I had as it bucked, dipping one wing in so that we fell into a dizzying tailspin. Knowing better than to let go, I clung on as the world spun in a terrible disjointed circle. Hell, I always thought fighter pilots were nuts for putting themselves through this kind of plummeting and spinning, but everything ceased to have meaning as the world went around and around. 

Feeling I hadn’t fallen off, the creature evened out with a low cry, throwing out its wing about fifty feet from the ground. Jolting forward, I nearly impaled myself on one of its spikes. Below us I could see the GTO racing along, as were the other motorcycle riders, to keep up with the creature who held me captive in its claws. 

I yanked the reins to the side, forcing the creature to bank and dip another thirty feet. “Down-“

What I wasn’t expecting was for it to fly up and then tip over forward, rolling so that it flew upside down. I lost grip with a cry, free falling for a few seconds before landing on hard metal. 

I cried out with a curse, feeling my side hit the surface with a smack. Opening my eyes with a pained grimace as I felt the surface swerve, I panicked as I saw that I not only had landed, but on the hood of the speeding GTO. 

I wasn’t the only one panicking. Peter was struggling to keep the wheel even, having jerked in shock as I was unceremoniously dumped on the car. Next to him was Brin. Heidi apparently passed out from fright in the back seat. Eric was visibly freaking out. “Holy mother of God!”

Knowing better than to put on the brakes, Peter slowed the car, eyes wide and staring at me as I clung on. 

“Hang on,” Brin ordered to me, sticking his head out the window to try and reach out to me. “Grab the hood up by the windshield wipers for grip!”

“Don’t stop!” I could hear Skids yelling from somewhere behind us, muffled by the wind. “It’s coming back around!”

Indeed it was. The car jolted again as a second uninvited passenger hit the back trunk and landed. It hissed at me, the Vrishylka giving up on the invisibility game and appearing out of nothingness.  

Dark burgundy spikes rose out of the ugly, purple creature, looking a lot like a flying pin cushion with no eyes and nose, instead having a giant mouth of spiky teeth. And man was it pissed, hissing at me like a giant cobra. I ducked as it fired, a ball of purple flames sailing over my head. 

It stomped down on the roof of the GTO, breaking all the windows and showering the passengers with glass. But its actions backfired royally as Brin took full advantage, taking my hands and dragging me in through the shattered front windshield. “Now, Pete!”

I landed over the stick shift head first as Peter drove in a jagged, zigzag pattern trying to throw the thing off. Eric helped pull me into the back seat as its claws dug into the roof, keeping its grip. “It’s still up there!”

“If I jam on the brakes, it’ll flip the car,” Peter said, looking around wildly as a growl sounded over our heads. “We’re going too fast.”

“If we stop, the other creature will catch up,” Brin said, looking back. “We have to shake it off!”

Gunshots sounded, Grant riding up on our side. He swerved away as the creature snapped at him, avoiding its teeth by inches. Keeping even pace with our vehicle, he raced alongside to aim at the creature again.

Heidi came to beside me, looking around groggily and eyes widening as she took me in. “Shira?”

“Could we all tele-send out?” Eric asked, looking around. 

“I’m not leaving them!” I cried, ducking and pulling Heidi down with me to avoid a wave of projectile spikes. They flew harmlessly out the window, missing us by a hair. 

Suddenly a set of claws smashed through the back windshield and nabbed me by the shirt. Brin grabbed me by the arms, trying to stop it from pulling me out. I latched on to him with my hands with all I had, trying to pull myself back in. He circled an arm around my waist, eyes fixed with hatred on the creature. “Pete, shake it off! Eric-“

“I got her; I got her,” Eric said, also grabbing onto me. 

Oh no he didn’t. 

I was yanked out with a start, Brin held in by his seatbelt, but Eric was partially pulled out, too. He yelled out, his torso slamming onto the trunk as I was pinned to the roof. The Vrishylka spread its wings, starting to take off. I seized the corners of the roof, trying to hold on with my hands to stop it from flying off with me. 

But between me and the monster came an unexpected intervention: a sneak attack. All I could do was gasp as the outline of a wolf launched over the side and grabbed the creature’s head between its jaws, Viktor taking it down. Both went tumbling over the side, wings thrashing and fur flying. 

I jumped violently as Aiden suddenly appeared, landing on the trunk next to me, wings out and whizzing as his feet barely touched the surface. He was flying to keep up with us, eyes fixed with determination on me as he extended a hand. “Take it! I’ll fly you off and get you down!”

He looked up as the remaining Vrishylka made its presence known with a screech. But covering us both, an electric attack fired off. Skids had come up on our back end, firing up at the sky and hitting the creature with electricity. Crimson blood rained down, drenching me and the car in red as Grant joined him by firing off a shot. 

Carefully taking Aiden’s hand, I could hear Brin in the car, giving Peter instructions to keep the car steady as I stood. Aiden latched onto me, lifting off a little. I threw my arms around him, our feet leaving the roof. He slowed down, letting the creature zoom past as he stopped midair and drifted lower, preparing to set me down on the ground. 

“Easy,” he said, touching down and catching me. I swayed a little as my feet hit the pavement. “Whoa, no fainting, though I wouldn’t blame you one bit if you did.”

He glanced back at the ripsnorting whirl of wings and fur still rolling around about fifty feet back. Viktor was finishing off the second Vrishylka which had gone to its cohort’s aid. The first lay dead, throat ripped out. “Now that is one nasty thing. Do they ever die?”

“Thank you,” I said feebly, still unsteady on my legs. My adrenaline had run out of juice and so had the rest of me. 

“The others are circling back to come and get us,” he said kindly, patting my back. “That was cool; riding the creature like that.” Something between a breathless laugh and a moan came out of me, thinking about the experience. He chuckled, ruffling his hair. “Here comes-“

“Shira?!” Grant skidded to a stop next to us. He barely shut his bike off before catapulting off of it and running to me. Aiden stepped back as Grant embraced me, hugging me to him. “I thought that thing was going to make off with you, oh!”

He shook against me, kissing the top of my head and rubbing my back. I didn’t stop him, sensing how rattled he was. He swallowed hard, clutching me to him like his life depended on it. “When I saw your bike go down, I thought it had killed you.”

I shook my head, wrapping my arms round his middle. He just rocked back and forth, holding me as the others pulled up. The GTO idled behind us, the doors flying open. 

I peered out of the protective cage of Grant’s arms, seeing Brin hop out. He was battered, limping, but otherwise okay except for some scrapes. Heidi and Eric shakily emerged, Peter turning the engine off. Skids was behind them, pulling up with a half-amused smirk. “Welcome to bein’ in the Fidem. Life will never be boring.”

“Oh, shut up,” Viktor snapped, trudging up in human form and flicking his hands around to rid them of the blood from the mangled creatures. “Never one bloody moment of peace! You may be used to this-“

“I thought it was cool,” Aiden proclaimed, pulling his wings in. 

Brin said nothing, having stopped in his tracks when he saw me in Grant’s arms. He stood oddly, watching us with an unreadable expression as Grant stepped back a little, checking me over. “You have any broken bones? No fractures?”

I shook my head as he heaved a sigh of relief. Ignoring everyone else, I shuffled over to Skids, sticking my hand out to demand what I wanted. “Give it to me.“

“No. Y’er old enough to have your own flask,” Skids said, shaking his head. “Though if anyone needed a stiffener, it’d be you-”

“Now,” I growled through my teeth, in no mood for jokes. Skids only smirked in response. “I’m not in any frickin’ mood to be teased.”

“You’re not drinking,” Grant added, stepping up to me and crossing his arms. I ignored them both, not believing Skids and going to his saddle bags to look for the flask myself. 

“I know I could use one,” Heidi said, tiptoeing to me and looking like she’d been through the mill. Her normally picture perfect hair was windswept and sticking up. “Shira, who are these people?”

“A slew of Protectores,” Viktor said, looking her up and down, doused in blood as he rolled up his sleeves. “Very nice. Anyone ever told you you’re a mighty fine lass?”

Heidi just stared at him, incredulity written on her face. Peter came up next to her, glaring at him. “Bugger off. And you-“ He turned to Skids, eyes narrowed into furious slits. “Where the hell have you been?!”

Skids cocked his head, approval glinting in his eyes at his youngest son. “Well, Buggy, up until this past month, I‘d been in Rome tracking down a rogue vampire outbreak that Xydon had started. It’s a bloody mess, no pun intended, though that’s na wha’ you’re askin’, is it?”

“Don’t bother with him,” Brin snapped to Peter, coming up to inspect me and still eyeing Grant. I ignored him, having found the flask. I opened it greedily and put it to my lips, only to find it empty. 

“Sorry. Polished it off already,” Skids drawled, seeing my frustration. “Do ya blame me?”

Brin snatched the flask from me, thrusting it back at Skids without looking at him. He took my hands, seeing bloody dirt-filled gashes along my arms. I pulled them back, dancing out of his reach. “Don’t touch me.”

“Will somebody tell me what the hell is going on?!” Eric roared, looking around at us all. “She runs off, you all show up with a monster – no, two - and I’m dragged into the middle of it!”

“You’re who again?” Skids asked amusedly, still completely unfazed by what had transpired. 

I tuned them all out and sat down on the blacktop, not caring about anything anymore. Brin followed, squatting down next to me as Grant stood on my other side, eyes scouring the swampy terrain around us on both sides of the highway. 

“Shira,” Brin said, reaching out to touch my cheek and looking stung as I shied away, “where have you been? We were worried sick.“

“So you’re the treasure hunter, eh?” Grant said, glaring at Brin with open disgust. “Don’t you have a bird to be minding?”

He jerked his head back at the Pontiac, both of us seeing the fluffy, gold hatchling hopping around on the dashboard excitedly, cheeping after Peter who was still arguing with Skids. Fae was sitting next to it, eyes wide and tail twitching. 

“Treasure hunter?” Brin asked, squinting up at Grant with open hostility. “What gave you that idea?”

“Where do you think? We should get a goin’,” Grant said, extending a hand to me and shooting Brin another dirty look. “Time to bounce, sis. Up you go.”

I took his hand and he helped me up. Brin straightened, grabbing my other hand and whirling me around to make me look at him. His eyes were like sapphires, glinting with anger as he bore down on me. “Now wait a minute! You owe me an answer. You take off with no explanation?! Twice no less?!”

“Buzz off, pal,” Grant said before I could reply, stepping up to him and in front of me. “You’ve done enough. I don’t care if you are her ‘Protectore’. Be happy with your prized cuckoo and leave her alone.”

Somehow I wasn’t sure who was more intimidating... or more pissed off. While Grant was the taller man, Brin was equally formidable, not backing down one bit and hand approaching his dagger. The air practically crackled with aggressive tension, neither backing down. 

“Shira’s a big girl,” Brin replied, voice tight with barely restrained anger. His eyes flashed. “She can speak for herself and doesn’t need a mouthpiece.”

I could tell Grant wanted to belt him one for saying that, so I put a calming hand on his shoulder. Grant glanced back at me worriedly before grudgingly moving aside. Brin shot him another nasty glare and then looked to me, eyes softening. “Shira-“

Brin never got to finish as I was violently yanked to the side; Grant throwing me down. “Look out!”

I stumbled, spinning around as I heard a bloodcurdling sound. The Vrishylka apparently hadn’t died after all, bloody gouges across its flesh. It’d crept up on us and launched itself at me to attack, jaws open wide to take me down. But Grant had seen it, taking me by the shoulders and throwing me out of the way, leaving himself in its path instead.

Time seemed to slow as the two of them crashed to the ground, the Vrishylka roaring as it raked its claws into Grant’s throat in retaliation for foiling its plan. Somewhere in my mind I was cognizant of the fact I screamed out, seeing it rip open his throat and chest, but I couldn’t hear it. 

The Vrishylka went down with a squeal as Skids fired at it, blowing a hole in its skull and killing it for good. But I didn’t pay any attention, rushing to Grant’s side as I saw him convulse once and go still.

“Grant?!” I cried, falling to my knees beside him and seeing the horrific damage across his neck and chest. Deep cuts were torn into his flesh, a few of his ribs exposed. But what was worse was the horrible awkward angle his head was bent. No amount of healing would fix him now. His neck was broken, snapped as the creature batted its claws against his neck. 

“Grant?” I whimpered, his eyes deathly vacant as I touched his cheek. I collapsed forward, unable to accept the truth. “Grant?!”

Hands touched my shoulders as I broke into tears, hunched over his broken body. I lost all coherency, feeling his soul and spirit gone. Grant had died protecting me, the most honorable death one could make. A broken wail came from me as I was pulled back. 

“No,” I sobbed, shaking my head. “No-“ 

“Breathe,” Skids said in my ear, his voice choked as he pulled me into a sitting position. “I’m so sorry, Shira. I didn’t see it coming ‘till it was too late.“

Skids just held me as I lost all reason, tears cascading down my cheeks. I sobbed into his neck, unable to process the sacrifice that had been made. It should have been me. Grant should still be alive.

All I could do was cry as the others gathered around, a terrible silence pervading over the sounds of my cries. Viktor bowed his head, taking his jacket and covering Grant with it as Aiden stood by. Heidi stood with her hand over her mouth; Peter comforting her. 

“Take her,” Skids said softly, passing me gently to someone. “We have to move him.”

I didn’t have the strength to resist as Brin wrapped me in his arms, brushing my hair back. He bolstered me up, hugging me to him and  kissing my forehead, trying to comfort me. 

“Shh,” he murmured, feeling me shake against him. Peter stood next to us, saying the Lord’s prayer. “He’s at peace now. He’ll be safe with the angels, Shira. He’s gone to meet our Father.”

That didn’t make me feel even one iota better, guilt crashing down on me. I couldn’t even move as a tremor ran through the ground. Brin looked up as we heard, “What happened here?”

Shitheed stood at the edge of the road, clearly having tele-sended in and not expecting to find this. Treyven was next to him, wings in. Shitheed looked at me and then to Grant’s mangled body. “Oh, no-“

“Vrishylka,” Skids explained, spitting the name out like a curse. 

Brin radiated tension as Shitheed stepped closer, attempting to shield me with his body. Shitheed eyed me and then bowed his head, a tear sliding down his cheek. 

“Another one gone,” he murmured, looking to his brother. “How many more can we lose? Too many lost already.”

I didn’t doubt that another bloodstained scene was playing through Shitheed’s mind, seeing his hand unconsciously touch his wedding band. Skids patted his back; likewise inclined. “I know. Can’t take much more o’ this.”

“We need to go,” Aiden murmured, wings drooping to the ground. “Xydon will likely come to see where his pets have gone.”

“That’s why I came. He sent me to find them,” Shitheed said, shaking his head. “And also to warn. The Vrishylkas weren’t
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