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CHAPTER 1
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She lost her footing on the slippery surface, and for an instant slid backwards, panic shoving upwards in her throat. Desperate, she clawed forward, digging her nails into the rain-softened soil, grasping at tree roots and half-buried stones in a bid to reach the top of the slope. Her bare feet sunk deep in the boggy ground, further slowing her progress, and she heard their calls again. Thousands of voices. A legion. Baying at her in torment, snapping at her heels, slavering tongues waiting to devour if she stopped.

Casting a glance behind, a whimper escaped, and she ran, her skirt tearing on the brush, limbs whipping her cheeks. Over the hill, through trees grown thick on the mountainside, around rocks, and across the rise and fall of the land, she fled, the distance ever closing between her and her pursuers. 

Figments in her mind, and yet not figments at all, but demonic, a torment of soul that cast her to the edge of the rise and, there, brought her to a halt. Wavering, her toes clinging to the crumbling rim, she threw her arms wide, the land falling away hundreds of feet to jagged ground below. And the voices in her head screamed for her death.

One arm wrapped tight around her skull, she wept, willing them to silence, but they grew and her mind slipped toward what looked like peace. Making the leap, she flung herself from the ledge and the earth below welcomed her in one final embrace.
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One year later

The door to her shop opened, a tiny bell hung on the handle ringing, and she looked into eyes like she’d never seen before. Turquoise like the Caribbean Sea, but more than that, glittering almost. Spellbound, she forgot her usual greeting, some deep part of her surging toward him. He was tall, six foot two or three, with black hair left moderately long, and a gentle smile on attractive lips. 

He proceeded forward, coming to a halt a couple feet off, and she stared, the strangest need to taste those lips taking hold of her. She shook herself. “Welcome to The Earth Shop. How can I help you?”

He folded his hands at chest height. “I think, instead, I can help you.”

Her brow furrowed, her mouth puckering. A salesman then, and that was a shame because if he’d been likeminded she would have encouraged his interest. “The sign on the door says no soliciting,” she replied.

His smile never wavered. “Ah, but what I offer is for you alone.”

“Look ...” Put out by his words, her tone turned gruff. “Either make a purchase or be on your way.  This is a place of business.”

“Very well ...” He plucked two incense sticks from a jar on the counter and deposited several coins in her hand, but in placing them there, he closed her fingers around them, his hand over top.

Her vision swirled, some force drawing them together, and she leaned in until their lips almost touched. Yet, he made no move to follow through. 

A second ring of the bell snapped her out of her haze. Blinking, she met eyes with the local sheriff, conscious her suitor had vanished.

“Miss Fournier ...”

Where she’d been dazzled by the previous man, with Sheriff Hardy, she was blunt. Broad-shouldered with leathery skin and the typical career lawman’s stern glance, many people thought him intimidating. She, however, felt only distaste. They’d had run-ins before, all of them negative, him convinced that her shop was the cause of the town’s problems.

“Sheriff.”

He held himself, arms extended, as if by touching anything he’d come away diseased, and flashed a photograph of a teenage girl in a school uniform. Navy skirt, white polo shirt with a familiar engraved emblem.  “Tell me about Annah Paget,” he said. 

Lauren didn’t respond right away, a mixture of emotions surfing through her.

Impatient, Sheriff Hardy moved the photo closer. “Miss Fournier? We can do this back at the station ....”

“She ran away.”

She no more wanted to go to the station than he wanted to take her there, but thinking of Annah brought up a lot of negative energy. 

“Tell me about that,” he continued.

Lauren eyed him. Why was he concerned with the girl now? That’d happened a year ago, and since then, Mama Jean, her sense of life support, had vanished as well. Shouldn’t he be looking into that first?

She shrugged. “She wasn’t here long and seemed troubled. She was always in my things.”

“So you didn’t get along.” 

He didn’t sound like he was asking, more like he’d already decided. This ruined her mood further.

“We got along fine when she stayed in her room. All I know is I went to bed like usual and the next morning was told she’d run away.”

Distaste rose in his expression, his mouth curling, his eyes shading dark. “You sure about that? Because a hiker found her body ... or what’s left of it ... at the bottom of the east gulley. Looks like she jumped.”

Looks like? Did that mean he had doubts? Lauren’s heartbeat skipped, coldness washing over her, but she endeavored not to show any fear. She pushed the photo back toward him. “I’m sorry about that. Like I said, she had problems. I remember her taking some pretty strong medication. Perhaps, it finally caught up with her.”

He swept the photo into his grasp, tapping the edge on the counter. “Perhaps, it did. We’ll keep in touch. I’m sure we’ll have more questions.” He began to retreat, a slow shuffling of his shoes, his eyes ever-twisting from left to right. At the door, he grabbed the knob, but halted, his gaze fastened on the slender figure of her suitor. That he hadn’t left the store after all made her temporarily speechless, but then, perhaps she’d been too distracted to notice where he’d gone.

The sheriff’s eyes spun wide. “Reverend Dawkins?”

Reverend? He was young to be a minister, but apparently known as one. And in her shop. And in her brain.

“Sheriff Hardy, I heard about the young woman. If I can be of any assistance, please call me.”

The sheriff nodded and glanced from her to him. Then one hand held awkwardly to the side, he opened the door and stepped out. On the sidewalk, he shook himself, blotting his hands on his uniform, and strode away.

The reverend turned. He approached her again, and that same magnetism came over her. But, she argued, it was some ... spell ... he cast. She’d run up against religious types before, always trying to save her soul because, after all, everyone knew she ran the witch’s shop. 

It was far more confusing than that, however. Previous to living with Mama Jean, she hadn’t believed in anything. Her foster mother had taught her a rudimentary knowledge of the healing arts and steered her toward care for the shop. She was glad for that now. Because when she’d vanished, it’d given her a steady income. It didn’t mean she understood everything she sold though.

“You’re a minister?” she asked.

Preachers came in two types. They either avoided her, occasionally tossing a prayer her way, or they picketed out front, trying to drive her from town. They never came inside the shop and bought something. They never looked like him either.

He nodded. “Dagger Dawkins, duly ordained.” 

Dagger? That was unusual, but his smile returned, blinding, and she didn’t comment on it.

“Can I treat you to dinner?” he asked.

She started. “You want to take me out?”

He nodded. “Is tomorrow night okay?”

“I ...” Wanted to say yes. For that matter, she wanted to face plant against him. But her lifestyle and his wouldn’t mesh. And if he hung around her, the entire town would talk, his congregation, if he had one, shrink to nothing.

He seemed to know her thoughts. “Lauren, isn’t it?” he asked.

She nodded, still a bit stunned.

“I’d like you to agree, but understand your hesitation. I will go. If you change your mind, simply call out, and I will hear.”

Her forehead wrinkled again, her thoughts twisting. “Call out? What do you ...” Mean.

The end of her question never left her lips. He looked at her, his countenance at peace, then his skin shaded both dark and light in a wave, and he faded from view. She started, trembling, but curiosity arose. Rounding the counter, she walked to where he’d been and turned in a slow circle.

He’d been real. Sheriff Hardy had spoken to him. Yet now he was gone. 

She’d experienced unusual things living with Mama Jean and had tried to keep an open mind about it. She’d never seen anyone vanish before. How was that possible? Logically, it wasn’t, yet he’d said ...

“Yes,” she yelled. 

She heard nothing, saw nothing, but when she returned to the counter, a sticky note had been stuck in her view. Pick you up at 7, it read.
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Dagger followed the Sheriff down the sidewalk to his patrol car, though the portly lawman had no idea he was there. Not because he was invisible, but through a trick of the eyes. His skin cells altered their coloration to match his surroundings, blending in with any environment, almost reflective of it. This ability also affected his clothing, the fragility of everyday fabrics unable to withstand the chromatic changes. 

This wasn’t his only superhuman capacity. He also saw a wider range of the color spectrum than other humans, could see millions of colors, including ultraviolet light. As a youth, this had led him toward more spiritual pursuits. Surely, a world conceived with such beauty came from the substance of a Higher Being.

His turn to God hadn’t been popular growing up. Raised in a boys’ home, he’d been made much fun of, called the names young boys were wont to spit upon each other. That’d been before he’d learned to control his camouflage. More than once, he’d gotten in trouble with the headmistress for disappearing on them when, in fact, he’d never left at all.

He’d finally walked out of the home at age fifteen, knowing his stay completed and having a need to further his relationship with God. He’d spent three years living alone in the wilderness, studying for his ordination, more one with nature and the Creator of all things than any human. In that time, he’d begun to know things far in advance. He couldn’t explain to anyone how this happened, except to say he’d cultivated listening to the Voice of God speaking inside. 

Sheriff Hardy sank into the front seat of his cruiser, lifting his cell phone from the center console, and Dagger tuned his hearing to better pick up his words through the glass.

“Yeah, went by to see the witch’s kid. She acted like I expected she would and brushed off the girl’s death. But you and I both know that, in light of the old woman’s disappearance, there’s something suspicious going on. The young girl dies then the witch vanishes? Keep digging for me.”

The sheriff grunted and released a repulsive belch. “While you’re at it ... get me all you can find on Reverend Dawkins. Yeah ... him ... tall kid with strange eyes. Saw him in the shop. Anyone needs me for the next hour, I’m headed to Dinah’s for coffee.”

He disconnected and reached forward for the keys. Dagger returned to the curb. Releasing withheld energy, his skin cells returned to normal and he appeared, visible, on the sidewalk. He slid his cell phone from his pocket and dialed one of three numbers it contained. “Hello, brother,” he said when the caller answered. “Lauren Fournier. I need to know what Mom did with her caregiver ... and look backwards, too. Find out where she’s lived, what foster children she’s taken in, especially one named Annah Paget.” He smiled, in spite of his serious mood. “I can come see you tonight if you like. Tomorrow I have a date.”
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He traveled the distance from Virginia to D.C. in the blink of an eye, much as Phillip, the disciple had in the book of Acts. This was not part of his superhuman genetic makeup, but an ability he’d discovered while living alone in the wilderness. He’d never told anyone directly how he managed to arrive so fast, knowing how much it’d suspend belief, but did know that they wondered.

His brother, Crowne, of all his brothers, was the one he trusted to understand his supernatural side the most. They’d spoken of spiritual things on more than one occasion, expounding the Scriptures to gain knowledge into how they functioned. Because, though they were, in essence, manmade, a product of their mother’s scientific handiwork, certain principles of their existence worked through laws set in place by God millennia ago. 

Their need for a specific spouse was such an example. Though their mother fashioned girls for each of them to fix their individual DNA flaws, the process which caused them to unite and heal was an ancient one. Several Scriptures spoke of the union between husband and wife, and many more of God’s will to heal body, spirit, and soul. This made their mother’s work ultimately in His hands, not hers. Dagger had come to terms with this in his own meditation, musing on God’s Word in times of prayer. 

For that reason, Lauren’s association with witchcraft concerned him, but not to the point of fear. Fear would open doors to things he didn’t desire and ultimately hinder their union. She must come to knowledge of the truth and make her own choice. He could not force her to believe, or else the change in her would be false. This required patience ... and currently, solving the death the sheriff wanted to pin on her.

Because, he’d realized listening to the lawman talk, that was his ultimate motive. He thought to use both disappearances as means to force Lauren from the city. On the surface, he, too, wanted the shop closed, but he wanted it to be because she’d come to a knowledge of the gospel, not because Sheriff Hardy was making a career move.

Dagger appeared atop the manhole leading into the Underground and dropped through the opening into the tunnel beneath. It led north toward an enormous metal door that swung open at his touch.

“They’ve improved things,” he said. From the time of the explosion brought on by a member of the Underground. That had greatly damaged their network.

Once through, the corridor on the other side could have been any hallway in any building in the city, except, spanning many miles, it was part of an immense network connecting various branches of security personnel. For every branch of government, federal or civil, the Underground had someone in their employ, but they also worked in the financial center and on down to the simplest of tasks, from law enforcement to garbage men. 

Additionally, they connected nationwide with the League, an aquatic patrol that his brother, Anchor, was involved with, as well as The Coalition, genius computer hackers they’d connected with through another of his brothers, Kaos. He, himself, had no unit he was participating in, nor a congregation he lead, but was solitary. That didn’t stop him from aiding them when they required it, and generally, that was at his own instigation, his actions led by God as the Savior’s had been. (Jn 5:19)

He reached a second corridor and followed that to a door that, once more, opened at the wave of his hand. Inside, a bank of computers spanned an entire wall, on them video feeds monitoring the city, as well as maps pinpointing GPS locations of their members and any number of other high-level security protocols. 

Crowne turned, a smile rising on his face, and extended his hand. “Took you longer this time, a whole thirty seconds.”

Dagger laughed. “I’m getting rusty.” He shook Crowne’s hand and reversed. “How’s Phoebe and Alpha.” Alpha, their son, was a handful. He’d developed his parents’ determination and his dad’s ability to withstand most any physical assault. Keeping him in check would be harder and harder as he grew.

Crowne’s eyes gleamed, pride rising on his face. “Doing great. She’s had to double the security on the doors. I believe the threat was, ‘So help me if anyone heat scans his fingers, they’ll be minus theirs.’”

They shared a laugh, then Crowne’s expression sobered. He nodded toward a large screen in the center of the far wall, and a woman’s photo rose. Older, in her sixties, and heavy-set. “Lauren Fournier was raised by this woman, Jean Anderson, age sixty-two, of Jamaican descent.”

“She’s a witch?” Dagger asked. Sheriff Hardy believed she was, and the shop made it look like she was. But neither confirmed it in his thinking. Especially since their mother was involved.

Crowne’s gaze grew pointed. “Rumored. Did Mom know that?” He shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.” He waved one hand over the screen and the photo switched to one showing the front of Lauren’s shop. “This was Ms. Anderson’s place of business. She was labeled what is called an ‘earth witch’. In other words, she sold herbal mixtures for a range of ailments, both mental and physical, but put her own supernatural twist to it. Not too uncommon.”
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