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Chapter 1

	 

	Kanyon was currently face down watching the blood seep from her chest. She watched as it filled the grout patterns of the tile floor like a river filling a dry creek bed. Her eyes were fixed, non-blinking. It was only a matter of time and it would all be over, she thought. She was ready for this life to end. Come on already! her brain screamed at the liquid that was taking its own sweet time. She lay perfectly still as moments ticked down to seconds. The blood’s path was finally interrupted as it started to pool around the gun she still held in her outstretched hand. Finally!

	She blinked once, slow and purposeful. A pained but malevolent grin was rising at the corner of her mouth as finger after finger secured their grip around her weapon. She pushed up, bringing first one knee and then the other underneath her. A wobble. Good. Ragged breath, check, as she sat back on her heels. Her gaze fell to the wounds on her chest and stomach. Painful groan, shaky hand over her blood-soaked shirt, and freeze. Rushing footsteps came in her direction. She glanced around the room at the shattered glass of the thirty-story window she’d just careened through moments earlier. This was her last stand. The end of this little ride was so close now, and her heart pulsed with anticipation. 

	The door splintered as four men poured in the room in SWAT formation. She had nine bullets. She rolled just as the sound of the first shots came at her. Now down to six, as three of her bullets hit their mark. She sprinted forward, diving just as a string of bullets sliced the air above her. She rolled, her shoulder coming up under the man’s weapon, pushing it toward the ceiling as she used two bullets on the door frame in an effort to keep a second wave of invaders at bay. She forced her gun under the man’s chin and fired, stripping his gun as he dropped. Two steps and she was positioned beside the door.  

	She could hear them regrouping, heard the metallic slide and release of the pin from a tear gas canister. She watched as it was launched past her into the center of the room. She waited until the first man was two steps in, then took a deep breath and attacked. Side kick to the knee, elbow to the gas mask. The second man received a kick to his weapon, which had him shooting into the side wall, then a front kick to his stomach. As he doubled over, she yanked his mask off. The room was filling with smoke while the agents poured in. She took three more to their knees before her breath ran out. 

	She pictured the shattered window and routed her escape as a fourth man fell. This was it, this was the last chapter … there was nowhere left to go. She leveled three more before the first shot found her right bicep. She jerked backward, switched the gun to her left hand, and fired blindly into the smoke as she backed her way toward the window. Just a few more steps to freedom, well almost, she thought, all she had to suffer through now was … Another shot hit her in the left thigh, spinning her around. She limped forward as another shot rang out. The shot to her shoulder punched her forward. She turned back toward her attackers, giving the grenade a little “show and tell” wiggle before tossing it at their feet. Her smile was evident despite the pin clutched between her teeth. She added a little finger wave before she simply leaned back.

	 

	The punch of the large, blue air-filled safety mat didn’t wipe the grin off Kanyon’s face. “Cut!” Steven yelled, which brought an even wider smile to her lips. And it was over. Well, there would most likely be several secondary retakes after they started the editing process, but for the most part the “in at dawn, out after midnight” routine was over. She’d also have to suffer through the promo gigs, interviews, and film premieres—a few scheduled overseas, which dimmed her smile a bit because that would take her away from Daylen and the Guardian gig. 

	The supernatural job, still surreal, had her and Daylen hunting all over the city for sin-infused articles that could super-juice a person into some pretty nasty ways. They’d had a couple of small recoveries in the last few weeks, since their little reunion, and so far Daylen had kept a pretty good lid on her push-Kanyon-away-to-protect-her jar of emotions. She’d also done an excellent job of warming her bed at night. 

	For five plus years, they’d kept a professional relationship, maybe a surface friendship; and she’d been able to ignore … contain she corrected, the deeper emotions she’d felt for Daylen. Now, though, minus a few rough patches, they were finally acting and not the kind of acting Kanyon was currently getting paid to do, but actually pursuing and exploring their feelings for each other. 

	Kanyon glanced over at the faux building still erected at the edge of the movie set and remembered the very moment her life had changed. Again. She’d just finished filming a scene when a freak LA rainstorm hit and she’d stood looking out over the set and somehow knew Daylen was somewhere in the darkness. Turned out that Daylen was at the set because consequently, a supernatural, sin-inspired, mad mammy-jammy article had ended up there. Kanyon had her suspicions on how that little convenient circumstance had happened and it started with Aunt and ended with Ruby. However it happened, she was thankful because it had brought Daylen back into her world. 

	They’d been cautious at first. But the caution quickly turned into laughs, shared looks, and more intimate moments. Their connection had always been so natural, so fluid. And now, after some heart-to-heart conversations, some of the naked variety, it appeared they were maneuvering around their previous roadblocks and making a go at a real-life relationship and at their fated Guardian and Seeker bond. Kanyon recognized she was smiling at being Daylen’s Guardian. It was crazy, surreal, things of movies and make-believe, but after pretending to be so many people, playing so many roles, she’d finally found what she was meant to do—who she was meant to be. 

	“Miss McKane, you okay?” A stunt assistant rushed up to her.  

	“Perfectly.” She sat up. “How did we do?”

	“Freakin’ awesome! I still can’t believe you did that shot yourself. I mean, you’re like a female Jackie Chan, but even he gets rigged up when he films over here.”

	       “Yeah, well, I wanted to test my abilities.” She slid to the edge of the mat. “Acting abilities,” she clarified quickly. 

	He reached out a hand. “I’d say your abilities passed, like A++.”

	Kanyon gave him a shoulder pat. “Thanks.”

	“Kanyon, I swear to God,” Steven rushed forward, “you’re amazing. There was absolutely no way we could have met these deadlines without you. That shot would’ve taken thirty takes, and forty, hell, eighty hours with anyone else.” He looked down at his watch. “It’s not even noon yet.” 

	“I had something to prove.” She took off her shirt, which was stained with the remnants of the exploded dye packs and handed it to a wardrobe assistant who was already holding out a clean replacement. She offered a quick thank you and stepped up alongside Steven. 

	“There might be a couple days of reshoots, but I think those will be minimal. I know they already have you set up for some appearances and press stuff, so we’ll work around those. Hopefully, this will all be wrapped up by the end of the month.”

	“Sounds good,” Kanyon answered.

	“Great. Well, I think we’re good for today, so you can go ahead and clear out if you want.”

	“Want,” Kanyon replied. “But let me know if you need anything.” 

	“Will do. Otherwise, I assume I’ll see you Sunday?”

	“Sunday?”

	He laughed. “That pesky little award show?” 

	Kanyon morphed the groan that nearly escaped to a barely audible “oh right.” There was little she liked less than an award ceremony. She appreciated the awards she’d received over the years. She just didn’t appreciate all the dress and makeup hoopla, fake smiles and congrats, the egos, the attitudes, and well, all the rest of it. It was all too much of … well, of everything she didn’t like about Hollywood and the industry. 

	“Great! Again excellent, excellent work!” Steven patted her on the back and headed off to wrap up for the day.

	Kanyon made her way to her trailer. It took her longer than normal as everyone wanted to congratulate her on the movie and the latest scene. She entered her trailer, her smile muscles exhausted. “Move over.” She swatted Ralph’s butt. When the only movement the dog offered up was a lip raise to release his signature scoff, she squeezed between him and the end of the couch. “I’m comfy, how about you?” 

	Ralph flicked her an annoyed look with his multicolored eyes, then stubbornly moved an inch. “Gee, thanks.” She wiggled deeper into the cushions before dropping her head back and laying an arm across the dog to absently run her fingers through his long hair. 

	“We’re done here. Well, almost. There’ll be a day or two of retakes, but yeah, pretty much done.” There was a quick pounding on the door before it was flung open and heavy boots hit the floor next to her. She didn’t have to look. “No please, come on in, Blue.”

	“I want you to light this,” Blue demanded. 

	Kanyon rolled her head to the side to see the “this” in Blue’s statement. “No.” She resumed staring at the ceiling. 

	Blue stomped a heavy boot. “Come on.”

	“You. A stink bomb. Been there, lost my favorite jacket. I’m going with a big fat no.”

	“It’s not a stink bomb. It’s a mega-make-you-totally-gag-up-your-socks bomb. I made it myself.”

	Kanyon looked at the five foot nothing, overly pierced and tattooed evil genius. “I find that disturbing on several different levels.” 

	“I find you disturbing on several levels, but you don’t see me judging.” Kanyon snorted. “What? I completely accept that you are obnoxiously long-legged with stupid naturally silky black hair, weird dark blue eyes, ridiculously rich, and some would say hot, though that’s a matter of opinion. And I never say anything about the annoying fact that you also have freakin’ superpowers.”

	“Yes, I see just how non-judgy you are.” 

	“Cool. Now … Lighter up, buttercup.” Blue held out her bomb again.

	“If I light that, will you go away?”

	“Duh. I only have maybe fifteen seconds to deploy it.”

	Kanyon flicked her fingertips to flames, started to reach out but pulled back, letting the flames die. “Wait, why can’t you light this yourself?”

	“You banned me from all things flammable after I accccideently lit your Rose of Sharon bushes on fire.” 

	“Right,” Kanyon agreed. “Second question, why are you actually obeying my order?” 

	 “Because you still haven’t accepted my application for sidekick and I’m trying to show you my best behavior.”

	“Last night in the middle of my laps, you dropped a man-eating penguin-hyena and an ice cube in the pool and told me to swim for the iceberg.”

	Blue huffed. “I think we need to focus on the trying part of my prior statement.”

	Kanyon rolled her eyes. “Where is this gag-me bomb going exactly?”

	“Men’s locker room,” Blue confessed. 

	“Theo in there?”

	“I cannot confirm or deny whether my rival sidekick candidate is or is not in said premises.”

	“You do realize this little rivalry between you two is getting out of hand, right?”

	“Name me official sidekick and it will all be over.”

	“Go bomb him.” Kanyon brought flames to her fingertips and held them out to Blue.

	Blue held the wick in the flame until it started to sputter and spark. “This is going to be so freaking awesome!” 

	Kanyon waited until Blue was out the door before turning to Ralph. “Shall we go watch the show?”

	Ralph replied with a grunt and slid his large frame off the couch, doing a quick downward dog stretch, before trotting out the still open door.

	They’d barely reached the end of the row of trailers before a chorus of gagging noises hit them. Kanyon stopped. “Maybe we should hit the catering table instead?”

	 

	 

	Two double-deckers for Ralph and one for Kanyon. She was only two bites in before Ralph whined for hers as well. They headed back to her trailer to pack up the few personal things she had there. Duffel bag full, she glanced around for nostalgia’s sake while calling Daylen. Her heart did its now familiar somersault at Daylen’s hello. “I’m all done here.”

	“Last shots went well, I take it?”

	“Yeah, there’ll probably be some retakes this week and next, but for now I’m all packed up and ready to head out. Do we have anything—” Kanyon stopped as the door to her trailer slammed open.

	“Where is she?” Theo growled. 

	“Ahhh,” Was all Kanyon could offer as she took in the disheveled, semi-crazed geek in her doorway. 

	“Kanyon? What’s going on? You—”

	“I’m fine,” Kanyon inserted. “Theo, on the other hand, not so much. Jesus!” She threw an arm over her mouth and nose. 

	“Where is she?” he repeated, then coughed, which caused the spit dripping from his lower lip to dance once and stick to his chin. 

	“Not in here!” she answered, then gagged and replaced the arm over her mouth and nose. “And you are so not riding in my car,” she yelled from behind her elbow.

	“Ha! The next ride I’ll be taking is in a prison van, ’cause I’m going to kill her.”

	“Cool. I’ll send you your first carton of cigs if you get out of here.”

	Theo slowly assessed the trailer, ensuring that his nemesis was not in residence. “Fine! But make my cigs the candy ones,” he demanded, before turning and stomping out.

	“Do I even want to know what that was all about?” Daylen asked from the other end of the line.

	“Blue may or may not have used a super-gag-me-stink bomb in the men’s locker room,” Kanyon offered as she released the breath she’d been holding.

	“My vote is may,” Daylen offered. “What’s on your agenda now?”

	“Thought I’d grab the little bomb-maker and the woolly mammoth and swing by there?”

	“How about Theo?”

	“Um yeah, he’ll have to take a bus,” Kanyon answered.

	“Because Theo may or may not have been in said locker room?”

	“Exactly.” 

	“You know we’re going to have to put an end to this rivalry soon, right?”

	“I know. I know. But Blue has been so focused on making Theo’s life miserable that I haven’t had to pay off the postman or call a contractor to fix something in over a week.” 

	Daylen let out a little laugh. “Fine.”

	“I’ll see ya soon.”

	“See you soon.”

	“Daylen,” Kanyon said quickly.

	“Yeah?”

	“I miss your mouth. I miss the rest of you too, but especially your mouth.”

	“You’ve only been away from it for five hours,” Daylen said playfully.

	“Exactly,” Kanyon agreed. “Way too long.”

	Daylen’s voice dropped to a soft tease, “Then you better hurry up and get over here so we can remedy that.”

	 


Chapter 2 

	 

	Kanyon found Daylen in the once secret library hidden within her aunt’s office. She slid silently into the doorway, watching the blonde, who was fully engrossed in the book that she held in her lap. Kanyon grinned, glad that she’d ordered the comfy chair for the room as Daylen snuggled deeper into the pillowy cushions. Daylen had spent countless hours in the room since they’d discovered Aunt Ruby was hiding it. They still hadn’t completely unlocked that little mystery, but according to Daylen Ruby was emitting more guilt than a nun in the dildo aisle of a sex shop. 

	Daylen smiled as she felt her fingertips go tingly on the page. Her Guardian was near. Her lips went instant grin, and she forced her eyes to remain on the words, even though they had already gone to a blurry background as the thoughts of Kanyon last night … and again twice this morning came rushing to the forefront. “Hey, you,” she said with forced uninterest. 

	“How do you do that? I know for a fact I didn’t make a sound that time.” 

	Daylen ripped off a corner of paper from the pad she’d been taking notes on and used it as a makeshift bookmark before twisting slightly to face Kanyon. “I definitely heard something. I don’t know. Maybe you’re one of those loud nose breathers?” She exhaled a couple of loud exaggerated breaths. 

	Kanyon mustarded up some Oscar-Winning worthy appall. 

	Daylen chuckled. “I felt you.” 

	“Felt me?” Kanyon asked as she moved to kneel in front of Daylen. “And how do I feel?” She ran her hands along the top of Daylen’s jeans-covered thighs. 

	Daylen leaned forward, taking Kanyon’s face in her hands. “As you pointed out earlier, it’s been several hours. I might need a reminder.”

	Kanyon rose slightly, closing the gap between their lips. 

	When they parted, Daylen moaned. “Good. You feel good.”

	 Kanyon grinned. “You don’t feel too bad yourself, Miss Elliott, but I think I’m going to need more time to evaluate.”

	Daylen chuckled. “Your last day was good?”

	“Better now,” Kanyon whispered before she stole another kiss. 

	Daylen melted as Kanyon deepened it. Eventually, they broke apart. “God, why didn’t we start doing this sooner?” 

	“You were playing hard to get,” Kanyon offered as she caught the book making its escape from Daylen’s lap. She flipped it over in her hand to look at the spine, back, and front and then to the rows of like books lining the shelves. “You finding anything useful?” 

	“Not really.” Daylen sighed. “It’s surreal. Day after day, year after year, Guardians and Seekers finding item after item that people have …” 

	“Fused with emotional bad?” Kanyon inserted, when Daylen paused to ponder the right description. 

	“Fused with emotional bad,” Daylen agreed.

	“I guess the upside is that it’s been going on for centuries, so we won’t be unemployed anytime soon.”

	Daylen let out a soft laugh. “I guess. And speaking of unemployment?” 

	Kanyon shrugged, dropping down to sit on the floor. “You know how it goes. Now I have all the after-movie stuff. All the photo shoots, interviews, launch party, blah, blah.” 

	Daylen’s insides groaned, knowing some of those appearances could take Kanyon away from her for several days if not weeks at a time. 

	“And there’s the flippin’ awards this weekend. But I think I’m going to bail on that.” 

	Daylen laughed. “I don’t want to be in a ten-mile radius of you when you float that little idea past Roz.”

	“Or my mother,” Kanyon added with a sigh. “You know, there is one thing that would make the night tolerable.”

	“A vat of tequila?”

	Kanyon caught Daylen’s hand and pulled her down into her lap. “That ooorrr … you could do me the great honor of being my date, Miss Elliott.”

	Daylen put a hand on Kanyon’s cheek. “Me having to share in the torture makes it more tolerable?” 

	“Duh.” 

	Daylen laughed. “What do I get for my pain and suffering?” 

	“What do you want?” 

	“I’m sure you can think of something,” Daylen teased, running a fingertip along the lower curve of Kanyon’s mouth.

	Kanyon smiled. 

	They both fell silent as Daylen traced Kanyon’s lips, her jaw, and down the cords of her neck. “God, you are so … beautiful,” Daylen whispered. 

	Kanyon had heard those words many times, but somehow they’d never had substance until Daylen. The wondrous idea that Daylen, the most incredible person she’d ever met, so kind and generous, strong and intelligent, and so god-dang beautiful both inside and out, was attracted to her … in love with her … She still couldn’t fathom it. But, she’d absolutely take it. 

	“Are you sure you’re okay with us being seen together? I mean, like … that? The rumors will—” 

	“Very good with,” Kanyon inserted, adding a kiss to Daylen’s knuckles for extra confirmation. “You?”

	“Very good with,” Daylen repeated.

	“Then it’s a date?”

	“It’s a date.”

	“Awesome. Since it’s such late notice, want me to ask my mom to find you a costume?” 

	“A dress?”

	Kanyon waved her off. “Tomato … Straitjacket, whatever.”

	“Sure, if you don’t think she’d mind.”

	“It’s an excuse to shop. No, she won’t mind. She’s had mine picked out for five months. I thought about trying to gain a couple of pounds just to jack with her.” 

	Daylen wrapped her legs around Kanyon to sit more comfortably and smiled at the hunger it stirred up in Kanyon’s eyes. “Later,” Daylen answered the unasked question, then dropped a quick kiss on Kanyon’s pout.

	“Fine. Did Isadora have anything new and interesting to say today?”

	“More of the same I cannot give you all the answers; you have to learn them on your own blah, blah,” Daylen stated as her fingers took up their favorite pastime, playing with the silky locks of Kanyon’s hair. “I also asked her about Ruby’s powers.”

	“And?”

	“She said it was Ruby’s problem to solve, and she didn’t or couldn’t say much else. But I think I’m on the right track. I think Ruby lost her powers because of something she did or maybe didn’t do. I don’t know what yet. But I’m fairly certain they,” she shot a thumb toward the ceiling, “are punishing her.”

	“Makes sense. And she’s keeping her distance because she doesn’t want you voodoo-ing her thoughts. Maybe there’s something in there she’s not ready for you to know?”

	“Like what?” Daylen asked.

	Kanyon had a working theory, one which had Ruby stealing an article and planting it on her movie set so she and Daylen were forced to work together again. She was about to lay her thoughts out, but paused as she felt a subtle but familiar shift in the air. “Ears burning?” Kanyon asked.

	“A little, yes,” Isadora answered. 

	Daylen left Kanyon’s lap to stand. “Something wrong?”

	Isadora stepped forward to embrace the Seeker. “All is fine. And I do wish I could give you the answers you seek about Ruby.” 

	“But that could alter the universe,” Daylen finished as she returned the hug.

	“I am sorry.” Daylen gave her an understanding nod while Isadora stepped to Kanyon as she stood. “And Kanyon?” She rubbed an affectionate hand up and down Kanyon’s shoulder. “How is my Guardian today?” 

	Kanyon shrugged. “No complaints.”

	“I watched your display of strength and speed today. It was most fascinating. It is quite amazing to see how the pieces of the story are being put together. Promise me that you will show me this story once it is complete.” 

	“Front row.”

	“Great. I have quite enjoyed watching your modern-day theater. It is rather miraculous. I am even quite fond of her,” she nodded to the empty doorway, “eclectic tastes.”  

	Blue came rushing into the room two beats later and skidded to a halt. “Oh, hey, Iz. We still on for tattoos, Bloody Marys, and Saw IV tomorrow night?”  

	Both Kanyon and Daylen shot looks at Isadora. “Tattoos? Bloody Marys? And Saw IV?” Daylen asked, horrified.

	“She gets away with calling you Iz?” Kanyon questioned at the same time. Daylen shot a disbelieving glance at Kanyon. “What? She doesn’t let me call her that.” 

	Daylen rolled her eyes and then refocused on Isadora. “You do understand what tattoos, Bloody Marys, and Saw movies are, correct?”

	“Yes, of course. Besides, Blue is the recipient of both the Bloody Marys and the tattoos.” 

	“Yeah, Iz has a wicked tolerance. You can’t afford to get her drunk, so I don’t even try anymore. And she’s not too shabby with the ink either. Look.” She spun around and pulled up the back of her shirt. “Badass, right?”

	They all leaned a little closer to see the three-headed snake wrapped tightly around the famous WB shield of the Warner Brothers logo. 

	“Do you get the underlying message of the suffocating creative restrictions that Warner Brothers has on the movie industry?” Blue asked.

	“Ah, I get that a big snake is squeezing the life out of the people who brought us Bugs Bunny and paid for my Lamborghini Aventador,” Kanyon offered.

	“The pretty red one?” Isadora asked.

	“The pretty red one,” Kanyon confirmed. 

	“I am sorry, Blue, but I am quite fond of that vessel.” Isadora waved a hand at Blue’s back and the ink disappeared.

	“Hey!” Blue protested. “Not fair. Just ’cause she caves to the evil man …”

	“They also paid for the pool you’re so fond of destroying,” Kanyon stated.

	“Fine,” she shrugged and then her eyes brightened, “Ohhh, how about we do a tribute to the House of 1,000 Corpses movie? We could get a good … what, fifty corpses along here,” she ran a hand across her lower back.

	Isadora looked at Kanyon for approval. “Go for it,” Kanyon replied.

	“It would be my pleasure then, Blue,” Isadora nodded.

	Blue dropped her shirt. “Cool,” she replied, rubbing her hands together anxiously. “Okay, so what are we all up to,” she looked around at the walls and walls of books, “in the most boring bat cave ever?”  

	Isadora looked at both Daylen and Kanyon for approval to speak freely, though she knew Blue was fully aware of Kanyon and Daylen’s fated responsibilities. 

	Daylen gave Blue an all too often and always ignored are you going to behave look. Blue crossed her arms. “As your official sidekick, I need to be fully informed on all cases.”

	“You are not our official sidekick,” Kanyon said.

	“In training, whatever.”

	“You’re not in training,” Daylen added.

	“Fine, you’re right. I’m really more qualified to be the mastermind.”

	Kanyon huffed. “You’re not even an intern.”

	“You know, this kind of treatment is exactly how supervillains are born. And let’s face it, I already have a predisposition for evil, so just a couple more insults, a couple more of these kick poor Blue moments and BLAM, I’m going to be wiping your butts with some serious supervillain up in here.”

	Kanyon lifted an unimpressed eyebrow toward Daylen. Daylen pretended to waver. “She is a little pre-supervillian-ish. This could be our opportunity to protect the world from her future maniacal plans.”

	Kanyon nodded. “True. Fine. Intern.” 

	“Head intern,” Blue countered.

	Kanyon raised a challenging eyebrow. “Janitor.” 

	Blue half spun and shot a finger to her left butt cheek. “You can kiss my George Lucas tattoo.”

	Kanyon turned to Daylen, “You know, Theo never talks back and is always happy to help.”

	Blue growled. “Ugh! Fine. Intern!” 

	“Great. Now go get me some coffee, intern.”

	Blue snarled. “You know you totally suck, right?”

	“Yes. And I also know I’d like my coffee with a dash of hazelnut creamer and zero arsenic.”

	Once Blue’s stomps and curses dissipated down the hall, Kanyon turned back to the two women staring at her. “What?”

	“You do know her turning into a supervillain is an actual possibility, right?” Daylen asked.

	Kanyon waved a dismissive hand. “Every good story has to have one. So, Iz, what—” Isadora gave Kanyon a playful pinch to the back of her arm. “Ouch!”

	“Isadora.”

	“The wannabe, pint-size villain gets to—”

	“Yes, well that is a favorable arrangement between her and me.”

	Kanyon widened her eyes and pointed at Isadora. “You’re scared of her supervillain potential too, aren’t you?” 

	A grin rose on Isadora’s lips. “You so entertain me.”

	“Enough to have a favorable arrangement and call you Iz?”

	“No.” Isadora, serious now, turned to Daylen. “But I do need to advise the two of you about a concerning article that needs your attention.” 

	“What kind of article?” Daylen asked.

	“A—,” Isadora paused as Blue stomped back into the room and shoved a cup of coffee at Kanyon. 

	Kanyon glanced at the contents of the half-full mug, then the mug itself, and saw the photo of Yoda and the cartoon balloon bubble that said, “May the java be with you.” 

	“Theo’s leftover coffee from this morning?” Kanyon asked.

	Blue batted her overly-mascaraed lashes. “I’m just an intern, so you should probably be more specific when ordering me around.”

	Kanyon rolled her eyes and held out the mug to Isadora. “Return to sender?” Isadora swept a hand at the mug and it disappeared. “Thank you. Now, you were saying about the article?”

	“A pocket watch,” Isadora began again.

	“A pocket watch?” Blue snorted. “Bond gets nuclear reactors, Hellboy gets an evil monk, and Matchstick here,” she threw a thumb at Kanyon, “gets a pocket watch. This is just freakin’ awesome. I’m interning for the Hall of Lame-o, the Justice League of Grandpa Accessories—” 

	“A pocket watch that can turn back time,” Isadora finished.

	“Ohhhh, time travel. Now that I can get behind,” Blue dropped on the chair arm, chucking Kanyon’s arm as she passed. “Get to downloading, Iz.”

	“The story is here.” She waved a hand at the books behind her.

	Daylen blanched. “Seriously, you’re not asking us to go through each and every one of these just to find a story about a pocket watch? I’ll be ninety before I find it.”

	Isadora smiled. “Of course not.” A book appeared on the standing desk in the middle of the room. Pages began to turn themselves until it apparently found what it was looking for and splayed itself open.

	“Neat trick.” Kanyon moved to stand next to Daylen. “Now if only we had like super-osmosis powers or something to tell us what the rest of these have to say.”

	“I am afraid that is all part—”

	“Of our lesson plan for our superpowers, blah, blah. Been there, said that,” Kanyon replied.

	Isadora squeezed Kanyon’s arm affectionately. “You will thank me for this gift of knowledge someday.” 

	“I’d thank you more for the answers to the test and a large supreme pizza,” Kanyon countered.

	Daylen quickly scanned the first page of the entry. “This is a story about the article?” She ran a finger down the next two pages. “If we knew about it back then, why wasn’t the watch collected when it was created? This entry is from,” she flipped back to the first page, “the 1900s?” 

	“The means of travel was not as immediate as they are today. By the time the closest Guardian and Seeker were notified of the pocket watch, its creator and the item were lost. They stayed for months after waiting for another incident, but the article had gone dormant.”

	Blue squeezed herself alongside Daylen. “Meaning no one has picked it up and gone all cuckoo for Cocoa Puffs?” 

	Isadora tilted her head. “Meaning it was lost or someone has not handled it with enough frequency to be influenced by it.”

	“Until now,” Kanyon stated.

	“Yes. Someone is most definitely handling it. Therefore, it is only a matter of time.”

	“Literally.” Blue snorted. 

	“Literally,” Isadora agreed. She ran an affectionate hand over Blue’s red-streaked hair. “I believe I like the blue better on you. It was … fitting.”

	“Yeah, well there’s just so many times you can be called Demi Lovato before you have to take action.” She jetted an elbow back at Kanyon.

	Kanyon made a small box shape with her hands. “Hey, if the tiny little shoes fit.”  

	Blue growled.

	“This watch, I am afraid to say, has collected an overwhelming amount of emotion, a great deal of guilt and sadness.”

	“Those are sins?” Daylen asked. 

	“Not by themselves, but they are often emotions that lead to or fuel anger. Then they can become quite powerful. And trust me, this article in particular contains a great amount of anger.”

	“Making it extra desirable for Team Bad Guys,” Kanyon said. 

	“I am afraid so,” Isadora confirmed. 

	“Okay, so where should we start looking for this little ticker of doom?” Kanyon asked.

	“Ahhh, is that not the job of the heroes of your stories? I do believe that is how all your modern-day plays go.”

	“Movies and television shows … I do not do plays,” Kanyon corrected.

	“Movies and television shows,” Isadora repeated. “I have the strong belief that you two can figure this out.”

	“Ummm, cough, two?” Blue interrupted.

	“Excuse me, the three of you.” 

	“Damn straight. See, you two need me on this,” Blue announced. 

	They all turned at the footsteps thundering up the stairs and making their way down the hall toward them.

	“Make that the four of you.” Isadora smiled, then disappeared.

	Theo didn’t stop until he was fingertip to nose in front of Blue. “You are so dead. You, you little … little pixie from hell.”  

	Blue shrugged. “You say that like it’s a bad thing.” 

	“I swear, I’m going to … I’m going to … Ugh! I don’t know what I’m going to do, but I promise you it’s going to be bad. Like Batman on Joker bad. Thor on Loki bad. Punisher on Jigsaw bad. Like … like—”

	“Like geek cooties on you bad?” Blue questioned.

	Kanyon grabbed Theo by the back of the shirt as he started to step forward. “Annnnd the two of you are done or it’s going to be Kanyon on both of you bad.” 

	“She started it,” Theo mumbled.

	“Your mere existence on this planet started it,” Blue corrected.

	“Zip it.” Kanyon gave Blue’s shoulder a poke, causing Blue to go ass into armchair. “And you,” she said as she gave Theo’s shirt a jerk in the opposite direction, “outside this room because you still reek.”

	Theo stomped to the door, took one step beyond the threshold, and spun back. “I’ve already taken fourteen freakin’ showers!”

	“You know, if you’d just officially name me sidekick, we wouldn’t continue to have this problem with Skunkboy,” Blue huffed.

	“You, a sidekick? Ha! At best you’re a minion.” Theo accentuated his insult with minion speak, “Tatata talu ba. Bananalu. Tata ula.”

	Blue started to come out of her chair, but Kanyon shot her a glare. “Sit, or I’ll take away your makeup brushes.”

	“Do it!” Theo triumphed.

	“You zip it or I’ll take away your Death Star model.”

	Theo narrowed his eyes. “The 1:16 scale or 24? Or the metal or …”

	“All of them,”      Kanyon threatened.

	They both sulked, crossing their arms defiantly in their respective time-out locations. 

	“Good. Now stay.” Satisfied with their temporary silence, she moved to Daylen’s side. “Story time, Ms. Elliott?”

	Daylen laughed. “Sure, if the children promise to behave—” 

	The doorbell rang and Theo and Blue launched from their respective timeout locations. “I’m the freaking head intern. I’ll get it!” Blue elbowed ahead of Theo through the office doorway.

	Kanyon looked at Daylen. “What are we going to do about the Not-so-Wonderful Twins?”

	Daylen started to answer, but stopped as a heavy-booted stumble turned crash was heard. “That sounded like one of ’em wasn’t upright by the time they hit the first floor.” 

	“They might have just solved that problem for us.”

	“Kanyon! That’s not funny.”

	“Whatever, they’re fine.”

	Daylen was already out the library door and headed for the hall when a chorus of insults on size, stature, and man parts came echoing up the stairs. 

	“See, fine,” Kanyon said from behind her. Ralph barked. Kanyon sniffed the air and a wide smile came across her lips. “Oh, she’s good. She’s really good.”

	Daylen took her own sniff of the air—nothing.

	Kanyon was already halfway down the stairs and yelling over her shoulder. “Lunch is here! You read and I’ll bring it up.”

	“Check on the kids!” Daylen yelled after her.

	“Yeah, yeah.”

	 

	 

	Theo, Blue, and Ralph returned to the library a few moments later. Theo was missing his left shoe and Blue had an icepack duct taped to her right hip. Each was carrying a plate of pizza, including Ralph whose plate was gripped firmly between his teeth. Kanyon was a few steps behind the motley crew, carrying her and Daylen’s slices. 

	“Nope,” Kanyon put a boot under Blue’s butt, keeping it from hitting the floor in front of Daylen. “Over there,” she ordered, nodding to the other side of the room. Theo snickered. “And you.” She shot an elbow in the opposite direction. “You, in that corner.” 

	She didn’t even try to move Ralph, who had taken up speed bump position in the middle of the floor and was already two pieces deep into an eight stack. Kanyon held out a plate to Daylen. “Have an idea of what happened?”

	“Thanks. I’ll want to go over it in more detail obviously, just to see if there are any leads to the watch’s current whereabouts, but I think I got the gist of the story or at least the beginning of it.”

	“Hit us with it,” Kanyon said, settling down on the floor between Daylen’s legs.  

	“It started in the early 1900s. The guy that created the watch was Melvin Meeks. He was from a small town in Missouri and in love with a girl from a neighboring town. He wanted to marry her, but her family was rather well-off, and he had nothing to show them that he could be a good provider. So he left his home to get a job with the railroad, in hopes of making enough money to buy a home, some land, cattle, et cetera. Unfortunately, by the time he arrived at the town square the railroad company had just hired the last man for their twenty-man crew. He was discouraged but decided to walk around to see if he could find any other means of work. He stopped in at the blacksmiths, the bakers, and the general store. His last option was the local saloon. He went in and inquired about working—”

	Blue snorted. “Working to seeing some girlie bits.”

	Daylen chuckled. “Maybe, but what he ended up finding was a pair of drifters, con artists. They got him talking, and of course he told them about his troubles, his desire to marry his girlfriend, her family, and getting a job and so on. Finding him to be an easy mark, they ended up telling him they were wealthy businessmen, needing guys to work their land. In payment, not only would they give him a nice weekly salary, but they would also sell him a couple of the acres cheap—take it out of his salary and all that.”

	“Golden Gate bridge story? I got a bridge to sell ya,” Kanyon stated as she flipped her uneaten pizza crust to Ralph.

	“Yep. They said they already had a few workers on the land and if he wanted to give them what money he had, they could have them start clearing and prepping his part of it, and then he could simply work off the rest. He gladly handed over his entire life’s savings. Excited to see his new homestead, he rode nearly an hour to the spot the guys had described. 

	“Swampland,” Kanyon offered, flipping a second crust to Ralph.

	“Someone else’s land.” Daylen offered. “He rode back to confront the men, and of course they were gone. Defeated, mad, and completely broke, he took off to confess his failures to his bride to be.” 

	 “I hope she didn’t marry his dumb ass,” Blue quipped.

	“She didn’t. When he topped the hill just above her family’s home, he saw smoke, heard gunshots, and saw the two men riding off over the next hill. By the time he got down to the farm the family was dead, their home was destroyed, and his bride-to-be was clinging to her last breath.” 

	Kanyon huffed out a laugh. “Annnd cue traumatic event, which sets up our future villain’s motives.” 

	“Exactly,” Daylen smiled. “And it’s a mega one. Begging, pleading for her to live as he held her tightly in his arms, he saw her eyes flick open.” Daylen added a dramatic pause. “Thinking his prayers had been answered he leaned down to kiss her, only to have her whisper one last thing to him before she died.” Daylen paused again for effect. 

	Theo inched forward on his butt. “For God’s sake what? What did she say?”

	“You’re too late,” Kanyon offered in a subdued tone.

	“You’re too late,” Daylen confirmed, her eyes locking with Kanyon’s. 

	“Nooo!” Theo’s head dropped between his knees in defeat.

	“Well, that totally blows ass bubbles,” Blue scoffed. 

	“So where does the article come in?” Kanyon asked.

	“Well, as you can imagine, her last words tortured him. Made him go a little crazy. He came to believe that a few simple minutes were the cause of all his pain. If he had made it to the square in time, if he had gotten to the farm in time … Apparently, he became fixated. In 1903, he left his small town to move to San Francisco where he went to a watchman’s school. He learned to build watches and repair time pieces. He became quite adept at it and was a master of the trade in only a few short years.” 

	“And cue catalyst event,” Kanyon inserted.

	Daylen nodded. “In 1906, he was leaving the small watch repair shop where he had gained employment with his latest watch repair in his hand—”

	“A pocket watch, no doubt,” Kanyon said with an eye roll. 

	“Which he was asked to hand deliver to its owner. He was just crossing the street, head down, setting the correct time when he heard gunshots and the rush of horse hoofs. He jumped out of their way just in time to avoid being stampeded, but not before he caught glimpses of …”

	“His girlfriend! She wasn’t really dead!” Theo shouted.

	Blue snorted. “You’re an idiot.” 

	“Hey, it could happen. I mean, look at Pepper Potts, Iron Man 3; Fury in Captain America; Phil Coulson in S.H.I.E.L.D., oh and—”

	Blue held up a hand to stop the come-back-from-death speech. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You are not an idiot, you are a geek-diot, a total freakin—”

	Daylen snapped her fingers to get the two’s attention, then looked down at the book, reading directly from it now: “… the two con men that had taken everything from him. Hate and rage were lit within him. ‘If he was at the corner a few minutes earlier, he could have gotten his revenge. Righted all his wrongs.’ The pocket watch began to warm in his palm, and the world around him stopped. He looked down at the watch, willing it to rewind. At first there was nothing, just the frozen world around him. As his anger grew with every stilled moment, he focused on time, the watch, all that he had lost and wanted back, and on a scream of crazed fury the watch’s hands moved back one minute, two, three, and the world around him began to move, to rewind. When he heard the horse hoofs retreat past him, he waited another beat then stepped out into the street and pulled his gun.”

	“And he capped their asses!” Blue shouted. 

	Daylen confirmed with a head nod. “But when time snapped back into place … oh my god.” 

	Kanyon pivoted when Daylen’s legs went taut against her. “What?”

	 Theo leapt from his corner. “No way.” He looked over Daylen’s shoulder. “This all happened on April 18, 1906?”

	“What all happened on April 18, 1906?” Blue asked.

	Kanyon turned to her. “Earthquake, fire … San Francisco was nearly destroyed.”

	“Nearly 3,000 people lost their lives,” Theo added.

	Blue was now on her feet, reading over Daylen’s shoulder. “Are you freaking kidding me! We’ve got some little psycho Seiko out there that can take out LA?” 

	“If the timing is right,” Isadora said from behind them, causing even Kanyon and Daylen to jolt. “Pun intended, I believe you would say.” 

	“What do you mean if the timing is right?” Kanyon asked.

	“One thing you should know first about fate and life. Eventually all things will right themselves. In this particular case, an earthquake was already going to occur in San Francisco. Time was then paused and reversed, but when released it sped back up to realign itself.”

	Daylen closed the book and sat a little straighter. “You’re saying what? When Meeks killed the two men, had his revenge, he …?”

	“Released his hold and the natural time continuum righted itself. It sped up, which compounded the impact, greatly increasing the devastation.”

	 “Meaning, the earthquake got a big supernatural juice in the ass,” Blue interrupted.  

	“That is another way to say it, yes.” Isadora gave her a small smile.

	“The ability to control time,” Kanyon mused. “A powerful article like that would be extremely valuable.”

	“Very, I would assume,” Isadora confirmed. 

	“Could we be looking at another mass casualty situation if we don’t find this watch?” Daylen asked.

	“We never know exactly the damage an article will cause when used, but an article of this nature, as Kanyon pointed out, could be extremely dangerous, especially in the hands of Ma’at or anyone working for her,” Isadora offered. 

	“Damn, this shit just got real,” Blue muttered.

	“You know what, I think I’m going to go geek out on the weather channel.” Theo stood, white-faced. “It’s nice to see you again, Isadora.” He bowed to her then walked out of the room.

	“How far back can this watch go?” Daylen asked.

	“Minutes? Hours? Days?” Kanyon added.

	“Minutes. Maybe hours. We do not believe days. At least not in the hands of mere mortals.”

	“Hey!” Blue said, insulted.

	“I am sorry. Perfectly lovely, awe-inspiring mortals,” Isadora gave her a wink.

	“Better,” Blue crossed her arms defiantly. 

	“It would take a significant amount of emotions to power an article for longer,” Isadora reiterated.

	“But in the hands of the Queen of Emotional Baggage and Bad Attitudes–” Kanyon started.

	“It would be quite concerning. I will return with more insight as soon as I can,” Isadora stated as she dematerialized.

	“Okay, so as your sidekick, I’d like to suggest if the world’s going to end that we go first for ice cream and then to Best Buy. I’m going to put a shitload of stuff on,” she air-quoted “layaway. Then maybe Earl’s Robotic—” 

	Kanyon jerked her head toward the door. “Why don’t you give us a minute.”

	“Why do I have to leave the room every time mom and dad want to talk?”

	Kanyon pointed to the door.

	“Ugh, fine!” Blue stomped out of the room. “But I’m going to Amazon the shit out of survival supplies, and I’m using your Prime membership.”

	Kanyon waited to hear Blue’s footsteps hit the hall before turning to Daylen. “Need a minute to take it all in?” Kanyon asked, knowing with Daylen’s heightened abilities, she could easily exhaust herself mentally. 

	“More like a month,” Daylen replied, rubbing a knuckle at her temple. 

	“Take all the time you need. I’ll go get you something to drink …” Kanyon paused to look between the doorway and Daylen, “and take care of the kids.” 

	“How do you—” Daylen’s question was interrupted by a high-pitched squeal, “do that?” she finished when Theo’s cry tapered off. 

	Kanyon shrugged. “You have your thing. I have mine.” She ran a hand down Daylen’s arm as she laid a quick kiss on the side of her head. “I’ll go save him. You take a minute to recharge.”

	Daylen smiled. “Thanks.”

	

	 

	 


Chapter 3 

	 

	A half hour later, Kanyon found Daylen at her desk. “You okay?” 

	“To quote Blue, this shit just got real.”

	“Threat of mass destruction … yeah, pretty much,” Kanyon said.

	“Thank you for the downtime. How in the world did you keep Blue and Theo so quiet?”

	“I duct taped them together and gagged them with each other’s socks.” Daylen lifted a curious brow. “Fine. I gave Blue a hundred bucks and told her to go crazy at the Halloween store.”

	“And Theo?”

	“Once he got his stapler un-superglued from his arm hair, he got quite absorbed in all things earthquake.” 

	“Kanyon, what are we going to do? I’m not sure we’re prepared for this. We’ve only recovered a handful of articles. My,” she swirled a hand over her head, “powers are random at best. I go from feeling things, sensing things, to nothing. It’s like I have a short in my wiring.”

	“I don’t think you have a short. I think we’re just starting to learn how to use and control them. I’m sure Wolverine nicked himself a few times when he first started out.”

	Daylen grinned. “You truly amaze me.” She got a confused eyebrow as a response. “I have no idea how you do that.”

	“Do what?”

	“Remain calm, cool, and collected all the time. Last year at this time, you were living a normal life as an actress.”

	Kanyon snorted. “Normal?”

	“Well, normal compared to hey, surprise, you’re a Guardian, partnered with a Seeker and, oh by the way, you have supernatural powers that will help you find sin-infused articles that threaten to screw up the world order, or in this case a freakin’ earthquake.”

	“All that was a little bit of a surprise, but—”

	Daylen spoke over her. “But, you’re just like,” she shrugged both shoulders dramatically, “whatever.” She picked up a pen and began fiddling with it. “Seriously, I knew this part of the world existed before I was even able to walk. I knew this was what I was destined to do. I tried to deny it. Run away from it. But it’s always been a part of my world, but you …” she sighed, “you just get hit with it one day and the next you’re able to shoot flames from your fingers. And now you’re being told there’s a pocket watch that can turn back time and cause a major catastrophe; earthquakes and fire and … who knows what else. And you’re like,” she figure-eighted her pen in Kanyon’s direction, “all, Joe Cool.”

	Kanyon smiled. “I’m an actress. I have an extensive resume of playing the calm, cool hero.”

	“Kanyon, I’m serious.”

	Kanyon sighed and moved to sit on the edge of Daylen’s desk, taking the pen from her and dropping it in the Dark Savior coffee mug turned pen holder. “Do I wonder what the hell I’m doing here? Absolutely. Do I ask ‘why me’? Every. Single. Day. But the one thing I don’t question,” she took Daylen’s hand and rubbed a thumb over her knuckles, “is me wanting to be here with you. So whatever comes with that … well, we’ll figure out the rest as we go along.”

	Daylen’s heart thudded in the silence that spread between them. She squeezed Kanyon’s hand as she stood, pulling Kanyon into her arms.

	“Ruby sighting!” Theo announced, busting into their office. “She just pulled in the driveway.” He flashed them a glimpse of his tablet showing a live video feed. 

	“Isadora doesn’t mess around,” Kanyon replied as Theo headed back out of the office.

	Daylen gave Kanyon a quick kiss. “Thank you. For being here. For being you.” 

	Kanyon replied with a shoulder shrug. “Fake it ’til we make it. Shall we go down and meet Runaway Sally?”

	“Yes. Let’s.” 

	 

	 

	They were both standing on the back porch, Daylen with her arms crossed, Kanyon’s hands crammed into the front pockets of her jeans when Ruby got out of her car. She took in the two-woman Welcome Wagon. “What?”       “Want to explain where you’ve been?” Daylen asked.

	“No,” Ruby answered as she pulled out an overnight bag from her backseat.

	“Do it anyway,” Daylen commanded.

	“I joined the circus.”

	“As their one-woman freak show? Believable, but no.” Daylen retorted. “Aunt Ruby, we were worried about you.”

	“I left very clear instructions that said not to worry, so that’s completely self-inflicted worry on your part.” Ruby hefted the bag over her shoulder, nearly toppling herself in the process.

	Kanyon leapt over the porch railing and in two long strides was in front of Ruby. “Take it easy on her. She was really concerned,” Kanyon ordered as she took Ruby’s bag, concerned now why the fairly light bag had given Ruby so much trouble. 

	Ruby sighed in resignation. “Daylen, sweetheart, I’m fine. I just needed some time alone.”

	“You could have called. Could have let me know that you were okay,” Daylen said, softening her tone to match Ruby’s regretful one.

	“I should have, I just—” Ruby’s words faded as she saw Daylen’s knees fold.

	Kanyon dropped the bag as she leapt for Daylen, catching her before she went ankles over ass down the porch steps. 

	Ruby backpedaled. “Damn it. See, I knew I shouldn’t have come back.”

	Kanyon shot a finger at her. “You stay put!” She scooped Daylen up and sat her in a nearby chair. “You okay?”

	Daylen nodded. “Yeah, it was stupid. My fault. I didn’t have my shields up.”

	Kanyon knelt before her. “Are they up now?” 

	Daylen nodded. “I’m good.”

	Kanyon spun on her heels and was upright when she heard the faint click of Ruby’s car latch. “Open that door any further and I will melt the tires to the pavement.”

	Ruby looked over her shoulder. “You wouldn’t dare!”

	“Try me,” Kanyon brought flames to her fingertips.

	Daylen leaned into Kanyon. “When did you learn how to flame throw?”

	“I haven’t. I can barely light a gasoline-soaked towel, but she doesn’t need to know that,” Kanyon said from the side of her mouth.

	“Right,” Daylen chuckled. “Aunt Ruby, I’m okay. It was my fault. I saw you, ran out here, and forgot to shield. Please don’t go.”

	“I can’t do anything to help you,” Ruby offered, her hand still on the door handle.

	“You just being here helps me,” Daylen countered. “I need you here.”

	Ruby sighed, letting out a long-suffering breath and releasing her grip on the door. “You always were a needy little thing.”

	Daylen smiled and took a tentative step forward, as did Ruby. “Please don’t ever leave like that again. I was worried sick.”

	Ruby opened her arms. “I’m sorry. I did what I needed to do and what I thought was best at the time.” 

	Daylen left the porch and stepped into her aunt’s embrace. “Not having you here is never the best thing.”

	Ruby held her niece for a long moment before releasing her. “Okay, enough of that. I hear we have a hell of a mess on our hands. Shall we go in and get some coffee and the two of you can tell me what it’s all about?”

	

	 

	Once they all were seated around the kitchen table, coffees in front of them, Daylen started, “I have to say, I’m a little nervous about this one.”

	“Understandable, but you can’t be distracted by the what ifs.”

	Daylen blew on her coffee and took a tentative sip. “You mean the pesky what ifs like if someone uses the watch at the wrong time and the earth cracks open to swallow the city?”  

	“Exactly,” Ruby agreed as she mimicked Daylen’s coffee hotness test. “All you can do is focus on the investigation and find the article. Overthinking leads to negative thoughts.”

	“Read that on a coffee cup?” Kanyon asked.

	“Pinterest. My inspirational board. Buddha827 has a lot of good crap like that.” 

	“You have any boards that tell us how to find a watch among the millions of people in LA?” Daylen asked.

	“Unfortunately, no. But I do have several ideas about how to build an entire house and all its furniture out of recycled pallets.”

	“Not helpful.” Daylen replied. 

	“If you didn’t have a chair it would be.”

	“Aunt Ruby, seriously.”

	“Fine,” she exhaled. 

	Daylen stiffened as a sliver of guilt and anguish pushed through her shields. Daylen gave Kanyon an “I’m okay” look when she saw her move. 

	Ruby straightened her back, trying to ignore the strain she was putting on her niece. “If I’m going to help, we’ll just have to go about things differently. Go about investigating the old-fashioned way and follow the leads.”

	Kanyon lifted a curious eyebrow. “And what leads are those?”

	Ruby stood. “Give me a few minutes to dust off my trench coat, fedora, and magnifying glass and I will let you know. Come up and see me after you finish your coffee.”

	Kanyon and Daylen both watched Ruby make two attempts at slinging the bag over her shoulder. “Why don’t I bring that up when I come,” Kanyon offered.

	       Ruby dropped the bag. “Thank you.”

	“I’m worried about her,” Daylen stated when Ruby was up the stairs. 

	“She does seem a little weak. Except when she almost knocked you over out there. What was that all about?”

	“Worry and guilt, but what about put me on my knees was a deep sense of … loss. 

	“Of her powers?”

	“I don’t know. Maybe. But whatever it is, I want to help her fix it. Isadora!” Daylen cried out.

	“Her journey is for her and her alone,” Isadora answered as she formed alongside them.

	“I don’t understand,” Daylen sniffed, “why are they doing this to her?”

	“Ruby made a choice and she knew the consequences.”

	“Jesus. She’s done so much for … for them and this is what she gets?”

	Isadora put a hand on Daylen’s shoulder and smiled softly. “I know. I am doing what I can.”

	“She’s so sad. She needs her powers back.”

	“The gifts that you all are given are not where your strength comes from,” she glanced at Kanyon, then back to Daylen, “and they are not where your or her true happiness lies.”

	“Then what is making her—” Daylen started.

	“You and your aunt’s hearts are not so different in this. Maybe look within yourself and you will find the answer.”

	Daylen groaned. “You’re going to flash out on that little riddle, aren’t you?”

	Isadora lifted Daylen’s hand to her lips and gave it a quick kiss. “Part of the job requirements. I think you and your Guardian can take it from here.”

	Kanyon cheered with her coffee mug. “Thanks, Iz.”

	Isadora gave her a quirk of a brow, snapped once, then disappeared.

	“Huh, the snap is new,” Kanyon said. 

	“Maybe instead of an employee manual, we need a decoder ring to decipher all the fun riddles.”

	“Or a supercomputer.” Kanyon took a sip of her coffee, gagged, and spit the black liquid back into her cup.

	“Don’t need a supercomputer to solve that riddle,” Daylen chuckled. “Retaliation for the Iz comment?”

	Kanyon stood, looking at the ceiling. “Seriously? The evil Smurfette gets to do it.” She moved to the sink and dumped the cold, sugar-filled syrup.

	Refill in hand, Kanyon leaned a hip against the kitchen island. “Any thoughts on what we should do about Ruby?” 

	Daylen took in the woman who stood in front of her; tight jeans covering long legs, the plain white V-neck T-shirt exposing just enough tanned skin to make her want to beg for more. She smiled and made her way to Kanyon to give her a not so quick kiss. “I might have an idea.”

	Kanyon took a second to regain the breath that had just been stolen from her. “I don’t know the plan, but if it involves more of that then I’m in. Totally. In.” Kanyon pulled Daylen back to her. 

	Daylen laughed. “Later. Right now, I’m thinking we need to go visit our favorite Captain.” 

	“Captain Crunch?” 

	“Seriously?”

	“Hey, I’ve been known to go through a box or seven when I’m having a bad day. Cheers me right up.” 

	“I was thinking more like a certain LAPD captain. He may not fix her power problem, but I have a feeling he could go a long way in fixing some of her other issues.” Daylen added a suggestive wiggle of her brows. 

	“Ugh. Why? Why did you have to give me those images?”

	Daylen chuckled. “Sorry. Why don’t we head down to the station, check in with Jack, and see if there happens to be any non-supernatural stirrings on a pocket watch?”  

	Kanyon pushed off the counter. “Works for me. LAPD.”  

	“Upstairs first, then LAPD,” Daylen corrected as she picked up Ruby’s bag. 

	 

	 

	“I have Theo looking into Melvin Meeks,” Ruby started as they walked in. “Also have him hunting down his family to see if there are any living relatives that may have recently came into possession of some family heirlooms.” 

	 “Good plan,” Daylen offered.

	“Maybe if we get a better understanding of his last days and what happened to him after the earthquake and fire, it’ll at least give us a direction,” Ruby continued.

	“What if he lost it during the earthquake and some random person picked it up?” Kanyon asked.

	“Well then, Veronica Mars,” Ruby smirked, “I guess you better get your big girl investigative panties on and figure that out.”

	“Veronica Mars,” Kanyon huffed, “as if. If anyone here is Veronica, it’s little Miss Thing over there,” she gave a nod in Daylen’s direction.

	“Cause I’m blonde and shorter than you?”

	“Annnnd absolutely adorable,” Kanyon replied.

	Daylen rolled her eyes then turned to Ruby. “We thought we might go to the PD and see if there are any recent reports of strange activity.”

	“That sounds like a good plan,” Ruby replied as she began riffling through her desk drawer. 

	“You going to be okay?” Daylen asked as she felt her aunt’s emotions push against her shields. 

	Ruby waved her hand. “I’m fine. Get out of here.”

	Daylen shot Kanyon a concerned look.

	Kanyon replied with an I don’t know what to do shoulder shrug. 

	“You’re sure?” Daylen asked again.

	“Yes, I’m fine. Perfectly fine. Go. Go,” Ruby answered dismissively. 

	Daylen took a tentative step back. “Okay, then. We will see you later?” 

	“I’ll be here,” Ruby answered absently as she continued her search. 

	 

	Ruby dropped the facade. She was far from okay. The silence in her head was maddening. She hadn’t realized how forty plus years of the constant barrage of people’s emotions and auras had become such a comforting background noise. She’d never felt so alone. No … that wasn’t true, there had been one other time that she’d thought her loneliness was going to suffocate her, the time she’d been forced to let Jack go. Her heart dissolved at the memory and she chuckled in response. “Just a mere twenty-eight years ago, you’d think you’d be over that by now.”

	“For some loves, I believe that could be true. But true love, I do not think one’s heart ever truly recovers,” Isadora stated.

	Ruby started so violently that she nearly flung herself backward out of her chair. “And that is another thing I will not get used to—not knowing when annoying little busybodies are going to pop in,” Ruby grumbled as she rolled her chair back up to her desk.

	“This busybody, as you say, does not like seeing her friend in such distress.”

	Ruby shrugged. “I brought this on myself, and I can deal with this myself.”

	“That you did, but that does not mean—”

	“Isadora, I know you and Daylen … all of you mean well, it’s just—” She groaned. “I’m just tired.”

	“I can see that for myself. You have not been sleeping?”

	“It’s too quiet,” Ruby answered simply.

	Isadora understood that most people sought quiet for their rest, but for people like Ruby, like herself, who have lived so many years with voices and emotions as part of their lives, it would be hard to be suddenly cut off. “Maybe you should visit a social place alive with people and sounds?”

	“Yeah, maybe,” Ruby answered absently.

	“It is something to consider.” Isadora felt Ruby’s desire to be left alone, even though that very thing was drowning her in sorrow. “Ruby,” Isadora tried. When Ruby didn’t meet her eyes, she tried again. “Love was what brought you to this point, and it just might be love that also leads you away from it.”

	A single tear fell before Ruby could blink it away. She swiped a quick hand across her cheek and sniffed once before giving Isadora a stiff dismissive wave. 

	Isadora walked around the desk to lay a hand on Ruby’s shoulder. “I will continue my objections to the council on your behalf. I will not rest until I am successful.”

	“God, you’re a persistent thing,” Ruby sniffed. 

	“Especially when it comes to the ones I love.” 

	 

	


Chapter 4 

	 

	“Awww look, it must be bring your kid to work day.” Lt. Pat Boston spun on her heels to glare at Kanyon. “Oh, I’m sorry, Lieutenant. I just thought … Well, you know.” Kanyon lowered her hand to indicate a kid’s height. “My bad.”

	“How did you get in here? I gave clear instructions at the front desk.” 

	Kanyon gave herself a Vanna White wave of her hand. “Really?”

	“Ugh. What do you want? I don’t have time for …” Lt. Boston assessed Kanyon, “your, your you-ness.”

	Kanyon pouted. “And here I thought I was close to getting you to ask me to be your date for the policemen’s ball.” 

	“Are you here for any other reason than to disturb my peace? Which happens to be a misdemeanor, by the way.”

	“Is that your roundabout way of asking if you could handcuff me?”

	Daylen came up behind them. “Hey, Lieutenant. How are you today?”

	“I’d be better if you’d leash your pet.” She nodded toward Kanyon.

	Daylen received an innocent smile from Kanyon. “I’ll see what I can do. Is Jack in?”

	“Yes. He should be in his office. I just left a meeting with him.” 

	“Thanks.” Daylen continued down the hall past the lieutenant.

	Kanyon followed but slowed as she pulled up next to the lieutenant. “Handcuffs, leashes?” She bit her lip for effect. “I had no idea what a kinky little minx you were, L.T. Why don’t we skip the ball and …” Kanyon pulled on the lapel of Boston’s suit jacket.

	“Kanyon, please stop playing with the nice cop and come on,” Daylen yelled from down the hall.

	Kanyon tapped the Lieutenant on the nose with her finger before heading down the hall. “Until next time.”

	“Technically that was assault!” Lt. Boston yelled after her.

	Kanyon spun to walk backward, smiling as she put her wrists out. “Promises. Promises.” And that statement got her a forcefully shut office door. Kanyon was still grinning when she turned and met Daylen’s lifted brow. “What?” 

	“Why do you have to poke at her like that?”

	“Umm, ’cause it’s fun?” Kanyon shrugged. 

	“Right. Remember that when she locks you up someday.” Daylen lifted her hand to knock on her uncle’s door, only to have it open in front of her.

	Jack stopped suddenly and took a step back. “Daylen, Kanyon, what a pleasant surprise. Come in, come in.” He stepped back even farther, widening the door for them. 

	“Do you have a minute?” Daylen asked.

	“Of course, take a seat. I just have to run this down to Lt. Boston real quick.” He lifted a manila folder.

	Kanyon followed Daylen in, but stopped in front of Jack. “Cool. Will you give her a message for me?”

	“Umm, sure,” Jack agreed with uncertainty.

	“Tell her BYOH.” 

	“H?” Jack asked.

	“Handcuffs,” Kanyon replied with a wink. 

	Jack looked at Daylen. “Do I even want to know what that is about?”

	“No, no you don’t,” Daylen answered as she took Kanyon by the elbow and pulled her toward the two chairs in front of Jack’s desk.

	“I didn’t think so. Make yourselves comfortable. I’ll be right back.”

	Kanyon turned to Daylen. “All right, so how’s this little love-match mission going to go?”

	“I have no idea. I’m open for opinions.”

	“I’ve always been fond of the direct approach.” Daylen popped a brow. “When it comes to other people, geez.”

	Daylen chuckled. “Why don’t we ask if there’s anything potentially pocket watch-related going on and we’ll just see where it goes from there?”

	Kanyon heard return footsteps. “Roger that, team leader. Mission Love Connection is a go in three, two,” she flicked a finger over her shoulder at the door, “now.”

	“Sorry, ladies. I just got some lab results back and wanted Lt. Boston to jump on them right away,” Jack said as he entered, shutting the door behind him. “And Kanyon, Lt. Boston said ‘not if you were the last blow-up doll on earth’. I really, really don’t want to know what that means either, right?”

	Kanyon flipped him an amused look. 

	“Didn’t think so.” He patted Kanyon’s shoulder as he passed. “I’m glad you both came to see me. How are my two favorite paranormal PIs? Everything okay?”

	“For the moment, but it’s all a matter of time,” Kanyon started, but stopped when Daylen shot her a look.

	Jack took a seat behind his desk. “How can I help?”

	Daylen started pacing. “We were wondering if you’ve heard of anything weird going on?” 

	“Ummm, can you be more specific? This is LA. Just this morning we arrested two people who believe they are Marilyn Monroe reincarnated. We had a guy walk in and confess to the Black Dahlia murder; he’s 22 years old. And we just now got a call on the tip line from a lady who believes her neighbor is burying alien body parts in her flowerbed.”

	“Damn it, Blue!” Kanyon pulled out her phone to type out a quick text.

	“Not your address,” Jack reassured her. “I already have Blue flagged in the system.”

	“That’s smart. You know what. I should get you a DNA sample and some fingerprints. It’ll just make your detectives’ lives easier.”

	Jack chuckled. “Anyway, what brings you two by? Everything okay?”

	“Well, it appears that in our latest bag of supernatural goodies, we have a pocket watch out there that can—”

	“Cue Cher song,” Kanyon inserted quickly.

	Daylen sighed. “That’s going to be a recurring thing throughout this whole case, isn’t it?

	“Duh,” Kanyon answered. 

	“I’d expect nothing less.” Resigned to her fate, Daylen continued, “There’s a pocket watch that can apparently turn back time.” 

	Kanyon flicked her hair back and added a “Whoooaaa” in her best Cher impression.

	Daylen groaned. 

	“Don’t worry, there will also be a nice mix of Back to the Future, Hot Tub Time Machine, and Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure references thrown in.”

	“Super.” 

	Jack cleared his throat. “I’m sorry to interrupt here, but did you say there’s a pocket watch out there that can turn back time?”

	“That’s what we’re being told,” Daylen replied.

	Jack sat back in his chair. “Christ.” He rubbed his chin as he pondered the devastating possibilities.

	Daylen dropped into the seat next to Kanyon. “And the worst part is that we have no idea where to start looking.” 

	Jack stopped absently rubbing his chin. “What about your aunt? I mean, doesn’t she usually …”

	Daylen held out a hand to stop Kanyon’s comment. “Unfortunately, not this time.”

	He looked quickly between them. “Is she okay?”

	“That’s kind of the second reason we’re here.” Daylen moved uncomfortably in her seat. “Aunt Ruby is kind of umm …” 

	“Been put on probation,” Kanyon offered when Daylen was taking too long for Jack’s growing concern.

	“On probation?” He relaxed a little. “What do you mean, probation? What did she do? Can they even do that? Is she okay?” 

	Kanyon seesawed her hand a couple of times. 

	“Daylen?” Jack looked to Daylen for a clearer answer. 

	“Well, I’m not sure how to answer that exactly.  Physically, she’s okay, though she’s a little weak. But, honestly, I’m more worried about her mental health. She’s just really ...” Daylen paused, reluctant to give the down and dirty on her aunt’s emotional state.

	Kanyon stepped in. “We were hoping we could talk you into going to see her.”

	Jack looked at Kanyon then to Daylen. “I’m not sure I’m the right answer here. She made it very clear that she never wanted to see me again.” 

	Kanyon didn’t need Daylen’s little superpower to tell that his mouth was saying one thing, but his heart was having a totally different conversation. “Yeah, well, that was what, twenty-plus years ago? Trust me. I saw a photo album from the eighties, she made a lot of bad decisions back then, and a good portion of them involved blue mascara. And I’m pretty sure the amount of hairspray that was used is part of the reason we’re having ozone issues.”   

	Daylen let her shields down and was awarded with hope, love, and desire that rushed off her uncle in waves. “I think she had her reasons, but it wasn’t ’cause she didn’t—doesn’t love you. I know all too well about this kind of thing.” She reached for Kanyon’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I know you still care about her too. So, what do you think?”

	“You really think seeing me …”

	“Yes,” Daylen answered. “It might take her a minute to get used to it,” she gave him a reassuring smile, “but yes, I think she would love to see you. I think she needs to see you.”

	He nodded in silent agreement. “But if this goes sideways,” he pointed at each of them, “I’m blaming the two of you.” 

	Daylen stood, walked around the desk, and held out her arms. Jack stood as well and gave his niece a hug. “I love her,” he whispered in Daylen’s ear. “Always have.”

	“I know,” Daylen replied, giving him a tighter squeeze before releasing him. “And she loves you. Now we just have to figure out how to get you two back in front of each other.”

	Jack thought for a moment. “Let me tackle that one. If there’s going to be a chance for us, then I think it needs to be just her and me. I need to go to her. It’s something I should’ve done a long time ago.” He tried for a smile. “It’s not like I haven’t done it a thousand times in my mind. This time,” he offered them a weak smile, “I’ll just have to go through with it.” 

	“Thank you, Uncle Jack.”

	“It’s me who should thank you.” He thought for a second. “She’s okay though? I mean, with …”

	“She needs you,” Daylen reiterated.

	“Okay, then.” He resettled in his chair. “I’ll deal with that. In the meantime, why don’t you tell me a little more about this watch that can turn back time.” He ignored Kanyon’s muted Cher impression. “Because I’m thinking that sounds like a very bad thing.”

	 

	 

	An hour later, they were back in Kanyon’s car. “Well, that went surprisingly well,” Kanyon said. 

	 “Yeah,” Daylen answered, although her thoughts were still back on her uncle. “We did the right thing, right?”  

	“Jack loves Ruby and Ruby loves Jack. They’ve spent a whole lot of time avoiding that fact.” She reached over and took Daylen’s hand. “And I just happen to know how miserable that can make a person.” 

	Daylen rolled her head to look at Kanyon. “Ditto.” She gave Kanyon’s hand a squeeze. “And times that by nearly thirty years.”

	Kanyon ran a finger along Daylen’s chin. “Can’t imagine. I’m so glad you finally pulled your head out of your butt.” 

	Daylen bit at the finger that ran across her lower lip. “Me?” 

	 “Yeah, you! I loved you the second you walked into that party. The night I tucked you in your bed.”

	“And I knew I was done for, the moment I met those blue eyes of yours.” Daylen leaned in for a kiss. 

	Kanyon groaned. “I have a couple of promo gigs I need to prep for before tomorrow. You good with calling it a day? Come back to my house?” Kanyon asked with a suggestive eyebrow wiggle.

	“Probably need to see if Theo or Aunt Ruby have any more information on our little ticking time bomb. How about you take me back to the office and I’ll do a little more probing while you prep and then I’ll meet you at your house. I’ll bring dessert.”

	“You sure know how to woo a girl, Miss Elliott.”

	“I try.”

	 

	 

	Kanyon started the car and headed back toward the office. “Do you have any ideas on how we’re going to investigate this case with no supernatural mojo assistance from Ruby?”

	“Not really. It’d be nice if my little,” she poked her temple, “mental article detector would kick in and just lead us to it.”

	“Maybe we just need to take you all around LA and see if we can get it to go off?”

	Daylen gave a little snort. “Probably not the most efficient method.”

	“Probably not. And holding you up by your ankles and swinging you back and forth would be exhausting.” 

	Daylen gave her a playful backhanded slap across her arm. “Let’s hope Theo comes up with some better ideas.”

	They talked options and possible scenarios until they reached Ruby’s house. “I don’t like the fact I’m going to be tied up most of the day tomorrow and unable to be with you on this.”

	“We’ll be fine.”

	“No going anywhere that is potentially dangerous,” Kanyon ordered with a pointed finger.

	Daylen bowed her head. “Yes, Guardian.”

	“And you promise to call or text me if you get anything?”

	“Yes, Guardian.” Daylen repeated.

	“And tonight you’ll be wearing this dessert you promised,” Kanyon ordered.

	“Nice try,” Daylen slapped at the still threatening finger pointed at her.

	“It was worth a shot.” Kanyon nodded to Ruby’s car. “She didn’t run away while we were out. That’s a good sign.”

	Daylen glanced over. “I hope we did the right thing.”

	“I have a feeling everything will work out.”

	“I hope so.”

	Daylen gave Kanyon a quick kiss. “I’ll go get Blue and Ralph for you.”  

	“Thanks,” Kanyon answered, waiting until Daylen got out of the car before lifting a fingertip to her lips, which were still sizzling with a warm energy. 

	“A warrior can get their strength or their weakness from a woman.”

	“Holy shit!” Kanyon nearly jumped out of her seat. “How do you freakin’ do that? I always know when Isadora is getting ready to drop in.”

	“One of a warrior’s greatest weapons is the weapon of stealth. My bride is not acting as a warrior when she visits you,” Marcus informed her while trying to straighten himself in the passenger seat. “Can we take leave of this …” he moved his leg only to hit his knee on the dashboard, “restrictive vessel.” 

	Kanyon smirked at the extra-large man who was trying to fit in such a confined space. “You could’ve popped in on the outside of this vessel.” She knocked a knuckle on the window.

	“That does appear to have been a better approach.”

	“Uh, yeah, you think?” Kanyon reached for her door handle. 

	When Marcus didn’t immediately pop out on the other side, she rolled her eyes, walked around, and opened the passenger door. “Thank you, Guardian. I do not know why you prefer such confining means of transportation.”  

	“It’s a Cadillac Escalade, and it’s only confining to a man the size of a …” She waved a hand at him. “… freaking grizzly bear on steroids.” 

	He harrumphed. “I would like to arrange a time to speak to you.”

	Kanyon stated the obvious. “Umm, we’re speaking now.”

	“That is truth, yes, but I am in need of more of your time and your fullest attention.”

	“Everything okay?”

	“There are many topics unto which we need to speak. Therefore, I cannot answer your question as simply as you have asked it.”

	Kanyon leveled a look at him. “Try.”

	“There is nothing of immediate concern, but if you can spare me time, tomorrow after?”

	“Tomorrow after? As in today is Wednesday, tomorrow is Thursday, and after is Friday?”

	“Yes, on your Friday.”

	“Um, sure. Eight-ish?” She got a questioning look. “When the sun has come up, but I’ve had time to down a few cups of coffee.” She pointed in the general area of where the sun would be.

	“Ahh. Eight-ish,” he agreed with a nod. “At your stables?”

	Kanyon couldn’t help but smile at the strong warrior’s boyish hopefulness. “That sounds good.”

	They both turned toward the back door two seconds before Blue and Ralph came dashing out. Marcus stepped around Kanyon to the front of her vehicle to meet the dog rushing in his direction. He smiled widely as he knelt. Ralph hit Marcus hard enough to rock him back on his heels. “Friend,” Marcus managed under the barrage of licks.

	Blue hit the bottom of the porch stairs, running after Ralph. She grabbed his collar and attempted to pull him back. “Ralph, bad dog. Bad dog!” she reprimanded. “Come on.” She gave another pull. “Sit! It’s my turn to lick him!” 

	Kanyon watched, amused to see Marcus stiffen. “You three want me to get you a room?”

	Marcus started to stand, giving Blue the opening, she had been waiting for. She jumped, locking her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. 

	“Hello, Man-cake …” Blue started, her tongue in a beeline for his cheek.

	He stopped her with a hand that encompassed her whole face. “I would ask for your assistance, Guardian.”

	“Oh, I’m assisting.” Kanyon pointed to the cell phone she held to her ear. “I’m on hold with the reservation desk at the Ritz. You guys want seaside or garden view?”

	“Guardian!” Marcus barked. “Please take control of this human!” 

	Kanyon laughed. “Control her? Ha! That’s funny.” Having mercy on him, she slid her phone back in her pocket before grabbing Blue around her waist and pulling. And pulling some more. And some more. Ralph joined in as Marcus failed to pry Blue’s fingers, arms, and legs off him. Kanyon finally released Blue and took a step back in defeat. “Isadora!” 

	“Yes?” Isadora asked amused at the sight before her.

	“You want to save him?” Kanyon asked.

	Isadora raised and dropped a shoulder. “Not particularly.” Marcus flashed panicked eyes at her. “But I guess I should.” Isadora stepped forward, tapping Blue on the shoulder. “Blue, please release my husband.”

	“Aw, Iz, do I have to?”

	“Yes.”

	“One last lick?”

	“Maybe later.”

	“Fine.” Blue relaxed her death grip on Marcus, and Kanyon caught her by the belt, half carrying the girl to the vehicle. “Backseat, now. And buckle in your hormones.”

	“You suck,” Blue spat, yanking open the car door and crawling in.

	“So you tell me. Every. Single. Day.” She shut the door behind Blue and looked over her shoulder to Marcus. “You better poof it, pretty boy, because she’s totally coming out the other side in three … two ...” 

	“See you on your Friday, Guardian. Bride, thank you.” Marcus vanished just as the rear passenger door opened.

	 

	 


Chapter 5 

	 

	The sun had just hit the good morning part of its daily routine when Katherine burst into Kanyon’s kitchen, interrupting Kanyon’s mental replay of her evening with Daylen, as she ate the leftover key lime cheesecake with double-whipped cream. She’d questioned her dietary decision, but after spending last night with Daylen, she figured she was still several thousand calories to the good. Add this a.m.’s shower escapade and … yeah … she sliced herself off a second piece. 

	“The worst possible thing just happened!” Katherine exclaimed.

	“They recalled Botox?” Blue asked as she came in the back door.

	“They upped the legal age of minors to twenty-one?” Kanyon added over a bite of key lime.

	Katherine dropped her purse on the counter with a thud. “Thank you two for that little mock-u-mentary in my darkest hour.” 

	Blue gave a deep, theatrical bow. “You are very welcome. We will also be having noon and evening showings; feel free to come back.” 

	Kanyon laughed. “What’s going on?” 

	Katherine huffed. “Raquel got a part on some new series. I didn’t even know she was trying to get back on the screen.”

	“And?” Kanyon asked, taking another bite.

	“And,” Katherine repeated with an exhausted sigh, “that means she has a comeback career and I don’t.”

	“Need I remind you that you’ve had many job offers, and you’ve turned them all down? You could’ve had two comeback careers by now.” Kanyon went for another bite, just as Katherine scooped her plate out from under her fork.

	“All those roles were for mothers and God, one was even for a grandmother. I could never consider a—” She dropped the plate and cheesecake in the sink.

	“A role as a mother?” Kanyon asked, flatly letting the irony of the conversation not go unnoticed.

	“Exactly. God, I’d rather drink the pool water at the Playboy mansion.”

	“Before or after Kendra moved out?” Blue asked.

	“Before.”

	Blue responded with a full body shiver. “Damn.” 

	       “Exactly. I should not have to take some role that is so beneath me,” Katherine said.

	“Like a role as a mother?” Kanyon asked flatly.

	“Yes.”

	“Just checking.” 

	“If I was going to take a role, it would be of a sexy older woman not bound by traditions. A mature woman that knows what she wants in the world and in bed,” she purred.

	Blue bent over, hands on both of her ears, violently shaking her head back and forth. 

	 “For God’s sake, Blue, what are you doing?” Katherine asked.

	Blue stopped abruptly and grabbed the edge of the kitchen island to steady herself. “I’m trying to erase that little picture from my mind.” 

	Kanyon snorted.  

	“You two are no help. I don’t even know why I came over here,” Katherine huffed.

	Ralph chose that moment to join them. He walked directly over to the refrigerator and opened the door.

	“Kanyon, why is your Shetland pony in the refrigerator?” Her mother asked, stepping around the island to stand closer to her daughter.  

	Ralph took his head out of the refrigerator long enough to give Katherine a once-over. He scoffed and returned to his task. 

	“Did he just scoff at me?” Katherine asked indignantly.

	“Yeah, it’s part of his charm,” Kanyon confirmed.

	They all watched as Ralph abandoned the refrigerator for the sink and Kanyon’s disposed breakfast. “Classy.” Katherine turned away from the sight to refocus her audience. “Now, what are we going to do about my little problem?”

	“Ummm?” Kanyon was saved by the front door opening and a woman’s voice booming down the hall.

	“Kanyon, your skinny white ass better be ready. You have two interviews this morning before your afternoon photo shoot with Rolling Stone. I’m driving you there myself this time, ’cause I will not tolerate another lame-ass ‘had to return a library book’ excuse.”

	Kanyon smiled as she had actually been late returning, or more accurately retrieving, a library book. A library book that happened to have the supernatural ability to make the reader believe they were actual historical figures. She smiled wider when she replayed the scene of her and Daylen chasing a guy who was yelling “The British are coming! The British are coming!” while trying to go piggyback on a Mc-bellied, spandex-wearing street performer who had been rapping Don Ho’s “Tiny Bubbles” into an electric amp. Kanyon thought taking out the performer might be saving the world from a worse fate than a British invasion. Daylen thought otherwise. 

	Roz and Katherine welcomed each other with matching disapproving glares. “Well, someone looks rode hard and put away wrinkly,” Roz said in greeting.

	“And someone looks like they haven’t been rode at all,” Katherine returned with a smirk.

	“Perfect timing.” Kanyon pushed away from the counter. “Mom, why don’t you talk to Roz about your issue?”

	“Ha! I’d rather sit in a tent next to Kirk Cameron at a ten-day Bible revival.” 

	“I’d rather jump open-mouthed into the bottom of a porta-potty after a three-day Willie Nelson concert.” Roz crossed her arms over her ample chest. 

	Kanyon rolled her eyes. “Roz, you don’t even know what we’re talking about.”

	Roz flipped a thumb at Katherine. “I know, but my statement stands if Momma Saggy here is in any way involved.”

	“Mom, you want a comeback. Roz is the best in the biz. Roz, you like challenges ...” She pointed a finger between them. “I’m going to get my bag and jacket. I’ll be right back. Play nice.” She pointed at Blue. “You referee.”

	 

	 

	Kanyon came down a few minutes later to find Blue holding up her sketchpad that she’d temporarily transformed into a scoreboard. It read ‘Diary of a Mad Black Cow—8 and Old Bag of Slutty Bones—7.’ 

	Kanyon raised an eyebrow. Blue shrugged. “They named themselves.” 

	“Seriously you two?” Both women huffed at each other before turning toward Kanyon. “You two are ridiculous. Roz, I’m ready. Let’s get this over with.” She gave her mother a quick kiss on the cheek. “Bye. Try to behave.” Then added, “And remain clothed.” 

	“And where’s the fun in that?” Katherine patted her daughter’s cheek. “Oh, I’ve booked myself a couple of days at a spa retreat. I need to get ready for my big comeback.”

	“Okay, have fun.” Kanyon glanced at Blue. “No reptiles, real or fake, in the pool.” 

	Blue fluttered her darkly mascaraed eyelashes. “And where’s the fun in that?” she asked in her exaggerated Katherine impression.

	“Jesus, why do I even try?” Kanyon shook her head, turning away to follow Roz out of the kitchen.

	“Bye, bye, Madea,” Katherine fingered waved. “By the way, you might check a mirror; your five o’clock shadow is growing in.”

	“Eight to eight! Death match!” Blue celebrated.

	“Pleazzzze, I’d wipe that white woman’s botoxed ass like a roll of cheap toilet paper,” Roz muttered as she flung open the front door. “I’ll be in touch, saggy.”

	Kanyon caught the door before it could slam into the wall. “That went well. You’re going to help her—”

	“Oh, I’m going to help her all right. I have just the role for that—” Roz took out her phone and began typing.

	“No porn!” Kanyon ordered quickly. Roz harrumphed. “Make that no sex scenes at all. Absolutely, no naked skin. Zero.” Roz gave Kanyon the side eye. “You know, just to be safe, let’s go with no men in the movie either.” They got into Roz’s car. “Maybe a nun kind of deal; a habit and all that. In a secluded monastery at the top of a mountain somewhere.” 

	Roz started the car. “You know, I just happen to know a role like that in a movie called the Suckiest Movie Ever.” 

	       Kanyon groaned. “Fine, then maybe just go with a good ‘woman number two in a coma’ role.”

	“Why don’t you leave the role getting to me?” 

	

	 

	Three hours and one must-do interview down, Kanyon looked at her fancy white plate that held what looked like a cracker with cheese, a raw sliver of something a person would fish with, and a mini-tumbleweed propped on top. Kanyon flicked the garnish. “Why couldn’t we have just gone to the coney-dog guy?”

	Roz snatched up the edible dust bunny with the quickness of a mother of a six-year-old in the glass vase aisle of Nordstrom. “Because you need to be seen in an adult-controlled atmosphere, not outside a bar, a bathroom, standing over an unconscious person, or tackling some dude dressed up like Napoleon.”

	Kanyon looked underneath, then returned the piece of bait to its deathbed. “Hey, that actually turned out to be good for my image.” 

	 “Only because I paid the man that crazy dude tried using as a horse fifty bucks to tell the news that you’d saved him from getting saddle sores.”

	“See, it all worked out for the best,” Kanyon responded absently as she pondered which of the four forks was the proper shit-on-a-cracker fork. She went with the third one. 

	Roz was about to respond, but her phone rang. Checking the caller id, she smirked as she hit the answer button. “Hey, Martin, thanks for calling me back,” she stood, plucked the fork from Kanyon’s grasp, pushed the second fork at Kanyon, pointed, and mouthed “behave and eat” before she walked away to take her call in private.

	Kanyon eyed the plate again and disassembled the neatly stacked pile of faux food. “Yeah, ain’t happening.” She looked around for a waiter so she could order a cheeseburger and fries, when the hairs on the back of her neck prickled. Her eyes started around the room, but didn’t need to complete the tour as she felt a fingertip snake seductively up her back and over the exposed skin of her shoulder.

	“Hello, beautiful.” Lexi’s silky voice slid into her ear. 

	Kanyon fought the urge to run, the memories of their last encounter flicking painfully across her skin. She still didn’t understand what had happened that night at the movie studio. All she knew was that Lexi had been making a futile attempt at seducing her before she felt the confining strength of shackles latched around her wrists and ankles. The invisible bonds held her in place. The more she’d fought her restraints, the more she’d been … punished. That was the word resonating in her mind. 

	         “Is this seat taken?” Lexi asked, already sliding into the chair. “I’ve missed you.” 

	“What do you want?” Kanyon asked through gritted teeth.

	Lexi leaned over, allowing Kanyon an unobstructed view straight down her very ample … Silicone Valley. “I would think that is quite obvious by now.” 

	“No way in hell,” Kanyon growled.

	Lexi faked a pout. “Oh, don’t be like that. You know we had a good time together before all those unfortunate misunderstandings.” She leaned back, waving a dismissive hand. “That was just business. You know how cutthroat this town can be. Let’s not let that get in the way of what we have.”

	“We don’t have anything,” Kanyon snapped.

	“I remember one particular night we had several somet—”

	“I don’t want anything to do with you,” Kanyon knew her words had come out a little too loud when the eyes around them darted in their direction. “You need to go,” Kanyon ordered, lower in volume, but not in intensity.

	Lexi tsked. “Now, now let’s not cause a scene. You know how that ended up last time and you really can’t afford to be in the headlines again. Especially right before your new movie.”

	“Lexi, why are you doing this?”

	Lexi leaned in again, close as if they were having a romantic lunch. “Because I can,” she whispered as she laid a hand on Kanyon’s. 

	Kanyon flinched as she felt shackles slam down on her wrists. She looked down at the table then back into Lexi’s eyes. “It was you then?”

	Lexi let the satisfied grin slide slowly onto her lips. “That’s right, lover. You aren’t the only one with little gifts.” She interwove their fingers into a perfect picture of intimate partners. 

	Kanyon shifted her eyes slightly to catch a glimpse of the guy with a camera strategically positioned on a table across the room. 

	“I think Daylen will find this interesting, don’t you?” 

	Kanyon growled. 

	“Primal. I like it.” 

	“What do you want?”

	“Oh, I just wanted to stop by to give you a little heads up on how the next few scenes are going to play out.” She traced a fingertip up Kanyon’s arm. “In short, I’m going to get what I want and you’re not going to try and stop me.” Kanyon glared at her. “I assume you know by now that things are building up between our two … we’ll with go with teams. I’m going to make sure my side wins. You’re going to make sure your side loses.”

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“I think you do. I also think you’re after a certain article that I want, one that I will get one way or another. Just like I got you. Just like I got your lead role. So, I’d encourage you or your little blonde plaything not to get in my way or it will be blondie on the ground next time.” Kanyon didn’t respond when Lexi stood, stepped around the table, and leaned down to whisper in her ear. “The only difference will be, I’ll make sure she doesn’t get up.” She gave Kanyon a lover’s smile before dropping a quick kiss onto her lips. “Oh, and P.S. let’s keep this our little secret, okay? Good. I’ll be in touch.”

	 Kanyon swallowed the gasp that came when the bonds released her a few seconds later. 

	“What the hell was that succubus doing at our table?” Roz asked as she sat back down.

	“I don’t … she,” Kanyon stammered, her mind still reeling from the encounter and the validation that Lexi was officially playing the part of the villain. It wasn’t just the minor greedy self-serving ex role. It was full on Lex Luthor, but with evil-filled articles that had the power to—

	“Kanyon?” Roz laid a hand on Kanyon’s arm. Kanyon jerked so violently she nearly flipped her chair. “Girl, what the hell did she do to you?”

	Kanyon felt eyes on them. “Nothing,” she said a little too loudly. “Sorry, it’s nothing. All’s okay.”  

	Roz eyed her knowingly, but could tell this was not the time or place. “Freakin’ fame leach. She’s just trying to attach herself to you again because of all the buzz your movie is getting.” Roz said to her, but also for the ears tuned into their station.

	“Yeah, probably,” Kanyon agreed, knowing that fame was just the tip of the iceberg.

	

	 

	 


Chapter 6 

	 

	Mind still reeling over the encounter with Lexi, Kanyon had to do some of the best acting of her life to make it through the afternoon photo shoot. Her anxiety calmed slightly when she’d shot Daylen a text and received a report that all was okay on her end. It still took a great amount of effort to produce the large playful smile that she was famous for, to pose as the invincible badass double agent; the playful seductress, and the happy, successful actress who was back on top while feeling none of these things because Lexi’s words were repeating on a loop in her head. ‘The only difference will be, I’ll make sure she doesn’t get up.’ 

	Kanyon absently rubbed her wrists as she thought of the invisible bindings and unconsciously jerked at the memory of the lashings. Although she had suffered, it had been short-lived because of Daylen’s power to heal her. But she didn’t have those same powers. And if she wasn’t able to protect Daylen, then … 

	“Ms. McKane, I’m sorry, but I really need you to stay still,” the bubbly makeup girl said. “I don’t want to put one of those beautiful blue eyes of yours out.” She re-aimed her pencil of death. 

	“Totally, my fault. Sorry.” On the best of days, Kanyon thought this whole makeup process was annoying, but today it was flat out torturous. Her mind couldn’t stop thinking about Lexi and that she was involved in this supernatural mumbo-jumbo. 

	“They’re killer, by the way. They’re like a deep, rich blue. Like navy or something, but way cooler. Totally surreal. My friend Katie said they had to be contacts, but I said no way. I can’t wait to tell her they are the real deal.”

	The makeup girl continued to ramble as she popped her gum and moved on to the next torture device. “God, you don’t even need makeup. You’re flawless. And you’re totally cool. Nice, you know,” the girl was saying as she stepped back to inspect her work. 

	“Thanks.” Kanyon gave her a weak grin.

	“No prob.” She stepped back up to dust a brush of something over Kanyon’s chin. “Yeah, I kind of thought maybe you were a total bit—” she stopped herself, “ahhh, difficult, you know. But you’re not. You’re cool, just like a totally normal person.” 

	Kanyon chuckled. “Oh yeah, totally normal person.” She fought the overwhelming urge to flick flames to her fingertips and burn down the girl’s makeup cart and turn that stupid brush into a tiny little pile of ash. “I’m sure I have my days.”

	“Well, a lot of the actresses I run across have a lot of days. Especially the skinny models. They’re like always having days. Maybe if they’d eat a sandwich every once in a while they’d have less days.” Chatty Cathy went on and on as Kanyon half listened with little smiles and faint chuckles when the girl’s tone and own smile gave her cues. 

	Her thoughts quickly drifted back to Lexi and the events of the night when she’d been the person on the ground. There’d been so much pain. She caught herself stiffening instinctively at the memory. “Sorry,” she muttered to the makeup girl. “Cramp in my leg.” Then went back to her thoughts. What was before the shackles? Before the fear? Before the pain? She’d sensed something, or more accurately someone. Her instincts had screamed Herod and she’d anticipated a blue sphere of flames to be thrown at her head. 

	Instead, Lexi had slithered out of the shadows and begun her game of seduction. She’d denied her of course, at the time not understanding why Lexi kept coming back after she’d been the one to sever their … relationship. Relationship was too strong of word. A few drunken weeks of … well, “games” came to mind as a valid descriptor. Later, she’d believed Lexi’s grand plan was to simply get her out of the way so she could take over the lead role on the show. This was something Kanyon had seen many times in Hollywood. But now it was obvious there was much, much more to Lexi’s plan. 

	The girl who’d been circling her face finally stepped back. “And we’re finished. I think you’re on your last change of the day, so you won’t have to suffer anymore.”

	“I’m that obvious?” Kanyon asked, glancing at the mirror.

	“That obvious,” the girl confirmed.

	“Sorry. Will you be here afterward to get all this gunk off?” Kanyon asked as she stood.

	The girl tried to put on an insulted look. “Gunk?”

	Kanyon glanced at the girl in the mirror. “Truly amazing gunk?” 

	The girl snorted. “Nice try.”

	“It’s just not my normal everyday walking-around-in-public level of gunk, you know?” 

	“Understood. If I was as beautiful as you, I wouldn’t cover it all up either.” The girl smiled. “Sure, I’ll be here.”

	“Great. Thanks. I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name,” Kanyon said, reaching out a hand in greeting.

	“Marie.”

	“Thanks, Marie. You’re a true artist. I’ll make sure everyone knows what a great job you did.” 

	Marie’s eyes lit with appreciation. “Thanks! And I’ll make sure everyone knows you’re the coolest.”

	Kanyon chuckled. “Works for me. I’ll find you after this deal.”

	 

	 

	It was an hour and a half before she returned and was able to get the makeup removed and was back into the normal human clothes she’d been wearing when she’d walked in.

	“You do well … when you’re supervised,” Roz said as they got back in her car. 

	“Thanks, I think,” Kanyon replied.

	“You need anything while we’re out? Or you wanna head home?”

	“Actually, can you take me to Daylen’s? Well, her office.” Kanyon needed to see Daylen for herself and didn’t want to waste the time of Roz driving to her house, just to drive back. 

	“Sure,” Roz agreed, though it was a formality as Kanyon was already punching the address into Roz’s GPS.

	They rode in silence for a long moment until Roz shot a curious look over to Kanyon. “You want to tell me what actually happened at lunch today?”

	Kanyon turned to look absently out the window. I have no flipping idea, she thought as she rubbed her wrists. “Not really.”

	“Want to do it anyway?” Roz asked in a softer tone.

	“It’s nothing that’s going to hurt my career,” Kanyon replied with a little too much bite in her words. 

	“I wasn’t asking as your agent. I am asking as your friend,” Roz shot back. Kanyon didn’t answer. “I just don’t want you to—” Roz paused. “Lexi and you. I don’t want you to— If you’re …”

	Kanyon moved her head slightly to watch Roz struggle. “If I’m what?” she prompted.

	“If you’re, you know.”

	Kanyon was amused. She’d never seen Roz, her bold, outspoken agent at a loss for words. “If I’m … Republican?”

	Roz shot her a glare. “Oh sweet Jesus, please say you’re not Republican. We’d be lucky to get you a Colgate commercial if that got out.”

	Kanyon chuckled. She should have known better. “My mother taught me to never talk politics or paychecks at work.”

	“Well, that’s at least one smart thing that came out of Bimbo Barbie’s mouth.” Kanyon chuckled. “Anything we need to talk about?”  

	There was so much they should probably talk about. “Roz, I don’t like Lexi. She’s—” Wow, if someone could fill in that blank. “She’s just someone I need to deal with.” 

	 Roz nodded. “Okay then. If you need help—”

	“You’ll be my first call,” Kanyon finished for her. Roz leaned forward as they entered the gates to Ruby’s house. She took in the large white house at the end of the drive. “Nice digs.”

	“Yeah. Kind of a hidden secret back in here,” Kanyon agreed as she adjusted in her seat, anxious to see Daylen and verify for herself that she was okay.

	Roz saw Kanyon respond to the sight of the house. She didn’t know exactly what was going on between Kanyon and Daylen. Any time she’d asked, Kanyon simply answered, “I’m helping her with her new job.” That might be, but there was definitely more to that story. She’d hate to lose Kanyon as a client, but she saw the excitement in Kanyon’s eyes when she mentioned “Daylen’s job” or just “Daylen” for that matter. Roz parked. “I think there’s more than one thing or person you need to deal with.” 

	Kanyon caught the smile on Roz’s lips. “Roz, I—” 

	Roz waved her off. “I want you happy more than anything else.” 

	Kanyon leaned over to give Roz a quick hug. “Thanks.” 

	“I like Daylen. Don’t screw it up with that skanky ho Lexi.” She got an open-mouthed gape from her client. “Girl, please. I knew you two were hot after each other the first day she walked on the set. I just hope you both finally pulled your heads out of your butts and figured it out.” 

	“We … I …”

	“Don’t we, I, me … Go on and get. I have to talk to a guy about a part for your mom.”

	“No sex scenes.”

	“If you don’t get your skinny ass out of this car, there’ll be a full-monty dance number.” Roz shooed Kanyon out with a wave.

	“Thanks, Roz!”

	 

	Kanyon hit the back door at a jog. She was through the kitchen and up the stairs, taking them two at a time when she slowed. A presence had slinked in behind her. Not turning, she set her senses on heightened alert. Had she made a mistake coming here after Lexi’s drop-in today? Would Lexi really know if she told Daylen about their encounter? About her threats? She didn’t know what powers she might or might not have beyond the whips and shackles. 

	A stair creaked below her. She moved quickly, hitting the landing just as the figure materialized. She launched herself over the rail and landed just behind the creeper, wrapping an arm around their neck and securing them against her. 

	Kanyon growled. “Theo, what the hell are you doing lurking around in all black?” She leaned back to take in his outfit. “Are you wearing a unitard?” 

	“I’m just trying to show you my latest sidekick skills.” 

	“Which are what? Your ‘totally gross me out’ skills?” She released him and brushed at the front of her shirt as if he’d left spandex cooties. 

	“No, I’m—” he started to turn back to her.

	“Jesus. Stop!” She shielded her eyes. 

	Daylen looked over the top railing. “Um, whatcha guys doing?”

	“Theo is being a big creepy perv, and now I have to get eye transplants.” 

	“I’m not a perv. I’m The Shadow!” He Superman-posed for Daylen who took in his skinsuit. “Well, for being a shadow, you are … ah, very revealing.”

	“The Shadow?” Kanyon snorted as she shoved past him. “Whatever. Go get some clothes on, noodle boy. Baggy ones,” she clarified as she hit the top of the stairs. Daylen was still taking in the lower level sights when Kanyon stepped up next to her. “Really?”

	Daylen turned a taunting smile on Kanyon. 

	“You have to admit, he’s surprisingly …” She glanced over the railing again. “… impressive.”

	Kanyon pulled Daylen against her. “If you’re into that kind of thing,” she offered in a husky whisper. 

	The electric jolt that shot up Daylen’s spine sent a very clear message that she was definitely not into that kind of thing. “Not even the slightest.”

	Kanyon rewarded Daylen’s answer with a soul-melting kiss. She broke it off as thoughts of Lexi and her threats knocked on her frontal lobe. 

	It took Daylen a second to reel her thoughts back from where Kanyon’s kiss had thrown them. “How did your photo shoot go?” Daylen asked, following Kanyon to their office.

	“Fine,” Kanyon said absently, rummaging through her desk. 

	“And the interviews.”

	“Good.”

	Daylen was a little thrown by Kanyon’s about-face. “Everything okay?”

	No, not at all. “Yeah. Fine. Just, ahhh …” Kanyon shuffled some papers around on her desk. “Just a hectic day.” 

	Daylen knew “hectic days” never affected Kanyon. She was more go with the flow, typically on Central Standard Kanyon Time. But since she was making it clear she didn’t want to talk about whatever was bothering her, Daylen let it go, for the moment anyway.

	“Anything new on the article?”

	Daylen dropped into her chair. “Not really. Theo is still digging to see if there has been any sign of the pocket watch between the time Meeks had it and now. There really isn’t much to go on. Doesn’t look like he remarried, no kids either, or at least on paper. So the possibility of passing it down to any kids doesn’t appear to be a viable direction.”

	“Any other relatives?”

	“That’s the direction he’s going now.”

	“And we still don’t know if he survived the quake?” Kanyon asked.

	“Actually, we do,” Theo answered, stepping into their office. 

	Kanyon averted her eyes. “Tell me he has clothes on?” 

	“Jeans and a hoodie,” Daylen answered.

	“Thank you.” Kanyon turned to Theo. “What did you find, slim shady?”

	“I’ve searched every possible record about the causalities in San Francisco, coming up goose eggs. So on a hunch, I thought I’d search his hometown. You know, see if he survived and maybe went back home and,” he flipped his tablet around and tapped the screen, “bingo.” 

	Blue walked in, her hand shoved into a chip bag. “What’s up?” 

	“Theo was just about to tell us about a lead he dug up,” Daylen answered.

	“Suck-up.” Blue shoulder checked him as she passed.

	“Eyes front,” Kanyon said, snapping her fingers to cut off Theo’s retort. 

	“Five weeks after the earthquake, the groundskeeper for the Weeping Willow Cemetery found Meeks deceased on the grave of his girlfriend. Apparent suicide. He was survived by his father, mother, and one younger sister.” Theo looked up and scanned the room. “I was thinking maybe the doomsday watch actually did end up as a family heirloom.” 

	“It’s likely, if he brought it back with him,” Daylen stated.

	“Or the groundskeeper’s family has it,” Blue offered over a mouthful of chips.

	“The groundskeeper?” Theo snorted.

	“Think about it. In LA, DRTs are found without their wallets, kicks, or jewelry. So yeah, groundskeeper, shiny watch.” She shrugged. “Just a thought.”

	“DRTs?” Daylen asked.

	“Dead Right Theres.”

	“Seriously, Blue?” Daylen chided.  

	Blue lifted a shoulder. “Hey, I didn’t name them.”

	“Who knows? Our little, cold-hearted tube of mascara might have a valid point. No reason to rule it out,” Kanyon stated. 

	“Damn right,” Blue inserted, a little more confident with Kanyon’s backing.

	“Who was the groundskeeper?” Kanyon asked, hoping the wild goose chase would buy her a little time to figure out the Lexi issue.

	Theo looked down, typed, swiped, and looked back up. “John Martin.” 

	Daylen shrugged. “I guess we should look into both family and groundskeeper.”

	Theo spun. “On it.”

	“Nice thought, Blue,” Daylen offered. “Not the DRT part, but the groundskeeper part.”

	“What’s that, Daylen? I’m amazing and you want me to be your full-time sidekick?” she asked loudly.

	“Hey!” Theo yelled back.

	Kanyon stepped out into the hallway and pointed to the returning Theo. “She’s just jerking your chain. Go. Research. Now.” 

	“Fine!”

	Kanyon stepped back into the office. “You two are ridiculous.” She snagged the bag of chips from Blue and grabbed her own handful. 

	“Again, if someone would just crown a sidekick, me, then we wouldn’t have this little problem.” 

	“If I stuffed you in a pillowcase and fed you to an alligator, we wouldn’t have this problem either,” Kanyon informed her.

	“Whatever,” Blue said as she picked up a marker and began to draw Kanyon with fangs and horns on the dry erase board. 

	“How’s Ruby today?” Kanyon asked Daylen as she watched Blue add large oozing lesions to her portrait. 

	“Okay, I think. She left a little bit ago, said she needed to get out of the house.” When she got the “and you believed her look” from Kanyon, she shrugged. “I didn’t want to try and stop her. She said she’d be back for dinner.”

	Kanyon nodded and fiddled with her stapler. “Did you read anything helpful in the texts today?”

	“Not really.” Daylen reconsidered. “Well, I don’t know, actually. Seekers before me all seem to have had differing levels of powers, but they still had the same …” She paused to find the right word. “… theme?”

	“Theme?” Kanyon asked, looking up at her.

	“Yeah, they could all sense an article in one way or another, and they all could read people on some level.”

	Kanyon nodded. “All the visions and aura reading stuff is standard MO for Seekers.”

	“Basically. Except the vision I had about the Blood Ring. I wasn’t anywhere near it when I had that vision, and I don’t see any other accounts like mine. Most Seekers have to be in relatively close proximity of the article to sense it.” Daylen shrugged. “It’s probably nothing. I mean, we were there at the mansion before and the ring was there, so it was probably a delayed message. Lord knows I’ve been slow to pick all this up.”

	“Any Seekers able to control others’ emotions?” Kanyon asked, thinking about Bea and the museum roof.   

	“No,” Daylen responded. The memory of that day caused a wave of regret and embarrassment. “And no one should have that kind of power.”

	Kanyon didn’t want to push the subject. “What about Guardians?”

	“All more of the same. Heightened senses, enhanced athleticism, better than average fighting skills …” Daylen paused her list as Kanyon’s attitude went from distracted to curious to cocky.   

	“Better than average, please.” 

	Blue turned from her drawing. “You suck butt marbles.”

	Kanyon quirked a brow. “Butt marbles?” 

	“Yeah. Butt. Marbles.” Blue raised a challenging chin.

	Kanyon stood and strolled over to Blue. “Want to reconsider your comment?”

	“Nope.” Blue jetted her chin a fraction higher. 

	Kanyon placed the tips of her thumb and index finger on the marker that was still posed for drawing. She sent just enough heat to melt the plastic and the felt inside, effectively leaving a puddle of ink and melted plastic in Blue’s hand.

	“Seriously?” Blue tossed the remnants of the marker in the trash and inspected her ink-soaked fingers. 

	Kanyon and her smug smile returned to her chair.

	Blue was grumbling about creative torture scenarios as she stomped out of the room and down the hall to the bathroom. Daylen looked at Kanyon. “Neat trick. How did you not light the marker on fire and burn Blue’s hand?”

	“I’ve been practicing.”

	“And?”

	“I don’t know, just been trying to focus the heat.”

	“In Kanyon speak, that translates to you’ve been trying to throw flames.”

	“Totally.”

	Daylen raised a curious brow. “And how’s that working out for you?”

	Kanyon swirled a finger at the trash can and the melted marker. “Can control the intensity of the heat, but can’t shoot flames yet.”

	“I’m not sure if that’s a bad thing.”

	“Says you until I’m clear across the room and you need your cigarette lit.”

	“I don’t smoke.”

	“Menorah, then.”

	“I’m not Jewish.”

	“Birthday cake, whatever. My point is … I need to throw flames,” Kanyon replied.

	“Need? Or want because it would be cool?”

	Kanyon waved a hand. “Tomato, ta-mato.”

	“That’s more like tomato, pickle,” Daylen retorted.

	“And yet you need both to make a hamburger.”

	Kanyon’s heart began to flutter. She loved Daylen’s soft yet generous laugh. She was going to do whatever it took to protect that laugh.

	“What else? Anything in there about that particular skill set?” Kanyon asked, wanting to know more than ever what powers she might or might not possess as she went up against Lexi.

	“No. Nothing at all. I mean, we know Marcus can, but I haven’t seen anything about any other Guardian. So far, it’s been all strength, speed—”

	“How about me seeing things?”

	“Like what you said happened at the Defalcos’,” Daylen recounted.

	“Yeah. Anything like that in there?”

	“Not really. At least not in so many words. There are a lot of references to fighting ability, like I said. Maybe that’s part of it?”

	Kanyon took in a deep thoughtful breath. “Maybe. Probably. I’m supposed to meet Marcus in the morning. He said he needs to talk to me. Maybe I can get something out of him.” 

	“He say what he needs to talk about?” Daylen asked.

	“No, he just popped in last night when I was leaving here—”

	Blue moaned, walking into the room. “Yeah, he did. How many licks does it take to get to the center of that yum yum—”

	“And asked if we could talk,” Kanyon continued over Blue.

	“Maybe it’ll be something about this case, since we don’t have much of anything.” Daylen stated.

	“I might have something,” Theo said, still looking down at his tablet, until he bounced off the door frame.

	“Walk much, pinball?” Blue waved a stained blue hand at Kanyon. “You’ll pay for this. You’ll pay double if you make one single Smurfette comment.”  

	Ralph came lumbering in, licking his chops as he dropped at Daylen’s feet. 

	Daylen took a second to give the crowd in her office a once-over. She smiled. A year ago she had been alone. Well, she had her aunt. But ever since Kanyon had come back into her life, the others had somehow followed suit. She hadn’t realized how lonely she had been before and how pleasantly not lonely she was currently. She’d fought the idea of having people she cared for involved in this world of articles and evil, fearing for their safety, but every one of them knew the risks, knew the secrets she’d held all to herself for so long, and yet they all chose to be here. She glanced at Kanyon who was watching her, the curve of her lips rising a little higher, as was Kanyon’s questioning eyebrow. “Just happy,” she mouthed. 

	The smile that had followed Daylen’s faded as Kanyon suddenly realized there were more loved ones than Daylen alone who were vulnerable to Lexi’s wrath.

	“Okay, as much as I hate to say this, I think the Monster High reject over there,” Theo gave a nod in Blue’s direction, “may have given us the best possible lead.” 

	“Yeah, I did!” Blue cheered.

	“Which is?” Kanyon asked.

	“I was trying to find any way the pocket watch could have found its way back to California if indeed Meeks took it home to Missouri with him. I couldn’t find any of Meeks’s family that came this direction, but the groundkeeper’s oldest son moved to LA in the ’50s. He died awhile back, but he had a son and daughter. Both still live in the area.”

	Daylen tapped a pen against her desk. “Either one of them inherit any of grandpa’s treasures?” 

	“I’m not that far yet, but I have the daughter’s home address.”

	Daylen looked at Kanyon. “Up for some good old-fashioned PI work?”

	“Sure,” Kanyon replied reluctantly. She pushed back from her desk, torn between hoping that this was all just a wild goose chase and needing to find the article before Lexi. 

	Blue and Ralph stood as well. Theo spun and rushed out the office door. “I just have to grab my jacket.”

	Ralph took off after him, and Blue followed, yelling “Shotgun!” as she sprinted down the hall.

	Daylen looked at Kanyon. “Guess it’s a group outing?” 

	Kanyon nodded, though the fear of having all the people she cared about running headlong into possible danger made her more than a little anxious. 

	 

	

	 


Chapter 7 

	 

	Ruby made her way to her favorite spot in the large urban park. It was a place she’d found years ago and had visited many times when she needed to get away from things. She sat on the large rock, a nature-made bench that had erupted from the ground at the edge of a cluster of trees. The spot afforded her the seclusion she’d often sought, while also allowing her a view of people living their everyday lives. Today was no exception. It was a beautiful day and people were taking full advantage of the sunshine. Several made their treks around the perimeter, some running, some walking, and a few pushing baby strollers. A group of three was playing Frisbee alongside a group of others, probably a theater group, practicing for a play, while others simply lounged on blankets listening to music or reading books. 

	She had spent so many hours here over the years practicing her gifts. She’d start by shielding herself from all the emotions that came from the crowds, giving her several moments of absolute silence. When that got boring, she’d let her shields down, sometimes all at once. Other times she’d spend hours picking through and studying the wide array of feelings that each emitted. But today she had only silence, leaving her with her own depressing emotions. She felt raw and exposed, as if others’ heartaches, happiness, sorrow, and joy had somehow insulated her from having to deal with her own feelings. Stripped of that barrier now, her own internal struggles and heartache were all too exposed. 

	Ruby didn’t regret what she had done. She’d knowingly sacrificed her gifts for her niece. She knew that taking an article and placing it back into the world in an effort to get Daylen and Kanyon back together would come with its punishments. But she’d had no choice. There was something bad—very bad—coming for her niece, and Kanyon was the only possible person who could protect her. She also knew, all too well now, that her niece needed the person she loved. The life they’d inherited was hard. Having someone to talk to, who would listen and who was willing to help carry the burden was invaluable. A lesson she’d unfortunately learned the hard way so long ago and not until after it was far too late. She took a deep breath and sighed loudly as she watched a young couple chat, tease, and wrestle playfully around on their blanket. 

	“I thought I might find you here.”  

	Ruby’s heart stopped.

	       “I’ve seen you here several times over the years. Sitting here with what looked like the weight of the world on your shoulders.” Jack stepped around to face Ruby. “Today your burden looks extra-heavy, so I thought maybe today would be a good day to finally say hello.”

	“Jack?” She whispered the question, though there was no doubt about the identity of the man standing in front of her.

	“Hello, Ruby.”

	“What are you … How did you…?” She couldn’t form her thoughts into full questions.

	“Can I sit?” He stepped cautiously closer, but stopped when she didn’t immediately answer. He waited patiently until she moved slightly to her left, then grinned appreciatively. They were silent for a long moment, both looking out over the park and the people before them. 

	Ruby’s heart was pounding, but she finally collected herself enough to ask, “How did you know I was here?”

	He dropped his gaze to his hands. “I might have abused my police authority a little bit.” He lifted his head to glance at Ruby, then added in answer to her questioning look. “I figured you might come here, so I put a BOLO-no contact order out on you to the park patrol guys.”

	It was her gaze that dropped away this time. “Why today?” 

	“It’s actually been kind of a standing order,” he responded. “It gave me an opportunity to—” He cleared his throat. “Well, to make sure you were okay throughout the years.”

	She nodded.

	“Kind of sounds a little stalkerish now that I say it out loud,” Jack offered, trying to lighten the mood.

	“Did you have them checking my house, casing me from the bushes?” Ruby responded playfully.

	“I didn’t go that far,” he smiled.

	“Then maybe we’re still on this side of the stalker spectrum.”

	They flashed each other a shy grin and then quickly diverted their attention back to the park. 

	“Why was today different than the other days?”

	It took Jack a moment to consider his answer, but ultimately he knew that the truth was the only way to go with Ruby. “Daylen came to—” Ruby’s nod of understanding cut off the rest of his sentence. 

	Ruby thought for a second about being mad at her meddling niece, but who was she to throw out the mad card when she had stolen a sin-infused article and strategically placed it on Kanyon’s movie set in an effort to get those two lovebirds back on track?

	“Don’t be mad at her,” Jack started. “She was concerned about you, that’s all. I’m glad she came to me.”

	“So you know then? Know that I’ve lost the ability to …” she waved a hand at all the people in front of them. 

	“She mentioned it,” he answered simply.

	This time minutes passed before Ruby spoke. “It’s so quiet. I can’t remember a time that I couldn’t hear or see—” She let out a long-suffering breath. “I don’t like the quiet.”

	Jack took in her words, the opposite of what he’d assumed. He’d never understood how she could have lived with all the visions, emotions, and knowledge of all the good and bad in the world that bombarded her every day. Sure, he was a cop, and he dealt with a certain amount of emotional hell days, but to be subject to knowing what everyone was feeling and literally seeing the good and bad in every single person, he simply couldn’t imagine. One thing he could understand was the pain of having something taken away from you, something that was such a part of you that you didn’t know if you could survive without it, or more accurately without them. He stood. “Let’s see what we can do about that.”

	Ruby blinked at him and at his offered hand, then back up to the kind eyes where she had once found so much comfort. 

	“I got you,” he whispered. “You can trust me.” 

	In that she had no doubt, so she once again put her hand and her faith with Jack. 

	Jack led her to the heart of the park, moving from one loud crowd to the next—a football game full of rambunctious teens; a birthday party full of screaming, laughing kids; and down to the pond where a flock of ducks were making their demands heard by an elderly couple throwing them bread crumbs. As they studied the different people, Jack made up stories about them, using a little cop body language training and a whole lot of imagination. He spun grand tales about the people and their stories, which had Ruby laughing for the first time in a long time. Jack talked about nothing important, simply engaging Ruby in conversation until they hit the next noise-filled destination. 

	When Ruby looked up and noticed the sun setting, she realized they’d been walking and talking for nearly two hours. She pulled Jack to a stop as he had not once let go of her hand in all the time they’d been walking. “It’s going to be dark soon.”

	Jack looked up to assess the time. “I guess it is.” He stepped to face her.

	“Thank you,” she offered shyly. 

	“You’re welcome,” he offered in a matching tone. 

	“Can we …” She had no right to ask. She didn’t deserve any more time with him after she’d left him without notice and spent the last twenty plus years without so much as a word. 

	Jack could read her reluctance, fearful she would try to turn him away again. The only problem with that was he wasn’t willing to let her go this time around. “Ruby, would you consider going to dinner with me?”

	“Jack, I—” Her words died when an invisible force slammed into her, causing her to lose her breath only to have a second burst fill her lungs in a rush.

	“Ruby, would you consider going to dinner with me?” Jack asked again, blinked, and then shook his head. “Wow. That was one serious case of déjà vu.” 

	“That wasn’t—” Ruby was already scanning the area for anyone who looked as if they had just jacked with the normal time continuum, but there were too many people. Too many options.

	“Ruby?” Jack followed Ruby’s visual search. “What’s wrong?”

	“I don’t think that was déjà vu.” She started to walk back down the path they had come even though she knew it was going to be a fruitless effort without her powers. 

	Matching her pace, Jack began scanning the area also. “The pocket watch?” 

	“I think so.”

	“You think it’s here?”

	“I don’t know how powerful it is or how big a radius it can affect without my powers. I can’t …” She stopped and spun in a slow searching circle. “I can’t freaking locate it! Damn it!”

	Jack pulled her close as he pulled his phone out to call Daylen. “We’ll find it. We’ll get it.”

	Ruby’s heart skipped at the “we’ll” part of those declarations, for conflicting reasons. 

	“Jack, you can—”

	With the phone to his ear, he pulled his gaze from his surroundings to Ruby and the fear on her face. “I’m not going anywhere. I let you push me away once, but not again. Never again.” 

	“I—” She was going to argue. The fight was at the tip of her tongue, but one look at his grimly locked jaw told her this was one fight she wouldn’t win, and oddly she was completely comfortable with defeat. 

	 


Chapter 8      

	 

	Kanyon stepped up on the small front porch of Teresa Willis’s house. Teresa was the first of two distant relatives of the groundskeeper. It was a long shot, but long shots were all they had at the moment. Speaking of doing something, she heard her vehicle rock on its shocks. She turned back, pointing a mother’s behave or no ice cream finger at Blue, Theo, and Ralph. She got a different finger pointed back at her from Blue and a crossed chest and lower lip jetted out from Theo. Ralph put a defiant tongue on her passenger rear window and licked. “Seriously? He knows I hate it when he does that.” Kanyon huffed, then turned to a chuckling Daylen. 

	“I’m pretty sure that’s why he does it.”

	“I’m pretty sure he’s getting wheatgrass for dinner,” Kanyon retorted. “You good? Shields?” When she got an affirmative “Yep,” she rang the doorbell. When the ding-dong chime of the bell quieted, Kanyon’s eyes went wide before she took two steps in retreat, pushing Daylen front and center. “I activated them,” she said at Daylen’s curious glance. 

	“What are you—?” Daylen didn’t need to finish the question. She heard the screaming and yelling of at least three different kids, who were all doing their best to outdo the “I’ll get it” of the other two. “Wow. Some Guardian you are.”

	Kanyon shrugged. “I don’t do screaming kids.”

	Daylen glared toward Kanyon’s vehicle, which was rocking slightly and had its own muffled soundtrack.

	“Hey, if it was up to me, I’d dump them at a McDonald’s ball pit and never pick them up.”

	The door was flung open before Daylen could reply. “Who are you?” A boy of ten or eleven asked.

	“I’m Daylen. Would your mother happen to be at home?”

	A second boy, a shorter, blonder version of the first, peeked his head under the taller one’s arm. “Maybe.”

	A third even more pint-size clone took a between-the-legs route. “You’re the princesses from TV.”

	“You’re stupid.” The first boy put a foot on the youngest boy’s back, pinning him to the ground. “They’re not princesses.” 

	“They are too!” The youngest protested, wriggling out and slugging his accuser in the thigh. Then it went full on Wrestle Mania. 

	The middle boy leaned out to get a better glimpse of Kanyon who was still cowering behind Daylen, and his eyes went wide with recognition. “You’re the Dark Savior!” 

	Kanyon nodded. “Yep. Now back to the original question, is your mom home? Or anyone, let’s say, of this height or taller?” She raised a hand a few inches taller than the oldest boy, who’d just finished up the knuckle rub he was giving his youngest brother.

	“My older brother Eric is home. And he has a poster of you on his wall ’cause he loovvves you,” the middle kid singsonged. Before Kanyon could protest, the kid twisted and screamed “ERRRIIICCCC, YOUR GIIIRLLLFRIEND IS HERE!” He turned back to Kanyon with a wide grin. “He totally macks down on your picture every night. I caught him once. He hit me in the arm and gave me a bruise the size of a baseball, but I didn’t care because he got grounded and I got his dessert.”

	“Not weird at all,” Kanyon muttered.

	“What do you maggots want? I’m in the middle of—” A fourth blond boy, this one having hit puberty sometime in the last week or month, came down the hall toward the front door, a video game controller dangling from his left hand. “Holy crap.” The controller bounced twice off the floor next to the kid’s jaw.

	“And that’s my cue to go wait in the car.” Kanyon started to retreat, but Daylen caught her arm. “Don’t you want to say hi to such a big fan?” 

	Kanyon growled.

	“Hey, Eric, is it? We were hoping to speak to your mother. Is she home by chance?”

	Without taking his eyes from Kanyon, Eric screamed, “MOOOOOMM!”

	Two seconds later, a disheveled woman came from a back room, wiping her hands on a dishtowel. “What now? I’m trying to make cookies for Pete’s open house. I swear I will ground you all if you can’t go two minutes without fighting.” She caught sight of her guests. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize we had company.” She put a subconscious hand to her hair as she started down the hall. The woman had been pretty once, Kanyon thought. Once, as in this morning, before her four sons woke and transcended on her. 

	“It’s … it’s Kanyon McKane,” Eric said, his voice full of teenage lust, which made his mother do a double take at the two women at her front door. 

	When she reached them, she, in a well-practiced move, peeled the two still wrestling boys apart. “I’m so sorry,” she said as she palmed the boys’ heads, like Jordon with two squiggling basketballs.

	“All of you. Living room. Now.” 

	“But, Mom!” All three whined in unison.

	She cut their protests off with a glare. “Now!” She pointed down the hall.

	They grumbled, but they went, stopping only momentarily in front of their oldest brother to make kissing noises. Eric took off after them as the soundtrack of “Eric and Kanyon sitting in a tree” came chorusing down the hall.

	“I am so sorry. My boys—” the woman started, but Daylen waved her words away.

	“Are very handsome young men.”

	The woman snorted. “They are very something all right.”

	“We were hoping we could talk to you a minute?” Daylen began.

	“Yes, of course, but I can’t image what the two of you would need to talk to me about. I mean, you’re …”

	Daylen reached out a hand. “I’m Daylen Elliott. I actually work as a private investigator.”

	“Teresa,” she took Daylen’s hand, “but I thought you—”

	“I left Hollywood to carry on the family business. And this is ...”

	Kanyon reached out a hand. “Kanyon McKane. I’m just tagging along, researching my next role,” Kanyon offered the excuse that had become their normal go-to explanation. 

	“Oh, well, I see. Okay then, please come in,” Teresa stepped back, opening the door wide for them. “Do you mind coming to the kitchen? I have cookies in the oven.”

	 “Of course not,” Daylen offered, following the woman back down the hall.

	Kanyon stepped in, closing the door behind her. She started after Daylen, but pulled up short when Eric came to a Risky Business slide in front of her. He was extremely lucky he was still wearing pants.

	“I’m Eric,” the kid grinned.

	“Hello, Eric,” Kanyon replied simply as she was used to dealing with men and an equal number of boys who tried to get her attention. 

	“Do you want to see my room?” he asked awkwardly. 

	Kanyon cocked a hip. “What? You’re not even going to offer to buy me dinner first?” 

	“No, I didn’t mean … unless you would … I get an allowance so I … we …” He got an “ain’t going to happen” look from Kanyon. “Right. I just meant … What I meant to ask is if you wanted to see all my Dark Savior stuff?”

	“Right. How about this. I’ll go talk to your mom and you,” she made a finger-walking motion toward the stairs, “you, go up and pick out one thing you want me to sign, and when we’re done, I’ll autograph it for you.” 

	“Can I have a picture too? ’Cause my friends will never believe you were actually here at my house.”

	“One picture,” Kanyon agreed.

	“Awesome!” He sprinted around her, then stopped and spun back at the staircase. “You’ll sign anything I want?”

	“I don’t do underwear or boy parts.”

	

	 

	Daylen had already given Teresa the “production company hired me to assist the props department in locating hard-to-find period specific pieces” spiel by the time Kanyon stepped into the kitchen. Daylen gave her an inquisitive look to which Kanyon replied “all good.” Daylen turned back to Teresa who was pulling on oven mitts. “We’re specifically looking for a pocket watch. And we came across a newspaper article that your great-grandfather might have had exactly what we are looking for. Have you ever seen or heard about one in your family? It’d be an antique. Early 1900’s.”

	“Wow, who knew they went to so much trouble for a movie. I assumed they just made what they needed when they didn’t have it.”

	“Some do. Some are all about ‘authenticity,’” Kanyon air quoted. “Part of their creative process.” She added an eye roll.

	“A pocket watch.” Teresa repeated as she pulled open the oven door to check on the cookies. Teresa nodded. “I mean, yeah. Or I think so anyway. I never saw it. And I can’t tell you if he kept it. I got married when I was young and my father didn’t really approve, so we didn’t have a lot of contact over the years. He passed several years ago. My mother just passed a few months ago.”

	 “I’m sorry for your loss.” Daylen offered. 

	“Thank you. My mom was a pretty amazing woman. Had to be to put up with my father,” she said with a small grin. “Anyway, I kind of remember growing up hearing about a watch. My grandfather or, like you said, my great-grandfather found a watch and swore it was cursed or something.” She paused what she was doing to search her memories. “He said it made his chickens walk backward or maybe it was his goats.” She laughed as she searched the drawers for oven mitts. “I also remember them saying he drank a little. You think that’s the watch you’re looking for?” 

	“Cursed watch? Yeah, sounds exactly like what the props department would be interested in,” Kanyon offered. 

	“Do you happen to know where the watch is now?” Daylen asked.

	Teresa shrugged. “If my dad had it, it was probably still at the house. Mom didn’t want to get rid of anything of my father’s, but now that she’s gone … We’ve had to get rid of a lot of things so we can sell their house. My brother is pretty much handling the estate. I mean, I’ve gone over and helped go through things, clean and such.”

	“You never ran across the watch?” Daylen asked.

	“No, but that doesn’t mean much. My brother took a lot of the valuables to his house when mom went into the hospital. For safety, of course. Once she passed, which wasn’t long, he gave me the ring that my mother left me and honestly that’s all I wanted. He wanted dad’s military stuff; and we split up the family albums. Otherwise, we’re pretty much still working on liquidating the household stuff. Trying to get the house on the market by the end of the month.”

	“So if your dad had the watch, maybe your brother might have it or know where it went?” Daylen asked.

	“Definitely. My brother would have it or would’ve sold it with the smaller stuff we’ve been getting rid of.”

	“Where has he been selling the items?” Kanyon asked.

	“For the normal household stuff and the bigger stuff, I think he’s been using Craigslist or whatever. The antiques and smaller things of value he took to his store.” She put on an oven mitt and pulled out a sheet of cookies. “He owns a little shop, part antiques, part knickknacks, down on the Southside.”

	Daylen and Kanyon shared a look. “Can you give us the name and address? We’re headed toward the Southside area after this anyway, so maybe we can stop by and check in with him,” Kanyon stated.

	Teresa paused the cookie removal process to glance at them. “Oh my God,” she chuckled, “he’ll die if you two drop in on him. That would be awesome.” She jerked a chin at the refrigerator. “I think one of his cards is pinned up over there, if you can find it between all the X-Men and dinosaur drawings.” 

	Kanyon moved to the refrigerator. 

	       Teresa reached in the oven for a third tray and came out spinning to find a place to put it since she’d already used up the space on the oven top. “I swear a countertop was right there this morning,” she mumbled as she started to move the abandoned milk glasses, a sock, a Lego creation that resembled a space station, two action figures, a half-eaten pancake, and green slime minus its container. 

	“Here, let me help.” Daylen cleared an opening and added a hot plate.

	“Thank you.” With all the cookie trays retrieved without a single causality, Teresa let out a sigh of relief and turned to really take in her guests. “You really are Freya.” Teresa looked between the two women in her kitchen. “And Dark Savior.”

	Daylen smiled. “I’m impressed you know the show.”

	“I’m a mother of four boys. I’m thoroughly educated on everything from Sesame Street to Wolverine.”

	Business card in hand, Kanyon moved closer to the cookies on the counter. “And you cook too. Be still my heart.” 

	Daylen shook her head. This woman had popped out four boys, and if the pictures on the refrigerator were an accurate depiction, she was very smitten with the eldest of the pack of blonds, the boys’ father. But Kanyon still had Teresa’s knees going a little weak.

	“So many, many talents,” she chuckled. “Can I offer you some?”

	Kanyon grinned. “I’ve never turned down a cookie.”

	Teresa gave Kanyon a quick up and down. “I really want to hate you right now.” Turning away with a smile, she slid two cookies off the sheet and onto a napkin. 

	Daylen waved off Teresa’s offer of a cookie. “I’ll just take a bite of hers, thank you.”

	“Um, sorry, ain’t happenin’,” Kanyon said over a mouth full of hot, gooey cookie. 

	“Okay then, I guess I’ll need one of my own.” Teresa was smiling wide at Kanyon’s moans of satisfaction. “We better let you get back to your work. Thank you again for speaking to us.”

	“No problem. I hope you find the watch.” They started back toward the front door.

	“I promised Eric that I’d autograph something—”

	“I’m right here.” Eric popped out into the hallway in front of them.  

	“Eric, you’re not going to pester these ladies.”

	“He’s fine. A small price to pay for the cookies. They are delicious, by the way,” Kanyon offered as she licked her thumb free of the melted chocolate. 

	The three other boys came screaming into the room. “No fair. We want autographs too!” All were holding out random items while jockeying for a closer position.

	Kanyon looked at Daylen who always carried a marker for just these occasions. 

	Daylen was already digging in her bag as Teresa scolded the four boys, threating PlayStation probation if they didn’t stand politely in a single-file line.

	Kanyon and Daylen both signed the items they were presented, and then Teresa snapped a few photos of the boys, one with just Eric and Kanyon. When they were done, Teresa walked them to the door. “I couldn’t ask you for just one more signature, could I?” She held out a photo. “My husband is the biggest boy of them all and he would kill me if I didn’t get something for him.”

	Kanyon smiled. “Absolutely.” She took the photo and glanced at the smiling man who was trying to wrap all of his boys into a big playful bear hug as Teresa leaned away from the chaos, a laugh caught on her face. It was obvious just how much love this family shared. “He looks like a good man.”

	“He’s an amazing man,” Teresa confirmed.

	Kanyon nodded. “What’s his name?”

	“Dan.”

	“Dan.” On the back of the photo Kanyon wrote, “To Teresa and Dan, the truest and best kind of heroes. Much love to you and your family, Kanyon McKane.”

	Teresa read the note and placed it to her heart. “Thank you.” 

	“You know, I have this movie coming out. Maybe you and your man pack would like to come see it?”

	A roar of cheers and “can we, please?” erupted in the small space. “I think that is a yes,” Teresa laughed.

	“I’ll make arrangements. I’ll have my agent, Roz, contact you with the details.”

	 

	 

	Back at the vehicle, Kanyon took in Daylen, more specifically the cookie she was still holding. 

	“You already had two,” Daylen stated. 

	“Yeah. So?”

	“You’re ridiculous,” Daylen took a bite, then handed the rest to Kanyon.

	“But you like me.”

	“That I do. That I very much do,” Daylen muttered, smiling as she walked around to get into the other side of the car. “Theo, will you check this place out?” Daylen asked as Kanyon handed over the brother’s business card. It’s her brother Roger’s shop. What time do they close?”

	Theo took the card and immediately started typing on his tablet. 

	Blue leaned over the front seat. “Why do I smell chocolate chip cookies?” Ralph forced his big head over the seat as well.

	“Because I’m eating a chocolate chip cookie,” Kanyon replied, breaking a corner and putting it into her mouth.

	“What the freak? Why didn’t you bring me some? I’ve been locked in this tin can with Clifford the Big Ass Dog and Twiddle Dumb Thumb over there. At least you could have brought me a cookie as payment for my pain and suffering.”

	Kanyon shrugged as she broke off another part of the cookie.

	Ralph barked once and Kanyon felt her movements go full Wisconsin molasses in winter. She was moving, but in a painfully slow speed. She tried to turn her head to Daylen, but again it felt as if she was moving at the speed of a stoned sloth. Her eyes tracked to Daylen, who was head down and typing something—at normal speed—into her phone. A gray flash streaked across her vision, and then suddenly everything slammed back to normal. The hand that had been making its way to her mouth hit her in the chin. Empty. She looked down at her napkin that held the rest of the cookie. Gone. She jerked her body around in her seat to see Ralph licking his lips. “What the Flash was that?” Ralph’s answer was a swipe of his tongue circling his chops.

	Kanyon turned to Daylen. “Did you see that?” She got a raised eyebrow. “You didn’t just see Ralph eat my cookie?”

	Daylen looked at the empty napkin Kanyon was waving. “Noooo.”

	“I think he hexed me and lunged over the seat and ate my cookie!”

	Daylen looked at Ralph. 

	Ralph scoffed.

	“Don’t you dare scoff like I’m a crazy person. You know what you did,” Kanyon retorted.

	“Hexed?” Daylen questioned.

	“Yeah, he made me go all Matrix slo-mo, then he ate my cookie.”

	Daylen looked back at Ralph. “Ralph?”

	Ralph sighed loudly, then dropped across Blue’s lap.

	“I swear he—” Kanyon started to crawl over her seat. “Let me smell your breath.”

	“Kanyon.” Daylen grabbed Kanyon by a belt loop, pulling her back down as her phone rang. “Sit.”

	“I swear he—”

	Daylen waved her off. “Hey, Aunt Ruby,” she answered as she gave Kanyon’s belt loop another tug. “Everything okay?” She listened for a moment, then started slapping at Kanyon’s hip, which was already halfway over the seat. “You need to get us to Griffith Park!”

	Kanyon stopped her forward motion. “Everything okay?”

	“Ruby thinks the pocket watch might have been activated there.” She refocused on Ruby, “We’re on our way, but we’re thirty or forty minutes away. Aunt Ruby, please be careful. Don’t try to do anything by yourself—” She paused, listening. “Oh, well, that’s good. Okay, we’ll meet you at the north entrance.”

	“What’s going on?” Kanyon asked as she dropped back into her seat.

	“She’s there with Jack,” she couldn’t help the curl of her lips, “and they had a serious case of déjà vu.” 

	“Bad on the article front, but maybe some movement on the matchmaking?” Kanyon asked.

	“We shall see. He’s there. That’s a start anyway.”

	Kanyon pulled out and headed toward the park. “You didn’t feel anything?” She thought of Ralph and her cookie incident, giving the dog a glance in the rearview. She’d been confident that Ralph was the instigator of the cookie-napping, but now she had to wonder if she’d been affected by the pocket watch and Ralph had simply taken advantage of the moment. The thought of Lexi and her ability to bring her to her knees with an article flashed in her mind. How would she be able to protect Daylen if she was this vulnerable to articles? 

	“No, I didn’t feel anything. But we’re a good twenty miles from the park so …”

	“Theo, why don’t you call the brother. Don’t say anything about the watch. Just see if you can reach him at home or at his store. If he has the watch, it might be good to know his location,” Kanyon instructed.

	Theo nodded and started to pull out his phone, before he paused. “Ah, Kanyon?”

	“Yeah?”

	“Would you say this little assignment is like totally sidekick stuff?”

	Blue launched herself at his phone. “Then I better do it.”

	They began a backseat game of tug-of-war. Daylen unlatched her seatbelt and spun in her seat. “Both of you, knock it off right now. This is not the time.”

	Theo let go of his phone, and the sudden release sent Blue flying back against her door. Ralph scoffed as he adjusted on her lap. 

	“Wimp-ass.” Blue said, celebrating.

	“Blue, give Theo back his phone,” Daylen ordered.

	“It’s not my fault he’s got noodles for muscles.”

	“Phone. Theo. Now,” Daylen ordered. Blue raised the phone as if to throw it. “Hand it to him nicely and you can do the next thing.”

	Blue growled. “Fine.” She begrudgingly handed the phone to Theo who promptly stuck out his tongue, but quickly returned it to his mouth at the warning glare from Daylen.

	Back in her seat, Daylen groaned. “Why do I feel like I’m raising two children? God, I have no idea how Teresa does it with four of them.”

	“Maybe we should start traveling with bags of Cheerios and juice boxes,” Kanyon said.

	“If that will keep them quiet and not fighting, I’m all in.” 

	They rode in silence, listening to Theo make the requested phone calls. 

	“No answer at either. His store is closed and no answer at his residence,” Theo informed them.

	“He could be anywhere,” Daylen said. “Theo, shoot Aunt Ruby and Jack a picture of Roger and tell them to be on the lookout for him at the park.”

	“Already done,” he answered as the text swooshed.

	“Ass kisser,” Blue muttered.

	“What?” Theo asked. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t hear what you said over the loud sound of you doing absolutely nothing over there.”

	Two threats by Kanyon to “pull this car over” and one “don’t make me come back there” later they pulled into the park and spotted Jack and Ruby by Ruby’s car. Ruby was pacing. Kanyon caught Daylen’s arm before she got out of the vehicle. “She’s going to be anxious and frustrated. You need to make sure you have your shields up.”

	Daylen gave her an appreciative smile. “Thanks.” 

	Ruby beelined toward them. “I know it was here!”

	“How about now?” Daylen asked.

	Frustration evident, she spun back to the park. “I have no idea!” 

	“It’s okay,” Daylen quick-stepped to catch up to her aunt who headed back into the park.

	Kanyon fell in next to Jack. “How goes it, Romeo?” 

	He put a fatherly arm around her shoulders. “Time will tell.”

	“If you need any tips …”

	Jack chuckled. “I’ll be sure to let you know.”

	“What happened out here?”

	“That’s a good question.” He dropped his arm as Blue, Theo, and Ralph came up next to them. He glanced over at the girl with multiple piercings, wearing throwback parachute pants, a chain belt, and an “I ‘heart’ nothing” tee. “You must be Blue.” He reached out a hand. “I’m Jack Laine.”

	“Ruby’s cop hottie.” She assessed him and shook his hand. “Now that we’re friends, can I see your gun? And your Taser?”

	He chuckled. “Sorry, but your reputation precedes you.” At her disappointed grimace, he added, “but how about I let you play with my cuffs instead?” 

	“NO!” Kanyon and Theo both yelled.

	Jacked laughed. “And you must be Theo. I’ve heard a lot about you as well. You know, the LAPD is always looking for people with strong computer skills.”

	Theo tripped over a parking bumper, caught himself, and straightened. “Thank you, but I already have a job.”

	“As a crash test dummy,” Blue explained.

	“Says the talking pin cushion,” Theo countered.

	Blue chucked a thumb at Theo. “Can you arrest him for being a public nuisance?” 

	“Can you arrest her for being a walking, talking crime against society?”

	“And welcome to my hell.” Kanyon began walking again, pulling Blue by her jacket to walk on the opposite side of Theo.

	“And the very large dog is Ralph, correct?” Jack asked.

	“Yep,” Blue answered. “He’s badass and he’s mine.”

	Jack gave Kanyon a questioning look.

	“Sometimes it’s easier to just go with it,” Kanyon offered.

	“Right. So back to your question, Ruby and I were simply walking the park when we had this overwhelming sense of déjà vu. Though, I think Ruby felt something more.”

	Kanyon tilted her head. “More?”

	“She didn’t say that, but I think so,” Jack replied. “Or at least she seemed to have more of a reaction than I did.”

	Maybe not all of her powers are gone or ... they’re not gone at all, but just blocked? Kanyon set aside that particular train of thought as they came up next to Daylen and Ruby who’d stopped in the middle of the sidewalk.

	“No, I have my shields up,” Daylen was saying when they approached.

	“Okay, then I want you to lower them slowly and see if you can feel anything,” Ruby said. 

	Daylen gave Ruby a painful look. “I— You’re—”

	Ruby sighed, realizing that she was the reason Daylen needed her shields in place. She looked heavenward, muttered something not so flattering, and brought her attention back to her niece. “Well, there’s no time like the present then to practice using your Seeker sight. I know Isadora has talked to you about it.”

	Daylen took a step back from her aunt. “But I haven’t … I mean, we haven’t even tried to … She said it was something we’d get to.”

	Ruby rolled a wrist. “Yeah, well again, no time like the present. Keep your shields up and lock them in place.” She waited a beat. “You good?” When she got a nod, she continued. “Good. Now close your eyes. Let your Seeker sight come to the forefront.”

	Daylen closed her eyes, breathed in and out, repeated the calming motion several times, and then on an exhale said, “Okay.”

	“Good. Now picture yourself as if you’re in a room made of glass. Thick glass, all around you. Floor, walls, ceiling.” She gave Daylen time to conjure the image. “You in the room?” She got a single nod. “Now, I want you to keep those walls up. Those are your shields. And not just yet, but when I say, I want you to slowly open your eyes. Okay?”

	“Okay,” Daylen said.

	“Seeker sight open?”

	“Yes.”

	“Glass walls? Shields?”

	“Yes.”

	“Then I want you to take two slow, deep breaths. In … out. Good. One more, in … out. Now open your eyes slowly. Shields in place. Look through the glass. Look beyond the walls.” 

	Daylen did as she was told, opening her eyes slowly, cautiously. “Holy crap,” she whispered, reaching for the familiar warmth that was now standing next to her. 

	“Easy,” Kanyon offered.

	“You okay?” Ruby asked. 

	“There are so many…” Daylen reached out to touch one of the bands of colors that danced in front of her.

	Ruby caught Daylen’s wrist and gently lowered it. “No touching. Stay behind your walls.” She saw a nod. “Now look around. Anyone that has been influenced by an article will have a black line or thread weaving itself around the person’s normal light,” Ruby continued to instruct. “It might be faint if it hasn’t been in his possession long. But, if I’m right about what I think happened today, it would have been given a big boost of power.”

	“Find the black band, find the article?” Kanyon asked, tightening her grip on Daylen as she herself began to search the area. Only she wasn’t looking for the article, but for Lexi and her crew. 

	“Good possibility,” Ruby confirmed, “but it’s not that easy.”

	“Of course not,” Kanyon stated, annoyance slipping into her tone as she worried about Lexi finding them, all of them, in the area where the article may also be located. She worried she wouldn’t be able to protect them all. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea,” Kanyon stated. “Too much for Daylen to—”

	“I’m fine,” Daylen snapped. “I don’t see anything here. I think we need to move.” Daylen didn’t wait for anyone else to agree as she began to move quickly along the outlining path. 

	Despite Kanyon’s objections, it wasn’t until Daylen nearly slumped with fatigue that Ruby joined in the fight. “Daylen, it’s time to stop. It’s getting late. It’s nearly dark, and you’re—” 

	“Just a little longer,” Daylen protested, pulling forward.

	“Daylen, sweetheart, I think we’ve done all we can do. I’m sure they’re long gone by now or you would have seen them.”

	“What if they aren’t? What if I just didn’t—”

	“You’re strong. You’re smart. You would’ve found them,” Ruby replied. 

	“But what if I’m not—” Daylen spun on her aunt. Ruby had a brilliant red band of light coming from her. It danced and pulsed, wrapping itself around Jack. “You guys are … are beautiful,” she said before she could stop herself. “It’s so powerful and—” 

	 “Okay,” Ruby stepped forward, “enough of that. You need to power down before you short yourself out.”

	Though Ruby had her by both arms, Daylen turned her head to glimpse Blue, Theo, and even Ralph. Strong pulsing, beautiful rainbow of lights radiated from them. And even though her brain told her not to, she turned to Kanyon, wanting to see a warm and brilliant light like the one that connected her aunt and uncle. She blinked. There was no bond, no light at all. Nothing but blackness and blackness that seemed to—

	Ruby jerked Daylen’s face to hers, forcing her to look at her. “Stop it now. Look at me,” Ruby instructed. “Only me,” she ordered sharply, attempting to get Daylen’s focus back on her when Daylen tried turn toward Kanyon again. “But she’s—”

	Ruby shot Jack a look that told him to give them a minute.

	Jack herded the crew away. “Ruby has to talk to Daylen.”

	“She needs me,” Kanyon protested.

	“Ruby’s got her,” Jack said, taking Kanyon’s elbow and encouraging her to give Daylen and Ruby some time. 

	“But she’s—”

	“Ruby has her,” Jack repeated. “We won’t go far.” Kanyon began to walk, but never took her eyes off Daylen. She didn’t know what had happened. One-minute Daylen was fine, exhausted but fine. Then Daylen had looked at her and she’d gone pale, pained even. 

	“Daylen, sweetheart. Listen to me,” Ruby started. “Are you listening to me?”

	Daylen nodded. “Yeah, yeah. I’m listening.”

	Ruby dropped her hands from Daylen’s face to her shoulders and gave them a little shake. “You need to hear me loud and clear. This is very important.” Daylen nodded and brought her eyes down to hers. “It’s time to let go now. Shut down. Close it off. Put it away.”

	“But Kanyon doesn’t … she doesn’t—”

	“You can’t see your Guardian. Just like you can’t read them,” Ruby explained quickly.

	“You need to let go now. Remember the museum?” It was probably mean to mention it, Ruby thought, knowing that the moment Daylen had taken control of a woman’s emotions when she was pumped full of rage was still a raw wound, but she needed Daylen to snap out of it right now or there was no telling what could happen in this state of utter awareness.

	Daylen forced her eyes to shut and her shoulders to relax. Several deep breaths later, she finally felt the locks fall into place. “I’m good.” Another in and out and she opened her eyes. “Good. I’m good.” 

	Ruby smiled. “There you are.”

	“Did I … I didn’t hurt anyone?”

	Ruby shook her head. “No. I let you stay too long for your first time. It was my fault. I shouldn’t have pushed you.”

	“But I didn’t—”

	“No, sweetheart, you didn’t. You didn’t do anything at all.”

	“Kanyon, she was—” 

	Ruby was shaking her head. “Nothing. You can’t read her. That’s the rules.” 

	“But,” she started. She wasn’t sure she hadn’t seen “nothing.” There had been something in the darkness. “I think there was—”

	 “You’re exhausted.” Ruby spoke over her as her niece’s knees proved her point. 

	Daylen forcibly straightened as she took a deep breath and exhaled. “Yeah,” she agreed, but only to the exhaustion part. She started to turn. “Wait. You and Jack?”

	“Daylen, it’s not—”

	Daylen talked over her. “If I can’t see Kanyon, then that means you can’t … haven’t ever seen … Aunt Ruby, it’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. It pulses with a power and with a brilliance that … I can’t even find the words.” Daylen smiled as she swiped a tear that formed at the edge of her aunt’s eye. “Aunt Ruby, you deserve him and the kind of love that I saw between you.”

	“I don’t even know if he—”

	Daylen jerked her head toward Jack. “He’s here, isn’t he?”

	Ruby took in the tall, strong, confident man watching them from farther down the path. She smiled. “Yes. Yes, he is.”

	 

	 

	Kanyon’s eyes never left Daylen and Ruby as she paced, but her shoulders relaxed and her overprotective instincts slid into the background when Daylen and Ruby began walking in their direction. Daylen’s color was back and she even had a devilish grin plastered on her face. The way Ruby glanced at Jack Kanyon felt pretty confident that Daylen’s matchmaking efforts were this side of successful.

	“Everything okay?” Kanyon asked as soon as Daylen was close enough to hear.

	“Yea, I just got … That much searching is apparently exhausting. I didn’t realize it until …” She slid an arm around Kanyon’s waist and leaned into her. “… you made me stop. Thank you.” 

	Kanyon tucked her closer, guilty that she’d been concerned about Daylen overdoing it, but that wasn’t the main driver in her deterrence efforts. She’d wanted to get Daylen as far away from the possibility of finding the pocket watch and its owner as quickly as possible. “Take you home?”

	“Always. But can we all grab some food first? I’m a little wiped. Plus, I want to hear the full story of what happened.” 

	Ralph answered with a bark, already racing to their parking spot, followed by a “Food! Hell yeah” from Blue and an enthusiastic head bob from Theo. “I guess we’re getting food. Jack, you dare to be seen with us? And by us, I totally mean them.” Kanyon hitched a thumb at the rolling ball of chaos.

	“I would be delighted, if it’s okay with Ruby.”

	With all eyes on her, Ruby blushed. “It’s okay with me.”

	He smiled. “I know a great hamburger place. It’s close and owned by an ex-cop buddy of mine. He was a K-9 officer for years, so I’m sure he’ll let us set up in a back room so Ralph can join us. I’m assuming he needs to be close by?”

	“If food is involved, he’ll be close by,” Kanyon answered. Daylen bobbed her head. “Hamburgers it is. Lead the way.” 

	They all walked in silence the nearly quarter mile back to the parking lot. Kanyon stuck close to Daylen as she continued to scan the area. Jack fell into step with Ruby, and Blue and Theo were several yards ahead of them, Blue allowing the followers to witness her push Theo into the path of the occasional oncoming tree. 

	“Blue, why don’t you and Ralph ride with Ruby. Theo, you with Jack.” Kanyon suggested when they returned to their vehicles. 

	“Why does he get to ride with the lights and sirens?” Blue whined.

	“I’m in my personal vehicle. Nothing but SiriusXM radio,” Jack offered.

	“Lame. But, I bet you have hidden weapons under the seat? Glove box?” Blue asked.

	Jack looked at Kanyon. “Umm …”

	“Blue, please go with Ruby. If you behave, I might be persuaded to buy ice cream afterward.”

	“Ice cream? Psst. He probably has a Taser. I’ll take a Taser over triple chocolate delight any day.”

	“Or riding in the trunk is another option,” Kanyon countered. 

	“Fine. But I’ll need three scoops this go-around. It’s almost that time of the month.” 

	“The time of the month when you revert to your more natural form of she-beast?” Theo asked.

	Kanyon caught Blue mid-launch and used the momentum to place her in the front seat of Ruby’s car.

	Kanyon gave Theo a high-five. “Nice one.”

	“I saw that!” Blue yelled. 

	Ralph leaned against Jack’s leg. “Um, that means he’s going with you. It’s because you suggested hamburgers,” Daylen explained. 

	“That’s fine with me,” Jack said, opening the back-passenger side door.

	

	 

	“Thank you for dispersing the children,” Daylen said as she dropped into the passenger seat.

	“Figured you might need a little quiet, even if it’s only for a few blocks.”

	“Very much so. It was exhausting, but at the same time it was also … I don’t know, amazing, powerful, surreal?”

	“What exactly could you see?”

	Daylen pondered for a second. “Colors. Lots of colors. Each time I looked at someone there were these amazing prisms of light. I’ve seen them before, but they’re usually a convoluted mess, at least in a crowded area like the park.” 

	“And from these colors you can tell what each person is thinking or feeling?”

	“General mood or mindset, I think. When I have my shields up, I’m cut off from the visions and the feelings. When I have them down, I can get bombarded with the emotions. Today I was able to keep the emotions at bay, but still see them. It was as if they were visual.”

	“Like you muted a movie, but could still see what’s going on,” Kanyon suggested.

	“Yeah. That’s a pretty accurate description.” 

	“And when you looked at us …” Kanyon hesitated, “at Jack, Ruby, Blue, Theo … me?”

	“I was a little obvious, huh?”

	“Just a tad.”

	Daylen spun in her seat to face Kanyon even though Kanyon’s attention needed to stay on the road. “Ruby and Jack, I can’t even explain. They’re connected. There was this brilliant light between them, red twisting and pulsing like a heartbeat. It was … it was beautiful, amazing, powerful. They are absolutely meant to be together.”

	Kanyon gave her a quick sidelong smile. “Sounds wonderful. Hopefully they’re taking steps in that direction.”

	“I hope so,” Daylen answered. “I think so. Their 

	connection is … well, it’s too strong to ignore, I’d think.”

	“I get that,” Kanyon said, taking a hand off the wheel to find Daylen’s. “And Blue? Wait, let me guess, a black cloud of malice and contempt.” 

	Daylen chuckled. “Actually, quite the opposite. I saw respect, admiration, affection, and love. Aimed at a certain someone …” she poked at Kanyon’s side.

	“No way. Wait, love? Not … she doesn’t …”

	“Not like looove-love, but the love you have for a friend, sister, someone you genuinely admire and care about.”

	“Hummm” was all Kanyon had to say to that. 

	“It’s true. Which is very different than what I saw for a certain brown-haired boy that we all know and love.”

	Kanyon shot her eyes to Daylen, then back at the road. “She loves Theo?”

	“Don’t think it’s quite love yet, but there’s a good amount of lust going on,” Daylen stated, then clarified. “Not the stalker kind.”

	“Thanks for the clarification. Wow, okkkay. And so Theo?”

	“Similar feelings are brewing there as well. As well as a good amount of hero worship for you, of course.”

	Kanyon stopped at a light and looked at Daylen. “I’m sure you saw the same thing from both of them in connection with yourself.”

	“Yeah, no. Apparently, it doesn’t work like that. I can’t see anything or anyone’s emotions as it relates to me.”

	“More ‘no cheating’ rules?” Kanyon asked as she checked the light.

	“Yep.”

	“And the pained look when you turned to me was?”

	Daylen let out a short chuckle. “God, you never miss anything, do you?”

	“Kind of supposed to be my thing.”

	“Right,” Daylen sighed. “Except when the light turns green.” 

	“Whatever. I saw it turn,” Kanyon said, pushing through the light, speeding to catch back up to Jack’s taillights. “If nothing was there and nothing was supposed to be there, why the pained face?”

	“I don’t know. Aunt Ruby said there wouldn’t be anything there, but I thought maybe I did see something. Something dark. But before I could really focus in on it, Aunt Ruby started pulling me back. It was probably nothing, like she said,” her voice softened, “but I don’t know. I just know I didn’t like it.”

	Kanyon pulled into the restaurant’s parking lot next to Jack. She shut off the ignition, then turned to face Daylen. “Look at me right now. This. You. Me. This is everything. You’re everything and I hope you don’t need a light show to know it’s true.”

	 Daylen gave Kanyon’s hand a reassuring squeeze and an accompanying smile. “I know.”

	Kanyon pulled Daylen’s hand to her lips, giving her knuckles a soft kiss. “Good?”

	“Good.” 

	 

	 


Chapter 9 

	 

	As promised, Baxter, the owner of the quaint bar and grill was able to seat them in a private room and offered Ralph, his new best friend, a brisk rub and the promise of an extra-large burger.

	Once they were settled in, orders had been taken, and drinks delivered, it was Daylen who started the conversation. “Aunt Ruby, you explained what you felt when the incident occurred, but what about what the two of you saw afterward?”

	“Hold on, should we ask Isadora and Marcus to join this party? Maybe they’ll have some insight?” Kanyon asked. She looked at Jack. “I’m assuming you know about Isadora and Marcus?”

	“Know about, yes. And I’ve also had the pleasure to have met them once,” Jack answered.

	“Cool. Isadora? Marcus?”

	Kanyon felt the shift and nodded to Daylen across the table. “Better hold her down.” 

	Daylen placed a hand on Blue’s wrist as Isadora and Marcus materialized on their side of the table. 

	“Hey, Iz. Heeelllooo, manmeat,” Blue offered as a welcome, which caused Marcus to retreat a step. 

	“You two want a burger and some onion rings?” Daylen asked.

	“Burger? What are they?”

	“Awesomeness between two buns,” Blue answered.

	Isadora chuckled. “Well, then yes, I do believe we would like to join you and partake of your burgers.”

	Kanyon stood to go find Baxter and place two more orders. 

	Blue patted the chair next to her. “Sir Hotness, you can sit here.”

	In answer, Marcus took another step behind his wife. “Bride, I shall need you to protect me from that one.”

	Isadora pulled her husband next to her side. “My brave warrior, who has fought thousands of men and a thousand more beasts, is scared of this one?” 

	Blue growled and Marcus nearly tripped over his boots. “Without question,” he stated. 

	Isadora chucked. “Theo, do you mind if my husband takes his seat next to you?”

	“No.” Theo sat straighter and puffed out his chest. “That’s totally cool.”

	Marcus nodded gratefully and leaned forward to greet the man across the table. “Jack. It has been a long time.”

	Jack stood to take Marcus’s hand. “Marcus, it is good to see you again. And Isadora, it’s nice to see you as well.”

	Isadora moved around Marcus and the table to embrace Jack. “It has been way too long.” When she released him, she gave Daylen a conspirator’s wink. Isadora continued around the table, laying a hand on each, like a polite game of Duck, Duck, Goose. “Blue, I hope you do not mind if I take the seat next to you?”

	“That’s cool. We need to talk about my next tattoo anyway. I’ve done some mock-ups.”

	Kanyon came back into the room. “He said he’d have two more burgers right out. I also got you some regular and sweet potato fries. I figured that Manmeat would appreciate both options as well as this.” She set a draft beer in front of Marcus and a frozen strawberry daiquiri in front of Isadora. 

	Blue snorted.

	Isadora picked up the drink and turned it in her hand before spearing a strawberry with the little umbrella. “This is quite … festive.” 

	Marcus took a tentative look at his glass, sniffed and blanched a little, but took a polite sip. He coughed. Twice. 

	Isadora pushed her drink across the table to her husband. “I think you will find this more to your liking. I will take yours.”

	Kanyon watched the exchange. The refrigerator-sized specimen of everything male tentatively sipped the fruity, sugar-filled alcoholic drink.

	Marcus licked his lips in delighted satisfaction. “Now this is a drink.”

	“Wow. Just wow,” Kanyon muttered. “Isadora, would you like me to get you something else?” 

	“No, I am quite fond of your mead, actually.” She took a healthy swig of the beer. “Most delightful.”

	“Teaches me to assume,” Kanyon stated.

	Ralph, who’d taken the chair at the end of the table, began thumping his tail. 

	“Food must be coming,” Daylen offered, as Baxter and one of his waiters brought in trays piled with burgers and sides. Burgers were set in front of each of them, and brimming baskets of fries and onion rings were added family style in the middle of their table. 

	“Those smell absolutely delicious,” Isadora stated.

	“They’re the bomb. You need ketchup,” Blue stated, reaching for the bottle. 

	“Ketchup?” 

	       “Iz, Iz, Iz … I still have so much to show you.” Blue flipped the bottle, popped the top, and squirted it on Isadora’s plate. “Ketchup.”

	“Ketchup. All right, do we have any utensils?” Isadora began to search the table.

	“These are hands only food. No utensils allowed,” Blue stated, picking up and biting into an onion ring in demonstration. 

	“Oh, well then,” Isadora mimicked Blue, as did the other more experienced onion ring eaters at the table. Isadora’s eyes shut as she chewed. “Oh my.” She dipped again, getting more ketchup on the next bite. “Marcus, you must try this. It is …” She glanced at Blue, grinning widely. “… the bomb.”

	Marcus took the ring suspiciously and sniffed it before taking a tentative bite. He smiled as he chewed. 

	Kanyon had seen Marcus smile on very few occasions, when he spoke about Isadora or when he saw the horses and Ralph. “We can order more. Feel free to dig in,” Kanyon offered, waving at the baskets.

	The fries, original and sweet potato, and the hamburgers got similar responses from their guests. Kanyon ended up ordering four more baskets and three more burgers; two for Marcus and one for Ralph. 

	Once their appetites were satisfied, it was Isadora who restarted the conversation about the article. “Ruby, your instincts were correct. I sensed an article in use as well.”

	“Quick Q&A,” Blue said. “Why is it that you and mega-hunk Rambo over there,” she finger waved at Marcus, “can’t simply drop in and go all la vida loco on the guy, take the article, and be done with it?” 

	“We cannot interfere in matters here; we can only act as guides,” Isadora offered.

	“Lame,” Blue replied. 

	“Yes, I would agree, it is quite … lame,” Isadora stated.

	“Aunt Ruby, Uncle Jack, you guys didn’t see anything afterward?” Daylen asked again.

	“Like a guy in a trench coat and a fedora, swinging a pocket watch from a chain, while twirling his mustache and going mwahaha?” Ruby asked.

	“Or maybe someone less suspicious?” Daylen asked.

	“No,” Ruby replied. 

	“How about you, Jack?” Kanyon asked, figuring he was the one used to taking in a scene and noting the details.

	“Several young couples and a few older couples out on routine picnics or strolls. A few dozen runners. There were two birthday parties, one for a boy around the age of six and another for a girl around ten. There was a large guided group at the edge of the trees, looking like they were studying something. I would guess a bird watchers’ group. There was a football game of twenty-somethings and another group of men and women dressed up doing some kind of play or rehearsing for one at least, something Western. But unfortunately, like Ruby, I didn’t see any bad guys proclaiming their sinister intentions.”

	“It’s a huge park, so a lot could’ve gone unseen,” Daylen suggested.

	“I’m sure of that,” Jack agreed. 

	Kanyon fell silent as she watched the group of people surrounding her talk, ponder, laugh, and smile. They all interacted so effortlessly. Well, besides the minor disruption between Blue and Theo, but Isadora handled that with a simple hand on Blue’s shoulder. She’d pay good money to add that to her superpower pack. She thought of what Daylen had said about Blue and the emotions she’d read there. As big a pain in the ass as Blue was, she cared about the little she-demon. And she could say the same about Theo, the walking, talking geekbox. She’d grown to deeply care about all the people sitting at the table. 

	She looked around the table again, but stopped when one set of eyes met hers in return. Daylen. Her heart started doing jumping jacks. She was going to have to figure this Lexi issue out sooner rather than later because there was no way she was going to let Lexi hurt Daylen in any way shape or form. Daylen gave her a slight smile. Yeah, absolutely. No. Way. Kanyon’s phone rang, pulling her from her momentary bliss. Since there was no caller ID, she let it go to voicemail. A few seconds later, a picture came through text. It was of her and Daylen in the park. She’d been holding Daylen’s hand, leading her around while they searched for the article. A message followed, “Tsk. Tsk. I thought we talked about this? Did I not make myself clear? My house 10 p.m. or I’ll pay your little sweetheart a visit. XOXO, L.”

	Isadora had moved to Kanyon’s side. “Kanyon?” she asked softly.

	 “What?” Kanyon returned, shoving her phone back in her pocket.

	“Are you okay?”

	“Yeah, yeah. No, it’s just umm … work. All is fine.” She tried to generate a believable grin to accompany her words.

	Isadora tilted her head. 

	“It’s something I need to handle on my own,” Kanyon tried again.

	“There is nothing in your world that would cause those words to be true. Know that I am here no matter the reason.”

	Kanyon nodded.  

	Baxter came in and took a look at the empty plates and baskets. “How was everything? Anything else I can get for you all?”

	Marcus pushed back his chair and stood. “Sir, I am indebted to you for allowing me to enjoy your most delightful meal.” He thrust a fist over his heart and bowed.

	Kanyon stood, thankful for the distraction, and playfully backhanded Marcus’s arm. “Method actors,” she explained with a chuckle as she handed Baxter her credit card.

	Baxter nodded and laughed, playfully punching Marcus in the arm. “Good luck, man. I’ll watch for you on the big screen.” He gave Marcus a once-over. “Make that a very big screen.” 

	 

	 

	Daylen knew something had changed in Kanyon after she’d glanced at her phone. She saw Kanyon’s back stiffen, the upward curl of her lips go flat, and saw the “no everything’s fine” mask slip into place when Isadora had approached her. They were all up and moving, so she made her way to Kanyon’s side. “Thanks for dinner.”

	Kanyon flinched at Daylen’s voice. “Oh yeah, of course. No problem.”

	Something was seriously wrong. “Do you want to come over tonight, or I can—”

	“Actually, I, um … I might just head home. I need to handle something, and I have another early day tomorrow.” 

	“Anything I can help with?”

	“Can you,” she circled a finger at the rest of their crew, “take care of them for me?”

	“Of course. But, Kanyon—” 

	“I’ll call ya later.” Kanyon started to turn, but stopped and looked back at Daylen. “Promise me, no matter what happens, that you’ll trust me. Trust this. Us.”

	“Of course, but Kanyo—” Daylen reached out wanting to stop her and throw out a big WTF, but Kanyon was gone. 

	 


Chapter 10 

	 

	A few hundred scenarios made their appearance in the nearly hour drive to Lexi’s house, none of which were pleasant. Especially if she ended up pinned to the ground like last time. But any fate was better than one where Daylen ended up hurt. She pushed the pedal down a little further, pulling into Lexi’s drive at 10:05 p.m. with Lexi meeting her at the door wearing a short, black silk robe over either nothing or very little of something. “You’re late.”

	“Traffic,” Kanyon offered, stopping several feet short of the entryway.

	Lexi stepped back. “Why don’t you come in?”

	“What do you want?”

	“I want a lot of things, which is exactly why I asked you here.” 

	Kanyon heard the all too familiar mechanical click of a camera, and she fought the urge to whirl around. “What game are you trying to play here, Lexi?” she asked as she reluctantly stepped inside. 

	“Let’s move into the back room where we can be more comfortable.” She took Kanyon’s hand and led her to the large living room where a floor-to-ceiling wall of glass overlooked the city.

	Kanyon didn’t appreciate the view. She knew this was just another opportunity for the photographer Lexi had lurking in the shadows. She pulled her hand from Lexi’s grasp. “Lexi, can we get on with this little show?”

	“What’s the rush, lover? I thought we could spend some time getting reacquainted.” She snaked a hand up Kanyon’s arm.

	Kanyon stepped out of Lexi’s reach. “I’m not interested in being used by you again. I’m sure you could find plenty of other suckers to help you.”

	Lexi fingered the amulet at her throat. “True enough, I suppose.” She walked over to the full bar built along the wall. “Maybe a drink will loosen you up a little.” She winked at Kanyon. “I know that always worked before.” 

	She poured a vodka tonic over ice and added a splash of lime, setting the glass on the counter and pushing it toward Kanyon. “I know you usually like the harder stuff, but I thought this might be more refreshing.”

	“Why am I here?”

	Lexi shrugged, took the drink for herself, and moved to lounge on the large L-shaped couch. She patted the cushion next to her. “Come sit with me.”

	“What do you want?”

	Lexi took a slow sip of her drink. “You always were so eager.” When the comment didn’t get the intended response, she began again. “Fine. As I said before, you and I are working for opposing teams. It’s really an epic story in the making.” She put on a dreamy look, “Lovers working for conflicting forces. Each fighting for what they believe, all the while sharing their beds and passion. It’s really the role of a lifetime. Don’t you think?”

	“I think you’re delusional. There’s no way I’d ever … anything with you.”

	Lexi tsked. “I wouldn’t be so quick to make such bold claims. Did you forget my sweet little blonde incentive?” She ran a fingertip around the rim of her glass. “I may be wrong, actually I kind of hope I am wrong, but I got the impression that you didn’t like the idea of any harm coming to her.” 

	“What’s in this for you?”

	“Fame, fortune, power … a girl’s typical motivators.”

	“By manipulating people? Ruining people’s lives?”

	Lexi took another sip, lifting one shoulder nonchalantly. 

	“Fine. But why me?”

	“To be honest, you’re one helluva—”

	Kanyon held up a hand. “Stop! Fast forward. There has to be more in it for you than that.”

	Lexi laughed, set her drink down, and slithered her way to Kanyon’s side of the room. “Maybe a tad more, but you’re a good perk.” Lexi grabbed Kanyon’s hand, pulling her down next to her. 

	“What are they promising you?”

	“To be determined.” Lexi bit at Kanyon’s ear. “I’m not done negotiating.”

	“And who exactly is promising you all this?”

	Lexi sighed. “I think you can put those puzzle pieces together.”

	She could. She had. She just didn’t want to believe it. “Herod? Ma’at?” Lexi smirked. “And if I don’t play along with your sick game?”

	Lexi’s patience was running thin. “Daylen will suffer. Maybe you think you can protect her, and maybe you can, but you can’t protect all the people you care about. Mama bear, the boy, what’s his name? Theo. And the wayward girl with the tattoos and big attitude, Blue, I believe it is. Roz, your she-beast. At some point, one of them will be alone and vulnerable and I’ll be there. I don’t think I have to tell you what I can do to them. I mean, you had the up close and personal demonstration. How’s your back, by the way? I hope I didn’t leave any marks. You have such a sexy—”

	Kanyon growled. “What do I have to do?” 

	“Like I said before, you aren’t going to get in our way of collecting the pocket watch. Which apparently I didn’t make very clear at lunch because lo and behold, what did I see at the park today? You and the blonde, all close and supportive. Which I guess this is as good a time as any to mention—whatever cutesy romantic relationship you think you’re building with her, that’s done as of now.”

	“You can’t say—”

	“I can and I do. You two are done. Distance yourself from her. Distance yourself from the Guardian gig.”

	“Fate. You can’t mess with—”

	Lexi chuckled. “Aw, sweetheart, that may be your side’s rules, but that’s kind of my team’s mission statement.”

	Kanyon pushed off the couch and immediately felt the shackles lock around her arms. “Don’t do this.”

	“Please?”

	Kanyon growled. “Please don’t do this.”

	“Oh my, I forgot how much I like it when you beg.” Lexi rose, hooking her finger in Kanyon’s belt and pulling Kanyon’s hips to hers.

	“You can’t make me do—” She felt the light brush of a whip up her back.

	Lexi’s fingers did a teasing walk up the side of Kanyon’s neck before slipping into her hair. “You know, whips were never really my thing before, but I have to say they are kind of growing on me. How about you?”

	“Can’t say I’m a fan.”

	“Kiss me,” Lexi whispered against Kanyon’s lips. Kanyon didn’t move. “Just a simple kiss and then I’ll release you. Of course, I probably should punish you for your little betrayal today.” A whip traced up Kanyon’s back. 

	“Hurt me all you want. I’ll figure a way out of this.”

	Lexi’s other hand snaked along Kanyon’s set jaw. “Maybe, but maybe not. For now, though, the way out is a single kiss.”

	“You’ve hit a new low, having to threaten people to gain their affections,” Kanyon said.

	“Oh, I’ve gone sooo much lower than that.” She ground her hips against Kanyon’s. “Come on, lover, just one kiss and I’ll release you.”

	“No.”

	Lexi sighed. “I told them you’d be difficult. Maybe this will help sway you.” Lexi stepped back, grabbed her phone, dialed, and turned the phone around to Kanyon. 

	The screen was black at first, but Kanyon could tell Lexi was using Facetime or a like app to live video stream. “Show her the money shot, please.”

	Kanyon’s legs would have gone out from under her if Lexi’s powers hadn’t frozen her in place. “Lexi, no!”

	Lexi turned the phone so she could see the screen. “I really don’t get what you see in her. I mean, sure, she’s cute if you’re into the girl next door, but just … ugh. I guess I just like a little more—” 

	“Lexi, tell whoever that is to back off,” Kanyon ordered.

	Lexi flashed the screen back to Kanyon. “It’s kind of amazing how blissfully unaware she is of the danger lurking what … looks like maybe ten? Fifteen feet away? I guess it’s obvious why she needs a Guardian. I mean, anything could happen to her at literally any given moment. Even now—”

	“Fine. Fine. I’ll do whatever you want,” Kanyon shouted.

	“Just one kiss. That’s all I want … for now anyway,” Lexi purred.

	Until she figured out how she could protect Daylen and the rest of the people she cared about, she didn’t see any other choice than to play along with Lexi’s sick game. “Release me,” Kanyon countered.

	Lexi considered. All she had to do was summon the power of her bracelets back to control Kanyon again if she tried to overpower her. Right now, all she wanted was to put a small crack in Kanyon’s will. A crack that she could slowly chip away at until she broke her. “Fine. As a sign of good faith,” Lexi agreed, releasing Kanyon with a wave of a wrist. “Now it’s your turn. And let’s make it good—”

	“For the camera?” Kanyon offered, wanting Lexi to know she wasn’t completely incompetent as a Guardian, though she wasn’t believing it herself at the moment. 

	“Added insurance.”

	Kanyon wanted to pull back. Hell, she wasn’t even opposed to straight up chicken exiting this scene, but she knew her efforts would be fruitless. The only chance she had of getting through this was to figure out how to beat Lexi and her evil support group while protecting Daylen, her family, and her friends, even if it meant losing them in the process. Kanyon resigned herself and did what she did best. She faked it for the cameras.

	When Kanyon released her and stepped back, Lexi ran a tongue over her upper lip. “I’m so going to enjoy this little arrangement.”

	“Can I go now?” Kanyon asked, after she wiped Lexi’s lip cooties away with the back of her hand.

	“Ahh, I thought you’d want to stay?”

	“I don’t.”

	“Fine. I’ve got what I need for now. Remember, you get in my way and there will be consequences. Bloody consequences.”

	“Daylen’s going to know something is up if I just up and walk out on her,” Kanyon stated. 

	“Added bonus of the pictures.” She waved a hand over her shoulder in the direction of the camera guy. “Once she sees you and me hooking back up, I think that little temporary distraction will resolve itself.” 

	“Lexi—”

	“If you’re not staying, then please see yourself out,” Lexi said, dismissing her with a flick of the hand.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 11

	 

	Kanyon was riding on zero hours of sleep because as soon as she’d left Lexi’s, she’d raced to Daylen’s to make sure she was okay and that whoever had been filming her as she entered her house had vacated the premises as soon as she’d given into Lexi’s demands. Of course, she’d called, and Daylen had reported she was locked up safe and snug in her house, but Kanyon had needed to see for herself. Then she stayed up all night making sure Daylen stayed that way. Which explained why Kanyon was finishing her third cup of coffee as she turned up the narrow drive to the farm she’d bought for Stormy and CJ, her and Daylen’s horses from the Dark Savior series. 

	She contemplated canceling their rendezvous, but thought this just might be the last time she got to see Marcus if she didn’t figure something out and fast before Lexi got her way. Marcus was already in the stables brushing down Stormy, her midnight black stallion she bought after she got them all fired from Dark Savior. Stormy raised his head and snorted in greeting. “Hey, boy. Are you getting a good rubdown this morning?” She rubbed his long muzzle. Daylen’s horse, CJ, stomped in her stall. “Good morning to you too, girl.” Kanyon grinned at the playback reel of bringing Daylen here for the first time. “How’s the most beautiful horse in the world this morning?” She’d brought two apples with her, offering one to CJ on an open palm. She stroked the horse down her neck.  

	“They are magnificent creatures,” Marcus said as he ran an admiring hand down Stormy’s muscles.

	“They are,” Kanyon tossed the second apple to Marcus.

	“Such power and grace.” 

	“Yes,” Kanyon agreed with a bit of leeriness.

	“Would you honor me with a ride?”

	“You lure me here for just a ride or is there something else?”

	“Please, ride with me, Guardian.” 

	“Ohhh-kay, fine,” Kanyon said, falling into their now familiar routine of grabbing the tack and saddling the horses. Kanyon rode CJ because Stormy was better built to hold Marcus’s large frame. 

	The horses didn’t waste time once they were mounted and the stable gates were opened. They took to the hills and valleys at a run. 

	Marcus led them on a path that ended at the very same pond that she and Daylen had once spent an afternoon. Well, and Theo too, but she deselected those parts in her memory. Marcus slowed and dismounted. “The horses are fond of this place,” he said, taking CJ’s reins as Kanyon dismounted.

	“I kind of like it myself,” she glanced over at the clearing where she and Daylen had laughed and almost more if Theo hadn’t interrupted.   

	“She is expecting,” Marcus said, watching as the two horses walked off together. 

	“Expecting what?” Kanyon spun.

	“A young,” Marcus clarified.

	“Come again? How? When? Wait—” She held up a hand and tried to gather her thoughts, which were screaming like a kindergarten class when the teacher yells “recess!” “Can we start this conversation over?”

	“Daylen’s mare is with foal,” he nodded in CJ’s direction.

	Kanyon bent over, a hand over her heart. “Oh, Jesus. You almost gave me a heart attack. I thought you were talking about ...” She started to laugh as she came upright. “CJ. Horse. Because there for a second, I was thinking about Daylen and when you … I mean … I thought … and I was like whoa, someone needed to seriously put a warning label on this Guardian power stuff. If I could ... Daylen and I, we’d be like the Duggers. If I could … and she … you feel me?”

	 She backhanded Marcus’s bicep. “I mean, right?” Marcus wingdinged an eyebrow. “Nothing? When did I lose you? The Duggers reference? I guess there would be timing issues. We’d need years to mass that kind of collection, but yeah, okay, anyway …”

	 “I will never understand your strange ramblings.”

	 “I get that a lot. Okay, let’s start this convo over.” She glanced at Marcus then back to the two horses that were rubbing muzzles. 

	“They are quite fond of each other.” 

	“They are and they’re …” she paused, as the whole scenario sunk in. “Why did you let me ride her out here? We need to get a vet! I’ll just hire one full-time to sit with her. How long will I need—” 

	Marcus laid a hand over Kanyon’s, which was already Googling “best horse doc—”. “There is no cause for concern. CJ is strong and of perfect health. But it would be wise to have her seen. The time is long for horses, much longer than for a woman.”

	And how long was that again? Eight, nine months? Kanyon hadn’t thought much about kids herself. Of course, she was raising Blue and Theo now apparently. She looked at Marcus. She’d wanted to ask many times if he and Isadora ever had children, but didn’t know how. Isadora had shown her a glimpse of their life, but she’d never seen any hints of a family. She’d assumed there either hadn’t been any children between them or it had simply been too painful to mention. She avoided talking about her own family tree since there was one giant, obvious limb severed from it. But she was curious and could see Marcus as a father, one who would never abandon his kids. 

	 “Marcus, I’ve um, never asked, and you totally don’t have to tell me, but did you and Isadora ever have any … you know?” she asked.

	“Children?” A broad smile broke across his face. “We do.” Kanyon furrowed her brow at the present tense. “Isadora bore me two strong, beautiful children, a son and a daughter.”

	“Do they have your or Isadora’s gifts?” 

	“Yes. One has the gift of the Seeker, one the gift of the Guardian.” 

	       “What are their names?”

	“My son is Akhon and my daughter, Miu.”

	“So Akhon is a Guardian like us?”

	Marcus turned to Kanyon. “It is a good rule of war, never to assume.”

	“Miu is the Guardian? But you said you never had a female Guardian before?”

	“I believe the words were ‘I have never trained a female Guardian before.’ My father and Isadora oversaw her training. I was off at war for a good part of her and Akhon’s early years.”

	“And Akhon?” 

	“Is an excellent warrior as well, but it is Miu that shares the gifts of my, our line,” he corrected, and Akhon has the exceptional gifts of his mother.”      

	Kanyon couldn’t help but think of her father, the living breathing question mark in her life. Had he passed the G gene down to her? She knew it hadn’t been her mother. Katherine would flip a wig if she broke a nail. “They’re … Are they still … you know, here or whatever?” 

	“Yes, like their mother and I, they assist Seekers and Guardians. As do their children. And theirs.” Marcus saw the onslaught of questions forming on Kanyon’s face. “But that conversation needs to be for another day as there are more pressing matters. As a Guardian, you will be faced with many trials. Decisions.” He squared to her, bowed, then took a fighting stance. This was nothing new for them as they often fell into the route of chat and challenge. 

	Kanyon dropped and tried to leg sweep him when he charged, but he easily avoided it by somersaulting in the air. “And why did you feel the need to tell me this now?” she asked, as she launched herself at his temporarily turned back. 

	He spun sideways. “I fear the greatest challenge is about to be before you,” he answered with his words and a backhanded thrust of his fist.

	Did he know about Lexi? Kanyon twisted and blocked his strike with her forearms. “And let me guess, you can’t tell me anything more.”

	“I can only attempt to prepare you.” He spun with a sidekick to her midsection.

	She back-flipped out of his reach, landing in a crouch. “You’re telling me I’m going to have to kick somebody’s ass soon? ’Cause I’m totally down with that. Trust me.”

	“Not all fights are physical,” he said and vanished.

	She three-sixtied it, searching for him to reappear.

	“Some are of the mind.” His voice came from behind her, and she responded with a backhanded fist and caught all air. She slowed her movements, slowed her breath, and closed her eyes. She felt the air stir, a simple brush across her face, and she leaned back a split second before his fist shot in front of it. They sparred for nearly ten minutes before Marcus rematerialized and bowed in admiration and respect. “You are a truly fine warrior.” 

	She returned his bow. “You’re not too shabby yourself.”

	He smiled, but he quickly sobered. “Guardian, there are, however, battles for which I cannot prepare you.”

	“Battleship? Battle of the bulge? Because catering had these cupcakes with—”

	“Your body and mind are strong,” he said, cutting off her ramblings. “Do not let go of either while in battle, but there is a third thing that can either strengthen or weaken you.”

	“It really is the cupcakes, isn’t it? Fine, I’ll slow down, but seriously they are so light and—”

	“You ramble when you’re uncertain or are carrying a great burden,” he said with an edge of irritation. 

	“I don’t … I …” She zipped it because yeah, #truth. And again, she was curious whether he knew what had transpired with Lexi the night before. Kanyon wanted to ask a hundred questions. Wanted to know more about Lexi and her relationship to Herod and Ma’at. It would make sense that there would be an evil Ying to Daylen’s and her Yang. She wondered if there was a supernatural villain org chart or a LinkedIn page. She needed to know more, know what she was up against. But she couldn’t, wouldn’t risk asking Marcus until she knew more. 

	“There is something weighing heavy on you, Guardian.”

	“I just have a lot going on and—”

	Marcus held up a hand. “Guardian, you do not need to share anything with me that you do not want me to know, as long as you understand that I am here to assist you in all matters.” 

	“Girlie time of the month matters?” she asked, purely to buy herself more time.

	He shifted uncomfortably. “If that is umm of need, then yes, I can of course … Or I can fetch my wife—” 

	He was already half-misted out when Kanyon grabbed his arm. “I’m just playing with you. There’s nothing at the moment,” Kanyon said, deciding to keep things close to the chest until she could figure out exactly who might be in danger. 

	“Good. Well then, I—” CJ chuffed, drawing both of the warriors’ attention to her and off the awkwardness between them. “Are you are keeping up with your training?” Marcus asked as they started toward the horses.

	Kanyon sighed. “Yeah, when I can. I only have a few more events and then my time will be freed up. But I have been able to sneak in a few workouts with Dodge.”

	“He is an excellent teacher.”

	“Yeah, he’s not too shabby.”

	 Marcus took hold of CJ’s reigns. “Are you ready to head back?” He mounted Stormy in one smooth motion. 

	“Should I be … I mean, if she’s pregnant, shouldn’t she be on bed rest or something?” 

	Marcus chuckled. “That is not necessary. She is early in her cycle.” He saw the distress in Kanyon’s face. “Maybe you would feel better if we walked them back?”

	“Or I could run back and get the horse trailer. It’s like a mile, and we could just trailer her so she—” 

	“It is good for her to walk.” Kanyon gave him the side-eye. “I would not allow any harm to come to them.”

	As to that, Kanyon had absolutely no doubt, so she took CJ’s lead. She used the first hundred yards of the walk to the barn to contemplate what she might safely be able to ask Marcus about her current situation. Finding out what or who she was really dealing with would be a good start. “Do the bad guys have an A-team?”

	“I do not know the term ‘A-team.’”

	“Oh my god, we have to get you out more. The bad side’s version of Daylen and me. I’m assuming they have peeps too.”

	It took Marcus four strides to translate Kanyon-speak. “Of course, you know of Herod, Ma’at’s 1st Soldier.”

	“Yeah, but I’m talking lower level, earth level. Who do they have helping them here?”

	Marcus nodded his understanding. “Yes, they most likely have soldiers here as well. Vessels. Willing ones, unlike ones that sometimes are victims of the articles we seek. They knowingly accept the powers that are given to them and if they prove they are of value, Ma’at can and will use them in her efforts.” Kanyon pondered Marcus’s words for a long moment. “Guardian?” 

	Kanyon shook her head to clear it from the Lexi equals vessel scenario. “That helps. Thank you.” They walked the remaining distance in silence. Once back in the barn they fed, watered, and brushed the horses. “I should head back. Thanks for …” She thumbed it over her shoulder. “For the walk and talk.”

	“You have a great burden which has been laid at your feet. Know that I am here to assist you.”

	“Thanks. And I know. I … I just … there are just some things … one thing … I think I have to handle on my own.”

	He nodded. “Remember, not all battles are fought and won on a battlefield. Some of the toughest are won and lost here,” he said, placing a closed fist over his heart. 

	

	 


Chapter 12 

	 

	When Kanyon pulled into the drive of the office, her thoughts went from dread to heart-wrenching despair. She didn’t think she could handle seeing disappointment or betrayal in Daylen’s eyes because by this time she had to assume Lexi had made her move and leaked the photos from last night. 

	Kanyon dropped her head back on the headrest and sat with the engine running, contemplating her current situation. What she absolutely knew was that Lexi didn’t want her. Never had. The first go-around, she’d assumed it was simply backstabbing role-stealing tactics, common in the business. Now, though, she was leaning toward Lexi and team trying to take her out of her role as a Guardian. It would make sense. Weaken the team and all that. Add the fact Ruby and Isadora had said that the bond between her and Daylen’s Guardian-Seeker was different. Stronger. Special. Kanyon had her heart sending constant memorandums and reminders of that. But if their connection was supercharged because of the heart stuff, well then, all the more reason to insert Lexi to try to drive a wedge. Which she most definitely had. Her antics on the set had kept her and Daylen apart for months. If it hadn’t been for the Comic-Con … and oh yeah, who had surprisingly shown up there? Kanyon smiled. The ploy had backfired. Lexi’s appearance had been the catalyst for her and Daylen getting “back” together. 

	Kanyon sat up a little straighter. It was all making sense. Lexi – or Ma’at – and she had to assume it was Ma’at, the one ultimately pulling the Muppet strings, was trying to come at them with both barrels, threatening Kanyon and trying to drive a wedge between her and Daylen on a personal level. It was a good running theory anyway. So now all she had to figure out was how to protect her family, friends, and not lose Daylen in the process.

	Blue slammed a fist against the driver’s side window, jolting Kanyon from her ponderings. 

	       “Nice superhero reaction, Sir-jumps-a-lot,” Blue yelled.

	Kanyon got out. “I was replaying the last episode of How To Get Away With Murder. I’m pretty sure I can nail it,” Kanyon grumbled.

	Blue answered with a huff. “Anyway, I was wondering where we stood on this whole sidekick title?” 

	“It’s with the review committee,” Kanyon said as she passed Blue and headed toward the back door.

	“That’s what you said last week!” 

	“They’re slow, what can I say? Where’s Daylen?”

	“In the library of the weird, like always. It’s freaking boring around here. Geekazoid is in with his computers. Ralph is out on a walk with Ruby, and we’re out of Pop-Tarts.”

	Kanyon grabbed the handle to the back door and looked over her shoulder. “I need some time to talk to Daylen. Entertain yourself.” She paused and clarified, “No messes, no deaths, nothing that will stay on your permanent record.”

	Blue pouted as she followed Kanyon into the kitchen. “This superhero gig freaking blows sometimes.”

	Kanyon wasn’t in the mood to banter. “Here’s a genius idea. Why don’t you try to make yourself useful?”

	Blue reached out a hand. “Hi, I’m Blue. I’m not sure we’ve met.”

	Kanyon slapped her hand away. “I’ll make sure that info gets forwarded to the review committee. I’m headed up so figure something out.”

	“Does the review committee take submission videos?” Blue yelled after Kanyon.

	“Sure, whatever,” Kanyon yelled back as she hit the stairs.

	 

	 

	Daylen shut the book she’d been reading when she heard familiar boots on the stairs and felt a tingle race up her spine. She’d reread the pocket watch entry twice this morning before moving on to newer entries. Seeing her aunt and Uncle Jack together last night had piqued her curiosity about their past. They obviously still had strong feelings for each other and if the pulsing lights that bound them together were any indication, they still had an incredibly strong bond to one another. She wanted to know the facts around what could possibly have torn them apart. She realized she was reaching into pot and kettle territory as she’d tried pretty dang hard to push Kanyon away. She’d had the CliffsNotes version: Jack had gotten hurt because he was preprogrammed to protect his wife, but she knew there was more. And having been there, done that with her aunt not giving anything up, she sought the information in the journals. 

	It had taken her a while to find her aunt’s records. They had been accidentally, totally on purpose, misfiled with journals dated in the 1600s. She’d been in utter rapture from the first page. Her aunt’s more … “colorful” personality coming out in the entries. Her aunt wrote about the challenges early on in figuring out her powers. She laid out the same frustrations of needing and wanting all the answers on day one as she and Kanyon had had. She found it funny that her aunt’s once very descriptive and anatomically impossible suggestions to the ones running this show had one-eightied it, and she was now preaching their sermon to her and Kanyon. 

	She found comfort in her and her aunt’s similar experiences, their doubts, insecurities, and yes, strong desire to protect the ones they love even if the cost was sacrificing their own heart. But one sliver of info had her bug-eyed and slack-jawed. She’d long suspected, of course, but this answered so many questions and yet created so many more. Now that she held this bit of information, she wasn’t sure if or how she’d relay it to the woman who was seconds away from walking in on her. She wasn’t ready at all. She rushed to stuff the book back on the shelf as Kanyon entered the room. She startled. “Oh, hey. You scared me.”

	Kanyon looked behind her, confused. “I wasn’t even trying this time. I …” Daylen was actively avoiding eye contact, which answered the “Did you see the Lexi pictures” question. “You okay?”

	“Yeah. Yes. I wasn’t paying attention and you caught me off-guard.”

	Kanyon gave the room a curious once-over. Daylen was always paying attention. “You sure?”

	“Yes, totally,” Daylen answered and started to tidy up although everything was already neatly in its place.

	“Daylen, I—”

	“How was your morning? Marcus?” Daylen interrupted. 

	Avoiding. Okay. Kanyon could avoid with the best of them. “It was good. He wanted to give me some advice. You know… typical how to be a warrior stuff.”

	       With nothing else to straighten, Daylen moved across the room to gain a little distance and perspective. “Why did he need to see you at the stable then?”

	“Oh yeah, that. Your horse is knocked up.”

	Daylen stopped and met Kanyon’s eyes. “Come again?”

	“Yea, apparently Stormy and CJ are sitting in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-baby.”

	“CJ is …?” A slow smile began. “They’re?”

	“Yep,” Kanyon dropped to sit on the arm of the chair. “I guess she’ll need to hit Stormy up for … colt support? Pony-amony?”

	Daylen rushed Kanyon with a hug that knocked her off the arm and into the cushion of the chair. “I can’t believe this! We’re going to have a baby!” Daylen said, laughing into Kanyon’s neck as she lay over her. 

	“What the shit?” Blue asked, coming into the room, video camera in hand. 

	Kanyon let the feel of Daylen on top of her melt into her skin, her arms automatically closed around Daylen as she let the liquid heat of their connection flow into her. 

	Daylen looked down at Kanyon. “It’s going to be amazing!”

	“Says you! I want to make it perfectly clear, I will not be changing any freakin’ magical poop diapers.” Blue’s protests were background noise as Daylen’s thoughts of a cute newborn colt were replaced by dark blue eyes, full lips, and Kanyon’s breasts pressed against her. She’d missed Kanyon’s body wrapped around her last night. She’d felt uneasy after Kanyon’s abrupt departure from the restaurant and the short “you okay” text she’d received at nearly midnight. 

	 “I missed you last night,” Daylen whispered.

	“Missed you too,” Kanyon answered, her hand instinctively sliding up Daylen’s back.

	Blue stepped in front of them. “Hold up there, you supernatural turkey baster. I have questions. I mean, how does that work anyway?” She held up a hand, stopping her train of thought. “Never mind. I don’t want to know the details. You need to stay at least ten feet,” she stepped back, “make that twelve feet away from me and my honey pot at all times.”

	Kanyon glared at Blue. “Not a problem.”

	Blue leaned forward, shuffling her feet in Kanyon’s direction, covering the zipper of her cargoes with one hand and poking Kanyon’s chest with the other. 

	Kanyon swatted at Blue. “What are you doing?”

	“I was just checking to see if those are real. I don’t have a lot of experience with …” She waggled a finger at Kanyon’s breasts. “…but they seem real.” She leaned in a little closer. “Did you have apple reduction surgery?”

	“What the hell are you talking about?” Kanyon asked, frustration heavy in her voice as Daylen slid off her, chuckling.

	“I’m trying to figure out if you’re really a dude. If you two are having a baby …”

	“We’re having a baby?” Theo asked excitedly over Blue’s shoulder.

	Blue spun, glared at him, and spun back. “Ohhhh no! No, no, nopey, no! No freaking way! Please say you didn’t use dorksperm! That’s totally not fair if he freakin’ bribed you for sidekick with his boy juice!”

	“Who is bribing who with boy juice?” Ruby asked as she and Ralph pushed into the room.

	“Daylen’s knocked up with Theo’s geek jizz!”

	Ruby turned to Daylen, who stood there smiling at the chaos. “Daylen, you’re pregnant? But that’s not … it’s not time yet.”

	“Wait! What?” Daylen whirled on Ruby. “Not time for what?”

	Ruby stepped back. “I obviously jumped in on the wrong conversation. What were you talking about? Cranberries? ’Cause I was talking about cranberries.”

	“Cranberries? It’s not time for cranberries?” Daylen asked. 

	“Yeah, you … are going to have a bad UTI. Lots of burning.” Ruby crossed her legs. “Bad.” Daylen watched disbelievingly as her aunt duck walked backward out of the room. “Bye-bye.”

	Blue was still arguing with Kanyon. “This is not fair! I at least get to name the little geek-of-nature,” Blue began, arms crossed over her chest. “I’m going with Clad the Impaler. Clad for short. Clad-ette if it’s a girl.”

	“Why do you get to name her? I want to name her,” Theo yelled over Blue. “Leia if it’s a girl and Hans if it’s a boy.”

	“Are you serious? Are you trying to get your kid throat punched in kindergarten?” Blue shoved Theo. 

	Kanyon pinched the bridge of her nose, took a breath, and counted to three. 

	“How did your idiot sperm even find its way—”

	“Wait!” He glared pointedly at Blue. “What exactly did my very masculine, manly-man sperm supposedly do?” 

	Kanyon was done. “Nothing. Jesus. Daylen is not pregnant. CJ is. And if one more person in this room mentions anything sperm or boy juice related, they’re going to be thrown out the window.” Kanyon pushed out of her chair. “I need to go.”

	“Clad is a cool name for a horse too,” Blue announced as Kanyon left.

	“So is Hans … or Theo. Theo is a good name,” Theo offered in Kanyon’s wake.

	Blue punched Theo in the arm. “They’re naming a horse, not a jackass.” 

	The rest of Blue’s insults were silenced when Kanyon shut the bathroom door behind her. Kanyon grabbed both sides of the sink to hold her upright. She was less inclined now to protect Tweedle Dork and Tweedle Disaster after that little exchange, but she still had the very real issue of protecting Daylen. She thought maybe she could simply distance herself for a few days until she was able to figure everything out, but it had taken all of thirty seconds to realize there was no way she could keep away. They’d just found each other. So yeah, ain’t happening. 

	

	 

	After ordering Blue and Theo to different areas of the house, Daylen followed Kanyon. She paused at the door to the bathroom and started to say something, but then thought better of it. She didn’t need her Seeker powers to understand that something had been bothering Kanyon since her photo shoot yesterday. Kanyon had been on edge, distracted. Daylen wanted to believe they were in a place in their relationship that Kanyon would talk to her about anything, but who was she kidding? Here she stood with the knowledge of Kanyon’s father’s identity and yeah … 

	Daylen moved past the door and into their office, dropping into her chair. As she waited for her computer to fire up, she pondered what to do. It didn’t feel right to keep something so important from Kanyon, but it also didn’t feel right to tell her. There had to be a backstory on why he’d kept his identity secret all these years when he obviously cared so much for Kanyon. She absently typed in her password. She should confront him. Give him the option to explain or she’d do it for him. Satisfied with her plan, at least for the moment, she opened her email.

	 

	

	Kanyon wondered if she could sneak out of the house, send Daylen a text saying an emergency came up, and put the whole thing off for a bit longer. If she could maybe stay away from Daylen for a day or so, say they needed her on the set or … find the article … she sighed. Active avoidance might have worked for her in the past, but this was Daylen. She straightened, resigned to the fact she needed to face this head on. She’d have to tell her what happened, explain her theory, and … and hope she listened. Hope she’d understand that they might need to take a break … just to protect her and the rest of them. She could go after Lexi and the article alone … Her stomach soured at the mere thought of distancing herself from everyone, but at least Daylen would be alive and unharmed. She forced her feet to move. 

	Daylen was staring at her computer screen when Kanyon stepped into the doorway. ‘No, no, no!’ Kanyon’s mind screamed, knowing what caused the pained look on Daylen’s face. Kanyon’s heart hit the floor. “Daylen, I … it’s …”

	Daylen pulled her head up, tears falling as soon as their eyes met. 

	“I …” Kanyon’s knees went insta-pudding. “It’s not … I didn’t mea—”

	“Did she hurt you?” Daylen asked in a whisper.

	“It’s no—” Kanyon stopped. “What?” 

	“Did. Lexi. Hurt. You?” Daylen asked again, biting off each word.

	“No.”

	“Then what? What did she do? Threaten you?” Daylen’s asked, her voice morphing into fierce anger. 

	“Daylen, I—”

	“No.” Daylen cut her off. “You tell me what she did to you because I do not believe, won’t believe …” She pushed her monitor around enough for Kanyon to see the image. “… that you would do this. I know you.” Her voice softened, but only a tad, “I know you,” she repeated, “and you wouldn’t do this to me.”

	       Kanyon’s heart felt like it just did a keg stand on a vat of Red Bull. 

	Blue slid in the office around Kanyon. “Okay, so I was thinking …” She trailed off, taking in Daylen’s face  and then the monitor.“… that Kanyon is a big flaming ass donut.” 

	“Not now,” Daylen ordered, never taking her eyes off Kanyon. 

	Blue shoulder-checked Kanyon on her way out. “Loser.”

	Daylen perched a hip on the desk. “Out with it. Don’t even try to make something up,” Daylen ordered. 

	“I … she …” Kanyon’s thoughts were warring between tell Daylen and protect Daylen. 

	“Do not try to protect me,” Daylen said, giving Kanyon’s dueling thoughts a nudge. “Not this way. Never this way.” When Kanyon didn’t pipe up, Daylen crossed her arms. “You’ll tell me exactly what’s going on or I will go ask her myself.” 

	And checkmate, Kanyon thought. She dropped her eyes to her boots. “Lexi is part of the Herod and Ma’at army.”

	“And? We thought that was likely the case,” Daylen confirmed.

	“She told me straight up. Yesterday. At lunch. I wasn’t there … I mean, I was with Roz and she just slithered over when Roz went to make a call.”

	“What did she say?” Daylen asked when Kanyon paused a beat too long. 

	“She also knows about us.” Kanyon waved a hand as she moved to perch on her own desk. “The whole Guardian-Seeker thing.”

	“Okay. And?”

	“And she basically said to stay out of her, their way.”

	“And I take it she was the one on the other side of the text last night? At dinner.”

	“Yeah.” She should have known she couldn’t hide anything from Daylen. 

	“And this?” She swatted the screen, which still held the picture of Kanyon and Lexi embraced in a kiss. “You went there after you left me?” 

	And there it was, the anger she’d expected. Daylen was fighting to keep it contained and doing a pretty good job of it, but she could hear it boiling just under the surface. Kanyon shrugged, feeling like a weak piece of shit. “I made it clear that I don’t want …” Kanyon kicked a boot at the floor. “God damn it, I don’t want her. You have to know that.”

	“The makeout session was just for kicks?” Though Daylen’s words had softened, there was still a bite of annoyance. 

	Kanyon let out a defeated sigh. “Twofold—a way to break me, and I think to do this. Break us.”

	For someone to break Kanyon’s will, for someone to hold enough power over her to get her to go against herself, her morals, her beliefs … “Article or threat?” Daylen asked. It had to be one or the other. Kanyon didn’t bend easily. And willingly kissing or engaging on any level with another woman, while in a relationship with her, would not happen. That she knew beyond a doubt. Daylen reached back to hit the power button on the monitor, erasing the image. “Which was it?” she asked again as she pushed off the desk and stepped over to Kanyon. 

	“You, Blue, Theo, Mom. They are going after one or all of you.” 

	Daylen took Kanyon’s hand, rolling it over to examine it. Red lines encased Kanyon’s wrists. Faint but they were there. “Did she hurt you again?” she asked, pulling at Kanyon’s shirt as she flashed back to Kanyon on the ground, bleeding from the deep gashes crisscrossing her back. 

	Kanyon stopped her. “Threatened, but she didn’t go there. Though that would’ve been far less painful than what I just saw in your eyes. Daylen, I’d never …”

	Daylen eyed Kanyon, not fully believing her. It would be just like Kanyon to not tell her, not as to be healed if she felt she deserved the pain as some kind of sick punishment for being vulnerable to Lexi’s games. She pulled at Kanyon’s shirt again. 

	“I’m fine,” Kanyon repeated, though she didn’t try to stop her this time. 

	Satisfied with her quick once-over, she thought of the kissing. Daylen’s insides felt like someone had poured gas on her internal bonfire. She retreated a few steps, needing to distance herself. “And you were what? Going to figure out how to protect me and the rest of them and defeat her all by yourself?”

	Kanyon leaned back. “Sounded like a good idea at the time.” 

	“And our ‘in this together no matter what’ agreement only applies when it comes to me?” Kanyon’s eyes were back on her boots. All the anger Daylen had been working on dissipated the second she saw a dark blue spot spread on Kanyon’s jeans-covered thigh. Daylen had never seen Kanyon cry, unscripted anyway. She moved back to Kanyon and lifted her chin so their eyes met. Tears filled pained blue eyes. 

	“I’m so sorry. I would never intentionally … anything with anyone. But the thought of them hurting you … any of you … I don’t care what they would or could do to me as long as you’re safe.” 

	“I get it. I’m the queen of the whole trying to protect everyone, remember?” She kissed away another tear. “It didn’t work out so well for me,” Daylen said, teasing to lighten the mood. 

	“I couldn’t—” Kanyon started. 

	Daylen slid her arms around Kanyon’s waist and tucked her head into the crook of her neck. “Couldn’t handle it if I got hurt. I understand, and I love you all the more for it. What I don’t love is that you kissed a skanky ho in the process.” She grinned as she felt Kanyon’s light chuckle vibrate in her chest. 

	They simply stood there, holding each other until the crackle of their connection began to spark and flash around them. Daylen leaned back, bringing Kanyon’s lips to hers, needing to replace the memory of Lexi’s lips there with her own. Before clothes were removed, Daylen pulled back and held Kanyon’s face so she was forced to meet her eyes. “Are we agreed? You’re done with the idea of soloing this? We do this together?” She got a nod in agreement. “Good, because I’m going to need you around to pull me off that bitch when we take her down.”

	Kanyon snort-laughed. “Noted.”

	“Good. Okay, so what else did she say?”

	Kanyon gave Daylen the detailed version of her and Lexi’s meeting at the restaurant, the camera guy, the text, last night’s visit to Lexi’s house, ending with the threat that included someone following Daylen home. 

	Despite the random growl that slipped from her throat, Daylen took Kanyon’s story in stride. “I think we should let Ruby, Isadora, and Marcus in on this. One, they need to know and two, they can help protect the others when we’re not around.” 

	Kanyon nodded. “Yeah, Thing One and Thing Two probably need to know as well. Maybe we should even get them out of here for a while until this all gets resolved?” 

	“Agreed,” Daylen stated, as she walked into the hall and yelled for Ruby, Blue, and Theo as Kanyon called for Isadora and Marcus.

	 

	 

	Once the gang was all gathered, Daylen stood next to Kanyon and took the lead on the conversation. “New development. Kanyon got approached by Lexi—”

	Blue snorted. “Approached, face sucked, tomato STD. Whatever.” 

	Daylen glared at Blue before starting again. “Kanyon got approached by Lexi, and our suspicions are now confirmed. Lexi’s in league with Herod and Ma’at. Last night she tried to take Kanyon out of the game. She’s threatening to hurt me and …” She waved a hand at the crowd. “… all of you, everyone she loves.”

	Marcus adjusted his stance, somehow taking up even more space in the already full room. 

	Ruby moved back and forth, unable to do a full-on pace, a trait that she and her niece shared when they were thinking. “They’re readying. Lexi is likely the chosen vessel. It’s all coming sooner than we thought.” 

	Isadora stepped forward, reaching out a hand to Kanyon. “Did she hurt you?”

	“No. Threatened, but I think she’s going more for emotional torture this go-around.”

	“Explain, please.”

	Kanyon sighed. “She seems more intent on … well, on …”

	“Diddling your dang dang?” Blue offered helpfully.

	“Driving us apart,” Daylen inserted.

	“Yeah, by trying to did—” 

	“Finish that statement and you’ll be eating through a straw,” Daylen said.

	Theo snickered.

	Blue mumbled something about Jamba Juices and chocolate milk.

	“This makes sense. As you have discovered, your bond is very strong. If they were able to break this, the two of you, it would give them a great advantage,” Isadora said.

	 Daylen reached for Kanyon’s hand and squeezed it. “Not going to happen.” She turned to Kanyon. “Not going to happen.”

	“Not going to happen,” Kanyon repeated, looking down at their hands, which were now sparking and flashing with red and gold electricity.

	Ruby stopped pacing to take in the light show. 

	Isadora smiled. 

	Blue stomped a boot. “You’ve got to be kidding me! They freakin’ get laser show powers too!” 

	Theo was slack-jawed.

	Marcus simply crossed his arms over his chest with a satisfied grin.

	Daylen tried to trace the red and gold bands of light twisting and winding around her and Kanyon. “These are new.”

	“Gold is the bond of a Guardian and Seeker; the red is a bond of your souls,” Isadora stated. 

	Kanyon watched as the beams of lights danced along their skin. “It looks like you’re stuck with me, Miss Elliott.”

	“There could be worse things, I suppose,” Daylen replied.

	Blue fake-retched in her shirt. “Gag me with a big fat rom-com spoon.” 

	Isadora laid a hand on Blue’s shoulder. “I think that is quite enough.”

	Blue zipped the sound effects, and Daylen turned back to the group. “Blue and Theo, we think it’s best that you—”

	“Get weapons.” Blue said. “I agree. I’m thinking a .357 or a bow and arrows. I’m leaning toward a bow and arrows.”

	“Weapons! Awesome! I want the batarangs from Batman Begins. Oh! Or Star-Lord’s element gun! Or, or Blade’s Sword of the Daywalker!”

	Kanyon pinched the bridge of her nose. “Good lord.”

	“What I was going to say was, we think you two need to sit this one out,” Daylen said. “It’s dangerous. They’ve made threats and—”

	Blue held up a hand. “Screw you, Mary Poppins, I’m in. I don’t know about pencil stick over there, but you’re not pulling me out of the action.”

	“I’m in too! We get that it’s dangerous. We might get hurt or even worse.” Theo paled at that thought before straightening. “But we’re sidekicks.” He stepped up shoulder to ponytail next to Blue, “and being sidekicks means that we’re there at your sides … kicking … and stuff, even when things get bad.”

	Blue crossed her arms and lifted her chin. “Yeah, what he said, but with weapons.”

	Daylen looked at Kanyon. Kanyon looked at Ruby. Ruby looked at Marcus. Marcus looked to his wife. “I believe the two have chosen their destinies,” Isadora stated. 

	“Yeah, we did,” Blue boasted.

	“Yeah, we did,” Theo echoed.

	“Stop copying me.”

	“You stop copying me,” Theo argued.

	“How can I copy you when I said it first?” Blue asked.

	“I was thinking it first.”

	“Your destinies are going to involve duct tape and a closet if you two don’t knock it off,” Kanyon threatened.

	When the room was quiet again, Daylen restarted the conversation. “Any ideas on how to get around the Lexi situation?”

	“Send Blue over to slowly drive her mad?” Theo suggested.

	“Sounds like a solid plan to me,” Kanyon agreed. 

	“That, or you could go along with the game until we figure out how to stop her?” Daylen suggested.

	“Um yeah, I think the Blue route is the better way to go,” Kanyon said.

	“Hell yeah, I’ll take that walkin’ talkin’ botox beeeyotch down.” 

	Daylen ignored Blue, turning back to Kanyon. “Trust me, the last thing I want is for you to be anywhere near her, but it’s an option at least until we get the watch or figure out a way to shut them down completely. I’m open, but what do you guys think?” 

	“Man, it’s like we’re the Justice League. How should we take out the Joker?” Theo asked in his best Batman voice. “Robin, you have any ideas?” He raised his voice an octave. “Golly gee, Batman, let me think. How about we—oufff,” Theo gasped, doubling over from the backhand to his stomach. 

	“Back to me,” Blue interrupted. “I’m thinkin’ I should be sitting on Lexi’s couch when she gets home. I’ll be all laid back gangsta style, stirring a martini with the severed finger of her butler, then be like ‘Hola, skank-shady, I heard you were messin’ with my friends.’ Then I’ll jump her. Straight up boot enema.” Blue kicked out. “Kapow.” She threw a punch. “Whomp sida ya head.” Everyone was silent and staring at Blue as she ended with a cocky slap at her invisible foe. “What? Did I lose you at severed finger?”

	“You lost me at ‘I’m thinking,’” Kanyon held up a hand to stop Blue’s protest. “I will, however, give you points for creativity. Gross, warped it’s-never-going-to- happen creativity.” 

	“Sweet!” Blue cheered.

	“Okay, so if, and that’s a big if, I agree to this,” Kanyon looked at Marcus, “and I’m not around, are you able to protect these two?” She pointed at Blue and Theo.

	Marcus straightened. “Of course.”

	“Oh, yeah!” Blue spun on Marcus. “Just FYI, Marky My Manmeat, I will probably need a lot of protection. Especially at night. Like close, yummy, sweating protection,” Blue suggested with an eyebrow wiggle. 

	Isadora cleared her throat.

	“Sharing is caring, Iz,” Blue stated. “Don’t they teach you that in,” she pointed to the sky, “cloud school?” 

	Isadora raised an unimpressed, yet amused, eyebrow before turning back to Daylen and Kanyon. “I am happy to assist Ruby and Daylen as needed.”

	Kanyon groaned. “That leaves Roz and my mom. Maybe I can hire some security.” She sighed. “God, they’re going to throw absolute fits. Unless … I hire hot security guys, then maybe they won’t.”

	“Aunt Ruby, what about Eddie for Roz?” 

	“I can call him. I’m sure he’d be happy to help. And Jack might know someone for your mother,” Ruby offered.

	“Actually,” Daylen interrupted, “I might have an idea there. I think I know someone that can handle your mother.”

	“Handling my mother is part of my concern,” Kanyon replied.

	Daylen smiled. “Let me see what I can do on that front.”

	 


Chapter 13

	 

	Unofficially official sidekicks and canine in toe, they all piled into Kanyon’s vehicle and headed toward the Southside antique district to find Teresa’s brother’s store and hopefully the watch. 

	“What are we going to name the colt?” Theo asked. “We could go with Maximus.”

	“Get that idea from your friend Rapunzel, Tinkerbell?” Blue asked.

	“Hey, Tangled was a good movie!”

	“Yeah, did your mom take you to that one or did you watch it at a sleepover with the rest of the third-grade girls in your class?”

	“Blue,” Daylen scolded, “if you don’t knock it off, Kanyon will pull—” Daylen slapped a hand over her mouth. “Oh my god, I’ve become my mother.”

	Kanyon grinned. “Want me to drive through McDonald’s and get them some McNuggets to quiet them down?”

	“I could eat,” Blue offered.

	“Me too.” Theo agreed.

	Ralph barked.

	 

	

	Forty-five minutes later, five of that spent arguing in the drive-thru lane, they parked down the street from their intended destination. “Everyone get your trash and dump it in the trash can. I will not have my car smelling like a fast food dumpster. And when we get in here, no one touches anything.” Daylen chuckled, and Kanyon sighed. “When did this happen to us?”

	“I have no idea.”

	

	A doughy man with big kind eyes, made even bigger by the thick-rimmed glasses he wore, stepped out from behind a display of fifties-era appliances. He set an avocado-colored mixer on the shelf. “Ladies, welcome. Is there anything particular you’re searching for today?” 

	Daylen stepped forward. “We’re looking to speak to Roger. Would he happen to be available?” 

	“I’m Roger. How can I help you?” 

	Daylen reached out a hand. “Hello, Roger. I’m Daylen.” Daylen paused as she saw the recognition in the man’s eyes. “It looks like you know who this is.”

	“Yes, yes.” He shook Daylen’s hand as he glanced back and forth between them. “My sister, Teresa, said you’d stopped by looking for my father’s pocket watch. Or great-grandfather’s, I should say.” 

	“Yes, you don’t happen to still have it, do you?” When Daylen let down her shields enough to get a read from the man, all she got was confusion, curiosity, and the oh-so-familiar lust when he glanced at Kanyon again.

	“No, I’m so sorry. I sold it. I wasn’t planning on selling it exactly. I simply had it on display. An oddity, being it was a cursed watch and all.” He laughed and waved them to follow him toward the counter. “I had it over here.”

	He led them to a display counter that doubled as a checkout area, moving papers to the other side of the register so they had a clear view of the items in the case below. “I keep items of special interest or significant value here.” He tapped the top of the glass. “I didn’t have a price tag on it, but a young man came in and offered me a more than fair amount for it, well-above retail, and well …” He shrugged. “… Even though it was my grandfather’s, he never had any particular interest in it. No special memories really for either of us. And my sister … well, you met her crew. The boys will be going to college or prison soon.” He smiled. “Either way, I figured the money would be nice.”

	“You said you sold it to a young man. Do you happen to know his name? Have a credit card receipt?” Kanyon asked.

	“No to both. He paid in cash. Which was another reason, I … you know, off the books and all.”

	“Can you tell us anything about him?” Daylen started. 

	“Can I ask why you have so much interest in the pocket watch? I mean, it was unique and relatively valuable, but …”

	“For a movie,” Kanyon offered.

	“But how did you even know about it? And know to go to my sister’s?” Roger asked.

	“Research assistants,” she pointed over her shoulder to Blue and Theo, who were fighting over something in the aisle behind them. “They’re annoying, but wizards when it comes to finding articles from the right eras and matching them with movies.” Kanyon put on her best dumb pretty girl act. “Don’t ask me about all of the details, I don’t understand electronics or all that internet-y stuff.” 

	She leaned over the counter to make sure Roger was getting the full effect of her charms. “My boss is going to be super disappointed if we don’t bring him the watch.” She finger-walked across the glass case onto the sleeve of Roger’s shirt. “I don’t like to disappoint …” Here she bit her lower lip. “… anyone.”

	Daylen could barely contain an eye roll. It never ceased to amaze her that Kanyon could literally say anything and not get questioned, i.e. why would an extremely successful actress be out hunting for a prop versus some low-level prop assistants? But nope, men, and women, went completely brain dead round her. 

	“No, no, I understand,” Roger stumbled. “I bet you wouldn’t disappoint. I mean, couldn’t … or don’t …”

	Kanyon put him out of his misery. “You’ll help me?” Her eyes widened with bubbly excitement. “Give me whatever info you can on the guy?” She picked up one of Roger’s business cards by the register and slid it into the V of her shirt. “I’d be super grateful.”

	Roger followed his card’s movement. A few beats later, he lifted his head back up to meet her eyes. “Right, yeah. That would be nice. I, ummm, oh, I might have video of him?” He pointed up at the camera above his head. “Would that help?”

	Kanyon smiled. “That would be very helpful.” She batted her eyes a few times for added effect before yelling for Theo. “Can you let him take a look? He’s the whiz at that kind of thing.”

	“Sure, sure.” 

	Theo and Roger disappeared in a back room. “Really? The card in the bra trick?” Daylen snorted.

	“Worked, didn’t it?” She pulled it out and handed it to Daylen, who snatched it from her hand and shoved it in her back pocket.

	“Sometimes I wonder if there’s anyone immune to your …” She waved a hand at Kanyon. “Well … all of you.”

	Kanyon smirked and was about to respond, but Roger stepped back out to speak to them. “He’s copying the video.”

	Daylen stepped forward. “Roger, is there anything else that might help us? Did the guy say anything while he was here? Buy anything else?”

	“Hmmm … yeah. Actually, he bought some things out of the vintage clothes area.” He nodded to a side nook with several circle racks of clothing, each with a topper identifying its contents.

	“Like what?” Daylen asked.

	“I had an old-school vest and some boots.”

	“A vest and boots?” Daylen repeated.

	“Yep, I think the kid had a thing for the Old West. I get all kinds in here, people wanting to dress up for parties, auditions, you know.”

	“Anything else?” Daylen asked.

	“Said something about selling some cards or something, and that’s why he had so much cash on him.”

	“Like baseball cards?” Kanyon questioned.

	“No, I can’t remember exactly. Magic cards or something.”

	“Magic: The Gathering?” Theo asked as he exited the back room.

	“Yeah, I think that sounds right.”

	Theo waved his tablet. “I have the video.”

	“Great,” Daylen answered. “Anything else you can think of, Roger?”

	“No, not really. But if I think of something, I’m happy to call you,” he said, looking pointedly at Kanyon.

	Daylen took another one of Roger’s cards, flipped it over, and penned her cell phone number. “Please, here’s my number.”

	Kanyon finger-waved. “Thanks for all your help, Roger.”

	 

	 

	They all piled into Kanyon’s vehicle and she leaned back to Theo. “Let’s see this video.”

	Theo queued up the images and handed Kanyon his tablet. “Just hit the play button.”

	Kanyon tilted the screen so Daylen could see it as Blue shoved herself between the two seats and hit the play button. They watched as a young, small-framed guy stepped up to the counter and laid down a pair of worn western style boots and a tan, weathered, three-button vest. “Western wear is so ’90s.” Blue said.

	“Shhh,” Kanyon hissed.

	“There’s no sound. Why do I have to shhh?”

	“Be quiet or sit back in your seat.”

	Blue huffed, leaning in even closer.

	“Looks like he just saw the watch,” Daylen said as the guy on the screen moved the vest aside, pointing at something in the glass case beneath it.

	They continued to watch as Roger brought the pocket watch out of the case, laying it on the counter between them. The guy picked it up, flipped it over and back again a few times. Roger nodded, said something, smiled, began ringing up the purchase, and the cash changed hands. When the video was finished, Kanyon handed the tablet back to Theo. “Can you get a close-up shot of the pocket watch and the guy?”

	“Sure,” Theo answered.

	“Okay, now what?” Kanyon asked as she turned the key in the ignition.

	“Well, we have a young guy who likes western wear.”

	“Dusty Bottoms, western gay bar on the other side of town,” Blue said. Kanyon shot her an “and you know this how” look in the rearview mirror. “What? I have friends.” Kanyon raised an eyebrow. “Fine! People that I don’t want to kill most of the time,” Blue corrected. 

	“Wonderful.” Daylen ran a hand through her hair. “Our only present lead is a men’s gay bar.” 

	“And MTG,” Theo offered.

	Daylen twisted slightly in her seat. “MTG?” 

	“Yeah, Magic: The Gathering. Roger said that our suspect sold some cards. That’s why he paid in cash.”

	“What exactly is magic of the gathering?” Daylen asked.

	“Magic: THE Gathering,” Theo corrected.

	“Before the geek speak starts, am I headed back to the office?” Kanyon asked.

	“Sure,” Daylen answered Kanyon. “Okay, Theo, what is Magic: The Gathering?”

	“It’s a card game, and it’s sooo freaking awesome!” Theo said.

	“I’m sure my definition and your definition of awesome is going to greatly differ in this matter,” Blue mumbled as Daylen shot her a look.

	“In the game, you’re a Planeswalker in a Multive—”

	“Yep, not going to be awesome,” Blue interrupted.

	“Blue, knock it off,” Daylen scolded.

	“Anywayyyyy.” Theo started again. “You’re a Planeswalker and you’re fighting other Planeswalkers in different, well, planes. You have sixty cards, made up of different magics, creatures, and lands.” Theo excitedly bounced in his seat as he explained. “There are five lands, or mana: swamp, island, forest, mountain and plains. You need to play manas so you can cast spells. There are a lot of spells, like—” 

	“Is there a put me out of my misery spell?” Blue asked.

	Daylen threw out a hand to cut her off. “Theo, maybe we can go into the game details a little later. How would playing this game get him cash?”

	With one more evil glare at Blue, Theo answered, “Well, there are a couple of ways. There are MTG tournaments, where the winners get cash or he could have sold some cards.”

	Kanyon gave Theo an unimpressed look in the rearview mirror. “Exactly how much could a magical card game pot be?”

	“Well, I played in one last week where the take-home was nearly $100,000.”

	Kanyon jerked the wheels back onto the road. “$100,000 for a card game?”

	Blue dove over Ralph to grab the collar of Theo’s shirt and yank him to her. “You WILL teach me this game of geek!”

	“Blue, knock it off. Theo, you’re telling us that someone took home $100,000 for winning this card game?”

	“It’s a tournament. You have to defeat a lot of opponents.”

	“Exactly how many people play this game?” Kanyon asked.

	“Well, last I heard there’s like twelve million or something?”

	Daylen picked up on the questions. “How many in this tournament?” 

	“Several thousand, I think. Let’s see, I played one, two …” he started silently calculating in his head. “About 2,400 people.”

	Kanyon groaned. “Okay, so we’ve narrowed our search down to a mere couple thousand people.”

	“Or he could have been there trading cards,” Theo inserted.

	“We should’ve asked Roger, but with the watch and the clothes, the guy might have spent what? A thousand dollars or so?” Daylen questioned out loud. “I guess we could look into someone that might have sold a butt-load of cards lately to come up with that kind of cash.”

	“A black lotus card just sold for $25,000 on Ebay,” Theo threw out.

	Kanyon pulled her vehicle back on the road. “Come again?”

	Theo shrugged. “A lot of cards are worth tens of thousands of dollars. My tournament deck is about a $30,000 deck.”

	“You have a deck of cards that is worth $30,000?” Kanyon asked.

	“Like real money? Or Monopoly money or magic planesman money?” Blue questioned.

	He rolled his eyes at Blue. “Real money. That’s just my playing deck, not my collector cards. My collector cards are worth a whole lot more.” Theo was tapping on his tablet. “I’m trying to see if they posted the player ranks and if there is a list of people that participated in the tournament. The guy looks kind of familiar, so maybe I played against him.” 

	Blue, Daylen, Kanyon, and even Ralph lifted his head to share glances. “Theo?” Blue asked, a sickening sweet tone in her voice.

	“Yeah?”

	“If you’re playing with a deck that is worth thirty large, how much is your collection worth?”

	“Blue!” Daylen scolded. “You don’t ask people questions like that.”

	“What? I’m curious.”

	Daylen looked at Kanyon for parental support. Kanyon shrugged. “Sorry, I’m totally curious too.”

	Daylen glanced back at him. “Theo, you do not need to answer her.” 

	Still half distracted at what he was doing on the tablet, Theo replied, “It’s cool. Last count, I think it’s somewhere around $300,000 and $325,000.”

	Blue’s eyes bugged. “Three. Hundred. Thousand! What the holy geek!” 

	“Maybe three-fifty, I did some trading for some Power Nine cards lately.” Distracted, he tapped at his table screen. “Okay, here we go. Here’s the tournament list.” He turned the tablet around to blank stares. “What?”

	Ralph sat up, nudged Theo’s elbow up with his nose, and dropped his head in his lap. 

	“Freakin’ traitor.” Blue swatted Ralph’s tail from her face.

	Daylen was the first to recover from Theo’s little financial disclosure. She reached over the seat to take his tablet. “Okay, so if there are a lot of people that play the game, what about the card traders? They’d be at this tournament too?”

	“Yeah, but that’s everyone that registered for the last tournament. There is a good possibility that if he’s a card broker, then he would be there. They watch what cards are hot. They note what cards are in the winners’ hands, because it’s a good way to predict what will be the next go-to card or card combo.” 

	Daylen was scrolling through the list of names, not really knowing what she was looking for as they had no clue to the mystery guy’s name. “How can we narrow this list down?”

	“There’s a lot of coverage on the tournaments. I can start going through pictures and videos. And I can circulate his picture in groups and see if anyone knows him.”

	“Theo, I’m more than happy to help you do that,” Blue said.

	Daylen gave Blue a knowing glare. “How unexpectedly sweet and helpful of you, Blue.”

	Kanyon’s phone pinged with an incoming text. Kanyon glanced down and went rigid. 

	 Lexi - Hello, lover. C u 2nite @ 7. Pick me up. 

	“Lexi?” Daylen asked.

	Kanyon simply turned the phone to Daylen.

	“Bitch,” Daylen muttered. Then straightened. “I mean, that’s good. You work that angle while we work on the watch leads.”

	Kanyon reached over and took Daylen’s hand. “Or I could say no, and we’ll play the cards we’re dealt.”

	“No. It’s fine. I think this is the best way. I just don’t want her to … well, anything when it comes to you. Maybe Marcus could go with you, and we’ll have Ralph and Isadora?” 

	At the mention of his name, Ralph sat up, noticed food wasn’t the topic of the conversation, and promptly lay back down. 

	“Actually, Lexi is anti all things animal. Maybe I’ll take Ralph. What do you think, buddy? Want to ride shotgun and annoy the crap out of the psycho lady?” When she didn’t get the expected bark of excited agreement, she sighed. “I’ll make sure there is food involved.” 

	

	

	 


Chapter 14 

	 

	Kanyon and Ralph pulled into Lexi’s drive nine minutes late, just to set the tone of the evening. If Kanyon had been on a real date, she would have been early, and she would’ve been knocking on the front door versus sounding two long annoying horn blasts as she was doing now. She wants a date, Kanyon thought as she laid on a third horn blast for good measure. “I’ll give her a date.” She watched Lexi exit her home, decked out in a tight-fitting, low-cut red dress that Kanyon was sure was from one of the latest be-seen-in designers. 

	“Very cute,” Lexi smirked as she looked down at the dog sitting in the front seat, his head poking out of the open T-tops of Kanyon’s ’79 Trans Am, a vehicle Kanyon had selected from her garage specifically because one, she loved it, and two, its open roof option would jack with Lexi’s perfectly done hair. “I forgot how amusing you were.” She opened the door and ordered the dog out. 

	“Yeah, sorry. He gets carsick in the back so …” Kanyon said, getting out and lifting the lever to her own seat, angling it forward, indicating to Lexi the backseat. “Hope you don’t mind?” 

	“Not going to happen.” She reached for Ralph’s collar, got a growl for her efforts, and stepped back. Kanyon smirked at the fear that raced across Lexi’s face before she was able to mask it. “He is not going with us,” Lexi ordered. “We’re going to 303.”

	“Oh no, we’re good.” Kanyon leaned down to pull something out of the console. “He’s my emotional therapy dog.” She waved a service vest. “See, I’ve been under a lot of emotional distress lately and—” 

	“You think you’re clever, don’t you?” Lexi growled. 

	“I have my moments,” Kanyon replied.

	“I’m not going to ride in the back. And you really don’t want to get me angry.”

	Ralph scoffed. 

	“Did he just—”

	“Scoff. Totally. You know, I found it kind of annoying at first, but I have really come to appreciate it,” Kanyon said. 

	“If you don’t remove that beast from this vehicle, I will …” She stomped a high heel to emphasize her incomplete threat. “It won’t be pleasant.”

	Kanyon was tempted to find out exactly what Lexi was willing to do, on principle. She was really over the whole vulnerable to Lexi’s whims thing, but Daylen had made her promise to behave. “Ralph, get in the back, please.” Ralph looked at her. “I’ll let you pick whatever you want off the menu.”

	Ralph got in the backseat.

	 

	 

	Kanyon groaned as they pulled up to 303, the latest “it” place to be seen and Lexi’s latest ploy to get their pictures spattered across the front of all the gossip pages. Lexi leaned over, as if giving Kanyon a sweet kiss on the cheek. “I’d behave if I were you. I wouldn’t want there to be any misunderstandings.” Kanyon’s eyes darkened. “Good, now put on that beautiful smile that everyone loves so much.” 

	 The valet skirted quickly to Lexi’s door, and Kanyon’s grimace turned to genuine grin as she caught sight of Lexi’s dog hair-covered ass. She waved off the valet coming for her door. “Got it. Thanks. Got to get the big guy.” The valet caught sight of Ralph and retreated a step.

	“Yeah, yeah. No problem.”

	Kanyon pulled her seat forward to let Ralph out. “You’re totally getting extra dessert tonight,” Kanyon said with a head pat as Ralph leapt from the backseat. Kanyon didn’t have to force a smile as Lexi linked arms with her while the lights of the cameras flashed all around them. Kanyon even paused at the door, looking back over her shoulder to give them a wave and ample time to flash away at Lexi’s backside. 

	 

	 

	“Miss McKane, Miss Cruze, we have your table ready if you will …” the hostess’ words died as Ralph moved from behind Kanyon to sit beside her. 

	“Therapy dog,” Kanyon offered. 

	“Oh yes, of course. I’m sorry, we should have known. I’ll need to make a couple of quick arrangements and we will get you seated right away.” 

	Less than a minute later, they were all three seated in what should have been an intimate curved high-backed booth. Lexi was glaring at Ralph, but Ralph didn’t give a flying flip. He sat next to Kanyon, his tail beating excitedly against the seat cushion. “Shouldn’t he be on the floor?”

	Kanyon chuckled. “If you can make that happen, go for it.”

	“Down,” Lexi ordered with a snap of her fingers. 

	Ralph scoffed. 

	Lexi tried again. Double snap this time. 

	Ralph looked away, his tail double-timing it as the waiter came with their waters and menus.

	“I hear we have a special guest tonight,” the young waiter said cheerily, her eyes wide and excited as Ralph gave her his full attention. “My gosh, you’re a big boy. And so handsome.” She set down Lexi’s water glass then Kanyon’s, never taking her attention off Ralph. “I need to bring you your own dish.”

	Lexi cleared her throat, clearly not okay with the attention going toward anyone or any mutt besides her. 

	The girl blushed. “I’m sorry, Miss Cruze. Miss McKane.” Kanyon gave the girl a wink, setting off the flush in her neck and cheeks. “Is there anything I can start you out with this evening as you look at our menu?” She asked as she picked up the small bifold leather and gold-inlayed menus and handed one to each of the women. 

	“He’ll take one too,” Kanyon stated. 

	“Of course.” Another rush of red flowed into the girl’s pale cheeks as she quickly slid a third menu, already opened, in front of Ralph.

	“Thanks. I’m sorry, I didn’t catch your name,” Kanyon said. 

	“Keri.”

	“I’ll take a martini, neat. Extra dry, Keri,” Lexi all but spit out the girl’s name. 

	“Yes, ma’am.”

	“And you, Miss McKane?” Keri asked.

	“Kanyon, please. And I’m good with water for now. Thank you.”

	“I will be right back with those and get your order. I will also send the chef’s selection of hors d’oeuvres out to you right away. Compliments of the owner.” 

	“Thank you,” Kanyon answered.

	“You think the dog and the nicey-nice act with the help is going to make me what?” Lexi growled.

	“A better human being? Um, no, I don’t think that at all.”

	Lexi smirked. “Deter me,” she corrected. “I’m accomplishing exactly what I need to.” She leaned in to Kanyon, just as the clicks of a shutter went off. 

	“Outing us? You know that’s a crapshoot in Hollywood with future roles. Not to mention, you were dating my ex just a few months ago. The media is going to have a field day with that little love triangle.”

	Lexi shrugged. “I’ve got a bigger role in mind.”

	“You’re a pawn. A means to an end. They’re using you—”

	“No one uses me,” Lexi snapped. “Not anymore.”

	Kanyon clamped down on the “need therapy much” comment that just about escaped.

	“Here you all go,” Keri said, returning with two trays littered with several tiny plates of neatly arranged food. 

	Ralph looked at Kanyon, at the little plates, and then back at Kanyon. 

	“We have something special coming out for him,” Keri offered as a second waiter came out with a large bowl. Ralph sniffed the air as she moved the bowl in front of him. With his nose in the bowl of something that looked like double helpings of only the good things that made up beef stew, Ralph lifted a paw toward Keri who was giggling as she high-fived it. “I take it he approves?” 

	“Totally,” Kanyon said. “Thank you, Keri.”

	The heat reddened Keri’s skin as Kanyon spoke her name. “Of course, Miss Mc … Kanyon.”

	“Karen, is it?” Lexi interrupted, intentionally misusing the woman’s name, “I’d like another drink.”

	Keri’s knees went Jell-O at the sound of Lexi’s voice. “Of course, Miss Cruze. I’d be happy to get you absolutely anything you desire.”

	“Well, that does sound promising,” Lexi said, giving the woman an obvious once-over. “I’ll let you know. It all depends if my current date doesn’t start playing nice.” 

	“Knock it off,” Kanyon ordered. 

	Lexi waved the woman off, turning her attention to Kanyon and letting the pendent fall back between her breasts. “Magnificent, isn’t it? Lust is such a powerful emotion. It has incited wars and brought down kingdoms. It can create life. And of course, has been the cause of many deaths. Can you imagine if a young fragile woman, let’s say, was hopelessly in lust, obsessed even, and then was rejected; pushed away with no more importance than one would give a gnat. What desperate actions might they take? It’s frightening really.” Lexi picked up a small plate and took a tentative bite. Approving of what she’d tasted she took another casual bite as if she hadn’t just threatened a woman’s life. 

	

	Daylen wiped at her tired eyes. She’d been staring at the same two words ever since she got the “I’m here” text from Kanyon. She was now deeply regretting her plan. They should have come up with a better idea, any idea that didn’t involve Kanyon and Lexi spending time together. She trusted Kanyon completely, of course. Plus, Ralph was there. But what if Lexi had some new trick up her sleeve, a new article that Kanyon wasn’t able to defend herself against? Kanyon had said the pendant had no effect on her now. That freaking pendant explained how Lexi was able to influence Kanyon for those early months. It made her heart hurt that she’d sat there and watched Lexi use Kanyon; watched her destroy Kanyon’s reputation, her career. And here they were again, Lexi using Kanyon to … what? She thought Kanyon’s theory of breaking their bond was a good one. Isadora, Ruby, and Marcus agreed as well. Fortunately, those efforts had failed. 

	Daylen looked down at her hands and thought of the red and gold bands that had encircled them with Kanyon’s only a few short hours ago. The bond of Guardian and Seeker and of soulmates. The mere thought of it sent heat up her spine, which then radiated throughout her body. From the moment she’d seen Kanyon so many years ago, she knew there was a connection. Of course, at the time she thought she was just another victim of Kanyon’s beauty, and the draw she felt was simple attraction, lust, nothing more. Oh, how wrong she was. She couldn’t imagine life without Kanyon now—the warm smile that greeted her in the morning to the simple touches and kisses throughout the day, letting her know she was treasured, loved, supported, and missed. From there her thoughts went to more intimate moments; caresses, kisses, suckles, and—

	“I found him!” Theo said, rushing into Daylen’s office. He read the info on his tablet out loud. “Nick T. Mackey, 25. Whoa, you okay?”

	“Yeah, why?”

	“You’re kind of glowing.”

	“I’m what?” Daylen looked at her hands, which were, yep, totally glowing. She flipped her hands over and back again. “Um, Isadora?”

	“Yes, de—” Isadora was saying as she materialized. “Oh my.”

	“Holy freakin’ glow worms!” Blue added as she pushed into the room.

	“What’s all the ruckus?” Ruby asked. “Whoa.”

	Isadora stepped forward. “I guess we underestimated just how special you are. Can you control it?”

	“I don’t even know what it is!” Daylen cried.

	Blue slid closer to Theo and slipped a hand into his. He took his eyes off Daylen to look down at their conjoined hands, then up to Blue. “Just go with it, geekboy.”

	Theo shrugged and held a little tighter. 

	“The best fight against the dark is light,” Isadora said. 

	Ruby pushed into the room, moving to her niece. “I think it’s time we talk.”

	“You think?” Daylen asked.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 15

	 

	Kanyon, Ralph, and Lexi left the restaurant in the same public fashion they went in with cameras flashing and paparazzi hurling questions. Kanyon waved politely as the valet held her door open. Damn it, she should’ve called Roz to give her a heads up on tonight’s dog and pony show. This morning’s news blip already had Roz hovering around DEFCON 3. This chaos plus the small fact that she’d soon have a guy that made Dwayne Johnson look like Uma Thurman on a keto diet following her around for the next few days ... yep, Roz was going to go nuclear on her.

	Without threat or prompting, Ralph crawled into the backseat and immediately sprawled out or sprawled out as much as a hundred and sixty-pound dog who’d just consumed two steaks, two baked potatoes, and a dog-friendly chocolate, but not for real chocolate, cake, could sprawl in the back of a ’79 Trans Am. 

	Lexi made a show of sliding into the front seat next to Kanyon and intertwining their arms. “Smile for the cameras, lover,” Lexi whispered. “Wouldn’t want anything to happen to the lovely paparazzi people.” Lexi waved and smiled to the crowd as if she hadn’t just secretly threatened their lives. 

	Kanyon curled her lips in an upward direction, but that’s all she could manage after being forced to sit idly by as Lexi made Keri’s night a living hell. Lexi, as punishment for Kanyon, had used her necklace to manipulate Keri’s emotions from love to distraught loss and back again. 

	“We had some good times. Is this really so bad? You and me?” Lexi eventually asked, after several minutes of silence. She moved her hand to Kanyon’s thigh. “Tonight was fun. Just like old times.”

	Kanyon didn’t reply. Her mind was replaying the night, sitting by helplessly as Keri was being tormented. “You tortured that woman.”

	Lexi dismissed the thought with a wave. “She’s meaningless.”

	“She’s a human being!”

	“Insignificant human being,” Lexi retorted.

	“You have no idea who or what kind of person she is.”

	“She has absolutely no importance to me, therefore insignificant.”

	Kanyon laughed. “And there it is. If someone can’t give you something, do something for you, then …” Kanyon trailed off, lost in the full reality of Lexi and the threat she was to them all. 

	“You can do something for me,” Lexi purred, snaking her hand higher on Kanyon’s thigh. “You can tell me you enjoyed what we had. What we did.”

	“I don’t enjoy being manipulated,” Kanyon interrupted Lexi’s reminiscing.

	“That’s not what I remember,” Lexi teased.

	“I wouldn’t have looked twice at you if you hadn’t used your little charms on me.” She looked pointedly at Lexi’s necklace.

	Lexi tsked. “You can deny it all you want, but I’m sure you know the limits to articles by now.” She picked up her necklace and twisted it between her fingertips. “They can’t create emotions out of thin air; they can only intensify them. There was something in you that wanted to be reckless. Irresponsible.” She lowered her voice to a dark whisper. “Something in you that wanted me.”

	As much as Kanyon wanted to deny it, she knew the words were true. If you had asked her at the time, she would have denied it, but in that sobering few months after she’d hit bottom, she realized she’d wanted to self-destruct. She’d wanted to rid herself of all responsibilities of her life. Wanted to … distract herself from the feelings she’d had for Daylen. The days on the set with Daylen had become more torturous. Her desire for a woman she’d thought she’d never be able to have … Yeah, she’d wanted Lexi. Wanted Lexi like a crack addict wanted their next fix. She knew what she was doing wasn’t good for her, but she wanted Lexi to take her away. Numb the pain. Live in an altered reality for just a little while. And if she was going for complete honesty here, she’d been too chicken to make changes to her life on her own; she’d needed someone else to push her into another life … someone else to take the blame. 

	After several minutes, Lexi broke the silence. “What? Nothing to say now?” 

	Kanyon spared her a glance. “I think you’re right. I did want you.” 

	Lexi was momentarily thrown off by Kanyon’s honesty. “Of course, you did.” 

	“I needed something. A distraction. I used you to escape. I didn’t like where I was, what I was doing.” Kanyon turned into Lexi’s drive. “I really should be thanking you.”

	Lexi ran a fingertip up Kanyon’s arm. “I knew you couldn’t resist—”

	“Thank you,” Kanyon continued, “for showing me the true meaning of being weak and pathetic. Blaming everyone else for my problems, when in reality I had everything I could ever want, once I was brave enough to ask for it. To accept it. You, on the other hand … I was never more miserable than when I was with you. You’re a horrible human being. Shallow. Weak. Insignificant,” she added with extra weight on that last word. “Relying on an article to get people to like you. Give you power. Without it, you would have nothing. Be nothing.” Kanyon felt Lexi’s power and fury reach out at her and slash at the invisible protection she’d felt slip around her when they’d gotten close to Lexi’s house.

	“You’re going to regret this.” 

	“Maybe. Probably. I mean, I already regret everything about you.”

	Lexi growled, and another wave of power slapped at Kanyon, but it was as if it was just pounding at the door, unable to get in. “What are you … How are you …” Lexi jolted when Kanyon snatched the pendent from her neck. “Give me that! It’s mine!” She leapt at Kanyon who simply held the necklace out the driver’s side window. 

	“Doesn’t go with my outfit, but I think I’ll keep it anyway,” Kanyon teased as Lexi drew back a hand to strike Kanyon. 

	Ralph lifted his head, scoffed, and Lexi’s motions went slo-mo, her fury frozen on her face. Kanyon gasped, “Ha! I knew it! You were totally the one that stole my cookie!” Ralph laid his head back down, a hint of a grin on his jowls. And then he farted. Pot roast. 

	 “Jesus!” Kanyon turned away, her jacket put up to block her nose. She heard the shutter clicks and smiled. “Ralph, can you go fetch the nice cameraman for me? Actually, feel free to chase him for as long as you want; just bring me the camera.” Ralph didn’t move. “I’ll get you another dessert.” 

	And he was gone. Like gone-gone, minus the crawling over the frozen-in-space Lexi. No door opening, no jumping out through the T-tops, just abracadabra poof gone. “You sneaky little bastard. Guess that explains the apple pie magically appearing in the bed the other night.” Kanyon got out of the car, stuffing the article in her pocket. “You can unfreeze the psycho now,” she yelled into the dark. 

	Lexi’s fist hit the vacant car seat. Her eyes went wide and she scrambled around trying to make sense of what just happened. When she finally looked up and outside the car, Kanyon finger-waved. “Trippy, huh?” 

	“How did you?” 

	“Mad skills,” Kanyon stated. 

	Lexi righted herself, getting out of the car and racing around to confront Kanyon. “Give me my necklace!”

	“No.” 

	Lexi came at Kanyon, “I will mur—”

	Kanyon took a calm step back. “Um, I wouldn’t do that. Camera guy, remember.” Kanyon didn’t divulge that said camera guy wasn’t still in the vicinity as she’d heard a high-pitched squeal, scoff, thud, some pleading, then boots on gravel beating a hasty retreat.

	Lexi forced a smile. “You think you’ve won? You haven’t. I’m going to take everything from you piece by little piece. I will ruin you.”

	Kanyon smiled smugly. “Bring it.” 

	“Oh my god, please, please, please say, ‘It’s already been broughten,” Blue said from behind Kanyon. Happy clapping, despite the video camera in her hand. “Seriously, that would be epic. And do the finger thing.” Blue demonstrated with a finger swipe in the air. “Broughten,” Blue repeated, dropping her voice an octave. “Now you. Annnnd cue.” 

	Lexi growled, lifting a hand as Kanyon stepped in front of Blue. “Don’t even think about it.”

	“Jesus, you make a better door than you do a window,” Blue said, shoving her head and the camera under Kanyon’s arm. “How am I supposed to capture the classic villain breakdown scene with your fat ass in front of the camera?” 

	Kanyon fought the urge to pull Blue’s head into a full armlock. “I’d just go inside now, unless you want a video of you losing it on your front lawn to be the headline of ET tomorrow.” 

	Lexi glared at Kanyon, then the camera under her armpit. “This isn’t over.”

	 “I wouldn’t expect it to be,” Kanyon replied, more to herself.

	“Nope, this is just the part where the superhero and her sidekick have a small victory, which fuels the villain’s determination, making them seek revenge in a blind rage an—” Blue’s plot reveal was cut short when Kanyon’s elbow tightened around her neck. 

	“You have no idea what you’ve done,” Lexi spat.

	       “Pissed a bi—” Blue started, before Kanyon tightened her hold even more.

	“You don’t have to do this, Lexi. You can stop this now. They’re only using you,  and then they’ll throw you away.”

	“Maybe. Or maybe I’m using them? Maybe I’m—”

	“Damn it, I’m missing the big crazy reveal,” Blue muttered as she struggled with her one free arm to pull her head out of Kanyon’s locked arm while still aiming her phone at Lexi.

	“You’re not helping,” Kanyon growled.

	“But am I not, not helping?” Blue asked as she planted her feet and fought to pry her head loose.

	Two arms wrapped around Blue’s waist, and she was lifted off the ground. “That better be a laser gun in your pocket!” Blue yelled.

	“I got her,” Theo informed Kanyon. “Sorry, she got loose. We turned our heads for a second and she was gone.” Theo backed up with a wriggling and flailing Blue wrapped in his arms. “Sorry, Ms. Cruze,” he offered. “I know this was kind of your big moment. I’ll just … we’ll just be over here.” Blue was still fighting for freedom. “Ouch, jeez!”

	“Huh, tastes like chicken,” Blue said before going after Theo again, teeth bared. 

	“Ouch!” Theo yelped. “Kanyon, please … owwww hurry,” Theo whimpered, “before she … nooo, Blue, noooOOOOO!” 

	“Let me down or say goodbye to your light saber,” Blue threated. Theo yelped. 

	Kanyon didn’t turn, didn’t move, never took her eyes off Lexi. Lexi’s eyes slid to the scene playing out, then back to Kanyon, and a smirk fully formed before she spun on a heel and disappeared into her house. 

	Ralph came out from the hedges, a camera strap and mangled camera proudly displayed between his teeth. She watched him trot back to sit in the front seat. “Good boy. Now can you,” she hitched a thumb over her shoulder, “give me a little help with them?” Ralph looked in her direction. She sighed. “I’ll ask Daylen to make you pancakes.” He blinked at her. “In the shape of cats.” The ruckus behind them silenced, and Kanyon slowly turned, considering leaving the two as lawn statues.

	Blue had somehow crawled up and over Theo, her head frozen in the area of his back end, her heels using his eye sockets as footholds, one hand still holding the camera in Kanyon and Lexi’s general direction, the other snaked back through Theo’s legs and gripping his … well, spaghetti and meatballs. In response, Theo had a hand reached out to pull Blue back over his head via her studded belt, while the other was trying to pry her grip from his boy parts.

	Despite Kanyon’s earlier desire to get away from Lexi as soon as possible, she stood there pondering whether she could pick them both up and toss them in the car through the T-tops. Her phone dinged with an incoming text message.

	Daylen: I already hve pics 4 future threats & bribes. Plz just get them in the car and get out of there

	Kanyon thumbed a message back. ‘R u sure I can’t just leave them here as lawn art?’ Pray emoji. Send.

	Daylen: Tempting but no 

	Kanyon: Sigh

	Daylen: Kanyon, plz get out of there. I have something to show u.

	Kanyon: Naked something?

	Daylen: Not if u don’t get out of there now!

	Kanyon looked back up, took a tentative step in their direction, and stopped. She thumbed another message to Daylen. I’m not prying her hand from his … pickle emoji. Send.

	Daylen: Kanyon! Angry face emoji.

	Kanyon: Heart emoji.

	Daylen: Heart emoji. Heart emoji. Now plz get the hell out of there!!!

	Kanyon took another step and paused. Kanyon: Can we get naked 2nite? I need 2 replace the last 2hrs of traumatic events w sexy time.

	Daylen: Kanyon. McKane. Get ur ass out of there!

	Kanyon shoved her phone back in her pocket. She examined Blue and Theo and all their parts as she would a Jenga game. Where could she push or pull and not touch anything disastrous. Or icky. She finally decided. With one hand on Theo’s shoulder she looked back at Ralph. “On three?” She got a jerk of the head in acknowledgement. “One, two … three.” She pushed a split second before they unfroze, landing in a heap of flapping arms and legs. “Car. Now. Or you’re walking home,” Kanyon ordered, already headed in that direction. 

	 


Chapter 16 

	 

	With Blue and Theo in Daylen’s car, Ralph and Daylen got into the Trans Am with Kanyon. Daylen leaned back to watch the sky as it passed by. “Worst plan ever,” she finally said.

	“Food was decent,” Kanyon offered, trying to lighten the mood. “Expensive because of the tub-o in the backseat, but good.”

	Daylen found Kanyon’s hand. “I thought I was going to lose it when you pulled in her drive and she was… urgg.” She shook the images from her mind. “Whatever. I thought for sure she’d see us, and I got worried that she’d try and hurt you because we were there.”

	“She wasn’t seeing anything but her own ego. I only knew you were there because I felt you. And the odd glowing light coming from the driver’s seat of your car might have caught my attention.” Kanyon winked.

	“Cute.”

	“I know you are,” Kanyon sighed. “I have to say, I’m rather disappointed.” She picked up Daylen’s hand, which had returned to its natural radiance. “I was looking forward to a variety of glow-in-the-dark games.”

	Daylen chuckled. “That does sound intriguing, but I’ll take my non-glow-stick self instead. Thanks for fixing that, by the way.”

	“Not quite healing powers,” Kanyon offered.

	I don’t know about that, Daylen thought. “It’s just a different kind of healing. Your touch, as always … calms me. Steadies me. Gives me strength.”

	“It also makes you,” Kanyon said with a double eyebrow wiggle. 

	“That too.” She snuggled in against Kanyon’s arm. “That too,” she repeated. They rode in silence for a moment until Daylen’s thoughts went from the bedroom back to the night’s events. “You said you felt me?”

	“Yeah, I don’t know. One minute I was thanking her for being a pathetic human being then … this, I don’t know, I just felt you. It was as if you slid around me like a warm blanket.” Kanyon took a second to dial in her words. “But it also felt strong. Fierce. Protective. An armor.” Kanyon squeezed Daylen’s hand. 

	Daylen nodded. She knew exactly what it felt like. It was just as Kanyon described: a warm, strong, protective embrace, which was how she knew every time Kanyon was near her. 

	“And I knew, because of you, I wasn’t going to be vulnerable to Lexi and her article’s powers anymore. It was awesome to witness Lexi’s face when she realized that same fact.” 

	“Still. I can’t … I don’t know how I thought it was a good idea to send you off with her.”

	“I agreed to it as well. Plus, if we hadn’t, I wouldn’t have gotten this.” She slipped her hand from Daylen’s to reach into her pocket, pulling out the pendent.

	Daylen jolted upright. “Holy crap! How did you—” 

	“Mr. Freeze-frame back there helped.”

	Daylen looked back at Ralph. “Freeze-frame?” 

	“Yeah, apparently besides the ability to eat three times his body weight—”

	Ralph scoffed.

	“And scoffing,” Kanyon added, “he can also slo-mo things. Full-on Matrix. She slowed down, I snagged the necklace.”

	“She had to be furious.”

	“Pretty much. Me not playing her game, taking her things … I’d say furious is an understatement. Which means, she’s going to revenge. And she’s going to revenge hard,” Kanyon offered. “Do we have everyone in place?”

	“Yes. Isadora was with us until Lexi went inside. She’s the one that kept me from flippin’ out and running in when Blue escaped. And when she lunged at you. And when Blue and Theo went statue. Apparently, she didn’t think a panicking, running, glowing woman would help.” Kanyon chuckled. “Anyway, Eddie is on his way. I still need to take care of your mother’s arrangements. Which I’ll do first thing in the morning, unless you want me to make a call now?”

	Kanyon shook her head. “She’s not back until tomorrow from her spa treatment …” Kanyon coughed. “… facelift.”

	Daylen laughed. “Your mother does not get facelifts.”

	“That’s not going to stop me from accusing her of it. I’ll text her to make sure she’s still safely tucked away and confirm when she’s planning to get home.”

	“You think it was a mistake to send Blue and Theo ahead to check on our guy?”

	“Good possibility Blue will burn his house down before we get there, but I just needed to be alone.” Ralph coughed. “Or almost alone,” she corrected, “with you for a while.”

	Daylen smiled. “Me too. I didn’t like—”

	“Me either,” Kanyon finished. “Catch me up on why we’re focused in on this guy.”

	“One of Theo’s contacts in an online MTG chat group identified our picture as Nick Mackey. Apparently, he’s a minor player in the tournaments, but a regular trader and card broker. With a little more research, Theo came up with an address.”

	“He and his geekdom are kind of handy.”

	“Very,” Daylen agreed as she tried to see the street numbers on the dark fronts of the warehouse turned lofts. “I think we’re in the right block, but …” 

	Headlights flashed once. Then twice. Fast. Slow. 

	“I’m guessing that’s code for we’re here,” Kanyon said. 

	They found parking relatively close and met Blue and Theo on the sidewalk out front. “How are we going to play this?” Blue asked as they approached. “I figure Ralph and I can be the heavy and the three of you could be backup.”

	“Or maybe you three can stay here as lookout while Kanyon and I go in and ask nicely about the watch,” Daylen suggested.

	Blue hopped up to sit on the low concrete entry wall. “That craziness is on you.”

	“Noted,” Daylen replied.

	“Shields up?” Kanyon asked as Daylen stepped up to the entrance.

	“Fully,” Daylen confirmed as she entered the metal and wire archway. Just as Daylen was about to hit the intercom button, a young man caught sight of Kanyon and was more than happy to let her in the building. And his apartment, which she graciously declined. She also declined dinner. A movie. Drinks. Kanyon not so graciously sicced Blue on the guy. “Time for the heavy,” she snapped. 

	“Yeah it is,” Blue announced, leaping off the wall and coming at them. 

	Kanyon and Daylen ignored the scream of terror and yelp of pain just before the door clicked shut behind them. 

	Nick’s door was on the first level, halfway down on the left. Daylen pressed the doorbell. When she didn’t hear a chime, she pressed it again. “Broken?”

	“Nothing.”

	Daylen knocked.

	Kanyon leaned in slightly. “Someone’s stirring.”

	A few beats later, an eye passed over the peephole just before the door was yanked open with the enthusiasm of someone seeing the keg finally arrive for the frat party. A floppy-haired blond stood shirtless making “you’re, you’re, you’re” noises.

	“Kanyon McKane,” Kanyon offered. 

	“Holy shit.”

	“We’re sorry to come by so late, but is there a chance that Nick is here?” Daylen asked.

	“Holy shit!”

	“Got that the first go-around. Nick? Is he here?” Kanyon tried. 

	“Holy shit,” the guy replied again as he dug in the side cargo pocket of his cutoffs. “I can’t believe this!”

	Daylen pivoted to Kanyon. Kanyon retreated to the entry door. “Blue! You’re up. Again.” Kanyon looked back at Daylen and was met with a dead-eyed glare. “What?” 

	“Seriously?”

	“I’m tired and this could go on all night.” Kanyon took a half-step back just as a short streak of piercings and hair flew between them.

	“Okay, this is how it’s going to go down,” Blue was already saying as she snagged the phone the guy had freed from his pocket. “Pics for info. You give us the goods, and we just might let you take a photo with tall, dark, and annoying back there. Capisce?” 

	The guy was nodding as he backed up a step with every poke to his chest. 

	“Good. Now where’s the watch?”

	“Watch?”

	“Don’t play stupid with me or I’ll personally drop your IQ fifty points,” Blue pushed up her sleeve and balled a fist. Now let’s try this again. Watch. Where is it?”

	“I … I … don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t have a watch. I mean, I have like an iWatch that you could totally have. It’s in my room if you want—” 

	“I do want. Lead the way while you can still walk upright,” Blue threatened.

	The guy looked over his shoulder for help. Kanyon shrugged. “It’s easier to just go along with her.”

	“Oh, okay,” the guy said, starting toward a door to his left. 

	“Why didn’t you tell her that wasn’t Nick?” Daylen asked, stepping into the small apartment. 

	“Got the guy out of the way,” Kanyon answered, looking around as she followed Daylen in. “You getting anything?”

	Daylen paused, closed her eyes, and opened them a second later. “Nothing. I don’t think it’s here.”

	“Couldn’t be that easy. You stall if they come out. I’m going to check the other room.” 

	Kanyon moved down the hall, pausing briefly to make sure the guy Blue was with was still breathing, then moved to the next door. Bathroom. She did a quick sweep, moved to the last room, and slipped in. The room was maybe ten-by-twelve and freakishly tidy. A John Wayne poster was prominently tacked over a twin bed made up in Lone Ranger sheets. 

	 “Bet he sees a lot of action in those,” Kanyon muttered. She moved quickly, heading for the cheap desk topped with a laptop, pencil holder, stapler, and printer. Kanyon thumbed through the folders standing upright in an organizer. Bills, student loan papers, which apparently he’d been paying off in big chunks and was down to just under twenty thousand, impressive. Next folder had online auction information. “MTG Cards” it read. At a quick glance, it looked like he had sold several cards recently, totaling nearly sixty thousand. Might explain the student loan payments or he was after something else, she thought. She snapped a few shots with her phone though she didn’t see just how this info would lead to the watch, but you never knew. 

	Kanyon slipped the pages back in their folder. With nothing else apparent, she moved to the contents of the four-drawer IKEA dresser, which tilted just a smidge to the left. Kanyon used a finger to right it. It stayed for a three count before sliding back to its more comfortable resting position. A plastic cup, confiscated from “Hairy’s Bar N’ Grill” with a logo of Bigfoot drinking from a beer stein, held a couple of dollars’ worth of loose change. She picked up a silver-framed picture of Nick and his family. She flipped it over and opened the back. Nothing. She closed it and picked up a star-shaped badge, a la Lone Ranger, which fit the rest of the décor.

	Blue’s voice came through the walls, something about a strip search, and she figured she better hustle. She took two quick steps to the open closet and ran a hand across neatly hung clothes. Nothing special, except the western-style vest hung over a white, pressed western shirt and wool pants. They looked completely out of place with the shorts, jeans, and variety of polos. She snapped another photo to compare with the clothes Nick bought when he picked up the watch. Again, she didn’t know what that info would do for them but … 

	Daylen’s voice came from the hall, “Blue, that isn’t necessary. I’m really sorry.” Kanyon thought about chilling in the room for another second just for entertainment, but the sooner they got out of here the sooner she could have Daylen in her bed clearing away all the earlier memories of the night. 

	Daylen stood in the hall looking into the room at Blue and her victim. “No really, you can put your shirt back on. This is all just a misunderstanding.” She glanced over her shoulder as Kanyon made her way back into the hall. 

	Kanyon grinned. Daylen not so much. Kanyon brought a cool flame to her fingertips and ran it across Daylen’s backside as she passed, smiling at the shiver Daylen couldn’t contain, then stepped into the little kitchen to glance around. Again, it was much neater than what she’d expect of two twenty-something straight men.

	Daylen had Blue by the elbow, still throwing apologies over her shoulder as all three returned to the entry area. 

	“No, it’s all good. I get it. I mean, I totally don’t get it—not why you’re here exactly, but it’s all good. I didn’t mind …” the guy trailed off as he saw Kanyon standing in his kitchen.

	“Sorry, it’s a win-a-date thing. And Nick won. We’re just here to surprise him,” Kanyon threw out. “She’s security.” Throwing a thumb at Blue, who Daylen was trying to contain. “You know, making sure the guy isn’t a weirdo.”

	“Totally.” 

	Daylen rolled her eyes. Kanyon could have said, baby baboons with chopsticks on a rollercoaster, you get it? And the guy would have still agreed.

	“No idea where Nick might be?”

	“Actually, I haven’t seen him since yesterday morning. Which is kind of weird. But I was in early and up late with school stuff, so he could have come and gone and I just missed him.”

	“How about this,” Kanyon tapped a piece of paper held to the apartment-size refrigerator with a mini Cabo San Lucas sombrero magnet. “This is Nick’s?”

	“Yeah, he’s total OCD. He organizes everything. That’s his weekly calendar. Get up at 7:00. Shower until 7:15. Breakfast at 7:45. You know, like everything is like that.” He waved at the room around them. “This is all him. Nothing out of place. But it’s cool.” 

	“You mind if I take this?” Kanyon was already removing the magnet. “It might help us catch up to him. Surprise him and all.”

	“Yeah, sure. He always sends me an electronic copy too so I can just print out a new one.”

	“Thanks,” Kanyon said, folding the piece of paper and tucking it in her back pocket.

	Daylen cleared her throat, trying to refocus the guy from his daydream of being a folded-up piece of paper. “I’m sorry, we didn’t get your name.”

	“Oh, yeah, um Martin. My friends call me Marty.”

	“Nice to meet you, Marty,” Daylen started. “You wouldn’t happen to have noticed anything strange about Nick lately, have you?” He blinked at her. “Just need to make sure Kanyon will be safe on their date.”

	“Oh right, um no. He’s cool. I mean, over the top with neatness, but otherwise he’s a stand-up guy.”

	“How about the whole western deal?” Kanyon interjected. 

	“Oh, he’s like all into it. Wild, wild west. He’s kind of a history buff. Walking talking Google dude, especially everything Old West. Last year, he went to this dude ranch thing and yeah, he’s been all in ever since. Video games, LARPing, the whole bit.”  

	“LARPing?” Daylen asked.

	“Yeah, down at the park,” Marty said.

	Kanyon straightened. “Griffith Park?”

	“Yeah.”

	“When is this LARPing thing?” Kanyon asked. 

	“Mostly on Wednesdays late afternoon, early evening. I think there’s some big thing this weekend. It should be on his schedule.”

	“You’ve been extremely helpful, Marty,” Kanyon smiled and both Marty’s and Daylen’s knees went the way of melted cheese.

	Luckily, Daylen still had hold of Blue, and Blue was able to reverse their situation and keep them upright. 

	Kanyon signaled Blue to get Daylen out of the apartment while she wrapped up the conversation with Marty. 

	 

	 

	“You could warn me the next time you’re going all Zsa Zsa Gabor on a guy,” Daylen said as Kanyon approached.

	“You okay?”

	Daylen let out a frustrated sigh. “Yes.”

	“Good. And pshhh, Zsa Zsa Gabor, please.”

	“Fine. Katherine McKane.”

	“Well, now you’re just being mean,” Kanyon said as she pulled Daylen into her arms. 

	       “You sure you’re good?”

	Daylen tightened her grip. “Yeah, sorry, I had my shields down when you let loose with the smile.”

	“Sorry,” Kanyon offered.

	“My fault,” she pushed back, “I should know better than anyone what you do to people.” 

	Blue threw out a hand. “Theo, barf bag, stat.”

	Theo ignored her. “We get anything?”

	Kanyon pulled out the paper from her back pocket and handed it to him. “Roommate tried to call him. No answer. Got his number and his schedule.” She pulled out her phone and showed him the note. “And apparently our guy likes to dress up as a cowboy and play in the park.”

	“Wild, Wild West LARPing?” Theo asked as he examined the paper. “Badass.” He felt three sets of eyes on him. “I mean, if you’re into that kind of thing. Which I’m not.” Pause. “At all.” 

	“’Cause you’re more into …” Kanyon prompted him. 

	“Medieval themed,” Theo admitted. 

	Blue sighed. “Just when I thought it was impossible for you to get any nerdier, there you go upping your game.”

	“Whatever. I’ve met a lot of awesome people there.”

	“Nerd people.”

	“Cool people!” 

	“That run around in chainmail pretending to fight imaginary dragons?” Blue added.

	“We don’t fight dragons. We battle other kingdoms that are trying to invade our territory. Or evil warlords that are trying to take our winter supplies for their legions of warriors.” Blue lifted a pierced eyebrow. “Whatever. You play with makeup all day.”  

	“Anyway,” Daylen interrupted, “I take it LARPing is …” she trailed off, wanting them to fill in the blanks. 

	Blue waved a “go ahead.’ “All you, geek-o-pedia.” 

	Theo glared at Blue then focused on Daylen. “Live Action Role Playing. Groups of people,” side glare at Blue, “nice, cool people get dressed up in period authentic clothing to re-create and live out, you know, different eras. Like reenactments or live theatre, just no scripts or anything.”

	“Explains his purchases at the shop. Vest and boots were hanging in his closet, by the way,” Kanyon offered. 

	“Watch is from that era too, right? Maybe he bought it to add to his costume,” Daylen suggested.

	“Totally. Not that there’s actual judging or anything, but if you’re going to participate you need to be legit with your clothes, accessories, and armaments. I mean, you’d be laughed out of the group if you showed up to a Knights of Templar LARP with an,” Theo snorted, “eighth-century Viking sword or something.” 

	“Yes, yes, I could see where bringing the wrong fake sword to an adult dress-up party would be totally embarrassing,” Blue offered with an eye roll.

	“Hey, don’t knock it until you try it,” Theo countered.

	Blue laughed. “Ain’t ever going to happen. I’d rather pick my nose with my own severed toe than be seen in public dressed up like a Blazing Saddles reject. Not in a million years would I be caught dead in—” Blue paused, taking in Kanyon’s growing smirk. “You’re totally going to make me go undercover in Geekville, aren’t you?”

	“Duh.”

	“I hate every molecule of your being,” Blue said. 

	“Do you hate my house? My fully stocked fridge? My Netflix account? Prime—”

	“Point taken,” Blue conceded. 

	Daylen looked over Theo’s shoulder at the calendar and tapped the page. “Tomorrow. OK is circled in red several times.”

	Theo turned the page around for Kanyon. 

	“You think you can get more info? What might be so special about this particular event? Maybe even get you and Blue inside?” Kanyon asked.

	“Absolutely!”

	“I’ll call a friend at the studio who should be able to hook you both up with the right period of clothing,” Daylen offered.

	“If I’m going to do this, I’m going to need a real gun,” Blue stated. “I’d prefer a Smith & Wesson No. 3, six-shooter complete with pearl handles.” 

	“Not ever going to happen,” Kanyon and Daylen said in unison. 

	“This freakin’ blows,” Blue huffed.

	“Theo, you said armaments. Weapons. Like actual weapons?” Daylen asked.

	“A lot of LARPs are based on battle reenactments, fights, war,” Theo stated. “So yeah, there’d likely be weapons, but they’d be replicas. The events are safe. I mean, there are some bumps and bruises sometimes. Twisted ankle, but no actual—” 

	“But with an article making him a little wonky …” Kanyon started. 

	“Wild, Wild West. Goat fever, whiskey, saloon girls, and shoot-outs. Crazy guy with an evil watch. And now we’re back to me, Smith &—”

	“Maybe we don’t want them anywhere near this?” Daylen questioned.

	“Oh no, no, no, no, no … This isn’t my prom night, you can’t set me up for action then rub—”

	“Blue, do not finish that sentence,” Kanyon warned. “Let’s see what Theo can dig up. Daylen, why don’t you call Jack and see if he can find out whether Nick owns a gun, trying to get one, or whatever. See what we’re really dealing with. Daylen and I can head home while we work out the details?” She got an affirmative nod. “Theo, you can bunk at the house tonight?” Another affirmative nod. “Good. Marty said he’d call if Nick showed up tonight.”


Chapter 17 

	 

	“You need to focus,” Dodge barked at Kanyon as he circled the mats and the two men that he’d selected for their early morning sparring session. 

	One of the men smirked at Dodge’s comment. Kanyon let the dojo mat wipe it off his face a second later. The next attacked with a fury of fists. While Kanyon was blocking and dodging this attack, Dodge heard the dojo door open behind him. He smiled at the guest and nodded.

	Daylen had been in Dodge’s dojo several times while training for the Dark Savior. This morning she’d desperately needed coffee before Kanyon’s predawn session, especially after her and Kanyon’s own workout last night. She gave the familiar space all the respect it deserved, taking her shoes off at the door, setting her coffee off to the side, and bowing before she entered the lower level of the fighting area. Dodge bowed back in greeting, his smile wide as she approached. She walked into his arms for a hug. “Daylen, I’ve missed you,” Dodge said softly into her ear. 

	She squeezed him. “I’ve missed you too,” she replied, matching his whispered tone. 

	They released each other, turning to watch the fight taking place before them. Kanyon was systematically picking apart each of her opponents. Block one kick; deliver one kick. Block one strike; deliver two. 

	“She’s phenomenal,” Dodge muttered with obvious pride in his voice. 

	Daylen agreed for several reasons, but this particular one was because Kanyon was giving way more than she got against two trained fighters, both of whom outweighed her by at least fifty pounds. 

	Dodge called the fight a few seconds later when Kanyon had both men lying on the floor, one curled into a fetal position and the other kneeling with his forehead on the mat, trying to catch his breath. 

	Kanyon turned to her sensei to deliver her bow of respect and caught sight of Daylen. She’d known when she’d arrived, of course. She’d felt her core catch fire, but hadn’t dared to look or risk eating a fist or foot. It had only been an hour since Daylen had dropped her off to go caffeinate herself against the early morning hour, but her heart still pounded against her chest wall as if it needed to escape its confinement. 

	Dodge saw the exchange of emotions and swallowed his smile. He had seen the mutual attraction the moment he had walked onto the Dark Savior set. “Kanyon, nice work. You are dismissed.” He bowed sharply. 

	She returned the bow before exiting the mat. “I’ll just grab a quick shower and be right out.”

	       “Dodge, do you have a minute?” Daylen asked when Kanyon was out of earshot. 

	“Absolutely, shall we take a seat?” He indicated the small, yet comfortable seating area near the meditation room. 

	Dodge released the other two men from the mat and retrieved Daylen’s coffee, handing it to her as he sat. “How have you been?” 

	“Thank you. I’ve been really good, actually. Lot of changes, you know. I have this whole new job of being a … Seeker. I mean, you can understand that, right … Guardian?” She didn’t have time to mince words. She needed to get this out before Kanyon came back so she launched her verbal bomb and waited for it to detonate. 

	“I figured it was a matter of time before that was discovered.”

	“Why haven’t you told her?”

	Dodge lowered his head. “You know it all then?”

	“Just that you were Ruby’s Guardian and then you weren’t and—oh yeah, and that you’re Kanyon’s father!” She softened her voice when she saw the unflinching Dodge—flinch. “Why don’t you want her to know? I know you care about her. Love her.”

	Dodge met Daylen’s eyes in a flash, his own glossy with tears. “More than you can imagine.” He tried for a smile. “Or maybe you can imagine. I’ve wanted to tell her from the moment I knew she existed and a thousand times since.”

	Daylen reached out and took his hand. “Then why? I don’t understand.” 

	“I didn’t even know she existed until I returned to the United States. By that time, she was a teenager, becoming a young woman. Her career had already taken off. What would she have thought? That her absentee father was suddenly wanting to be in her life for the residual fame, money …” He let his words trail off. “I wanted to know her. Wanted to be a part of her life. Katherine, she …” He waved a hand. “It’s not important. When she got the role as Dark Savior, I finally saw my chance,” he smiled, “to at least speak to her, see her, and get to know her.” He took a deep breath, letting it out with a sigh, “And now what? What do I say now?”

	“I don’t know. It might be best to …” She thought of Kanyon. “Okay, so it’s going to be really difficult, but we need you. She needs you.”

	He waved a hand around his dojo. “Why do you think I do all of this? This is for her. I’m trying to help the best way I know how.”

	“This is good. Very good, because there is something really bad coming. Heck, it’s already here and she’s threatening to hurt Kanyon. Well, actually, they already hurt her once. I was able to heal her,” she added quickly when Dodge’s eyes lit with rage, “but now they’re threatening everyone she loves and trying to tear us apart. Destroy our bond. Bonds,” she corrected. 

	“A Guardian’s and Seeker’s bond is great. You give each other power. With you and Kanyon also connected in other ways …” he took Daylen’s blush and smile as confirmation, “then it would do them well to keep you apart. Separate you. Weaken you by weakening your bond.”

	“That’s what we’re piecing together.”

	Dodge’s back stiffened. “Lexi? She …? Oh god, that explains—” 

	“We think they’re using her as a vessel. They’ve given her articles to use on and against Kanyon. Now they’re threatening her family, including Katherine.” Daylen lowered her shields, and as she’d suspected she saw the rainbow of feelings coming from Dodge when she spoke Katherine’s name. There was sorrow, regret, and anger, but there was also love. Dodge Moran still loved the mother of his child. Daylen told Dodge the CliffsNotes version of their current situation. “We need you. Can you help protect Katherine? She’s getting home …” She glanced at her watch. “… shortly. Actually.”

	Dodge stood. “I’ll be on her doorstep when she arrives. She won’t like it. Of course, she doesn’t like a lot of things when it comes to me. She’s going to like it a lot less when I tell her I’m going to talk to our daughter.”

	Daylen smiled. “Thank you. And I’ll help as much as I can when it comes to dealing with that part.” She stood as well, seeing Kanyon emerge from the locker room.

	“Help deal with what?” Kanyon asked, throwing her bag over her shoulder as she walked toward them. 

	“Dodge has agreed to play bodyguard to your mother,” Daylen said.

	Kanyon froze. “Um, yeah … I don’t think that’s a good—”

	“I can handle your mother,” Dodge said. Daylen didn’t hold back her snicker as Dodge eyed her. “I will be fine. I’ll change and head that way.”

	“We should probably get going as well,” Daylen interjected as she took Kanyon’s elbow, spinning her toward the door. She looked over her shoulder. “It was good to see you, Dodge,” then mouthed, “You got this.”

	He nodded his head once in confirmation. 

	 

	 

	In the car, Kanyon was abnormally quiet. “You okay?” Daylen asked.

	“How did you tell Dodge about my mom needing a bodyguard?”

	“Told him someone is trying to hurt you by threatening your family.” Technically and totally true on all fronts, Daylen thought. 

	Kanyon nodded absently. “But who’s going to protect Dodge from my mother?”

	“I think he knows your mother well enough to handle her just fine,” Daylen nearly singsonged. 

	Kanyon eyed her. “What?”

	“Nothing.”

	“Oh god. No. Don’t you freaking dare!”

	“What?” 

	“You have that same glint in your eye as you had with Ruby and Jack. No.” She circled a finger in Daylen’s direction, “Whatever you’ve got going on in there, you can just stop it.” Kanyon shivered. “Jesus, Dodge and my mom?” she chuckled. “You’re way off on this one, wannabe matchmaker. No way. Not in a million years.” 

	The conversation was getting a little too close for comfort, and Daylen hated keeping anything from Kanyon, let alone something so… yeah. She’d give Dodge today or so; otherwise, she’d tell Kanyon that it did happen. At least once.

	 

	 

	While Theo was attempting to track Nick’s phone, he was also making regular calls to it, all which went directly to voicemail. Kanyon and Daylen headed to Nick’s place of employment, on the off-chance Nick would show up for his scheduled shift. They didn’t bother checking his house since they hadn’t got any calls overnight. When Daylen had called this morning, Marty stated Nick had never come home. 

	They had, however, determined through the WWW website that the “OK”, aggressively circled in red on Nick’s calendar, was likely short for the O.K. Corral. WWW’s big showdown event was, as Nick’s calendar had detailed, happening today at three. Since it was just after eight, they decided to try to locate Nick, wanting to avoid a public scene if at all possible.

	Kanyon found a parking space a half-block down from the small electronic repair shop that advertised “phones fixed in an hour.” The store didn’t open until nine, but she hoped the employees came in early. “What’s the plan if he happens to be here?” Kanyon asked, taking Daylen’s hand as they met on the sidewalk.

	Daylen shrugged. “Ask to buy the watch from him for significantly more than he paid for it? Unless you have a better idea.”

	Kanyon stopped walking. “Banana fritters.”

	“Okay. That could work too, but I was thinking of using actual dollars?”

	Kanyon spun around, paused, adjusted ten degrees, and pointed. “Banana fritters.” Kanyon whipped out her phone and began typing.

	“What are you doing?”

	“Activating my BF GPS.”

	“Come again?”

	“Banana fritters global positioning system. I want to get a lock on them before we—”

	“Attempt to save the world?” Daylen asked.

	“Exactly.”

	Daylen glanced at Kanyon’s phone. “Tell me you didn’t use one of our GPS trackers on a banana fritter food truck.”

	“I didn’t use one of our GPS trackers on a banana fritter food truck,” Kanyon said flatly.

	Daylen eyed her warily. “You had Theo do it, didn’t you?”

	“Duh.”

	“You’re ridiculous.” Daylen continued down the sidewalk. 

	“You think that now, but wait until you have one of Jenny’s banana fritters.” 

	 

	

	Kanyon and Daylen stepped out of the shop five minutes later. They hadn’t found Nick. His manager reported that he hadn’t been in for his last two shifts. He, as Marty had, described Nick as a good guy who never missed a shift until now, was always on time and was OCD, so the last-minute calls off were totally out of character. Nick hadn’t mentioned anything about a watch, but he had been “all geeked up” about today’s event, which he had requested time off for, so he wasn’t expected to be in today.

	“Not at the store for the last two days, not at his house,” Daylen pondered. 

	Kanyon pulled out her phone. “Banana fritters. They’re on the move. Five blocks from here.”

	“I’ll call Theo and see if he’s got anything new. You don’t suppose they already have him and the article, do you?”

	“I don’t think we would’ve gone through all that with Lexi last night if they already had the article.”

	“True,” Daylen agreed. “Well, do you have any bright ideas?”

	“Yes, banana fritters,” Kanyon answered, grabbing Daylen’s hand and pulling her back to the car. 

	“We’re facing the end of the world and you’re thinking about banana fritters?”

	“Trust me. This will be the best last meal you’ll ever have.” 

	

	 

	Fifteen minutes later, Daylen was moaning. 

	“They’re amazing, right?”

	Daylen had to agree the cinnamon, sugar, and banana-filled pastry was definitely worth the cost of a GPS tracker. “I’ll admit, they’re pretty amazing.” 

	Kanyon took Daylen’s wrist, bringing her fingers up to her mouth, teasingly licking the cinnamon and sugar from her fingers. “I like that even more,” Daylen sighed. Kanyon placed a soft kiss on a fingertip before letting their hands drop to the bench between them. “Should we talk about last night?”

	“Sure,” Kanyon wiggled her brows. “I especially like that new thing you did with your—”

	Daylen put a hand over Kanyon’s mouth. “Not that part of the evening but I’m glad you enjoyed it.” She dropped her hand.

	“I did. I very much did,” Kanyon added. 

	Daylen gave her hand a squeeze. “I’m talking about Lexi.”

	 “I’m sure she’s already pleading her case, promising her soul to whatever dark person she can get hold of; trying to convince them to give her another article to replace the one she lost. And to add insult to injury, she’s dealing with the leak of our little filmmaker’s documentary and the eight-by-ten still shots of her very enraged and very unflattering facial expression before she launched herself at me.”

	“That was quite the scared victim face, by the way.”

	“Thank you, thank you very much. I’m sure she’s not a happy camper today.” 

	“Agreed,” Daylen stated. 

	Kanyon’s phone rang and she hit the accept button with a groan. “Good morning, Mother Dearest.”

	“You need to come over right now,” Katherine ordered.

	“This isn’t another boob thing, is it? ’Cause we already went—”

	“Kanyon, I’m not playing around,” Katherine interrupted.

	“If this is about Dodge, I already told you, it’s just for—”

	“Now, or I’ll Instagram the photos from the summer of ’82.” And then she was gone. 

	“Eighty-two?” Daylen asked.

	“She spent a week on a nude beach before getting the stretch marks I cursed her with,” Kanyon explained. “It’s also how she got me in that Oscar dress three years ago.” 

	“Okay, I … well, um. I can thank her for the dress part at least.”

	Kanyon’s phone rang again. “Hey, Roz, I’m headed to my mother’s. You can yell at me there.” Then she clicked off. “I’ll drop you off at the office so you don’t have to be subjected to the torture.”

	“I can go with. Maybe I can help?” Daylen offered.

	Kanyon leaned in for a kiss. “We have a pocket watch to find. You keep going on that and I’ll deal with this mess.” She stood, pulling Daylen to her feet alongside her. “I’m sure Mom is just mad about Dodge, and Roz is just going to grill me on why I was out with Lexi again and how Blue’s video is bad for my image, blah blah blah.” 

	“Well, that’s a very real concern. You with a … anyone really, but especially a woman. You should be worried about it. Before it was … I mean, with her, it wasn’t confirmed exactly. She has a good point about being worried about your career.” She started to pull her hand from Kanyon’s as she realized they were walking down a very public street. One person with a cell phone and …

	Kanyon stopped, tightening her hold on Daylen’s hand. “I don’t care about any of that. Coming out or whatever. I just hate the fact they—hell, everyone—thinks that I have any interest in Lexi. This should be you. They should know that I’m in love with you. Which I’m going to clarify to Roz and my mom. Today. I don’t care what the world thinks.” She hesitated. “I mean, if you’re okay with it of course? You have to consider the sam—”

	Daylen leaned in, cutting her off. “Very okay.”

	Kanyon grinned. “Lucky me then.”

	“Let me go with you,” Daylen offered again.

	“World needs saving, remember? You get the crew together and work on more leads. I’ll catch up with you guys before we head to the park, but call me if you come up with anything.” 

	 

	 


Chapter 18 

	 

	Lexi stirred, her head immediately and rather adamantly rejecting the idea of movement or function. She blindly reached out, feeling the area around her. Not her soft silk sheets. Not her down comforter. Not her bed. Not the cool tile of her bathroom floor. She fought to remember the events leading up to this moment. She’d had an extra drink or two, but she hadn’t drank so much she’d passed out. She never did that. She never lost control. She controlled. Not the other way around. Never again. She brought her hand up to the necklace that had been adorning her neck for the past few years. Nothing. Kanyon had taken her necklace. “No, no, no!” She pushed up, both hands joining in the search as if she’d just somehow missed the large jewel. “That bitch!” She would punish Kanyon for taking what was hers. She had done it before, but this time it would be much more than taking some stupid role. 

	A familiar black mist slid along the floor, writhing and rolling into itself. Lexi straightened as the mist twisted around her wrist and up her arm. “We have some things to talk about,” a voice from the darkness rasped. 

	Lexi struggled to push to her knees. “I’m sorry. I know I disappointed you. I didn’t expect—” A cold brush across her cheek halted her words in her throat. 

	“You didn’t disappoint, child. You failed exactly how I expected. The necklace was a small sacrifice to confirm Herod’s beliefs.” At the mention of his name, a hooded figure stepped forward. 

	“Where you failed was in separating the Guardian from her Seeker,” Herod snarled. “Their bonds are stronger than ever. The power they now share is fierce.”

	“I can’t help it that your article wasn’t strong enough to—” Lexi was cut off by a slap across her face that sent her back to the ground. 

	“I don’t accept excuses,” Ma’at whispered in Lexi’s ear.

	“I didn’t mean to offend,” Lexi said, straightening. “Clearly, I underestimated Kanyon and that won’t happen again.”

	“Better,” Ma’at said, bringing Lexi to her feet with the lift of a nearly formed hand. “Up until yesterday, Herod, although briefly, had been able to shadow them in incorporeal form with little risk of detection. However, that seems to have changed. Herod believes the Seeker was able to glimpse him. Yet another indication that the Seeker’s powers are nearly realized. Which means our window of time for transition is rapidly closing. I need to be fully-formed on your plane by tomorrow evening.”

	“Then you’ll be able to transfer your powers to me?” Lexi asked. 

	Herod scoffed. 

	“But of course, child. As promised, you will be filled with a power that you can’t even comprehend.” The mist snaked its way around Lexi’s neck, tightening just enough to cause Lexi to gasp. The fog rushed past her parted lips and filled her. 

	Lexi’s head jerked back. She would have fallen over with the force of the invasion if she wasn’t already being held off the floor. 

	Lexi’s eyes flashed solid black. She looked at her hands, flexing them and releasing them. “She is strong,” Ma’at’s voice came from Lexi’s animated body. “That last encounter with the Guardian fueled her rage.” She smiled and took in a long breath, savoring it as she exhaled. “She will be able to sustain me when I cross over.”

	Herod dropped his head. “Very good then.”

	She cracked her neck, left then right. “Yes, we chose wisely with this one. She will make an excellent vessel. Now we just need enough power. You brought the gateway?”

	“I did.” Herod held out a velvet-wrapped object. 

	She flipped back the fabric. “Hello, old friend.” She caressed the gold ankh, its jeweled front and crystal center. “It has been too long.” 

	“Are you sure you wish to give this to the vessel now?” Herod asked.

	“Yes. It is a risk, but I need to be close to her. The watch is gaining in strength and we cannot afford to lose it. It will be of great benefit for my crossing.” 

	“I am willing to sacrifice—”

	“No.” She cut him off with a wave. “Marcus and Isadora are here. I need you to handle them.” 

	“The staff?” Herod asked. 

	“Hold that for now. This one offers enough power for me to come over if necessary. I will need the staff for my crossing; bring it when it’s time.” She received a shallow bow. “I should go now. I don’t want to use too much of my strength.” She ran a fingertip along Herod’s jaw, smiling. “This is about to be fun.”

	“I eagerly await your arrival, my queen.”

	“As do I.” 

	 

	Lexi blinked and blinked again—eyes clear and natural blue again. “I appreciate the honor of serving you. What do I need to do to expedite the transfer?” Lexi asked, as if continuing a previous conversation.

	“So eager,” the mist said.

	“I’m sorry. I’m just eager to serve you on this plane. Take control. Get others to serve you,” Lexi said, lowering her eyes as if in submission. 

	“I appreciate your readiness to please, the more reason to reward you.” An arm formed in the fog, reached for Lexi, and lifted her chin. “I am offering you an article of great power. It is the key to long life. For me to offer you this, I need you to find a source of great power. A place with much sin and many humans harnessing the darkest of thoughts.” 

	“I know the perfect place,” Lexi replied.

	

	 

	 


Chapter 19 

	 

	As expected, Roz’s vehicle was already parked in Katherine’s driveway next to Dodge’s truck, and the woman herself was barreling out the front door, locked on Kanyon. 

	Excuses were already cocked and ready to fire as Kanyon stepped out of her car. “Roz, I know you’re—” Kanyon paused as she tried to tune into her mother and Dodge’s heated exchange, which had followed Roz out of the house. “What’s going on in there?”

	       Roz shut the door behind her. “Let’s walk and talk. The two of them have something they need to work out.” Roz took Kanyon’s arm, not giving her any choice in the matter. 

	“But,” Kanyon looked over her shoulder at the house.

	“They need to work it out between themselves.” Roz guided Kanyon to a small garden area off to the side of her mother’s house. Kanyon was reluctant to sit, but gave in when Roz patted the seat next to her. “I only need a couple of moments, and then I’ll let you all work out the rest.”

	“Work out? Dodge is just here to—”

	“Kanyon, sweetheart, we all love you. You know that, right?”

	“Yeah, I mean. Sure.” 

	“I want you to know that I fully support you, but I am concerned.”

	Kanyon pulled her attention from the activity in the house to focus on Roz. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. But, it’s not exactly what it looks like.” 

	Roz pulled a small tablet out of her bag, punched at it, and held it out to Kanyon. “It looks like you were out to dinner with that skanky ho and then things went to shit.” Roz flipped through the first dozen or so photos and then tucked the tablet back in her bag. 

	“Okay, so it’s exactly what it looks like, but it’s not … I mean, she’s not … We’re not,” Kanyon sputtered. 

	Roz moved forward to lay a hand on Kanyon’s knee. “You’re a strong, beautiful, and powerful woman. That’s all that matters to me.” 

	“Thank you. That means the world to me, I just need you to trust me. I know this looks bad. And I agree with the skanky ho part. I’m not with Lexi. She’s … well, she’s manipulating a situation.” She held up a hand when she saw Roz puff up in full mama bear mode. “I’m handling it. Daylen and I are handling it,” she corrected. “And I think it’s about time that I tell you something.”

	 

	Fifteen minutes later, the story was told. And after two threats to have Kanyon committed to drug rehab, Roz was waving a hand through the flames at Kanyon’s fingertips. “Holy shit. Holy shit. You’re what again?”

	“A Guardian,” Kanyon repeated for the third time. “Daylen is a Seeker,” she added. “And the dude,” she turned to look over her shoulder toward the row of bushes, “Eddie,” she yelled, “you can come out now.” She turned back to Roz. “That’s Eddie. He’s a Guardian too. We’ve asked him to watch over you until we get this contained.”

	Roz’s eyes were those of a cougar on its prey. “You know, I understand the need for safety.” She did a full-body scan of the handsome mocha Paul Bunyan. “I’m absolutely good with him guarding my body.” 

	They spoke for another few minutes; Kanyon answering Roz’s questions as best she could. Some she still didn’t know herself, but the last she was sure of. “Roz, I’ll need a favor after all this.”

	“Of course, anything.” 

	Kanyon tapped at Roz’s bag. “At the end of this, when we take her down, I want all this cleared up. I want the world to know that there is only one woman in my life.” 

	Roz smiled wide. “And Daylen is good with that?”

	“So she says. And we’ll go with that until she figures out she can do better,” Kanyon replied with a wink.

	“It’s about damn time you both figured your shit out and realized you deserve each other. And yes, I’ll greatly enjoy taking that skanky rug down.” 

	Kanyon laughed. “Thank you. Are we good? You’ll handle this and the movie stuff for me?”

	Roz stood, picked up her bag, and threw it over her shoulder. “Already on it. Now, you need to go in there and handle that hot mess of a mother.”

	Kanyon groaned. “Sure you don’t want to handle that too?”

	“I love you, but I’d rather wrap my naked ass up in Saran Wrap and Macarena down Rodeo Drive carrying a pigeon.”

	“Noted. And unfortunately visualized.” 

	“You’re welcome. Now, I’m going to take my beefcake of a bodyguard and bounce. A word of advice: Your mother is a lot of things, a lot of slutty, plastic things, but she loves you. Remember that.” 

	“Okay. Sure. Thanks?” Kanyon replied, curious about the sudden defense of her mother.

	Roz gave her a swift nod and snapped twice at Eddie. “Let’s roll, hottie with the banging body.” 

	 

	Kanyon opened the front door to her mother’s house cautiously. Nothing really different than any other day, because lesson learned the hard … she shook her head, bad choice of words. With Dodge, however, she didn’t have to worry about sexcapades with her mom. They’d fought from the moment they’d laid eyes on each other some years ago. She’d actually been worried that her mother would be all over Dodge. All the other women on set had swooned over him, not that he’d paid any of them any mind. Maybe that’s why Katherine disliked him? He hadn’t fallen at her feet. Nope, it had been all insults and arguing from day one. And they didn’t disappoint today. She tried to dial into the harshly spat whispers that came from the kitchen as she moved silently down the hall. 

	“I can’t believe you’re making me to do this! After all this time!” Katherine’s voice demanded.

	“If not now, then when? I’ve waited too long already,” Dodge replied.

	“And whose fault is that?” 

	“It’s mine. But don’t you think I’ve been punished enough?”

	“Self-imposed punishment. You’re the one that ran off to God knows where to leave me to raise our child,” Katherine’s voice broke as it filled with tears.

	“I didn’t know you were carrying our child or I never would have left. I would have stayed despite your … your wishes otherwise.”

	“Wishes otherwise? We were going to get married for Christ’s sake!”

	“Until you fell in love with someone else!”

	“What? Where did you get that idea? I loved you and only you, you stupid Wonton.”

	Dodge shook his head and began to pace, his voice softening. “You sent me a letter and told me you were in love with someone else, someone worthy of your pending fame and financial stature. If I’m remembering your words correctly. Which I am as they have haunted me for all these years.”

	“You’re delusional. Apparently, you’ve drunk too much sake and it has killed your brain cells. You were supposed to meet me at the gates, but you never showed. Instead, you were off saving some damsel in distress in a bar. I saw the pictures. Is she who you ran off with?”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about. I never ran off with anyone. You told me to meet you at our bookstore; instead, your man servant delivered me my Dear John letter.”

	There was a long silence before her mother’s voice spoke again in a soft whisper. “I never wrote you a Dear John letter.”

	“But … no wait, I have it.” Dodge reached into his back pocket and took a tattered piece of paper out of his wallet. He unfolded it and handed it to Katherine. She looked down at the words, and the tears she’d been holding back began to slide down her cheeks. “I didn’t write this.” She sighed as she handed the note back to Dodge. “I knew my father was …” She wiped a tear. “I mean, he’d threatened to take everything away, but I told him I didn’t care. He probably had one of our maids write it.”

	Dodge looked at the piece of paper he’d held onto for over thirty years. “You’re telling me, you never—?”

	“I didn’t write that,” Katherine whispered.

	“Oh, Katherine, I’m so sorry. I—” Dodge said.

	“Assumed that my pursuit of fame and fortune was more important than you? That I was so shallow that I would—”

	“Realize that you were too smart, too strong, too beautiful … just too much of everything good for a guy like me,” Dodge finished.

	Katherine laid a hand over her heart. “You’re an idiot.” She sniffed. 

	“Complete and absolute. I loved you with everything I had. I missed out on our beautiful daughter’s life because I didn’t fight for what I wanted. Katherine, I am so sorry.”

	Katherine dropped heavily in a nearly by chair. “I can’t believe my father did this. I knew he was against us, but I never thought he’d—”

	Kanyon stepped into the room. “Kind of sucks to be duped by your parents, huh?”

	“Oh my God, Kanyon,” Katherine started for her daughter.

	Kanyon retreated a step and held out a hand. “Yeah, I’m not really ready for any family kumbaya moments.” 

	“Kanyon, please.” Katherine took another step, but stopped as her daughter took another in reverse.

	“I’m going to need some time with this.”

	Dodge tried. “Kanyon, let me explain.”

	“Um, I’m thinking no. I’ve known you for how long? There have been several opportunities for you to explain.” 

	 “Kanyon, stop and listen for a minute,” Dodge ordered as Kanyon took another retreating step. 

	“Sorry, Pops, a little too late for parental orders.”  

	Katherine stomped her foot. “Kanyon!”

	Kanyon lifted an unimpressed brow, then left the house.

	 


Chapter 20 

	 

	Daylen caught Ruby in the kitchen whipping something up in the blender. “Margaritas?” she asked as she dropped into a chair at the kitchen table. “I’ll take two.”

	Ruby finished her concoction, bringing a glass of something close to the color of ten-day washed-ashore algae to her nose. 

	“What the heck is that?”

	“The women in my bridge club said this adds a little,” she lifted her boobs and dropped them, “perk to the old girls and cha cha cha to down—” 

	Daylen muffed her ears. “La la la la la la la.” When she saw her aunt’s lips stop moving, she continued, “I never would have talked to Uncle Jack if I had known I’d be subjected to … to …” she swirled a finger at Ruby’s drink. “Any of … any of that ... this.”

	Ruby laughed. “This.” She did her own finger swirl. “This is part of your punishment for interfering. I’m grateful. Truly.” In a seductress tone she added, “Trrruly grateful.”

	Daylen groaned. “Super.” 

	“He is. I’d forgotten just how suuuppper.” She added a purr just to make her niece squirm. 

	“Ugh.”

	Ruby laughed. “Anything new today?” 

	Daylen started with their unsuccessful visit to Nick’s work, but paused as her aunt’s face turned an unnatural shade of green. “Problem?” 

	Ruby coughed once. Dry heaved twice. She steadied herself, then stood and promptly tossed the remaining shake into the sink. She washed out the glass, sniffed it, and dry yakked again before sidestepping, pressing the foot lever to the trash, and disposing of the glass. 

	“You okay?”

	“My parts are just going to have to stay where they are.”

	“Smart.” Daylen finished her update. “I need to go up and see if Theo has anything new. We’d obviously like to find Nick before the park, which we are assuming he’ll show up to.” 

	“Yes, we need to try to avoid another time warp scene. 

	“Agreed. If we don’t come up with him, we’ll head down early and try to intercept him.”

	“Jack is still working on things from his end. He’s supposed to let me know if he finds anything. Where’s Kanyon?”

	“Katherine called. Needed her to come over right away.”

	Ruby rolled her eyes. “Always the drama queen.”

	“Maybe a little, but I actually really like Katherine. She’s strong and not afraid to go after what she wants.”

	“Ha!” Ruby barked. 

	Daylen eyed her aunt suspiciously. “You act like you know her.” Ruby teeter-tottered a hand. “Of course you do. Duh. Dodge was your Guardian. You had to have known her.” 

	“Finally figured that one out, did you? The book, or?”

	“Book. Nice try with the misfile.”

	Ruby shrugged. “I always hoped he’d come clean with her. Wasn’t my place. Katherine, she …”

	“She what?”

	“She nothing. We had some run-ins, that’s all,” Ruby admitted.

	“And?”

	“And nothing. She was just … not very understanding of Dodge and my relationship.”

	“Of her boyfriend running off with another woman at all hours of the night?” Daylen clarified. 

	“She knew I was with Jack,” Ruby countered.

	“Because women in relationships never cheat.”

	“Whatever,” Ruby waved her off. “She dumped him with a Dear John letter. He was going to propose that night and instead he got a “you’re not good enough for my high-class ass” letter. Even sent her butler to do her dirty work. He was devastated. He couldn’t be in the same city, see her on the screen, or see her in the news and out with other men. So he left. Left being a Guardian to go all Shaolin monk on a freaking mountaintop for twenty-some odd years.” 

	“I can’t believe she—”

	“She did. Dodge came out of a bar fight over a possessed beer stein with not so much as a hangnail even though he was up against seven guys armed with knives, guns, and broken beer bottles only to be completely obliterated by one Miss Katherine McKane.” 

	Daylen sighed. “I confronted him this morning, by the way.” Ruby widened her eyes. “Kanyon needs to know. I can’t … won’t keep that secret from her.”

	Ruby nodded. “I agree. I haven’t liked keeping that little factoid a secret myself.”

	“It won’t be fun once he tells her. She’ll … I don’t know. At minimum, she’ll feel betrayed. At most …” Daylen shook her head, “well, it won’t be good. I just hope she’ll try to understand. See past it. She needs him. I think we are going to need him. I have a bad feeling about all this.”

	“Happens when you’re potentially going up against Ma’at and her evil soldier posse.” Ruby tried for a grin. She didn’t need her Seeker powers to know she didn’t like how things were starting to play out. 

	“Right.” Daylen squeezed her aunt’s shoulder. “I’m going to go up and check in with Theo.” 

	 

	 

	Daylen slowed in front of Theo’s office, poised to ask about new leads, only to fall silent at his new absolutely-not-feng shui furniture arrangement. Daylen guessed the new layout was all Blue’s creation because the raven-haired menace was sitting sidesaddle grinning malevolently at Theo. Blue had found and DIY-modified a desk decoupaged in zombie apocalypse death scenes. “You two look, um … cozy.”

	“Totes,” Blue said in a suspiciously cheery tone. 

	Theo offered up a groan and narrow-eyed glare.

	Daylen stepped into the two-by-two-foot space that was left after Blue had wedged her desk sideways along Theo’s, which completely cut off Theo’s path out of the room unless he went up and over a desk. “I’m not sure this would meet fire code,” Daylen added.

	“Ha! I told you!” 

	“You can go blow your hose, Fire Marshall Bill,” Blue retorted.

	“Blue,” Daylen scolded. “Theo, do you have anything new? Do we have any idea where Nick has been the last couple of days?”

	“Nothing on his social media,” Theo stated.

	“Unfortunately, he’s not an annoying food photo sharer,” Blue added. 

	“He does or did, I should say, post rather frequently on the LARP site. His last post was Thursday. He wasn’t happy about his role in the upcoming O.K. LARP. Previous posts show he was really pushing for the key role of Wyatt Earp, but he ended up getting the sheriff instead.” 

	“Sheriff role can’t be too bad,” Daylen stated. She got double snorts. “Or maybe it is? Remind me of the details.”

	“Well, the Cowboy—” Theo started, only to stop when a hand shot in front of his face. 

	“I got this, pony boy,” Blue said. “Picture it.” She spread wide theatrical hands. “Tombstone, Arizona. Oct. 26, 1881. It was a Wednesday. Hot. Sun beating down as the clock ticked toward the three o’clock hour. Five, dirty, sweaty, probably sexy outlaws called the Cowboys on one side of town. Four, dirty, sweaty, most definitely sexy lawmen on the other. A long-simmering feud standing in the middle.” 

	Theo groaned. “A legendary gunfight. The ultimate good versus evil,” Blue said. “Or was it? 30 seconds, 30 rounds, is all the great gun battle took. Three Cowboys were left bloody and dead on the street. Two used the chicken exit. All four lawmen remained standing, though three were wounded. Wyatt Earp walked away unscathed only to have the sheriff charge them later with muuuurrrrrder. Or was it a setup? See, the slimy sheriff had told the Earps and Doc H. that the Cowboys were unarmed. He then claimed the Earps fired first, killing the three Cowboys in cold blood. There were theories and rumors that the sheriff set the Earps up, because he thought Wyatt was after his job. Others say it was Earp wanting to take out the Cowboys to bolster his reputation. They were found not guilty … but were they? Were they really? A mystery that will never be solved. Dant, dant, dant, daaaaaa.” Both audience members remained silent. “What? I watch Drunk History.”

	“Oddly very helpful, Blue. Thank you. Nick is the sheriff, but who are Wyatt and Doc?”

	“Josh Lowe and Bryce Haze are playing Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday,” Theo jumped in. “Like their characters, Nick and Josh have their own feud going on. Josh was recently elected the ringleader of the LARP group. Nick held the title for the last year or so. Actually, he seems to kind of be the guy that started the group. He was the first to post in the group and call for new members anyway.”

	“Not good if Nick is holding onto anger or a grudge. That could be fueling the watch,” Daylen mused. “Can you get hold of Josh? Let’s see what he might know.”

	“Yeah, sure.” Theo typed something onto the screen and looked back up. “Messaged him. Told him that I and a couple of friends are interested in joining the group, that we have some questions and would like to chat.” A second later an incoming message dinged. “He’s free now. He sent his number.”

	“Great.” Daylen propped a hip on the corner of Blue’s desk. “Call and put him on speakerphone. I want to see if he knows anything more. Maybe he’s seen or talked to Nick.”

	Theo dialed and placed his phone on his desk. 

	“This is Josh.”

	Theo looked at Daylen who gave him a go-ahead signal. “Oh yeah, hey, this is Theo. I just reached out about your group.”

	“And I’m his better half, Blue,” Blue interjected. “We’re super geeked up about joining the party.”

	Josh laughed. “Well, we’re always looking for new members, so we’re happy to have you. You ever LARPed before?”

	“I have. The Mid-evil D&D,” Theo stated.

	“Oh yeah, Kirk’s group. That’s cool.”

	“Totally, but my … girlfriend,” he choked out with a quick glare at Blue, “is more into the Wild Wild West, so we thought maybe we could do this one together.” 

	“Again, love to have you. We actually have an event today if you’re free. O.K. Corral. I’m headed out there now to reserve the space and set up. We’re kicking off at 2:30, and of course the big showdown will be at 3:00.”

	“Right, of course,” Theo replied as he looked to Daylen for guidance. 

	Daylen mouthed, “Nick.”

	Theo nodded. “That sounds awesome. We’ll be there. You wouldn’t happen to know if Nick will be there? I, ah, met him a few weeks ago at an MTG tourney. He’s actually the one that told us about the group. I’d like to, you know, catch him and say hi.”

	“Joshy,” Blue cut in, “you should know, my bumpstick isn’t a good judge of character. He thinks Nick is cool. I think he’s a total nut job. What’s your take?”

	Daylen backhanded Blue’s arm. 

	Blue hit the mute button. “What? Just cutting to the chase. Seeing what we’re dealing with.”

	A chuckle came over the phone. “Nick’s an okay guy, just wound a little tight. I don’t know if he’ll be around or not. He kind of went off at our prep meeting.”

	Blue took the phone off mute. “Semi-nut job with rage issues. What set him off?”

	“I don’t know about rage issues. He’s just kind of OCD. I think he was just super disappointed that he didn’t get Wyatt Earp. But we went to a kind of draw-straws system where everyone has a fair chance of getting the good roles. I happened to get it this time around; then I added to his frustration when I said I was going to use my Colt 45 replica. Earp actually used a .44 caliber 1869 American model Smith & Wesson. Nick wants everything to be as authentic as possible. But some of us have limited budgets, ya know. Anyway, I thought there for a minute we were going to have a showdown right there.”

	“You threw down?” Blue asked.

	“Nah, just thought there for a second he was going to go off, but then nothing. He just smirked and walked away. So hopefully he’s cooled off and will be cool today. Anyway, I need to get going. I hope to see you guys out there?”

	“We wouldn’t miss it. And hey, if you happen to have any extra gun—” 

	“We’ll be there,” Theo said, cutting Blue off before hanging up.

	“Thursday,” Daylen said, standing again. “Same time Aunt Ruby said she’d felt something?”

	Theo made a few clicks with his mouse. “Thursday’s prep meeting was at three.”

	“He threw a hissy fit and it set the watch off?” Blue asked.

	“That’s what I’m thinking,” Daylen stated. “I think we’d better head to the park now if Josh is going early. I’ll call Kanyon. Blue, you let Aunt Ruby know.”

	 


Chapter 21 

	

	Kanyon was reeling. Dodge was her freakin’ father! How could she not have seen it? Now that she knew, the evidence was all too clear. Hell, she could even see their resemblance, the olive-toned skin, the same dark-blue eyes, and even the way they moved on the mat. Fighting. Fighting … God, she was an idiot. Dodge was a freakin’ Guardian. Or had been. Which just pissed her off even more. That meant everyone knew but her. She assumed they’d known all along with the all-knowing thing, but this wasn’t some stranger—it was Dodge. She knew him. He was in her life. He’d been right there and they hadn’t said, “Oh, by the way, that dude that trains you … yeah, he’s your dad and a Guardian.” 

	That just drove the knife in deeper. And Ruby? Ruby likely knew. I mean, it wasn’t like they had annual Guardian and Seeker conventions or support groups, but come on, she had to know. Ruby had been in LA her whole life; Dodge had obviously been in LA impregnating her mother. They had to have crossed paths. 

	Her phone rang. She flipped it over. Her mother. “No, thank you.” She hit the ignore button. It rang again five seconds later. Dodge. “Ain’t happening.” The pattern repeated two more times until Kanyon shut her phone off completely. She needed time with this. After the big news bomb, she’d thought about heading to the office to share her anger with Daylen, but she was working on finding the watch and didn’t need a distraction. They were meeting in just over an hour to head to the park, and right now she needed time to think. To be mad. To cool down a bit or, hell, she’d be lighting up some new article of her own. She pushed herself through another brutalizing lap in the pool, slowing only when she felt her toes sweep against the top of something. She flipped at the end of the pool and pushed off the wall, propelling herself forward. She felt a disturbance in the water beneath her. She immediately went topside, scanning the area for the uninvited guest. 

	From behind her, Blue answered Kanyon’s unasked question. “It’s a twelve-foot python. It really is some of my best work.” She leaned slightly, the controller in her hands going with her.

	Kanyon jumped as Blue’s creation slithered through her legs. “Blue, knock it off.”

	 “You knock it off.” Blue’s arms twisted to the left as her thumbs maneuvered one of the two joysticks. 

	Kanyon felt the snake pass by her legs again. “I’m freaking serious! Cut it out!”

	“I’m freaking serious. You cut it out!” Blue twisted her arms right.

	The snake did another pass. Kanyon splashed a retreat. “I’m just trying to swim. I’m not in the mood for this right now,” Kanyon countered, spinning around to catch a glimpse of her underwater assailant. 

	“I know. Mommy dearest called me looking for you.” Blue pushed the left joystick forward, smiling as Kanyon nearly went under. “She’s in quite the mood too.” 

	“Can’t say that I care.”

	“Do you care that Daylen has been trying to call you because she’s heading to the park early in an attempt to save the world from Clockwork Dweeb and you’re here pouting in your pool?”

	“Daylen’s going to the park early? Why?” 

	“We got hold of Josh, head LARP nerd. He confirmed Nick flipped his lid on Thursday. Which in case your brain has checked out is when Ruby was there and time got jacked with.” Blue jerked her hands quickly to the right, and before Kanyon could react a tail wrapped around her leg and pulled her under.

	Resurfacing, Kanyon spat, “You know you’re dead, right?” 

	“You ready to go play superhero or you want to continue your pity party?” She thumbed the controllers again right then quickly left. Kanyon went under again. When she reemerged, heat flamed in her eyes. Blue took a step back. “Hey, I was trying to help. You know, baptize the stupid out of you.”

	“Thank you, Mother Teresa, but I think I just found my new calling.” Kanyon dove under the water. When she resurfaced at the stairs, she flung the mechanical snake, now in two six-foot sections, on the ground at Blue’s feet. Blue scrambled back as Kanyon approached. “Give me the remote.”

	Blue hugged it to her chest. “I don’t wanna.”

	Kanyon put out her hand. “Give me the remote.”

	“But it cost me twenty-five bucks.”

	“Give me the remote.”

	“You suck.” Blue slammed the remote in Kanyon’s outstretched hand.

	“I’ll give you two seconds to say good-bye.”

	Blue sniffled. “Good-bye, sweet PR11020. You’ve brought me much joy.” She gave it a loving last stroke between its two motion controllers. “Please say hello to the late PR11010 for me.” 

	“Done?”

	Blue turned away. “Do what you must, you … you electronic killer.”

	Kanyon brought the flames to her hand. Two seconds later, she held out the melted mess of black plastic and circuit boards to Blue. 

	Blue took it, juggling the hot lump from palm to palm. “You know, that’d be cool if it didn’t totally blow.”

	Kanyon walked over to get her towel from one of the pool chairs. “Why didn’t Daylen tell me they wanted to go early?”

	Blue went to the poolside table and picked up Kanyon’s phone. She held down the power button, glaring at Kanyon. When the screen lit up she punched in Kanyon’s security code and showed it to Kanyon. Fifteen missed calls were noted on her screen. Blue punched the last one. “Hey, it’s me again. I hope everything is okay. You’re starting to worry me. Your mom called, as did Dodge. They told me … Kanyon, I’m so sorry. I wish I could be there for you. But, right now I have to head to the park. We’re pretty positive Nick has the watch and some of the players are already heading there for setup. I have Theo, Ruby, Marcus, and Isadora. I’m sending Blue after you. Sorry in advance. I love you. Call me as soon as you get this.”

	Kanyon grabbed the phone from Blue. “How long ago was that?”

	“Twenty minutes or so.”

	“Daylen is already there! You could’ve led with that!” Kanyon took off for the back door. “Meet me out front. Helmet on and ass on the Ducati in one minute.”

	 

	 

	Daylen was stepping out of her vehicle as her phone rang. She prayed it was Kanyon. She’d been anxious since Kanyon left, only to have her fears escalate when Katherine called her in a panic. Apparently, Kanyon had stormed out after walking in on her and Dodge’s conversation. Katherine was sobbing, which only fueled Daylen’s concerns. Katherine was, unless on-screen and scripted, never not in control of her emotions. Much like her daughter. “Hey, Uncle Jack,” Daylen said, trying not to let her disappointment be heard. “Anything new?”

	“Maybe. I just got information on my desk about a museum theft in Arizona.”

	“Okay?” 

	“Tombstone, Arizona,” Jack clarified. 

	“Crap.”

	“Exactly. Wyatt Earp’s gun was stolen last night. There’re no leads because, funny thing, the gun was simply there one minute and then gone the next. It’s all there or I should say, it’s not at all on video. They’re going with the theory that someone doctored the feed, but I think you and I know there’s another possibility.” 

	“Nick. Nick used the watch to go in and steal the gun.”

	“That’s my thought,” Jack confirmed. 

	“Explains where he’s been for the last two days. And Earp’s gun was part of the reason Nick got upset,” Daylen was saying as the pieces slid into place.

	“I sent a couple of officers to the park. And before you object, they have clear instructions not to approach or stop him. They are to call me if they see him. Lt. Boston is on her way and I’m headed there myself.”

	Daylen didn’t like the idea of cops being around. Didn’t like the idea of anyone being around, but people that are programmed to throw themselves into the line of danger … ugh. But she also trusted Jack. He knew the stakes. “Okay. I just pulled up and we’re headed down to the area now.”

	“Please keep yourself and Ruby safe. I just got you guys back.”

	“I’ll do everything I can.”

	“I’ll see you soon.”

	“That was Jack?” Ruby asked, trying not to sound overly interested.

	“Yeah. Nick might have acquired a gun. Wyatt Earp’s gun.”

	“Awesome!” Theo cheered before realizing the implications. “I mean, bad. That’s not awesome. Very not awesome.”

	Daylen filled the others in on the new information as they made their way down to the event space. She looked pointedly at Theo. “If there’s a real gun in play, I want you to get out of here. Do you hear me?” She got a noncommittal rumble. “Isadora.” She got a nod of understanding. “Okay then. I guess, let’s go get ourselves a pocket watch.”

	 


Chapter 22 

	 

	Kanyon hit the front steps forty seconds later, shoving her left arm in her leather jacket. In another second, she was at her bike giving Blue’s helmet a hard slap before she picked up the pixie and moved her from driver to bitch in one quick motion. 

	“I can drive this thing you know,” Blue yelled.

	“Christ!” Kanyon shook her helmet as she brought the bike to life. “The helmets have mics. You just busted my eardrums.”

	“Oh,” Blue said in a normal tone. “I can drive this thing,” she repeated.

	“Not now, Blue.” 

	It was probably the depth of concern in Kanyon’s voice that made Blue silent for the rest of the ride, not counting the “hell yeahs,” “eat dust you two-dollar jalopy,” and “blow me, beamer” comments she made as Kanyon weaved in and out of traffic. Their twenty-minute drive clocked in at thirteen. “They’re going to be just over that hill and around on the east side,” Blue offered.

	Kanyon would’ve driven the bike into the park and directly to Daylen, but the park was fenced and there wasn’t a passable entrance. She got as close as she could before stopping. “You got this?” she asked Blue before leaping off the bike and taking off on foot. She was taking off her helmet when she heard the crash of metal and fiberglass meeting concrete, then a barely audible “oh yeah, that’s going to leave a mark.” Kanyon dropped the helmet and vaulted the fence. She’d never forgive herself if Daylen got hurt because she was off sulking about daddy-dearest. Probably wouldn’t forgive her father either, just for spite. She topped a small crest and got her bearings. The walking path that outlined the entire park was off to her left, as were two cop cars. Next to them was Lt. Boston’s unmarked. Please God, they better not be here because she was too late. She took off at a dead run, forgoing the paved path for the more direct route.  

	As soon as she hit the cover of woods, she felt him. “She okay?”

	Marcus ran beside her. “Yes, but the situation is troubling. And you should know there is a very dark power here as well.”

	“Lexi?” she asked as she leapt a fallen tree branch.

	“I do not know. It is possible. Or something even worse.”

	“Herod?”

	“I fear it is possible. He should not be able to engage on this plane. Like us, they are not supposed to interfere, only guide. But as you know, that has not been so in the past.”

	“Right. And by the way.” She pushed a limb out of her way. “How are you supposed to help if you can’t interfere?”

	Marcus gave her a cocky grin. “I am able to right injustices.”

	“You have Herod then?”

	He nodded. “And my bride will be with you,” he said, and then he was gone just as she broke through the trees. 

	The scene that greeted her had her heart triple-timing it. Daylen was standing in front of, she assumed Nick, and Nick had a gun aimed at Daylen’s chest.

	 

	 

	“Nick, you don’t need to do this,” Daylen pleaded, one hand outstretched in his direction, the other holding Josh behind her. “This isn’t you.”

	Nick stood gunslinger style, pistol out and pointed in her direction. It took everything Daylen had to remain standing under the weight of the emotions he was projecting. “Oh, it’s me. Totally me. I’m going to put an end to the torment this varmint has brought to this town.”

	“If you shoot him, it will make you a murderer.”

	“It will make me a hero.” Nick spat, his spittle catching on the fake mustache that was coming unglued from the left side of his lip. He pulled the pocket watch from his vest. “Showdown isn’t supposed to be happening for another forty-five minutes, but maybe we can just speed things up a bit.”

	“He’s freakin’ crazy,” Josh said from over Daylen’s shoulder.

	Daylen elbowed him. “Not helping!” She calmed her voice, despite the power pulsing against the walls of her shield. “Nick, you really don’t want to do that. You don’t know the power that watch has.” She was afraid to push. Afraid to enter his mind any more than she already had attempting to calm him. Memories of Bea, of Kanyon going over the roof’s edge hit her. 

	“Oh, I know exactly what this thing can do.” The level of crazy ratcheted up a notch at her. 

	She needed Kanyon, Daylen thought. Needed her calming presence. Needed her to help charge her quickly depleting strength. And then just as her shields began to slip, a new fear shattered them completely. 

	“Get down,” Kanyon yelled.

	Daylen’s eyes jerked toward Kanyon’s voice. “Kanyon! No!”  

	Kanyon was airborne when the ball of black mist hit Nick in the chest. The force of the impact caused him to jerk backward. The sound of the gun going off was deafening. 

	Kanyon hit the ground, rolled, and was back up and moving in Daylen’s direction. She staggered a step, needing a second to regain her equilibrium as one ear was protesting while the other was filled with a high-pitched bell. Kanyon shook her head, trying to bring the scene in front of her into focus. 

	“Like I promised … on the ground and bleeding,” Lexi said, leaning down to yank Daylen up by her hair, exposing the bloom of red spreading across her stomach. 

	Kanyon had to force air back into her lungs. “Lexi, let her go.”

	The ringing stopped abruptly, followed by metal on metal crunching, a groan, and then a lone bicycle making its way solo through the middle of Kanyon and Lexi’s stand-off before toppling against an Igloo cooler abandoned stage left. “Sorry,” Blue said from the sidelines, “I didn’t mean to disrupt the moment.”  

	“You have quite the impressive crew,” Lexi said, giving Daylen’s hair another jerk. Kanyon stepped forward, halting when Lexi held out something in her left hand. “I’d stop there if I were you. I have a new trinket.” She wiggled the article in front of her. Kanyon heard Ruby gasp and saw Jack from her periphery holding Ruby back with one hand, unsnapping his holster with the other. “I’d stay where you are, Auntie. Also, keep a leash on your cop or I’ll release her,” she gave the article a little shake, “and she can finish you all off.”

	Kanyon took in the article, gold, approximately eight to ten inches in height. Lexi held it at its base as if it was a cross and she was a vampire. Only this cross had an oval as its crown. It was ornately decorated with a variety of jewels, and the center diamond or crystal was filled with swirling gray smoke.

	“A freakin’ woman’s symbol? What are you going to do, PMS us to death?” Blue scoffed.

	“Seriously, how do you deal with her?” Lexi asked Kanyon.

	Kanyon didn’t answer, didn’t take her eyes off Lexi. She opened her senses to her surroundings. A crowd was starting to gather. Nick was starting to stir behind her. Lt. Boston was a hundred yards out, yelling orders at her radio and park-goers as she ran at a full sprint across the green space behind Lexi, her gun already out. Ralph was stepping alongside her, a low growl vibrating from his throat. Theo was also on her left side, ten or so yards away, but inching his way slowly to her flank. Blue was on her right, mirroring Theo’s moves, but in a much less stealthy manner. Isadora was moving into the scene, her hands coming out from beneath her white robe. And Daylen was fighting to keep her hands over the wound as Lexi moved. 

	“If you must know, it’s an ankh and it is my gateway to power and eternal life.”

	“Looks like tacky swag from a lesbian cruise,” Blue stated. “No offense, Lexi the Lezzy, just saying it’s kind of overly gay. Which I’m totally cool with. I mean, even I can say Ruby Rose could have me swing—” 

	Lexi pointed the article at Nick. “Shut her up, please.” Black smoke poured from the eye of the ankh, swirling and twisting its way until it wrapped itself around Nick. When he gasped, the smoke was sucked into his nose and mouth. He stumbled back a step, blinked, righted himself, and lifted his gun at Blue. 

	“Lexi, don’t do this,” Kanyon yelled over the growing screams of the people around them. 

	“Hold on a sec,” Lexi said as Isadora lifted her hands and the surrounding chaos silenced abruptly. 

	Lexi looked at Isadora. “Thank you. This will be much more rewarding if Kanyon can actually hear their cries of agony. She jerked at Daylen’s hair for emphasis, but Daylen didn’t so much as whimper. Lexi sighed. “That wasn’t the dramatic and poignant effect I was looking for,” Lexi released Daylen’s hair with a quick jerk, throwing Daylen hard onto her side. “I’ll get to you soon enough. Back to the annoying one,” Lexi started just as Theo dove forward, rolled, and came up as he tossed something at Kanyon. 

	It was a little high and to the right, but Kanyon caught the pocket watch with ease, popping the crown with a flip of her thumb and freezing the world around her. 

	“Well played,” Lexi commended as the smoke retreated back into the article. “That might have delayed the girl’s fate, but it doesn’t really help you with this one.” Lexi gave Daylen a kick. “She’s still bleeding to death.”

	“Until I turn it back five minutes,” Kanyon said, her fingers twisting slightly to the left.

	Lexi snorted. “You wouldn’t dare. You know what happens if you use an article for personal gain.” She waved a hand at Ruby, who was standing frozen and helpless on the sidelines. “You won’t be the big hero anymore. You’ll be giving everything up and go back to being nothing.”

	 “And yet I’ll still be more than you,” Kanyon spat.

	Daylen fought to prop herself up on an elbow. “Kanyon, don’t do it!” She yelled, but Kanyon had already plunged the crown back into place. 

	It took a second. Just long enough for Kanyon to think she’d made another calculated error, but then Theo did a back somersault, was standing, and began to back pedal. Blue was in reverse too; her bike pedaled itself backward between them. Nick went from standing, to the ground, to standing again. Josh forward crab-walked back into the scene, coming to stand behind a nonexistent human shield. 

	Daylen gasped in pain as fire tore through her body and then nothing. She looked down at her hands. They were clean of blood as was her shirt. She started to stand, only to be thrown forward as time slammed back into itself.

	Kanyon pitched forward as well. She’d been bracing herself against just that and was hoping to take Lexi off guard when it happened, but she hadn’t been prepared for the white-hot flash of heat that was torn from her, like her soul had just been ripped from her body. A boot caught her under her chin, forcing her up and onto her back, knocking the wind out of her. 

	“I should’ve known you’d do the whole Goody Two Shoes thing,” Lexi tsked from above her. “So pathetic.” She pressed a heel into Kanyon’s wrist. “But hey, thanks for this.” She leaned down and peeled the watch out of Kanyon’s grasp. She straightened, admiring her new treasure, and jetting the ankh out to Daylen who started in her direction. “Don’t you start getting any bright ideas.”

	Daylen froze. “Lexi, you don’t understand what you’re doing. They’re using you. All you’ll be is her puppet.”

	“I’ll be the most powerful person in the world.” She slid the watch into her pocket as she spun the ankh toward Nick. “Take care of the annoying blondie for me, will you?”

	Nick nodded robotically as he turned in Daylen’s direction and quick-drew his gun. 

	“Ralph!” Kanyon yelled as the sound of a single gunshot filled the air.

	Once the dust settled, Lexi assessed the damage. Which was a short assessment as there was none. Daylen was struggling to pull herself out from under the big dumb dog. Lexi sighed. “Would have been better to watch you suffer with the loss of your girlfriend, but,” she jerked the gun from Nick and aimed it at Kanyon, “oh well. Daylen suffering will just have to do. Say good-bye, hero.” 

	The sound of gunfire didn’t drown out the thudding of Daylen’s heart as she clawed at the grass in an attempt to pull herself out from underneath Ralph’s large paw. “Ralph, get off! I’m fine! Get off!” When the weight lifted, she flung herself toward where Kanyon lay. “Oh my god, Kanyon.” She automatically reached out to flip Kanyon over, but hesitated as she saw the blood leeching through the back of Kanyon’s shirt. Tears clouded her vision as she laid her hands on Kanyon’s shoulder and brought her light to the surface. Nothing. It wasn’t working. Why wasn’t it working? She tried again. It was there. Her light was there; it just wasn’t passing into Kanyon.

	Kanyon blinked back into consciousness, her eyes getting a closeup shot of grass and dirt. She started to roll over, but stopped when a flame of pain lit through her shoulder. She coughed. “Son of a—”

	“Kanyon, I’m sorry. I’m trying, but it’s not working.”

	“Help me roll over,” Kanyon ordered, then coughed again.

	“I don’t think—”

	“Roll me over,” Kanyon repeated as she tried to talk her legs into helping. 

	Daylen swiped at her eyes and gently helped Kanyon roll onto her back.

	Kanyon swallowed the scream that wanted to protest the action. Once on her back, the pain eased from hit by a train to bitch-slapped by a semi. She breathed hard through her nose. “Where’s Lexi?” she asked while trying to set up.

	“She ghosted,” Blue exclaimed, coming up to peer over Daylen’s shoulder. “Holy shit, you’re shot.”

	“Apparently faster than a speeding bullet is no longer one of my things,” Kanyon rasped out.

	“Kanyon, stop moving,” Daylen ordered.

	“Blue,” Kanyon coughed, “will you please go thoroughly pummel that asshat who brought a real gun to this fake party?”

	“Consider him thoroughly pummeled,” Blue answered, spinning on her heels and taking off in the other direction. 

	“Kanyon, stop it please.”

	Kanyon turned her gaze toward Daylen. “You okay?” 

	“I’m good because you had to go all stupid and save me,” Daylen said, tears pooling in her eyes. 

	“Always and forever.” Kanyon said, wincing in pain. “Except if you get in trouble in the next few minutes, because I think I’m going to pass out now.”

	


Chapter 23 

	 

	Kanyon woke to the sensation of a hand gripping hers. She didn’t need the supernatural tingle or her eyes open to know it was Daylen. Her heart was confirming by picking up its beat. Double-timing it when she heard Daylen’s soft pleas.

	“It’s time to come back to me. I need you here. Need to know you’re going to be okay,” Daylen muttered.

	Kanyon’s voice needed another second, but she forced her eyes to open as she tightened her grip on Daylen’s hand.

	Daylen’s head jerked up.

	“What did I miss?” Kanyon croaked.

	Daylen let out a coughing sob. “Oh, nothing too exciting. Just some mild panic. A little mayhem.” Daylen said, standing to place a kiss on Kanyon’s lips. “Me freaking out. God, you scared me.”

	“I can say the same,” Kanyon returned. “I thought my life was over when I saw you …” She shook her head slightly, her head swimming a little as it cleared the last of the fog clouding her mind. “It felt like my heart ripped straight out of my chest.” 

	“Ditto,” she circled a finger around the hospital room.

	Kanyon pulled Daylen back to her mouth. The kiss lingered this time. Kanyon reluctantly pulled back, needing to know what happened once she went lights out. “How long have I been out?”

	Daylen glanced at her watch although she knew exactly how long Kanyon had been unconscious. “About fourteen hours.”

	“Fourte—” Kanyon said as she pushed up, immediately regretting the action as a bolt of white-hot fire shot up her arm and into her left shoulder. “Holy crap.” 

	“Lie back down. Lie back down,” Daylen encouraged, as she helped Kanyon back down to the pillow.

	“What the hell?”

	“Lexi shot you.”

	“That I remember,” Kanyon wheezed as she tried to settle in again. 

	“She hit you,” Daylen’s voice broke a little, “just above your heart. You moved just enough …” she sniffed and wiped at a tear. “Doctors said an eighth of an inch to the left and …”

	“But it didn’t. And I’m here. With you,” Kanyon said, finding Daylen’s hand again. 

	A nurse came in interrupting the moment, “Oh good. I see someone is awake.” She immediately moved to check Kanyon’s vitals, IV lines, and bandages, and began punching buttons on the various machines outlining Kanyon’s bed. “You have one heck of a guardian angel, Miss McKane.”

	“So I hear,” Kanyon replied.

	“I’m Robin, the one taking care of you for the next few hours.”

	“Thank you,” Kanyon offered. 

	“Everything looks good. Surprisingly good actually. How are you feeling? I’m sure you’re extremely sore. Do you need me to ask the doctor about pumping up the pain meds?”

	“No. I’m good.”

	“Strong too, just like your characters on TV and in the movies,” Robin replied with a proud smile. “Well, you let me know if anything changes. In the meantime, the waiting room is full of more than a few anxious visitors. I’m more than happy to give them an update that you’re awake or if you would like to …” she looked at Daylen.

	“Can they come in?” Kanyon asked, needing to see with her own eyes that everyone was okay.

	“They are quite the handful. Are you sure you’re up for them?”

	“I’m sure,” Kanyon answered quickly. “I need …” She was going to say need to see them, but “I need them felt more accurate. “… them,” she finished.

	The woman studied Kanyon for a second. Seeing the truth and the depth in her words, she nodded. “Okay, but only for a few minutes. Your mother and father just stepped out of your room a few minutes ago, so why don’t I go find them first.”

	Mother and father, Kanyon repeated silently, not as uncomfortable with the idea as she had been twenty-four hours ago. Must be the drugs. “That would be good.”

	“And you’re sure you don’t want me to drop a couple more pumps of drugs in you before I let the blue-haired one in? She’s been rather—” 

	“Obnoxious? Annoying?” Kanyon offered.

	“We’ll go with extremely engaged,” Robin said with a smile. 

	“She’s better to take in sober, so you have all your wits about you.”

	Robin chuckled. “Okay then. You call if you need anything. Otherwise, I’m going to report your changes to the doctor who I’m sure will want to come check on you. I’ll be back to clear everyone out.”

	“Thank you,” Kanyon and Daylen both offered. 

	“Sweetheart!” Katherine came rushing through the door before it even had a chance to shut.

	“Mom, I’m okay.” Daylen started to retreat, but Kanyon held her in place. 

	Dodge was two steps behind Katherine. “Kanyon, are you okay?”

	Kanyon struggled to sit up but gave up after receiving a jolt of pain. “I’m fine. Just a little graze.” 

	“A graze!” her mother exclaimed. “A bullet went through your precious …” her words trailed off into sobs and sniffles. “I could have …” Dodge followed Katherine around the bed, as Katherine cupped her hand over her daughter’s. “I could have lost you.” Full tears fell now, running down her mother’s cheeks. They weren’t the first, Kanyon noted. Her mother had obviously cried enough that the always perfect makeup had been cleared away, to be replaced by dark circles and puffy red-rimmed eyes.

	Kanyon squeezed her mother’s hand. “You didn’t. I’m okay.” Katherine opened her mouth to protest. “I’m okay,” Kanyon repeated. “I’m here.”

	Roz stormed into the room followed closely by Eddie. “Thank God you’re alive, because I was going to kill you if you’d gotten yourself dead,” Roz was saying as she came bedside. 

	“Makes perfect sense,” Kanyon said with a grin. 

	Roz found Kanyon’s foot and gave it a pat. “Child, I swear.” 

	“I know. I know.” Kanyon looked at Daylen. “Is there a button to set this bed up?” Daylen found the remote, pausing every time Kanyon winced. “I’m good, just need to adjust.” She rolled her shoulder and settled back in, giving Daylen a nod.

	Ruby and Jack came in, and Kanyon felt her mother stiffen. Not uncommon when another woman entered her mother’s territory, but this had a little extra something to it. Personal history, Kanyon thought, confirmed by the death glare Katherine had locked on Ruby. Which Ruby completely ignored as she walked over to her niece, speaking over Daylen’s shoulder to Kanyon. 

	“Kanyon, I …” she paused, considering the others in the room. “I’m so glad you’re okay. And thank you,” her voice shaking a little bit, “for …” she sighed, squeezing Daylen’s shoulder. 

	“I should have known you were behind this,” Katherine growled.

	Ruby straightened at Katherine’s words. “It’s been a long time, Katherine.” Ruby turned to the man standing next to her, her cold demeanor thawing. “Dodge.” 

	“Ruby, it’s been too long.”

	“Huh, wow.” Kanyon said, her irritation building with the reminder of the deceit that filled the room. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you all know each other.” 

	Dodge glanced at his daughter then back to Ruby. “She was my—”

	“She was your what?” Katherine demanded. 

	“You two were … ?” Kanyon asked. “Like with each other? Not just …”

	“You two were what?” Katherine stood abruptly and stomped a foot. “You said it was never like that!”

	Dodge turned to Katherine, raised a hand to her elbow, and looked her dead in her eyes. “It wasn’t.”

	Katherine’s hackles visibly deflated. “Oh. Okay. Good. Well then, I’m sure you’ll explain later.”

	Her mother’s unusually calm and rational voice had Kanyon turning to Daylen. “How much freakin’ drugs did they give me? I think I’m hallucinating.”

	“Damn, this room is the size of my house,” Blue said as she came in, Theo on her heels.

	“They said you were awake. Thank God. I mean, I knew you’d be fine and all, ’cause that’s what happens. Heroes survive. Well, except Jean Grey. Or Arsenic. And I guess Manhunter died. And Thunderstrike from Thor, but otherwise—”

	Blue plunged an elbow into Theo’s gut. “Seriously?”

	“I’m really glad you survived,” Theo coughed.

	“Thank you, Theo. And thanks for the assist.”

	“It was nothing.”

	“It saved Daylen’s life. It was everything,” Kanyon corrected.

	“Yeah, yeah. He’s awesome,” Blue interrupted. “But what about me? I mean, you knew I was being annoying on purpose, right? You know, to distract Lexi’s crazy ass.”

	“I did.” Kanyon smiled. “You do annoying distraction exceptionally well.”

	“Damn right I do.” 

	“Thank you,” Kanyon said in a more serious tone.

	Blue went eyes down. “It’s cool. I just, you know … didn’t want you guys …”

	“You were amazing and incredibly brave,” Daylen interjected when she heard Blue’s voice crack. 

	Roz’s phone started dinging and buzzing. She looked down and sighed. “I know this isn’t the best time,” Roz started, “but word got out. Wild stories have already hit a lot of the news outlets. I had the PR team put out a generic statement, which only held them for a bit. Now we’re getting hit with all kinds of requests for a statement.”

	Blue piped in. “There’s also a huge crowd of people forming downstairs.” 

	“Hospital is locking down,” Theo added. 

	“I don’t need all the details, and frankly I don’t even think I want to know the details. But we need to say you’re fine, recovering, and try to cut off as many of the rumors as we can with something plausible.”

	“I’d for one be interested in the truth,” Lt. Boston said from the doorway. 

	“Sorry, visiting hours are over,” Kanyon stated. 

	Daylen looked at Blue and Theo. “Guys, can you please go let our other two friends of the family know that Kanyon is awake and doing well? Also, make sure Ralph is taken care of, please? Theo, will you keep working on what we talked about and let me know if you get anything?” 

	“Sure, of course,” Theo stated, already taking a step back. “Kanyon, I’m really glad you’re okay.”

	“I’m glad that you’re in my world,” Kanyon offered. 

	Jack caught Theo as he backed up and over a chair. 

	“Hey now, be careful. We need you.” Daylen chuckled, walking over to give Theo a hug. “Thank you.”

	“I’m outie, but first I need everyone to turn around,” Blue said, moving around the bed. When everyone just stood there, she snapped twice. “I want to see asses.” Again, no one moved. She sighed. “I’m going to freaking hug some people and I don’t want to have to kill the witnesses.” She whirled a finger as demonstration. “Chop chop. You too, Deputy Do-Right. About face.”

	Lt. Boston crossed her arms. “Ain’t happening. I never turn my back on a suspect.”

	“Suspect? Suspect in what? Wait, is this over the mannequin incident?” She got the dead eye. “The fountain thing?” Blue tried. “Spray pain—”

	“You have the right to remain silent,” Lt. Boston said. “Please God, use it.”

	“Sound advice, Reno 911.” Blue turned to Kanyon. “Okay, so I’m going to hug you now. Don’t make it awkward. And don’t get any funny ideas.”

	“I’ll do my best.”

	Blue’s hug lasted a beat longer than Kanyon had expected and though she had lost her super hearing, she heard a little sniff come from Blue before she pulled away. 

	“You suck,” Blue said as she let Kanyon go. “And so do you,” she said to Daylen, offering a quick embrace before jetting from the room. “Let’s go, pony boy.”

	“Okay, now who here is going to tell me what the hell happened in the park?” Lt. Boston barked. 

	Jack turned to Ruby. Ruby gave him a “she’s all yours” look. “Lieutenant, why don’t you and I chat out in the hall while Kanyon is with her family and friends.”

	Lt. Boston was going to argue, but her rank and file core wouldn’t allow it. She groaned in frustration instead and followed her boss out the door. 

	Katherine waited until the door shut behind the two cops. “I’d also like to know the facts. So who here is going to tell me what the hell is going on?” She stared at everyone, landing last and most sternly on her daughter. 

	Kanyon waited a beat. Katherine crossed her arms. “Fine. Daylen and I were given supernatural powers. We use those powers to help collect sin-infused articles before the bad guys get them. Otherwise, they’d use them to help with their efforts of world domination. We were out in the park collecting a pocket watch that could turn back time. Daylen got shot by a possessed dude dressed up as Wyatt Earp. I used the watch to turn back time to save her. It worked,” she flipped a wrist in Daylen’s direction, “obviously. And since I used an article for personal gain, which is a big no-no, I got my powers taken away. Lexi, who is being used as a meat puppet by the bad guys, took that opportunity to shoot me and take the watch. And here we are,” Kanyon finished. 

	Katherine’s concern transformed to stone cold mom glare. “Can you not be serious for two minutes? For God’s sake, Kanyon, you’re lying in the hospital. After being shot! If the bullet had been any lower, I would be looking at you through a window at the morgue.” Katherine’s voice cracked. 

	Roz took Eddie by the elbow. “I’ll just make up something for the press.”

	Katherine doubled down on her daughter. “This is no time for your smart mouth and wild stories. I almost lost you today. And after … well, after …” she waved a hand at Dodge, “all that before. You would’ve died mad at me. Knowing I lied to you for so many years, keeping you from ...” she waved again at Dodge and Dodge stepped forward to wrap an arm around Katherine. Tears were performing a balancing act on Katherine’s lids. “I couldn’t have lived with myself. I couldn’t have survived knowing the last conversation between us was …” she sniffed. “I know that I’ve not always been the best mother, but I love you more than life. You are so … you’re everything to me.”

	Kanyon reached out and took her mom’s hand, swallowing the scream of pain that wanted to escape with the simple action. “Mom, it’s okay. Sure, I was mad. Am still, I guess, but we’ll get through it. And who am I to say anything …” Daylen handed Kanyon a tissue so Kanyon could pass it to her mother. “We’re both guilty of keeping things from each other.”

	Katherine stopped dabbing at her eyes, her back straightening. “What have you been keeping from me?”

	Kanyon looked at Daylen, then back at her mother. “Well, for one …”

	Katherine rolled her eyes. “Please, every person with eyes can tell the two of you are in love. I was just waiting for you to come out with it all.”

	Kanyon chuckled. “Okay then, the other stuff. Before, the park, watch … supernatural powers. All true.”

	Katherine rolled her eyes. “Kanyon, please, not now.” She let go of her daughter’s hand and started to turn away. “I don’t even want to deal with—”

	“Mom, seriously, look …” She snapped her fingers and snapped twice more before she remembered that she was no longer a human matchstick.

	“Wow. Impressive.” Katherine snapped her own fingers. “Oh, look at me, I have supernatural powers too.” Snap. Snap. Snap. “Call me Wonder Woman.” Snap.

	“Daylen,” Kanyon said, reaching out for her hand, “a little help here please.”

	Daylen closed her eyes, slowed her breathing, and prayed she’d figured out the how’s and why’s of flipping on her nightlight powers. She found what she was looking for in Kanyon’s touch. Found it emanating from Katherine. From Dodge. And she pulled it into her, then let it radiate back out. She got lost in the sensation, the warmth of it, the power of it, only pulling herself away when she felt Kanyon squeeze her hand. 

	“Close it off now,” Kanyon whispered. The light faded and Daylen blinked back at her. “God, you’re so beautiful.” 

	Daylen smiled.

	Katherine had shuffled back and fell into to a chair that Dodge slid under her at the last second. “Daylen?” Katherine muttered. “You … you were glowing. No, not glowing. Radiating.” Daylen shrugged. Katherine whipped her head to her daughter. “You can … could … whatever, you could do that?” 

	“No, that’s all her. I was more of the muscle. Fast. Strong. I was also getting pretty good at the fire at the fingertips trick.” She ignored the pain in her chest at the loss. “But … yeah.”

	“So what? How? I mean, how did you get these powers?”

	Kanyon looked pointedly at Dodge. “I apparently inherited them from my father.”

	Katherine whirled on Dodge. “You! You’re?”

	“I was a Guardian,” Dodge stated. “Ruby was my Seeker. As Kanyon is for Daylen.”

	“Was,” Kanyon corrected. “Now it looks like we’re both retired.”

	“I don’t understand. I just … a Guardian? Seeker? You all sound like a bad CW series. Tell me what this all means. Why? I mean … why?” 

	“I’ll let the two of you take it,” Kanyon said to Dodge and Ruby, who was standing silently in the back of the room, “because my mom isn’t the only one with questions.” 

	 

	Thirty minutes and roughly two hundred and sixty-three questions later, Katherine was on her feet. “And these, whoever they think they ares …” she waved a hand at the ceiling. “… they took my baby’s powers because she was trying to do the right thing? Saving Daylen? How do I get hold of them?” When she got only a grin from her daughter, she turned on Dodge. “I assume you know them. I mean, are you still in contact? I need to tell them to give her powers back to her right now. They’re hers. She deserves them. I’m sure she’s the best Guardian they have ever had. This is just not right.”

	Kanyon’s grin widened. Her mother might not be the take-care-of-you-while-you-got-the-sniffles kind of mother, but she had the fiercely protective mom thing in spades. 

	“Mom, it’s okay. I made my choice. I knew the consequences and I’d do it again, exactly the same way. A thousand times. But right now, if you want to help me, can you help Roz handle the press and all of that fallout for me?”

	“But they—”

	“That would be the most help to me right now,” Kanyon interrupted. 

	Katherine sighed. “I can do that. Roz probably does need help, but I think I should stay with you.”

	“I’m just going to be lying here.” Helpless she thought. 

	“And she needs her rest,” Robin said, coming back into the room. “Miss McKane. The doctor is just down the hall and will be in shortly.”

	“Okay, thank you.”

	Katherine came to her daughter’s side. “I better stay to hear what the doctor says. Make sure you’re getting the best care this place has to offer. Or if we need to find—”

	“I’m fine. They’re great. I’ll have Daylen come get you if something changes or there are any concerns. You’ll just be right outside.”

	Katherine hesitated. Dodge put a hand on her elbow. “You work with Roz. I will stay at the door.”

	“That woman does need adult supervision,” Katherine said.

	“Thank you.” 

	“I’ll be right outside.” She looked at Daylen. “You will come get me.”

	“At the first sign of anything troubling,” Daylen confirmed. 

	“Okay then.”

	 

	 

	The doctor was a tall, lean, intelligent-looking woman with a big smile and a fierce confidence in her chocolate-brown eyes. “Miss McKane, I’m so glad to see you awake. That’s a big improvement from the last time we met.”

	“Yes. Thank you for helping me out there.”

	“Not a problem.” She moved to Kanyon’s bedside and sat in the chair that Daylen had vacated so she could give her patient her full attention. Kanyon figured this bedside manner added to her success as a doctor. Kanyon was immediately at ease, even as the doctor explained the condition, damage, repair, and recovery. She was heavy on the compliments and faith that Kanyon would make a full recovery with no restrictions. She would only have a couple of small scars where the entry and exit wounds were closed, which, if Kanyon wished, could be diminished by a good plastic surgeon. Which Kanyon rejected. The woman respected that or that’s what Kanyon took from her grin. 

	“Very good then. Everything else is looking very good. Do you have any questions for me?” 

	“When can I get out of here?”

	“What I’d like for you to do is rest a little longer and let’s check on you, say around noon. If everything is still looking good, then maybe later this evening or first thing tomorrow morning? Then we’ll talk about follow-ups and some rehab to make sure you don’t lose any function or range of motion in your shoulder.” 

	“Is that a possibility?” Kanyon asked, already knowing that not having her Guardian skills would hinder her helping Daylen, but add bum shoulder to the mix and yeah.

	The doctor smiled. “Possibility, yes. Likelihood with your willpower and determination? No.” She stood. “Okay, you get some rest. That’s the best thing for you and your recovery right now.” She looked at Daylen. “And yours too. I’ll ask them to move a second bed in here or if this one could stop hogging the bed, you could probably rest there. Just don’t bump the shoulder.” She gave Daylen a wink. “I will see you, Miss McKane, a little later. I’m going to go out and offer some Prozac to your mother and a sedation shot to the blue-haired friend.”

	“There are not enough meds in this hospital,” Kanyon said.

	The doctor smiled. “You have an amazingly kind and loving family. That, I find, is the very best medicine.” 

	“I’ll go give them an update, then be back,” Daylen offered. 

	“If you need to go. I mean, there is a psycho Lexi out there with a watch now …”

	“Isadora and Marcus are trying to locate her. Blue and Theo are also on it. They’re supposed to come get me as soon as they have anything.” 

	“Still.”

	“Still,” Daylen repeated. “For now, I need to be here. With you. I’ll go when we have something. Anything. But for now, I want … need to be here.”

	       Kanyon was going to protest, but the look in Daylen’s face, her tired eyes, and her exhausted posture changed everything. Not that Kanyon had given a whole lot of thought to the rhyme and reason, but if asked she would have said it was her Guardian powers, their Seeker and Guardian bond, that helped Daylen with the emotional chaos of her gifts. But that wasn’t reflected in Daylen’s eyes now; she needed her. Just her. Kanyon’s heart tripped. She moved herself in the bed, making room. “When do you get back?”

	

	 


Chapter 24 

	 

	Kanyon woke when she felt Daylen shiver beside her. She tightened her hold, pulling Daylen closer. She didn’t remember Daylen coming back after giving everyone the update. The last of the drugs must have been wearing off. Her shoulder still felt sore but wasn’t as bad as she’d assumed. It was stiff as she attempted to move it, stretch it out. Thankful that her arm responded to the instructions, she held her arm up and flexed her fist. She’d likely be out of training for a few days, not because she wanted or needed it, but she assumed Dodge … her father. She tried it on for size … her father. Dad. Dad. Father. Yeah, she’d stick with Dodge for the near future. They’d have to work up to the parental titles. But if she was being open-minded and fair, if she were to pick out a father for herself, she couldn’t do much better than Dodge. If she ignored the small fact that he’d spent the last five-plus years lying to her, of course. 

	She rolled her head toward the window. Someone had drawn the curtains, but the light peeking in around the edges made her think the day had a good head start on them. Her thoughts hit the replay button on yesterday’s events. She didn’t regret her actions. Didn’t regret giving up her Guardian status to save Daylen. Not for a second. She had done the right thing, when it came down to it. That she knew without question. It was the before and after she had a hard time accepting. If she hadn’t gone off to pout and had been at Daylen’s side where she belonged … 

	“It is hard,” Isadora said as she walked from the shadows of the corner.

	“Getting shot?” Kanyon asked. “Can’t say it was a good time, no.”

	“Torturing yourself with the what ifs,” Isadora corrected.

	“That kind of blows too,” Kanyon admitted. 

	“You can judge only your actions, not the unlimited possibilities of alternatives. And your actions were selfless and brave.”

	Not ready to give up the mental torture just yet, Kanyon changed the subject. “How’s Marcus? I saw him and then I didn’t. He said he was going after Herod.”

	“He did. Some bumps and bruises. He is fine, and like you he is beating himself up for not being able to end things. And once he found out about Daylen and then your injury, he is … Well, he is off,” she waved a flippant hand in the air, “having a rampage I believe you would call it.”

	Kanyon smiled at her words. She’d be happy to go off and have a rampage herself.

	Isadora moved closer, laying a gentle hand on Kanyon’s arm. “I am so sorry I could not assist.”

	“You assisted with that nifty trick of yours. What was that anyway, the mega Cone of Silence?”

	“A shield of sorts.”

	“It what? Blocked others from seeing us?” 

	“No. I cannot make anyone invisible. I was showing everyone … what do you call it? An alternative version.”

	“Director’s cut,” Kanyon offered. 

	“An edited version, yes.” 

	“Well, I for one, would like to do a retake on that whole entire scene.” Kanyon adjusted her shoulder to rest in a more comfortable position. 

	Daylen stirred, then sat up abruptly. “Oh my god, I’m sorry. Are you okay? Did I hurt you?”

	Kanyon lifted a hand to Daylen’s cheek and rubbed a thumb along her jawline. “Not at all.” 

	Daylen was already sliding off the bed, not fully believing Kanyon’s words. “I shouldn’t have … I should have slept in the chair. I’m sorry, I just wanted to—” She noticed their visitor.

	“Good morning, Daylen,” Isadora said.

	Daylen searched the bedside for her shoes. “Time to go? You found something?”

	“They are definitely growing stronger. I fear the time is nearing. I visited with Ruby before I came, and she should be here anytime.”

	“Right here,” Ruby said. “Gang is outside too.” She patted Kanyon’s foot. “You look better. How are you feeling?” 

	“Better. Sore,” Kanyon gave her shoulder a tentative test run. She felt the pull of her stitches, but otherwise it just felt like a deep annoying bruise. “Yeah, better.” She turned her attention to Isadora. “What have I missed? And what the heck was that new toy they gave Lexi?”

	“Ruby, I believe it is time.”

	“Time for?” Daylen asked.

	“To start from the beginning.” Ruby dropped into the nearby chair. “As we have told you, and I think you’re beginning to understand, Daylen’s gifts are special. Powerful. You, Kanyon, of course, are a part of that power.”

	“Don’t you mean, was a part?” Kanyon asked.

	“Things have changed, but no. I believe you’re still very much a part of this. It has long been told that a Seeker and Guardian with special powers, with a special connection, could have the ability to, well, put Ma’at back in her box we’ll say in a more permanent or at least long-term manner. In the months before you were born, I began receiving messages …” She gave a side-eye to Isadora. “… images actually—at all hours of the night.” Isadora shrugged innocently. “It became clear that my soon-to-be-niece would be the one that would possess these special gifts.”

	       Daylen sat on the edge of Kanyon’s bed. “No pressure.” Kanyon’s hand immediately caressed Daylen’s back. 

	“We assumed that if we knew, then the other side probably knew as well,” Ruby said. “If they did, then they would most likely try to harm you before you came into your powers.”

	“Eliminate the threat. Classic movie trope,” Kanyon stated.

	“Exactly. And as expected, they came not long after you were born. A few weeks maybe. They were using a vessel, much like now, but this vessel wasn’t strong enough to hold Ma’at or at least not for long, but they didn’t need long, just time to get to you,” Ruby continued with a nod to Daylen. 

	“Sidebar that for me. I mean, I know that Ma’at needs to use a vessel to come over to this side, but some aren’t strong enough? What does that mean? Why?” Kanyon asked. 

	Isadora took the question. “Ma’at is, as you know, a supernatural being; a very powerful deity that has the unique ability to take form on this plane. To do so, she must have a vessel, and that vessel must be able to contain her. That ability comes from the vessel’s capacity to absorb her and all her powers.”

	“A strength thing? Because Lexi is strong, but—” Daylen started.

	“Mentally,” Isadora clarified.

	“One that doesn’t mentally implode under the weight of so much … darkness,” Ruby chimed in. “When Ma’at takes someone as a vessel, they become a passenger in their own body. Seeing and feeling everything that Ma’at is.”

	“They need a super evil bitch to contain a super evil bitch,” Kanyon offered.

	Isadora quirked a grin. “That is the long and short of it, yes.” 

	“So before, she couldn’t come over because the first vessel wasn’t bad enough?” Kanyon asked. 

	“Partially, yes. And it also takes a great amount of power for Ma’at to transition to this plane.”

	“Right. The reason they’re after articles and why we try to keep them out of their hands,” Kanyon stated.

	“Precisely. She uses the articles to fuel her power. It is believed that she did not have either at the time, but they also did not need much,” Isadora continued.

	“Their plan was to simply pop over and …” Ruby looked at Daylen as she let her words trail off.

	“Kill me,” Daylen offered to her aunt’s hesitation.

	Ruby rushed on. “We were able to locate the vessel. I followed him to the warehouse district where he was meeting Herod. Herod had, as Lexi had today, the Ankh of Osiris.”

	“Which is a super fun time,” Kanyon inserted. 

	“Quite. The ankh,” Isadora started, “acts as Ma’at’s gateway. It is what allows her, when she is powerful enough, to cross to this plane. The gray smoke—”

	Kanyon stiffened. “That’s what entered Nick? Before he …” She couldn’t say it. “That was Ma’at? She was the one that …” She again couldn’t bring herself to repeat the nightmare.

	“It was. Her essence anyway,” Isadora offered. 

	“Why didn’t she just stay over here and take over the world right then?” Daylen asked. 

	“Yeah. I mean, ultimately all she accomplished was winging me,” Kanyon added.

	“And wounding Daylen, which caused you to use an article and lose your powers, and allow Lexi to take the pocket watch,” Ruby stated.

	“All of that too,” Kanyon agreed soberly. “Fine. Since she was on a winning streak, why not Apocalypse Now it right then and there?”

	“Likely, she doesn’t have enough power to fully transcend. I think yesterday was just a power play. Get the article and weaken the two of you,” Ruby offered, waiting for it all to sink in. “Back to the warehouse. It’s important to know how that played out.”

	“Okay,” Daylen said. “What happened?”

	“I attempted to do what I was not capable of or had the powers to do and …” Ruby trailed off.

	“That’s the night Jack got hurt,” Daylen whispered. 

	“Yes,” Ruby admitted. “I failed to protect you and him that night. I was able to take the vessel out of the equation just as Ma’at formed. But instead of going after Herod or the ankh, I went after Ma’at. I thought if I could contain her then, well, she wouldn’t be able to come after you ever again,” she paused, replaying the events in her mind. Sighing she pushed forward. “But things didn’t go as I planned. I, as I said, wasn’t strong enough. Wasn’t powerful enough. She … Ma’at …” Isadora reached out to put a hand on Ruby’s shoulder. “She slid into my thoughts, into my being.” She paused again, this time for several moments. 

	“It is important they know,” Isadora encouraged. 

	Ruby nodded as she took in a steadying breath. “I felt her, the raw evil that fuels her. I thought I was lost there in the dark.” The pain of the memory making her go silent for a long moment. “But then I heard Jack yelling my name somewhere in the distance. I remember reaching for him, trying to find him through the dark, through all the bad. And then all of a sudden there was a beam of light, breaking through all the dark like a lifeline, and I reached for it. Just when my fingertips brushed it, there was a blinding explosion and then there was nothing. I woke sometime later with Lt. Boston, who was just a rookie officer at the time, standing over me. Ma’at and Herod were gone and the man Ma’at had been using as her vessel was nearly dead alongside me, and of course Jack.”

	“That’s when he ended up in the hospital.” Daylen moved to her aunt. “I’m so sorry. You lost so much to protect me.”

	“I failed to protect you and got Jack hurt in the process.”

	“Contrary to your aunt’s beliefs otherwise, she did a great deal to protect you that night and for many years after.” Isadora gave Ruby’s shoulder a squeeze. “But Daylen, this is your fate. As much as she and I wish it not to be true, there is no changing that fact.” She looked back at Kanyon who’d been silently taking in the story. “Daylen, Kanyon, this is your burden. And now I fear our time is brief,” she said. “With the vessel having possession of the ankh, it means Ma’at’s transition is imminent.”

	“Okay, so back to trying to find Lexi and take it from her before Ma’at has a chance to transition,” Daylen stated.

	“It would be better to figure out where they would head to collect a large amount of sin to power her trip over,” Ruby suggested. 

	“More articles then?” Daylen asked.

	“Maybe. But it’s more likely they will use the Was staff.”

	“The what staff?” Kanyon asked.

	“Was,” Ruby repeated.

	“Like been there done that staff?” Kanyon asked. 

	“More like a superconductor for sin,” Ruby stated. The Was staff acts as a receiver, the ankh the transmitter.” 

	“When connected to the ankh, sin and evil can be pulled directly from a person or persons, absorbed, and used by Ma’at to assist in her transition since it takes a significant amount of energy.”

	Ruby picked up the explanation. “They won’t be walking down the street sucking sin from random people. They’ll want a crowd. A place where they can collect a significant amount all at once.”

	“Okay, so we need to figure out a power center for sin,” Daylen stated. “Vegas?”

	“What time is it?” Kanyon asked. 

	“Almost noon. Why?” Daylen asked. 

	“The award show. Greed, jealousy, envy …” Kanyon didn’t need to go on. 

	“And an opportunity for Lexi to be center stage,” Daylen added. 

	“Get my mom and Roz. We need to get in there now,” Kanyon stated, swinging her feet off the side of the bed.

	“Kanyon, you can’t—” Daylen said, only to be stopped short by Kanyon’s determined glare. 

	“I can. And I will,” Kanyon interrupted. “I get that I’m not your Guardian any more, at least not in title, but I will never stop protecting you.”

	“But you’re—” Daylen started, glancing at her shoulder. 

	“I’m in this,” Kanyon repeated. 

	Daylen’s heart triple-axled at the fierceness in her partner’s voice. “You’re in this,” Daylen said, turning back to her aunt. “She’s in this.”

	 


Chapter 25 

	 

	Kanyon stepped into the back alley of the theater. Roz had been able to make arrangements to have them brought in through the back entrance, claiming Kanyon’s recent injury, which was already trending on social media, would cause a scene. 

	Daylen caught herself on the limo door.

	Kanyon reached for her instinctively. “You okay?”

	“Yeah, just need to strengthen my shields,” Daylen said. “Are you?”

	Kanyon waved her off. “I’m fine. And you can stop asking every time I move. It’s sore, but nothing I can’t handle.” She lifted her arm and rotated it, swallowing the whimper of pain while waiting a beat for Daylen to accept her words as truth. She got a hesitant nod. “Good. Now, about your shields. You’re able to get them up? Are they strong enough? I mean, I can’t help you—”

	“You give me a different kind of strength now,” she stated, lifting the back of Kanyon’s hand to her lips.

	“Oh my god, kiss face later,” Blue said, pushing Daylen out of her way so she could crawl out of the backseat. “You don’t see Batman and Robin stopping to make out before saving the world. Geez.” 

	Eddie, who was playing chauffer, unfolded himself from the driver’s seat, while Theo, Ralph, Ruby, Roz, Katherine and Dodge extricated themselves from the back. 

	“The awards have already started. Kanyon waved to the rear door of the venue. “Mom Roz, do your thing.” She looked at Blue and Theo. “You guys know what to do once we get in?”

	“Cause a distraction to get him in the control room,” Blue stated.

	Theo waved his tablet. “Interrupt the feed.”

	“Ralph, you got them?” Kanyon asked. She got a sharp bark in answer.

	Daylen looked at Dodge, Ruby, and Eddie. “We’ll be right beside you,” Ruby stated, laying a hand on her niece’s shoulder. She looked down at her phone when it chimed with a text. 

	“As shall we,” Isadora said as she and Marcus materialized next to them. 

	Kanyon looked Marcus up and down. “Glad to see you made it back okay.”

	“I am sorry I was not able to end this for you. Herod escaped from the other plane and I was not able to track him.”

	“Probably their plan,” Kanyon stated. 

	“I am sure. He would be needed here to help with the transfer.”

	“You’ll pick him up here then?” Daylen asked. 

	“I will.”

	“Jack and Lt. Boston are working with the security detail,” Kanyon offered. “We shouldn’t—”

	“She’s here,” Daylen stated. 

	“As is the ankh and staff,” Isadora added.

	“Then we’d better get in there,” Kanyon started, already moving in that direction. 

	Roz was leaning out the back door waving them in. “We’re good to g—” Roz froze mid-sentence. 

	“The watch. They’re using the watch,” Daylen stated, rushing forward and into the building. “It’s started!”

	Kanyon reached for but missed Daylen as she ran by. Kanyon hesitated at the door and looked back at Isadora. “Will I—”

	“No, only if it is restarted and then used again and you are in the immediate area.”

	“We’re all good then,” Blue said pushing in past them. 

	Kanyon glanced at her mother’s statued form just inside the door, secretly happy that she wouldn’t be directly in the mix when things went down. 

	“What the hell!” Roz’s voice came from behind them. Kanyon glanced back as Isadora waved a hand in front of her mother’s face and Katherine blinked, momentarily disoriented until Dodge grabbed her arm and began pulling her alongside him. Kanyon looked at Isadora for explanation. 

	“We will need them.” Then Isadora, Marcus, and Ralph were gone. 

	Kanyon found the three of them standing alongside Daylen at the back of the giant auditorium. “Holy crap,” Kanyon whispered as she looked out over the freakishly still audience. The room was dark, not because the lights were turned down, but because of the hundreds of thousands of black tentacles of dark fog that were churning through the air between the attendees and the single figure standing center stage with the pocket watch dangling from one hand, the staff with the ankh affixed on top in the other. Lexi’s head was thrown back, her mouth open, body convulsing as a black tar-like substance came from the crystal eye of the ankh and poured into her. 

	Kanyon spun Daylen around and saw tears streaming down her face. “Love. Love, look at me. We need to stop this. You need to stop this.”

	“I don’t—” 

	“Light. Light is what drives out darkness, right? Isn’t that like a thing?” Kanyon asked. She got a reluctant nod. “I love you. More than anything. More than I ever thought was possible. You need to take it. Use it.” She reached for Ruby’s hand and linked it with Daylen’s. “Find her love for you. Find her love for Jack. Use it.”

	 Isadora laid a hand on Daylen’s shoulder. “You have all of mine for all of you.”

	Kanyon looked at Dodge and her mother’s linked hands. “And theirs. Find all the good. Find all the love in the room and use it. Okay?” Daylen’s nod became more confident. “Good. You got this.” She kissed Daylen’s knuckles. “I’m going down there. You cut them off from up here, okay?”

	“Be careful.” 

	“Always,” Kanyon said smugly.

	Daylen choked out a laugh. “Never.”

	Kanyon stepped forward and kissed her, giving Daylen every part of her from head to soul in the single kiss. When Kanyon pulled back, her smile was wide and confident. “I love you.” And then she was gone, running down the aisle toward Lexi, Ralph at her heels. 

	Marcus flashed ahead of Kanyon, looking over his shoulder. “Herod, left side. I have him.” Then he was gone again. A second later, blue flames exploded from backstage. 

	Kanyon lost her heels without breaking stride. She also, though her mom would kill her if they lived through this, added three more inches to the slit of the dress. She leapt onto the stage just as a brilliant light illuminated the room. 

	The tentacles began to whip and jolt violently under the rays. Some simply evaporated on contact with the light. Others, denser ones, sizzled and popped, dissipating until they became nothing more than vapor. Still other bands coalesced with the darkest bands before being sucked into the crystal center of the ankh. 

	“What the freaky hell is going on?” Lt. Boston said from behind Kanyon, her gun out and aimed at Lexi. “This is your fault, isn’t it? If I get sucked up by one of these—” She ducked as a tentacle whipped above her head. “I’m arresting you.” 

	Kanyon glanced over her shoulder, using her good hand to shield her mouth. “Don’t open your mouth. That’s how they get you!”

	Lt. Boston immediately threw her free hand over her mouth and nodded. “Those ghosts? ’Cause I don’t do ghosts,” Lt. Boston yelled from behind her fingers.

	As tempting as jacking with the lieutenant was, she instead turned back to face Lexi. Or should she say Ma’at. Lexi seemed to have vacated the premises. “Lexi!” Kanyon tried. “It’s not too late. You can stop this.” To Kanyon’s surprise, Lexi’s eyes opened and began frantically searching for her. “Lexi,” Kanyon moved into her line of sight, “give me the staff.” Kanyon saw raw fear cross Lexi’s face. She made a nearly imperceptible shake of her head. She blinked once, twice, and when her lids lifted the third time and stayed in the upright position, black had replaced the blue. “You’re too la—” Ma’at’s words were cut off when a lighting rig crashed on top of her. 

	“Boom! Bitch,” Blue yelled from the rafters. 

	Already moving, Kanyon spared a glance up, seeing Theo and Blue high-fiving each other as Ralph blinked out then rematerialized behind Ma’at. Kanyon dove for the pocket watch still clasped in Ma’at’s hand. She rolled, ignoring the shot of pain that went from shoulder to toes as she used her body as a fulcrum to pry the watch from Ma’at’s grip. Ralph added weight to the pile, holding Ma’at down as she fought to throw the carnage from atop her. Kanyon twisted and pulled, finally standing to stomp a bare heel down on Ma’at’s wrist. She snagged the watch just as Ma’at screamed, more anger than pain propelling her voice. She threw out her hands in an explosion of power.

	Ralph flew across the room, let out a small whimper, and struggled to get back up, a paw lifted from the ground. Kanyon, who’d been knocked back on her ass, growled, cocked a leg back, and slammed her heel into Ma’at’s face. “That’s my dog. You don’t jack with my dog.”

	Ma’at’s head flew back at the impact, black exploding from her nose as Kanyon flipped to her knees, making it only a few feet before a hand clamped around her ankle and jerked her back, hard. She slammed shoulder first into the stage. All the air left her lungs in a rush as she felt stitches rip through her skin. Ma’at started pulling her back just as another hand grabbed her good arm and pulled her in the other direction. “Isadora!” Kanyon thrust the watch at Lt. Boston, who was scrambling forward after having taken her own feet to ass trip at Ma’at’s implosion trick. 

	“What?” Her eyes went wide as she realized she’d opened her mouth. “What?” she said again through clenched lips.

	Kanyon slid the watch across the stage. “Get that to Isadora!” Kanyon spun and put a heel into Ma’at’s wrist, allowing her leg a moment of freedom.

	“Who?” Lt. Boston glanced toward the back of the room, having to shield her eyes from the brilliant light pulsing from the back of the room.

	“The angely one.” Kanyon yelled as Ma’at jerked her back. “Go!” Kanyon ordered as she was flipped over, a lightning bolt of pain shooting through her shoulder. A black tendril whipped out, latching around her other leg, and snaking up to crush her waist. She would have screamed in pain if there had been any air in her lungs.

	Lexi’s face … Ma’at’s face came into focus as she was jerked from the floor and brought upright. “I see you’re still trying to be the hero even after you lost all of your powers. Noble. Stupid. But noble.” Ma’at’s voice came out deeper, silkier than Lexi’s.

	“Yeah, well, I wasn’t otherwise engaged so I thought I’d give it a shot,” Kanyon wheezed.

	“I’m glad you’re here and that I didn’t kill you back at the park. Came close though, didn’t I?” Ma’at buried a finger in Kanyon’s wound. Twisted. Kanyon’s head flew back as she locked her jaw, taking rapid, shallow breaths though her teeth. “So very close to this precious heart of yours.” Ma’at pressed and twisted again, causing Kanyon to buck her hips in pain, but she wouldn’t give Ma’at the satisfaction of a scream. A pleased smile curved Ma’at’s lips anyway. “So strong. You’ll make an excellent 1st soldier. I think I’ll soon have an opening.” To emphasize her point, a stage-jarring crash came from behind them. 

	“Not interested,” Kanyon growled through gritted teeth.

	“It’s cute that you think you have a choice.” Ma’at reached out, grasped the staff, and a tentacle of smoke was held out to her. She smirked. Then slammed the staff onto the stage. Blackness poured from the ankh and snaked toward Kanyon. “See, once I get inside you and free the darkness from where you’ve so carefully locked it away, you will turn yourself over to me. Willingly.” A black arm slithered around her shoulders, her neck.

	Kanyon turned her face as she felt the cold slither itself up the side of her cheek. She caught a glimpse of Daylen and the brilliant light that radiated from her, overtaking the darkness. She saw Ruby, her mother, father, and Isadora. She saw Roz and Eddie. All holding hands as if grounding … no, powering Daylen. Blue and Theo crashed through the back doors of the theater alongside the human chain. Blue took in the scene with a wide-eyed “WTF” before she grabbed Theo’s hand, pulling him the last two steps so she could link them up to Roz. Then Ralph was gone in a blink. Only for her to feel him materialize with a growl behind her. She refocused on Daylen, all the love she had for her. God, she was beautiful. Inside and out. She was powerful; they were powerful. And Kanyon didn’t need her new super instincts to know how this would end. She smiled and let her body relax. 

	Ma’at smiled. “I’m glad you realized fighting is futile, child. Without your powers, you are helpless. But with me, you will be unstoppable. You just have to let me in.” Ma’at whispered against Kanyon’s cheek as the dark slithered from Kanyon’s neck, onto her face, and toward her lips. “Isadora, slam it back,” she yelled just before the black slipped beyond her lips and into her soul.

	One beat, two beats, and the world slammed back into place. The building shook under the intensity. Props and stage décor crashed around them. Ma’at screamed as she fought to steady her human legs, the effort doubled with a 160-pound dog clamped onto her calf. Ma’at’s hold loosened just enough to allow Kanyon the opening she needed. She reached out blindly with her throbbing arm, the last of the stitches ripping from her skin. She matched Ma’at’s scream as her hand found the staff. She pushed it into a ray of Daylen’s light. Her body jerked and spasmed as the darkness tore through her and into her veins, making the pain of her shoulder a mere background ache. Then with one last effort, or maybe the light came to her, finally a ray pierced the crystal eye of the ankh and then exploded into a prismed rainbow of color that filled the room, just as her chest tightened and her heart felt something restrict around it. 

	



	
Chapter 26 

	 

	The explosion blew open doors, shattered windows, and shook the walls. With Ma’at’s spell broken and the watch having slammed time back to the present, the attendees were frantically trying to escape the auditorium. Some even crawled over seats. Daylen fought against the crowd, pushing through the evacuees, leveling a security officer with a simple glare as he tried to redirect her to the exit. The cries of fear and mumblings of “bomb” and “terrorist attack” were picking up steam as Daylen made her way to the stage. Her strength had been depleted with the light-the-room trick so it was pure will and fear that propelled her onto the stage in a single leap and next to Kanyon’s side. “Kanyon!” 

	Blue and Theo were next on the scene, followed by Isadora and Marcus while Lt. Boston, Ruby, and Jack were trying to empty the room. 

	“She’s breathing,” Daylen cried as she ran her hands over Kanyon checking for additional injuries. “I don’t think she’s bleeding anywhere else besides her shoulder. I’m sure she ripped her stitches,” she said more as a reassurance to herself than anyone else.

	Blue knelt alongside Daylen and pried open one of Kanyon’s eyelids. “Cool, still blue. We’re good,” she informed Daylen. She got a cocked eyebrow. “I just wanted to make sure that we weren’t going to have to fight Evil Kanyon in the next episode. I mean, I’m down, but there’s the whole living with her thing and the free Netflix. There would be complications. Conflicts.”

	“There are going to be complications if you don’t get your fingers out of my eye,” Kanyon growled.

	Blue jerked her hand back so quickly the momentum landed her on her ass. 

	“Oh my god, you’re—” Daylen kissed Kanyon as an end to her statement. 

	“I’m fine,” Kanyon said once Daylen’s lips left her lips, cheeks, forehead, and lips again. She attempted to sit up, only to have her arm protest being used as a kickstand. Daylen caught her. “Fine-ish.” Kanyon corrected as she lay back down. “Where’s Ralph? How’s he—”

	Isadora edged in. “He is fine. I took care of him.”

	Ralph nudged a nose under Blue’s arm. “Who’s a good boy. You’re a good boy,” Blue cooed as she rubbed his ears.

	“Now for you,” Isadora stated as her hand began to glow. 

	Katherine paused her rush in from stage right, a hand over her heart when she saw her daughter lying on the ground. “Kanyon!” She dove forward only to have Dodge hold her back. 

	“Give them a second.” Katherine jerked her arm away. “Just one second, Katherine,” Dodge urged.

	Katherine nodded.

	“I thought you couldn’t heal her?” Daylen asked, staring at the golden light pulsing into Kanyon. 

	“I am not healing her.” She lifted her hand. “Feel free to do that honor yourself.”

	“What? I can’t if she’s—” Daylen started.

	“Try,” Isadora urged. 

	“But—”

	Blue backhanded Daylen’s arm. “Oh my god, stop arguing and fix her, Doctor Quinn, Annoying Medicine Woman.”

	Daylen glanced back at Isadora who nodded encouragingly. She closed her eyes, found the heat that stirred in the pit of her soul, and brought it to the surface, pushing it into Kanyon. She felt Kanyon’s skin warm under her touch, felt an electric pulse between them ignite then race through her body. Kanyon was staring at her when she reopened her eyes. “Are you?”

	Kanyon sat up and rolled her shoulder. “Totally.” 

	Dodge laid a hand on Katherine’s lower back, urging her forward. Katherine dropped to her knees at her daughter’s side. “Sweetheart?” 

	“Hey, mom,” she started, but then quickly threw out a hand, shooting flames across the stage and lighting the staff and ankh on fire. 

	“I was going to give it to Isadora!” Blue yelled, taking a step back from the inferno that was flickering and sparking, spreading to the stage curtains.

	“Right,” Kanyon stated, turning back to her mother. “I told you I could do the flame thing.” Just then the overhead sprinkler system activated and began to rain down on them. 

	“I see that,” Katherine said as she wiped a wet lock of wet hair from her face. “Delightful.” 

	Isadora took care of the flames with a wave of her hand, and Ruby walked over and picked up what was left of Ma’at’s sin staff.

	“Sorry.” Kanyon put out her fingers with a wave.

	“Are you okay?” Katherine gave her daughter a quick hug before leaning back to inspect Kanyon for herself. 

	“I’m okay,” Kanyon offered.

	“Is this what I’m going to have to deal with now? You being so stupidly, frustratingly brave?” 

	 “Yeah, this is what you’re going to have to deal with now.” Kanyon looked up at Isadora. “I mean, right? I’m— Why?” 

	“They asked me to return your gifts. They came to the rightful conclusion that if you were going to continue to fight and protect the world from articles and the ones that wield them, as well as protect your Seeker,” she laid a hand on Daylen’s shoulder, “then it would be better for all if you did so with your powers.”

	A moan came from behind their small crowd, cutting off Kanyon’s reply. They all turned to look at the source. Lexi was sitting up in a pile of stage debris. “What the hell happened?” she asked, her voice hoarse. 

	“You got your evil ass handed to you,” Blue answered. 

	Kanyon stood, holding a hand out to assist Daylen up as well. Lexi threw back her wet hair and took in the destroyed stage around her. “Why am I not …” She shot out her hands as if she was expecting magic to fly from them. “I’m supposed to be … she,” she put a hand to her throat, likely remembering the kegger of evil she’d downed, “she used me.”

	“Tried to tell you,” Kanyon said. 

	Lexi blinked, taking in her environment as she calculated her next move, settling quickly on the victim role. Her shoulders went slack, and her eyes welled up with tears. “This wasn’t me. I would have never done any of this if she hadn’t …” Lexi struggled to stand, righted herself, then started for Kanyon. “You broke her spell. You saved me.” She lifted her arms as she moved closer, locked and targeted on Kanyon. “I’m so sorry. Will you ever forgi—” 

	Kanyon took a step back as Daylen stepped in front of her. Even though Kanyon’s wounds were healed and her power was now pumping through her veins, she couldn’t stop what happened next. 

	Daylen shook out her hand and ran her fingers over her knuckles. “That’s for kissing my girlfriend.”

	Kanyon leaned around Daylen to see Lexi’s prone body. “Dang, remind me to never make you mad.”

	Blue leaned over Lexi. “One,” she swiped a hand through the air, “two,” another swipe, “three …”

	Daylen turned into Kanyon, wrapping her arms around Kanyon’s waist. “A good start would be not scaring me to death,” Daylen offered. “I thought … I mean, she had you. The darkness was … Jesus, Kanyon. What if the light thing hadn’t worked? You would’ve been her … her …”

	“Evil meat puppet?” Blue offered. They both shot Blue a look. “Just sayin’.”

	Theo took Blue’s elbow. “Why don’t we go steal you a gift bag and—” 

	“Oh, and an award.” She chucked him in the side with an elbow. “I like the way you think.” 

	“Meet you at the limo?” Theo asked over his shoulder. 

	“No one is going anywhere until I get some answers,” Lt. Boston said, coming up the stairs onto the stage.

	“Officer, I want that woman arrested,” Lexi said sitting up, pointing at Daylen. “She struck me and I’m getting blood all over my Donna Karan.” 

	Lt. Boston looked Lexi up and down, glanced at Daylen’s reddening knuckles,  and turned back to Lexi. “I think you fell while carrying out a terrorist plot. Are you a Scientologist? I bet you’re a Scientologist. Stand up.” She took a pair of cuffs from the back of her belt. “I’m taking you in for questioning.” 

	“But I—it wasn’t me.”

	“Up. Now,” Lt. Boston ordered.

	“It was an ancient deity wanting to take over the world. She’s evil, and she was using my body to carry out her plan. I was just a vessel.”

	“Sure it was, loony bird. Up,” Lt. Boston said, assisting Lexi up with a hand on her elbow. 

	“She was controlling me. Ma’at and her 1st Soldier, Herod. They tricked me. They gave me a necklace so I could seduce people.” She patted her bare chest. “It was right here. She must have taken it.” Lexi said in a rush as Lt. Boston spun her around. “I’m innocent. I’m the victim. They tricked me into doing it.” 

	“Tell it to the judge. I’m sure they’ll be very interested.” 

	“They also gave me bracelets so I could freeze people … she could freeze them,” she corrected, “in place so she could hurt them if they didn’t do what she wanted.”

	“Huh, funny. I have some bracelets for you too,” Lt. Boston said, clicking the cuffs around her wrists. “They make you do whatever I want you to do.”

	“Kanyon, tell her. Tell her how you and Daylen have special powers. Tell her about the articles; how they control people,” Lexi pleaded. “You can’t do this to me. I’m famous. I’m an actress. I’m, I’m—”

	“Totally going to be bunking it in the big house,” Blue finger waved as Lt. Boston perp walked Lexi past them, “playing lead in Orange Is the New Crazy.”

	


Epilogue 

	 

	Kanyon pulled Daylen closer into her. 

	Daylen moaned at the feel of Kanyon outlining her back. “Good morning, Guardian.”

	Kanyon kissed Daylen’s shoulder. “Good morning, Seeker.” She brought a flame to her fingertip and traced it up Daylen’s spine as she laid a trail of kisses along her neck. “How are you feeling?”

	Daylen ground her hips into Kanyon. “Very, very. Good.”

	Kanyon gently rolled Daylen over to face her. Propped up on an elbow, she looked down at Daylen as she continued to trace the lines of Daylen’s body with the flame. “Not sore or tired?” She got a wry smile in answer and added, “From last night with Ma’at.” 

	“I’m good. You?”

	“I’m very good,” Kanyon smiled as she slid a hand down Daylen’s stomach, hip, and thigh.

	“Yes, yes you are,” Daylen agreed, pulling Kanyon’s mouth to hers.

	 

	 

	They didn’t speak full sentences until nearly an hour later when they both got out of the shower. “We have guests,” Kanyon said, taking the towel Daylen offered. 

	“I don’t wanna. Let’s just go back to bed,” Daylen whined. 

	 Kanyon dropped the towel. “Sounds like a solid plan to me.” 

	Daylen caught her wrist. “But we probably should go down and at least let them know we’re okay. Then we can tell them to get out.”

	Kanyon leaned down and kissed Daylen’s exposed chest. “I like the first idea better.”

	Daylen’s head dropped back. “Me too.” 

	Kanyon lifted Daylen up, setting her on the counter as her lips continued their trek across Daylen’s damp skin, her hands sliding up to grasp her hips. 

	Daylen leaned back, her eyes closed, her hands in Kanyon’s hair. “I need you in—”

	“Jesus, it’s like a disco tech up here,” Blue’s voice came from the hall. “My eyes, my eyes!” 

	Kanyon dropped her head to Daylen’s chest. “I’m going to kill her.”

	“Only after I do.” 

	Blue pounded a fist against the door. “Hey, way gayer Rainbow Brites, can you tone down the light show? We’re starting to get calls from the neighbors. And, frankly, now you’re just showing off.”

	Daylen chuckled. “I guess we’re going to have to figure out how to shut it off,” she said, looking around the room as the red and gold bands of light began to fade. 

	“Or I’ll just get some room-darkening curtains,” Kanyon said, stealing another kiss. 

	“And when we’re not in the bedroom?” Daylen wiggled her eyebrows. 

	“I’ll get them for the whole house.”

	More bangs hit the bedroom door. “If you can keep it in your pants for a few minutes, everyone is here, and I want to know if I can use our credit card for pizza.”

	“It’s not ‘our’ credit card and it’s only…” Kanyon checked the digital clock then whispered to Daylen, “wow, it’s twelve thirty.” Then spoke louder to Blue, “Supreme, extra mushrooms.” Her stomach growled. “Extra everything.” 

	“Breadsticks,” Daylen requested.

	“And breadsticks,” Kanyon yelled. 

	“On it!” Blue stated. 

	“I guess we better go down.”

	“Guess we should.”

	Kanyon leaned in and kissed Daylen gently on the lips. “I remember another time where we were here like this, vice versa positions and wearing more clothes, but I wanted this. Wanted you like this,” Kanyon stated. 

	“Yeah?”

	“It was everything I could do not to kiss you that night while you were bandaging me up.”

	Daylen draped her arms over Kanyon's shoulders and linked her fingers behind Kanyon’s neck. “Do you know how hard it was for me? Touching your skin, seeing you …” Daylen sighed. “I wanted you from the moment I laid eyes on you. At that party. Across the room. Our eyes met. Do you remember?”

	“Do I remember?” Kanyon chuckled. “How could I forget? It was the moment I fell in love with you.”

	 

	 

	The pizza had just arrived when Kanyon and Daylen finally came downstairs. They paused in the doorway of the kitchen. Blue wasn’t joking; everyone was here. Isadora was plating Marcus several pieces of pizza and explaining breadsticks and marinara sauce to him. Jack and Ruby were already at the table with Roz and Eddie to their left. Ralph was at the head of the table, a whole pizza in front of him. Katherine and Dodge were standing at the refrigerator as Katherine poured Dodge some tea from a pitcher. Theo and Blue were sitting shoulder to shoulder at the island. Blue was dabbing pizza sauce off Theo’s suspiciously tight ‘I had friends on the Death Star” T-shirt.

	 Kanyon leaned into Daylen. “Please tell me that’s not Blue’s shirt.”

	“I told you there was a thing between them,” Daylen answered, sliding her hand into Kanyon’s. 

	“They better not be “thinging” anywhere near me.”

	Daylen chuckled. “She lives in your backyard.”

	“Fine. We’re giving them your house. You’re moving in here.” Daylen quirked an eyebrow. “Or we’ll give them this house and move into mine.”

	“We’ll talk about it.” She took another look around the room. “We have quite the family.”

	“Quite. And way too much …” Kanyon flipped a wrist at the room. “… coupling going on.”

	“You didn’t mind you and me coupling last night. And this morning.”

	“Duh, but I like seeing us naked. Them, no.” Kanyon shuttered. 

	“I love it.” she leaned into Kanyon. “All the happy love stuff makes me—

	“Able to bitch slap an evil wannabe world dictator back to the underworld?”

	“Well, there’s that too, but it also just makes me happy.”

	The front door slammed behind them. Kanyon sighed. “Speaking of happy.”

	“Who’s going to be the one who tells me why I have a psycho chick in my jail who’s convinced she was hijacked by an ancient evil queen god who used a pocket watch to freeze-frame half the population of Hollywood so she could suck out their sins and take over the world?”

	“Don’t you need a search warrant to bust into peoples’ houses?” Kanyon asked as she cleared the hall for Lt. Boston to join them.

	“You had me hand off a pocket watch to an angel while your girlfriend shot sunrays from her body. I think we’re beyond search warrants.”

	“Pizza?” Daylen offered. 

	“Supreme?”

	“I’ll get you a plate.”

	“Speaking of angels,” Lt. Boston said, stopping in front of Isadora. “Nice to see you again.”

	“As it is you, Lieutenant,” Isadora said. 

	Lt. Boston gave Marcus a head to toe assessment. “I assume you’re the answer to the half dozen reports I have of The Rock on steroids fighting a hooded man who was throwing blue fireballs.” She got a curious eyebrow raise in response. “Just tell me the situation is resolved.”

	Marcus gave the cop a shallow bow. “It is.”

	“Good.” Lt. Boston took the plate Daylen offered. “Thanks. Okay, so let me see if I have it straight. You all are some kind of band of misfit superheroes that collects articles that somehow get infused with sin. You keep the bad guys from getting them first or we have what we had last night?”

	“Pretty much,” Daylen offered. 

	Lt. Boston nodded. “Fine. I want in. Not because I necessarily believe all this crazy talk, but I think it would be best for me to know what you’re doing at all times.” She looked pointedly at Blue then Kanyon. “So you don’t destroy my city in the process.”

	“Fine, but there’s just one catch,” Kanyon offered. 

	“And what is that?” Lt. Boston asked, hand moving to rest on her gun.

	“Superhero costume. Theo will have to make you one. It has to be worn under your cop suit at all times,” Kanyon said, picking up a piece of pizza and taking a bite. “Mandatory.”

	Lt. Boston looked around the room and got a round of confirming nods. “Fine. But it better be flattering. And black. Breathable.”

	“I’m all over it,” Theo said with a salute.

	“And I need to upgrade your gun, so if you want to give it to me—”

	       Eight noes came in unison. Blue growled. “You all do remember there’s an opening in the underworld for head evil one, right?”

	They all found seats around the table, chatting and answering the hundred plus questions from Lt. Boston. “So back in the warehouse, twenty whatever years ago?” Lt. Boston started. “That wasn’t a robbery gone wrong.”

	Ruby took that one. “No. I was attempting to derail the events of yesterday. Ma’at was going to use a human to kill”—she nodded at her niece—“Daylen, but I failed and got Jack hurt in the process.” She straightened, waiting for the judgment and accusations from Jack’s colleague and friend.

	Lt. Boston eyed Ruby, taking in all the facts and information she’d learned over the last several minutes. 

	“So you saved the woman that ultimately saved hundreds, if not thousands, of people yesterday? You protected her, I assume trained her, sacrificed your life and your happiness for the next twenty plus, all to protect the one you love, ones you love …” She looked around the table, pausing only briefly to take an extra second to absorb the warm smile of Isadora, then moved back to meet Ruby’s cautious stare. “I am sorry. I have judged you completely wrong. You are obviously exactly the kind of woman that deserves a man like him. He and they,” she waved a hand at Isadora and Marcus, then up at the ceiling, “are lucky to have you.” 

	Ruby blinked then blinked again at the woman who had openly disdained for her for so many years. “Thank you, Lieutenant. That means a lot to me.”

	Lt. Boston gave Ruby a crisp nod. 

	“I could not agree more,” Isadora started. “They could not agree more as well, so I think this is the perfect time to say, Ruby, dear friend, they recognize the great sacrifices you have made, repeatedly over the years and have asked me to return your gifts to you. And,” she turned to Dodge, “they wanted to extend the invitation to you as well. It was of course your choice before to leave, but they wanted you to know that if you have changed your mind and would like to return, they would welcome you with open arms.” 

	Dodge lowered his head in a shallow bow. “It is a great honor, thank you. But I cannot accept without the approval of my—” he looked at Katherine for the answer to his fill-in-the-blank. 

	“Oh, you’re marrying me. Thirty years too late, but you’re marrying me,” Katherine said. “And yes, you dang well better get them back.” She waved a hand at Kanyon. “I need you out there protecting our overzealous daughter. Which I’m blaming on your DNA, by the way.”

	Dodge’s face broke into a wide grin. “… of my future wife and my,” he turned to Kanyon.

	Kanyon sighed. “Just say it already. I’m going to have to get used to it sooner or later.”

	“My daughter,” he said.

	“And yeah, go for it. Maybe with your superpowers back, I can actually get some decent training from you. Like a fo’ real challenge.”

	Dodge laughed. Actually laughed. “It is a challenge then.” He returned to Isadora. “It would be an honor to receive the gifts you offer.” 

	All eyes turned to Ruby. 

	Jack laid a hand over Ruby’s. “It’s okay. We’ll do better this time around. I’ll do better.” 

	Ruby studied Jack’s face, and her eyes smiled sadly. “Maybe we could enjoy the quiet for a little longer?” She rested a hand on Jack’s cheek. “Enjoy each other for a bit, catch up—”

	“In the sheets.” Blue coughed into her hand. 

	Daylen backhanded Blue’s shoulder. 

	“That sounds good to me too,” Jack stated.

	Ruby gave him a quick kiss, then turned to Isadora. “Does the offer have an expiration date?”

	“Whenever you are ready,” Isadora confirmed with a smile. 

	“I could totally fill in for her,” Blue started, “I promise not to bend people to my will. Unless they’re asshats, then,” she shrugged a shoulder. 

	“Your time will come,” Isadora stated, then turned to Theo, “as will yours.”

	“Hell yeah!” Blue cheered. “Can I go ahead and get my powers now? Just to train with them. What are they going to be? I could be down with the fire thing. But I’d like something more original maybe … oh, resurrect the dead? Or telekinesis?”

	“Shapeshifting would be cool,” Theo offered.

	“Oh yeah, I’ll take that,” Blue stated. “Then I could be a zombie. Or a zombie bear. Or a—”

	Kanyon looked at Isadora as Blue’s ideas got bigger and more terrifying. “Seriously? Why? She’s going to be impossible, more impossible, to live with now.”

	Blue stood. “Come on, Boy Wonder, let’s go to my place. I want to start sketching out some ideas. And if you’re good we can D&D it again.”

	Kanyon cupped her hands over her ears. “Never say those words in my house again. Ever.”

	“Dungeons and Dragons?” Blue asked.

	“Oh, right. Fine.” 

	“The naked version,” Blue added with a smirk, then chucked Theo. “Grab the extra pizza. You’re going to need the carbs.”

	“I need therapy,” Kanyon stated.

	Katherine and Dodge stood as well. “We’re going to go as well. We need to—”

	“Finish that sentence with anything other than shop for hand towels and I’m calling Division of Family Services.”

	Katherine walked around the table to whisper into her daughter’s ear “shop for,” she moaned, “hand towels.” She finished in her Marilyn Monroe sex-laden voice. She kissed her daughter’s cheek once the full body tremor subsided. “Please stay out of trouble.”

	Roz and Eddie were up and moving as well. “We’ll follow you out,” Roz stated, walking around to squeeze both Kanyon and Daylen’s shoulders. “I guess this is as good a time as any to let you know I’m firing you.”

	“Hey!” Kanyon protested. 

	“Nope, sorry. I can’t in good conscience get you any more roles. I’ll handle the press stuff. We’ll get through the movie launch and all that, but then I will no longer get you any roles.” 

	“Medusa, are you coming? You aren’t getting any younger.” Katherine yelled from the hall.  

	“Plus, I have this new client,”—she hitched a thumb over her shoulder—“that’s going to take all my time and prescription meds, so …” Roz leaned down to kiss Kanyon on the cheek. “I love ya, kid. I could not be more proud of you,” she squeezed Daylen’s shoulder, “both of you. If you need—” 

	“Don’t make me rent a forklift to get your ass out of here,” Katherine added.

	“Anything,” Roz continued, “especially references for a funeral home, just let me know.”

	Ruby, Jack, and Lt. Boston had already started clearing pizza boxes and plates. Daylen took hers and Kanyon’s to the counter. “Don’t worry about this, we can get it.”

	“Let me help,” Isadora waved a hand, and in a blink the kitchen returned to its neat and tidy self. 

	Kanyon spun around to take in the spotless kitchen. “That. I vote that is the power that they give the mini human tornado.” 

	Isadora leaned in to embrace Kanyon. “I will see what I can do.” She gave Kanyon a squeeze. “I am so very proud of you.”

	Kanyon held Isadora close for a beat. “Thank you. Thank you for … I know you had something to do with giving me my powers back.”

	Isadora leaned back and gave her a knowing wink. “There is no one more deserving.” 

	As Isadora moved to say her good-byes to Daylen, Marcus stepped up to the plate. “Guardian, you have made me very proud. You give great honor to our kind, our legacy.”

	Kanyon chucked him in the shoulder. “You aren’t too shabby yourself. See you out at the stables tomorrow? I know Daylen is wanting to visit the soon-to-be mom and dad.”

	“I will see you there.”

	“Noon-ish?” She got a curious look. “Sun, middle of the sky.”

	“Noon-ish” he confirmed. 

	Once Isadora and Marcus dematerialized, Jack, Ruby, and Lt. Boston were next up with the good-byes. Ruby advised, as she slipped her arm around Jack’s, that she wouldn’t be in the office for a couple of weeks, so they needed to hold down the fort. Daylen agreed with a wide smile. As hugs and directions were given to Daylen, Lt. Boston stepped in front of Kanyon. “Okay, so fine—you’re not exactly the pretty-face, no-substance actress I thought you were.”

	“Awe, you think I’m pretty?” Kanyon gushed.

	Lt. Boston groaned. “I was just going to say nice job with the whole saving the world thing.”

	Kanyon sobered. “Thank you. And thanks for the assist.”

	“No problem. You’ll keep me informed on the crazy?” 

	“I mean sure, I could use some assistance with Blue.”

	Daylen tucked herself into Kanyon’s side. “We’ll keep you informed on the crazy.”

	“Good. Okay then.” And with that Lt. Boston turned on a heel and left. 

	Ralph jumped down from the chair he was occupying, walked over to the refrigerator, took out a pizza box, and scoffed as he trotted past them and into the other room. A few seconds later, they heard the television come on to the Nature channel. A few beats later, the familiar voices from Saved by the Bell before he settled on the Food Network.”

	Kanyon answered Daylen’s unasked question. “Yeah, I have no idea how he changes the channel. Especially since I hid the remotes from Blue three days ago as punishment for stealing my toothbrushes and changing them out with new ones. I haven’t figured out her end game on that little prank.”

	“Collecting DNA samples,” Daylen offered. 

	Kanyon’s eyes went wide. “That would also explain why I’ve found her standing over me with a stop watch and holding a Q-tip in my mouth. She’s freaking selling my DNA.”

	Daylen chuckled as she pulled Kanyon tighter against her. “That or she’s growing an evil Kanyon-clone zombie army in a bunch of petri dishes …”

	“She … no … holy crap,” Kanyon started for the back door only to have Daylen catch her by the elbow. “D&D game, remember.”

	Kanyon froze and contemplated her choices. “Right. Okay. So destroy clone army tomorrow.” 

	“Upstairs for our own D&D game now?”

	“Naked version?” Kanyon asked, grabbing for Daylen.

	“Grab some pizza,” Daylen said as she spun out of Kanyon’s reach, already unbuttoning the top button of her shirt, “you’re going to need the carbs.”
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