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      A month ago I put a stake through the heart of the only man I’ve ever loved. Luckily, or not, depending on the day and my mood, that wasn’t enough to kill him.

      I found myself the leader of a band of seers and demon killers at the dawn of the Apocalypse. Turns out a lot of that Biblical prophecy crap is true.

      I consider it both strange and frightening that I was chosen to lead the final battle between the forces of good and evil. Until last month I’d been nothing more than a former cop turned bartender.

      Oh, and I was psychic. Always had been.

      Not that being psychic had done anything for me except lose me the only job I wanted—being a cop—and the only man too, the aforementioned extremely-hard-to-kill Jimmy Sanducci. It had also gotten my partner killed, something I had yet to get over despite his wife’s insistence that it hadn’t been my fault.

      In an attempt to pay a debt I could never truly pay, I’d taken a job as the first-shift bartender in a tavern owned by the widow, Megan Murphy. I also found myself best friends with the woman. I’m not quite sure how.

      After last month’s free-for-all of death and destruction, I’d come home to Milwaukee to try and figure out what to do next. Three-quarters of my doomsday soldiers were dead and the rest were in hiding. I had no way of finding them, no way of knowing who they even were unless I found Jimmy. That was proving more difficult than I’d thought.

      While I hung out and waited for the psychic flash that would make all things clear, I went back to work at Murphy’s. A girl had to eat and pay the mortgage. Amazingly, being the leader of the supernatural forces of sunshine—I’m kidding, we’re actually called the federation—didn’t pay jack shit.

      On the night all hell broke loose—again—I was working a double shift. The evening bartender had come down with a case of the “I’d rather be at Summerfest” blues, and I couldn’t walk out at the end of my scheduled hours and leave Megan alone to deal with the dinner rush.

      Not that there was much of one. Summerfest, Milwaukee’s famous music festival on the lake, drew most of the party crowd. A few off-duty cops drifted in now and then—they were the mainstay of Megan’s business—but in truth, Murphy’s was the emptiest I’d ever seen it. Which made it easy for the woman who appeared at dusk to draw my attention.

      She strolled in on dangerously high heels—tall and slim and dark. Her hair was up in a fancy twist I’d never have been able to manage, even if my own was longer than the nape of my neck. Her white suit made her bronze skin and the copper pendant revealed by the plunging neckline of her jacket gleam in the half-light.

      Megan took one look, rolled her eyes, and retreated to the kitchen. She had no patience for lawyers. Did anyone? This woman’s clothes, heels, carriage screamed “bloodsucker.” In my world, there was always great concern that the term was literal. I nearly laughed out loud when she ordered Cabernet.

      “With that suit?” I asked.

      Her lips curved; her perfectly plucked eyebrows lifted past the rims of her self-regulating sunglasses, which had yet to lighten even though she’d stepped indoors. I could see only the shadow of her eyes beyond the lenses. Brown, perhaps black. Definitely not blue like mine.

      The cheekbones and nose hinted at Native American blood somewhere in her past. Though she probably knew the origin of hers, I did not. Who I’d been before I’d become Elizabeth Phoenix was as much a mystery to me as the identity of my parents.

      “You think I’d spill a single drop?” she murmured in a smoky voice.

      How could something sound like smoke? I’d never understood that term. But as soon as she spoke, it suddenly became clear to me. She sounded like a gray, hot mist that could kill you.

      “You from around here?” I asked.

      Murphy’s, located in the middle of a residential area, wasn’t exactly a tourist attraction. The place was as old as the city and had been a tavern all of its life. Back in the day, fathers would finish their shifts at the factories, then stop by for a brew before heading home. They’d come in after dinner and watch the game, or retreat here if they’d fought with the wife or had enough of the screaming kids.

      Such establishments could be found all over Milwaukee, hell, all over Wisconsin. Bar, house, bar, house, house, house, another bar. In Friedenberg, where I lived, about twenty miles north of the city, there were five bars in the single mile square village.

      Walking more than a block for a beer? It just wasn’t done.

      “I’m from everywhere.”  The stranger sipped the wine.

      A bit clung to her lip. Gravity pulled it downward, the remaining moisture pooling into a droplet the shade of blood. Her tongue snaked out and captured the bead before it fell on the pristine white lapel of her suit. I had a bizarre flash of Snow White.

      “Or maybe it’s nowhere." She tilted her head. “You decide."

      I was starting to get uneasy. She might be beautiful, but she was weird. Not that we didn’t get weirdoes in the bar every day. But there was usually a cop or ten around.

      Sure, I’d once been a cop, but I wasn’t anymore. And pretty much everyone, even Megan, frowned on bartenders pulling a gun on the clientele. Of course, if she wasn't human—

      My fingers stroked the solid silver knife I hid beneath my ugly green uniform vest as I waited for some kind of sign.

      The woman reached again for her wine. Contrary to her earlier assertion, she knocked it over. The ruby-red liquid sloshed across the bar, pooling at the edge before dripping onto the floor.

      I should have been diving for a towel; instead I found myself fascinated by the shimmering puddle, which reflected the dim lights and the face of the woman. The shiny dark surface leached the color from everything, not that there’d been all that much color to her in the first place. Black hair, white suit, light brown skin.

      Slowly I lifted my gaze. The glasses had cleared. I could see her eyes. I’d seen them before—in the face of a woman of smoke who’d been conjured from a bonfire in the New Mexico desert. No wonder she hid them behind dark lenses. Those eyes would scare the pants off of anyone who looked directly into them. I was surprised I hadn’t been turned to stone. They held eons of hate, centuries of evil, millennia of joy in the act of murder with a dash of madness on the side.

      I drew my knife, threw it—I ought to be able to hit her in such close quarters—but she snatched the weapon out of the air with freakishly fast fingers.

      “Shit,” I said.

      Smirking, she returned the knife—straight at my head. I ducked, and the thing stuck in the wall behind me with a thunk and a boing worthy of any cartoon soundtrack.

      I straightened, meaning to grab the weapon and leap over the bar. I had supernatural speed and strength of my own. But the instant my head cleared wood, she grabbed me by the neck and hauled me across, breaking bottles, knocking glasses everywhere.

      “Liz?” Megan called.

      I opened my mouth to shout, “Run!” and choked instead as the woman squeezed.

      She lifted her gaze to where Megan must surely be. I wanted to say, “Don’t look at her,” but speech was as beyond me as breathing.

      I heard a whoosh and then a thud, like a body sliding down a wall to collapse on the floor. Had the woman of smoke killed Megan with a single glance? I wouldn’t put it past her.

      I pulled at her hands, tugged on her fingers, managed to loosen her hold enough by breaking a few to gulp several quick breaths.

      What had happened? The woman of smoke was obviously a minion of evil out to kill me. Being the leader of the light, in a battle with the demon horde, seemed to have put a great big, invisible target on my back.

      However, the other times I’d always had a warning—what I called a ghost whisper. The voice of the woman who’d raised me, Ruthie Kane—whose death had set this whole mess in motion—would tell me what kind of creature I was facing. Even if I didn’t know how to kill it—and considering that I’d been dropped into this job with no training, that was usually the case—I still preferred advance notice of impending bloody death rather than having bloody death sprung upon me.

      I tried to think. It was amazingly hard without oxygen.

      The woman of smoke had grabbed my silver knife, and her fingers hadn’t sprung out in a rash. Not a shape-shifter, or at least not a common one such as a werewolf. When you mix silver and werewolves, you usually wind up with ashes.

      Her strength hinted at vampire, though most of those would just tear out my throat and have a nice, relaxing bath in my blood. Still—

      I let go of her arm and tore open my uniform so that Ruthie’s silver crucifix spilled free. Vampires tended to flip when they saw the icon, not because of the shape, or the silver, but because of the blessing upon it. She didn’t even blink. I pressed it to her wrist anyway.

      Nothing. Not a vampire.

      She stilled. The pressure on my throat eased; the black spots cleared from in front of my eyes. She stared at my chest and not with the fascinated expression I often got after opening my shirt. If I did say so myself, my breasts weren’t bad. However, I’d never had a woman this interested in them. I didn’t like it any more than I liked her.

      “Where did you get that?” Her eyes sparked; I could have sworn I saw flames leap in the center of all that black.

      “Th-the crucifix is—”

      “A crucifix can’t stop me.”  She yanked it from my neck, tossing the treasured memento aside.

      “Hey!” I tore her amulet off the same way.

      The very air seemed to still, yet my hair stirred in an impossible wind.

      Dreadful One, Ruthie whispered at last. Naye’i.

      A Naye’i was a Navajo spirit. I’d heard of them before. Several puzzle pieces suddenly fit together with a nearly audible click.

      The woman of smoke backed away, staring at the stone I had recently strung on its own chain rather than continuing to let it share Ruthie’s.

      “You don’t like my turquoise.”

      Her gaze lifted from the necklace to my face. All I could see between the narrowed lids was a blaze of orange flame. “That isn’t yours.”

      “I know someone who’d say differently.” My hand inched toward the blue-green gem. “The someone who gave it to me. I think you call him ‘son’.”

      As soon as my fingers closed around it, the turquoise went white hot, and the Naye’i snarled like the demon she was, then turned to smoke and disappeared.
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      A movement near the bar had me crouching and swiveling in that direction, even though I was fresh out of weapons except for the turquoise. I doubted the stone would do me much good against the shotgun in Megan’s hands.

      Though short, Megan was strong, probably from hauling three kids around—first in her belly and then on her hip—not to mention being a single mom with a thriving business. She didn’t get much sleep; she frequently forgot to eat; yet her pale skin, which fried like bacon in the sun, glowed as healthy as her thick, curly red hair and dark blue eyes.

      She was cute as a button—and several other similes for cuteness, such as puppies and kittens, all of which drove Megan crazy. She wanted to be elegant and classy, but you get what you get. I, myself, was tall, dark, and different when all I’d ever wanted to be was normal.

      Nevertheless, Megan’s adorability, her girl-next-doorness, would have been adequate grounds to put her on my “too annoying to live” list except she also had a dry, sarcastic wit that matched my own and a genuine lack of interest in how she looked or who she impressed.

      All Megan cared about were her kids, her bar, and me. Crazy woman.

      She lowered the shotgun, cast me a quick, unreadable glance, then poured herself a shot of Jameson’s and slammed it back like water.

      I let out a sigh of relief that she was alive and standing, with all her faculties still intact. Obviously the woman of smoke had the power to knock someone unconscious with a single glance, but she couldn’t kill anyone that way. The first good news I’d had in weeks. I wondered why she hadn’t tried it on me.

      “You’re gonna sit right down and tell me what the fuck that was,” Megan said.

      I hesitated. Panic was just around the corner if the world at large discovered doomsday was at hand. But I didn’t know how I could avoid telling Megan something—unless I left and never came back. Probably a good choice considering my presence here had nearly gotten her killed.

      “Uh-uh,” Megan said. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      Damn, she was good. Raising three kids had no doubt given her mom’s ESP. One tiny flicker in my eyes, a slight twitch of my shoulder, and Megan had known exactly what I was planning,

      “And don’t think you can disappear like your pal did.” Megan paused, frowned. “Can you disappear like your pal did?”

      I opened my mouth, shut it again. Gave up. “No.”

      Her eyebrows lifted. She was as surprised as I was that I’d admitted the woman of smoke had gone poof.

      “What can you do?” she asked. “Besides figure out where people are, or what they’ve done, or where they’ve hidden someone or something just by touching them.”

      “I don’t always have to touch them.” Sometimes I only had to touch something they owned. That was how I’d found Jimmy the last time. Unfortunately, Sanducci hadn’t left anything behind for me to fondle.

      I went to the door, flipped the open sign to closed and locked it. “Pour me one of those.” I flicked a finger at the whiskey bottle, then scooped up both the crucifix and the amulet from the floor and stuffed them into my pocket.

      After brushing glass off a stool, I sat. Megan yanked my knife out of the wall. She handed the sparkling silver weapon across the bar without comment. I tucked the thing back where it belonged, then did my best to straighten my clothes. I’d lost too many buttons, so I gave up and sipped at the whiskey. I didn’t know where to start, so I just kept sipping.

      “Ruthie died,” Megan suggested.

      That was as good a place as any to begin.

      The public believed Ruthie Kane had been murdered, and she had been—just not by human hands or conventional weapons. The local police department had been stumped. Couldn’t blame them. It wasn’t every day little old ladies died on their sunny kitchen floors from the bite wounds of wild animals.

      In the end, Jimmy had framed a dead demon killer— mostly to get himself off the hook—and the police had accepted the ruse. They’d had to explain things somehow.

      “Liz?” Megan murmured, bringing me back to the here and now.

      “Ruthie touched me and gave me her power,” I said.  “To see, to know—” I moved my hands helplessly, uncertain how to explain.

      When a supernatural entity came near, seers heard a voice—for me, it was Ruthie’s voice—telling us what type of demon lay behind the benign human face. If we were lucky, we received advance warning through a vision. Then it was our duty to send out a demon killer to end the problem.

      Before Ruthie had died she’d passed her sight to me, and given me a helluva coma—but I’d survived. It had taken some time to learn how to control the power; sometimes I still wasn’t sure how in control I was, but I thought I was getting the hang of it.

      “There are monsters in the world,” I continued. “Always have been.”

      “I’m aware of that.”

      “I’m not using a euphemism. When I say monster I mean tooth and claw—magical, ancient, legendary beings that plan to destroy us.”

      “I’m Irish,” Megan said. “I know.”

      “What does being Irish have to do with anything?”

      “I was raised to believe in magical, legendary creatures—both good and evil.” When I continued to frown, Megan fluttered her fingers in a “get on with it” gesture. “Just tell me.”

      “Ruthie was killed by the Nephilim.”

      “Offspring of the fallen angels and the daughters of men.”

      I blinked. “How do you know that?”

      “It’s in the Bible, Liz.”

      I waggled my hand back and forth. “Eh.”

      Oh, here and there a line about fallen angels, Satan, giants, and monsters could be found. In truth, the Bible was a scary, scary book, and that was before you even got to Revelation. But the whole story of the Nephilim—that had been left out.

      “You’ve read the Book of Enoch?” I asked.

      “Yeah.” She shrugged. “I was curious.”

      Over the centuries, several sections had been removed from the Bible. Enoch had originally been beloved by Jews and Christians alike until it was pronounced heresy and banned. They did that a lot back then.

      “In the interest of saving time, why don’t you let me in on what you already know?” I had places to go, people to question, demons to kill. The brand-new story of my life.

      “Certain angels were given the task of watching over the humans,” Megan began. “They were called the Watchers. But they lusted after them instead and were banished by God. Their offspring were known as the Nephilim.”

      “Some say they were giants,” I continued when she didn’t. “They devoured man and beast; they drank the blood of their enemies. Their strength was legion. They could fly. They could shape-shift.”

      Megan’s eyes widened, and her mouth made an O of surprise. “You’re saying—”

      “Vampires. Werewolves. Evil, dark, creepy things. The legends of monsters in every culture down through the ages.”

      “Are all true?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “The sons and daughters of the Watchers are still on earth,” Megan murmured. “That explains a lot.”

      “It does?”

      “Didn’t you ever wonder how some people could be so purely evil? How they could do what they do to others and still be human?” Megan tilted her head. “It’s simple. They’re not.”

      She was handling this a lot better than I had. But then, she was Irish.

      “Ruthie could see what these things are, even when they look human?”

      I nodded.

      “And now you can?”

      Another nod. That about summed it up.

      “So what is she?” Megan jerked her head toward the center of the room, where we’d last seen the woman of smoke.

      “Trouble.” But what evil half-demon wasn’t? I got to my feet. “I have to go.”

      “Without telling me what she was?”

      “You’re better off not knowing.”

      Too much information could get Megan killed. As it was, I wasn’t going to be able to come back here anytime soon—if ever.

      “You’re headed after her?”

      “Eventually.” First I needed to have a little chat with Sawyer—the man who’d given me the turquoise that had kept his mother from killing me.

      Coincidence? I didn’t believe in them anymore.

      “So you’re what?” Megan asked. “Superpsychic hero girl? Leader of some cult of antidemonites?”

      “Close enough,” I answered, then hesitated. Should I hug her, or shouldn’t I? I was never quite sure about things like that. “Listen, Meg, if you need anything, call my cell.”

      She stared at me for several seconds. “You’re not coming back this time.”

      “It’s not safe for you if I’m around.”

      “I can take care of myself,” Megan said.

      “Thanks to me, you have to.”

      She let out an impatient sigh. “Let it go, Liz. I’ve told you before that Max’s death wasn’t your fault.”

      I knew differently. If Megan died because of me, I didn’t think I’d be able to go on. And I had to.

      The fate of the world was in my hands.
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      I headed home to pack a bag and get myself on a flight to Albuquerque. Since Sawyer lived at the edge of the Navajo reservation, which was hell and gone from the airport, I’d also have to rent a car.

      It would certainly be easier to give him a call. Unfortunately, the man didn’t have a phone. Sawyer was—

      Hard to explain.

      I pointed my Jetta north on Highway 43, hopped off when I got to the suburbs, drove west until I hit Friedenberg.

      What had begun as a tiny hamlet on the Milwaukee River had become the commerce center of a wealthy subdivision. I lived in the original tiny hamlet, where the buildings were old and the taxes reflected that.

      The town was quiet and dark. The single stoplight flashed. Nothing ever happened in Friedenberg. At least until I had moved in.

      I parked behind the combination business and residential two-story I’d purchased after leaving the force. A knickknack shop, understandably empty at this time of night, rented the ground floor.

      After opening the outside door, then closing and relocking it, I hurried upstairs to my apartment. A quick glance into the two rooms—one for living/sleeping/ dining and another for bathing—revealed I was alone. For now.

      Quickly I changed out of my jeans, torn shirt, ugly vest and sandals into another pair of jeans, a navy blue tank top—July in Wisconsin was still July and the temps hovered in the high seventies long after the sun went down—then tennis shoes. Running in sandals never worked out as well as one hoped, and lately, I ran a lot.

      I threaded Ruthie’s crucifix onto the chain with Sawyer’s turquoise, then pulled the amulet from my pocket to take a better look. In the center of the circlet a five- pointed star had been etched. Carved into the opposite side were several words in a language I didn’t know. Since my repertoire consisted of English, English, and then a little more English, it could be anything.

      I shoved the amulet into my jeans. Since I’d yanked it off his mother’s skinny neck, maybe Sawyer would have a clue as to what it was. And speaking of Sawyer’s mother—

      I opened the dresser drawer next to my bed and removed the photo I kept there. When I’d first seen this picture in the lair of the leader of the darkness—a quaint term for the other side’s big boy—I’d nearly had a heart attack. I’d recognized her face from the night Sawyer had conjured her in the desert.

      Until today, I hadn’t known the woman of smoke was also a Naye’i. I hadn’t known she was Sawyer’s mother. I had known she was evil, and I hadn’t liked finding her likeness next to the place where Satan’s henchman slept, so I’d snatched it.

      Now I was wondering if that hadn’t been a less than brilliant idea. Before I could think about it too much, I tore the photo into itty-bitty pieces, then ground it up in the garbage disposal. Maybe that would keep her from finding me again.

      I kept a duffel under my bed, always packed and ready—clothes, cash, my laptop. I’d had no call to use the bag in the past month. My visions of supernatural baddies had dried up as thoroughly as the small plot of grass in my backyard.

      I hadn’t been sure if that was because I was a little short on demon killers, having only two in my arsenal after last month’s massacre. Jimmy, who was in the middle of a mini-meltdown and no help at all, and Summer Bartholomew, who I just plain didn’t like and wouldn’t call unless I had to.

      When push came to shove—and it would, it always did—I had myself. I was the first demon-killing seer in history. Let no one say that I am not an overachiever.

      However, I found it hard to believe that the head honchos upstairs—my name for whoever sent me information via Ruthie’s voice or an old-fashioned vision— would have given me a break in my duties just because I was shorthanded.

      The other option was that I’d lost my power, and it hadn’t felt that way, even before Ruthie had whispered Naye’i.

      But now I had a third option in the amulet I’d yanked off the woman of smoke. She’d been able to get close to me because I hadn’t received the usual advance warning of impending doom. Until I’d gotten my hands on the medallion, Ruthie’s ghostly voice had been silenced.

      I really needed to find out what that thing was.

      I stowed my knife in the duffel, then cast a glance at the safe under my sink where I kept my gun when I wasn’t at home. I could bring the knife on the plane as long as I checked the bag, but there were rules about transporting firearms by air—particular cases required, certain ways the ammunition had to be packed—and I didn’t know them all.

      That sense of urgency that had been riding me since I left Murphy’s won, and I decided to make do with the knife. Guns weren’t all that useful against Nephilim anyway, unless you knew where to hit them, how many times, and with what.

      

      Looping the luggage strap onto my shoulder, I turned. Someone stood in the doorway.
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      Ruthie’s voice remained silent. But after the incident with the Naye’i, the lack of that whisper wasn’t as dependable as it used to be.

      Whoever this was, they were short. Really short. But if they were a demon, short didn’t mean squat. Ha-ha.

      I hoisted my duffel at the person’s head, then rolled across the floor in the direction of the safe. I’d been a state champion in high school gymnastics, which was coming in a lot handier than I’d ever dreamed.

      I doubted I’d get the safe open in time to shoot, had no idea if the silver bullets I now habitually loaded into my Glock would work, but I had to do something.

      The duffel connected with the intruder’s chest. I heard a soft “Oof,” then “Hey!” just as my fingers touched the keypads. I lowered my hand. I recognized that voice, should have known from the lack of stature who was here even before the lights went on without either one of us touching them.

      Tiny and blond, the woman in the doorway resembled a pixie with a country-western fetish. Her tight jeans, fringed halter top, cowboy boots, and white Stetson were slightly out of place in a land where people wore cheese on their heads.

      “What do you want?” I climbed to my feet.

      She lifted her eyebrows and pursed her perfect mouth. I wanted to slug her. I usually did, but I refrained. Summer Bartholomew was the only one of my demon killers, or DKs, still alive and available. She was also a fairy.

      Really.

      To fight supernatural evil, more than just plain folks were required, so most of the DKs were breeds—descendants of Nephilim and humans. The added influx of humanity with each successive generation diluted the demon enough so that breeds could make a choice about which side they fought for.

      The ones who weren’t breeds were angels who hadn’t succumbed to temptation but were caught on the other side of the golden gates when God slammed them shut on the fallen. Not good enough to go to heaven, but not bad enough to go to hell, they became fairies.

      “There’s a problem,” Summer began.

      “I know. I was on my way to New Mexico.”

      “He’s gone.”

      “Gone? That’s impossible.”

      “No,” Summer said. “It isn’t.”

      “How long?”

      “I hadn’t seen him for weeks. Then I stopped by and...” She spread her hands.

      “Weren’t you supposed to be his keeper?”

      “He goes missing every year. He always comes back.”

      I suddenly remembered—once a year Sawyer went hunting. For his mother.

      That she’d showed up at my place was becoming more and more interesting.

      “If he always goes off, why run across the country to tell me about it?”

      “I’m not here because of Sawyer,” she said. “I’m here because of Jimmy.”

      I forced my fingers to uncurl from the fists they’d automatically made at her words. Stupid to still be angry and jealous over his leaving me and choosing her. We’d been eighteen. Grade A idiots, both of us. But mostly Jimmy, since he had to have known the next time I touched him I’d see her.

      I’d been born psychometric. When I touched people, I saw things. I’d seen way more than I ever wanted to of Jimmy and Summer.

      Imagine—your first love, your first time, all rolled into one. Alone and lonely, a street kid who’d found a home, found him. Thinking he loved you, believing you’d be together forever, then “seeing” him in the arms of someone else. I’d reacted badly—for the past seven years.

      “What about Jimmy?” I asked.

      Something in my voice must have tipped Summer off to my mood because she inched away.

      “What are you afraid of?” I moved forward. “You’re a fairy. You’ve got powers, too.”

      “You know I can’t use them on you.”

      I smiled and Summer stepped back again. If she kept it up she’d fall down the stairs. Not that it would hurt her any.

      “I do love the fairy rules,” I continued. “Can’t use your magic against anyone on an errand of mercy. And since my whole life is one long errand of mercy...” My smile widened. “Sucks to be you.”

      “You have no idea,” she murmured. Before I could ask what that meant, she went on.  “Getting back to Jimmy.”

      “I have no idea where he is.”

      “I do.” She glanced down, the brim of her hat shading her too beautiful face.

      Fairies could practice glamour, a type of shape-shifting that made them more attractive than the average human. However, since fairy magic didn’t work on seers, I had to think that Summer was truly gorgeous. So how much could it suck to be her?

      “Jimmy called you? Came to you?”

      “I saw him.” She waggled her fingers—manicured and painted pale pink—toward her head.

      “I thought you could only see the future.”

      “Right.”

      “What good does that do me today?”

      “I saw a Fourth of July parade, right down the center of town.”

      “The Fourth is in two days.”

      “Which makes it the future.”

      “What town?”

      “Barnaby’s Gap, Arkansas.”

      “And you think Jimmy’s there why?”

      “He was watching the parade.” Her lips, the same shade as her fingernails—who does that?—tightened. “He didn’t look good.”

      My heart took a sharp leap, then fell with a heavy thud. Jimmy hadn’t exactly been himself the last time I’d seen him.

      “You could have gone and gotten him. Why come to me?”

      “You two have a connection.”

      “Seems to me that you two have the same connection.”

      “No. What we had—” She took a deep breath, let it out slowly, the movement perking up her already too perky breasts. “He loves you.”

      I had a hard time believing Jimmy Sanducci had ever loved anyone—except for Ruthie. She’d taken him off the streets same as me, but Ruthie was dead.

      “Even if he did love me once, what difference does that make in dragging him back from Arizona?”

      “Arkansas.”

      “Whatever.”

      “There’s going to be trouble.”

      The hair on the back of my neck tingled. “You’ve said that before.”

      The day after I’d killed the leader of the darkness—a.k.a. Jimmy’s father.

      “It’s here.”

      “Here?” I moved toward my duffel and the knife inside it.

      “Not right this second here, but it’s coming.”

      “What’s coming?” I asked, though I had a pretty good idea. The woman of smoke was going to be the next big pain in my ass.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Then what good are you?”

      “I found Jimmy.” She lifted her just-pointed-enough-to-be-cute chin. “You didn’t.”

      “Fine, you give me a ring when you’ve got him in hand.”

      “No.”

      “No?” I raised my eyebrows. “You seem to have forgotten who’s the boss of you.”

      “You have to come with me. You’re—” She paused and bit her lip.

      I narrowed my eyes. “I’m what?”

      I was a lot of things—some of them good, some of them kind of creepy. I still wasn’t used to it.

      “The leader of the light. You’re stronger than any of us.”

      I wasn’t sure about that, though I knew that I could be. Unfortunately, what I had to do to increase my powers was slightly more than I was willing to, unless absolutely necessary.

      “Jimmy’s going to need help,” Summer continued.

      Panic flared. Had the woman of smoke gone after him?

      “How do we kill her?” I blurted.

      “Her who?”

      “You aren’t talking about the Naye’i?”

      “Naye’i. Dreadful One. The only time I ever heard that was—” Her eyes widened. “Sawyer’s mother?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That bitch has been a nightmare since she was born.”

      Hearing the word bitch come out of Summer’s sweet mouth gave me a nearly irrepressible urge to giggle. The only way I was able to stop it was by remembering that I did not giggle. Ever.

      “Haven’t all the Nephilim been a nightmare?” I asked. “I think it’s in the definition.”

      “She’s different. She’s more than a Navajo evil spirit, she’s a witch, too.”

      “I know. She gained her power by killing Sawyer’s father.” Who’d been a powerful medicine man in his own right.

      I’d said Sawyer was hard to explain. That was one of the reasons. Being raised by a murdering-evil spirit-witch-demon would give anyone issues. We were lucky the guy hadn’t been gibbering in a corner for the last few centuries.

      “She’s the reason I was headed to New Mexico to talk to Sawyer,” I continued.  “She showed up tonight and tried to kill me.”

      “You’d better get used to it,” Summer said.

      “Ruthie didn’t have to deal with constant assassination attempts.”

      “None of the Nephilim knew Ruthie’s identity.”

      “True.” Everyone and Satan’s sister knew who I was.

      “ ‘Leader of the darkness kills leader of the light and sets in motion doomsday,’ ” Summer recited. “But when you reverse that, you reverse everything. Or at least that’s the rumor.”

      “Say what?”

      “Haven’t you noticed there hasn’t been a whole lot of chaos going on?”

      I had.  “So?”

      “The scuttlebutt on the streets is that by having the head good guy—you—kill the head bad guy, we get a rewind. At least until—”

      “Some other bozo with a god complex kills me.”

      Summer shrugged.

      I guess that explained why the woman of smoke wanted me dead.

      “Are you sure this is good intel?” I asked.

      “As soon as I heard the whispers, I nabbed a few Nephilim, beat the truth out of them.”

      When she said things like that I was never quite certain whether she was serious or not.

      “They all spilled the same story. We get a do-over.”

      “Why didn’t we know this?” I asked. “Why didn’t Jimmy or Ruthie or even Sawyer tell me?”

      “I’m not sure they knew. The prophesies about the end times are confusing to say the least. Everyone interprets them differently.”

      “You’d think that Ruthie, having died and gone to her version of heaven, would have a pretty good handle on the truth.”

      “You’d think,” Summer agreed. “But what is truth?”

      I hated existential questions. Give me black or white, good or evil, truth or lies. Please.

      “We have free will,” Summer continued. “If we choose one path instead of another the whole prophecy shifts.”

      “Swell.”

      “Ruthie’s the first leader of the light to be killed by a leader of the darkness. They’ve tried, but they’ve never succeeded. Doomsday hasn’t been set in motion before, though many believed that it was.”

      By definition doomsday is the period of chaos that leads up to the Apocalypse. I’d really been hoping to avoid that ticking clock. Sure, it was going to happen eventually. The end of days was inevitable. But why couldn’t it happen on someone else’s watch?

      “What do you mean, people believed that it was?”

      “Every generation thinks it’s living in the end times. The events of Revelation—doomsday, chaos, tribulation, the beast, 666—could have played out at any point in history. But we’ve always stopped them.”

      “The federation?”

      “Yes. The list of historical figures that could have turned out to be the Antichrist without us around is pretty long. Nero, Caligula, Stalin, Hitler, Mussolini, to name just a few.”

      “Those guys were Nephilim?”

      “Did you seriously think they were human?”

      Not really.

      “You’re saying that any demonic nut bag can become the Antichrist?” I asked.

      “If he manages to fulfill all the requirements before one of us kills him.”

      “Requirements. Like killing me?”

      “For starters, then eliminating all the DKs and seers.”

      The last nut bag had made pretty good headway on that.

      “And then?”

      “Charismatic leader of the world, rebuilding the temple, abolition of paper money, rising from the dead.”

      “Whoa. What was the last one?”

      “Eventually, one of them is going to heal a head shot and then ... what’s that expression?” She tapped her pink nail against her pink lips. “All hell will break loose. Literally.”

      “Healing a head shot isn’t much of a chore for most Nephilim.”

      “I know.”

      “At this rate,” I rubbed my forehead, “the cycle might never end. Kill the leader of the light—doomsday; kill the leader of the darkness—not. Doomsday, not, doomsday, not.” I was getting dizzy.

      I lowered my hand as something occurred to me. “Ruthie told me the final battle is now.”

      “Maybe.” Summer’s deceptively innocent blue eyes met mine. “There’s never been anyone like you before.”

      “According to the rumor”—which should be a legend by next week—“by killing the leader of the darkness, I thwarted doomsday. To start the cycle again, they’d have to kill me. But I’m not going to be as easy to take out as Ruthie.”

      “Then there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Except psycho evil spirit bitch—”

      “Witch,” Summer corrected.

      “No, I had it right.”

      We shared a smile, then realized what we were doing and stopped.

      “She’s after me,” I finished. “And I don’t know how to kill her.”

      “First things first,” Summer said. “We get Jimmy, then we find Sawyer.”

      “Does it have to be we?”

      Summer and I on a road trip. Hunting down Jimmy Sanducci and confronting him. Together.

      Let the good times roll.
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      In front of my building sat a ’57 Chevy Impala—light blue and so gorgeous it brought tears to my eyes. Summer went to the driver’s side and got in.

      “This is yours?”

      She shot me a duh look.

      Summer the fairy couldn’t fly—at least on a plane. She messed up the controls, and when dealing with several tons of airborne metal and fuel... extremely bad idea. She could hit the skies without wings, a trick I’d yet to see, but cloud-dancing people tend to get noticed. Which meant, unless there was a dire emergency that required her immediate presence, Summer stuck to cars.

      “What happened to your pickup?”

      “That’s for New Mexico. This”—she smoothed her hand over the dash—“is for the road.”

      Yes, it was.

      I wasn’t a classic car nut. I drove a Jetta, for crying out loud. But I’d always admired old automobiles, the ones that really sucked the gas. Those cars had balls, guts, chutzpah—true staying power. It had always made perfect sense to me that Christine, Stephen King’s car that never died, had been a 1958 Plymouth Fury.

      Summer pulled away from the curb and pointed the Impala southwest. “What’s in your pocket?”

      My hand stilled in the act of rubbing the amulet. I hesitated, then realized that two heads were better than one, even when one of them was Summer’s. She’d been around as long as the woman of smoke. That had to be good for something.

      “I tore this off the Naye’i.”

      Summer glanced at the copper circlet and frowned. “That’s a pentacle.”

      “Never heard of it.”

      Which wasn’t surprising. Ask me how to clean a gun or mix a martini and I was a damn genius, but ask me about secret Satanic things and you could color me worthless.

      “Pentacles are amulets used in magical rites,” Summer said. “The star is a pentagram—five points. If the symbol is drawn with one point up, we’re talking good magic.”

      “And if there are two points up and one point down, like this?”

      “Black magic.”

      “Until I tore the amulet off the Naye’i, I didn’t know what she was. I think it blocked my sight.”

      “Fantastic,” Summer muttered. “What if there are more of them out there?”

      I hadn’t thought of that. I’d just been concerned that there was one.

      “How do you know all this stuff?” I asked.

      Since I’d been thrust into my role as leader of the federation, along with my destiny as a seer, with virtually no preparation, I didn’t know all I was supposed to about the Nephilim. In truth, I didn’t know anything. I hadn’t had the time to study the ancient texts, the legends of every country and people. The way things were going, I never would. Thus far I’d made do with consulting any available DK and that friend to seekers of knowledge everywhere, the Internet.

      “I’ve been doing this a while,” Summer answered. “There’s also a Web site where DKs and seers have begun to enter into a database what they know about a particular Nephilim or breed. Cuts down on research time.”

      “Why don’t I know about this?”

      “Just went live in the past few weeks.” She rattled off an address, then told me how to access the files with a code. “It’s not comprehensive since DKs are better at killing than typing, and a lot of knowledge was lost when three-quarters of the federation was wiped out.”

      “Have you ever seen anything similar to this?”

      Summer took the amulet, and I tensed, half afraid she might go up in flames when she touched it. Who knew what that thing could do? But she didn’t.

      “The woman of smoke probably made it,” Summer said. “Cast a spell. Sacrificed a goat.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “There’s always a sacrificial goat.” She glanced at me, then back at the dark road. “You do know that a goat isn’t always a goat?”

      “Huh?”

      “The goat without horns. It means human sacrifice.” I must have made an involuntary movement because she lifted her brow. “You’re surprised? We’re talking pure evil. For demons, humans are prey. Cattle. Meat. Goats, if you will.”

      I’d known that, had seen it practiced by the leader of the darkness, who’d kept a harem of women snacks. I was so glad that guy was dead.

      Summer laid the amulet on the seat between us. “Something else is bothering you besides this.”

      Her intuitiveness was nearly as annoying as her manicure.

      “I’ve seen the Naye’i before,” I admitted.

      “And you didn’t kill her?”

      “I was a kid.” I’d had no idea what I was seeing. One glance into the demon’s eyes, and I’d hidden under the covers for the rest of the night.

      “What happened?”

      “Sawyer. He—” I searched for the words to explain what I’d observed. “He conjured her. By killing a goat.”

      The car swerved as Summer’s hands jerked on the wheel. “A goat, goat or—”

      “A goat.” It had still been quite a shock.

      “And then?”

      I closed my eyes and saw again what had happened so many years ago.

      Ruthie had sent me to Sawyer the summer I was fifteen to discover all that I could about the psychometric talent I’d been born with. I’d needed to learn how to live with it, and Sawyer had helped.

      Sure, it was weird to send a fifteen-year-old girl to an isolated part of New Mexico to stay with what appeared to be a thirty-year-old man. However, Sawyer wasn’t anywhere near thirty. He wasn’t even a man. And I was no ordinary fifteen-year-old girl.

      I don’t think Ruthie had been wild about the idea of sending me there, but I also don’t think she’d had much choice. I was special in a way she’d never dealt with before, just as Sawyer was special in ways no one else could understand. As much as he’d scared me—as much as he still did—he’d also thrilled me, tempted me, and taught me.

      On that long-ago night, I’d woken in the dark, heard a voice, peeked out the window just in time to witness the death of the goat and a whole lot more. The blood had poured over Sawyer’s hands and into the ground. Smoke had risen wherever the blood struck as he’d chanted in another language—Navajo, no doubt— and lifted his gory palms in supplication to the night. The smoke had twined with the bonfire at the edge of the yard before racing around and around as if trying to break free. Sawyer had snapped an order, and the dancing flame paused, lengthened, and became the woman of smoke.

      When she’d stared at me with her bottomless black eyes, I’d tried to hide, but it was too late. She’d seen me, and I knew deep down in my trembling soul that she would come for me one day. How right I had been.

      “Why would he do that?” Summer murmured when I finished my tale.

      “I never asked.”

      “Why not?”

      “He scared the ever-loving crap out of me back then.”

      Summer nodded. Sawyer scared her, too. Which meant she was smarter than she looked. She had to be.

      “He probably wouldn’t have told you the truth,” she said.

      “Does he ever?”

      Sawyer had a lot in the way of power and very little in the way of conscience. The last time I’d seen him he’d drugged me and fucked me—and that wasn’t a euphemism, either.

      Sawyer did a lot of training for the federation—both DKs and seers—for a price. Regardless of his lack of ethics and his annoying habit of doing whatever and whoever the hell he wanted, he knew things. When you lived for centuries upon centuries you couldn’t help but know.

      “What are the powers of a Naye’i?” I asked.

      “Traveling on the wind. Turning to smoke.”

      “She dropped my friend Megan unconscious with a glance.”

      “Add it to the list. Although that could be a power she learned through witchcraft. Hard to say.”

      “Why didn’t she drop me?”

      “Maybe that talent only works on humans.”

      “I’m human.”

      Summer snorted. “Sure you are.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      She’d once told me that I’d meet my mother someday and that I wouldn’t like it.  Was that because my mother wasn’t human either? Though I didn’t want to know that, I probably needed to.

      “Relax. I was just.. .” Her voice trailed off.

      “Messing with me?”

      “You do ask for it on occasion.”

      I asked for it constantly.

      “My parents,” I began.

      “Are unknown to us. That’s a worry for another time. Don’t you have enough to deal with?”

      “Yeah.” I sat back in my seat and watched the road roll by.

      Since I’d discovered that the world was inhabited by demons with human faces, I’d begun to wonder what had lurked beneath the faces of my parents. No one seemed to know, or if they did they weren’t telling.  But for me to have the talents I had, either one or both of them had possessed special talents, too.

      “Why did Sawyer have to conjure his mother?” Summer asked a few minutes later.

      “Considering that he goes on an annual ‘Kill my mother’ hunt, I don’t think they bonded well.”

      “He never did get over her murdering his father.”

      “Yeah, he’s funny that way,” I said.

      Summer cast me an exasperated glance. “What I’m getting at is, why conjure her? She’s flesh and blood, not a spirit.”

      “Was she always? Flesh and blood, I mean? A Naye’i is an evil spirit.”

      “The Nephilim were called evil spirits down through the ages, but it doesn’t mean ‘spirit,’ like a ghost. Just...” Summer lifted one hand from the steering wheel and turned it palm up. “Spirit of evil.”

      “And we’re right back to why he conjured her.” I guess I’d have to break down and ask him.

      We traveled all night. Fairies didn’t appear to need any sleep. Since I did, I conked out well before St. Louis.

      Dawn over the Ozark Mountains is a beautiful thing. The mist hangs heavy on the hills, causing the streaks of sunlight creeping across the peaks to turn every shade of crimson and gold. The sight made me want to save the world all over again. After viewing a sunrise like that, who wouldn’t want to kick some half-demon ass?

      Except we were here to find Jimmy and do whatever it was that needed doing to get him back on the job. I wasn’t certain I was up to that. I’d never been much of a psychologist. And Jimmy definitely needed his head shrunk, or a nice padded cell.

      Or a hug. I wasn’t sure which.

      We reached Barnaby’s Gap in the afternoon, much later than I’d planned. Despite Summer’s fairytude, we’d gotten lost, floundered around, backtracked, wasted time.

      The town was old, had probably been there since long before the Civil War. In the past, the Ozarks had been a hotbed for mining, but as is the case with most mines, the ore ran out. The towns that had sprung up to meet the needs of the industry either died or found a new livelihood.

      Most of the settlements had recently begun to court the boom of tourism brought about by the success of Branson. Barnaby’s Gap had not. Couldn’t say that I blamed them. Why mar the spectacular view with a bevy of condos, complete with swimming pools, tennis courts, workout facilities, and spa? Why commercialize the main street with shops full of candles, holiday decorations, antiques, crafts, and candy? Did the world really need another theater, playhouse, buffet or comedy club?

      Barnaby’s Gap had no doubt survived without catering to the masses because of the impressive sawmill we passed on the way in. I was certain the majority of the citizenry worked there while the minority made their living on the sidewalk-lined streets where family-owned businesses catered to kith and kin. We rolled past a grocer, doctor, pharmacy, and—yippee and yahoo!—a coffee shop.

      “Coffee,” I croaked, pointing.

      My croak must have tipped Summer off to the necessity of said coffee because the Impala coasted to a stop at the curb, and she followed me inside without argument. The place was nearly empty this late in the day. We didn’t have to contend with tourists sipping their four-dollar brews and reading the most recent New York Times bestseller or the romance novel they wouldn’t be caught dead opening back home.

      I ordered a large Mountain Roast from an overly pale young woman who seemed extremely jumpy. She started when I ordered, as if I’d spoken too loud, then dropped my change, flinching when the coins pinged against the countertop. She’d had way too much Breakfast Blend.

      I slugged several sips in quick succession before I turned away from the register.

      Summer eyed me with interest. “Do you have asbestos mouth?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Most humans would burn their mouths.”

      I wasn’t most humans, wasn’t even sure just how human I was. But I’d been able to drink really hot coffee without burning my mouth even before I’d become superpsychic hero girl.

      “I’m used to it.”

      Summer strolled to an empty table. Her outfit seemed less conspicuous here, or maybe I was just getting used to that, too.

      “Now what?” I asked. “We wait around until Jimmy shows up for the parade?”

      “I don’t think so.” Her gaze was fixed on the wide front window that overlooked the main drag of Barnaby’s Gap. The street was deserted. This town wasn’t a tourist trap, but there should be someone moving around.

      We walked along the sidewalk, peeking into each storefront. All the places were open, the employees doing their jobs, but everyone was twitchy. When we appeared in the window, they’d start, glance up with wide eyes, then just as quickly look away. I didn’t like it.

      Up ahead an elderly man shuffled toward us—tall and thin, with snow-white hair. He was dressed well, not a street person, though the way he hunched his shoulders and mumbled to himself reminded me of many I’d seen. As he neared, his words drifted to us on the sultry afternoon breeze.

      “Red eyes,” he intoned. “Teeth and blood. Demon in the hills. Demon in the caves.”

      I guess that explained the overcaffeinated conduct of the populace.

      I set my hand on the man’s shoulder. Strong emotions—fear, love, hate—transmitted the best, giving me a view of the situations surrounding them. Since the guy was nearly scared witless, I got smacked with so many images I staggered.

      Night. Dark. Trees. Water. The acrid scent of terror, the heated brush of danger. Running. Falling. Pain. Blood. Then merciful, blessed oblivion.

      There was definitely something out there.

      The man stared at me as if he expected me to turn into a monster. I couldn’t blame him. Regular people aren’t programmed to accept the arrival of a horror movie in their hometown. Usually the Nephilim didn’t leave anyone alive, so we didn’t have to deal with the zombielike behavior of a survivor. Which only made me wonder all the more about what kind of beastie we were dealing with.

      The old fellow wasn’t as old as I’d first believed. The way he walked, the mumbling, the white hair hinted at seven or eight decades on this earth. But his face appeared more like forty-five.  What he’d seen had aged him, perhaps overnight.

      “Anything?” Summer asked.

      I nodded, then jerked my head at the guy, and she flicked her fingers, shooting fairy dust from the tips. I’d wished on several occasions that I possessed the talent to dispense magical sparkles and make people obey my every unvoiced command, but I couldn’t.

      As soon as the twinkling particles—invisible to anyone but us—hit the guy’s face, his eyes cleared, his back straightened, and he walked off with the gait of a much younger man.

      “He won’t remember?” I asked.

      Summer’s answer was a withering stare. Of course he wouldn’t remember.

      “What are we dealing with?” Summer pressed.

      “I don’t know.”

      “No whispers? Not a flash?”

      “No.”

      “Huh,” she said.

      Why hadn’t I seen the monster in a vision, or heard Ruthie’s whisper as soon as we rolled past the city limits? I thought of the amulet still sitting on the seat of the car. Did whatever was stalking this town have an amulet of its own?

      Loud voices drew our attention to the other end of the street where several people carried on a heated conversation. Lots of hand gestures in the direction of the mountains, the pantomime of picking up a rifle, sighting and shooting. More than one citizen had met up with the thing in the hills.

      Another man, and a woman wearing a bright green, sleeveless sundress, joined the crowd. I admired the high neckline, and the interesting heart-shaped cutout that revealed her chest and just a hint of cleavage. The man continued the argument with more gesticulating and extensive miming of weaponry. The woman remained silent; she looked a little drugged.

      “What do you think?” Summer asked.

      “I think you’d better zap them, too.” If they went into the mountains with conventional weapons, they were going to get killed.

      We headed toward the townsfolk. “I haven’t heard anything from Ruthie,” I continued. “I haven’t had a vision. But if Jimmy’s in town, wouldn’t the demon in the caves be dead by now?”

      Before he’d had his mini-breakdown, Jimmy had been the best hunter in the federation. He wouldn’t have needed me to tell him that something wicked had come to Barnaby’s Gap.

      “You’re sure he’s here?” I asked.

      Summer flicked a huge cloud of fairy dust over the assembled throng. Instead of walking away with a very bad case of short-term memory loss, the group stilled as if they were the best freeze-tag players in the country.

      “Am I sure Jimmy’s here?” Summer approached the woman in the green dress. She tugged down the mock turtleneck to reveal puncture wounds that would make Dracula proud.

      “I’m sure,” she said.
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