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        The human world and the world of myth have merged. Ordinary individuals must become extraordinary if they hope to save it.

      

        

      
        Joshua Lighthouse never wanted to be a hero, but now, he has no choice.

      

        

      
        For three hundred years, the human world and the world of Myth have lived as one. The cataclysmic Merge forced those who survived – both human and Others – to form factions.

      

        

      
        As leader of the Human Protection Agency, Joshua is charged with maintaining the safety of the humans in his city. But he secretly protects an artifact more powerful than even he knows…

      

        

      
        The Book of Secrets.

      

        

      
        With the anniversary of the Merge approaching, the Book of Secrets is stolen and Joshua finds himself at the center of a plot to unmerge the worlds.

      

        

      
        Stripped of his position, betrayed, and with a bounty on his head, Joshua must outrun the organization he once served and legions of Others in a race against time to locate the book and prevent the inter-species war that will end the world he knows forever.

      

        

      
        Can he find his way to salvation when everything he believed is a lie, or will his distrust lead to another epic cataclysm he can’t stop?

      

        

      
        Book of Secrets is the first book in The Merged urban fantasy series. If you love stories full of desperate rescues, unexpected twists and tragic betrayals, you’ll love this installment of Claudia Blood’s epic series.

      

      

      

      
        
        Trigger warning:

        This book contains death, violence, off screen torture (victim is rescued), non-main character self sacrifice, and self-defense that ends in death.
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        1AM, August 11, 2016 - Earth before the Merge

      

      

      

      Joshua Lighthouse’s plan was simple. Sneak out the window, climb to the roof, and watch the meteor shower. Nothing was going to stop him.

      Not even the strange heavy feeling which still hung in the air. The feeling of a storm coming. The forecast had been for clear skies, but he’d been unable to shake the feeling that something was coming. That something was wrong.

      Every year the Perseid meteor shower came close to his birthday. This year the peak fell on his twelfth birthday and the peak of the meteor shower would happen at his birth hour and there was going to be an outburst. Double the normal number of meteors.

      He tightened his hand around the backpack’s handle hidden under his Star Wars bedspread. The details of his room were lost in the darkness. His new star projection clock didn’t project enough light to chase away the dark shadows. Instead, it filled his bedroom with a steady clicking like the mandibles of a giant ant.

      The digits on the clock took about a century to flip to two AM.

      It was time.

      He pulled out the remote control from the side pocket of his bag. A button turned on the camera on his spybot hidden on the top of his parent’s wardrobe. The lever made the spybot crawl out from behind the discarded baseball caps, cups, and change. The camera focused on his parents in their king-sized bed.

      His father’s mouth opened wide, his arms flung out with one touching the nightstand and the other over part of his mom’s pillow. His mom was hidden under the quilt with just the tips of her dark hair sticking out. Her arm hung over the side and twitched in time with father’s snoring.

      His parents were asleep.

      The remote snapped back in place in his bag. He kicked off the covers. His toes sunk into the plush carpet as he crept across the room to open the window. The screen already sat hidden behind his dresser.

      He scanned his neighborhood. The streetlight stood silent guard between dark houses.

      He pulled out the second remote and sent Betty, his other little robot, from her hiding spot on the roof. She rolled to the edge and lowered the rope already around the chimney. It slithered down next to his window.

      The climb took a moment. From his vantage point on the roof, the neighborhood spread out beneath him. The neighbor’s black lab, Petey, lifted his head from his paws, snorted and curled back up in his kennel.

      Joshua pulled up the rope, tucking it and the robot back in their hiding place. Fifteen steps brought him to the faint chalk X which marked the spot where the best view would be. In that spot, the chimney would block the light from downtown Rochester, and a gap in the trees would give him a wide view of the sky.

      He sat on the spot and unpacked. Snacks – check. Binoculars around his neck – check, a blanket for his legs to ward off the chill – check.

      Then he settled back on the roof. The trees in the backyard swayed gently in the slight breeze. The roof was rough and warm on his back. The faint smell of backyard fire hung in the air.

      His eyes adjusted. The stars twinkled in swaths in the sky looking like spilled salt on his mom’s black granite countertop. Lines traced the first passing meteors. Only the faint hum of mosquitoes and the flutter of a bat broke the quiet.

      The Perseid meteor shower would go on for an hour. His parents were sound asleep so they’d never miss him. He'd be able to watch the whole thing.

      Bong.

      Bong.

      The deep distant note of a gong tolled. He flinched and covered his ears, but it made no difference to the loudness of the noise.

      The gong had a deeper tone than the bells of Assisi Heights up the hill. When the bells at Franciscan Sisters rang, his chest lightened. No, this was something different. That seed of worry that had been nagging him sprouted.

      He tucked his blanket in his backpack and stood, walking towards the chimney, and braced his shoulder against it. His binoculars out, he scanned the horizon.

      Nothing seemed amiss. The neighborhood lay quiet and dark. Too quiet. Silence, so loud it echoed in his ears. The winds hid, the animals waited. But for what?

      To the south, the pink and blue lights of downtown Rochester glowed. The feeling of a storm approaching deepened and his bones responded with an ache. He did a full circle scan, but saw nothing but cloudless, star speckled sky. Was he imagining it?

      His eyes were drawn back to downtown, the stars behind the buildings disappeared. Not blocked by clouds, but gone, as if they had been drawn on an etch-a-sketch that a kid had shaken. The pit of his stomach gave another harder twist.

      Dark splotches swarmed the Mayo building, army ants overrunning its prey. The darkness faded and left a gaping hole in the skyline. The building was gone.

      The hairs on his body stood up as one. His heart drummed and he grabbed the chimney. The stone cut into his fingers.

      The Plummer building floated up into the air, water and sparks trailed after it. What was he seeing? It made no sense. He pinched himself and the sharp pain made even less sense. He wasn’t dreaming. But how could it be real?

      Wump-boom-ba-boom.

      The roof shook. His foot slipped from under him and only his hold on the chimney kept him upright. His heart skipped and he turned toward the sound.

      A stone tower crushed the Miller’s house next door, leaving Petey howling in his backyard kennel. Black spots swarmed the kennel fence and it disappeared. Petey tucked his tail and ran to the front of the house, yipping and whimpering.

      From across the street, Mrs. Lake banged open her door. Petey huddled at her bare feet hiding his head under her checkered robe. She gaped at the new stone building, mouth wide, hand to her chest. She seemed about ready to faint.

      At the bottom of her porch stairs, a single blue light grew until it looked like a swarm of fireflies. When they fizzled out, a skinny woman with a green-feathered body and long black feathers cresting from her head appeared. Her feathers fluffed up, making her seem bigger. Her long wailing cry broke the silence.

      Mrs. Lake fell back against the door, clutching her blanket. She took one deep breath, her mouth hung open, eyes bulged.

      Joshua leaned closer to the chimney. If Mrs. Lake looked ready to freak, then this was all real. He pushed down his fear and scanned again. Black swarms took things away, and blue light brought them. What made things move? The stone tower and the Plummer building had moved.

      Another blue shimmer in the middle of the street and a large hedge appeared, blocking his view of Mrs. Lake and the green bird-lady. A deep fog rolled in ushering in the stench of rotten cabbage.

      The fog made it easier to see faint orange lines which crisscrossed the street looking like a basket that was unraveling. Every third or fourth one brightened into a bolt of flickering orange lightning.

      A faint hum brought his attention to an orange bolt inches away from the corner of his house. Stones and plants from the garden drifted up in the orange lightning. The orange lines must be what moved things. It thickened as he watched, embedding the orange bolt inside the edge of his house. If the lines caused movement that meant–.

      The house beneath him shook and lifted, leaving the rest of the neighborhood, the hedge, and the fog all shrinking away. The orange light pulled his house higher and higher until everything on the ground was dollhouse sized. He was flying. A strange exhilaration gripped him.

      Around him more and more orange bolts brightened, dragging along objects. The bolts were not straight, some turned and twisted around other bolts.

      A grove of trees flew above him raining black dirt caught in another orange bolt. When they sped past, a worm landed on his shoulder. He jerked. The worm squirmed on his shoulder just before it fell. That woke him up. He was in danger, just like the worm.

      Bap-Bap-Bap

      The trees smacked like machine gun fire into a floating grey castle. The castle must’ve appeared like the bird lady and the fog. The trees splintered into chips and left cracks in the stone. A man in armor held onto the buttress which shook each time another tree hit. The castle sunk following its orange line down.

      The air thickened with debris. The pops and bangs of a hundred such battles assaulted Joshua’s ears. He felt a sting on his arm. He slapped it, and his hand came away bloody. He must’ve been hit by some broken glass.

      Something pinged the roof sending a shingle flying. The house shook each time an object battered it. His house had stayed together, which wasn’t what should’ve happened. Houses weren’t meant to float and stay together, no matter what kid’s movies might show.

      He had no idea why, but so far buildings acted like ships on the sea and only when they crashed into something else, did they break. So far, his house hadn’t been hit by anything big enough to break it apart.

      The sharp tang of ozone and then a blue shimmer mid-air birthed a long wooden tower that pierced the air like a spear that punctured his house. A mortal wound, the house shuddered and pieces of Joshua’s life fell away. His dresser, his train set, his clock plummeted. Where were his parents? He pulled out the monitor.

      The video cameras he’d placed with such care showed nothing but splinters and blood. The tower filled the whole floor. “Mom? Dad?” he whispered. His gut twisted like he had eaten that worm and all its brothers.

      He wrapped his body around the chimney, cheek pressed against the brick. The feeling of displaced air made him look up. A pyramid, blotted out the sky and rushed toward him.

      Adrenalin came online and pulsed through his system. His heart picked up speed.

      Maybe if things came out of the blue light, he could use the light as a door to get out of here. He had no idea what was on the other side. It could be even worse. But he’d die for sure if he stayed here.

      He focused on the blue light still at the far end of the towers that had pierced his family’s home. He let go of the chimney and grabbed the rope attached to it, sliding down the way they did in the movies. Gravity no longer pulled just down. It pulled down at first and then shifted to the right causing him to slip and hit his shoulder on the house. The pain of hitting his shoulder blurred the edges of his vision.

      If he didn’t move, he’d be crushed.

      He pulled hand over hand until he stood on the tower just outside his room. The tower had pierced his bed, obliterated his room.

      The last of the tower pulled out of the blue light and the light shrank. The rope in his hand loosened. A brick from the chimney grazed his cheek.

      He had one shot to run across the tower and leap into the blue light. If he missed before the light disappeared, he would fall to his death or be crushed.

      The grinding of the rest of his house battling and losing against a stone pyramid faded as he focused on the ten paces between him and the end of the tower.

      He stepped. His heart thumped a hundred times for each step.

      His breath panted out.

      On the tenth step, he leapt at the blue light now the size of a paper plate, diving like he would off the high board.

      And fell.
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      Joshua fell out of bed, landing in a tangled mass of blankets on his floor. The wooden floor was nothing like the one in his bedroom before the Merge. Thank God. He wasn’t reliving the Merge again. His breaths sounded like terrified gasps. The sweat chilled across his body. He must’ve forgotten to bank the little stove.

      He took a deep shaky breath. The Merge had been almost three hundred years for the world, but only fifteen years ago for him.  And yet he woke up every morning with nightmares of the past. That nightmare always left his scars aching.

      He untangled the blankets and pulled them tight over the bed. He ran his hand over the top to make sure there were no wrinkles.

      He dropped to the floor to start his push-ups. The first set of fifty gave him different pain to focus on. The familiar rhythm eased his panic.

      After leaping through the hole between worlds, he’d fallen and landed in a pile of hay in a small human community. The second set of fifty had his arms burning. If the HPA (Human Protection Agency) hadn’t rescued him and brought him to New Nadezhda, he’d have been sacrificed. His first run-in with Others hadn’t gone well.

      Standing, he assumed burpee position and did a set of twenty. The full body exercise always made him think of the HPA Archive. That’s where he’d gotten in the habit of exercising. The other orphans had joined him. No one else wanted to be in the HPA, but he’d known even then that being an agent was what he wanted. He could be the one to rescue people in trouble and make a difference. At the end of the second set, he took a deep breath and focused on the present. He was not only an HPA agent, but now he was the head of the organization. And they were in a crisis over a serial killer.

      Eighteen bodies had been discovered in five different locations. Five little girls had been drained in a way that didn’t fit the usual pattern: no teeth marks on necks, no ripped-out jugulars, no headless bodies, just mummified corpses. The other thirteen had been the girls’ guardians and their bodies hadn’t been mummified. They’d been torn apart. This new pattern fit none of the identified species’ habits. Which meant they had an unknown killer on the loose.

      Rose had a lead on the murderer. She needed him to meet her before dawn at a human neighborhood at the western edge. He did his final set of sit-ups and stood. It wouldn’t take long to get ready.

      His stomach rumbled in warning. He’d grab some food, and head out. He walked to the other side of the room to his tiny kitchen and opened his homemade fridge.

      Snowball needed snacks as well. When he lifted the cover on the box at the bottom of his fridge, a brown, furry, frost covered head poked out.

      “Hey Snowball. How you doing?” Joshua stroked the winter bug until Snowball made his fingers too cold. He dug out some pellets and dumped some in Snowball’s tray. Snowball squeaked and poked his head into the tray. The fridge was noticeably colder from Snowball’s prancing around.

      Most would think him crazy taking an old fridge box and getting a family of winter bugs to nest inside to make it cold, but it meant food right here. And because winterbugs looked like hamsters they reminded him of before.

      He grabbed something from his section of the fridge and popped it into his mouth. Fig and crust melted in his mouth. Chewing got his brain focused.

      This killer wasn’t like anything the HPA’d seen. Two full crews had been dismembered, just like the girls’ guardians. There weren’t many things that could take out a full crew, let alone two. The crews had still had most of their ammo and equipment intact. The attack must’ve been a surprise or happened so quickly that they hadn’t had time to defend themselves.

      He closed the fridge and opened the wardrobe just a step away. Inside, his collection of a dozen wooden stakes, two silver daggers, a cold iron rod, and cuffs. The shelf had a bowl of salt, holy water, holly, garlic, anything that might help him protect humans from the Others the Merge had brought together. This world was full of the creatures of myth and legend.

      His bow seemed the best weapon. It would allow him to hang back and assess. It should mean less chance of getting ambushed too, since he would be farther away from anything suspicious. The arrows were silver-tipped, coated with a special mixture of his own making that had been blessed by one of the few remaining priests. The mixture would close a wound on a living person but would mean certain death to the undead. One of the arrows would stop a daemon-bound T-rex, and after the damage he’d seen done to the other HPA agents, he knew he’d need both its deadly power and its healing power.

      His leather satchel hung on the hook by the door. He never left his room without it. Humans with no protection died quickly in this world.

      The door locked behind him with a soft click. A green glow lit the next short hall. Twelve lights represented the status of each path that led from Kraft Tower and through the desolate zone. The mad wizard Kraft was said to live here and Joshua did everything he could to support that rumor. The best way to be safe was to have no one who wanted to be near.

      The door opened to stairs going down and led to a circular stone room. Twelve doors like numbers on a clock face, led out in different directions. The green lights cast a soft glow in this room as well.

      The roman numeral twelve marked the door he opened. He followed another short hallway and another green light. The dirt path that led away from his tower had its first pit trap under a tree. If he fell into any of these traps, only Rose and Bob would look for him.

      The only people he trusted were Bob, his ex-partner, and Rose. Bob because you couldn’t almost die countless times and save each other's lives and not learn that trust and Rose because she reminded him of Delilah.

      Rose would search for him if he went missing, but she had no idea where he lived.

      Around the next corner, he bypassed the tripwire and came out of the desolate zone on the west side.

      He ducked between boards on a crooked fence and stepped onto the cobbled street. This area reminded him of movies about Sherlock Holmes and London. Fog hid the details of the mismatched houses and the haphazard way they stood. The fog made it look like this could have been a neighborhood from before.

      From the center of town near the river, the fish processing plant whistled for day shift. A hundred townspeople were arriving to gut, scale, and divide fish to feed the town. Without the plant, everyone would starve. He could’ve been one of those workers, could’ve had a family, could’ve had a normal life. But instead, he was head of the Human Protection Agency. He dedicated his life to protecting the humans of this town.

      He started at one end of the neighborhood, looking for Rose’s sign. He passed house after quiet house. Then on the sidewalk he saw one of her signal coins. Head facing a suburban two story that could have been from his old block pre-merge. White house with black shutters on the windows. Everything seemed peaceful and quiet.

      Too quiet.

      He picked up the coin, the bottom was stained red. His heart thudded. Something had gone wrong.

      He was too late.
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      The chorus of birds echoing through the rookery walls woke Serene of the Pack. Voices of a community. Some of the Aeros joined in, their more human sounding voices adding a layer to the tribute to the sun that was about to rise.

      She stared at the curved ceiling of the oval nest room and then stretched, transforming from her small furry wolf form to her human one.

      The feathers in her nest acted as a soft caress. Many of the Aeros had donated feathers, treating her like a fragile nestling instead of a grown woman of another species. They’d ignored her wolf-like appearance and had accepted her. Gratitude warmed her heart. She would figure out a way to repay their kindness for protecting her for over a year.

      Her gaze caught on the paper on the ledge. Wren’s guards had brought up the wanted posters from the HPA. The human protection agency only cared about humans. In theory anyway. They never seemed to be involved with anything good for any other species. She didn’t have to look at it to remember that the paper said she was number one on their list. She hadn’t expected the HPA to help her seek justice for her pack, but being on their most wanted list sparked a slow burn of anger deep in her belly.

      She had many distant memories of being with her Pack from years ago, but something had happened a little over a year ago. The last thing she remembered was a strange hissing inside the Pack’s den.

      A flash of cage bars and a mix of fear, anger, and desolation stabbed her heart. She rubbed away the cold chill that always came from probing that blank space. Despite the discomfort, she needed to start somewhere if she was ever to piece together the memories of what had happened that night. For the first time in over a year, she made herself think back to her last memory before the Rookery. To when she’d been rescued.

      She remembered rain on her face, like tears, that cleared the stench of burning plastic. A female feathered face still covered in grime from imprisonment blocked the gray sky. Then the fragile-looking Alesia had picked Serene up and, in a voice full of authority, called out, “Help them all.”

      But nothing gave her a clue about where she’d been or why the HPA had targeted her.

      She needed to go back further. Her heart thundered, bringing flashes of disconnected images. She tightened her eyes. A cage. Bent bars. Her mate’s body on the stone floor. Splintered wood. Fire. It was too chaotic to sort out. Her breaths came out as harsh gasps. She had no idea where she and her pack had been taken. All she knew for sure was they were all dead. That space within that housed her Pack’s bond was an empty void.

      She swallowed hard, still not able to think of her pack without pain. It remained a raw open wound even after all this time.

      A deep breath cleared some of the tension. It had gotten easier to lock away the pain. She’d have to ask Alesia what had happened the night Alesia had rescued her. They never talked about that night. They’d had an unspoken agreement, but Serene was about to break it.

      Serene’s chest tightened with guilt. She didn’t want to lose Alesia, but she had to find out why she was on the HPA’s most wanted list. The only way to do so was to ask about that night.

      Serene dressed and stepped out to an outer porch with large open windows, the breeze was cool on her bare skin.

      Alesia sat cross-legged eyes closed, her wings open wide and her head thrown back in song. Her human-like face tilted back and a jewel dangling at her throat sparkled in the glow from the window.

      The last note faded and her friend opened her eyes. Her normally cheery expression was missing, replaced by worry.

      “What’s wrong?” Serene sat next to her and stroked her head feathers down.

      “It happened again.” Alesia’s voice was a strained whisper.

      Serene’s stomach dropped and she took Alesia’s hand. “Tell me.”

      For the last month, Alesia had been showing signs that she might be a Seer. She’d forgotten things she’d said, and, most telling, the things she’d said had come true. Since Seers only took over women during times of trouble. The world must be approaching a time of trouble.

      “I came to myself on the stairs with everyone looking at me.” Alesia shook her head, pressing her lips together, desperation in her eyes, and then she looked away.

      Serene knew Alesia’s people mattered to her, but the only person Alesia had ever been worried about letting down was Wren. “Your brother won’t hate you.”

      Alesia’s gaze snapped to hers. “Gammy went crazy when the Seer first came. She….”

      Neither Alesia nor her brother would talk about what had happened to their grandmother, even a hundred years later, another bad sign.

      “You aren’t her. You’re strong and will find a way to be both a princess and a Seer,” Serene said.

      Alesia’s face grew red. “I am not a princess.”

      She was the daughter of the Aero King and part of her brother, Prince Wren’s, delegation sent to New Nadezhda. Alesia was a princess whether she wanted to be or not.

      Serene grinned. “You’re my friend. My best friend.”

      Alesia’s eyes widened; a shy, pleased smile played on her lips. But then she froze. Even her breath stopped.

      A cold chill crawled up Serene’s back. The feeling of old and powerful magic hit her. Could this be the Seer? Seers protected the world, but the right questions had to be asked to get useful answers. A Seer would give a hint, but never volunteer clear answers. There were even whispered rumors about angering a Seer by wasting questions or ignoring their answers.

      Alesia blinked and her blue irises became iridescent and bored into Serene. “Purpose will give you power. It is time to leave the nest.” The Seer seemed to be waiting. Serene took a breath. The Seer must be referring to her Pack. Finding who murdered them was the only thing that would give her purpose. She needed another hint.

      “Lady Seer, I have no memory of that night. Where should I begin?”

      Alesia’s hand cupped her face and the otherworldly eyes blinked. “It is the head that has the answers you seek.”

      “What of Alesia? Will she break as her grandmother did?”

      The Seer gave her a kind smile. “This vessel is strong when she believes.”

      Alesia’s hand fell away, and the next time she blinked, her eyes returned to their normal blue. She shook her head, seeming dazed.

      “It happened again didn’t it?” Alesia asked. All the feathers on her back puffed and her hands trembled.

      “Yes.” Serene hugged her friend. “You need to tell your brother.”

      “No.” Alesia shook her head. “I cannot, it would–”

      “I asked the Seer about you.”

      Alesia gaped. “W-what did she say?”

      “You’re strong when you believe.”

      “In what?” Alesia whispered, closing her eyes. A moment later she seemed to shake herself. Alesia cocked her head in a very bird-like fashion. “What will you do now?”

      The restlessness grew within Serene. She could sit here forever pampered and broken, or she could go into the world and try to get justice for her Pack. She might die in the process, but wasn’t that a better way to live? “I must leave. The Seer agreed.”

      “Then so it must be.” Alesia’s feathers drooped and she looked at the ground.

      It wasn’t like her friend to be so dejected. Alesia’s steady soft presence had brought Serene through so much. “What’s wrong?”

      “Will you still be my friend?” It was said so softly, Serene almost didn’t hear her. The male dominated society, let alone being the sister of its leader, had left Alesia mostly friendless. Until Serene.

      Serene lifted Alesia’s chin and kept her gaze. “You are the sister of my soul.” It was true.

      “Will you hate me w-when I become a Seer?”

      “Never. You’ll be yourself most of the time, and when you’re not, you’ll be trying to save the world.”

      “Where will you go?”

      Serene pursed her lips. She hadn’t left the Aero’s castle in over a year. Alesia and her kind had kept her safe and protected since that night. The head could be anyone. The humans used that term and so did some of the other species. Maybe if she knew where they’d been, she’d have another clue. “Where were we that night?”

      Alesia paled and said nothing.

      “The Seer told me I must go to the head to find my answers.”

      Alesia swallowed. “We were at an HPA research facility outside of New Nadezhda.”

      Serene had heard the talk of HPA raids and the heightened tensions between the factions. Hundreds of species formed alliances, but the Aeros, Lizardfolk, and humans were the biggest.

      The Seer had said, “the head.”

      “Who’s the head of the HPA?” She hadn’t cared before who led the humans but The Seer had probably meant the head of the humans.

      “Joshua Lighthouse.”

      Serene shivered and goosebumps rose on her arms. That name was the name they used to scare pups to behave in the Pack. If you were bad, Joshua Lighthouse would get you. She’d had no idea he was a real human or that he was head of the HPA. “Then I must find Joshua Lighthouse.”

      “The HPA is dangerous,” Alesia said.

      Worry knotted her gut. Alesia was right, but it made no difference. She tried for a joke. “I’ve seen their picture of me and there’s no way they’d recognize me.”

      “The HPA has other methods to get information. Bribery and extortion.” Alesia wrung her hands and her crest raised.

      “I’ll be fine.” Serene soothed the raised feathers. Alesia had enough to worry about with The Seer. “I must discover who was behind the murder of my pack.”

      Alesia took Serene’s hand in both of hers. “Serene.” Her lips pressed together for a moment. “You saved so many from the burning lab.”

      Serene’s heart picked up speed and she searched Alesia’s face for a clue about where she might be going with this.

      “You saved me from the lab. Thank you.”

      Serene flushed with embarrassment. She didn’t remember a lab, let alone saving anyone. Alesia shouldn’t be thanking her. It was Alesia and her people who had sheltered her and helped her heal.

      Alesia met her gaze. “Many owe their lives to you. You are not alone.”

      The idea that she wasn’t alone was the kindest thing Alesia could’ve said.

      One last hug and Serene went back into her nest and grabbed the pack made for her wolf form. She stuffed in clothing and a few supplies before switching to her wolf form and slipping on the pack.

      She would track down death himself if that’s what it took to bring her Pack justice.
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        Dawn, Luminous twenty-ninth, 299 years post-Merge

      

      

      

      Rose’s signal coin weighed heavily in Joshua’s hand. He leapt up to the front porch of the marked house. The wooden door with chipped green paint looked so normal at first. The cold of the knob seeped through his glove; the door swung open at his touch. Not a good sign. The entry was still and dark, as it should be, but that edge of something amiss hovered near. Candles at the top of the stairs twisted the darkness, blurring the line between real and imagined monsters.

      No sounds. No childish laughter. No hush from a parent.

      No crunching of bones.

      Sweat dripped from his temple, the room hot after the chilled air outside. His leather coat was suffocating, but he couldn’t remove it. The leather and the weapons inside were his only protection from what might lurk inside the house. Rose was in here somewhere.

      Something scraped above. The sound could be someone using a chamber pot or could be Rose sorting through evidence or could be bait in a trap.

      Adrenaline zinged, making everything sharper. He drew his knife and crept forward, scanning for clues. He watched for more of Rose’s coins and evidence of a break in.

      The stairs under him creaked and moaned. Pictures of the homeowner’s family grimaced at him. The oldest images in titanium frames, from before the Merge, when humans could still extract titanium. Newer frames were clearly elven-carved, and magicked to give the pictures a lifelike quality.

      The copper smell of blood and something rotten intensified with each step. At the top of the stairs, pieces of wood crunched underfoot. An open maw replaced where a door must’ve been.

      He hit the wall with a gloved hand, leaving a hole. Dust puffed out. His guilt and anger mingled.

      The Human Protection Agency was too late.

      He was too late.

      He was always too late.

      He walked into the remains of the bedroom.

      Rose’s slender figure bent and snatched something off the floor. Her red ponytail swayed.  The protective leather she wore didn’t creak.

      She stared down at the teddy bear in her hands. Smeared with blood, its ears worn, squashed flat around the neck from too many nights being clutched to ward off monsters.

      This time the monsters had won.

      “Why do we even bother fighting?” Rose’s voice was flat, but her face was pinched, and her eyes blinked too rapidly.

      “Because we do save some.” He used his best I-know-exactly-how-you-feel voice. He had to believe they made a difference. She was his best agent. If she gave up on the cause, more people would die and he would lose a friend.

      Joshua scanned the room, paused at the father’s torn leg by the window, then at the mother’s bare feet poking out the top of the toppled wardrobe, the rest of her body hidden inside. Frustration burned his throat. He was meant to save people.

      Maybe the parents had been in the room when the monster struck. Maybe they had run in when the girl had screamed. It had made no difference.

      He forced his gaze to the mummified girl’s body still in her frilly white nightgown at the foot of her bed. Pale, peaceful, exsanguinated. The fancy word for when someone bleeds out. The cuts on her neck matched that idea, but no blood pooled around her body.

      His stomach sank, this site was like the others over the last two weeks. Another little girl and her guardians dead. This was no normal Other killer.

      Something was off. The HPA’s normal sources knew nothing. Even Rose’s leads had been too late. They had no leads and no indication it would stop. He needed to do something extreme. Maybe he needed to ask The Book.

      Fear and loathing twisted like snakes in his gut. He hadn’t opened The Book in years. It was too dangerous. The Book would try to re-awaken the powers he’d fought to contain.

      He shivered. The powers he had banished could be set free again. Fear skittered down his back. He’d never been sure how he’d banished them in the first place. There was no one to ask. He was the only one that had been thrown this far forward in time. Besides, who could he trust enough to tell that he was not quite human, that he was like the things they hunted. At best they would force him out of the HPA. At worst, they would try him for crimes and kill him.

      Was avoiding that risk worth the life of another girl, another family, another team? That Book might be the only way to catch this killer before it killed again. All normal methods hadn’t helped.

      “Did you know you bite your lip when you’re about to do something stupid?” Rose asked.

      He closed his eyes. It was stupid. The Book of Secrets was locked up for a reason. Even so, in his mind, all he could see was yet another dead girl. Adding these three, that made twenty-one total bodies. Five of the twenty-one were little girls. How many would it take before the killing stopped?

      He would go to his office and use The Book to find out what was going on. That meant he needed to ditch Rose. His gut twisted with the weight of worry and guilt. He couldn’t put her at risk. He’d already lost Delilah and Marvin to his power. He couldn’t risk Rose.

      When he opened his eyes, Rose still stood next to him, staring at the bear.

      “I won’t let this killer drain and mummify another innocent girl, or take out another team. No matter what it costs.” He held her gaze, hoping to show her how important this was. No matter what happened to him, he needed her to be strong. If he failed, it would be up to her to catch the killer. She nodded.

      Rose dropped the bear on the canopy bed. “You are going to talk to that book. You remember how dangerous that is?”

      Rose picked the bear back up and tucked it in the little girl’s arms.

      “There are some missions I need to handle myself.” He didn’t miss the flash of hurt in her face.

      “Let me come with you.” Rose stepped next to him, too warm, too near, and squeezed his arm. “You know I’ll always have your back.”

      A spiny ball of regret clogged his throat. Rose was good people. The best he’d ever met. Her dark eyes forgave him everything, and she would always be there for him, but he could not offer what she wanted. Only friendship. Although his powers had been dormant, if they broke loose he didn’t want her to die. He needed to keep his distance. Even his big brotherly feelings might make her vulnerable.

      He squeezed her fingers and removed them from his arm. “I need you here. You have a knack for understanding how the things that crawl in the dark think. Please.”

      She looked away and swallowed, but nodded. Her arms wrapped around her stomach.

      He backed toward the door. He knew this might be good bye and he didn’t want her to think that he didn’t trust her. “It’s not safe for you to be with me right now. Otherwise you would be the one I’d want to cover me.”

      She nodded; her face unreadable. “I’ll bring the clean-up crew here.”

      He turned to leave.

      “Be careful,” Rose said.

      The urge to have her guard his back grabbed him. He fought it down. It was too dangerous. He waved and left before he could give in.

      He headed east toward downtown. The HPA tower cut through the still dark sky like the talon of a predatory bird cut through flesh. The double doors gaped open leading into the bowels of the HPA building.

      Joshua walked through the front doors of the office. The lights flickered and his footsteps echoed across the empty lobby.

      Ten of his fifteen years in this town he’d been walking these halls. It’d meant something to him to join the agency that had rescued him. Without the HPA he never would’ve survived his transition to this world.

      Joshua approached the K2300 Detector that blocked the way to the main hall. A door would open on one side, and the inner chamber had technology and magic which detected if you were human. If you were human, the other door on the far side would open and allow access to the rest of the HPA.

      Two new guards, a burly blond cop and his skinny buddy didn’t stand as Joshua approached the gray box. They barely looked up.

      The door slid open. Joshua stepped into the detector and placed both hands on the sensor. The light turned blue. When the book had released his powers, would he still be able to pass the detector? Would he still be human and not an Other?

      The light turned green. A bell chimed. The door slid open.

      Joshua strode towards the elevators. Furs, skulls and bloody weapons decorated the west wall of the long hallway. Under each item, stained placards explained their history.

      The white fur was from a Yeti who’d been terrorizing the humans on the North at the edge by the mountains. Twitching green fingers held down with wire were from the great zombie escape from Malani Necropolis, the Central Graveyard, a couple years ago. To the left hung a cracked Axe dated from when the HPA had helped the Crylon’s repel invaders from a rival town.  That had been long before his time at the HPA.

      On the opposite side of the hallway, the organization’s motto sprawled along the wall in large gold letters: ‘To protect humans from all manner of incursions.’ Cracked and tarnished, the gold letters collected cobwebs.

      Were things different now? Did the letters reflect the core of the organization? After he caught the serial killer, he’d come back here and clean the Motto. He’d do what he could to bring the HPA back to what it had once been.

      Joshua waited for the elevator, legs braced apart, hands in pockets. His reflection in the elevator door showed the same red hair, same blue eyes and the same angry scowl which had greeted him every other day.

      When he stepped inside, he pressed the button for the tenth floor. The mechanism rattled and shook. He’d have to find someone to service the elevator as well. Having something mechanical that worked, was a great honor. Even if no one but the HPA’s people saw it.

      The elevator door opened on his floor. Quiet and darkness spilled across the reception area. He turned right, moving past the empty offices. The majority of the agents would be home at this time of the morning, catching a few hours of sleep before starting again. He paused at the line of windows, staring out over the city.

      Below, the city sparkled, the torches and electric lights indistinguishable from this height. Big Ben’s face glowed to the east, one of the few buildings with electric power, but Ben was still stuck at 11:35.

      With the sun just rising, and the height of the window, he could almost imagine that the city below him was a normal human pre-merge city. A place where there were just humans, and little girls were not drained of blood, and magic was only an illusion at kids’ parties.

      Something both feathery and scaley hit the window and landed, stunned, on the small ledge outside. Razor teeth gnashed, scales glittered, and feathers puffed. It curled for a moment, legs sprawled, tongue out, before it stood, and hissed at Joshua. It dove off into the darkness.

      But that was wishful thinking, the city below was not pre-merge. From this height he couldn’t make out the different districts, but they existed. Shifterville, Malani Necropolis, Rainbow borough, the five human sections and numerous other areas. Somewhere the killer was stalking its next victim. He had to make it stop. He ran a hand through his hair, he was delaying. If he was going to ask the book, he needed to ask his question and stop the serial killer.

      He followed the hallway to the corner. The door to his office opened with his presence. He stepped into the office and the lock clicked behind him.

      This was dangerous. Even opening the safe was dangerous. He pulled out his chair, checking the one place big enough for someone to hide. Stakes, organized from thin to thick, lined the back wall behind his empty desk. A bowl of fine salt stood in each corner. The old army cot leaned against the cabinet. Nothing looked out of place.

      He wiped his palms on his pants and took a deep breath to steady his nerves. The book had almost killed him once.

      He pressed six inches to the left of the doorframe. The embedded safe shimmered into view. He turned the knob to ninety and watched the clock hands for a full minute. Anything less than sixty and he would trigger the trap.

      Once he realized the book was intelligent and evil and contained any number of deadly spells, he’d locked it up tight. Adding in layer after layer of protection so that no one else could open the safe without deadly consequences.

      He switched the dial to thirty-two and waited two minutes.

      No one knew he worked this hard as penance.

      Penance for surviving the Merge when his family had not. Penance for becoming a freak with powers. Penance for the two innocent lives lost because of his powers.

      He switched the dial then to sixty-five. Each turn and pause disabled more traps.

      He clicked the handle and eased the safe door a tiny bit open to let the poison dissipate. The last trap cleared. He waited another thirty seconds and then swung the door wide. The faint taint of rotten egg held for a moment before dissipating into the room.

      The safe held only three items. He pulled out the picture of three young boys. A narrow blond, Alex, stood at ease in the background, just behind and to the left of a redhead, a youthful Joshua. His grand-mum used to call him stocky. Even then, he had been bigger, thicker, different from the other boys.

      A dark-haired boy, Marvin, to Joshua’s right looked innocent with chubby cheeks and a wide smile, but he held two fingers behind Joshua’s head.

      The young version of himself slouched unsmiling in the middle. Haunted was the word that came to mind. Perhaps he still was. Of the three, only Marvin didn’t have circles under his eyes. Only he’d seemed to be unconcerned about life.

      Marvin had died soon after the photo was taken. He’d been the second person Joshua’s powers had killed. The old pain flared, sending his heart crashing. It’d been his fault. He should’ve known better after Delilah. If only he’d realized that his powers were evil sooner, one of his best friends would still be alive.

      Under the picture was the piece of glass he'd made into a necklace in remembrance of Marvin. The only surviving piece of a mirror that had once housed the Book of Secrets.  He set it aside.

      He lifted the Book of Secrets and laid it on his desk. Soft brown leather with twisted gold chains wrapped around the book interconnecting into a skull. He fished a silver chain with a key from under his collar.

      He’d become guardian of the book that awful night ten years ago when he’d killed his friend. Red flickered from deep within the eye sockets and a black space between the fangs opened. Almost as if the book was asking to be fed.

      At first, he’d fed it all the information he could find, thinking that maybe in this world of magic, the book could help him get his dead friend back. But the book never gave him the answer he sought. Instead, the book had turned on him, creating the obsession with an Other. Then it had tried to use his obsession to enslave him.

      It’d been Rose, not his partner who’d found him unconscious in an alley in a part of town that was dangerous for humans. He didn’t remember walking to the alley, but knowing the book, it must’ve planted that impulse. He must’ve walked like a sleep-walker until he passed out. He was lucky to be alive.

      Once he opened the lock, the book would be free and would be able to undo his years of work chaining its powers. The book would be able to influence anyone who touched it. That was why he’d get the information he needed and then lock the book up again. The risk to himself was worth the people he might save. If he didn’t survive or lost his place in the human world, so be it.

      The key slid between the teeth and the lock snicked open, revealing the picture of a woman he had yet to meet in person. The long, dark hair and deep green eyes stared back at him. He’d forgotten how beautiful she was.

      He ran his finger along the edge of the paper. When he’d realized the book had created his obsession for this woman, he’d looked closer and found the psychic hook into his powers the book had meant to control him with. That was the day he’d locked the book up for good. Or at least he’d thought so then.

      Below the image was the question he’d written all those years ago. The script hadn’t faded with time nor had the book’s response. In his handwriting it said, “How do I protect my friends from dying because of my powers?”

      The book’s answer was still below in block print. “Find the one and protect her when no one else will. When the time comes, you must trust her to another.”

      He still had no idea what the book’s response meant, but he needed to pen a new question.

      On the last page was a space for a question. The killings were too important to leave to chance. With the pen from his drawer, he started writing, “Where and when will I find…”

      The space below swirled with letters and words, a magic 8-ball window. The book tried to answer, but the question wasn’t complete.

      He finished the question. “…the next serial killer kill site.”

      The book’s response appeared as if being written by an unseen hand. An address appeared and then, at the bottom of the page, the book wrote, “Tonight. But beware, things are not as they seem.”

      The book slammed shut.

      Joshua jerked back. The book hadn’t ever moved on its own before. The book was stronger than it’d been.

      As he locked the book, one of the teeth moved and gouged his finger. Blood welled and dripped into the mouth of the lock. A sharp pain behind his eyes caused tears to well and his breath to hiss out. The room dimmed.

      He fought the feeling. The book had to be locked lest it control him. He forced the lock shut and leaned back. Was he too late?

      A feeling of pins and needles, like when his leg fell asleep, filled his head. Something, not quite one of his five senses tingled.

      The powers he had shuttered broke free.
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