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      Being the leader of the supernatural forces of good isn’t as cool as it sounds. For one thing, I had to put the world first. So everything else was second, third, four hundred and fifty-ninth. And we’re talking important things like love, friendship, family. Which is how I ended up killing the man I loved.

      Again.

      Oh, I didn’t kill him twice. I killed two separate men. One didn’t stay dead, the other... I’m not so sure.

      Yes, I’m in love with two different guys. It was news to me, too. Add to that the beginning of the end of the world and you’ve got chaos. As anyone who’s ever experienced it can tell you—chaos bites.

      Since the night my foster mother died in my arms, leaving me in charge of the Apocalypse, chaos had been, for me, standard operating procedure.

      Several weeks after I’d killed him, Sawyer invaded my dreams. He was a Navajo skinwalker—both witch and shape-shifter, a sorcerer of incredible power. Unfortunately his power hadn’t kept him from dying. Considering that he’d wanted to, I doubted anything could have. I still felt guilty. Tearing out a guy’s heart with your bare hand can do that.

      The dream was a sex dream. With Sawyer they usually were. He was a catalyst telepath—he brought out the supernatural abilities of others through sex. Something about opening yourself to yourself, the universe, the magical possibilities within—yada-yada, blah, blah, blah.

      I’d never understood what Sawyer did or how. Not that it didn’t work. One night with him and I’d had more power than I knew what to do with.

      In my dream I lay on my bed, in my apartment in Friedenberg, a northern suburb of Milwaukee. Sawyer lay behind me. His palm cupped my hip; he spooned himself around my body. Since we were nearly the same height his breath brushed my neck, his hair—long and black and sleek—cascaded over my skin. I covered his hand with mine and began to turn.

      Our legs tangled; his tightened, along with those fingers at my hip. “Don’t,” he ordered, his voice forever deep and commanding.

      He nipped lightly at the curve of my neck, and I gasped—both surprise and arousal. I knew this was a dream, but apparently my body did not.

      With hard muscles rippling beneath smooth, hot skin, he felt so real. Living for centuries had given Sawyer plenty of time to work on every muscle group for several decades, honing each inch to a state designed to make women drool. He’d be perfect if not for the tattoos that wound all over him.

      To shift, most skinwalkers used a robe adorned with the likeness of their spirit animal. For Sawyer, his skin was his robe, and upon it he’d inscribed the likenesses of many beasts of prey. Sometimes, in the firelight, those tattoos seemed to dance.

      “Why are you here?” I asked.

      “Why do you think?” He arched, pressing his erection against me.

      I couldn’t help it—I arched, too. Sure, it had only been a few weeks, but I missed him. I was going to miss him for the rest of my life.

      Without Sawyer the forces of good—aka the federation—were in deep shit. Certainly I was powerful, and would no doubt get even more so, but I’d been thrown into this without any training. I was like a magical bull in a very full china shop, thrashing around breaking things, breaking people. So far I’d been able to keep those who followed me from getting completely wiped out, but only because I’d had help.

      From Sawyer.

      “It’s a long trip from hell for a booty call.”

      His tongue tickled my neck in the same place he’d so recently nipped. “I’m not in hell.”

      “Where are you?”

      He slid his hand from my hip to my breast. “Where does it feel like I am?”

      He rubbed a thumb over my nipple, and the sensation made me tingle all over.

      “I know you’re not here,” I said. “You’ll never be here again.”

      Sawyer didn’t speak, just kept sliding his thumb over and back, over and back, then he sighed and stopped. I bit my lip to keep myself from begging him to start again.

      His lithe, clever fingers brushed across the chain that hung from my neck, then captured the turquoise strung onto it. “Why are you wearing this?”

      Sawyer had given me the necklace years ago. I’d taken it off only recently. When he’d died, I’d put the turquoise back on. It was all I had left of him. I hoped.

      “I—” I paused, uncertain. I didn’t want him to know how badly I missed him. How I rubbed the smooth stone at least a dozen times a day and remembered.

      “I’m glad,” he said. “It brought me to you.”

      At first I’d believed the necklace was just jewelry. It had turned out to be magic, marking me as Sawyer’s, saving my life on occasion, and allowing him to know where I was whenever he wanted to.

      He let the turquoise fall back between my breasts. “What was the last thing I said to you?”

      I stiffened so fast I conked the back of my head against his nose. The resultant thunk and his hiss sounded pretty real to me, as did the dull throbbing in my skull that followed.

      “Phoenix, what was the⁠—”

      “Protect that gift of faith.”

      He ran his palm over my shoulder. “Yes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “You’ll see.”

      I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath. Right before he’d said those words, Sawyer had said a few others. Words that had kept me up nights almost as much as his death had.

      I chose to leave a child behind.

      I blocked out the horrible images of what had come after those statements with what had come not long before. He’d crept into the room where I was chained to a bed, a prisoner of my own mother, a woman I’d thought long dead. She’d been a winner. Five minutes in her company and I no longer regretted being an orphan.

      The situation had been dire, yet he’d seduced me. I hadn’t wondered why until he was gone. My hand moved to my still-flat stomach. Had he left a child behind in me?

      I had so many questions. I didn’t get to ask any of them.

      “You need to wake up now.”

      “Wait, I⁠—”

      “Phoenix,” he said, then more softly, “Elizabeth.”

      Most people called me Liz, but Sawyer never had.

      “There’s someone here.”

      In the next instant I scrambled toward consciousness, and as I did the sound of his voice, the weight of his hand, and the warmth of his body faded.

      “Someone or something?” I asked.

      “Both,” he answered, and then he was gone.

      My eyes snapped open, my hand already reaching for the silver knife beneath my pillow.

      The world wasn’t what it seemed. Beneath the facades of so many people lurked half demons bent on our destruction. They’re known as the Nephilim, the offspring of the fallen angels, or Grigori, and the humans.

      They’ve been here since the beginning, glimpsed more often in times past when wolf men and women of smoke were commonplace and gave rise to the legends we now see on the screen at the multiplex.

      Unless you’re me, and then they show up in your apartment.

      My fingers wrapped around the hilt of the knife even as I stilled, waiting for the slight buzz that signaled evil creepy thing to wash over me. But it didn’t.

      I sat on the edge of the mattress, eyes narrowing, ears straining, then I took a deep breath, and my skin prickled. The bed smelled of Sawyer—snow on the mountain, leaves on the wind, fire and smoke and heat.

      “Dream my ass.”

      Downstairs, outside, came a soft thud then the scrape of something hard against the pavement. A shoe? A toe? A claw?

      As I crossed the room, I could have sworn fur brushed my thigh. I glanced down but saw only the flutter of the loose cotton shorts I’d worn to bed along with a worn and faded Milwaukee Brewers T-shirt.

      An odd cry drew me to the window, where I kept to the side and out of sight. New moon and the sky was dark, the stars dim this close to the city. The single streetlight in Friedenberg revealed nothing but empty sidewalks and dark storefronts. Which didn’t mean anything. Nephilim rarely used the front door. They didn’t have to.

      Uneasy, I glanced up—only shadows on the rooftops. Of course those shadows might become less shadowy at any moment.

      “Psst. Kid.” I kicked the cot shoved against the wall in the corner.

      My apartment was an efficiency located above a knickknack shop. I owned the building, rented out the first floor, and was considering renting out the second. I rarely came to town these days. The only reason I was here now was that I’d promised my best friend I’d attend her daughter’s ninth birthday party. I owed Megan so much, the least I could do was show up when she begged me to.

      “Luther!” I nudged the makeshift bed again. I didn’t want to touch him if I didn’t have to.

      I’d been psychometric since birth, I assumed, since I couldn’t remember a time that I wasn’t able to touch people and see where they’d been, what they’d done. In the case of the Nephilim, I could see what they truly were. Or at least I could until recently. Now I had Luther for that.

      “Wha—? Huh?” Luther rubbed at his face. His kinky golden-brown hair stuck out from his smooth brown skin even more than usual.

      “Getting any bad-guy vibes?” I gave the boy credit; he woke right up.

      “No.”  His head tilted; his hazel eyes narrowed.

      “You sleep pretty deep.” From what I heard, most kids did, though Luther would say he was no longer a kid but a man.

      He swore he was eighteen, but I had my doubts. Tall and gangly, Luther had huge feet and hands. Many Nephilim had believed Luther’s awkward appearance meant he was slow and clumsy. However, Luther moved as quickly and gracefully as the lion he could become.

      Luther was a breed—the offspring of a Nephilim and a human. Being part demon gave him supernatural powers. Being less demon than human meant he could choose to fight on the side of good. A lot of breeds did.

      “I’d hear Ruthie if she had somethin’ to say. Wouldn’t matter if I was sleeping or not.”

      Ruthie Kane, my foster mother, had been the former leader of the light. Now I was. In the beginning, she’d spoken to me on the wind, in dreams, or in visions, to let me know what flavor of evil lay behind a Nephilim’s human face. Now she spoke through Luther. I had demon issues.

      “There’s something out there,” I said.

      Luther’s silver knife appeared in his hand as quickly as mine had. Silver kills most shifters, and if it doesn’t, the metal at least slows them down.

      “Ruthie talking to you again?” Luther was already making his way toward the door that led to the back stairs.

      “No.” I paused to retrieve both my gun and Luther’s from the nightstand—if a silver knife works well, a silver bullet works even better—then I hurried to catch up.

      We tossed our knives on the kitchen table. The kid reached for the door, but I shouldered in front of him. Luther was a rookie. Sure, I’d been on the job less than four months, but I was the leader, which meant I got to go through the door first.

      In the past a seer—someone with the psychic ability to recognize a Nephilim in human form—worked with several DKs, or demon killers. However, that arrangement had gone to hell when the Nephilim infiltrated the federation and wiped out three-quarters of the group. Now the remaining members pretty much did whatever they could. Seers became DKs, DKs became seers, and everyone killed anything that got in their way.

      “If Ruthie still isn’t talking, then how do you know something’s out there?” Luther asked reasonably.

      I wasn’t going to tell him that I’d had a dream visit from the dead. Not that such news would be a shock. Luther got visits from the dead every damn day. I just didn’t want to share right now. Right now I wanted to know what was out there, and then I wanted to kill it.

      I crept down the stairs, silent on bare feet. Luther was even quieter. He’d been born part lion. He couldn’t help it.

      A door led into the parking lot behind the building. I opened it but didn’t step out. Instead I listened; Luther sniffed the air, then our eyes met and together we nodded. Deserted as far as we could tell.

      “Don’t shoot anyone I’ll have to dispose of later,” I cautioned, a variation on Don’t shoot until you see the whites of their eyes or, in federation-speak, Don’t kill a human by mistake.

      Most Nephilim disintegrated into ashes when executed correctly, eliminating impossible-to-answer questions and the annoying necessity of bloody body removal. People were another story.

      Luther’s only answer to my caution was a typical teenage sneer combined with an irritated eye roll. I didn’t have to touch him to know his thoughts.

      As if.

      We stepped outside. No one shot us, not that a bullet would do much damage. Supernatural creatures, even those like Luther and me—more human than not—healed pretty much anything but the one thing common only to them. Which meant the killer had to know what that single thing was.

      I indicated with a tilt of my chin that Luther should go around the building to the left, while I moved to the right. We’d meet back here then check out the dark gully at the far end of the lot where the Milwaukee River gurgled merrily.

      My gaze shifted in that direction. There could be something hiding there—several somethings. Although the lack of a warning from Ruthie indicated that whatever I’d heard had probably been human.

      Not that a human couldn’t be a huge pain in the ass. They usually were. And anyone sneaking around in the dark just had to be.

      As I slid along the side of the building, back to the wall, I caught movement near the river and spun in that direction, gun outstretched. For an instant I could have sworn something slunk there, low to the ground, a black, four-legged ...

      I blinked, and the shadow was just a shadow, perhaps a log with four branches, perhaps the reflection of a distant streetlight off the river. There were also foxes in Friedenberg, a few coyotes, and dogs galore. But that had looked like a wolf.

      “Sawyer?”

      My only answer was the high-pitched keening of the wind.

      I lifted my face, waiting for the air to cool my skin. Instead humid heat pressed against me; there wasn’t even a hint of a breeze. Not the wind then, but definitely a wail.

      Luther.

      I sprinted toward the front of the building. Every instinct I had shrieked for me to skid around the corner gun blazing, but charging into the open was a good way to get my head blown off. I didn’t think even that would kill me, but it would take a long time to heal. By then Luther could be dead.

      There was also the added concern of a possible pregnancy. I didn’t want to be pregnant, could think of little I wanted less than that, except maybe slow, torturous death by Nephilim, but what was, was. If I carried Sawyer’s child, he, she, or it was all that was left of his magic, beyond what he’d given to me. I had to protect his gift. I’d promised.

      Fighting the adrenaline, I peeked around the edge of the building. Four am on a Saturday and Main Street was deserted. Friedenberg boasted its share of taverns—this was Wisconsin, after all—but they’d closed on time, and everyone had skittered home.

      Not a sign of Luther.

      “Kid?” I didn’t want to shout, but pretty soon I would have to.

      I hurried along the front of the knickknack shop, so intent on the next corner I nearly missed what rested in the shrouded alcove of the doorway. I’d already scooted past when what I’d seen registered. I stopped and took several steps in retreat.

      On the landing sat a blanket-shrouded basket. Despite the lack of light in the alcove, and the lack of color to the blanket—either black or navy blue—I still detected movement beneath.

      The back of my neck prickled, and I had to fight not to slap at an imaginary mosquito. I dared not touch that area unless I meant to. Sawyer wasn’t the only one with tattoos, nor the ability to use them.

      Had someone brought me a basket of poisonous snakes, tarantulas, or Gila monsters? Maybe something new like a land shark, a water-free jellyfish, a teenie-tiny vampire. Believe me, I’d seen stranger things.

      The wail I’d heard before came again—from the basket. I leaned over, caught the end of the coverlet with the barrel of my Glock, and lifted. What I saw inside made my heart beat faster than any vampire ever had. I let the blanket fall into place and nearly tripped over my own feet in my haste to back away.

      “Fan-damn-tastic.”

      Someone had left me a baby.
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      The child started to cry in earnest; the sound could no longer be mistaken for the wind. Pretty soon someone was going to come outside and ask why I was creeping around with a gun. They’d also want to know why there was a baby in a basket on my front porch. I kind of wanted to know that myself.

      I inched closer, yanked the blanket off with my hand this time. The kid blinked. Long dark lashes framed light eyes, the exact color indeterminate in the night. The round face darkened as the baby drew a deep breath and really let loose.

      “Pick her up.”

      I started so violently, I almost dropped the gun. Luther carefully removed the weapon from my hand.

      “Her?” I asked, and he shrugged.

      “Looks like a her, doesn’t it?”

      The child wore only a disposable diaper, but it was pink. I guess that should have been my first clue.

      “Pick her up, Liz, before my head explodes.”

      “Why don’t you pick her up?” I tried to retrieve the guns, but Luther held them above his head. Though I was tall at five-ten, I still couldn’t reach them. By the time he finished growing, Luther would rival an NBA basketball center in size.

      “Not a chance,” he said.

      Leaning over the basket, I slid my hands under the baby. She was warm and wiggly, kind of like a puppy without the fur. Maybe ten pounds, a couple of feet long, I had no clue how old she might be, but she looked young—little, helpless, fragile. She scared the shit out of me.

      As I lifted, she continued to cry. I couldn’t blame her. I’d been dumped on a doorstep, too. If I’d known what was going to happen to me in the next decade, I’d have screamed my head off. Maybe I had.

      “Any note?”

      Luther peered into the depths of the basket. “Nope.”

      “Fabulous.” I was having a hard time with the kid, who continued to squirm as if she wanted me to drop her.

      “Sheesh,” Luther said. “Watch her head.”

      He transferred both guns to a single huge paw before grabbing my hand and showing me how to cup her skull with my fingers while pressing my palm to her neck.

      “Put her against your shoulder.” He pantomimed the movement then reached over and patted her back. “Sometimes they like that.”

      The baby hiccuped—once, twice—took a deep breath, and I tensed, waiting for her to blow out my eardrum with the next wail. Instead she wiggled her butt and cuddled closer, then began to suck on my T-shirt.

      “How do you know so much about babies?” I asked.

      “I have held one before. What’s your excuse?”

      “She’s my first.”

      “You’ve never held a baby? How’d you manage that?”

      “Wasn’t easy.”

      Sure I’d lived in a group home, but Ruthie hadn’t taken in many babies. They required too much care, and her specialty was troubled preteens. Most people thought Ruthie preferred adolescents because she was good with them, and she was. But in truth, the supernatural talents of many breeds appeared or strengthened at puberty.

      Ruthie ran that group home not so much for the benefit of those she took in as for the benefit of the federation. She was searching for recruits. That countless children were saved from life on the streets or in an unpleasant foster home because of her was a happy accident, nothing more.

      “You don’t have any friends with kids?”

      I had one friend, Megan, and she had three kids. But I’d been so uncomfortable around them as babies that she hadn’t allowed me to touch them—afraid, I was sure, that I’d drop them on their heads.

      “We should go inside,” I said, ignoring Luther’s question. “Grab the basket.”

      After setting the guns at the bottom, he picked up the carrier, revealing a pink blanket on the step. Luther lifted the material, and it tumbled downward. Tiny kittens gamboled across the flannel.

      “Maybe this is what she wanted.” Gently Luther settled the blanket over the baby.

      Light flashed so brightly the entire sky seemed to fill with it. In my arms the child shifted and wriggled. I tightened my grip, afraid she’d slip free.

      “Shh,” I murmured, hoping to keep her from crying again.

      Meow, she said.

      I looked down. I now held a fuzzy black kitten.

      A police car turned left at the single flashing streetlight and rolled in our direction. With only three thousand people in our tiny suburb on the river, and most of those fairly wealthy two-career families and their kids, the cops had little to do in Friedenberg beyond harass the teenagers and chat with the populace. While a kitten would be a lot easier to explain than a baby, and our guns were safely out of sight in the basket, I still hurried toward the back door.

      Though I’d been one once, cops now made me nervous, perhaps because I was breaking the law daily. And I wasn’t jaywalking or parking in a red zone. I was committing murder, with a little fraud and sometimes a kidnapping on the side. Explaining that the “people” I’d killed weren’t people would only get me locked up in a mental institution instead of the women’s state prison.

      Sure, I could get out. Wouldn’t take much effort. If I became an escaped convict, however, I’d have not only the Nephilim after me but local law enforcement, too. Once I crossed state lines, the feds would get involved, and we’d have chaos on multiple fronts.

      I needed to have unimpeded freedom to move across the country by any means necessary, including air travel. Which meant having my name and face on a “most wanted” list was not the way to go.

      I clattered up the steps, then closed and locked the door. The kitten squirmed, and when I held her more tightly, she scratched me. I put her down. She promptly scooted under the bed.

      “I guess we don’t have to wonder whose kid that is.” Luther seemed a little shook up. His eyes were huge, and he kept glancing at the place the kitten had disappeared as if he expected her to crawl back out—on human hands and knees. She might.

      I found his nervousness strange considering he’d seen people turn into all sorts of things. Of course he’d never seen a baby turn into a kitten. Neither had I.

      I tossed the blanket and the now empty pink diaper onto the table. “Guess not.”

      “What do you think her name is?”

      As if he were speaking right next to me, I heard again Sawyer’s words. Protect that gift of⁠—

      “Faith. Her name’s Faith.”

      “You sure?”

      I sighed. “Yeah.”

      “Who’s her mama?”

      “Got me.” With Sawyer, could be damn near anyone.

      “You think she brought Faith here?”

      “Her mother? Why would she?”

      Luther’s bony, leonine shoulders shifted beneath his skin as he shrugged. “Maybe she’s in trouble.”

      “Join the club.” I contemplated the set of eyes shining beneath the bed. In the instant before she’d leaped from my arms I’d seen that those eyes were gray, like Sawyer’s. “What am I going to do with a baby?”

      “Protect her.” I narrowed my gaze on Luther, who held up his hands in surrender. “Aren’t you?”

      “Of course. But⁠—”

      There were half demons all over the place that needed killing. I couldn’t cart around a baby while doing that. I supposed I could wrap her in the blanket then put her in a cage.

      Or not.

      “Get Ruthie,” I ordered.

      Luther didn’t argue. He merely closed his eyes and did whatever it was that he had to do to bring her forth. Seconds later, when Luther opened those eyes, Ruthie stared out.

      It was the strangest thing. Luther’s gaze was hazel, amber when his lion threatened, but when he channeled Ruthie his irises went deep brown. He moved differently, too—no longer the broad hand movements and rapid footsteps of a teenage boy, but the graceful gestures and measured gait of an old woman.

      “I was just gonna come to you, child.” Ruthie’s voice flowed out of Luther’s mouth.

      “Why?”

      “Found us another skinwalker. His name is Sani.”

      Sawyer’s knowledge of magic had died with him. I might now possess his power, but I had no clue how to use it. Hence Ruthie’s search for another of my kind. Sawyer had been able to talk to the dead, and right now ... I really needed to.

      “Man taught Sawyer everything he knew,” she continued.

      “The guy’s still alive?” Since Sawyer was ancient, Sani had to be Mesozoic.

      Ruthie gave me a long look out of Luther’s face. A skinwalker only died if he chose to, therefore most of them were probably older than the hills—literally.

      “How do I find him?”

      “Take a right at the Badlands and don’t stop until you hit the Black Hills. Place called Inyan Kara. Sacred mountain of the Lakota.”

      “Skinwalkers are Navajo. What is one doing on Lakota land?”

      “Sacred mountain is a sacred mountain, and skinwalkers need one of their own. Mount Taylor has belonged to Sawyer since⁠—”

      “The dawn of time,” I muttered.

      “Close enough.”

      “If this man taught Sawyer, why didn’t he snatch Mount Taylor for himself?”

      “He did.”

      “Yet he’s in South Dakota.”

      “Wyoming,” she corrected. “Inyan Kara is found in the portion of the Black Hills located in Wyoming. Creates a sacred triangle with Bear Butte and Devil’s Tower. Powerful magic.”

      “Lakota magic.”

      Luther’s bony shoulders rippled again. “Sani can draw magic from any mountain.”

      “I still don’t see why he gave up Mount Taylor.”

      “He didn’t give it up,” Ruthie said, and something in her voice told me the truth.

      “Sawyer took it from him.”

      Luther’s chin dipped toward his chest in acknowledgment.

      “Guy’s going to be so happy to help me raise the man who stole his magic mountain.” Indians are understandably touchy on the subject of land grabbing.

      “Sani will help you. He’ll have to.”

      “Why?”

      “When your journey is complete, you’ll know all you need to know.”

      I really hated it when Ruthie said shit like that.

      I didn’t bother to quiz her about what I’d learn from the journey. Even if she knew, she wouldn’t tell me. The journey was part of the ... journey.

      “What does Sani mean?” I asked.

      “Old One.”

      “What did they call him when he was young?”

      “Sani was never young.”

      I opened my mouth then shut it again. I really didn’t want to know.

      “What’s wrong?” Ruthie asked. “I figured you’d grab your bag and be out the door before the location left my mouth.”

      I’d thought I would be, too. But while I wouldn’t pose questions about my journey, I did have questions about something else.

      “I have a little problem.” I lowered myself to my knees and dragged the hissing, spitting kitten from beneath the mattress.

      Ruthie stared at it for a minute then lifted her gaze to mine. “Got no time for a pet.”

      “This was a baby ten minutes ago.”

      Luther’s bushy eyebrows lifted. “Don’t say.”

      “Do.”

      Ruthie snorted. “Well. How’d that happen?”

      I let the kitten skitter back beneath the bed and reached for the blanket, holding the soft material up so she could see the truth. “Get the picture?”

      Luther’s eyes widened. “No foolin’?”

      “You didn’t know?”

      “No.”

      I wasn’t sure I believed her. Ruthie existed these days in her own personal heaven. There the sun always shone and it never, ever rained. She watched over children who’d left this earth too soon, usually violently, giving them extra love and attention before sending them on their way into the light.

      She also directed our side of the war from beyond. I might carry the title leader of the light, but the true leader was Ruthie and always would be.

      However, sometimes she kept things from us. She had her reasons, or so she said. She also manipulated us, lied to us, and moved us around like living chess pieces. At times I’d hated her for it. Eventually I’d come to understand she’d do anything to save the world, because so would I.

      “You’d have no clue who her mother might be?” That was bothering me more and more. The mother. Who was she? Where was she? Most importantly ...

      What was she?

      “None,” Ruthie answered.

      I wasn’t sure what I was going to do about that. As far as I knew, Sawyer didn’t have a little black book.

      “We’re going to have to work something out for the child,” Ruthie said. “You need to go to Sani. He no longer leaves Inyan Kara.”

      “Cursed?”

      Until recently Sawyer had been unable to leave Navajo land as a man. His whack-job of an evil spirit bitch mother had cursed him. No sooner had the curse been broken, allowing him to walk on two feet instead of four anywhere that he wanted, than I’d had to kill him. Talk about bad luck.

      “Yes.” Ruthie shook her head, and Luther’s curls bobbed. “No. Well, you’ll see.”

      I loved it when I knew exactly what I was getting into.

      “What am I going to do with—?” I jabbed my thumb toward the bed.

      “Protect her.”

      Sheesh, I wished someone would sing a new tune.

      “How?”

      “You need a powerful ally who’s been fighting Nephilim for a long time, who’s very good at killing. Someone you trust. Someone who would do anything you asked just because you asked and would die before he let you down.”

      “Ah, hell. Not him.”
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      “Yes,” Ruthie said. “Him. Take the child to Jimmy.”

      Jimmy Sanducci and I had history—a lot of it. We’d loved and lost each other and then⁠—

      I wasn’t quite sure what to call what had happened lately. I still loved him, but I kind of thought he hated me. I couldn’t blame him, but it still hurt. Declaring to the universe that I also loved Sawyer had not helped the situation.

      Jimmy and Sawyer did not care for each other. Asking Sanducci to watch over Sawyer’s child was going to be as much fun as asking your boss for a raise right after you wrecked the company car.

      “There’s gotta be an easier way.”

      “In your experience, Lizbeth, is there ever an easier way?”

      “No.”

      “You can’t send another to Inyan Kara. You have to be the one to go.”

      As far as I knew, only skinwalkers could raise ghosts. I’d become one the first time I slept with Sawyer. Besides being psychometric, with latent channeling abilities, I was also a sexual empath—I absorbed supernatural powers through sex. Talk about a mood killer.

      While I supposedly had the power to raise ghosts, I hadn’t been able to raise Sawyer—another check mark on our “why we need a skinwalker” list. I hoped Sani could reveal what I was doing wrong.

      “I’ll take Faith with me,” I said.

      “Not a good idea.” Luther’s great big hand went up, forestalling my inevitable why? “Sawyer stole his mountain, child. You think Sani’s gonna forgive that? You think he’s gonna let the opportunity for revenge pass him by?”

      “I can protect her.”

      “Maybe you can; maybe you can’t. You don’t know what kind of magic the Old One has found on top of that Lakota mountain. You wanna take the chance he’s strong enough to go through you and get to her?”

      “Fine. I’ll leave her with Luther.”

      “He’s a child himself.”

      “Don’t tell him that.”

      Ruthie’s lips curved. “I’ve brought up plenty of kids. Along the way I did learn a thing or two about teenage boys and their egos.”

      “You could watch her. Just stay...” I waved vaguely at Luther’s body. “In there.”

      But Ruthie was already shaking Luther’s head. “I got children back home that need me. Can’t just leave ’em on their own when they died the way they did.”

      “Jimmy isn’t going to like this,” I said.

      “He don’t like much lately. What’s one more thing for his list?”

      Ruthie was right. I couldn’t leave a baby with a teenager—no matter how responsible Luther was, no matter how vicious he could become—and the only other person left alive with whom I’d trust a shape-shifting infant was Sanducci.

      “Where is he?” I asked.

      “The Badlands.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Convenient.”

      “Coincidence or fate?” Luther’s shoulders lifted then lowered. “You be the judge.”

      “Why’s he there?”

      “Nest of Iyas.”

      “Some type of vamp?”

      Jimmy was a dhampir—the son of a vampire and a woman. His father had been an asshole—I mean a strega—translation, “Italian vampire witch.” No one knew what his mother had been. Probably lunch.

      Dhampirs can sense vampires, and they’re very good at ending them. Jimmy was ultra-fast, super-strong, and damn hard to kill. Once again, due to sexual empathy, so was I.

      “Lakota storm monster,” Ruthie explained. “Possesses a hunger food can’t satisfy. Only blood.”

      Sounded like a vamp to me. “What else?”

      “Wherever they walk, winter follows. They wear the heads of their victims as trophies.”

      “How exactly do these things blend in?”

      “They’re human when they choose to be. Only in battle do they become Iyas, faceless monsters of the storm.”

      “How do you kill them?” I asked.

      “Sunlight.”

      For a vampire storm monster, I guess that made sense.

      “We’ll leave this afternoon.” I was going to have to bring Luther along. I couldn’t handle Faith by myself.

      “Why not now?”

      “I promised Megan I’d be here for her daughter’s birthday party.”

      “Tell her you can’t make it.”

      “No.”

      “Lizbeth—”

      “No,” I repeated. “I won’t stay for the whole party but I am going.”

      I’d broken one promise to Megan. I hadn’t taken care of her husband. Instead I’d gotten him killed. I’d sworn not to break another promise to her again if I could help it.

      Max Murphy had been my partner. He’d trusted my “instincts.” He’d wound up dying because of them, because of me. I hadn’t been able to stomach remaining a cop after that so I’d taken a job as a bartender in the tavern owned by the widow. It was the least I could do.

      “All right,” Ruthie agreed. “How long until you reach Inyan Kara?”

      “A day or so. I’ll have to drive.”

      Certainly I could shape-shift, and so could Luther, but I didn’t relish carrying a kitten in my mouth all the way to South Dakota. Besides, a lion loping down the road might cause quite a commotion.

      We could fly, but I wasn’t sure about the rules for taking a baby on an airplane. I had no paperwork, and I’d need some. Then we’d get to the nearest airport, which I bet wasn’t exactly close to where we wanted to be, and we’d have to rent a car anyway. Better to take one already loaded with the weapons I liked to keep near.

      “Can we use the Impala?”

      The voice was Luther’s again. His hazel eyes were avid. He loved that car nearly as much as I did. Too bad the powder-blue ’57 Chevy wasn’t really mine.

      “Sure.” I grabbed my still-packed duffel off the floor next to my bed.

      “Can I drive?”

      “No.”

      “But—”

      “No license. No way.”

      “If I can kill a prehistoric werebat⁠—”

      “Camazotz,” I corrected. “Mayan shape-shifter.”

      Last week Luther and I had hopped a flight to Mexico, and I’d let him take the lead when we went after the bat-headed beast. He’d bagged it with his first shot.

      “If I can kill a camazotz—he rolled his eyes— “with a bronze-tipped arrow from a wooden bow, I think I can drive a stick shift.”

      I knew letting him kill that thing was going to come back and bite me on the ass. Now he thought he could do anything.

      “You get to hold the baby.”

      “It’s not a baby,” he muttered.

      “Kitten. Kid. Whatever.”

      An hour later we were showered and packed. I’d tried to get Faith to eat something more solid than a bowl of milk but she just turned her nose up at the Chicken of the Sea I scrounged from a cabinet.

      “You can’t feed tuna to a baby!” Luther objected as he scrubbed the water from his corkscrew hair with a towel.

      “You said she wasn’t a baby.”

      “Har-har.” He tossed the towel into the bathroom. It hit the floor with a wet thunk.

      “Seriously?” I asked, and with a put-upon sigh he shuffled into the steamy room and hung the towel on a rack.

      “How does she become a baby again? The blanket turns her into a kitten but—” Luther waved at Faith as she chased dust through a spray of sunshine on the floor. “How does she turn back?”

      I frowned.

      "We have to imagine ourselves ourselves,” Luther continued. “But she’s so little. I don’t think she knows how. And it’s kind of hard to tell her when her vocabulary consists of wah and meow.”

      “Fuck.” See why I had no business taking care of a baby shape-shifter? I had no idea what made them work.

      “You’re going to want to clean up your language or the first word out of her mouth is going to be⁠—”

      I lifted my hand. “I get the picture.”

      I didn’t plan on being around Faith that long. I was going to Inyan Kara, learning what I could from Sani, raising Sawyer’s ghost, and finding out the answers to a few important questions.

      For instance: Who was his next of kin? There was no way I was raising a kitten-kid.

      Megan lived on the east side of Milwaukee, about twenty minutes from Friedenberg on a block of older, closely spaced houses broken up by the occasional corner pub. Back in the day, every neighborhood boasted a tavern—at least in Wisconsin. Murphy’s had been one of them.

      Now it was mostly a cop bar, though a lot of locals often hung out. Besides booze, Megan served sandwiches and heart-attack-producing appetizers such as deep-fried cheese curds. For the health-conscious she provided a wide selection of deep-fried vegetables. If you still weren’t dead, the dessert menu offered deep-fried Oreos, Twinkies, and cheesecake. They were really quite good.

      However, for her daughter Anna’s party Megan had promised pizza, lemonade, and birthday cake—not deep-fried. The celebration started at eleven am since Megan would have to be at work by three. Saturday night was a big night at Murphy’s, and any tavern owner knew that the only way to make sure everything ran smoothly, and no one dipped into the till, was to be there.

      Megan opened the door at our knock, took one look at the kitten in my arms, and slammed it in my face. I blinked, glanced at Luther, shrugged, and rang the bell.

      “Go away!”

      “You ordered me to be here.”

      The door flew open with such force, the displaced air blew Megan’s curly red hair back from her cute little face. And if she ever learned I thought of her as cute, she’d slug me. One thing Megan Murphy didn’t appreciate was the depth of her adorableness. She wanted to be tall and voluptuous, dark and exotic—like me.

      “Did you get a brain amputation?” Megan’s bright blue eyes narrowed in her Irish-pale face. “We have rules here.” She held up one finger. “No rodents.” Then a second. “No reptiles.” A third. “No animals that say rarhh.”

      I glanced down at the kitten in my arms. “Oh.”

      “Yeah. Take that right back where you got it.”

      “I—um. Well, you see—uh. I can’t.”

      “You will. You cannot give my daughter a⁠—”

      The sudden bright light was followed by an audible whoosh as the kitten in my arms became human. Megan’s eyes went as wide as pie plates as she finished her sentence with, “baby.”

      Said baby waved her arms joyfully and giggled.

      “You did that on purpose,” I accused.

      Megan recovered from her shock quickly, laughing, although it sounded a little strained. Who could blame her?

      “That’s a baby, Liz, or at least I think it is. They don’t do much on purpose. Although it does seem, at times, like they’re in league with Satan.”

      I winced.

      “Oh! Sorry.”

      Megan had known about the Nephilim even before I’d told her. Meg’s explanation? She was Irish. They believed in all sorts of spooky shit.

      “Is she⁠—?”

      “No.” Or at least I didn’t think she was in league with Satan. Yet.

      I nearly bungled the baby when she attempted a swan dive toward Luther, who stood at my side. I uttered a curse that earned me a frown from both Luther and Megan then gathered Faith close and tried to hold her down. She continued to reach in Luther’s direction. I turned just as he held out her kitty blanket.

      “Whoa!” I snatched it away an instant before she touched it. “Oh, no you don’t. Bad kitty. I mean, bad girl.” I tossed the thing to Luther. “Put that in the car.”

      He did as I ordered. Faith began to cry.

      “Give her the binkie, Liz.” Megan put her hands over her ears. “Are you nuts?”

      I stepped inside. “Are you? You want her turning from kitty to kid and back again in front of all your friends and relatives? She isn’t a party favor.”

      “What is she?”

      Since I’d never told Megan about Sawyer, and didn’t want to now, I decided to stick to the basics. “Shape-shifter.”

      “No kidding. Is she⁠—”

      “Is she what?” I repeated absently, still doing my best not to drop a squirming, slippery skinwalker.

      “Yours?”

      “Huh?”

      Faith took advantage of my distraction to jerk backward and nearly flipped end-over-end out of my arms.

      Megan snatched the baby then turned her so that Faith’s back was against Megan’s side, the child’s butt on Megan’s hip, with Megan’s forearm across Faith’s chest, hand clasping the baby’s opposite leg. The kid had nowhere to go. She stopped squirming and gave me a smirky, toothless grin.

      “Well?” Megan demanded.

      “You think I could pop out an infant in the few weeks since I saw you last?”

      “I think you can do just about anything.”

      “Slight exaggeration.” Megan lifted an eyebrow, and I hissed in exasperation. “I certainly can’t cook a bun in my oven at the speed of sound.” Or at least I didn’t think I could.

      I’d been so focused on Faith since she’d dropped onto my porch that I hadn’t had much time to do the happy dance over not being pregnant myself. I still didn’t have time, so I did a quick one in my head.

      “What are you grinning about?” Megan asked. “Whose kid is this if it isn’t yours?”

      Luther opened the door and stepped inside. Megan’s gaze narrowed. “His?”

      “Nuh-uh!” Luther held up his big hands in surrender. “No, ma’am.”

      “Better not be. You’re not old enough to shave.”

      “Am too.”

      I pointed my index finger at him. “Stop,” I ordered. I was not having the I’m a man discussion with Luther again. “Meg, this is Luther Vincent. Luther, my best friend Megan Murphy.”

      Megan nodded. She had her hands full of baby. Luther nodded back.

      “There’s soda in the kitchen,” Megan said. “Snacks on the table.” Before she finished the last word, Luther was gone. “Where’d you get him?”

      “Indiana.”

      “Parents?”

      “Dead.”

      “Human?”

      “A little.”

      Megan made a keep going gesture with the index finger of her free hand. Faith was gumming the heck out of the other one.

      “Luther is a Marbas. His mother was a descendant of the demon Barbas—a lion that could become human. His father was a conjurer with the magical ability to keep her that way.”

      “What can Luther do?”

      “Shift into a lion, fight demons, heal his wounds.” I bit my lip then decided to come clean. “He can also channel Ruthie.”

      “I thought you did that?”

      “I did until...”

      My voice faded. I didn’t want to admit this, either.

      “Come on,” she said, striding through the house, stopping in the kitchen to snatch two Miller Lites out of a cooler by the door before stepping onto the concrete slab that served as a deck in the backyard.

      Luther was occupied with a plate of cheese, summer sausage, and olives. I hoped there was some left when the other guests arrived.

      I sat in the lawn chair next to Megan’s. “Where are the kids?”

      “A friend took them for the morning so I could get things ready for the party.”

      Megan had another friend besides me? That was new. Her hours at the bar weren’t conducive to a social life, not that she’d wanted one. In the years since Max died I could count on one hand the times Megan had hired a sitter to do anything other than work.

      “Enough about me,” she said. “Why is the prince of the jungle hearing Ruthie and you’re not?”

      “I’ve got—” I couldn’t finish.

      “A cold?” Megan asked. “The flu?”

      “A demon.”
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