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Chapter
1

​


“I don’t want to do this.”

“I beg your pardon?”
Rebecca cocked her head, staring at Rick through the thin netting
of her veil.

Having walked down the long aisle by
herself, she now waited for him to take the last step to stand by
her side in front of the minister.

He didn’t budge. “I–I–don’t want to do
this.” His gaze drifted to the front pew where his mother sat.

“I don’t understand.” She
kept her voice as quiet as she could manage. “What’s wrong,
honey?”

Rick stood a few steps away in his designer
tuxedo and fidgeted, shifting his weight from one foot to the other
like a naughty child caught coloring on a freshly painted wall. “I
changed my mind.”

The weight of his words sank in. “Changed
your mind? What do you mean ‘changed your mind’?” Rebecca tried to
ignore the echo of her cry through the cavernous sanctuary.

She was drowning in all of the ruffles and
ribbons and crinoline she’d starved herself for almost a year to
fit into. The heavy satin dress and layer after layer of petticoats
suddenly seemed to swallow her whole.

She was an utter fool.

Aunt Kay sat in place of the parents Rebecca
had never known. When Rebecca locked eyes with her, her aunt stared
back, sending an expression full of sympathy. She’d tried several
times to talk Rebecca out of marrying Rick, claiming he wasn’t the
right man for her. Aunt Kay had been right. As usual.

The musky smell of the flowers strewn around
the church swept over Rebecca. It reminded her of a funeral,
mourning the death of what should have been her perfect wedding.
The wedding that would see her married and able to start a family.
God, how she yearned for her own family. A mom. A dad. A whole
passel of kids. Rick always told her he wanted the same things, so
she’d ignored the warning bells that constantly nibbled at her.
Especially his strange attachment to his puffed-up, self-important,
opinionated mommy. Now it had all come home to roost.

The stunned crowd grew so quiet she could
hear the nervous breaths whistling through her fiancé’s flaring
nostrils. A few heartbeats later, the twittering sounds of the
guests floated toward the altar.

She should have expected Rick’s cold feet.
This last week, he’d been withdrawn, not wanting to discuss the
wedding plans or hear about the annoying last-minute details she’d
had to tackle alone. He’d spent more time talking to his mother
than with Rebecca.

She shifted her spray of red roses to her
left hand, grabbed her veil with her right and flipped it away from
her face. Staring at him, she slowly shook her head. “You don’t
mean it, honey. You don’t really want to…” She took a steadying
breath. “You’re just—just—nervous, that’s all.”

A buzz of voices rose louder from the pews.
She glanced up to the minister, pleading with her gaze, hoping for
some support and guidance. The dark-robed man shifted his wide eyes
from Rebecca to Rick and back again.

No help
there.

Rebecca focused instead on her reticent
fiancé. “Rick, calm down. Look at me.” His gaze settled on her, his
brown eyes as dull as they usually were when he—

She sniffed the air.

He’d been drinking. Working up his false
courage. He’d gotten plastered to go through with this marriage.
Her anger rose, but she focused on consoling him. “It’s going to be
fine.”

Rick shook his head and backed away from the
altar, moving down one of the four steps that led to the dais.

Feeling a sickening mix of humiliation and
anger, she fervently hoped she wouldn’t throw up in front of
everyone and add to her shame.

“I don’t want to do this,”
he insisted in a louder voice as he backed down another
step.

“Perhaps we can go into the
anteroom and talk about this,” the minister said, clutching his
black Bible to his chest.

So now he was offering to help. She
narrowed her eyes at him.

Faced with utter humiliation at Rick’s
hands, she had trouble recalling a single reason she wanted to
marry the man. Leveling a grim frown at him, she let her growing
rage displace her mortification. He was really going to do this—he
was really going to walk away from her in front of everyone. His
haughty mother would no doubt be thrilled.

Anger swelled in Rebecca’s chest. “You’re
leaving me at the altar? You’re really leaving me at the
altar?”

He nodded, standing there wide-eyed and
appearing as frightened as a deer caught in the headlights of an
oncoming semi. As if he deserved such a swift, merciful end.

Each heartbeat echoed in her ears. She
handed her bouquet to her maid of honor. Oddly, all of the red
roses had suddenly shriveled and died. She lifted her skirts and
stepped down two steps to stand toe to toe with Rick. “Fine. You’re
off the hook.”

“Re—really?” His look of
relief hit her like a slap across the face.

“Really,” she said with a
decisive nod. Dropping her heavy skirts, she took a deep breath.
“One more thing, though. I’ve got something for you.”

He looked suspicious. She couldn’t blame
him. If he had the brains God gave a goat, he’d run.

“Do you want it
now?”

“No. I—I—” Rick glanced to
his mother again.

If only he hadn’t done that, she might have
been able to stop herself.

Fisting her right hand, she pulled it back
and punched him in the nose with every ounce of anger she could
channel. She felt bone driving into her knuckles, his nose
fractured in her hand’s wake.

He jerked away, his hands covering his
injured face, blood pouring from his nostrils.

Small bits of plaster fell from the high
ceilings and the gold chalice shimmied across the altar. The sudden
roar and the shimmy of the lights were followed by the toppling of
several candelabras. The enormous Bible on the pulpit fell to the
floor as the gold chalice rolled off the side table.

People swayed with the
unexpected movement of the ground beneath them, crying out in
surprise and fear. An earthquake. In New
York? The day just kept on
giving.

The crowd panicked, grabbing on to pews and
each other as the strong tremor continued to rock the
sanctuary.

Rebecca didn’t care, hardly
noticing the shaking of the earth or the vases of flowers that
clattered to the terrazzo floor. She snatched the veil from her
head, threw it at Rick’s feet, gathered her satin skirt in her
hands and left him at the altar.

Undeterred by the sway of
the ground and the frightened squeals of her wedding guests, she
strode up the aisle, head down, muttering to herself all the way.
“What was I thinking? Damn. Damn. Damn. How could I have settled
for him? Son of
a—”

She ran into a solid wall of muscle.

The earthquake abruptly ended.

Rebecca caught her balance with the help of
the man grasping her upper arms. She rubbed the sore spot on her
forehead with her aching right hand and stared up at him.

He had to be at least half a foot taller
than Rick. She’d get a crick in her neck if she continued to look
up at him for too awfully long. His hands gave her arms a quick
squeeze then fell away as he took a step back.

“I came for ye, Becca.” His
deep, demanding baritone voice told her this was a man who didn’t
take no for an answer. His Scottish brogue flowed over her, warming
her from the inside like a shot of good tequila. “’Tis
time.”

She had no idea what to say to him, hadn’t
honestly comprehended what he was saying to her. She was too busy
gawking. “Time?”

God, he was handsome. He stood with his
hands fisted against his hips, his legs spread in a cocky
stance.

No. Not just handsome. Drop-dead gorgeous.
His shoulder-length hair was chestnut. Brown with streaks of red,
so bright that she had to fight the urge to reach out and touch it.
His jaw, strong and chiseled, was covered with a day’s growth of
reddish-brown whiskers. Glowing green eyes hypnotized her,
commanding her to do his bidding.

The sleeves of his white cotton shirt were
rolled up to his elbows. She sighed just looking at his muscular
arms. Lord, she would be nothing but putty in the hands of a man
with such strong arms. As her gaze wandered lower, she blinked at
the image, not trusting her eyes.

He wore a kilt—an honest-to-God kilt. Navy
blue and forest green intermixed with slices of purple.

Only real men wear
purple.

A sword was belted at his side. “Aye, lass.
’Tis time.” He lifted a large, calloused hand to her.

The voices of the guests droned on in the
background, and Rebecca turned to look at the people who had
gathered for her wedding. Her almost-wedding. They were all
scrambling around trying to deal with the damage of the quake.
Those who let their gazes settle on her made her sick to her
stomach. Each and every glance told her the same thing. They pitied
her.

Perhaps this was fate—this juicy hunk of a
man was a gift to give her a graceful exit. If only he wasn’t a
figment of her overactive imagination. No man so good-looking would
be here for her. Hell no, he wasn’t real.

At least she didn’t
think he was
real.

Rebecca brushed aside his hand, reached out
and laid her palm against the woolen plaid that was draped from
behind his left shoulder over his chest. The warmth of him radiated
through the soft cloth.

He certainly felt real. “Who are you?”

“Artair MacKay.” He dropped
his chin to his chest and glared down at her. “Becca, we must be
going.”

“How do you know my
name?”

“I just do, lass. We must
go. Now.”

She’d lost her mind, was as mad as a hatter
to even think about leaving with him. Positively certifiable.

Rebecca Massee never did anything wild or
daring. She’d always been the most predictable and dependable
person in the whole world. She taught kindergarten, seldom missing
a day with her students. She volunteered to run the community
garden that gave food to the elderly and indigent. She paid every
single one of her bills on time.

Heavens above, how she hated her banal and
boring life!

Rebecca Massee would never take the hand of
a strange man standing tall and proud in a kilt and let him whisk
her away.

She turned to see Rick embracing his mother
and whispering in the woman’s ear. Was he comforting her from the
quake or the fact that he’d almost left her for another woman?
Rebecca shuddered. What in the hell had she been thinking? Was she
really that desperate?

Screw
that.

She threw a glance at her Aunt Kay and
arched an eyebrow. Her aunt smiled and nodded in response.

“Artair MacKay?”

“Yes, lass?”

“Let’s rock and
roll.”

 


Artair could barely believe it when Rebecca
took his hand and started leading him out of the church. It was
never this easy. With the exception of impetuous Fire Amazons, the
women usually resisted when he came for them. Some even went on the
attack, which was why, wedding or no wedding, he came prepared to
carry her away. Artair had been poised to step in, his mouth
already open when her would-be groom brought the ceremony to an
abrupt halt.

Rebecca Massee couldn’t marry. It simply
wasn’t possible.

Yet she’d given in so easily, as if knowing
he would take her to her destiny. They reached the church doors
before Artair allowed himself to accept her reaction.

His own response took him by surprise. He
wanted her. Plain and simple. He’d never reacted that way to an
Amazon before. She was exquisite. Blonde. Shapely. And
powerful—more than he’d anticipated if her first earthquake served
as any indication.

He buried his unwanted desire deep inside,
because if she knew of it, she wouldn’t respect his role in her new
world.

Rebecca could never know how he felt.

“Are you coming?” she asked
over her shoulder.

“Aye, lass. Aye.” He swept
past her, grabbed her hand and walked out of the church.


Chapter 2

​


“Where are we going?” Rebecca stumbled along,
more behind Artair than beside him as they walked out of the
sanctuary.

He pulled his sword and shoved the blade
through the door handles, effectively keeping anyone in the church
from following. Before she could ask why it was necessary, he
grabbed her hand, hurried her down the concrete stairs and across
the lawn toward the street. Her skirts tangled between her legs and
her high heels kept sinking in the soft ground, making it next to
impossible to keep pace with his long strides.

“There.” He nodded toward a
beat-up blue cargo van parked just across the street. A woman with
a red ponytail leaned out of the driver’s-side window and gestured
for them to hurry.

Sanity came back to Rebecca in a flood. What
in the hell had she been thinking to leave with this man? And who
was that woman?

“I’m not going anywhere
with a couple of strangers.” She planted her feet.

“Lass, we don’t have the
time to waste.”

She shook her head. “I—I wasn’t thinking. I
shouldn’t have… I’m not going with you.”

God, what was wrong with her? In her
anger-clouded mind, she’d decided to go with this Artair guy
because she’d wanted to walk out of the church with her head held
high. The gorgeous hunk of a Scotsman would probably take her to
some bar, they’d get drunk, she would unwrap that kilt as though
she was opening a gift box from Tiffany’s, and then nature would
take its course.

She wasn’t planning on a threesome, and she
sure as shit wasn’t going anywhere with a couple of wackos in a
dilapidated van—especially when one of the wackos was as big as
Hulk Hogan. She tried to pull her hand away from his grasp.

He wouldn’t let her go. “Becca, we must be
away. You’re in danger.”

Artair started to drag her, and she stumbled
as one of her shoes came off, remaining behind, the spiked heel
stuck in the thick grass.

“C’mon, Celt!” the
redheaded woman shouted in a deep, Lauren Bacall voice as she
continued to urge them toward the van with her frantic hands. “The
quake! They’re probably tracking her now! I’m not waiting around
for the revenants to show up. She’ll be dead if we don’t
move!”

There was something wrong. Something very
wrong. Glancing back at the church, Rebecca could see the front
doors shaking as though someone was trying to get out. Looking up
and down the street, she realized it was deserted. Where was the
limo driver? Where was the damn photographer?

She succeeded in wrenching her hand out of
the tenacious Scotsman’s grip as he continued to march toward the
van. She sat down hard on the sidewalk. “I’m not going anywhere
with you. Touch me again and I’ll scream.” Digging through the
tangle of skirts, she tugged off her other shoe and threw it at
him. He easily sidestepped the high-heeled missile.

Artair folded his arms over his broad chest.
Those green eyes that had been full of concern were now full of
annoyance, yet she felt no true fear of harm from him. With the
notable exception of the dipshit who had just abandoned her at the
altar, Rebecca was usually a great judge of character. Her gut told
her Artair wouldn’t hurt her. She hoped to hell her gut was
right.

Getting to her feet, she turned to walk back
to the church. When she found her Aunt Kay, they could take the
limo on a nice tour of New York City and drink the mini-bar dry.
After all, the damn thing had already been paid for. She didn’t
make it three steps before Artair’s strong arms wrapped around her
waist and he picked her up. Her feet dangled as she struggled
against him.

“You can’t leave,
lass.”

She tugged at his arm, raking her
fingernails across the skin, feeling them dig deep enough to excise
a layer or two. “Fire! Rape! Murder! Someone help me!”

She was shouting to a street full of nothing
but parked cars.

“Pull in the talons, my wee
hawk. ’Tis a trait for Fire, nae Earth.” Artair carried her back to
the van as if she weighed nothing at all, chuckling all the
way.

Fire? Earth?
He was talking in riddles. “Put me down, you big
bully.”

Rebecca fought him, hardly able to breathe
with his arm so snuggly wrapped around her. The smell of trash and
human waste suddenly hit her nostrils. A light breeze blew, and the
already disgusting odor quickly intensified, becoming so strong and
foul that it made her gag.

She stopped fighting. “Oh, my God. What’s
that sm—”

“Sparks! Revenants!” Artair
tossed Rebecca in the back of the van, reached inside and jerked up
a piece of the floorboard. Fishing around in the compartment, he
grabbed an enormous sword.

Growls came from just outside the door, the
sounds sending shivers up her spine. The smell grew stronger.
Rebecca fought back a retch, pulled herself to her feet and
steadied herself by holding on to the door.

A cold, gray hand seized her wrist as
fingers dug cruelly into her skin. When she tried to pry them away,
one of the putrid fingers snapped off and fell to the ground. She
gagged. A strong yank nearly jerked her out of the van.

She came face-to-face with a corpse.

One eye hung from its
socket. The lips were all but gone, revealing yellowed teeth. A
snarl rose from its chest. This—this—thing couldn’t be alive. A scream
built from deep inside her and poured out her mouth.

“Get down!” Artair wrenched
the hand away from her arm, shoved the creature back and raised his
sword.

Rebecca landed hard on her ass and scooted
farther inside the van. The driver’s-side door opened and slammed
shut, and the woman he’d called Sparks shrieked what could only be
called a battle cry.

The compartment Artair had revealed was
filled with swords, knives and a couple of enormous hammers that
reminded her of pictures of old railroad workers. Who in the hell
carried around those kinds of weapons?

After only a few moments, the sounds of the
fight died. Rebecca startled when Artair popped his head into the
van, dropped his sword back into the cache and tugged the lid into
place. He jumped inside and slammed the door shut as the driver
took her seat again.

The woman tapped something against her hand,
which was followed by the distinct flick of an old-fashioned Zippo
lighter. Cigarette smoke began to drift to the back of the van.

“Who were those people?”
Rebecca hauled herself up and took the passenger seat to get away
from Artair’s intense stare.

“Just a couple of
class-three revenants, newbie. Nothing to get your panties in a
twist over. I’m Sparks, by the way. The Celt didn’t have time to
introduce us.”

The woman appeared to be in her forties.
Several gray hairs fanned from her temples to blend with the
vibrant red that didn’t look to be from a bottle of dye. Her long
hair was pulled into a ponytail and tied with a forest-green
scrunchie. She had a cigarette pinched between lips heavily
accented with crimson lipstick. She was beautiful. Model beautiful.
Brown eyes. Straight nose. But there was a hardness to her as well.
She jammed the keys in the ignition, fired up the engine and
shifted the van into gear. The van lurched into motion with a
squeal of tires.

“What’s a revenant?”
Rebecca finally asked.

“Didn’t you smell them?”
Sparks took the lit cigarette from her mouth and flicked the ashes
out the open window. “Pee? Rotting meat?”

Rebecca nodded. “Both. It was
disgusting.”

“That tells you they were
just class-threes then. No sweat. They aren’t so bad to fight.
They’ve mostly rotted away. Not much brain left, so they’re great
for target practice. They don’t scream much when you hit ’em. That
quake you set off drew too much attention to you, so we weren’t the
only ones who found you. Class-ones might be close
behind.”

“The earthquake
I set off? Are you on
dope? Smoking crack? Meth?”

Sparks laughed at her. “No, thanks. My life
is exciting enough without chemical enhancement.”

“Uh, hello?
Nicotine?”

She gave a conciliatory shrug. “Touché.”

Enough was enough. “It’s been great to meet
you, but I’d really like this funhouse ride to end now.” She tried
to maintain a calm tone of voice, even though she was talking to an
absolute lunatic.

Sparks shot her a sidelong look before she
put her gaze back on the road. “You sound just like Helen. You
Earths are so damn level-headed. The only thing that lightens up
Helen is tequila in massive quantities.”

“Why do you both keep
calling me an ‘Earth’?”

“Because you are,” Artair
announced from the back of the van. “Tell her, Sparks.”

“I’ll explain later, Celt,”
Sparks replied. “I’m not going through the whole stupid story twice
in the same day.”

“Twice? I don’t…” Rebecca’s
thoughts spun in a thousand different directions, none of which
were pleasant, and none of which made any sense at all. “I want you
to pull over and let me out of this van. Now.”

“It won’t do you any good,
you know.” Sparks turned the wheel sharply, sending the van
squealing around another corner as Rebecca braced herself against
the door. “If you don’t come with us, you’re dead. It’s that
simple. Artair and I can protect you until you learn how to protect
yourself.”

Dead? That got her attention.

“Protect me? Protect me
from what? Who’s after me? What’s a revenant?” None of the odyssey
made any sense. She glanced to where the Scotsman sat with his back
to the metal wall, listening to every word of the conversation and
seemingly unaffected by Sparks’s out-of-control driving. “You know
what? I think you and Artair are a couple of escaped mental
patients. You both belong in straightjackets.”

Sparks laughed again. “Yeah. Well…” She took
a long drag from her cigarette. Rebecca had no idea how she had
been able to drive without dropping the damned thing. The van began
to slow to match the tempo of the other traffic. “You might be
right about that.”

“Where are we going?”
Rebecca asked even as she searched for an opportunity to bail. If
she jumped out of the moving van, how badly would she be hurt?
Would she even have time to unlock the door and throw it open
before one of her captors stopped her?

Rebecca glanced back to Artair, who did
nothing more than quirk an eyebrow. Could he read her thoughts? If
she tried to escape, would he follow?

No doubt. He would.

“We’ve gotta find Megan. I
can’t believe the luck of two newbies being near New York City when
the call came. The other two are in California and New Mexico. At
least I get to train Fire and Earth.”

Rebecca covered her face with her hands,
desperately willing the nightmare to end. She slowly counted to
ten. “I’m home. In my own bed. Getting ready for my wedding. This
is all just—just a bad dream.” She pulled her hands away and
realized a miracle wasn’t in the cards. “Oh, no…”

“Oh, yes.” Sparks grinned and the van
rolled to a stop in the parking lot of a run-down burger joint.
“Look, kid, you can run if you want. Go ahead.” She clicked the
switch to unlock the doors. “The parking lot is full. Scream.
Someone will help you. But it won’t do you any good. They’ll find
you.”

“Who? Who will find me? If you don’t want
me to jump out of this van right freakin’ now, one of you will tell
me what in the hell is going on!”

Sparks glanced at Artair and arched an
eyebrow. He simply nodded in response.

“Come back here, lass. I’ve
a tale to tell you.”


Chapter 3

​


Rebecca still didn’t trust her new
companions. Artair plopped down on the floor next to where she’d
reluctantly settled herself among her fluffy nest of satin and
crinoline. She hated all the frills, wishing she could put on a
comfortable pair of yoga pants and a nice, soft t-shirt. The
vehicle lurched into motion.

He was sitting too close for her peace of
mind, even if that mind was frazzled, so she slapped at him and
scooted away. All she’d wished was to drink herself stupid and get
frisky with this gorgeous man so she could forget her humiliation.
This nightmare was exactly what happened when good old predictable
Rebecca Massee tried to let loose for once. Damned hard way to
learn a lesson.

Not knowing what to do with her hands, she
tugged at the bobby pins holding her long hair in an upswept
coiffure. Not that she gave a damn what she looked like now, but
the familiar act of tending her hair helped her find some calm.
Since she’d yanked the veil out, most of her tresses were slowly
falling down anyway. Dropping the pins one by one on the floor of
the van, she hoped she found them all as the whole tangled mess
cascaded around her shoulders.

“You are one of the four
women chosen for an important task, lass,” Artair finally
said.

Rebecca stared at him. He might as well have
spoken in Swahili for all the sense he made. “I beg your
pardon?”

“You were born…special.
Meant for something more than what your life has been.”

“Ever the master of
understatement, Celt.” Sparks snorted a laugh from the front seat.
She tapped another cigarette out of the pack and flicked her
lighter. “You, my dear Rebecca, are the equivalent of a comic book
superhero.” Tendrils of gray smoke drifted into the back of the
van.

“Pull this piece of shit
over. I’m outta here.” Rebecca scrambled to her feet, not able to
stand at her full height because of the low ceiling.

Artair didn’t even stand up. He grabbed her
wrist, tugged her onto his lap and wrapped his arms around her. His
warmth pressed against her bare back, and the kilt did little to
put much buffer between her backside and his groin. “Let me
go.”

“Nay, lass. You must listen to the whole tale. Then you’ll
understand your destiny.”

“I don’t
want to hear the whole
tale. I want you
to stop this van and let me go home.”

“Revenants will already be
there,” Sparks called back. “And not threes this time. Ones. Fresh
for the kill. I don’t know about you, but I prefer not to be ripped
limb from limb by some undead bastards.”

“What? Undead? You’ve both
lost your minds.” Or I have.
Rebecca struggled against Artair’s steely
arms.

“Stop wiggling,” he
scolded. “Hear me out, Becca. I know you’re scared. You would nae
be very bright if you weren’t a wee bit frightened. Sparks and I
mean you no harm. We’re here to keep you safe. I’m to teach you to
master your powers.”

“Powers? What
powers?” Good God, every
person in this van was certifiable. Including her. “You’re telling
me I’m some superhero? That I’ve got superpowers? I assure you, I
can’t throw on a cape and leap tall buildings in a single
bound.”

They both laughed at her.

“You’re nae Superman,
lass,” Artair said. “You’re a wee bit less powerful than that.
Especially ’til yer trained.”

“Earth doesn’t have the
really cool powers, either,” Sparks added. “Unless you like
starting earthquakes and playing with plants. But our skin is
basically Kevlar.”

“Excuse me?”

“We’re bulletproof. A handy
little gift from Rhiannon. She hates modern weapons like guns. But
we can only stop bullets, not swords, knives or—” Sparks shuddered,
“—revenants’ teeth.”

“You people are nuts.”
Rebecca tried pinching Artair. All he did was growl at her. “Let me
go.”

Sparks kept right on
talking—complaining, actually. “You’d think one of the Ancients
would give us immortality, but nooo. Only the Sentinel gets
that privilege. Goddesses
are so fuckin’ capricious.”

Rebecca glanced back at Artair. “If these
superheroes are women, then why are you here?”

Sparks fielded the question. “Artair’s our
Sentinel. He trains us so we’re ready to fight.”

“Two other new Amazons are
training elsewhere and shall join you in a few weeks,” Artair
added.

“Where are
they?”

Neither of her captors answered. Instead,
they rode in quiet for several minutes, and Rebecca grew more and
more aware of the man in whose lap she sat. He smelled good—clean,
like the outdoors after a rain. His warmth surrounded her as she
sat in his arms, disgusted with herself for finding his embrace
comforting and more than a little exciting considering her present
predicament.

The van stopped. Sparks left the squeaky
driver’s seat, and a few moments later, the back door jerked
open.

The sun had set, robbing them of the last of
the day’s warmth. Rebecca rubbed her upper arms against the early
spring chill.

“C’mon, Miss Skeptical.”
Sparks sounded perturbed. “I’ve got something to show you.” She
gave them an exaggerated sweeping gesture of her arm. “Get yer
arses out of the van.”

Artair stood, taking Rebecca along with him.
Setting her on her feet just outside the van, he held on to her
left hand, preventing her escape. “Stay close by my side,
Becca.”

Sparks took a few long strides away from
them. Lacing her fingers, she pushed her palms out to crack her
knuckles like a concert pianist preparing for a recital. “Did’ya
hear that, Artair? More snaps, crackles and pops than Rice
Krispies. It sucks to get old.” She laughed. “But you wouldn’t know
about that, would you?”

He chuckled and gave Rebecca’s hand a
squeeze, encouraging her to be included in their teasing as if
she’d understand their inside joke.

She didn’t squeeze back.

“You’re nae that old,” he
said. “I’ve many a year on you and feel the pinch of age as
well.”

Sparks dropped her hands to her sides and
splayed her fingers several times as she bent her knees, muttering
to herself. “I’m way outta practice. Been using the stupid lighter
too much.” She took a deep breath.

“You can do this,” Artair
encouraged. “’Tis nae been that long. Focus, Frida.”

Sparks’s eyes shot fire.

Rebecca could actually feel Sparks’s
annoyance, as if in some way she shared it.

“I told you,” Sparks said,
“never to call me that, Arthur.”

He just chuckled. “Anger’s your trigger. Yer
mad at me. Use it.”

Cynically brushing aside the odd connection
she seemed to have to Sparks’s emotions, Rebecca tired of the
little dog and pony show they were putting on for her benefit.
“Well? What’s supposed to happen? I’m sure not seeing anything
that—”

A spark appeared inside Sparks’s enclosed
palms. As she slowly pulled her hands apart, the fireball grew at a
steady pace. Within a few moments, Sparks cradled a ball of pure
fire the size of a softball. The flames twisted and turned, burning
white hot, but never leaving the woman’s control nor scorching her
skin.

Sparks smirked and lovingly caressed the
sphere. “Sweet. I wasn’t sure I could still do it. Too outta
practice, I figured.”

“A nice one, Sparks,”
Artair said with a nod. “A true beauty.”

Even though she could feel Sparks’s
satisfaction, Rebecca blinked against the image, not wanting to
believe what was in front of her. She shook her head. “No. No. I—I
don’t know how you’re doing that. It’s a trick, right?”

Sparks slammed her palms together with a
loud clap, extinguishing the fireball and leaving behind a cloud of
smoke. “I’m about to leave you for the revenants.”

“It’s not pyrotechnics?” A
stupid question, but her mind simply couldn’t absorb all she’d
seen.

Sparks shot a glare. “Just watch and learn.”
She closed her eyes and crouched to the ground.

A glow began to build around Sparks, a light
that flared so bright, it hurt Rebecca’s eyes. Sparks seemed to be
getting smaller. And smaller still. The aura morphed into a bright
red, and Rebecca tucked her arm around her head, figuring the
fireworks Sparks used might be getting ready to detonate. But there
was never a flash, nor was there the pop of an explosion.

Slowly peeking out from under her arm, she
couldn’t believe what was right in front of her. Where Sparks had
crouched, a hawk now stood. The gorgeous bird’s chest was white,
the wing and tail feathers a brilliant red. Shrieking once—a loud
piercing sound—the hawk spread its wings and flapped, raising dust
from the ground.

Artair dropped Rebecca’s hand and held out
his arm. The hawk took to the air, circled around their heads a few
times, and then came to land gracefully on his forearm.

“Your talons need trimming,
Sparks. Yer scratching my arm. ’Tis a shame we don’t need you to
scout for an enemy.” He winked at Rebecca. “Or perhaps you can find
a wee mouse for a snack.”

The bird shrieked again, the cry sounding so
much like a human laugh, Rebecca nervously looked around for
Sparks.

“Where did she go?” She
scanned the surroundings for any kind of evidence of the trick
Sparks might have used to affect the switch.

The bird flapped its wings, fluffed its tail
feathers and shrieked again.

“You will nae find
anything, lass. The hawk is Sparks. Come and see,” he coaxed,
holding his arm out toward her.

The bird’s eyes followed Rebecca.

Flapping its enormous wings, the hawk took
to flight again, swooping over her head, making her duck to miss
being hit. After a few passes, it landed on top of the van. An aura
immediately surrounded the bird. She forced herself to watch. The
red hawk grew and the light built to a crescendo as the bird
changed back into Sparks.

“No.” Rebecca blindly
reached out, not knowing what she was groping to find, suddenly so
frightened she wanted to scream.

Artair’s hand encased hers, holding it in a
steadying grip. His warm body standing close to her side gave her
some comfort. “’Twill be fine, sweeting,” he said in that rich
brogue.

All she could do was shake her head.

Sitting on the top of the van, Sparks panted
as if she’d just run a race. “Sorry, Artair. I couldn’t hold it
long. Outta practice.”

“How did you—” Rebecca
couldn’t finish the question. She didn’t want to believe them, but
it appeared she had no choice. She had entered The Twilight Zone. “Will I be able to
do that?”

Artair squeezed her hand again. “Nay. ’Tis
not one of your powers. Sparks is Fire. Yer Earth. Those powers are
granted by different goddesses.”

Rebecca stared at him, not
wanting to let her mind process the word goddesses.

“I’m getting too old for
this shit.” Sparks scooted over to the edge of the roof. “Artair,
get your Scottish arse over here and get me down.”

Rebecca kept herself glued to his side, but
she let him take his hand away long enough to lift Sparks off the
van and set her on her feet. He reached out to enfold Rebecca’s
hand with his own as soon as he turned Sparks loose.

Sparks popped a pack of cigarettes from the
pocket of her jeans and tapped one out. Fishing a silver Zippo from
another pocket, she flipped open the top and flicked the little
wheel, but the lighter refused to spark. She tried a couple more
times with no success. “Damn it. Outta lighter fluid.” She slid the
Zippo back into her pocket and snapped her fingers, producing a
small flame that burned brightly on the end of her thumb. Shoving
the cigarette between her lips, she pushed the end into the blaze,
inhaled deeply, and then tucked her thumb into her palm. The fire
disappeared.

Rebecca dropped Artair’s
hand and took several steps back from her captors. Staring at
Sparks with an open mouth, she found the courage to ask what she’d
been thinking. “What are
you?”

With an acerbic chuckle,
Sparks shook her head. “Not me.” She took a long drag on her
cigarette before slowly blowing out the smoke in one thin white
stream. “The question, little girl, isn’t what am I. The question
is what are we?”




Chapter 4

​


“We are Amazons. We’re warriors for the greater good,” Sparks said
in a clear voice that didn’t sound at all like a woman who’d been
drinking heavily. Little else would explain such a ludicrous
statement.

“I’m not an Amazon,”
Rebecca said with a shake of her head. “Geez, Louise. Aren’t
Amazons supposed to be tall? I’m five foot six, not six foot six.”
She glanced over to Artair. “They’re athletic, not clumsy like me.
And—and they hate men, and I’m not a—”

“Hey!” Sparks strode toward
Rebecca and pointed at her with the cigarette pinched between her
fingers. “Watch your mouth, ’cause if you say what I think you were
gonna say, I’ll knock your teeth out. You’ve been watching way too
many B movies, little girl.” Throwing her cigarette butt to the
ground, she smashed it into the grass with the toe of her combat
boot. “Amazons are—well, we…” She fixed her gaze on Artair. He gave
a brisk nod.

“Lass, yer one of four
women born to be guardians of the greater good. You
are—”

“I’m not—”

“Cease!” Artair’s shout
forced Rebecca to take a cautious step back. He took one forward.
“If ye donae let me finish what I wish to say, I shall shake you
’til your teeth rattle.” He put his hands on his hips, dropped his
chin and scowled down at her with an intensity that told her he
meant exactly what he said.

Like she’d ever let a bully
intimidate her. On the other hand… Then Sparks’s faith and trust in
Artair MacKay were there, a small flutter in the pit of Rebecca’s
stomach. She returned his drill sergeant gaze with a curt
nod. Let him tell his loony
story.

“Four gifted women are born
into each generation. Not all generations are needed, and they live
as mortals, never knowing what might’ve been their destiny. The new
four are only called when some evil upsets the balance between the
humans and the divine—when humans are endangered. Some Ancients
don’t care if humanity is enslaved or destroyed, but some do.” His
eyes never left hers as if trying to judge her acceptance or
rejection of all he had to say.

“If Sparks is an Amazon,
why do you need me?”

“Because I lost a sister.
Maria’s dead,” Sparks said, her voice betraying a note of
vulnerability for the first time. “And we can’t find the other two.
Someone’s trying to wipe out my generation, and we think they’ll
come after you and your sisters next. Your generation was called as
reinforcements for my sisters and me. Untrained, you’re dead.
Trained, you’ve got a chance. Four Amazons have a chance. One is
nothing but a sitting duck, especially when we don’t know who’s
behind this mess.”

Fearing the shaking the big man had
threatened, but being the kind of woman who never simply took a
person’s word for anything, Rebecca let another question slip. “Who
are the Ancients?”

“All the gods and
goddesses.” Sparks pulled the Zippo out of her pocket, flipped it
open and tried to light it. Once again, the lighter refused to
cooperate, so Sparks resorted to incessantly opening and closing
the silver top.

Artair frowned, clearly not appreciating the
compulsion.

“Gods and goddesses.
Right.” Rebecca sarcastically drew out the last word. Artair
glowered at her, and Rebecca could almost hear the clatter of her
teeth. “Fine, fine. Which gods and goddesses? Greek? Roman? Hell,
we learned so much mythology in lit class, I can’t keep them all
straight.”

“Celtic, Greek, Norse,
Mayan, Hindi and many, many more.” Sparks’s answer only made
Rebecca more confused.

“More? What do you
mean more?”

“Each culture has its own
deities,” Artair explained, “but each culture only brings one piece
to the puzzle. It takes all pieces to make the picture. Absolute
power is given to none, divided among all.”

“I don’t understand. You
mean Zeus is real, but so is Thor? And they all…exist?” Rebecca
hated the trembling timbre of her voice. These people were serious,
and their conviction in their bizarre beliefs became downright
terrifying. “That doesn’t… That can’t… How can they
all be real?”

“’Tis the way of things,
Becca.” Artair put a hand on her shoulder. “I know ’tis a bit
bewildering and nae a wee bit easy to understand. But you need to
accept what we say.”

Rebecca rubbed her forehead
with her fingertips, trying to work out the dull ache that had
haunted her since this disaster of a day began. It felt like a week
had passed since she’d walked away from that church. “Hera?
Aphrodite? Athena? Artemis? All
real? And how about the Mayan god they built that
funny pyramid for? We learned about him in world civ. What was his
name?” She snapped her fingers, trying to reach back to recall a
class she hadn’t liked all that much but now wished she had paid
better attention to. “Cuckoo or Caca or—”

“Best be wary, lass.
Kukulcan wouldn’t like to be called ‘poo.’ He has a wee problem
controlling his temper, and you don’t want to be on his bad side.
The last Amazon who offended him grew a tail.”

Sparks laughed, but Rebecca couldn’t find
any humor in the notion of a god with real power cruelly toying
with someone. Not that she believed any of this nonsense.

Did she?

“And what about Isis and
Demeter and—and Hercules.” Rebecca was rambling, running out of
names to throw at them so she could keep the need to mentally
process all they were saying at bay.

Sparks seemed to take offense to the last
name, wrinkling her nose as if she had smelled a skunk. “Hercules
was a mortal. A demig at best. I could kick his ass. Wish I’d had
the chance.”

“A demig?” Between Artair’s
accent and the funny words they both used, these people were hard
to understand.

“A demigod,” Sparks
explained. “Not an Ancient, just a second-class deity thirsting for
the power to be a god, to make humans his slaves. We call them
demigs because we don’t want to use the term god whenever we talk about their
sorry asses. They cause us the most trouble. A demig probably got
you called up to the majors.”

“They’re really all
real?” Rebecca’s voice
barely rose above a whisper.

Artair nodded. “Aye, Becca. Each and every
one.”

She didn’t want to believe any of it. Sparks
hadn’t thrown fire or shape-shifted into a hawk. This whole
situation was just a nightmare. “So are Santa Claus and the Tooth
Fairy real too?” She didn’t even attempt to hide her sarcasm. “I’d
hate to think I wasted all that time getting those plates of
cookies ready and hiding my teeth under my pillow if they weren’t
really coming to my house.”

Sparks growled, a sound low, deep in her
throat. A faint odor of burning firewood wafted on the light
breeze. “You Earths drive me fuckin’ nuts. Can’t you just take a
person’s word for something?” Some flickers popped from Sparks’s
fingertips.

“Look,” Rebecca said,
trying to help them understand, “I’ve had the worst damn day of my
whole damn life. My fiancé just walked away from me at the altar. I
was kidnapped. I—”

“You were nae
kid—”

“I’m not finished!” A
small, strangely timed aftershock of the earlier earthquake
rumbled, the movement taking Rebecca by surprise. She braced her
legs to keep from rocking with the unsteady ground. The tremor was
short, quick and weak.

Artair remained quiet for a moment, but
those green eyes narrowed in clear aggravation. “Go on then and
speak, lass. We don’t need another quake from you.”

“I didn’t make that
earthquake!” Rebecca stomped her foot, not caring how childish it
seemed. Another short aftershock rumbled the ground.

And then it happened. Standing mute, staring
into Artair’s eyes, she suddenly believed him, suddenly believed
everything he and Sparks had explained.

“No,” slipped from her lips
in a breathless whisper.

 


Artair had been watching Rebecca carefully,
and when the acceptance came upon her, he bore silent witness just
as he’d done for so many Amazons before her. Naked terror flashed
in her eyes. That was a first.

“Aye, lass. Aye.” Reaching
out, he took her hand in his.

Strange.
He’d never before felt the need to bolster one of
the women. Rebecca clutched his hand as though he’d become the only
thing keeping her from drowning.

He almost jerked his hand back in surprise,
having never seen vulnerability in an Amazon. They were cocky,
downright arrogant, and needed to be trained with a heavy hand the
same as the male warriors of his clan. Even the women of clan
MacKay had fought with as much intensity as his men, knowing how to
handle weapons and disarm opponents. No, there had been nothing
soft about the MacKay women—at least the few he even
remembered.

Once he’d chosen to be a Sentinel, he’d
always treated the Amazons with the same passion he had his
warriors, because that was exactly what these women were. Warriors.
Improperly trained soldiers died on the battlefield, and being a
lass wouldn’t make an opponent ease his attack. If anything, the
Amazons had to be tougher than any man for they faced far greater
dangers.

But this Amazon was different. How did a man
who had taught warriors to fight and kill for three hundred years
handle a slip of a woman whose feelings seemed so…delicate?

Artair felt a softening in him that hadn’t
occurred in centuries, a yearning to protect and soothe. With a
tug, he pulled her into his arms and patted her roughly on the
back. “’Twill be fine, Becca mine. ’Twill all be fine.”

He kissed the top of her head and rubbed her
back, trying to ignore the smell of lilacs that seemed to be her
essence.

Sparks threw him an incredulous scoff. “What
gives, Celt?” She tried to peek between the couple. “Oh. My. God.
If I’d have acted like that, you’d have torn me a new one.”

“’Tis nae your concern,
Sparks.”

“Nae my concern, eh? Then
do you two want some privacy? I can turn my back while
you—”

“That’ll be enough of
that, Frida,”
Artair replied, causing Sparks to narrow her eyes. These new
recruits were his to train, and he would choose how to handle them.
Sparks could damn well keep her opinions to herself.

“Becca?” he whispered
against Rebecca’s ear. “We must find Megan. The lass might need our
help.”

Nodding against his chest, she took a step
back and broke their embrace. She gazed at the grass, seemingly
embarrassed to look him in the eye. “I—I guess. I just don’t…”

“What? What’s the hang-up?”
Sparks threw her hands up.

“My aunt,” Rebecca replied,
her voice hardly above a squeak. “What—what about my Aunt Kay?
She’ll worry when I don’t come home. And my kitten. I just got a
kitten a couple of weeks ago. Who’ll take care of her?”

Sparks groaned, pulled the pack of
cigarettes from her pocket and tapped it against her palm.

“Your aunt’s fine,” Artair
replied. “She… Well, she already knows you’re with us.”

“She does?”

Popping a cigarette out of the pack, Sparks
lit it with a flame from her thumb. “Can we tell her all this shit
later? ’Cause we need to grab Megan and get the hell outta here.
We’re sitting ducks. I can almost smell the revenants now.”

Artair nodded. “She’s right, Becca. I’ll
send word to Kaylista to tend your wee kitten.”

“You know her full name?
You know my Aunt Kay?”

“Aye. Your aunt is a
priestess of your goddess—”

Rebecca put her hands over her ears. “Don’t
tell me anything else. No more. Just promise you’ll have her take
care of my kitten. Promise me?” She looked up at him with hope and
trust in her eyes. He felt humbled she could offer him those gifts
after the way he’d manhandled her all day.

His common sense returned in a rush.
Ancients be damned, he’d been hugging the new Earth! An Amazon—a
warrior—and he’d coddled her like some frightened child. If he
didn’t train her, didn’t toughen her up, Rebecca would die the
first time she faced a revenant, even a pathetic piece of decaying
flesh like a three. What in the hell was wrong with him?

He was Artair MacKay, damn it. Laird of the
clan MacKay. Feared by all. Respected by his enemies as a
cold-hearted bastard. Trainer of Amazons who had defeated every
type of evil known to mankind and several of which mankind luckily
remained ignorant, and he’d been treating her like a woman he
wanted to woo.

Anger and frustration
flowed through him, making his words come out in a roar. “Ye want
me to leave an Amazon in danger while we talk about yer
kitty?”

Rebecca blanched.

A grin spread across Sparks’s face as she
pointed what remained of her lit cigarette at him. “Now that’s the
Celt I know and love.”

“’Tis time to do your job,
Becca. Find Megan for us.”

“F-find Megan? How do I do
that?” She wiped away the last of her tears with the back of her
hand.

Artair nodded to Sparks.

Sparks dropped her cigarette and ground it
out with her foot. “There’s a bond between each generation’s Amazon
sisters. We can sense each other, especially when a sister is near.
Close your eyes.” Sparks took a step over, grabbed Rebecca’s arms
and turned the new Amazon to face the old.

Artair retreated to let Sparks give the
first lesson. Rebecca glanced over her shoulder, looking to him for
his approval. Why did her anxious eyes affect him so?

“Do it,” he
snapped.

She was slow to obey, but with a heavy sigh,
she closed her eyes.

Sparks took Rebecca’s hand, lacing their
fingers and pressing their palms together. “Now, I want you to
picture a fire, a huge fire. Think about a bonfire or a burning
building. Just focus on the flames and feel the heat of my
touch.”

Rebecca’s face scrunched in concentration,
and her fingers squeezed Sparks’s enough to turn white. Her nose
creased and wiggled. Drawing her lips into a thin line, her breath
quickened its pace, her chest rising and falling in rapid, shallow
breaths.

“In those flames, search
for a face,” Sparks continued as many Amazon Guardians before her.
“Find a woman who looks like the flames are a part of her, like
they grow from her hands and her hair.”

Rebecca’s eyes flew wide as she released
Sparks’s hands. “Oh, my God. I—I saw her. She’s close. She’s at… I
don’t know the name of the bar, but I know how to get there.”

 


***

 


“My kind of place.” Sparks
crawled from the driver’s seat and greedily eyed the
Harley-Davidsons parked in a neat row. “I’m in heaven.
Hog heaven.”

Artair tugged off the cover of the hidden
cache of weapons and pulled out the same sword he’d used before.
Staring at the swords and knives, Rebecca swallowed hard. “You
really think you’ll need that?”

“Nay, but ’tis best to be
prepared.” He slid the sword into the scabbard that rested against
his hip.

Sparks came around to grab a large knife,
staring at it in admiration. Then she slid it into her boot and
belted a sword at her side.

“You best take a dirk,
lass.” Artair nodded toward the weapons.

“What’s a dirk?”

Sparks shook her head, making Rebecca feel
like a child being told not to play with matches because she might
get burned. “Shit, a knife that big? She’d just stab herself or put
out an eye, Artair.”

He plucked a weapon from the stack and laid
it across his outstretched forearm, holding it out to her like a
waiter serving an entrée. “A dirk, m’lady,” he said with a cynical
grin. “Think you can handle one?”

Rebecca shook her head before he even
finished the question. It was the kind of weapon only found in
violent video games. Huge and dangerous. “I don’t want one of
those. I couldn’t hurt anyone.”

“You’ll learn.” His eyes
burned holes right through her, and somehow she knew he was
disappointed by her reluctance.

Whether she disappointed him or not, she
wasn’t about to carry around a weapon like that, and she sure as
hell wasn’t going to stab some Hell’s Angel.

He frowned and dropped the dirk back in the
bin before throwing the cover over the stash.

She squeaked in surprise when he suddenly
crawled inside the van.

Damn, but the man moved fast. He crouched
beside her, grabbed the skirt of her dress and shredded it with his
knife, cutting it up to mid-thigh. Then he twirled her around and
finished ripping off the majority of the material. Her
two-thousand-dollar wedding gown with the beautiful train of bows,
beads and ruffles now had a frayed miniskirt. Thank God, she still
wore the slip so he couldn’t gawk at her bare legs.

“Take off
that—that—underdress,” Artair ordered, tugging at her thick
slip.

“No way.” Rebecca plopped
down and stubbornly folded her arms over her breasts.

He sat down hard, making the van rock before
dragging her face first across his lap and slipping his hand up her
legs, under her mangled dress. “Where does this unfasten?” His
hands moved across her before a zipper hummed. A few seconds later,
he tugged the material off her legs.

“I won’t let you touch me!
Don’t touch me!” She jerked her hands free and tried to get to her
feet, but Artair put a strong hand against the small of her back,
pushing her against his lap.

He gave her a hard swat on
her butt. “Set your arse down. If you insist on wearing all
that—that—fluff, you won’t be able to run if need be. I’m just
trying to free you.” He dragged the slip the rest of the way down
her legs and dropped it next to her face. “’Tis all I wanted to touch. Nae more. You
flatter yourself thinking otherwise.” He rolled her off his lap,
and she landed on her ass. Before she could fire any sort of
scathing retort, Artair had already made his way out of the van.
“Time to get Megan.”

“I’ll stay here,” Rebecca
announced. “You guys go have your fun.”

“You will not.” He reached
in to grab her arm and hauled her outside. It appeared she had no
choice in the matter.

Knowing the type of people who frequented
this kind of establishment, the three of them would never survive
if they went in and tried to drag a woman out, especially if
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