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Craig Martelle

        

      

    

    
      There is magic in our lives. We only need to look for it.

      Or we could find it in movies and books. My first introduction to magic in the modern world was an old sitcom called Bewitched. Or I Dream of Jeannie. What about the movie Bedknobs and Broomsticks? Maybe even Mary Poppins?

      But the books! C.S. Lewis’ The Chronicles of Narnia were spectacular in their own way, short reads about children with no special abilities thrust into a world of magic and mayhem.

      But then Harry Potter came along and redefined what it meant for magic in the modern world.

      Urban Fantasy is a huge genre, drawing in all aspects of life. Sometimes it’s coming of age, elsewhere it might be paranormal romance. How about mysteries where magic abounds or where fantastic monsters must be hunted and removed so normies don’t realize they were ever in danger?

      It is the duty of those blessed with magic to protect those who are not.

      The Summer Solstice Shenanigans anthology is the brainchild of Erika Everest who solicited the help of Lasairiona McMaster, Elaine Bateman, Fatima Fayez, and Jamie Davis to bring this mass collection of stories to life. Almost like a spell from a Necromancer of old, breathing life into that which is not alive.

      They looked at a bazillion submissions before whittling the stories down to the ones you see here. These are the best of the best. New worlds. New spells. New paranormal. Old creatures.

      Very old.

      But with us today. Magic will hold them at bay so we can live our normal lives, thank you very much.

      Too late for you, since you already know they are there. Might as well read on because you may have missed one or two.

      Shine the light into the darkness, even if that light comes from the tip of your wand.

      Thank you to our curators and thank you to the participating authors.

      Together we’re better.

      
        
        Craig Martelle

        Fox, Alaska

        June 2021
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E. G. Bateman

        

      

    

    
      A mage learns the consequences of upsetting the fae-folk, while an ancient creature stalks the residents of a town that doesn’t exist.
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            Eastpark, Maine

          

        

      

    

    
      Sharp stones and twigs bit into April’s bare feet as she raced in the darkness toward the fairy ring. She crashed through the forest, which wasn’t normal for a nymph. But her magic had vanished in the attack. The creature had made her powerless with a single touch. April hadn’t wasted a moment, even to see who or what her attacker was. She scrambled to her feet and ran.

      Her ankle scraped the edge of a rock, the impact brought her down. Her knees and palms stung as they ground into dried pine needles on the forest floor. Pain and the metallic taste of blood told her she’d bitten her tongue. She lurched back to her feet, spat out blue, bloodied saliva, and continued on with her yoga pants snagging on branches clawing at her skinny frame in the wind.

      In her disoriented panic, she had no idea where she was. But when the old woodman’s shack was lit up ahead of her by a streak of lightning, the vision burned into her eyes. Like a masterpiece, the broken structure in burnt umber and sienna was revealed, backed by a Prussian blue and manganese violet sky. It would have been a wasted vision for an artist with no canvas and no time, had it not allowed her to correct her course.

      The ion smell of the oncoming storm brought flashes of memory from her childhood in fae. She wished she’d never left. It had seemed such an adventure to live here, teaching art and yoga to the humans in this quaint world. She pushed the thoughts away as the wind whipped her long, dark hair across her eyes and into her mouth. She slowed to pull it into a knot at the back of her neck, careful not to touch the wound on her head she’d received while being slapped to the ground minutes before.

      April ran on feeling the chilly specs of the storm’s first raindrops on her bare arms, and headed deeper into the trees toward the ring where she would reconnect with her magic and cross over to fae. She cursed the fact it was the night before the solstice. In mere hours the woods would be filled with other fae who would have been able to protect her.

      On an exhausted breath she leaped over the circle of mushrooms and crocuses into the grassy clearing and drew upon the magic. She was seconds from being able to open the portal when a presence joined her in the ring. The energy she drew on was different, sour. April turned to face her attacker.
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            Ravi

          

        

      

    

    
      “Rose, it’s Ravi. We found April, she’s dead.” The deputy sheriff waited for a response while the secretary stifled a sob. He sensed the sheriff’s sadness as the older man crouched beside the body writing in his notebook.

      When Rose silenced herself with a gulp, the deputy continued. “We’re in the woods, at the fairy ring.”

      The sheriff lifted a hand to draw Ravi’s attention. “We need Paul out here, and ask her to call the doc, we’ll bring April in.”

      Ravi nodded and repeated Harry’s instructions. He disconnected and slipped the cellphone back into his pocket. He turned to the sheriff. “Isn’t the dead thing still up for debate? I’m sure I can sense something.”

      “So can I, but we’ve both checked for a pulse.” Harry looked at blue blood staining his fingers where he’d felt her carotid. “We might be sensing her spirit. Maybe it’s trapped somehow.” The weary sheriff got to his feet and shook his head at the young fairy’s still body. “I’m getting too old for this.”

      Ravi raised an eyebrow. “Too old to be a sheriff or too old to be a mage?”

      “Being a mage, and bonded through magic with my oldest friend is something I’ll never get tired of. It’s the job. These bones complain all the time now.” Harry rolled his shoulders, emphasising his point.

      “You and me both, old pal.”

      Harry led the way back through the woods to the road.

      As they neared the road, Ravi sensed they were no longer alone. He remained hidden in the cover of the densely-wooded forest as Harry stepped out toward the state trooper’s cruiser that had pulled up behind his own. Harry and the trooper nodded a greeting. Two pairs of mirrored sunglasses reflected each other for several silent moments in the bright morning light.

      The trooper slid the shades down his nose, gazing pointedly at the blue stains on Harry’s hand. “Problem?”

      Harry looked down. “My… pen broke. I don’t have a spare.”

      The trooper held out a pen. “Here, no charge. I meant, why are you out here? Is there a problem?”

      Harry approached him and took the pen.

      They were now far enough away that Ravi had to mutter a spell to hear the conversation.

      Harry explained, “Kids, been throwing dirt at the sign again.”

      They turned to regard the mud-spattered sign. It read Eastpark – The Town That Never Was. Below the text an arrow pointed to nothing, with the words You Are Here.

      The sign was a joke; Eastpark didn’t exist. It was a paper town, drawn onto maps in the old days to catch mapmakers who copied the work of other cartographers.

      Except, it wasn’t.

      Most regular people would miss the turn-off. If they saw it, they wouldn’t feel inclined to turn into it, and at no point would it even occur to a regular to ask why a non-existent town would need a sheriff.

      Ravi sensed Harry gather his magic.

      The sheriff touched the trooper’s arm, drawing the man’s gaze. “You should move along now. Forget you saw me.”

      The trooper’s eyes glazed over. He gunned the engine immediately and headed back up onto the highway.

      Harry took out a handkerchief and wiped the blue blood from his hand. He removed his hat and raked back grey, thinning hair. He was tired, Ravi could feel it through their connection. They had been partners for over thirty years, since Harry had taken him under his wing when he joined The Alliance, the organization that policed the supernatural world on Earth.

      Ravi gathered his energy and vanished, appearing beside Harry. “Everything okay?”

      Harry frowned. “You know you shouldn’t teleport out in the open like that. What if he was glancing into his rear-view?”

      Ravi smirked. “Keep up, daddio. We call it darting these days.”

      “I know what you kids call it. Is teleport too long a word for you?”

      Ravi snorted. He was fifty-eight, just two years younger than Harry. “As to the trooper, I could appear sagging-bare-ass naked in his kitchen, handing him his morning coffee, and he still wouldn’t see me.” A human/animal presence touched his mind. “I can sense Paul coming through on foot. He’s in wolf form.”

      Harry nodded and led the way back into the forest as Ravi muttered his spell for detecting nearby enemies.

      They returned to the body of the young, fae woman who had been giving classes in art and yoga in the town for the last year. She was still wearing the workout clothes she was seen wearing the previous day. She lay on her side but her pose was odd. Her body stiff, as though she’d frozen in a defensive pose with one arm up.

      Harry checked his watch. “The fae are going to come through at any minute for the Summer Solstice celebrations. They’ll be led by Fae Lord Aladon and the first thing he’s going to see is his daughter dead in front of the portal. We need to move her.”

      Deputy Paul appeared on the other side of the clearing. Still in wolf form, he panted.

      “He must have run hell-for-leather to get here so fast.” Ravi waited as the wolf sniffed first at April, then his nose went into the air. He growled, bared his teeth, and bolted into the woods.

      Harry stepped over to the girl. “See if he needs back up. I’ll take her into town and come right back.”

      Ravi waited a few moments. Harry was getting old, hell, so was he, but he knew better than to offer help to the proud old sheriff. Instead, he darted to the wolf’s side and found him with hackles raised.
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            Ravi

          

        

      

    

    
      Ravi stepped back so as not to interfere with Paul’s tracking senses. The wolf turned in circles. Something was near, but Paul seemed not to know what it was. A moment later, a chill ran through the mage, through his bond with Harry told him something was wrong. He gasped.

      Paul turned to face him and dipped his head to the side. The universal canine code for huh?

      “Harry.” Ravi said by way of explanation, then darted immediately back to the fairy ring.

      Harry was on his knees with his arms stretched out, the hands curled around as though carrying something, but there was no sign of April.

      “What happened. Did you take her back?” But Harry hadn’t darted, he’d have felt it. When Harry didn’t respond Ravi put a hand on his shoulder and the sheriff keeled over, as stiff as a board. The mage held a hand over his partner. Their unbroken link indicated that Harry was alive but his body was frozen solid with no outward sign of life.

      “What is this?” Came an angry, arrogant voice behind him.

      Damn if those fae-folk weren’t quiet. Ravi rolled his eyes before turning around. “My Lord Aladon. Bright be the Solstice—”

      “Never mind that. What is happening here?” The silver-haired fairy was flanked by two of his Shining Guard, and others were waiting to cross from fae through the wavering portal behind Aladon.

      “I don’t know, my Lord. We’ve had a couple of attacks but we haven’t found the assailant.”

      The haughty Fae Lord gazed around. “Where is my daughter?”

      “I’m sorry my lord. April was the first victim. We found her here but I just returned to find her missing and Harry here.”

      “My daughter was attacked, and you’ve lost her? Is she dead or alive?”

      “Well, we thought at first that… but now I’m not—”

      “This town had two jobs. To protect the portal’s existence from the humans and to protect my daughter. The fact that both she and this human have been attacked and this left at my feet tells me that you have failed in both.”

      Ravi bit back a retort. He was furious at the Fae Lord’s insult of his injured friend.

      Aladon continued, “You have until the sun reaches its highest point. If my daughter is not returned to me unharmed, the town will not be receiving the year’s blessings of good luck.” Aladon turned back to the portal but spun again. “I give you an example of the town’s blessings if you fail me. He reached over Harry’s stiff, prone form to pluck a white dandelion which had turned to seed, from the ground. He straightened and blew gently on it. Seeds flew from it, not a few but thousands, into the air toward the town. He dropped the stalk and stepped back through the portal which rippled and faded.

      The woods were silent, no sign of Paul. But Ravi couldn’t wait. He wasn’t prepared to leave Harry in this vulnerable condition. He put a hand on his shoulder and teleported back to the sheriff’s office. After rolling the frozen man back into the squatting position he’d found him in, he took a few steps, then turned to ensure Harry wasn’t going to roll over again. He left the room.

      Rose sat at her desk with red eyes and a tissue scrunched up in her hand. As Ravi approached, she sobbed. “She was so young and beautiful. My yoga group are in tatters.”

      “Did you call the doc? We need her here; Harry’s… not feeling well. Actually, call Marie too, tell her to put her coven on standby. Don’t go into Harry’s office before they arrive.” He was about to dart when he turned back to her. “Please don’t tell anyone else April’s dead. I’m not sure what’s going on yet.”

      The woman blinked in confusion. “But Harry said—”

      “I know what Harry said. The situation may be more fluid than we thought. Have you heard from Paul?”

      “Not since he left to go meet you both.”

      “Okay. One last thing. If anything unusual happens today, let me know.”

      The woman blinked. “Are you kidding? It’s the Solstice.”

      “Then anything unusual for the Solstice. Let me know.” With that he darted back out to where he’d last seen Paul. There was no sign of him, man or wolf. Ravi muttered a spell which caused Paul’s wolf prints to glow in the ground. Ravi followed the trail to the edge of a track which led to the old Pinter place. The big old house had been a boarding house for a while and was last a dance school, which hadn’t lasted long.

      As he walked, he puzzled over the missing girl. Why would the attacker come back and take her body? Or did she just get up and walk away? Surely Harry would have stopped her.

      Paul’s trail stopped around a quarter of a mile from the house when Ravi stumbled across something he’d never seen out there before, a statue of a wolf. At first glance it might have been Paul, petrified like Harry and April, but as he neared, it was an actual statue.

      He walked around to face it. Every intricate detail of Paul’s wolf face was there in stone. There was no life in it at all. He darted back to the sheriff’s office.

      The doctor was waiting for him with her lips pulled into a grim line. “There’s nothing I can do for Harry. Marie’s in with him. She should be able to discern if this was witchcraft. She’s waiting for her coven. What the hell happened?”

      Ravi gulped. “Jeanette, we’ve got a gorgon.”

      The doc shook her head and her glasses, which had been perched in her red hair, dropped onto her nose. “I appreciate the similarity but he’s still alive.”

      “Not Harry, Paul. I just found him in the woods. He’s solid stone.” Ravi went on to describe how they had found April frozen in the same way Harry had been, then he shared Aladon’s ominous threat.

      “That’s rich. I’m amazed that arrogant jerk even remembered his daughter was here. What is she? Number sixty? I doubt he’s ever spoken to her. That girl has received more love and attention in this town than she ever had in Fae.” Jeanette didn’t often share what she learned as an empath but she was upset about the situation.

      Ravi sighed. “So, here’s the problem. We need to find April or her body, but if there is a gorgon in the woods, that’s the last place we should be sending people.”

      “Where did it come from? Gorgons don’t just pop up from thin air.” Marie stepped out of Harry’s office. Her black pant suit flecked with whatever herbs she had been burning.

      In answer, Ravi spread his arms and shrugged. “Any luck with Harry?”

      The witch shook her head. “I’ve called the gang in but this is beyond me. Did I hear you say Aladon just went straight back through the portal?”

      At Ravi’s nod she sneered. “If there’s something this town could do with right now, it’s the good luck he could have brought. I can’t be the only one who thinks that’s odd. Why didn’t he send his squadron of Shining assholes out to find her?”

      Ravi pulled out his cellphone. “I don’t know. I have to call Alliance HQ.”

      “You’re kidding. We’re going to have the whole town swimming with Supe Feds. I’m not sure which is worse, them or the gorgon.” Marie grimaced. “Present company excepted.”

      Ravi patted her arm as he dialed up the Alliance Control Room. He stepped into his office to speak.

      A bored male voice came over the line. “Control Room.”

      “Hi, this is Mage Ravi Sharma of Eastpark, Maine. We’ve got a gorgon.”

      “A what?”

      “A gorgon.”

      “A turns-people-to-stone gorgon?”

      “Is there another kind?”

      “Wow. Can you hold?

      The mage sat at his desk, thinking about Paul. The poor kid had only been living in Eastpark for a few months. He picked up a pencil to make some notes but the tip broke. He put it aside, took out another pencil and again the tip broke. He grabbed a pen and clicked the end in and out until someone spoke to him.

      “Mage Ravi?”

      Ravi sat up. “Yes, speaking.”

      “Sorry for the delay. You’re on with Diana from the Executive Office.”

      “The… okay.” His heart hammered in his chest. After everything that had happened today, it seemed this was the thing to send his blood pressure through the roof.

      “As you can imagine, we’re seriously understaffed today, but we may have just the thing for you. We’re trying to locate a colleague who has the perfect weapon. Sit tight… and don’t look directly at it.” She disconnected.

      Ravi stared at his cellphone. “No shit!” He stepped out to the main office.

      “Dammit!” Rose sat at her desk and sucking on a finger. “I stapled my own damn finger.”
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            Natalya

          

        

      

    

    
      Natalya Roberts disconnected the call and smiled as a plan formed in her mind. She was glad she’d bothered to answer it. In the Atlanta summer heat, it had been an effort to drag her eight-and-a-half-month pregnant belly out of the chair to reach her colleague’s desk.

      “Who was that?” Jack, her Alliance unit leader stuck his head out of his office.

      “Just someone after Olivia, asking to borrow one of her toys. I said I’d pass the message on.” Natalya kept her explanation as innocent-sounding as she could.

      “We don’t refer to our weapons as toys. I’ve asked you not to do that, it’s unprofessional.”

      “Sorry, Boss.”

      “When you speak to Olivia, tell her she’s got a pile of reports to complete that’s higher than my head.” He disappeared back in to the office.

      “Will do.” The pregnant mage called after him. She rolled her eyes. Olivia was out on job after job while she’d been benched. It was so unfair; she was pregnant not incapable.

      She checked the map to see the Olivia’s location. Great, she’s nearby in Augusta. She quick-dialed her colleague.

      The line connected, but before Olivia spoke, a cacophony of smashing glass made Natalya wince. “Hey Nat. Have you popped?”

      “Not yet, I’m still the size of a house. Diana from HQ called. Someone needs to borrow a weapon.”

      “I’m in the middle of something right now, can I call you back?” An explosion sounded in the background.

      Natalya held on to her belly and darted. “Hi.” Natalya appeared standing next to Olivia who was sitting on the floor behind a bar.

      The mage reached up, grabbed Natalya’s arm and pulled the pregnant woman down just as half a dozen poisonous spines flew over her head and smashed a row of bottles behind the bar.

      Olivia frowned. “Son of a bitch! I had my eye on that tequila bottle.”

      “Wow! It smells like last year’s Christmas party in here.” Natalya popped her head up for a split second. “Ooh, a manticore. Do you have some of its own poison to bring it down?”

      “Apparently not enough.” Olivia sent a ball of energy over the bar that splintered an upturned table the manticore was using as a shield.

      The barman was lying with his eyes wide, curled into the fetal position a few feet from Natalya. She grabbed a bottle of vodka from the floor and rolled it over to him. “Go ahead, knock yourself out. Literally if you can manage it.” She turned back to her sister. “Diana wants to borrow your demon sword.”

      “And there wasn’t a non-heavily pregnant mage available to come and get it?” Olivia winced as the glass above them splintered again in another barrage of manticore spines.

      “Well…”

      Olivia chuckled. “You must be bored.”

      “Oh God, I’m so, so bored these days. They won’t let me do anything.”

      “They’ve got a point. If I give it to you, will you get the hell out of here?”

      Natalya grinned. “Sure.”

      Olivia put out her hand and the ancient-looking weapon appeared. She passed it to Natalya. “You’re not getting involved in anything are you?”

      “No, I’m just passing it on.” Natalya pointed in the direction of the creature. “Why is the manticore so pissed?”

      “I didn’t have enough venom. Apparently, they get pissy when you only half-drug them.”

      Natalya took the sword and dropped it into a purse which shouldn’t have been big enough to carry such an item. She picked up a spine, the floor was littered with them. She waved a hand in the air and all the spines jumped up. “Off you go, back home.” They flew back in the direction they’d come from. She peeked up to see the manticore with its human face, a picture of shock, and its body looking more like a porcupine than a lion.

      Olivia stood up next to her. “Ha! I never thought of that. He’s been sending all that ammo over for hours.” She grabbed an unbroken bottle of bourbon, took the top off and drank, watching the creature as it crashed into tables and chairs.

      Natalya sighed. She hadn’t had a drink in months.

      Olivia grinned but kept her eyes on the failing beast. “Yeah, you can’t have the nice alcohol.”

      Natalya gave her a withering look. “Oh, I nearly forgot, Jack says you’ve got to come in and finish your reports. I’ll tell him you’re finished here, so you can make a start.”

      “Oh shi—”
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      Moments later, Natalya appeared, grinning, back in her office where her husband and fellow Mage, Dean was waiting with an angry face. “Where have you been? I sensed you getting overwhelmed.”

      “Overwhelmed with emotion. I just popped out to see Olivia. She’s planning a baby shower.”

      Dean didn’t believe her. “You know darting could bring the baby on.”

      “Oh no. I hadn’t even considered it.” Natalya fixed him with a deadpan stare. “And that’s just an old wives’ tale. If it worked, I’d be zipping all over the country like a pinball.”

      Dean put his arms around his wife. “There’s just a couple of weeks to go—”

      Natalya finished the sentence, “Until I lose all my freedom for the next few years.”

      He kissed her temple. “You’ll be back at work as soon as you’re fit, if that’s what you want. Whether you go back to work or stay at home for a while will be up to you. But for now, we can’t take any chances, especially not at your…” He stopped speaking.

      “If you’re about to say at my age, I’ll turn you into a radish.”

      “Sorry.” Dean grimaced.

      Natalya’s voice wobbled. “I just wanted one last little adventure. Can’t we just go out to drop something off for Olivia?”

      Dean’s jaw dropped. “It’s the solstice. The pixies have decided to have some kind of faction war. It’s crazy out there.”

      “But Eastpark’s the luckiest place on Earth at the solstice. What’s the harm?”

      “Eastpark? In Maine?” A flash of interest touched Dean’s eyes, until he narrowed his eyes at his wife’s belly.

      She was losing him. “Straight there and back, I promise. And we must be the only mages we know who haven’t visited Eastpark.”

      “Fine. There and back.”

      Natalya nearly punched the air. “We’re just looking for a local mage called Ravi. We’ll drop off the thing and come straight back.”

      “What’s the thi—?”

      Natalya grabbed his arm and darted across the country to Maine.

      They arrived on Main Street, Eastpark, in the middle of the street. A car horn beeped and they moved quickly to the sidewalk.

      “How the hell did that happen?” Dean put an arm around his wife.

      Natalya shrugged. The town of supernaturals was as pretty as she had heard. The buildings had old Coca Cola signs painted onto the sides of the two-story buildings, mom and pop stores seemed to rule the shopping options, there wasn’t a chain store sign in sight. She almost squealed when she saw the bar was called The Lucky Saloon. Natalya smiled with delight at the magical and supernatural auras around everyone on the street, it took her a few moments to realize the people weren’t smiling. Some were even scowling. If I lived here, I’d be smiling day and night.

      Dean addressed a tall witch in a black pant suit who was hurrying along the sidewalk with a basketful of herbs and jars. “Excuse me, we’re looking for the sheriff’s office.”

      “It’s right up here just past the bakery. I’m heading there myself.” She marched off and they hurried along behind her.

      As they approached the police station, the door to the bakery flew open and a man ran out with a tray of pastries, black and on fire. He dropped them on the ground and stamped on them.

      Natalya entered the building and Dean followed muttering, “I thought this was the luckiest place on earth.”

      “Not today it isn’t.” The administrator said, by way of greeting. She poured gin into her teacup.

      Natalya smiled. “Hi, we’ve come from Alliance.”

      The woman gazed at Natalya’s pregnant belly, then dragged her eyes to her face. “You’ll be here to see Ravi. Where are the rest of you?”

      “It’s just us.” Natalya was surprised by the woman. She was the only non-supernatural person she’d seen in the town so far.

      “Two? They only sent two?” The woman poured more gin.

      “Well, two and a half.” Natalya put a hand on her belly.

      A small, middle-aged man in uniform with a deputy’s badge stepped out into the hallway. “It’s okay Rose, I’ll take it from here.” He turned to them. “It’s a miracle you’re here. I haven’t been able to contact HQ since I put the original request in.” He bustled them into an office.

      Natalya blinked in shock at seven people, frozen in various positions.

      Ravi held out a hand. “Have you got it?”

      She took out Olivia’s sword and passed it to the other mage. In her peripheral vision Dean stared hard at the sword. Agitation rippled through their bond.

      Her husband cleared his throat and asked, “What exactly are you dealing with here?”

      “They didn’t tell you? It’s a gorgon or at the very least, some kind of gorgon-lite.”

      “No. They seem to have left out a few important details.” Dean was now staring hard at Natalya.

      Ravi hefted the sword. “Are you sure this will kill it?”

      “It’s called Harpe. It’s the sword Perseus used to kill Medusa.”

      “Perfect.” Ravi dragged a thumb across the blade, then nodded.

      Dean frowned. “Don’t you have a posse or something? Where’s the sheriff?”

      “That’s the sheriff.” Ravi pointed at a uniformed man, frozen into a squatting position.

      Natalya asked, “What exactly is a gorgon-lite?”

      “I only know of one person turned to stone. Everyone else is petrified like this. Maybe they’ll turn to stone slowly or perhaps the Gorgon isn’t very strong. Honestly, I don’t know. Our best guess is that killing it will release everyone in this condition.”

      Dean took Natalya’s hand. “Well, good luck. It looks to me like you need a lot more people. I’ll message HQ when we get back.”

      Natalya frowned. “Surely we can—”

      Dean wouldn’t listen. “You shouldn’t be anywhere near this in your condition.”

      Natalya blushed. It had been foolish to come but being dismissed in front of others shamed her further. She put a hand on Dean’s arm and… nothing. “I can’t dart.”

      Ravi didn’t look surprised. “We’ve been able to dart within the town but can’t get beyond the town limits. Communications have been down for the last half hour too. The gorgon’s not our only problem. The first victim was a young nymph, April. The fae lord who usually leads the fairies here during the solstice to endow us with good luck has bestowed upon us a taster of what we can expect if April isn’t returned unharmed. He’s coming back in a couple of hours to deliver the full unlucky payload. We’re on our own. I’m going out to round up some help.”

      “I’ll come with you.” Dean held out a hand and a back scrubber appeared. He blinked.

      Ravi gave him a lop-sided grin. “That keeps happening to me too.”

      Dean tried again and a crossbow pistol appeared in his hand. He blew out air in relief.

      Natalya started walking toward the door.

      Dean caught a hold of her. “Where are you going?”

      “We’re rounding up help.”

      “Sorry honey, you’re the only other mage in town. You need to be here to protect those frozen people who can’t protect themselves.”

      Natalya knew what this was but she couldn’t blame her husband for wanting to protect their child. She grabbed his face and kissed him. “Take care.”

      Ravi and Dean left.
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      The witch who had entered the building with them introduced herself as Marie. She circled the room, burning white sage and placing crystals here and there. Natalya was tempted to suggest there wasn’t enough white sage on the planet for this. She noted the distress on the woman’s face. “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      The witch’s expression went through a gamut of emotions. Finally, her shoulders slumped. “I don’t think there’s anything even I can do to help.” Regardless, she continued to chant softly.

      Natalya left the room and bumped into a man walking backward carrying another victim. “I don’t think there’s any space left in there.”

      He gazed around. “Then where? We’ve got two more on the way.”

      Natalya turned to Rose to ask but the woman appeared ready to pass out in a drunken haze. The mage stepped over and put a hand on her head, muttering a few words. The woman, suddenly sober, blinked up at her. “Why the hell did you do that? Now I have to start all over again.” She looked at Natalya’s belly. “You look fit to burst.”

      Natalya ignored her. “They’re bringing in more people. Where can they put them?”

      Rose sighed. She pointed the man toward another office. “In there.”

      The front door flew open and a woman wearing a white coat marched in, straight up to Rose. “My office is full of peepsicles. When’s the cavalry getting here?”

      Natalya put her hand in the small of her aching back and puffed out air. “That would be me.”

      The doctor’s eyes went wide. She opened her mouth to speak when the door opened again. Two young people edged in sideways with their faces smooshed together. “Oh, for the love of God, this is the third pair. Rose, can you send out an all-points-bulletin that no-one with retainers is allowed to kiss today. Call the judge, make it a law or something.”

      “Can I help?” Natalya’s fingers twitched with the need to be doing something.

      The doctor put up a hand. “Don’t use magic it’s likely to backfire. I’m going to have to do this the old-fashioned way.” She pulled a pair of pliers from her pocket. The young girl’s eyes bulged as she approached. “Calm down Jenny, this isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “Come on, let’s leave Jeanette to it. I’ll make you a nice cup of tea.” Rose led the way to a little kitchenette. “I hope we haven’t lost young April. She’s a lovely girl. I so enjoy her yoga and art classes.”

      Natalya stood in the doorway as Rose made the tea. “Are you feeling okay after I used magic on you? I didn’t think.”

      “Everything seems to be in order. I think we dodged a bullet. It’s my own fault for getting into that mess.” Rose turned to face her, waving a teaspoon as she spoke. “It just felt like getting pie-eyed was the right thing to do, you know?” A shot of lightning flew out of the spoon and blew a cupboard off the wall.

      Natalya leaped back as three gin bottles hit the counter top and smashed.

      The woman squealed. “Here. Take your tea. I’m going back to get drunk again. If there’s any left.” Rose passed the cup to her and walked out of the kitchenette.

      Natalya blew on the hot tea and made to follow. A moment later, after a light, tinkling crack, the cup broke off leaving the handle between her fingers and the rest of it shattered at her feet, splashing tea up her bare legs. She raced after the other woman. “I’m sure I read somewhere that gin is okay in the last trimester.”

      Rose already had the bottle in her hand. “If you want to clean that up, the bathroom is down the hall, third door on the left.”

      Natalya walked to the door and grabbed the handle which came off in her hand. “Oh, come on.”

      She took a seat next to Rose. “I think you’re going to have to fight me for that gin pretty soon.”

      Rose grinned. “Bring it on, sister.”

      Marie joined them. The witch dropped into a chair. “There’s so much going on but I’ve never felt so useless.”

      Jeanette returned and pocketed the pliers. “Tell me about it.”

      The door rattled and drew their attention. Natalya got to her feet hoping it might be Dean. A woman was pulling the door to the sheriff’s office. She pulled and pulled and pulled. The sign clearly said Push. Natalya waddled over and tried to pull the door open for her but the woman was wrenching so hard she fell back into the street. Her large purse flew open and dumped the contents on the ground.

      Natalya ran out to help. She picked up the woman’s purse and tried to hand it to her but a gust of wind blew the contents down the street and the woman went running after them.

      Natalya was in no condition to run after the woman so she brought the purse inside and returned to her seat with the other women. “The lady lost her purse.”

      Marie took the purse and studied the tag. “Michael Kors. It’s a good size.” She turned it around in her hands like she was considering buying it. She looked inside and took out the only thing that hadn’t fallen out; a white feather wrapped in silver wire and twine. Oh look, this is a fairy charm. You’d think it might have given her some protection.”

      Rose stood bolt upright gazing at the door. “Good heavens. We thought you were dead.”

      No one had entered.

      Marie dropped the designer purse back into Natalya’s lap and grabbed the gin bottle from the desk. “You’ve had enough of that.”

      Rose continued with her one-sided conversation. “But you’re standing right in front of me.” She paused. “For goodness sake. Marie, you can see Deputy Paul, can’t you?”

      The witch and the doctor shared a look.

      Marie turned to Rose and said softly, “There’s nobody there.” She smiled sweetly at the administrator, then slapped her across the face. “Better?”

      Rose cupped her cheek. “Why did you do that?”

      “You were seeing things. I fixed you.”

      Rose pointed to the other side of the desk. “He’s still there.”

      “I’ve been planning to talk to you about your drinking, dear. I think now’s as good—”

      “Be quiet, he’s speaking… April? But how could she?” She paused again then turned quickly to her friends. “The gorgon must have done something to April. She’s the one who’s been freezing people. Paul saw her in the woods but the gorgon killed him.” She turned to Natalya. “He says Ravi and your husband went out alone to find the gorgon but April found Ravi. He’s petrified like Harry. And your husband’s out there alone.”

      A chill passed through her bond with Dean. She stood and gripped the purse as a pain spasmed through her belly. “I’ve got to go.”

      Natalya appeared in the woods facing Dean; who was frozen, his eyes wide. Between them stood a short, waif-like girl with long, dark hair and mercifully, her back was to Natalya.

      As the girl turned, Natalya grabbed the Michael Kors purse by the handles and flipped it over, dropping the feather talisman on the ground. She rammed the bag over the nymph’s head, drew back her arm and punched the purse-covered face so hard, the nymph flew back through the air and landed on the ground. She didn’t move. Natalya picked up the talisman, then stepped over to her husband and stroked his face. She bent to pick Harpe from the ground at his feet.

      When she straightened, water trickled down her legs. Her waters had broken.
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      The pregnant mage dropped to her knees. She needed to get out of the woods. A twig cracked behind her and she spun around. It would be impossible to undo a lifetime of training and not look in the direction of the threat.

      The mage grabbed her frozen husband’s leg and tried to dart back to the station. For the second time that day, nothing happened. “I’m not trying to leave town. Why isn’t it working?” She tried again, nothing.

      Once more on her feet she cradled her belly as she ran to the large house. It appeared abandoned but if she could find a room with just one way in, it would be defensible. She shouldered the iron gate which squealed in protest, then hung on to it for a few seconds as a contraction hit and almost brought her to her knees again.

      “This is pathetic. I am an Alliance mage. I will not be bested by my own child.” She prodded her belly. “You, behave.” Natalya staggered through the overgrown garden.

      Stopping again to catch her breath, she leaned against a low statue and dropped her head. Just a few more steps. She staggered back; the statue was staring in terror up at her. No one would have a macabre statue in their garden, of a man on his knees in tattered clothes, cradling a bottle. Her stomach flipped; this hadn’t always been a statue.

      The house was silent. Is the gorgon inside? It didn’t matter, this baby was coming and finding a safe place to shut herself away was still the best option.

      Five steps took her to the open doorway of the building. Natalya pulled at the vines to the side of the entrance, revealing a brass plaque. Eastpark School of Dance. She tightened her grip on Harpe and staggered through the large entrance hall. With its majestic, sweeping staircase, it had clearly once been grand, but now most of the doors were missing, and the floor was littered with leaves and dirt. There were still two doors that she could see. One toward the back of the hallway on the right and one close-by on the left. The sound of a creaking floorboard off to the right, and another contraction made the decision for her. She staggered to the left and through the door.

      Natalya found herself in what must at one point have been a ballroom, then probably where the ballet lessons had been held. Giant floor-to-ceiling windows covered one long wall. Along the opposite wall was a ballet bar. She imagined that mirrors would have lined that wall but they were long gone. Two doorless entrances stood at the other end of the room. This room was far from secure.

      Another contraction floored her. She found herself on her hands and knees near a pile of blankets and a sleeping bag in the middle of the dirty, wooden floor. Natalya’s thoughts flickered to the statue of the man outside.

      Her body was preparing to give birth and she was not okay with that. The next contraction made her howl out loud. She couldn’t stop herself. They were a couple of minutes apart now. Her husband was frozen and there was probably a gorgon in the building. Natalya giggled. The hysterical outburst had bubbled up from a place of utter disbelief at her situation.

      Then the hissing started.

      The mage froze with fear. Even the baby seemed to still its activity. The hissing sound echoed around her. The gorgon had entered the room. She tried to get up but succeeded only in rolling onto her back.

      She forced herself not to look around by staring at the ceiling, hoping a hiss or creak of a floorboard would give away the creature’s location. A sparkle caught her eye. Right above her, high in the ceiling was a dusty, mirrored disco ball. The shape of the gorgon reflected in its shiny exterior, snakes slithering atop its head. It was hard to guess but it seemed around fifteen feet away, still near the door. If she could keep her eyes closed until it got close, she might get it with the sword.

      A hissing voice spoke. “Why have I been awoken? Who has sent me to this realm?”

      “No idea. But I’d be delighted to help you get to wherever you need to go.”

      “You are of no matter. I hold your future. Look to me and you shall see it.”

      Natalya felt a tug of compulsion. She gripped the sword. “I’m good, thanks.”

      She kept her eyes on the disco ball. From what she knew of compulsion, it would get stronger the closer the gorgon came. She would have to act now. This was going to have to be one hell of a lucky shot.

      Lucky!

      Natalya pulled the fairy talisman from her pocket and tied it to Harpe’s hilt. She took one last glance at the mirror’s fragmented reflection, then closed her eyes, raised herself onto one elbow and launched the sword with everything she had.

      A short scream was cut off, followed by the sound a heavy thud on the floor.

      Natalya dropped down onto her back. “Ha! Blame it on the boogie, bitch!” She checked in the disco ball. The gorgon lay sprawled on the floor but the mage couldn’t identify the snake-laden head.

      Footsteps sounded behind her. “What the hell is going on? Why is a bag stuck on my head?”

      Natalya sighed with relief. “April, don’t take it off. The gorgon’s dead but I don’t know where the head is.”

      April stumbled over the body, then staggered around and kicked the gorgon’s head. It rolled across the floor and flopped dead snakes onto Natalya’s arm.

      Natalya shuddered. “Found it.” She scrunched her eyes closed before reaching out to grab a blanket from the pile, then pulled it over the gorgon’s head. She helped April remove the purse from her head and blushed to see the young nymph had a swollen eye and cheekbone.

      April blinked at Natalya in shock. “Oh dear, you’re in a pickle, aren’t you?

      A few moments later, Dean and Ravi burst into the room and Natalya sighed with relief.

      Ravi bundled the head into the Michael Kors purse. Dean retrieved Harpe, which had been embedded so deep in the door, he narrowed his eyes at Natalya when it took three tries to dislodge it. They darted to the town’s small medical centre.
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      Natalya cradled her son and smiled at Dean. “How’s it going out there?”

      “Lord Aladon returned. He appeared more shocked than delighted to see his daughter alive and well.”

      Natalya frowned. “That doesn’t surprise me. The gorgon wasn’t the architect of this.”

      Dean smirked. “Did the two of you have a nice chat before you decapitated her?”

      “You know me, I’ll talk to anyone.”

      Dean laughed. “And I’m happy to report, the fae-folk have been frolicking in the woods and dancing through the town. They’re sprinkling good luck on the citizens of Eastpark as we speak.”

      Dean leaned over and watched the baby sleeping in the bassinet. He put an arm around Natalya. “Do you want to get home?”

      She kissed him. “Just a bit longer.”

      A knock on the door brought Harry and Ravi with a giant blue teddy bear.

      Dean stood. “How are you both?”

      Harry glanced at Ravi. “Honestly? We’ve been talking. We think it’s time to retire and make way for the young ‘uns.”

      Natalya raised an eyebrow. “Are you saying there’s a vacancy coming up?”

      Dean gave his wife double raised eyebrows. He smiled. “Let’s talk.”

      The door opened again and in came Rose, Jeanette and Marie with balloons.

      Natalya put the baby into the bassinet and the ladies cooed over him. Rose slid a bottle of gin onto the bedside cabinet. She winked at Natalya. “For when you can.”

      The mage grimaced; she was probably responsible for making the woman see dead people. “Are you okay now?”

      Rose turned away. “Alright, I’ll tell her.” She turned back to Natalya. “I’m to tell you your baby is beautiful.”

      Natalya looked behind Rose, no one was there. She cringed with guilt.

      The administrator smiled. “Marie says it was a latent ability that would have come out sooner or later anyway.”

      Once again, the door opened and April entered. She blew a kiss at the baby; A fairy blessing, then she stepped over to Natalya. “My father has asked me to thank you for saving my life.” The nymph looked away and blushed as she spoke, which made Natalya suspicious.

      The nymph took out a bright, silver, fae dagger. It was beautiful; Engraved with strange fae markings, and shining with an inner light. “He has asked me to offer this gift to your child.”

      Everyone present knew enough to say no. There were some fairy gifts that came at too steep a price.

      Natalya cleared her throat. “Well. Please thank your father for the inappropriate, sharp, stabby gift for my less-than-a-day-old son, but we must decline—”

      The dagger disappeared from April’s hands. She frowned in confusion. Then everyone was gazing into the now glowing bassinet at the shining blade resting under the baby’s tiny fist. “It seems the child has accepted the gift. How interesting.”

      Natalya took the blade and disappeared it. “I’ll keep it somewhere safe for now.”

      April looked curiously at the baby, then shrugged. “You also have my thanks. I must return to fae now. My father has commanded it.”

      Rose, Jeanette and Marie chorused, “No!”

      Marie sagged with disappointment. “Who will run the yoga classes?”

      The nymph stepped to the open window, produced a dandelion, and blew on it. The little seeds drifted off into the afternoon sky. “I’m sure the right person will come along.”

      Everyone said goodbye and the little family of three prepared to leave town.

      Dean asked, “You really want to live here?”

      Natalya smiled. “Well, it is the luckiest place on Earth.”
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      Hunting a vampire the day after I killed my ex-boyfriend wasn’t the smartest idea. It was terrible actually, but I didn’t ask Javier to assign the job to another bounty hunter. Not when we both knew I was the best tracker on his team.

      And there was no way I was turning down the twenty-thousand Euro bonus. It was a nice incentive to get over my personal problems.

      I stood across from my target, Karl Guntar. The bloodsucker sneered at me; his lips curled upwards in a snarl. I ran my thumb along my damaged dagger. It had an engraved ‘A’ for my name, Aisha, although right now it could have stood for Angry. It was simply bad luck that the leech had shattered my favorite blade.

      Dark blood dripped to the ground from the scratch I’d given him on his forearm. From the stench surrounding us, the grimy alley we stood in had seen worse.

      The vampire’s sharp fangs were extended, their length marked him as an Elder.

      I frowned. Elders were untouchable. Everyone knew that. On any other night I might have wondered who had placed the bounty on this leech and why, bloodsuckers rarely allowed outsiders to get involved in their business.

      Whoever had done it wanted to send a message.

      None of that mattered, I didn’t care about the politics. All I cared about was getting paid when the job was complete. A bounty for capturing an Elder vampire on the shortest night of the year explained the hefty bonus.

      “You can still turn yourself in peacefully.” The assignment had been to retrieve the vampire alive, so to speak, but I considered changing his status from undead to dead, dead.

      “You don’t have the authorization for this. You’re nobody.”

      Shock and denial. Every assignment was different, and yet each mark reacted in the same way.

      “Aisha Bone, Bounty Hunter.” I unclipped my badge from my belt with my right hand and raised it in the air. “This shiny thing gives me all the authority I need to retrieve a Karl Guntar. That would be you.”

      “They don’t have a reason to summon me. They’re using you to do their dirty work.” He cradled his arm, noticing the blood.

      I returned my identification back to its place. He was right, bounty hunting was a filthy business, but I liked my part in cleaning up the supernatural community from delinquents.

      “They have the wrong vampire. Sebastian did it.” He took a step toward me and froze at my expression.

      Pain and guilt.

      “I’m sure you’re innocent.” I tried to ignore the sting of remorse and doubt the name had invoked. There was no way something connected this job to my dead ex. It had to be a different Sebastian.

      I reached deep within myself, trying to focus. It was like dipping my fingers into a pool of cool water. I pulled away before I could shape my power into a weapon, I didn’t need magic to win this fight.

      My fingers tucked away my shattered dagger, and another steel dagger found its way into my left hand. My muscles tensed, ready to pounce. Despite myself, the words burst out of me in a rush. “What did Sebastian do?”

      “You know him?” The vampire’s eyes narrowed. “What does Aisha Bone, Bounty Hunter, know of Sebastian Downey?”

      “I’ve seen his record. What has he done now?” I kept my voice light, trying my best not to let him see how much I cared about his answer.

      “Of course, it’s one of the benefits of your job. You must recognize he’s a troublemaker.” A spark of hope appeared in his eyes. He talked faster, as if a stream of words would convince me to let him go.

      “It was all his idea. Completely his. I wouldn’t have located the grimoire if he hadn’t convinced me and told me it was feasible. Sebastian found the mage, and made the deal. All I did was locate and compile the grimoire. That isn’t a crime. I enjoy retrieving knowledge, I have a knack for it. They used that skill for all those years and now they wish to renounce me? Sebastian is the one responsible and his Master should hold him accountable. I won’t be their scapegoat. I won’t let them offer me up to the Alliance and ship me to Arkanez.”

      I blinked, processing the torrent of information, but only one question left my lips. “What grimoire?”

      He swept his hair away from his sweaty forehead. “You wouldn’t know it.”

      “Try me.” He wouldn’t know the rigorous training I had been through at the hands of my mother. I was forced to practice both magical and martial arts since I could walk. She hadn’t been satisfied until I learned to become a shadow, getting close enough to my targets to maim or kill them.

      The vampire wet his lips. Dread washed through me. If he was this nervous, I wasn’t going to like the answer to the question, but I had to know what Sebastian had been up to. “What grimoire?”

      “The Hekatome.”

      “Fire and brimstone.” I threw the dagger forward, the vampire flinched as it whistled past his ear. The blade settled into the wall behind him. Karl glanced at it and turned to me with wide eyes. He hadn’t expected my speed or strength.

      “Tell me you’re joking.” Another dagger appeared in my grip. I started tossing it from one hand to the other. I wanted to drive it into his flesh and tear him apart.

      The Hekatome was a collection of ancient spells first scrawled on papyri, thousands of years ago, when magic was stronger and more prevalent. Over time the papyri were divided and entrusted to guardians for safekeeping. They were too dangerous to keep together. They encompassed centuries of magic too powerful for modern-day mages to wield. The Hekatome incantations could open portals to other realms.

      There had been rumors of the papyri over the decades, but none had managed to find them or so it appeared. Part of me wondered if Karl was just a delusional vampire, but there was a ring of truth in his words.

      Karl Guntar followed the movement of my dagger. He raised his chin. “I succeeded where many have failed for centuries. I located all the papyri and recovered what we thought was forever lost. The magic users will fall across one another to get their hands on the incantations contained within the grimoire. Who else can claim to have achieved what I have? No one!”

      “Because they’re not idiots,” I spat. “Why would you piece together the most dangerous knowledge of all time? For what purpose? It’s better for them to be reduced to ashes. Where’s the Hekatome?” The only priority was to retrieve it. Any spells worked from the grimoire would awaken forces that had lain dormant for centuries. The world was a different place. It was hanging on by a thread with all the technology that flowed through it. This ancient magic would destroy it. I had to get the book.

      “With the mage who will work the spell.”

      “What spell?” My heart sank.

      “The one intended to open the portal.”

      I rocked on my feet. “Why would you…?” I shook my head. Why do vampires do anything? For self-interest. I unclenched my jaw. “If he has the grimoire then why is there a bounty on your head?”

      Karl Guntar had been surprised that I had located him. As an Elder, he thought he would escape me easily. The scratch on his arm said otherwise. It had shocked him that I managed to wound him. He would try to talk his way out of the situation next. Bargaining. Every job was different, and yet each mark reacted the same way.

      “I told you, they’re using me as a scapegoat. Have you ever heard of a bounty for an Elder? It’s theatre for the Alliance. In the meantime, they ignore the true culprit. Sebastian. Who do you think found the mage? Who do you think bought all the ingredients? Who provided the financing? It was all Sebastian.”

      “Do they have a bounty out for Sebastian too?” Javier had only mentioned this one. I was sure he would have mentioned a second vampire bounty. One was rare, two at the same time would have been unheard of.

      “Sebastian’s Master doesn’t want to be tied to it,” Karl Guntar snarled. “Sebastian will be ordered to hand over the grimoire, which he will because he can’t refuse his Sire. They’ve already ordered him not to take my calls.”

      He didn’t know Sebastian was dead. Sebastian wouldn’t be taking any calls from anyone.

      If I turned Karl in, there would be two dead vampires. And there would still be a mage out there with the power to destroy the world.

      I had to retrieve the Hekatome before it got into the hands of vampires. “Take me to the mage with the grimoire.”

      “Why? So you can steal it and kill me afterward? I won’t do it. Execute me now.”

      The bounty capture fee of the twenty-thousand Euro bonus was slipping away. It physically hurt me to say it. Each word like a stab wound. “Help me retrieve the Hekatome and I’ll help you disappear. I’ll set you up with a new identity. They’ll never find you.”

      He froze. “Why would you do that?” His eyes narrowed in calculation. “What will you pay me?”

      “Nothing. You can either take the deal or I can hand you over to the vampires. And it has to be tonight because right now they’ve offered an early delivery bonus. Tomorrow the bounty for your capture will be shared among the other offices and you won’t be able to run.”

      Karl stretched his hands out wide and relaxed them. He wiped them on his pants. “How do I know you’ll stick to your word?”

      “You don’t.” I folded my arms. I was his only way out of his predicament. He could try to escape before he handed over the Hekatome, but I would track him again. I told him so. I tapped my dagger against my arm as I waited for his reply. One… two… three… four… five… six… seven… eight…

      His shoulders slumped. “The mage lives in Eixample.”

      I walked past him to retrieve the dagger I had thrown. It was an eleven-minute drive from El Poblenou to Eixample. The vampire was silent in the car. He didn’t talk again until we reached the mage’s front door. We rang the bell and waited. I counted the various weapons I carried and reached my magic dispellers by the time the mage opened the door.

      He was a middle-aged man with a mess of brown hair and smelled of brimstone. His blue eyes blinked behind wire-rimmed glasses at the Elder vampire. “What are you doing here? Where’s Sebastian?” He noticed me. “Who’s this?”

      “A colleague with a professional interest in our endeavor. Aisha, meet Lev.” Karl stood tall, looming over the mage. “I want her to see the Hekatome.”

      “Aisha.” He tilted his head, studying me. “Are you a witch?”

      A layer of power brushed over me. The mage wasn’t waiting for a reply. It was rude of him, but I let it pass. He would be unable to gauge my true power due to the magic dispellers on my wrists.

      “I have minor magical skills. I haven’t been professionally trained. Karl told me about the Hekatome and I wanted to witness it for historical purposes.” I gave him a fake smile, allowing it to reach my eyes.

      His shoulders relaxed. I wasn’t a work threat to him any longer. It was careless of him but it made my job easier. People underestimating me was one of the reasons I was the best bounty hunter in Europe.

      “Will you let us in so she can see the grimoire?” The vampire asked.

      Lev blinked at the Elder. “It’s not here.”

      “What?” Karl raised his eyebrows, then frowned. “Where is it?”

      “Sebastian took it with him. He’ll return it tomorrow so we can work the spell.” Lev brushed away his unkempt hair, leaving a streak of dirt across his forehead. “Maybe you can come back then?”

      An unexpected release of tension went through my body. With Sebastian dead, I could take my time hunting for the hidden Hekatome. The vampire and mage didn’t know Sebastian wouldn’t return tomorrow, so I continued the pretense as I turned to leave. “We should visit Sebastian to see it.”

      The vampire followed me for a couple of steps before Lev spoke. “Remind Sebastian the spell has to take place tomorrow or all the other portals will open.”

      Karl and I swiveled back to Lev. We asked in unison. “What?”

      “I’ve already cast the pre-spell. We have to finalize everything tomorrow night or dozens of portals open up all around the world.” Lev scratched behind his ear. He stifled a yawn with his left hand. “Unless I invoke a termination spell and then the entire procedure will be cancelled and we’d have to start again from the top.”

      Karl flew up the steps and seized the mage by his throat, bringing them face-to-face. Lev’s feet were no longer touching the ground. “What are you talking about? The agreement was one portal. One!”

      Lev grasped the vampire’s hands around his neck and tried to break Karl’s steel grip. The mage let out loud choking sounds as his face turned purple. I dashed forward to pull Karl’s arm away from the mage. The Elder allowed me break his clutch on the struggling mage.

      Lev bent over, wheezing and coughing. He straightened up, clutching his throat. “What’s wrong with you? Sebastian knew this.”

      Karl let out a long string of creative curses in several languages.

      “What do you mean dozens of portals will open up?” I hissed at Lev.

      “It’s the nature of the spell. All that power has to be concentrated to one place or it will be distributed everywhere.” He rubbed his throat, glaring at the vampire.

      I pointed a finger at the Elder. “You didn’t tell me you were opening a portal.” This was why a bounty had been placed on his head. It wasn’t because he had compiled the Hekatome. “What will happen when these portals open?” A sinking feeling suggested I already knew the answer.

      Lev licked his lips. “It means supernatural beings from other dimensions will be able to come to Earth, in addition to the demons. It will be absolute chaos. The humans will lose their minds.” A ghost of a smile appeared on his face.

      My heart raced. I would have killed Sebastian a second time if he had been standing in front of me.

      “We need to locate the Hekatome tonight,” I reiterated to Karl with renewed urgency. We couldn’t allow this to happen. It would mean the end of our world.

      The vampire looked at the sky and back at me. He rubbed his face. “We only have a few hours left.”

      “Let’s go.” I started moving away from the house. “We’ll be back tonight.”

      Karl’s feet remained planted to the ground. “We need him with us.”

      “Why?” I stopped, a few steps away from them. “He’ll only slow us.”

      “No one but a half-mage, half-demon can cast the incantations within the Hekatome. Without him we risk finding the book but not having someone to cancel the spell in time.”

      “He’s a half-demon?” I recoiled. That explained the potent smell of brimstone.

      Lev bristled. He drew himself up. “You have a problem with that?”

      “Yes.” I despised demons.

      “Too bad, he comes with us.” Karl picked up the half-demon and walked to the car. Lev wriggled in his grasp, but the vampire kept a tight grip on the half-demon mage. I followed them. Karl shoved him into the vehicle, narrowly avoiding hitting Lev’s head on the roof. I strolled around to the driver’s seat. “Where are we headed?”

      He gave me the address of Sebastian’s hideaway. I put my foot on the gas pedal. Lev tried to persuade the vampire to let him go, but Karl dissuaded him from continuing that line of conversation with a cuff to his head.

      We arrived at Sebastian’s home and parked in his driveway. We exited the vehicle and made our way to his door. A swift lockpick attempt made the door swing open. I thought I had left this place behind me after I’d killed Sebastian.  It felt strange walking into the place knowing what I had done.

      “Cast your spell,” I instructed the half-demon.

      “I need the book first.”

      I closed my eyes and counted to three. I opened them again. “I didn’t mean the termination spell. Use a finding spell to locate the grimoire.”

      “It doesn’t work that way. The Hekatome is not a regular book. I can’t just hurl a book-finding invocation and have it fly over to me.”

      “Focus on items that have demon stuff.” I waved my left hand in the air, demonstrating.

      Lev’s started sputtering. “Demon stuff? Is that how you think magic works?”

      I turned to the vampire for assistance. Karl shrugged. My focus returned to the half-demon. I crossed my arms. “Do it. Now.”

      “Fine.” He  lowered his voice to mutter. “Untrained witches.”

      Frustration made me reach for my magic. I let it cool me down and go back to its reservoir.

      Lev closed his eyes and began intoning under his breath. His words were jumbled. He raised his arms to shoulder-level and the pressure in the room built. He waved his fingers and items flew out from the rooms toward him. He pointed at the floor and the items landed there. I gritted my teeth, resisting the urge to move toward him, to make him stop. The vein in my forehead throbbed in rhythm to the invisible pressure of the half-demon’s muttering. Things continued to fly out of the rooms and formed a small hill in front of Lev. My clenched jaw ached. I was about to take a step forward when the half-demon stopped chanting.

      My head felt like it was going to explode.

      The vampire marched to the mass of haphazard items. “What is all of this?”

      The half-demon bent his knees and started sifting through the mess. “They seem to be things connected to demonology.” He picked up a transparent plastic bag and peered at the ash within.

      I frowned. In the time I had known him, Sebastian hadn’t discussed collecting demon paraphilia. That said, he hadn’t mentioned he was working with a half-mage, half-demon to open up a portal and start a supernatural-human war either. There was apparently a lot I hadn’t known about my ex-boyfriend.

      Lev shook his head. He looked up at the Elder. “The Hekatome isn’t here.”

      “Where else would he have hidden it?” Karl mused.

      “Shades,” I replied without thinking. Shades was the most popular vampire lounge in Barcelona. From the newly turned to the elite members of the bloodsucker club, each vampire enjoyed the ambiance and atmosphere. Sebastian had spent most of his nights there, when he wasn’t devoting his time at the cinema screening movies. He was arrogant enough to hide the Hekatome there.

      “Why there?” Karl frowned. “It’s a relatively public place, a dangerous place to hide a priceless item.”

      “He had a private booth where he would have his meetings.” He conducted his business from the privacy of his booth. When he wasn’t using the booth, his friends usually took it over. We had kept our relationship undercover for almost a year by conducting regular ‘meetings’ there.

      “How do you know that?” Lev got to his feet. I noticed his hand clumsily moving to his pocket. I’d have to find out what he had slipped in there and retrieve it from him later.

      “I’m a bounty hunter, I know stuff.”

      The vampire looked thoughtful at my reply.

      “Come on, we only have two hours to find this thing.” I pinched my lips together.

      We made it to Shades quickly, with traffic low at the late hour. I parked in the alley next to the lounge. The vibrations of the music inside reverberated in my bones the second I stepped out of the car.

      I nodded at Karl. “You go in first since you’re the vampire and we’re in your company. Lead us to his booth. It’s the one in the corner, with the painting of the sunset hanging on the wall.”

      Karl followed my instructions. He opened the door and entered first, the half-demon behind him, and me last. Cold air blew against my face. The music pulsed in time to my heart beat. Karl moved to Sebastian’s regular booth. Three vampires sat within; their heads huddled together as they talked. They glanced up when I arrived at the table. Unfortunately, I knew exactly who they were.

      As far as I knew, they hadn’t known about my relationship with Sebastian. We had tried to keep the cover of just being business colleagues because it didn’t help either of our reputations to be together, but I was finding out there was a lot I hadn’t known about my ex.

      “Find yourselves another booth,” Karl told them. The vampires vacated the seats. The speed at which they obeyed him was impressive. Despite myself, I smiled. The last vampire to depart, Ethan, threw us a dirty look.

      “How did you do that?” Lev asked slack-jawed, staring back-and-forth between the retreating vampires and Karl.

      Karl adjusted his cufflinks and slid into the booth. “I’m an Elder. To some supernaturals, that title still demands a modicum of respect.”

      I ignored the pointed barb and followed him into the booth. I felt under the table for any hidden compartments. Lev’s lips were moving, but I couldn’t hear his chanting. I waited until he finished. “Did you find any trace of it?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t sense anything.”

      A waitress came to take our drink order and Karl waved her away. I rubbed the back of my neck. The music was making my headache worse. I leaned forward and rested my elbows on the table, hanging my head. We had already tried Sebastian’s place, and now this. I couldn’t think of anywhere else to search for the grimoire.

      I took a deep breath and got to my feet, sliding out of the booth. “I need to go outside to think.”

      Lev and Karl followed me through the crowd.

      Two of the vampires we had kicked out of Sebastian’s booth glared at us as we made our way out. I didn’t spot Ethan. The door slammed behind us, cutting off the music.

      Our footsteps echoed in the alley, reverberating the pulsing in my head. I shook my head, but that only made it worse.

      “What’s our next move?” I asked Karl and Lev. “We have to find out where Sebastian hid it before the hour is up.”

      “I knew it.”

      I turned.

      Ethan stood behind me, a scowl on his face. His hands were clenched into fists at his side. He glowered at Karl. “Why would an Elder be spending time with a bounty hunter?”

      Karl’s lips twisted ruefully. “Would you believe me if I said to save the world?”

      “Don’t mock me,” the bloodsucker roared.

      The Elder shrugged. “Okay, for selfish self-interest. Why else do vampires do anything? Power. Money. Survival.”

      “Where’s Sebastian?”

      “I don’t know,” Karl replied.

      “I don’t believe you. You’ve been sitting in his booth for the past six months.” He pointed at Karl.

      He turned to Lev. “And you’ve been working with him.”

      He left me for last. “And you. You think you were the only two people at the cinema? I saw you both together regularly at his favorite place.”

      “So we both enjoy movies, so what?”

      “You were in a relationship with him.”

      I wondered why Ethan had been monitoring Sebastian’s activities. “You seem a little invested in that. Did you want to date him?”

      Ethan clenched his fists. “I find it curious that three people tied to Sebastian came to his booth without him around. What are you searching for?”

      “That’s none of your concern,” Karl replied.

      The two vampires faced each other. There was a tension in the air that would ignite with a spark, and explode into violence. I tensed, ready to spring forward if either one of them attacked the other. I may be out twenty-thousand Euros but I still needed Karl’s help to find the Hekatome. We didn’t have time for this petty turf war.

      “Read the wall, Lev. This is not the time for this.” I kept my eyes on the vampires.

      “Read the wall?” He repeated in confusion.

      “Don’t move,” I warned the mage. Any movement would set off a chain reaction.

      So, of course, the idiot moved. He took a step toward Ethan.

      Ethan flew at Karl. I grabbed Lev and shoved him backwards out of the way. “Stay there!”

      Daggers found themselves into my hands and I slashed at Ethan. I wouldn’t allow him to harm Karl. I couldn’t believe this was what my night had turned into. For the shortest night of the year, this was turning into the longest one.

      The vampires clashed against one another, fang against fang. My eyes could barely keep up with their rapid movements. The only reason I was nearly as fast as them was because of my unknown father’s blood. He had gifted me with speed and I took full advantage of it.

      Ethan was strong, but he was no match against an Elder and myself. Karl and I worked as a team and finally cornered him. Ethan raised his arm to strike the Elder and Karl tore his limb off. Ethan screamed, his arm at his feet. Blood sprayed out, turning the alley red. The pain was too much and the vampire slumped over unconscious.

      I moved over to him and kicked the arm away.

      The wound at Ethan’s shoulder joint was already knitting. Vampires healed fast, but he wouldn’t be able to regrow that arm.

      Retching sounds came from behind me. I turned to find the mage bent over in the corner. The sight of the vampire’s detached limb had undone him. Unless he’d had a dodgy burrito earlier.

      Karl moved to my side.

      “Nice work,” I told him.

      “It had to be done.” His face was devoid of emotion.

      “Come over here when you’re done spilling your guts,” I called to Lev. He stood up and wiped his mouth. He took a few unsteady steps toward me. I wondered if he’d faint. We didn’t have time for that. “Are you familiar with memory-wiping spells?”

      He opened his mouth to reply, and croaked. He cleared his throat and tried again. No sound emerged. He gave me a shaky nod.

      I gestured at the prone vampire. “Go on, then.”

      His eyes widened. “They’re illegal! I can’t use a memory-wipe spell on him, I could be fined.”

      Karl blinked. “Do you think either of us is going to report you?”

      “I’d report him for the whole opening-a-portal-to-the-demon-realm thing,” I told the vampire.

      “Maybe we should do that after we locate the Hekatome,” Karl suggested.

      “I’d have to report you too.” I rubbed my forehead. The headache pulsated behind my eyelids.

      Lev glanced back and forth between us like he was watching a tennis match. His mouth opened and closed twice. “Fine, fine, a memory-wiping spell is nothing compared to my other sins, I get it.”

      “Just make him forget what happened after he stepped into the alley.” Memory-wiping spells were tricky. The memory of what had happened would disappear but Ethan would still retain the emotional fallout of what had happened.

      He would also wake up with a missing arm.

      Lev inched forward to the comatose Ethan, his nose wrinkled in distaste. He raised his hands and chanted. After a few minutes, his shoulders slumped, and he lowered his arms. “It’s done.”

      I took a last glance at the vampire. Ethan wasn’t my favorite person, but it was still going to suck for him to wake up the way he would.

      Lev noticed me watching Ethan. “Do we leave him a note?”

      The Elder shot me an incredulous look at Lev’s comment. He closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Where do we go from here? Time’s almost up.” We had gone to Sebastian’s hideaway, his regular hangout, and I couldn’t think of anywhere else he would hide the Hekatome. It would have to be a place that was easily accessible. We had spent a year together, but I didn’t know where else we could search for the grimoire. It was a sad reflection on the state of our relationship.

      The location we frequented the most had been the one Ethan had mentioned, the cinema. We both had a fondness for classic movies and we usually squirreled away there at our regular seats. Sebastian had been so particular over our seats no one was allowed to use them. It helped that he owned the place. I usually left a blanket there, while Sebastian had all sorts of things in his little cubby hole under the chairs.

      I blinked. “I know where he left the Hekatome.”

      “Where?” Lev and Karl asked at the same time.

      “Get in the car.” This was our last chance. We piled into the car and I drove as fast as I could.

      I parked on the sidewalk in front of the cinema and burst through its doors. The place was dark. I called for light and Lev provided it. I reached under Sebastian’s regular chair and pulled out the hidden drawer. I shifted my blanket and saw it. The Hekatome. I removed it and felt the leather cover.

      “You found it,” Lev whispered.

      “How much time is left?”

      The mage glanced at his watch. “Enough. Give that to me.”

      I hesitated for a moment but I didn’t have a choice. He grabbed the book and clutched it to his chest.

      “Cancel the portal summoning,” I demanded.

      His eyes took on a manic glow.

      He pointed his hands and chanted at me. A tingle came over me. He had thrown a hex at me but the magical dispeller I wore blocked it.

      I blinked. “What are you doing? Stop the portals!”

      “Why aren’t you forgetting?” He gaped at me.

      A rush of fury went through me. I grabbed him by his collar. “Are you seriously trying a memory-wiping spell against me right now?”

      “It’s bad manners to betray your allies at the end of the mission,” Karl muttered. “Incompetent hack.”

      “You’re not my allies. I don’t want to stop this. And I’m not a hack. Once the portals are open, I’ll be rich. Rich! I’ll be the only mage that knows how to control them all.” Lev’s featured twisted in greed.

      “End it now,” I threatened him.

      “Or what? You’ll kill me?” He threw back his head and let out a laugh. “You need me. You can’t get rid of me.”

      I punched him in the head knocking him out cold. He fell to the ground, the Hekatome at his feet.

      Karl looked down at him and then at me. “Now what?”

      I bent down and picked up the grimoire. I opened it and flipped through the pages. Power rushed at me, trying to claim me.

      My dispellers helped reduce the pressure but not by much. The imbecile had dog-eared the page with the portal spell. I looked at the Elder vampire. “Now we try to save the world ourselves.”

      “You need him.” He nudged the sprawled form with his toe. “The incantation requires a half-mage half-demon to do or it won’t work.”

      He didn’t know I had powerful magic. I had to try. I took off my magic dispeller bracelets and  handed them over to the vampire. “Hold on to these for me.”

      His brow crinkled in confusion. I closed my eyes and thought of my mom. She’d taught me all that I knew. I hoped that would be enough.

      I opened my eyes and started reading. And then all I knew was pain and darkness.

      The taste of copper was in my mouth. My stomach heaved. I struggled to open my eyes.

      “There you are.” Arms tightened around my back and helped me sit up. They held me in place so that I wouldn’t topple over. My vision cleared, and a face grew in focus. Fangs extended. Vampire. I felt for my daggers. A hand clamped down on my wrist before I could reach them. “Stop.”

      The fog in my head withdrew. Vampire. Elder. Karl. Deal. Portal. Demons. Hekatome. Spell. “Did it work?”

      “We won’t know until tomorrow.” Karl let go of me once he saw I had my balance. He rocked back on his heels.

      “What happened?” The mage was still knocked out some distance away from us.

      “You revealed your secret.” His lips curled upward. “You’re a powerful fighter and an even more formidable witch.”

      “Why didn’t you escape?”

      Karl could have run away. The vampire could have killed me to ensure there weren’t any witnesses. He had tried to save my life instead. Why?

      He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “You owe me a new identity.”

      I didn’t believe him. It was foolish of him not to kill me when I was helpless. I knew I’d pay the price for that one day. There was a taste of blood in my mouth. I knew if I glanced down at his wrist what I would see. “What time is it?”

      “It’s been an hour since you collapsed.”

      “You should be asleep.”

      He shrugged. “I’m an Elder. I can tolerate some sunlight. I can spend the day in here and leave by nightfall. I hear they play good movies.”

      I smiled. “They do.”

      He handed me my bracelets. “You entrusted me with these.”

      “Thank you.” I slipped them back on and felt my cooling magic recede.

      “Are you ready to die?”

      “It’s happened once. I think I can handle it a second time.” His lips twitched. “How will you convince them?”

      “I’ll need a finger or toe from you.”

      A horrified expression crossed his face. “You’re barbaric.”

      “Do you want them to hunt you for the rest of your life?”

      He shook his head.

      I glanced at the grimoire lying next to him. He picked it up and gave it to me. I held on to it. “No more power struggles?”

      “I’m done with Sebastian and his foolish schemes.”

      He didn’t realize how true that was.

      “What will you do with him?” He nodded at the mage.

      “Half-demons. You can never trust them. I should have known better.” I ran my hand over the mage and worked a memory-wiping spell. I erased all memory of the earlier night. “I’ll return him to his home. He’ll lose the memory of what happened tonight.”

      “I could report you for that illegal spell you just worked,” Karl said in a deadpan voice.

      “Go ahead.” I smiled.

      I left the vampire in the cinema to watch black and white movies. I promised him I would be back with his new identity papers later that evening.

      My first stop was to the bounty office. I handed Javier the plastic baggie of ash as proof of death. Back at the cinema, Karl was missing a toe. The dwarf glanced at the baggie. “The bounty was for you to bring him back alive, Aisha.”

      “Sorry, I tried my best but I couldn’t do it, Boss.” It was the truth. Kind of.

      He huffed, taking the baggie and placed it in a drawer. “The bloodsuckers will just have to be happy with this. They must be having some sort of power struggle. They put out another bounty on of their kind. Want the job?”

      “Maybe. Who’s the target and what did they do?”

      Javier shuffled through some papers on his desk, searching for the job. He picked one up and squinted at the text on the page. “One Sebastian Downey. Wanted for theft.”

      Acceptance. “I’m done hunting vampires for the moment.”

      My phone beeped on my way out of the bounty office. I smiled. I forwarded the payment to my contact for Karl’s new identity papers. I hope the Elder had learned a lesson. If he didn’t, I would have to hunt him down again.

      Continue Aisha’s adventures with SUPERNATURAL SHADOW, available now. Sign up to Fatima’s exclusive newsletter for book news: https://fatimafayez.ac-page.com/summer
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      The longer the day, the shorter the night. Evil comes into the daylight.
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      Detective Aisling Danaan crept down the ravine slowly. As an elf, she could move with a stillness that went undetected by humans and most other fey. But there were enough scrubs down the incline that even she might trip on one.

      Summer solstice was the longest day of the year in the northern hemisphere. It should be a day of celebration, reflection, and long, lazy barbeques on one of the L.A. beaches. In her years on the force, Aisling concluded that the day acted like a full moon.

      Weirdness abounded.

      And it didn’t seem to matter if it were one of the fey races or humans. Shenanigans that would normally occur during the cover of night seemed to spill over into the day. The night was too short to contain their energy.

      Hence her getting a five a.m. call to check out noises coming from a ravine at the edge of the Topanga Sidhe National Forest. A call that should have gone to beat cops, but things were already hopping in downtown L.A. and they were all out on calls. Oddities on any of the primary power days were to be expected. But just as the sun was rising? That was mean.

      The noises were coming around a cliff, but the only way to get there would be to get to the bottom of the ravine and walk around and back up. This was definitely one of the times she wished she was one of the flying fey.

      The sounds reported to dispatch were described as screaming, but what she heard right now was chanting. Low-level, we-might-be-serious type chanting.

      Except that real witches wouldn’t be in an off-limits part of the forest. Events for the summer solstice were set up months in advance. Even if the chanting had an intense energy, they were most likely unsanctioned amateurs.

      The chanting rose to a crescendo right as she came around the corner, then vanished.

      Aisling raised her arm to show the LAPD badge tattoo on her wrist, but the words that would have followed died on her lips as she saw the carnage before her. Fifteen people might have been chanting a second ago. They were now all dead. Their necks hanging broken as they floated a few feet above the ground.

      “Damn it.” She pulled out her phone and snapped photos, sending them to her boss before going any closer. Whoever was behind this were not amateurs. Photos sent, she moved into the circle. All were in light gray hooded robes, acolytes of some sort, but gray was a common color. She didn’t notice the blood right above the heart on each of them until she stepped closer. Someone stabbed down into each of their hearts from above them.

      Even with the hoods still down, she could guess that they were a mix of fey and human. The bloody spot was in a slightly different location on each.  Then she saw the markings on the stones around the circle of bodies. Biotáille olc. Someone was trying to call evil spirits.

      The only good thing was that she’d interrupted whoever was doing the spell; the markings to enforce the spell weren’t completed. A litany of new and creative swear words went through Aisling’s head. Weird events happening on the summer solstice weren’t uncommon. Someone trying to call forth hardcore evil spirits to take over the world, or at least California, was.

      Her boss, Surrat, hadn’t responded to the photos yet, but this had gone beyond the murder of fifteen people. She needed to call him with the update, but first she needed to warn her partner.

      The phone rang through to voice mail twice before a cranky female voice answered.

      “People better be dying in piles. I just got in at 2 a.m.” Forith’s voice always sounded like she’d been drinking whiskey and smoking a dozen packs of cigs—right now it sounded like it was coming from the depths of hell.

      “People are already dead, actually. Fifteen acolytes of an unidentified group found hanging in the air in a forest. And whoever did it left the marks for Biotáille olc.”

      “What? Not again. Are you sure?” The swear words that followed came out so fast and gravelly, Aisling couldn’t understand most of them.

      Forith had been on the Ventura-Fernando Police force until fifteen years ago. On a routine call during Mabon, another day where the veil was thin, wild powers were rampant, and people did stupid things, they found the same mark Aisling had. Forith, her partner, and even the entire force wasn’t prepared for what followed. They lost over one hundred good cops and civilians, including Forith’s partner, before it was stopped.

      Hell on earth was almost unleashed in a San Fernando strip mall.

      Forith had been in therapy for six months and ended up having to move to L.A. because she couldn’t stand the reminders of what happened.

      “Very sure. The circle for the marks isn’t complete, but I recognize them. I need to update Surrat, but wanted to warn you about it. No one expects you to come to the site. Sorry I woke you, but this wasn’t a voice mail situation.” The silence that followed made her check to make sure the call was still live.

      Forith’s voice was low when she responded. “Where exactly are you?”

      “No. I didn’t call you to come down here. I wanted you to be aware. Surrat will be bringing a lot of this to you anyway, but stay out of this.”

      “I’ll be there in fifteen.” Forith cut the call before Aisling could respond.

      Damn it. She’d stayed on the call long enough for Forith to trace her location.

      She quickly called Surrat. He was pissy until she told him about the Biotáille olc marks and that Forith was on her way.

      “I’m sending a full squad. Keep everyone else away. Forith should be able to give more guidance.”

      “Guidance? She almost died. She got to see her partner torn apart by possessed cops. She shouldn’t be here.”

      Surrat paused and a bit of his composure dropped. “If it will keep what happened in Ventura from happening here, I’ll use whoever I have to.”

      Aisling held back her angry words as a breeze drifted through, ruffling the robes at the victims’ feet. There was no way to stop Surrat and he would have been the only option to stop Forith. Forith was a flyer. A short, stocky, three-hundred-year-old, armed with heavy gray wings, flyer. She’d get past any blockade.

      “We’ll be there soon—keep the scene clean. Surrat out.”

      She knew the place would be swarming with cops in a few minutes, but right now it just felt like her and fifteen murder victims alone in the world. Birds and animals could sense magics, especially the bad kind, so the forest was silent.

      Aisling wasn’t a strong magic user, and most of her powers were in the realm of healing—an odd thing for a cop. But right now, her healing magic kept sending out tendrils toward the bodies, trying to find something to fix. With a shudder, she pulled the tendrils back.

      The center of the circle would have been where the spell caster, the murderer, had stood, so she made sure to avoid that. But she searched the area between the floating bodies and it. There had been less than ten seconds between the last of the chanting and her coming around the corner.

      How in the hell had the spell caster been able to kill all the acolytes and get away in those ten seconds? There were a lot of footprints around the area, but there was no way to separate them out. And the timing still would have been wrong. The focus, the one who’d cast the spell, had to have been a flyer.

      She sighed and widened her search area, but a powerful flyer could have killed them all and gotten out of there in those ten seconds. Forith was not going to be happy to hear that one of her own was behind this.

      The word fey was a generalized term to encompass all the species who escaped through the veil to this world thousands of years ago. And while they had more in common with each other than with the humans, they still favored their own kind. This would piss Forith off even if the flyer wasn’t another harpy like her.

      At the sound of wings, Aisling moved her hand on the gun in the back of her waist band. It was Forith. With a nod to Forith, she kept her examination going. A closer look at the nearest acolyte revealed a smoky black mark above the red drop over the heart. It was a magical charge that stopped their hearts. Would have taken less than a second to run through all of them. What she really wanted to know was how and why their necks were broken. But it would take more than distant, non-touching observation to get to that. In any case where deaths were being used for a magical ritual, every action, no matter how small, had a purpose.

      “This is vile.” Forith landed a few feet from the crime scene and showed no sign of coming closer. “They electrocuted them, didn’t they? Stopped the heart, broke the neck.”

      Aisling had expected Forith to be upset, and she was. But mostly she was ready to rip off heads and kick ass. As a harpy flyer, Forith was more of a kill people, bury them, then ask questions person. The fact that she’d had to spend six months in therapy, and had lost many good friends, because of someone trying to do what was started here, simply made her angrier.

      “You’re not going to like this, but there was less than ten seconds between these people being alive and chanting, and them being as you see them.” Aisling kept circling, but without actually touching the bodies. Aside from the partially completed spell words on the stones, there wasn’t much to go on.

      Forith’s wings folded neatly behind her. “Damn it. A flyer. Any feathers?” Fey flyers came in different sub-groups. Forith was a harpy, her wings were feathered and had vicious claws at the end of each. Some had bat-like wings, others were more like butterflies.

      “Not a one. But it doesn’t mean they didn’t have feathers, just that they were careful.” Aisling was surprised that Forith wasn’t more upset about the murderer being a flyer. Could be that she was already so pissed at this happening again that she didn’t have room for more anger.

      The sounds of a group coming up the ravine that Aisling had taken in stopped the speculation. Even though Surrat had said to keep others away, the odds of anyone accidentally finding this place were slim. But better to be cautious.

      She was surprised that Surrat was the first to appear. There was no mistaking his perfect dark hair, trimmed within an inch of its life beard, and fashion plate wardrobe. He was human, or most likely a breed. Human-fey breeds looked like their human parent and had none of the powers of their fey parent. His appearance was human, but there was a fey snarkiness to him.

      Even in a case as potentially craptastic as this one, seeing him in the field was unexpected. He preferred to keep everything controlled from his office.

      Garran was right behind Surrat and looked far better to deal with both the terrain and the situation than his boss. No one really knew what species of fey Garran was—or if they did, they weren’t speaking. He was a bit taller than Surrat’s almost six-foot frame but much stockier. He had long tapered ears, far longer than any of the elves, short-buzzed hair, and tiny tusks on his lower jaw.

      When they got to the clearing, he was the one who came toward Aisling and Forith as Surrat stood back barking orders to the other twenty or so beat cops and detectives who came in with them. With it being the start of summer solstice, he probably called in whoever wasn’t on a case already.

      Garran marched past the bodies. “Ten seconds between chanting and your arrival?”

      Aisling nodded. “Or less. The chanting was well structured, it sounded like they knew what they were doing.” She watched Forith stalk closer to the swaying bodies. She didn’t get closer than a foot away and her arms were locked behind her back. Knowing her, she was making sure she didn’t start grabbing the bodies looking for clues.

      “And the marks?”

      Aisling walked over to the closest rock. “I found these. They only got a few completed, but the rocks were in place for the spell.” She pointed to where the next few rocks had hastily scribbled words on them. Biotáille olc was an old-world term, one adopted by the ancient human Celts. It simply meant evil spirits, but specifically it referred to a small set of nasty spirits who’d gone back through the veil when they died in this world. Now they wanted back over here. Only truly evil fey became Biotáille olc after death—and being trapped on the other side of the veil didn’t improve their disposition.

      Garran looked at the mark on the nearest rock, then dropped down to one knee to see it better. He held his right hand over it, tilted his head, and shut his eyes. Aisling felt the magic he pulled in from the rock itself.

      “They knew what they were doing.” Garran opened his eyes and got to his feet. “There is a level to the spell that was engraved on this rock, that speaks of a strong and vile magic. This is the first stage, but might have gone to the second had you not come down here.” He stepped back from the rock, held out both hands, and then walked slowly to the left toward the fourth rock that only had a partial mark. “This is where they sensed you. They killed the acolytes not to gain power for the spell, as they had probably been gathered for, but to help them escape.”

      “And as a flyer they would have had time.” Forith had silently come up behind them. “There’s no way this wasn’t a harpy.” She held up a grubby gray and white feather, not unlike her own. The snarl on her face said she really hoped to be the first to find the one who did this.

      “Could that be a plant?” Aisling didn’t touch the feather, but held out an evidence bag for Forith to drop it in. Even in the best of circumstances Forith forgot the evidence bags—and this wasn’t a good situation.

      Forith put the feather in. “I doubt it. We need to check everything, but I have a feeling the heavy magic users will find traces of harpy magic when they take the bodies in.”

      Garran nodded and turned to Aisling. “Did you sense anything?”

      “No, but I—” A scream from the circle cut her off.

      One of the dead bodies, head still dangling unnaturally, had grabbed a coroner’s assistant by the neck and lifted him up.

      Garran was there in an instant and broke the dead acolyte’s arm. It released the coroner’s assistant, but then all of the dead started moaning and screaming.
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      Aisling felt a slice of magic stab through her. And not a good one. “Get back! There’s a spell on the bodies! Everyone get back!” If there was such a thing as anti-healing magic, she was sensing it right now. Darkness filled her vision, and the dead glowed a sick red. “Now!” She started grabbing people and shoving them out of the circle. “Keep going away from here—run!”

      Forith and Garran started pulling more people out.

      A few seconds later, all of the bodies exploded.

      Aisling was knocked to the ground by a force that was purely magic in origin but felt vile and nasty as it flowed around her. She curled up into a tight ball until the surge ended, then slowly got up. Surrat had stayed at the other side of the circle, and far closer than Aisling would have dared. He was splattered in blood.

      Everyone still able to stand ran forward and checked the five or so people who were down. Hopefully most of the blood was from the original bodies and they hadn’t just added more.

      Aisling’s skin felt like it was on fire, and she couldn’t step within the circle without wanting to throw up. A few other fey looked in the same state.

      “I need to know what in the hell just happened. Now.” Surrat didn’t appear to care about the blood and other fluids on him, but he was pissed.

      “The trap was masked.” Garran stepped forward and slowly walked through the remains of the circle. “And set to go once more people were here. Aisling and Forith alone weren’t enough to trigger it.”

      A narial detective, an almost snakelike fey with crazy powerful magic, came out from the back of the crowd. He stepped into the circle but was almost folded over in half from the pain. He raised his hands and the horror of the circle ebbed away. The bodies and blood were still there, but the lingering spells had been dispersed. He stepped back a few feet and collapsed on a rock. “It’s clear now, but that was a revolting spell.”

      Surrat was checking on the unconscious cops. “Davis and Larkspur are dead. We need to get the others to the hospital immediately. I don’t need to tell you all what would have happened if detective Danaan hadn’t warned us.” He gave a tight nod in her direction.

      That was a good point and a scary one. There were more powerful magic users here, the narial for one. Yet, no one except her felt the spell before it attacked. “Not only a harpy, but one with healing magic, or one able to tap into it.” She muttered to herself. Healers could be deadly when they turned their abilities around.

      Garran heard her. “I think you’re right. We need to get any officers with healing magic on this case. We know there will be at least two more attacks.”

      According to the attack fifteen years ago, the spells to bring forth the Biotáille olc and let them inhabit new bodies from which to rule the world were simple and bloody. And like many fey spells, worked in threes. The Ventura case hadn’t been discovered until the third had been started. Biotáille olc had taken over fifteen of the murdered cops and were in the process of gathering more victims when they were finally stopped.

      “Damn it. I’d say this was Khone if I hadn’t watched him die myself.” Forith stood near Aisling but was visibly shaking. Khone had been a powerful fey, one who wanted more power—far more power—power generated through fear, terror, and torture. He felt he could control the Biotáille olc by offering them newly dead bodies to inhabit. Forith had been the one to capture him in the end, but she was stopped from killing him on the spot. He’d been tried and found guilty in a few days, and executed immediately after.

      He’d never once spoken or tried to defend himself.

      “There’s no way he survived that execution, Forith. But we might have a copycat. Information about him was all over the vids worldwide, not hard to mimic.” That was a horrifying thought.

      “Great summer solstice, ain’t it?” Forith ran her hand through her hair. She looked exhausted.

      “Are you okay? I know you only had a few hours of sleep, but you look like shit.”

      Forith grinned. “Just too much hard living. Eh, his highness wants us.”

      Aisling wasn’t a huge fan of Surrat, but Forith openly mocked him whenever she could. She viewed him as a pampered pretty boy who got where he was by being an asshole. She probably wasn’t wrong.

      They went around the crime scene carefully, but Surrat still scowled as they approached.

      “There’s not much more you two can do here, forensics is gathering what they can but most of the evidence is gone. I know we will need healer magic on this, but right now we’re just going to be sorting this out, and I have a few other healers still desk bound that I can tap into. Keep your magic on alert though, just in case something triggers it.” His scowl turned into a grin. Never good. “But it being summer solstice, I need you two out there.” He rocked back and took a close look at Forith. “You look like shit. Go get a few hours of sleep, I need you functioning. Aisling, I have another call for you.”

      Forith usually fought Surrat’s suggestions just on principle. But she only nodded, told Aisling she’d catch up in a bit, and flew off.

      The new case sounded easy, but then so had this one. A serious house party off South Sepulveda Boulevard that was so loud it was shaking houses a few doors down. And it wasn’t even nine a.m. With a nod to Surrat, she left the clearing and hiked out. Getting over to the 405 and off to Sepulveda was already slower than normal, but not as bad as it would be.

      Traffic was starting to pick up as folks started the mad dash for the beach. The fey felt the summer solstice far more than humans or breeds, but the humans and breeds enjoyed it more. Aisling hadn’t had a summer solstice to rest and reflect with some nectar on a nice sunny beach since she’d joined the force.

      She heard the noise two blocks out. Her car was almost bouncing from the vibrations a block away. Neighbors were on the lawn, sidewalk, and in the street throwing things at the source of the noise. A three-story, purple, green, and red house that hadn’t seen any type of repair in the past hundred years. If someone threw something large enough, they might bring the entire house down. There were a few minotaurs in the crowd, so it was possible.

      Aisling parked a few houses down, got out, and raised her arm to show her badge tattoo. “LAPD, I need you all to step back. Now.” The mob wasn’t hostile, they just wanted the jerks inside to knock off the noise. One by one they put down their projectiles and stepped back.

      She passed an older minotaur woman with a pair of oversized cinder blocks in her hands. The woman grinned and dropped them like they were nothing. Never piss off a minotaur.

      Aisling raised her hand to knock, then dropped it. There was no way anyone inside could hear her. And there were enough witnesses to that fact. The door was locked. She peered in a dirty side window and saw a body. Damn it, probably passed out from whatever they were smoking, eating, or shooting. But it gave her probable cause to bust in the door.

      The door shattered at her kick and a waft of smoke fled the house. Not fire smoke, more like someone smoking something smoke. But the scent wasn’t anything she recognized. She pulled out her gun and held her other arm over her nose and mouth as she approached the only person she saw. The body on the floor. She walked closer.

      He was facing away from her and the window, so she didn’t see his face at first. Wide blue eyes locked open in terror and death. Scars of repeated spells carved all over his face and hands. They were recent and done before he died.

      Shit. Aisling needed to call this in, but she didn’t want to wait until she was a block away in order to be heard. She snapped photos of the victim and texted Surrat. The music was coming from upstairs.

      She motioned for the neighbors to stay outside and with a nod, the minotaur woman blocked the door to enforce it. After checking the entire downstairs to make sure there was no one else, Aisling went upstairs.

      The second floor was empty. No bodies, no stereo, and very little furniture beyond scattered naked mattresses. A flop house.

      Letting out a breath slowly, she went up the final flight of stairs to the third floor.

      These weren’t acolytes. No robes. And their deaths had been bloodier if less exotic. Thirty people covered the floors of the hall and three empty bedrooms. Some had marks carved on their faces, but not to the same level as the man on the ground floor. All of them had their throats cut and blood pooled across most of the floor.

      The music was coming from an old-fashioned boom box that was connected to a massive set of speakers that were almost as tall as she was. Aisling worked her way over and was about to turn it off when her phone buzzed with an incoming text from Garran.

      ‘Don’t turn sound off. Mages say it’s a trap. Get everyone away. Sending backup.’

      Aisling put her gun away, snapped what photos she could, and pounded down the stairs. The minotaur woman was still guarding the front door. “We need to get everyone away from here. There might be a bomb attached to the stereo.” She’d had to stretch as close as she could to reach the woman’s ear and still had to repeat it twice.

      The woman nodded and yelled back. “I’ll help.”

      Together they started pushing the crowds back, there was belligerence at first until the minotaur yelled “Bomb!” At full volume. That and the incoming sirens from assorted police cars and fire engines got people to back off.

      Garran was the first to get to the house. Aisling had snapped photos of all the floors and as close as she dared of the boombox and speakers. She handed him her phone as it was faster than sending them to him.

      He flipped through them, handed her phone back, and mouthed, ‘hold on’. Then he got the officers with him to keep pushing the people back. Two bomb squad officers came forward. He nodded to the house and motioned for her to follow him and the two bomb techs. Garran looked over the body near the door and his scowl deepened. He looked to her about more down here, but when she shook her head, he ran upstairs. The bomb squad folks were heavily weighed down with their suits and the tech they carried, but it didn’t slow them down much. Garran didn’t even pause on the second floor and kept going until he hit the third. The two bomb officers nodded toward the boom box and stepped forward. Garran cast a protection spell around them and Aisling added what she could. Aisling wasn’t powerful, but she could still augment Garran’s protection spell. If the bomb went off, they’d all still be dead, but it might lessen the impact in the neighborhood.

      The bomb techs slowly opened the boom box, then followed a pair of cables to the left speaker. Aisling’s swearing and the amount of magic she put into the protection spell increased as she saw the bomb. It looked like a bunch of C-4, but there was an unhealthy dark sparkle around it. Dark magic. The explosion would take out this block and probably the next two over. And dig a huge hole into the magic surrounding the world. Based on what she saw, it could disrupt magic users globally for days if not weeks. Which would be a perfect time to release some evil spirits if the spell casters protected themselves before this bomb went off.

      The techs managed to disconnect the bomb from the boom box, then Garran reached forward and turned it off. Aisling’s ears throbbed with the silence left in the room.

      “Was that as nasty as it looked?” Garran leaned forward but didn’t go near the bomb itself.

      The bomb tech was young and bobbed his head way more than needed. “Yes, sir. It was meant to do one thing, create a hell of a lot of damage. The magic charge was worse than the physical, and that was bad.”

      Aisling dropped her magic as the spells connected to the bomb died. She slowly walked around the dead. “We have the bodies this time. Although these people look to have died hours ago, possibly late last night.” She didn’t feel the same pull on her healing ability as she had with the acolytes. That was good and bad. The acolytes were killed quickly, these people were not, even though their throats being cut should have been quick deaths.

      “Lot of blood.” Garran was also walking among the dead.

      “But they died slowly. Very slowly.” Aisling held her hand down over the closest body. “I think when they pull time of death and look deeper, they’ll find that they took hours to die.” She pulled her hand back and shook it as a remnant of a spell hit her. “Someone used healing spells to make them die slower.” She took some calming breaths and stepped closer to the stairs. It was taking everything she had not to throw up.

      “Damn.” Garran motioned her over to another body. It was close to the stair landing, so she walked over. “Look familiar?”

      Spell runes weren’t Aisling’s specialty, but there was no mistaking the similarity to the mark on the rock. These were sloppier, but they were the runes to call forth the Biotáille olc. “It’s the same person as our first crime scene?”

      “Or persons. To get all of these at once, especially if they were keeping them alive after they should have died…there had to have been more than one.”

      Aisling studied the face and avoided the gash at his neck. “But the marks on the one on the first floor are different. And his throat hadn’t been cut.” There was a look of horror in his eyes that she wouldn’t forget anytime soon, but no blood. He’d served a different purpose. Or at least his death had.

      “Hey, boss? The folks out here want to know if they can go back to their plans. Apparently we’re stifling a neighborhood barbeque.” The voice from the bottom of the stairs belonged to Goldkowsky, a fellow detective who should have been on desk duty today. He’d sprained an ankle running down a drug runner two days ago. That spoke to how stretched they were, that they put a detective on crutches out on a call. Not a good way to start the longest day of the year.

      Garran rolled his eyes. “Yes, there are thirty dead people in this house, all of whom died horribly, but by all means, let them have their hot dogs.”

      Goldkowsky ignored the sarcasm. “Thanks, I’ll tell them. Not the bit about the dead though. Forensics should be here in five, coroners should be here in ten.”

      Aisling heard the thump of his crutches as he left. “Surrat called out everyone.”

      “Things are bad. I haven’t seen one of the power days this bad since the Ventura attack. And probably a few decades before that. Shenanigans, yes. Dark magic and murder? No. Not to mention if that bomb had gone off, we’d be looking at a crater here.”

      They walked downstairs to the body near the door. “What was the deal with this one? I don’t recognize the marks, but I am so not a magic expert.”

      Garran looked at the body and nudged him with his toe. Completely stiff. He took a number of photos, shaking his head the entire time. “This might have been one of the killers. Look at his hands.”

      There were no weapons, but blood splatter went up his sleeves and the backs of his hands. “He helped whoever else did this.” Aisling looked at the way he was sprawled. “He was trying to run away when the others killed him. But I think the one this morning was a single person. What was this one, a practice run?”

      “Not sure. Surrat’s called and there are some draoi coming down from their compound in Canada. They are going to take over this scene and the one you found.”

      Draoi were hermits, all fey of one sort or another, but so powerful in their magics they could disrupt the world around them without trying. So, they were only found in small, isolated corners of the world—like Alert, Canada. Aisling had never seen one, and was hoping to have kept that record going. Calling them down was an act of serious desperation, and while Surrat was many things, desperate had never been one of them.

      They walked outside to a scene of resuming normalcy. People were at their homes, pulling out chairs and small barbeques. They wouldn’t be so ready to celebrate if they knew what had happened in this house, and more importantly, what had almost happened. Let alone what might still happen.

      Garran went to meet the forensics team. They could still examine things, but had to be magically shielded so as not to disturb things before the draoi arrived.

      “What happened? I don’t see them being hauled out to jail.” The older minotaur woman and three gnomes approached Aisling.

      “What do you know of the people who lived here?”

      The minotaur’s annoyance dropped. She’d caught the lived, past tense, part. “They started out fine, moved in about a year ago. Group of college kids going to the University of Fey, Los Angeles. Three guys, two girls. Two were elves. Rest human. Stayed to themselves.”

      “Until two weeks ago.” The tallest gnome, still no more than three feet high, growled out.

      “What happened two weeks ago?” Aisling pulled out the small tech pad she kept in her back pocket for witness statements.

      “They started having people over. Different people. Not the kind we see around here.” The minotaur woman waved her huge arms to encompass the street.

      She was right. There were plenty of shady areas around this part of L.A., but this wasn’t one of them. Aside from the murder house, the rest of the neighborhood was well maintained. “Can you be more specific?”

      “Drug users. Lots of folks coming over from Hollyweird, but not the rich ones.” The first gnome grunted out with nods from the other two. “Told the owner. Never came by. Didn’t return calls.”

      Aisling made a note, public records would show the owner’s name and she could have a talk with them. They might not have been involved, but obviously they’d let this house go into neglect long before this happened.

      “Anyone specific?”

      One of the other gnomes reached forward and handed her his phone. He’d pulled up an album of photos, all taken of people crossing the yard or going into the house.

      Aisling looked up. “You know this could be considered stalking, right?”

      “I was taking pictures of the grass. It’s a rare breed and I was tracking it’s growth patterns.” The gnome gave a prim smile.

      Aisling hid her smile and went back to the photos. She hadn’t looked at all of the slaughtered people close enough to recognize them alive, but there were a few. Including the man near the door. “Do any of you know him?”

      “Hicksten. He was the first renter. Moved in all amiable, said he’d be doing repairs to offset the rent.” The minotaur’s smile dropped.

      “Then he changed.” It wasn’t a question. Whatever he’d started out doing at that house, it hadn’t gone well for him or any of the others.

      “Yes. Along with the others. Are they…dead?” The gnome’s expression was more of excited voyeur than concerned neighbor.

      Aisling looked over at the armada of official vehicles. Denying it wasn’t an option. “Yes. There was a gas leak.” The old stand-by, but it would look odd if she went to Garran to ask what their cover story was since she’d been in the house. “Nothing for any of you to worry about. There was a short in the speakers, so we had to make sure everyone was clear in case it blew.” She glanced through a few more photos. “Can I transfer these to my phone? They could prove helpful.” At the gnome’s terse nod, she tapped the phones and transferred copies of the photos from the album. The magic barrier on her phone would keep anything harmful away—not that she believed this gnome was up to anything other than being nosy.

      “So, nothing we need to worry about? Those damn harpies were mean.” This was the third gnome. She scowled at the house as the forensics team finally went in.

      “Harpies? You didn’t mention those.” They might have been in the photos, she’d only glanced through some, and if their wings were down, they wouldn’t have been noticeable.

      “They’re in there. Scared to take too many photos. They were nasty bits of work.”

      Aisling wanted to look through the photos, but she had them now and could look through them later, who knew how long the gnomes would keep talking.

      “Did the harpies say anything, do anything of notice? How many were there?” She hadn’t seen any harpy bodies inside the house, but since it looked like there were at least one of them involved in the attack this morning, one or more might have been behind the murders here.

      “There were three. Two tall and brawny, one short. The short one was in charge though and she bossed the other two around.” The gnomes were getting fidgety and even the minotaur woman looked ready to be done.

      “Thank you.” Aisling handed each of them her card. “If you think of anything, no matter how small, please call.”

      “So not just a busted gas pipe?” The minotaur woman kept her voice down as the three gnomes took off.

      “Let’s just say there was suspicious activity going on, and we’d like to speak to anyone involved.” Aisling gave a fixed cop smile. “Enjoy your barbeque.”

      The woman watched her for a few moments, then nodded and held up Aisling’s card. “I will.” She reclaimed her massive cinderblocks and headed toward the rest of the neighbors.

      Aisling knew asking about suspicious people would be a contradiction against her claim of a gas leak, but they had nothing right now. Just that a harpy or harpies were involved. Which didn’t help much. The spell being attempted would need to be resolved by dusk. She had a bad feeling that longest day, or not, it wasn’t going to be long enough.
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      Aisling called Forith. She should be sleeping, but Aisling knew she’d want to hear about the case expanding. Completed or not, two spell rituals just needed a third to unleash a lot of horrible spirits. It went to voice mail so she tried twice more. Nothing. She called into the station just in case Forith had gone in anyway, but she wasn’t there. Aisling did get the name and address for the owner of the house. She was heading over when a call from the station routed through her car radio.

      “I’m going to check the owner of that house; did you find out something else?”

      “The captain needs you to come into the station.” Fachie was Surrat’s keeper. Technically an admin assistant, he kept everything running.

      “I will once I talk to one Dithin Thomaliny about a house he rented out.”

      “No. He needs you right now. That can wait.” Fachie cut the call. He was usually a chatterbox and at the least said goodbye. That he didn’t made Aisling change directions and head for the station.

      Aisling parked her car, then stormed into the police station and up the stairs to homicide. There was a mass murderer out there trying to bring evil spirits through the veil and he was calling her in? Damn it. First Forith bails on her and now this.

      Surrat was in his office with the screen down over his window—never a good sign.

      She knocked as she entered then shut the door behind her. “What in the hell? This is my case. I get needing experts, but to pull me back? It’s summer solstice, damn it, I need to be out there. If whoever is behind this pulls their third spell before nightfall, they will succeed.”

      Surrat didn’t say anything, just watched her carefully. That wasn’t good.

      “Are you done? I needed you here; you can give advice without being out there.” He was trying to be stern, but there was some actual emotion behind those eyes.

      Aisling slid into the chair across from his desk. “What’s wrong? Was Forith killed? Is that why I can’t reach her?” They weren’t best friends, but when you’re a partner with someone for over ten years, there’s a closeness. Something was seriously wrong.

      “Garran is taking care of it.” He leaned back. “Go over the files of the dead in that house and compare them with the photos. There was a gang operation going on before they were mur—”

      “No.” Aisling got to her feet. “There is something you’re hiding. Where’s Garran? Where’s Forith?” She leaned on his desk.

      Surrat was a lot of things, sympathetic wasn’t one of them. Except right now.

      “There’s evidence that Forith is involved.” He said the words low and tight but kept his eyes on her face. “Garran is tracking her down. I can’t risk a squad going after her, too many bodies for her to raise. But I’ve got the access ways covered.”

      “What? How in the hell…? There is no way she’d be involved in this, not after what happened in Ventura. Someone is framing her because she’s a harpy.”

      “She’s the real owner of that flop house, the name on the records was an alias. Her DNA was on the bodies and the knives left behind. Maybe the reaction from the Ventura attack took this long to break her. But you can’t be involved. You’re too emotional.” Normally if he said something like that there would be snark attached. There wasn’t this time.

      “I quit then.” Aisling put her gun on his desk.

      “Damn it.” He studied her face for a few moments, then nodded to himself at something he saw. “Keep the gun. Here’s where they last saw her.” He sent over an address in old downtown—the one where the building owner lived.

      Aisling ran out to her car and tried calling Forith once more. This had to be a mistake. Back to voice mail. A call to Garran hit the same.

      She nodded to the unmarked police cars as she drove into the neighborhood. They wouldn’t try to stop her unless Surrat ordered them to. No one moved toward her.

      The address was an old free-standing business, one of those that had been around for a hundred years and been probably that many different businesses. The door was locked, so she walked around. There was a back door, one blocked by a tall hedge. It took longer than she wanted but she picked the lock and slid inside.

      The back room was dark and smelled of dust. At least it wasn’t filled with dead bodies. Yet. She fought that thought down. Whoever Garran was after, it wasn’t Forith. It couldn’t be.

      The front room was lit by candles, not a good sign. There were voices, low, and hard to tell how many, but at least two. Neither were Garran. Aisling paused and focused on listening.

      “This is perfect. The only problem is that everyone in here wants that body. The trouble we can cause…. No. It’s mine. I’ve told you. You wasted your time…Mine! You don’t know how long…” There were far more than two voices and they were talking over each other so much their words merged.

      Aisling risked looking into the room. Garran was tied to a chair and, if he was still alive, he was going to be in serious pain when he woke up. Blood pooled around his feet and there were stab wounds everywhere—except vital organs.

      There was only one other person with him though. Had her back to Aisling, but was short and had massive wings. The hooks on the ends of each dripped blood.

      “Ah, another mouse comes to play.” This voice shut the others down. It was heavy, evil, and familiar. Aisling had seen all the vids of the Ventura attack. That voice haunted her dreams. Khone.

      Forith’s body turned to face Aisling, but there was nothing of Forith in the face that snarled at her. “We’ve hidden in here for so long. My friends would like your body too. I was counting on more of you. But this will start. There are too many being carried in this body now.” Forith leapt forward but Aisling dodged and grabbed one wing from the back. Healing magic could go both ways.

      “Fight this Forith! Don’t let Khone win!” As she yelled, she dug the fingers of her left hand into Forith’s wing and forced destructive anti-healing magic into it.

      Forith/Khone screamed and swung around, flinging Aisling against the far wall. Then they charged her again.

      This time Aisling raised her gun and shot Forith in the leg. For a brief moment the face changed and it was Forith. “Shoot me. KILL ME! You have to! Please!” The terror in her eyes at what she’d become made Aisling’s shot go wide. With tears running down her face, she took another shot and hit Forith in the heart. Screams shattered the windows around her as the evil spirits who had taken over Forith were sucked back into the darkness beyond the veil. The third ritual hadn’t been completed, and they had nowhere else to go.

      Aisling ran to Garran, he was alive, not in good shape but alive.

      She collapsed to the floor and pulled out her phone. “Surrat? Send an ambulance and a coroner to that address. And I’m never working summer solstice again.”
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        Where Science Meets the Supernatural

      

      

      Dr. Cassidy “Cas” Cameron got called in to the morgue to fill in for a colleague on the shortest night of the year, Summer Solstice. Little does she know what awaits her on the slab is like nothing she’s ever seen before.
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      Summer nights like this were made for the cold chill of the morgue.

      My keys clinked as I dropped them onto the stainless-steel desk. The sterile echo magnified the room’s emptiness. I surveyed the computer workspace and the rest of the darkened area beneath the meager collection of desk lamps—I still hadn’t flicked on the fluorescent ceiling lights.

      The morgue. Ah, the morgue.

      What a perfect place to be, rather than out with friends.

      I laughed. What friends?

      Of course, that was the joke—that I’d be out with friends tonight rather than available to just hop into work because my colleague who should be working wanted to go to a “summer solstice party.”

      I stared through the glass doors of the commercial fridges that lined one wall. Organs and a brain from an autopsy earlier in the day stared back at me. A totally normal sight for me. What sort of imbecile threw a “summer solstice” party? Are we really stretching that far for excuses to party these days? Now we’re reviving long-dead (dead for a reason) pagan holidays about astronomical wonders that really aren’t all that wonderful? Run of the mill solstices and equinoxes. Gag.

      I sighed and looked at the note left for me by Veronica, the pathologist I was subbing for.

      You know, so the princess could attend a “party.”

      I rolled my eyes. Wouldn’t it be hilarious if she was dressed like a witch, dancing around a maypole?

      That was about what I imagined these made-up holidays were all about—phallocentric traditions to re-enact forgotten fertility rituals, just before everyone ran into the cornfield to mate like bunnies with random strangers.

      I snorted a laugh. Was I in a mood or what?

      Cas, the note read—I paused, frowning. Yes, I was keeping score, detracting a point from Veronica for not calling me Dr. Cameron. I continued reading. Run a smear on the new John Doe’s blood. It wasn’t coagulating like normal. I want to find out why. We’ll be doing an autopsy in the morning but need to get a look beforehand. Vial is in the fridge. Thanks for covering for me! I owe you one, girl!

      Yes, it bugged me when Dr. Braun called me “girl” like we were college roomies, almost as much as not calling me “doctor.”

      Blood wasn’t pooling? Hmm. She was good at what she did, but I was sure she was hallucinating, probably, or had misread the situation. How could she have missed standard lividity any EMT off the street could diagnose?

      Her question torqued me, and not just because she blew off work for a silly party. I hated unsolvable mysteries.

      I searched through the fridge for the vial of blood she’d mentioned, by now used to the smell of exposed body parts—there was still a distinct odor, even though we kept them refrigerated.

      Found it.

      I closed the fridge and examined the label—John Doe #111555—and began preparing the slide. Silence reigned as I worked. I should have turned on music, but the task absorbed my attention.

      Finally, I dropped the slide beneath the microscope and leaned forward to the binocular eyepieces. I idly hummed the last song I’d heard in the car as I focused the lens.

      Will Smith. “Summertime.”

      The smear of cells dialed into view. My humming stopped.

      They should have been stationary. Immobile.

      But…

      They were dividing. Multiplying. Replicating.

      A chill flashed across my body.

      This can’t be right.

      It couldn’t be right, so much so, that I got the blood sample and made another slide and examined it as well.

      Same thing.

      The hair on the back of my neck stood on end as I worked. There had to be a rational explanation for this nonsense, and it was my job to uncover it.

      Two slides showed the same thing. The sample must be polluted.

      I checked the notes already made on the John Doe. Nothing in them called attention to itself, except for what Dr. Braun had pointed out about the lividity in the body.

      The simple, standard night of work was shaping up to be a headache.

      But I wouldn’t give up on finding an answer. Even if it wouldn’t be a straightforward one.

      I grabbed a fresh syringe and my keycard off the desk and headed for the door. It locked behind me as I headed out of the lab to find answers.
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        * * *

      

      I flicked the lights on in the corpse buffet and strode to the wall of square doors. The smell of decay nearly bowled me over--I never got used to that smell. Scanning the labels, I found our John Doe. I put on a fresh pair of nitrile gloves and pulled on the handle. The drawer rolled out and with it, a body encased in a plastic bag. I unzipped it, engrossed in the standard procedures that I almost went through on autopilot these days, and then did the dirty work of extracting another helping of oddly behaving blood.

      This sample, I was sure, would conduct itself as blood ought to.

      While I had him out, I inspected John Doe to look for anything that could clue me in to the strangely behaving blood.

      He’d died of buckshot to the torso. Or at least that’s what the report said. A farmer mistook him for a coyote stealing his chickens.

      Not going to think too hard about how a human male gets mistaken for a coyote (someone sounded paranoid). That was the detective’s job.

      “You know you look nothing like a coyote, right? Nice try, mister.”

      Though I’d rather be at work than at a summer solstice party, that didn’t mean I didn’t love a good chat with the company I kept. Besides, corpses were better than anyone at keeping secrets and respecting boundaries.

      As I examined the shotgun wound, a frown tugged at the corners of my mouth. “You call this a mortal injury? It’s a mere flesh wound.”

      Really, the injury didn’t look that serious. Was it truly what had killed him? The skin appeared hardly broken at all—I wouldn’t even have known he’d been blasted with buckshot except for small indications of puckering around a grouping of fairly clean holes.

      I turned my gaze to his face, scrutinizing it beneath the fluorescent lights. He wasn’t very bluish for a dead body.

      I touched his skin, beginning to doubt my eyes, looking for proof of death with my other senses.

      He was cold, but not as cold as I would have expected.

      I touched his chest, feeling for breath. Nothing. I looked for a pulse, nothing. I touched his wrist and put my ear near his mouth.

      What the hell am I doing? Going mad?

      Of course, he was dead. Whatever was going on with the blood, the autopsy would explain.

      I unzipped the entire body bag, studying him from head to foot just to be sure. Athletic physique. Nicely muscled. Well ... endowed, as though I cared (I did). I thought of my earlier sarcastic thoughts about the maypole. He’d qualify for his own maypole. I laughed. God, I was funny.

      Proof of life, that’s what that was. Sometimes it was good to remind myself that despite how much I preferred work to hanging out with groups of my fellow humans, that my heart still beat for the personal experience after all—love, lust, desire. Connection. Warmth and fire. All of it.

      I wasn’t a damned cold fish.

      I just liked to be focused on work—the mysteries of death and how it claimed all of us, in the end. It was eternally fascinating.

      And Coyote was turning out to be one the most fascinating cases I’d ever worked on.
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      I zipped Coyote’s bag back up—that name just fit better than John Doe—and left the cooler to head back to the lab.

      I stopped in my office on my way to grab a flannel, which I put on under my lab coat. While in my office, I noticed that the light was still on in Dr. Beck’s office. He’d worked in the morgue the longest, and used his office like a second home. He probably left the lights on there all the time, too.

      I popped his door open and nearly tripped on his golf clubs. He couldn’t just leave them in his car like a normal person, because extreme temperatures destroyed things, he claimed. I kicked the bag in irritation, switched off the lights, and shut the door.

      The silent, empty halls of the morgue echoed with the click clack of my heels on the floor. If it were a full moon night, the place would be bustling with the collateral damage of the tidal pulls acting on the human body. Passion killings—accidental or intentional, that was for the judge to decide—were the soup du jour when Luna was out in full force, tugging on the water housed in our cells.

      Tonight, it was just that silly solstice vibe. I sighed and went to the vending machines for a snack on my way back.

      People don’t realize that thinking hard actually burns calories. Solving mysteries burns exactly twenty percent more.

      That number was a fabrication. But I always found it helpful to keep at the back of my mind when the guilt-trip-inflicting devil came to roost on my shoulder as I went for a snack.

      I grabbed a Snickers and then poked my head into the security office on my way back to the lab.

      “Hey Blake,” I said, disrupting him from his perpetual game of Solitaire. He jumped and turned.

      “Oh, Dr. Cameron, hey. Sorry, I was engrossed in the—” he gestured vaguely at the game before scrambling to shut it down.

      I stretched out a calming hand, winking to let him know it wasn’t necessary.

      He stammered as he said, “Uh, the place is quiet tonight, so I got distracted by the game. I’m sorry about that, you’re in good hands with me, I swear it. Don’t worry. Good hands.” His shoulders had sagged sheepishly, but as he promised to be my knight in shining armor, they firmed up a bit and he straightened.

      “It’s fine, Blake. Really. I’m not worried about it. I can take care of myself.”

      “I believe it, Doctor. I really do—there’s no one I can think of who I’d agree with more about that. You’ve got your head on straight.”

      “Thanks Blake, I can’t argue that.” I opened the candy bar and took a bite. “So, keep on going with your gripping game of Solitaire. Slow night. I’ll finish this case for the autopsy that’s scheduled for tomorrow and then probably just go home.”

      “Oh yeah? That’ll be nice. For you,” he said, leaning to the side and folding his hands in his lap. His eyes kept straying to the computer monitor. Above his desk, a few security video feeds played, flashing through various locations. The two of us were the only living souls in the whole place.

      “I agree. It will be. You still not loving the new hours?”

      “Not really,” he said. “But, what with the increase in unsolved deaths, I suppose it’s necessary. And it’s my job. Better to have a job to complain about, than no job at all.”

      “That’s what the word is, isn’t it?” I began to run out of things to say. “Well, just dropping in for the standard hello. This blood won’t examine itself.” I patted the pocket of my lab coat and took another bite of the candy bar as I left.

      “Have a good night, Dr. Cameron.” He’d already begun playing his game again and I breathed a sigh of relief as I walked back to the lab through the empty halls. A cold blanketed the building, sending a glum chill through me.

      Point to Blake for calling me doctor. What a great guy.

      Blake and the three other security guards swapped shifts to hold down the fort at night. We didn’t really need it, but I couldn’t fault the department for being careful about the risks when it came to evidence tampering. Bodies were the pinnacle of evidence. They couldn’t open their mouths and whisper their secrets to you the way a human can. They also didn’t lie to you. The truth was often buried within the bodily record, if you knew how to look for it.

      A grin spread across my face as I counted the luck of finding my passion for science and mystery in this job. I didn’t often get poetic, but when I did it was about that facet of my work: the plunge into the hidden world of sinew and bone. I’m sure other scientists would claim that their area of study dealt with the most complex system in existence. But they were wrong. Mine did.

      I’d gotten past the ick factor long ago in the pursuit of laying open the story, the secrets, and the truth of whoever found themself post-mortem on my exam table.

      I was lost in that tiny triumph as I strode back down the long hallway to the lab. A door closed behind me and I turned to see if Blake had followed me.

      Fluorescent lights lit an empty hallway. Weird, I knew what I heard. I began walking again, my senses on high alert.

      It was easy to let my imagination run wild at times—the morgue kind of harbored the stuff that bad dreams were made of. Even though being alone in a building with a bunch of corpses usually didn’t bother me—I was used to those things—the kid I once was still lived somewhere inside me.

      And she had an active imagination.
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      Once the new slide was prepped, I stared at it and considered what I’d find.

      I knew what I’d find. I’d find inert cells just like I’d normally find.

      That previous slide had been the result of an active imagination. That very imagination which caused a chill to pass through me at the sound of a door closing down the hallway. That one silly part of me who’d sensed monsters under the bed, and portals to hell in the closet.

      My adult brain had replaced those childish daydreams with facts and figures and the pursuit of knowledge through the scientific process. The new paradigm was still fun, just a different kind of fun.

      And it was usually right, because nothing under the sun could violate the laws of nature. They were hard, fast, immutable, and subject to dogmas that ran like circuits through a machine, writing code into its processing.

      We didn’t always know the code or the dogmas, but through trial and error, we figured it out.

      So, I thought, looking at the slide, you will obey the rules. Because you were designed to.

      I approached the microscope with more trepidation than I’d ever admit to, even to myself. I whistled—“Summertime,” again—just to prove that I wasn’t worried at all. I had this. It’d turn out ok.

      I went through the motions. Dialed in the focus, looked through the eyepieces, and cussed.

      “Aw for hell’s sake.” I pushed away from the desk where the microscope rested and paced around the room, energy coursing through me. Seemed like a good time for a jog, if only.

      What the hell? The cells were replicating. An impossibility. Like—how?

      Still. How many more slides could I make and see the same thing? How many more ccs of blood could I draw and find this? Would I just drain that body in my effort to disprove what my eyes were plainly witnessing?

      A body with blood that defied all laws of nature.

      The bastard.

      One more. One more vial of blood. I could convince myself that one more would show me what I knew—that blood did not rejuvenate itself in this manner. For one, blood was created in the marrow, not like this! Even if it was somehow making new cells, it should be occurring in the marrow, not all sloppy like this in the plasma!

      I muttered all the way back to the corpse buffet, talking to myself. Contrary to popular belief, the most intelligent and clever people did talk to themselves and they did it all the time, especially as they were working through complex problems.

      “This one. This one. Third time’s a charm,” I said, my voice echoing through the empty corridors. Fluorescent light cast its sick pallor on everything. I glanced at the skin on the back of my hand absently, noting how bad my pale tones appeared in the light. “This isn’t happening. And if it is, there’s a perfectly rational explanation as to why. Like, maybe he’s a mutant. Maybe he’d been exposed to radiation.”

      I’d never heard of radiation causing something like this, but there’s a first time for everything. Coyote could be our patient zero for a blood sickness that manifested after death.

      I puzzled over the possibilities as I let myself into the cooler and approached the body locker that held him. I donned a fresh pair of gloves and pulled the drawer open.

      My breath froze in lungs that were suddenly paralyzed. I gasped for breath, but my body wouldn’t move. It was as though I were cast in concrete, like a mob boss had just dropped me into a vat of wet cement, hardening by the second.

      Such irrational thoughts as I gazed down at an impossibly empty body bag, resting on an empty slab, that had just come out of the locker.

      There was no body.

      When I finally recovered my ability to move, I hunched and peeked into the locker itself, as though the body might have inexplicably fallen off the slab and been left behind.

      Empty.

      Of course. Because that was nuts. That didn’t happen, just like blood cells didn’t replicate.

      The bag was empty, wasn’t it? I grabbed it, patting it down, like I might do to check for a body that had turned into a mouse, shedding its clothes.

      Now that’s a rational thought.

      The bag itself wasn’t shredded. Just empty. I noticed how the top of the zipper had been torn open for the first six inches or so. Torn open like it had been unzipped from the inside.

      Body bag manufacturers really needed to start making them impossible to escape. For problems like this one.

      Which I still wasn’t sure was actually happening. I pinched myself—not asleep, though I wasn’t sure how that test actually worked, it seemed like a good time to try it out.

      I left the drawer open and checked the others, to make sure I hadn’t been looking in the wrong locker.

      They were all labeled with other names. The open one with the empty bag contained the label “John Doe #111555.”

      What the hell was happening?

      I pinched my bottom lip, tapped my cheek, and blew out a sigh, pacing, thinking. Thinking.

      Then I stopped. I had to gather myself. This wasn’t scientific. Or at least it didn’t follow any known paths of science.

      If it was new, if it was something that defied current accepted theories. I needed to adjust my paradigm to approach it scientifically.

      So, what did that mean?

      I mentally pushed everything off the table of wisdom in my brain. Just shoved it off. Beakers. Vials. Flasks. Retorts and what have you, and looked at what I was left with.

      An empty drawer. A missing body. And blood cells that were visibly replicating. And the missing body had seemed not quite dead, sporting a buckshot wound that hardly resembled the kind of gunshot injury that I was used to seeing on a dead body.

      So. Starting there.
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      I needed a weapon, and I knew just the one. Not lethal, but with reach. A driver from Dr. Beck’s golf bag would be perfect. For once I could feel a hint of gratitude that the guy babied his clubs and refused to leave them out in the car where “extreme heat sped up their decay.”

      He wasn’t wrong about decay. That was all the rage in our business.

      I slid the club out of the leather bag and shut the door behind me, glancing up and down the corridor. Cold metal resisted my fingers in a reassuring refusal to bend. Clenching my hands into fists suppressed the tremors rippling through me. The wooden club face at the end would pack a delightful punch if worse came to worst and I had to use it.

      Occam’s razor was a fine principle. Either someone was in the morgue to steal a body, or the body had gotten up and walked away.

      Coupled with the irrational fact that Coyote’s blood was rejuvenating, I was looking for a not-dead body. And science needed answers.

      And what else that meant—a not-dead body—I didn’t know. But a golf club was better than a scalpel for defense.

      “You’re doing this for science, Cas,” I muttered to myself as I chose the direction heading away from the security office, gripping the club with both hands like a shield across my body. I started down the hallway, my senses on high alert, ready for almost anything.

      Noble Blake, my security guard, might be able to help, but I could just imagine that conversation: “There might be a dead body walking around the morgue. Help a girl out?”

      No way. I didn’t believe the words myself. Wasn’t about to turn into the kooky doctor babbling about the living dead and demanding help. I came to work to finish a job tonight. I’d take care of it myself.

      Maybe once I found the body or the body thief, I’d petition Blake for assistance.

      I stopped in the corridor. A noise had caught my ear. The hair on the back of my neck stood on end. Chills flickered across my arms like urgent signals to run.

      “For science,” I repeated in a whisper.

      Who would steal a body? I wondered, as I followed the sound. A toilet flushing or water running. It was probably Blake.

      I made it to the bathrooms. The noises were coming from the men’s room.

      Two choices: sneak in and surprise whoever was in there—which could be Blake. Or shout “hello” and alert the body thief.

      Or, for that matter, the living dead.

      “I hate zombies,” I muttered. Which was why I loved killing them in video games—my guilty pleasure. They deserved to die. But I didn’t want to encounter them in real life.

      The door opened quietly when I pushed against it, giving myself just enough room to peer inside. The morgue wasn’t a busy place, so the bathrooms were small with only two stalls, and probably one urinal for the men. Probably. I didn’t have lots of occasions to check out the men’s facilities. None, to be frank.

      The humid smell rushed out at me as the air pressure equalized and my eyelids fluttered. It was a strange smell—like a mix of the hint of plastic, the fleshy fragrance of sweat, and the prevalent odor of decay from the morgue itself.

      I knew before I saw him that the body was in the bathroom.

      Creeping closer to the crack in the door let me see deeper into the room. A naked, very hairy man stood with his back to me at the sink. He bent over it, splashing water on his face.

      A gasp escaped my mouth before I could stop it as I caught a glimpse of the face.

      The man froze and turned.

      I let the door fall closed and stepped back before he could see me.

      I hoped.

      No, no, I was wrong. The door was opening.

      A moment’s pause before my missing body appeared gave me time to really evaluate just what the hell I was doing.

      What was I doing?

      The body was alive! Now I knew. Not taken by a body-snatcher. It was a formerly dead corpse re-animated and it was about to stride out of the men’s room where it’d been taking a sponge bath in the sink—a comical thing to see a naked man doing any way you sliced it—and what would it do now? Strangle me?

      Bring it on.

      I had seen the dead come back to life, apparently. There was no way he was going to let me live.

      Because there was no way I was going to let him run off and vanish in the night like the whole debacle had never happened. Not on my watch, pal.

      I stretched my neck, firmed up my grip on the driver, and lowered myself into a fighting stance. The bastard would be surprised to discover that I wasn’t a damsel in distress.

      The door opened.

      What exited the bathroom was not a man.

      Best way to describe it would be to say, half-man, half-beast.

      “What the fu—” I said, nearly dropping the driver when I saw it.

      “Graawwwl,” it said, suddenly lurching at me as hands with claws on the ends swiped at my face.

      “What are you supposed to be? Teen Wolf?” I asked, dodging the hands. I took a step back and swung the driver at it.

      The mallet end connected with the fuzz-covered back. Did I just wake up in an 80s teen film? The creature let out a howl, then spun into the club as I swung at it again.

      It grabbed the club with one hand and yanked on it. I wasn’t about to lose my weapon, so I let myself be pulled in close. In that opening, I jabbed my left fist at its jaw. It—he?—wasn’t expecting that, so his human-ish muzzle took the blow, knocking its head back.

      It let out a whimper.

      I had no idea what I was dealing with. Something that whimpered. Something that could change shapes. I wouldn’t believe it either, but neither had I wanted to believe that I had been watching blood cells regenerate themselves while floating freely in plasma like happy little paramecium.

      The world had gone bonkers and I was in the corridor fighting a naked half-man, half creature.

      “Shttaawp,” it growled at me, swiping its claws at me again. I wasn’t able to dodge this time. The move shredded my lab coat and shirt beneath it. I felt a lancing pain through my upper arm, then pushed him away from me with my foot, wrenching the driver free.

      “You stop! What the hell are you?”

      The beast turned around, pushing off the wall of the corridor and diving at me.

      I swung the club. I aimed for his waist, because I didn’t want to kill the thing, or damage it too much, not that it mattered apparently. It’d somehow come back from the dead. With that thought in my head–that I couldn’t kill it–I swung again after the first blow hit him in the haunches. Er, ass.

      “Are you a man or an animal? I need to know. It’s really messing up my inner monologue.”

      Its answer was an unintelligible roar.

      I lunged hard at it, throwing caution to the wind. “I don’t know what your plan is, but you’re not leaving here.”

      I saw some kindling of understanding in its eyes, which were a dark brown, and it growled at me again.

      “Come on, just back down. Put your claws aside, and realize that there’s no way I’m letting a dead body walk out of here alive.”

      Apparently, it didn’t like my chatter. It charged at me as soon as it saw that my lunge was a fake.

      It got me, gripping my neck in one hand before I could block.  I felt the sharp tips of claws against my carotid.

      “Playing for keeps, are we?” I whispered as its other hand slashed across my stomach, tearing through my clothes. I felt the angry tips slice my skin. I hissed. “Do it.” I prodded. “Do it, because if you don’t, I’ll fight you till you’re knocked out. You’re not leaving this place on my watch.”

      “Drop her, Harry,” a voice suddenly said, interrupting us.

      It was Blake.

      And he was calling the monster Harry.
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      “Dr. Cameron,” he said, his voice quiet as he approached.

      I ignored the parts of my body that smarted from the minor skirmish. I should have fought harder. Dirtier.

      The monster let go of me, turned, and trotted a few steps away, crouching against the wall. I massaged my neck where its claws had pricked my skin.

      Blake raised his arm like some kind of monster-whisperer, when it paused to look back at us.

      “It’s OK, Harry,” he said. “This is a friend.”

      Was I, though? My mind flashed through the past two hours and guilt flared up around those things I’d done to his body. If this was still the creature that had once been a man. I still doubted. Maybe we were dealing with two things, two distinct anomalies.

      “You know this—this monster? You called him Harry. It has a name?”

      Blake approached the monster, who stood motionless as the security guard got closer. He put his hand on the creature’s arm. The touch seemed to put the creature at ease. Blake turned to face me.

      “It’s not a monster. He’s a man. Name’s Harold, but he goes by Harry.”

      “If this was the body, he was dead just three hours ago. This is the body that was in the locker, right? The one that went missing?”

      “Not dead, Dr. Cameron. Well,” Blake shrugged, but maintained physical contact with—Harry, I guess I should call him. It still didn’t feel right. “Dead, yes. But the power of the Solstice brought him back.”

      I sighed. “Not you, too. Why is everyone obsessed with the Solstice suddenly? What are you even talking about?”

      “It’s not a new thing. At least not for me. My kind.”

      “Your kind?” This conversation was getting me nowhere. I groaned, dropping the head of the driver to the floor, keeping ahold of the handle. “Just what the crap is going on, Blake? Please explain it. Is that monster dangerous?”

      “Dr. Cameron, you’re safe. At least with me. Harry’s kind of had a rough night. A rough day too.”

      I glared at Harry, who growled at me and continued to cower against the wall. A light down the corridor began to flicker. I felt like I was in a horror movie. What crazy shit would happen next? I gave Blake my best this-doctor-is-no-moron look. “Keep going. Explain. Don’t stop till you’re done.”

      Blake made a placating gesture at me. “Take it easy, Doc. I’m not going to let Harry hurt you.”

      “On with it.” I made a rolling gesture with my free hand.

      “I don’t think he was trying to hurt you, anyway. Just trying to get away. I took this shift tonight because I knew he’d been shot. I heard they’d brought a John Doe in that had been mistaken for a coyote. That’s because he is a coyote. A were-coyote. A shifter.”

      I stared at Blake. I looked at Harry. I looked at Blake.

      “A coyote. A coyote? So, like Teen Wolf? But a were-coyote. And a shifter. As in, shape-shifter? This sounds like made up nonsense. He doesn’t look like a coyote. He looks...I don’t know. Like something out of a circus side-show act. I’m sorry. Just calling it like I see it.”

      “He’s not changed all the way. That’s why. But that’s partly the power that brought him back from death. Shifter power. And the Solstice magic interacting with his shifting magic. So, Harry’s not feeling like himself.”

      “Again. You’re just taking me in circles. Solstice magic. And magic…magic? Really?”

      Blake sighed. “Maybe this will help.”

      His face began to change. To transform. He held up a hand, a perfectly normal, but rather large, hand. Blake was Tongan, but as I watched him, he became something else. His fingers got larger and claws formed. Fur began to emerge, covering his skin.

      “That’s as far as I’ll go,” he said, through an elongated snout, before his face switched back to his normal face.

      I took a few steps backward my back bumping into the wall. This couldn’t be happening. I’d been seeing it. Seeing all sorts of oddities. But it still felt unreal.

      “What the hell? What did you just do?” I rubbed my eyes with my free hand.

      “I’m a shifter, too. I become a grizzly. Harry’s stuck right now. I think he’ll finish regenerating, and then he’ll be able to go back to his man form all the way. I wanted to help him. I know this is hard to understand, Dr. Cameron. But this is normal, for Unusuals like us.”

      “Unusuals?”

      “That’s what all the magical creatures call themselves.”

      “All the…?” I shook my head. My mouth felt dry. “I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it. I—” I didn’t know what to say. The rug had just been pulled out from under my feet. I let go of the golf club and it clattered to the floor.

      I picked it back up. “Dr. Beck would kill me if I broke this.”

      “I’m sorry. I wanted to get Harry out of here before you found out. I tried.” He shrugged.

      “Well, that was noble of you. Always trying to protect me.”

      He nodded, slowly. “It’s my job.”

      “Your job is to protect the evidence.”

      He blinked, like this was the first time anyone had suggested that to him. “And you.”

      Blake took his role seriously, and in a way, I felt a bit honored. “So what’s your plan with ... Harry?”

      “My goal was to keep him here through the night, so he didn’t get into mischief. He’s already used the Solstice magic once. If he got shot again, or died in some other way, that’d be it.”

      I glanced at my watch. Almost two a.m.

      “So, you want to wait it out here? Wait until all this passes?” I gestured at Harry.

      “I think that’s best. Go take care of your scratches—you’re lucky he didn’t bite you. He was probably being careful. I’ll come by soon and explain everything, doc.”

      I studied the security guard, wrestling with the realization that he’d been keeping a pretty massive secret from me. I could never look at him the same way again. It wasn’t like I’d just found out he’d dug out an enormous bunker under his house and was keeping neighborhood women prisoners in there as he waited for Armageddon, but it was pretty close.

      That could be an overstatement. But only to illustrate the point—I had no idea how to handle the way the very architecture of reality was shifting under me. This whole thing had rocked my world.

      Blake had been something of a guilty pleasure of mine at the morgue. I know that sounds terrible. What I mean is I found his antics endearing. They kept me amused and entertained. I admired him, how he enjoyed the little things—playing Solitaire, eating a bag of Corn Nuts. Watching M*A*S*H or Golden Girls.

      Who does that?

      Could I ever find him that endearing again? Or would he now just be a bear hiding in human clothes?

      I sighed. “Onward, I guess. Well, I’ll go patch myself up. Come find me when he’s mostly human again.”

      Blake nodded. “Will do, Doc.”

      I was in shock. But I still had to deal with reality, no matter how much it had transformed in the past three hours.
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      An hour or so later, I sat alone at the lab desk, busy writing up notes on the blood samples. I looked up as Blake walked into the room.

      “Hey Doc,” he said.

      “Hey–” I began, but was cut off as a very naked Harry limped into the lab behind Blake.

      The clipboard holding the John Doe’s file left my hands and dropped to the floor. A flush of heat blossomed up my neck and into my cheeks.

      Blake cleared his throat. “Sorry, Doc. I thought since you’re a doctor and you already saw him naked on the slab, that you wouldn’t mind.”

      “That’s true. How about a lab coat, Harry?” I rushed to the lockers against the wall and grabbed one of my spares.

      Harry looked down at himself. “What’s the problem?” He rasped, like he’d spent the last thirty years chain smoking. Death is a dehydrating experience.

      “No problem. You just might feel better a bit covered up, like a human.”

      “Not really, but OK. Blake doesn’t mind. We’re used to it.”

      Blake cleared his throat. “I mind. Cover yourself up, Harry.”

      I handed Harry the lab coat, which was knee-length, thankfully.

      “‘Dr. Cas Cameron,’” Harry said, reading the embroidery on the left breast of the coat. “You sure you’re OK with me wearing your name, Dr. Cameron?”

      I turned my back to walk away from the were-coyote and Blake cleared his throat again, getting my attention. The security guard shook his head and rolled his eyes. I gave him a nod and a faint smile, feeling more out of my element than Blake might understand.

      “I’m sure. Very sure.” I paused near the desk, held my breath, and turned around, prepared for anything.

      The coat was on. I exhaled in relief. I could finally appreciate the formerly dead man without feeling a nervous sweat break out all over me.

      And I did. Appreciate him, that is. Harry looked much better alive, with his wounds healed, and all traces of the were-whatever gone. He was incredible. Eyes like bourbon, long dark eyelashes batting roguishly, dark hair mussed like he’d just worked pomade through it, and a decidedly arrogant smirk on his face.

      “What a night, eh, Doc,” he croaked, then smiled at me. “Thanks for not cutting me open to remove my organs. And for not busting my skull open with that golf club. I’d say that deserves my eternal thanks. Dying, regenerating, shifting halfway, and then shifting back takes a surprising toll. I’m exhausted.” He laughed and leaned against a table.

      “You need food, water, and rest,” Blake told him.

      “I’m fine.” Harry let go of the table and stretched, then nearly collapsed, grabbing the side of the table. “Whoa. Maybe not. Maybe I need more sleep.”

      “I guess the eternal sleep wasn’t refreshing enough,” I muttered.

      Harry laughed. “It never is. Or so I hear.”

      Blake began to move toward the door. “Alright, look. Time to get you home, Harry.”

      “Hold on a second, Blake,” I said. “I’m not letting this guy out of my sight. I’m not going to be caught with a missing body. And, what the hell is he? What the hell are you? I need to find out.”

      Blake crossed his arms. “I’m a shifter. He’s a shifter. Unusuals. I already told you, doc.”

      I pursed my lips, agreeing. “You did. But that’s not a scientific explanation.”

      “It’s not science. It’s magic.”

      I closed my eyes and waved a hand to dismiss the easy explanation. “Everything’s magic till science explains it.”

      “True. But you won’t explain this.”

      “Doesn’t matter. I’m going to try. Or he’s not walking away, tonight. Sorry, Blake, but how do I explain a missing body tomorrow?”

      Blake let out a loud sigh. I’d never seen the security guard so out of sorts. “Doc, look, this isn’t the first time a body’s recovered and I’ve had to sneak them out of the morgue. It’s part of my job. As far as the missing body’s concerned, I’ll take care of it. Do your report like nothing happened and go home. I’ll cover for you and take care of what happened to the body.”

      I stared at him, skepticism flowing through me. How the hell did he plan to do that?

      I opened my mouth to ask just that, but he interrupted me.

      “Trust me on this one, Dr. Cameron. I’m a professional.”

      I stared at him, a thousand more questions tangling up my tongue. The firm look in his dark eyes made me stop.

      “We’re friends, Blake. But if you screw this up, you know it won’t be good. For you.”

      He nodded like he’d expect nothing less.

      “And I get to study you, to find out just what the good goddamn is happening inside you to make you shift…”

      It was worth a shot. There was no way I would be striking any deals tonight without a way deeper into this secret world of theirs. For science.

      “That sounds—fair.” He gave me a look that suggested it wasn’t precisely fair, but he had no other choice.

      “Not me, though, of course,” Harry said.

      “Wrong. You as well.”

      He gave me a toothy grin. “Glad to hear it.”

      I wondered if I should reconsider with a response like that.
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      Harry turned to me just outside the doors to the building, the lab coat swinging open, flashing me briefly. I put on a smile and tried to act natural as I cleared my throat.

      “Again, thanks Doc. I’ve never died and come back. Weirdest shit of my life.” He extended his hand. “Thanks for not killing me. Lord knows you had a lot of opportunities to, tonight.”

      “No problem,” I said, pretending this kind of thing happened to me all the time.

      “Still eternally grateful about the not-cutting-me-open bit.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “Come on, Harry. The night is almost over,” Blake said, rushing the were-coyote. “And button up the coat. You keep flashing her your bits, for Pete’s sake.”

      “She’s a doctor. What’s the problem?”

      “Doesn’t mean she wants to see your junk constantly.”

      Blake supported Harry with an arm under his shoulder-blades as they bickered and strode through the parking lot into the darkness.

      Sirens wailed in the distance and dogs from the nearby cluster of houses began to answer, baying and barking in response to the noise.

      Heat curled up from the blacktop beneath my feet. I felt the cold chill of the morgue calling me back inside. Exhaustion seeped into my bones, the excitement and sense of the earth shifting beneath my feet finally taking its toll on me.

      What a night. In some way, I almost hoped I’d never have to think about shifters and were-coyotes and were-bears and were-what-the-hell-ever, ever again.

      But, at the same time, I was hopeful that this was just the beginning.

      For science.
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      953 A.D.

      Brother Amdi gritted his teeth against the violent rocking of the drekar longship. By all rights, he shouldn’t have been here—his wrists bound roughly behind his back and his gut lurching in agony with every rise and fall of the cresting waves. The monk’s cassock was already stained through with his own blood.

      He didn’t have much time, that was perfectly clear. His fellow monks, however, had had even less.

      All Brother Amdi had to do now was to hold on just a little longer. To wait for his chance to do what the entire monastery had been waiting to achieve.

      And I am the only one to survive. The responsibility falls to me.

      The longship’s deck echoed with raucous laughter as the thump and drag of heavy weight scraped across the wood. Brother Amdi lifted his head to see two massive Vikings dragging the fallen, lifeless bodies of their two other prisoners toward the portside rail of the ship.

      All these men were huge, battle-scarred, and heartily provisioned for the homeward journey after having taken their plunder of the monastery in Denmark. Most of them were tattooed. None of them seemed the least bit remorseful that two of their three captured monks had expired not even halfway through their journey.

      Brother Amdi couldn’t look away as the bodies of his fellow monks were unceremoniously tossed overboard.

      “No room for these ones in low storage, eh?” The Viking with a huge gut of solid muscle turned away from the rail and dusted off his hands, chuckling.

      “Not unless you want to give up your own rations, Algeyr!”

      Another round of blistering laughter rose from over two dozen men moving about the deck, trimming the sails, hauling great armloads of their plundered loot into one massive pile toward the stern where Brother Amdi lay propped against the center mast.

      “Trade your rations with the monk’s,” another man shouted.

      The Viking who’d cracked the original heartless jest glanced at Brother Amdi and sniggered. “Not a fair trade. This one’s more likely to meet his end before Drengr opens the next barrel.”

      More laughter followed, but the amusement quickly died down as the crew returned steadfastly to their work. The ship was never willing to let anyone’s attention slip away for long.

      They still had a long way to go to sail back to wherever they’d come from, even with the drekar’s long, slender build slicing across the waters of the Labrador Sea with staggering speed now that the sails had been fully turned into the brisk winds.

      Brother Amdi bowed his head—which wasn’t difficult to do with his strength so quickly leaving him—and sent up a silent prayer for the souls of his brothers lost to the sea.

      “Don’t look so aggrieved, monk.” The Viking who’d been ordered to stand watch over Brother Amdi since they’d set sail stood squarely on the deck four feet from the monk and the pile of stolen treasure. He glanced down at Brother Amdi with a raised eyebrow, then nodded out to sea. “Your men got what they wanted, after all.”

      “Oh?” Brother Amdi coughed, his gut raging with pain from the stroke of a Viking blade that had buried its teeth into his flesh. A dribble of blood escaped the corner of his mouth, bubbling as he drew in a ragged breath. “What do you know of what they wanted?”

      “To join your one god, eh? Or does meeting their end on a Viking ship prevent your people from reaching your final resting place?”

      The monk had no reply for that. Perhaps Brother Langsom and Brother Thermund had come to believe in the Christian god through their work in the monastery. Many of the other monks had, merely by default. Brother Amdi, though, knew the difference between the centuries of studious devotion and the ultimate purpose for which his monastery had stood.

      With great effort, he shifted his weight to the side to crane his neck and peer into the clear skies over the sea.

      In the early evening of the day that would most likely be his last, the sun still hung high in the sky.

      We are close to the peak now. The Summer Solstice at its height, and here I am in the center of it all. Just a little longer…

      He had to keep this Viking guard beside him interested. Perhaps even willing to listen to a few stories, the most important of which would reveal itself as the only truth Brother Amdi had ever known. As long as he lived long enough to fulfill it.

      “Your tribe is powerful,” he muttered.

      The guard shot him another sidelong glance. “What does a monk know of power?”

      “Not much.” Brother Amdi coughed again with another gurgle of blood rattling through his chest. “My brothers never stood a chance. We both know this.”

      “None of you fought back.”

      “It is not…our way. Even if we had, your tribe would still have taken everything.”

      The Viking chuckled. “From a village of men who never learned how to fight? Of course.”

      “We are—” Brother Amdi grimaced at another flare of debilitating pain as he tried to readjust his position against the center mast. “We are artisans. Our strength lies in the recording of knowledge.”

      “Knowledge did not save you from the sword, monk.”

      “No. But history has a way of protecting us from past mistakes.”

      It had been a long shot, of course, but that one statement seemed to stoke the guard’s interest even more. Brother Amdi nodded toward the haphazard sprawl of plunder around his feet.

      “What mistakes would a monk not wish to repeat if he spends his life hiding away behind walls and scrolls?”

      “Not my own.” The monk sucked in a searing breath and risked a quick look up at his overseer. The guard raised an eyebrow, and Brother Amdi took his chances with the Viking’s patience, hoping it would be long. “Have you heard the story of the elemental humans and their blood-human rivals?”

      The Viking snorted. “We take your treasures, monk. Not your stories.”

      “Ah, but when stories are all we have, those may be the greatest treasures yet.”

      A deep frown darkened the guard’s brow, then he folded his arms and nodded. “I’ll be the judge of that.”

      Good. He’s interested. Please let me live long enough for the rest.

      Brother Amdi grunted against his pain. “Long ago, two tribes from my homeland possessed powers that may have rivaled even the strength of Vikings. Elemental humans, who wielded control over earth, fire, water, and the air. And blood humans, who were known to force new shapes onto the creatures of the land.”

      The Viking clicked his tongue. “Death delivers a different shape as well, monk.”

      “No, I do not mean death. This was the creation of monsters. Imagine a frog swelling and taking the form of a beast-like man.”

      A low chuckle escaped Brother Amdi’s guard. “This power does not sound useful.”

      “Oh, it was. For sowing war.” The monk spat a glob of his own blood onto the deck, though most of it dribbled down his chin to join the rest of the blood soaking his cassock and his skin. “These tribes battled for ages until the elementals had had enough. They wished to end the devastation, and in a moment of final retribution, discovered how to do this.”

      The Viking gazed out across the sea, and while he remained silent, Brother Amdi noticed the man’s thoughtful frown.

      He wants more. Give him more before he ends you.

      “The most powerful of the elemental tribe gathered to stand against the matriarch of the blood humans. They imprisoned her in a silver coffin and buried her in the coldest waters of the sea. The Circle of Creation. Elemental magic was just strong enough in this nexus of both tribes’ power to keep the matriarch at bay, dreaming for ten thousand years. When that was finished, the elementals covered the world in ice and snow and deadly cold.”

      “To rule the world without their enemies, ah?”

      “No.” Brother Amdi leaned his head back against the mast and closed his eyes. “Such a surge of power to end the war killed most of the elemental tribe. The survivors fled south in diminished numbers, thinking their duty fulfilled in their attempt to save other unwitting humans and protect them from the warring tribes. The age of ice brought peace to the land. But the blood humans have not forgotten the betrayal. Or their queen buried in the depth of the ocean’s heart.”

      The Viking chuckled. “And you believe this history of mistakes?”

      “Yes.” The monk peeled open one heavy eyelid to glance at his captor. “My brothers and I come from the last few remaining of the blood humans.”

      “Ha!” The man slapped a hand against his thigh and pointed at his prisoner. “You tell a fine tale, monk. It will not save you.”

      He thinks it is a lie. They all do. As long as it keeps them dull and witness to the truth.

      Brother Amdi glanced at the sky again, gauging how far they’d come since setting sail and how much farther the drekar had left to go until it reached the perfect place within the sea.

      Not long.

      His Viking guard dropped into a squat beside the pile of stolen treasure to rifle through the trinkets. He lifted a silver goblet and turned to smirk at the monk. “Such treasure kept by men who do not use them, eh?”

      “We gathered and cared for some valuable items, yes.” Brother Amdi slowly slid his gaze to a battered, worn scroll rolled up and tied together with twine. “The most precious of what you’ve taken today lies in that scroll.”

      With a gruff laugh, the guard found the aforementioned scroll and unburied it from the piles. Rolls of cloth and a scatter of coins fell away as he lifted the parchment paper and shook it slowly at the monk. “This is precious to you?”

      “Not the physical scroll. The recorded knowledge within.” The monk swallowed thickly. “See for yourself.”

      Smirking at the whole ordeal, the Viking jerked off the twine to unravel the scroll. “Your stories amuse me, monk. Perhaps this is the value of your people.” His smirk faded when he fully unraveled the scroll and studied it intensely with a deepening frown. “What is this?”

      “The truth.”

      “This is nothing.” The guard flicked a finger against the parchment, making Brother Amdi wince. “I have traveled half the world before I was twenty years on this earth, monk. I recognize languages you cannot fathom from where you’ve been hiding away inside stone walls. This is no language.”

      “It is.” Brother Amdi nodded slowly.

      “Then tell me what it says.” The man shuffled toward the monk, still lowered into a crouch, and held the fully unrolled scroll before him. “If you have such knowledge, prove it.”

      For the first time since seeing the Viking tribe rip through the monastery with their impressive strength, their whistling swords, and their complete lack of fear, Brother Amdi cracked a small smile. It was only a flicker at the corner of his mouth—all he could manage beneath the pain consuming his body and the rattling in his chest that came with every breath—but it was genuine.

      He glanced one more time at the sky, envisioning their location within the sea seconds before he felt the nexus of magic washing across the deck of the drekar, unnoticed by the warring Viking tribe transporting his people’s stolen treasures back to their home.

      Now. Finally.

      “As you wish.” Brother Amdi took one final glance at the Viking’s scowl, then turned his attention to the scroll.

      Of course it was no language the man or his tribe had ever seen before. The words had been lost to the human race for centuries, but Brother Amdi had spent his life studying and mastering the text, just like the others of the remaining blood-human tribe before him.

      His lips moved quickly as he read the incantation buried beneath millennia of history—of waiting and hoping for the right moment to seize their power once more.

      And as he read aloud, a cold, thick fog rolled across the waters like an oncoming storm. The light was blotted out from the sky as the fog rose all the way to the top of the highest sails, concealing the rest of the sea from these seafaring warriors journeying home.

      Beyond the longship covered in mist, the waters of the Labrador Sea churned. Great, breaking bubbles rose to the surface, growing larger and rippling across the otherwise calm waves. The longship rocked violently above the watery chaos. Huge, thick vines of ancient seaweed rose from the ocean floor, unfurling across the tumultuous surface like a clenched fist slowly opening its many-fingered hand.

      When Brother Amdi reached the end of the incantation, the waters stilled. The fog parted as swiftly as it had enclosed around the Viking drekar. The deck was completely silent as over two dozen warriors gazed in awe and trepidation around them, wondering why they’d seen the sea act in this way for the first time in all their years of voyaging.

      The Viking holding the scroll before the monk shuddered and tossed the scroll onto the pile of loot. “The weather makes as much sense as your story, monk.”

      Brother Amdi nodded slowly, his energy quickly seeping out of him. “My people never learned to navigate the waters like yours. We had need, yes, but no power over the seas. We did, however, learn the value of patience. Centuries of it.”

      With a snort, the guard rose to his feet. “Your wounds have made you mad.”

      “And yet they brought me here…”

      “Kaptain!” The cry rose from a Viking by the starboard rail. “Something in the water!”

      Men left their stations to crowd around the one who’d given up the cry, trying to see what had caused the alert.

      A long, slender rectangle of bright silver bobbed on the surface of the water, held up by a network of seaweed and vines spreading across the ocean as far as the eye could see.

      The kaptain—a fiercely tattooed Viking with his head shaved on either side of a thick braid and missing his left ear—stomped across the deck to have a look for himself. “It seems someone lost their own spoils out at sea.”

      The crew chuckled.

      “Bring it in,” the kaptain ordered. “See what has been so generously left for us.”

      The thump and slide of oars lowered into the water filled the air, and the Viking crew chopped their way through the seaweed to navigate toward the floating silver box. Four men leaned precariously over the starboard rail at the bow, reaching out toward the box with their fishing hooks on long wooden poles to drag the floating mound of seaweed toward them. The metal box thumped against the hull.

      “Pull it up!” the kaptain barked.

      Men heaved and grunted as they struggled together to lug the heavy treasure over the side of the longship. It landed with a thud and sent a warning tremble through the deck.

      Brother Amdi had stopped paying attention to the Vikings. Instead, he stared straight up at the sky now awash with the golden-orange rays of sunset.

      It is time.

      A pained grin dripping with blood crossed his haggard features, followed by a deep, relieved sigh.

      The guard who’d listened to the monk’s story turned and studied Brother Amdi with a frown. “You wish to meet your brothers and your god now, yes?”

      The monk’s eyes rolled back in his head. “The prophecy is at its end. My part is finished.”

      Scowling and casting longing glances at the silver box on the deck—knowing he would be punished if he left his post beside the dying monk—the guard sidled closer to Brother Amdi. “What did you say?”

      “You and your tribe did your part,” the monk muttered weakly. “To bring me here. To the Circle of Creation to fulfill the final piece of the prophecy. And now I have done mine.” He stared at the guard. “Tell me your name. I need to know who helped us with the last piece of our mission.”

      “Rólfr,” said the guard, reluctantly.

      “Rólfr, thank you.” The monk smiled weakly at him.

      The guard still couldn’t take his eyes away from the silver box in the center of the deck. “For what?”

      “For hunting us down, Viking. It was the only way…”

      Finally, Rólfr looked down at the monk and noticed the vacant glaze in Brother Amdi’s eyes—the pallor in the man’s face and the rapid rise and fall of his chest. “You look unwell, monk.”

      Lowering into a squat again, Rólfr reached toward the back of his belt to remove the satchel of herbs he kept on him at all times. “This may at least relieve the pain of your passing. Not all Vikings are heartless heathens. The exceptions may be few, but…”

      With a handful of pain-numbing herbs pinched between his fingers, Rólfr paused when he saw the monk’s dead eyes staring up at the darkening sky.

      The brain-addled man had finally died of his wounds. And by the gods, the monk had thanked him for taking him prisoner.

      With a sigh, the Viking returned the herbs to the pouch, strung it through his belt again, then reached out to gently close the monk’s eyes. “I am sorry you met your end this way. Go in peace to whatever afterlife you seek.”

      “Get it open, men!” the kaptain roared.

      The four men prying open the lid of the shimmering silver box—which somehow hadn’t quite lost its sheen despite the last of the day’s light fading from the sky—finally got enough leverage to pop open the seal of this watery treasure. A round of excited, curious cheers rose from the rest of the crew.

      Once the lid slid off the top and clanged to the deck, a deathly silence washed over the longship.

      Rólfr stood immediately and turned from the dead monk and the monastery’s claimed treasures. “What is it?”

      He didn’t have to ask the question, and none of the men had cause to answer. Rólfr could see for himself, and it was perfectly clear why no one on board could find it in themselves to speak.

      That was no treasure there in the silver box—at least, not the kind these Vikings had expected.

      An olive-skinned woman lay in the box on a bed of plain, undyed fabric. Her long dark hair was arranged just so around her shoulders, neatly falling across the red tunic she wore. Of course, her eyes were closed. This had to be some type of funerary vessel the crew had just dug up, but Rólfr couldn’t understand how the woman could have possibly been so perfectly preserved.

      “They imprisoned her in a silver coffin and buried her in the coldest waters of the sea,” the monk had said.

      Swallowing thickly, Rólfr glanced down at the incomprehensible scroll he’d tossed aside, then at the dead monk propped up against the center mast, then at the darkening sky above them.

      Ten thousand years. Impossible.

      Another shudder trailed down his back. Rólfr was not a man to give in to some weak artisan monk’s superstitions—or anyone’s. He’d seen the world. He’d conquered so much with his tribe and under his kaptain’s command. All he’d known and seen with his own eyes proved the monk’s tale had been just that—a tale, and nothing more.

      Until the woman lying in the still-dripping silver box gasped.

      The men standing around her stepped back immediately, muttering unbelieving curses and shoving those behind them back toward the sides of the deck.

      The woman’s bright-green eyes flew open as her back arced, forcing the woman’s chest up and out of the coffin as if she were being hauled out by the front of her tunic. Her mouth gaped as far as it would go, and when she released the breath she’d sucked in, it came out as a blood-curdling scream.

      Rólfr recognized everything within the sound. This was no scream of terror or pain. The sound split through his head with nothing but rage and the desire for vengeance—a sound he’d made before in his younger years and had heard from others of his tribe who’d lost more than they’d imagined possible.

      Ten thousand years spent dreaming of revenge…

      Rólfr’s mouth dropped open in horror when wave after pulsing wave of shimmering translucent energy burst from the screaming woman lying in that box. The force of each devastating ripple rocked the drekar violently on the perfectly still waters of the ocean and the bed of seaweed on which the Viking crew had stranded themselves.

      The rest of the crew backed farther away, but there was nowhere left to go other than to throw themselves overboard. None of them would admit to it, but they all wanted to.

      They didn’t have time.

      Two of the closest men who’d helped to pry the lid from that ancient coffin screamed and grunted, doubling over beneath the force of the magic spraying from the woman’s millennia-long resting place. Sick, wet crunches split the air as they roared in agony, their shoulders and backs popping and cracking in violent jerks before their bodies bulged against their leather vests and ripped clean through. One of them had fallen to the deck to writhe in agony, then instantly rose to all fours and let out a blood-chilling howl.

      Because he was now more beast than man—a wolf that could even stand on two legs, fur rippling across his previously bare chest and arms, four-inch claws extended from fingers curving in pain and rage.

      Then the rest of the crew was ripped from their startled horror by shifting into new shapes of their own.

      The kaptain’s flesh rippled and lost all its sun-kissed color, paling to a deathly white as his eyes glowed red and two wickedly sharp fangs sprouted from his upper jaw. With a monstrous hiss, he launched himself at the closest crewmember, whose shoulders bulged into hulking masses of muscle studded with warts and taking on a nauseatingly gray hue. They grappled with each other on the deck, snarling and bellowing.

      All the monsters from Brother Amdi’s tall tale were being created right here in front of Rólfr’s very eyes—werewolves, vampires, ogres, goblins, trolls, and orcs.

      The lookout who’d heralded the discovery of the ancient coffin let out a piercing scream as his head split into six different pieces. Each of them elongated, stretching out to complete the form of the six-headed Scylla before his wormlike body thumped across the deck in search of blood and flesh to fill each of his mouths lined in razor-sharp teeth.

      One Viking doubled in size, his newly sprouted hooves pawing at the deck as his head became that of a horned bull with glowing red eyes, his bovine nostrils spewing black smoke as he snorted and bellowed into the night sky. A minotaur on the deck of the drekar.

      Another became nothing more than a curving lump of humanoid shape made of clay—the golems come to life as they took on the dreams of the woman who’d created them and sowed even more chaos through their former crew members, all taking monstrous forms and entering the fray of battle for no reason other than they’d been commanded to do so.

      Rólfr stumbled sideways when dozens of angry hisses came from his right, and he turned to see a fellow Viking—unrecognizable now—snarling at him as dozens of snakes attached to the gorgon’s head coiled to strike.

      They were all changed. Every single man aboard this ship had taken another form, and all trace of humanity had disappeared from their hearts.

      The creation of monsters. Just like the monk said.

      With his heart pounding furiously in his chest, Rólfr dove beneath the swing of an orc’s meaty fist and hurtled through the chaotic fray toward the silver coffin. He had to close it. He had to stop the mad, undead witch’s magic before everything was overrun—

      A final pulse of energy erupted from the coffin and hurtled across the deck until it pounded through Rólfr’s chest.

      It stopped him dead in his tracks, ripping through his limbs and drowning all thought of who he’d been, who he was, and what made him not only Viking but human. The sound of his own bones breaking and rearranging inside him deafened him to the chaos on deck. Agony ripped through his very pores, and then Rólfr didn’t think anything at all.

      He was nearly gone.

      In his place stood a massive, snarling silver-back alpha werewolf, eyes flashing between silver and red as he charged through the chaos toward the coffin.

      With a bellow, he lifted the lid from the deck and slammed it haphazardly back onto the coffin. The last thought of the old Viking playing itself out.

      It wasn’t on straight all the way, and the alpha found himself transfixed for a moment, one devastating claw resting on the lid. The blood witch’s wide green eyes stared right up into his.

      He growled and shoved the lid fully back into place. His claws screeched against the metal surface, leaving a trail of shredded marks in its wake. Then he hauled the sealed metal box toward the starboard rail. It took no more than the alpha’s new and terrifying strength to get his claws beneath that box and fling it overboard.

      The box hit the water with a smack and a hollow thunk before the island of ancient seaweed reclaimed the cursed tomb to drag it beneath the waves once more.

      The battle raged behind the silver-back alpha, but he paid it no heed. Instead, he staggered to the prow as the longship caught the currents that would eventually pull it to shore.

      As the moon of the Summer Solstice lit up the deadly waters of the Labrador Sea, the alpha threw his head back and let out a long, mournful, vengeful howl.

      It almost rivaled the scream from the bloodhuman matriarch.

      It was nothing compared to the centuries of punishment the alpha and what remained of his crew would endure beneath the curse no one but a dying, bloodied monk had seen coming.
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      Present Day – Cliffs of Moher, Ireland

      Halsey Ambrosius clapped her hands together and brought down a funnel of howling wind torn from the clear night sky. Her elemental magic responded instantly to her command and launched itself toward the dozen werewolves racing across the open ground toward her.

      The full moon reflected specks of yellow and silver in the monsters’ eyes as they darted forward on all fours, racing heedlessly toward the two young fighters holding their ground between the farmland beyond and edge of the cliffs.

      Halsey’s attack caught the closest werewolf in a hurtling spiral of buffeting wind and sent the beast flying backward. It caught one of its fellow monsters and sent them both crashing away with snarling yelps.

      Her cousin Brigham stood beside her with a smirk, his cowboy boots planted firmly in the sparse grasses along the cliff. “Now you’re just trying to show off.”

      “You’re the one standing there with a fireball in your hand.” Halsey shot him a sidelong glance. “I’m just wondering when you’re going to actually use—”

      He launched the fireball at the closest werewolf streaking toward them. The flames hit the monster in its unnatural shoulder and sent it reeling backward. The attack only caught for a moment before the beast fell and rolled across the ground, inadvertently putting out the fire that would otherwise have consumed it. The werewolf snarled as it looked at the smoking wound on its fur-covered arm, the scent of burning hair and slightly charred meat filling the air.

      “Now you can stop wondering and keep fighting, huh?” Brigham flicked the lighter in his other hand and conjured the single flame into another churning ball of fire.

      “I’ve been fighting. And they just keep coming.”

      Behind them, the ocean waves crashed against the rocks beneath the moon. The spray lifted high, peppering the air with saltwater and the smell of fishy brine. As Halsey called on the foamy spray behind them and drew the water from the ocean into another funneling spear to aim at the werewolves, her cousin launched fireball after fireball, fueled by the constantly sparking lighter in his other hand.

      “They shouldn’t,” he said through gritted teeth. “I thought they sent us out here to keep things under wraps. Not to fight off an army.”

      He was right, of course. Their family, the Ambrosius Clan, had been responsible for keeping these monsters in line and out of human knowledge for generations. Despite their lineage in the monster militia and all the battles they’d shipped off to enter around the world, something was different tonight.

      With her watery attack finally powered up enough to use, Halsey launched the churning spear of seawater at a werewolf covered in red fur racing toward them. It struck the creature in the neck, crushing his larynx, and the monster dropped. Instantly, his werewolf form faded, leaving a bruised and motionless man with an unruly red beard and red tangled hair lying naked on the cliff.

      “Why now?”

      The cousins skirted down the edge of the cliff, drawing their attention to another contingent of wolves coming from the north now.

      Brigham tsked. “They’re getting ballsy.” He shot off two more fireballs in quick succession. “What’s next, huh? Ogres racing out of the caves tomorrow night to smash up the villages here?”

      His next flick of the lighter produced nothing but a tired spark. As he shook the lighter beside his ear to hear only the emptiness of completely spent fluid, Halsey rolled her eyes and pulled another spiraling windstorm from the sky. When it touched the ground where the werewolves converged now to head toward them, the monsters leapt aside to avoid the impact.

      Brigham pocketed the empty lighter and reached forward with both hands toward the spray of dirt and ripped-up grass of his cousin’s last attack. His elemental magic worked just as well on the earth and its power beneath them—though he did, of course, prefer fire—and he morphed the crushed ground into shards of thick, bullet-like projectiles before tossing them at the oncoming beasts.

      “There better not be any ogres after this,” Halsey added as she raced forward with her cousin, taking the fight to the oncoming horde of werewolves and giving themselves more space to move without being cornered off the cliff’s edge to the ocean’s raging waters below. “I need a vacation.”

      Her cousin barked out a laugh and sent a rippling wave of trembling power through the ground toward the closest werewolves, sending them flying backward like bowling pins. “We’re in Ireland, ’coz. You don’t reckon that counts as a vacation?”

      She snorted and used the broken land Brigham had disrupted to pepper another werewolf running on all fours toward them as it split from the unlikely pack. A massive boulder caught him in the chest when he leapt for the cousins and sent him crashing back down to the ground with a yelp.

      “I mean somewhere warm, Brigham.” Halsey thrust her hand into the air and drew the low-hanging cloud above them toward her, morphing it into an icy spearhead that caught another werewolf through the thigh.

      “Home’s warm enough.”

      “It’s not a vacation if I just go back to Texas and stay there. The Clan’ll just think I’ve got too much time on my hands.”

      “You do if you take a vacation.”

      “Don’t you think we’ve both earned it by now?”

      “With all these werewolves spilling out of the shadows where they don’t belong? Sure.” Brigham pulled a new lighter from his other pocket and flicked it to draw another fireball into his hand. “We ain’t done ‘til they’re back where they came from.”

      The flames illuminated his face for a split second before he flicked the lighter again, doubled the size of his raging fireball, and sent a column of churning flames spiraling into the oncoming horde.

      Halsey wiped sweat from her brow despite the chill in the air beside the sea and shook her head. “If Aunt Gracelyn heard you talking like that…”

      “You can leave my mama out of this.” Brigham chuckled and flicked the lighter again. “She’s back home, snug as a bug.”

      And I should be somewhere warm and by the ocean, with a drink in my hand and no monsters anywhere in sight. This is getting ridiculous.

      As Halsey reached with her magic toward the energy of the ocean behind them to draw more firepower, a blood-curdling howl filled the air.

      The werewolves barreling toward them skidded to a halt on all fours, each and every one of them turning their jagged noses to the air and looking over their shoulders for the source of the call.

      “Aw, really?” Brigham heaved out a dejected sigh. “Don’t tell me there’s more coming.”

      “Brigham, look.” Having abandoned her pull on the seawater, Halsey pointed toward a low mountain peak just north of them, where a mist of fog had cleared.

      The cousins had a clear view under the full moon of a massive alpha werewolf standing fully upright on two legs, his face lifted to the sky as he howled again and again.

      With snarls and obedient yelps, the werewolves fighting the Ambrosius cousins on the cliff turned tail and raced back toward the hills and that single mountain peak to the north.

      “There.” Brigham jammed the new lighter back into his pocket and dusted off his hands. “Looks like we scared them off.”

      “Really?” Halsey narrowed her eyes at the massive alpha standing in the moonlight—directly where the rest of the monsters were headed in their inexplicable retreat. “They were called back.”

      “Come on. You can’t be serious. Werewolves aren’t called to anything. They’re mindless beasts.”

      “Yeah, but…” Halsey cocked her head as the lone alpha on the mountain turned around. Just before he returned to all fours, she caught the glimmer of moonlight on the silver fur of his hunched back, and then he too was gone. “Everything about this mission is strange.”

      “’Coz, if you don’t already think monsters are strange enough, maybe you really should take that vacation. Get your wits about you again.”

      She playfully socked him in the shoulder, and he chuckled.

      They waited another minute just to be sure the attack was well and truly over. The werewolves had completely retreated.

      Not because they realized they just bit off more than they could chew. Halsey frowned at the mountain again. That silver-back alpha’s been giving orders.

      “All right. That’s over and done with.” Brigham turned to point at the naked redheaded man sprawled out on the grass. “Reckon we should clean up where we can, right?”

      “Right.” With another dubious glance at the moonlit flatland of sparse grasses along the cliffs—and one more at the illuminated mountaintop without any other sign of movement or the silver-back alpha—Halsey followed her cousin toward the body. The only evidence of their fight here.

      Among everything else the Ambrosius Clan’s monster militia had drilled into them since they were children was the importance of not leaving any evidence behind. Naked dead men who’d met their end as werewolves in a battle with two elemental humans groomed to keep monsters in line would absolutely be cause for the locals to question what had happened here tonight.

      Or any of the other frequent and mildly exhausting nights Halsey and Brigham had been sent out to various parts of the world over the last two months.

      “You don’t think there’s something else going on here?” she asked as they approached the body.

      “I think we did our job.” Brigham studied the man’s body, then gazed out over the cliff. “And I think it’s a good thing we’re right on the water now, don’t you?”

      “What?”

      “Care to help me with the old heave-ho?” He jerked his thumb over his shoulder toward the edge of the cliff.

      Halsey sighed. “Fine.”

      She reached toward the ground, calling for the energy of the buried roots she knew existed here beneath the salt-dried grasses. The ground trembled, and a dozen strong, brown roots burst from the earth to obey the elemental magic calling them.

      Concentrating fiercely, Halsey directed the vines to wrap around the dead man’s body, tying him up with nature’s provided tools. Beside her, Brigham pulled more stones from the ground, and the cousins’ magic worked together to both wrap up the evidence and weigh it down to be sure the dead werewolf didn’t bob back up to the surface somewhere else along the coast.

      More than anything, this was meant to keep the human world from asking questions. To keep them ignorant to the battles the Ambrosius Clan’s family operatives waged with monsters in the darkness of night, when the creatures from so many humans’ nightmares came out to wreak havoc.

      When it was finished, they glanced at each other and shared a grim nod.

      This wasn’t the first time the cousins had carried a body between them, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last.

      It’s about to get a lot more frequent if these monsters keep acting against their usual MO like this.

      Grabbing the redheaded man’s still-warm ankles as her cousin grabbed the werewolf’s wrists, Halsey gave herself a split-second to look at the dead man’s throat crushed by her own magic.

      I wish we didn’t have to kill them just to get the others to turn back.

      The cousins half-carried, half-slid the body across the grass toward the edge of the cliff. Brigham grunted, cleared his throat, and nodded. “On three.”

      They lifted the man off the ground and swung him side-to-side like a hammock.

      “One. Two. Three!”

      The werewolf’s human body sailed over the edge of the cliff and plummeted to the dark, churning waters below just as another massive wave crashed against the deadly rocks. There was no sound of a body hitting the water beneath the roar of the ocean, but Halsey and Brigham peered over the edge anyway to be sure their handiwork had done what it was meant to do.

      Halsey expected to see the body disappear. What she didn’t expect was to see a massive carpet of seaweed floating on the surface of the water below, illuminated by the moonlight and stretching out as far as she could see.

      No, it wasn’t just floating there.

      The seaweed rippled like one giant creature in its own right, wrapping itself around the bound body to drag it under as if receiving a gift.

      Frowning, she scanned the water for signs of any other monsters beneath the waves they might have to deal with. There were just as many hiding themselves in the depths of the sea as there were in the dark shadows of mountains and forests and caves on land.

      About half a mile north of where they crouched over the cliff, on the thin strip of sandy shoreline, something silver and metallic glinted beneath the full moon. “No.”

      “Yes.” Brigham straightened and dusted off his jeans. “He’s gone.”

      She hardly heard her cousin as she stared at the metal shining in the light, half-hidden by strands of the same watery kelp that had carried the dead werewolf from view. “It’s impossible.”

      “You feeling okay?” Her cousin looked down at her with a raised eyebrow. “Because we both know this isn’t the first time you—”

      “I’m not talking about the body. I’m talking about that.”

      Brigham followed his cousin’s pointing finger up the line of the cliff to the glint of metal beneath the night sky, and his eyes widened. “What is it?”

      Swallowing thickly, Halsey leapt to her feet. “Come on. We have to be sure.”

      “Of what? Hey, nobody’s gonna find that body. Why are you so…” He puffed out a sigh as his cousin raced along the side of the cliff, occasionally peering over the edge to gauge the distance. Brigham rolled his eyes and muttered, “Here we go,” before sprinting off after her.

      The waves crashed against the cliffs with a deafening roar despite the bed of seaweed still bobbing there and stretching toward the strip of shoreline.

      “Hey! If you found another monster, ’coz, I reckon we should call it in—”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten the legend,” Halsey shouted over her shoulder.

      “What legend?”

      “The great war, Brigham. Come on. The elementals raging against the blood humans. The ancient ones who captured the blood-human matriarch and buried her in a silver coffin in the ocean before covering the world in ice to hide our ways.”

      “Well, you call it a legend, and I tend to agree with the scientists. The Ice Age was a natural part of Earth’s evolutionary—”

      Halsey spun around to face her cousin, making Brigham stumble to a halt as loose pebbles and a few larger stones skittered beneath his feet to topple over the edge of the cliff. “Oh, yeah? And what do the scientists say about people like us who can literally bend the elements to their will? What do they say about werewolves and gorgons? Trolls and vampires, huh?”

      Brigham bit down on his lower lip and frowned. “Well, if human scientists knew anything about us…”

      Rolling her eyes, Halsey spun around again and continued her path along the cliff, searching for a safe way down to the shoreline. “You know what I’m talking about. And science doesn’t explain the origin of monsters. The legend does.”

      “Halsey, no one even knows if the legend is true.” Brigham hurried after her. “You know how history works. It’s just a bunch of stories passed down over hundreds of years. Even in our family. Sure, we have magic and fight monsters, but that doesn’t mean what they told us as kids is the real deal. And anyone who was actually there before the Ice Age sure isn’t around anymore to tell us what’s real and what’s a load of—”

      “Found it.” Halsey looked up at him, her wide eyes glimmering with a mix of hopeful expectation and apprehension. “Just watch your step.”

      “Huh?”

      She disappeared over the edge of the cliff, scrambling down the sloping decline as loose earth giving way to sand crumbled beneath her boots. Halsey could only focus on the silver metal box below her, which still shimmered under the moonlight despite the new fog rolling in from the sea and occasionally blotting out the full moon. She heard Brigham struggling down the slippery slope behind her, but she couldn’t stop herself from approaching the inexplicable treasure washed ashore right here.

      Inexplicable only if the legend is everything Brigham thinks it is. But if it’s true, if it all really happened…

      Catching her breath, Halsey slowly approached the silver box. Her cousin joined her, and they stopped two feet from the silver coffin.

      The lid had been pulled completely off and now rested in the wet sand beside the open, empty tomb the Ambrosius cousins’ ancestors had forged and buried in the ocean. A line of staggeringly long claw marks slashed across the top of the lid.

      “Whoa.” Brigham puffed out a sigh and ran a hand through his hair. “Those look like werewolf marks to you?”

      “Yeah…” Halsey took one more step toward the coffin, her eyes widening with horror now as she gazed at the plain, undyed fabric lining the inside of the box. “This is it.”

      “An empty box?” Brigham kicked a patch of seaweed off his cowboy boot and snorted. “Halsey, this isn’t—”

      “What day is it?”

      “Huh? Um…Tuesday.”

      “No, the day of the year.” She turned toward her cousin, then glanced up at the full moon hanging high in the sky. “It’s the night of the—”

      “Summer Solstice,” Brigham whispered. Realization dawned on his features as he slowly looked down at the empty coffin in the sand.

      “Then it’s true. All of it.” Halsey swallowed. “The mother of monsters has returned.”

      “And she left all over again in a hurry, wouldn’t you say?” Brigham’s uneasy chuckle fell completely flat.

      Reaching out to grip her cousin’s forearm, Halsey turned to look him in the eye. “The war Meemaw told us about has already started. Right here. Right now.”

      He frowned and bit his lip. “Then we need to call home and tell everyone—”

      Another piercing howl split through the air. The cousins turned toward the cliff and the sound echoing out across the water with blood-chilling clarity.

      High on that same mountain peak, the silver-back alpha had returned, his grizzled face uplifted to howl at the moon suspended over the glistening waters of an unforgiving sea.
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      “Well, this could have gone better.”

      A bolt of sapphire energy arced overhead, sending pieces of drywall raining down on me. I poked my head up from behind my makeshift barrier of tables and couches and spotted the pair of Hunters as they crept slowly towards me. Their featureless black masks locked on me as they froze in place and hurled two more bolts of energy zinging by as I took cover.

      I looked down at Max, and I wiped the dust from the paralyzed vampire’s face. “Lucky for you, I’m under strict orders to keep you alive. On the bright side, it’s probably a good thing we were here tonight, right?”

      Fury rolled off him, and I couldn’t exactly blame him. We came here to rob him after all. It was the summer solstice, and he should have been off feeding or carrying out one of his own little plots like every other vampire does on the Night of Equals.

      “It’s a win-win, buddy. Think of what we’re taking as payment for your life.” I whispered and patted his shoulder.

      The Hunters’ footsteps receded, and I peered out to see them retreating to the doorway. A pit formed in my stomach as they turned to defend the entryway. Their midnight blue tactical armor blended in with the shadows as they stood guard, arms wreathed in tiny bolts of energy. I had the advantage in close quarters, but there was no way I could cross the room without getting cut down by their magic now.

      “Hey, where you guys going? I thought we were going to be friends?” I called out.

      And where was everyone else?

      I knew that splitting up was a terrible idea when we got inside Max’s sanctum, but speed was of the essence.

      “We are friends, Kaedin.” A familiar voice offered.

      I watched as the pair of Hunters parted, and Simon approached, smirking. Crimson covered his forearm down to his hand as he presented Lorena’s severed head up, her sightless grey eyes still wide in surprise.

      His betrayal struck me like a truck, and rage flooded through me at the sight of her. We didn’t run into a group of Hunters by accident. Simon set us up.

      “My friends and I were talking here, and we came to a decision.” Simon dropped Lorena’s head and nudged it away with a tap of his boot.

      “Oh, and here I thought we were friends, Simon. Hey, didn’t you want to be a vampire?”

      “They gave me a better offer.”

      Despite the pitfalls of being a vampire, it was hard to imagine what a better offer would be. I wasn’t sure if becoming one was what I wanted, but being a wight, having a portion of their powers without the bloodlust and vitamin D issue, was kickass at times. I was running out of options, though; Waiting them out wasn’t exactly feasible when they could just burn the building down.

      “I’m listening.”

      “Give us the Deadman’s Anchor.”

      I looked down at the ugly piece of cold iron in my hands, and everything clicked into place. The Deadman’s Anchor, an artifact capable of rendering even the most powerful vampires inert with a touch, would be a prized target by the Order and their Hunters. It surprised me that they were able to turn Simon to their cause. With his help, on the Night of Equals, losing the Deadman’s Anchor in a botched raid wouldn’t raise suspicions.

      “Ok, and if I give you the Deadman’s Anchor, I just get to waltz on out of here?”

      Simon scoffed.

      “Oh, there’s no way you can go back to Eden. I can’t have her knowing what happened tonight,” He sneered. “You’ll join the Order like me.”

      I peeked back at Simon, and his face was twisted into a fanatic grin. Fervor burned in his eyes, and I could almost taste his anticipation in the air around us as he waited for me to respond. Lorena’s lifeless eyes stared back at me, and I tightened my grip around the Deadman’s Anchor.

      “Wow. Um, that’s a pretty big life decision you’re dropping on me. What’s their side of the story?” I called out.

      Simon launched into an impassioned speech about the Order and their struggles against the darkness. I tuned him out and bent down to whisper in Max’s ear.

      “Change of plans, buddy. We’re going to need to work together if we are getting out of here. So, here’s what’s going to happen.”

      I imagined Max’s eyes going wide as he was forced to listen to my plan. In general, vampires could take a lot of punishment, and I was going to use that. Fortunately, Max was still paralyzed, and he couldn’t argue with me. I patted him on the chest and gave him a thumbs-up as Simon’s monologue wound down. Slowly I stood up.

      Drops of spittle covered Simon’s mouth, and he was flanked by both Hunters now. They did their best to appear relaxed, but the energy coursing around their forearms said otherwise. Simon raised his arms towards me. “Well, brother? What do you say? Abandon the darkness. Embrace the light!”

      I shrugged, “Ok, sure.”

      Both Hunters brought up their arms as I spoke, ready to launch energy bolts at me. They paused and looked at each other in confusion at my agreement.

      I reached down, grabbing Max by his shirt, and tossed him straight up in the air. I let the vampiric power flow through me and swung. Deadman’s Anchor struck Max in the back, sending him tumbling through the air over the makeshift barrier and toward the trio.

      No longer paralyzed, Max screamed in fury as he flew through the air and landed in front of the trio. The left Hunter tried to blast him, but his bolt went wide as the vampire slipped under his guard and punched him in the jewels. There was a sickening crunching as the blow carried him into the air and into the wall. Two more crackling lances from the other Hunter narrowly missed Max as he darted behind Simon.

      Simon’s eyes went wide as I jumped over the barrier and slammed the Deadman’s Anchor into the remaining Hunter’s knee. It popped as the hundred-pound rod connected, sweeping his feet out from underneath him. He collapsed to the ground screaming in agony.

      Simon shook off his surprise, twisted towards the exit, and ran straight into Max. He let out a gurgling scream as Max gripped him by the throat and threw him at me. I channeled every bit of my vampiric strength as I brought the Deadman’s Anchor down on Simon’s chest. The wood floor cracked and splintered as Simon hit and bounced twice before coming to rest a few feet away from me. I thrust the cold iron club out to my side and looked over to see Max, frozen less than an inch from its end.

      “Now is not the time. Work together, remember?” I chided.

      A blue flash erupted behind Max. He stumbled forward into the Deadman’s Anchor and crumpled to the ground, paralyzed. Behind him, laying on the ground, was the wounded Hunter, clutching his knee in one hand and summoning up another bolt of power in the other. I stepped over Max, swinging Deadman’s Anchor like a golf club. The Hunter’s tactical armor cracked and caved in. Blood and gore spurted from his chest as he slid lifelessly off my weapon.

      “Hunters are tough, Simon, but they don’t have our resilience,” I said, walking over to Simon as he moaned in pain. I kicked his head. “That’s for Lorena, bastard.”

      In the distance, I heard a woman shriek in pain. There were unintelligible shouts and the crashing sound of Hunter’s blasting bolts.

      No one else should be here. Who are the other Hunters fighting with?

      Simon struggled to his hands and knees, shaking off the blow to his skull. I pressed my lips together as I struck him repeatedly until I was covered in blood splatter and gore. One grim task complete; I went to the unconscious Hunter Max threw against the wall and snapped his neck.

      So much for an easy breaking and entering gig.

      I returned to Max’s limp form and knelt beside him. “I’m going to let you go one more time now. Your place is crawling with Hunters. Now, I can just leave you here and take my chances. I’ve got more than enough excuses to justify leaving.” I glanced over at Lorena’s head. Simon’s betrayal stung, and I pushed away the welling moistness at the edge of my eyes.

      An idea hit me. I whipped out my cellphone and hammered out a quick text. “Ok, so once again, this is how it’s going to play out. I just let Eden know the short bits of this story. So, if I don’t make it home in one piece with the Deadman’s Anchor, she is going to personally visit you along with Segane, Mr. Johnson, and the rest of the gang.”

      It was all a bluff, but he didn’t know that. Hunters must have put up jammers when they struck, so the text I drafted was sitting there waiting for a network connection. I was hoping he didn’t know that, however. I needed all the leverage I could muster, and name-dropping every powerful vampire in the city was at least believable since I worked for one of them. After watching him in combat, I was glad that I surprised him earlier.

      I prodded him with the Deadman’s Anchor, and he shot to his feet, standing several feet away from me with his eyes narrowed. I stood up slowly, keeping my weapon low and pointing toward the floor.

      “So, do we have a deal?”

      “You have to help me first,” Max commanded.

      I didn’t expect that.

      I tried to keep my poker face intact, but vampires were good at reading our emotions. He watched me emotionless while I processed his counteroffer.

      “Help you with what? I don’t know if you noticed, but there are several cells of Hunters crawling through your sanctum right now. We need to get out of here. Like yesterday fast.”

      Pity flashed across his face for a moment before his expression hardened. “They can have my home. I can rebuild that. I can’t let them have her.”

      “Her?”

      “My great-granddaughter, Lucy. She’s the last of my line,” he said, eyes glittering with apprehension.

      Well, crap. That changes things.

      “What the hell were you thinking? Having her come to you on the Summer Solstice of all nights.”

      “It’s the one night everyone else is busy with their own plots. No one watches me, and I have minimal interest in the eternal squabbles of my fellows.”

      The Summer Solstice, or the Night of Equals as vampires called it. The one night when their twisting hierarchy of favors and social standing was suspended. Allowing rivals and ambitious underlings the opportunity to cut new deals with other vampires or simply dispose of their betters without consequences.

      If they can.

      Which is why we’re here, so Max’s apprentice could finally be free of her master.

      “Why was she coming here in the first place?”

      “It’s … complicated,” Max stated grimly.

      “I need a short answer. Right now, or I’m out.”

      “Family is the most important thing to me, and I can’t lose her. Those mortals who share my blood have dwindled throughout the years, leaving me with just a single inheritor. I take care of her financially, on the condition she meets with me each year during the summer solstice. I can’t just watch her passively from the shadows.”

      That was not the answer I expected, but I didn’t have much time to debate this either. Trusting vampires has worked out for me so far, but there wasn’t much room for error either. Good chance that if Max broke our little truce, I wouldn’t have much time to lament my decision.

      A man cried out in pain, followed by cries of alarm below us.

      Maybe his great-granddaughter wasn’t so fragile after all.

      “We can easily get out of here, just down the stairs right over there, and bam, we’re out of the woods. It sounds like she can take care of herself.”

      “If they came for that,” Max pointed at the Deadman’s Anchor, “I assure you, she is going to need our assistance.”

      Hunters usually worked in cells of six or seven. By my count, there should only be two or three left. If what he said is correct, that means there could be another group or two here. I looked down at my weapon and shook my head.

      “You realize that going back in there is suicidal, right?”

      “If I lose her, then all of this is meaningless.”

      I shook my head and sighed. “Right in the feels, man.” I tapped my chest and then extended my hand. “Lead the way.”

      I resisted the urge to prod Max in his back as he turned. As long as Max lived through the night, and I returned the locket I stole from his office, my job here was done. The way he looked at me made me think that if anything bad happened to his great-granddaughter, I’d pay for it. I didn’t want to be looking over my shoulder for an angry vampire the rest of my life.

      Besides, it’s the right thing to do.

      Max moved like a shadow through the hallway and darted into a room to the left. I crept up slowly to the doorway, weapon at the ready. Max shot out of the room, his arms held up high, and looked at me.

      “I smelled blood and thought there was a wounded Hunter or two in there.” He whispered. Max’s eyes widened as he realized I was poised to strike. Bowing slightly, he crossed his heart and declared, “You have my word, tonight you have nothing to fear from me.”

      I relaxed slightly and gave him a curt nod.

      Soundlessly, Max turned and glided to the stairway. He paused and motioned for me to follow. The smell of death grew as I approached.

      “Give better than you get,” Max murmured.

      I stopped next to him on the landing and looked down at the carnage below. The bodies of a half-dozen Hunters were strewn across the stairs and the entryway below. Crimson pools spread across the light-colored wood floor. Several Hunters were ripped in half, and the others were peppered by three-inch holes. Around the holes, their black tactical armor was cracked and burned.

      “What the hell did this?” I gasped.

      “My Lucy, of course,” Max beamed.

      I looked up at the vampire, dumbfounded. “She needs our help?”

      The smile on Max’s face disappeared, replaced by concern. “Absolutely. She’s hurt, and if this had been the last of them,” He looked at me, “we’d be having a very different conversation right now.”

      At least we’d still be talking.

      The silence downstairs was shattered by the sounds of Hunter’s bolts sizzling through the air and drywall bursting from their impacts.

      “There it is! Kill it!” A man called out, followed by a cut-off scream and a crash.

      Max’s home could be better referred to as a mansion. There were nearly two dozen bodies on the ground floor, and it sounded like the Hunters were closing in on his great-granddaughter.

      “Where?”

      Max strained to hear for a moment and hissed, “My study. Follow.”

      Max skipped down the stairs from step to step, gracefully avoiding the blood and gore. I abandoned any pretense of stealth and followed closely behind. Max jumped up, twisting in mid-air, and grabbed the chandelier hanging there as three blue bolts of energy whizzed harmlessly underneath him. I skidded to a halt, slipping in a puddle of blood to land on my back. Reflexively, I slapped the ground and rolled over my shoulder to one knee to see four Hunters standing in the foyer’s entrance.

      One of the Hunters let out a cry and pointed right at me. The rest of the squad paused, ready to unleash another barrage of bolts at Max to look at me. I could almost feel their excitement as they took aim and blasted.

      Grabbing the nearest body, I pulled it up in front of me. The smell of burning polymers and flesh hit me as their lances of energy smashed into my gruesome makeshift shield. Heavy tactical boots thundered across the wood floor toward us from the other side of the landing. I turned to bolt out the front door, the closest source of cover, and froze at the sight of six more Hunters crashing through the door.

      The hair on my neck stood up as I recognized the Hunter in the back. Three crimson X’s were emblazoned on her helmet and shoulders. She lifted her blood-red gauntlets, and Max leaped over me, bolting up the stairs.

      A freaking Archon.

      I hurled my corpse shield towards the front door and ran up the stairs, dodging blast after blast of energy. One bolt grazed my shoulder, and burning agony pulsed through me. A second bolt struck my calf and a third burned away at the flesh on my forearm. Crackling tendrils of blue force latched onto my back and sent waves of pain crashing into me.

      Three steps from the landing, I could see Max halfway down the hallway motioning for me to hurry. I tapped into the reservoir of power bestowed by my vampiric patron, and the crippling agony from each blow ceased. I was still hurt, but at least now, the pain wasn’t overloading my senses. Reaching out with my free hand, I boosted to the landing and sprinted towards Max.

      His face was a mixture of rage and fear as I drew near. “An Archon? Here? If I make it out of this, I am going to have words with your mistress.” Max seethed.

      No one knew precisely how many Archons there were within the Order, and when they showed up, devastation was sure to follow. They were powerful Hunters of great skill and were surrounded by the best of the best Hunters in their own squad. Now, one was here with multiple groups of Hunters.

      The stairs creaked as heavy boots slowly climbed the stairs.

      “I’m hoping our intel was wrong, but you don’t happen to have a secret stash of guns or, better yet, explosives, do you?”

      Max shook his head and motioned for me to follow him into one of the rooms. The stench of death filled my nose, and I halted in the doorway at the sight of Lorena’s head on the floor. Rage flowed through me again at Simon’s betrayal, and there was too little comfort at the sight of his corpse.

      A commanding woman’s voice pierced the air. “Leech, I would speak with you.”

      I turned to see the Archon standing in the hallway’s entrance, arms held up with palms facing me. I could feel Max sink into the darkness of the office.

      “Now that you have so gracefully intruded into my home, what is it that you came to say?” Max called out.

      “I’m willing to negotiate a trade.”

      “I’m not interested in your version of salvation.” He spat.

      “You are mistaken, master vampire. I’m not here to offer you the opportunity to atone. You haven’t shown any semblance of the qualities we look for in those worthy of cleansing. But, I will leave you in peace this night and your friend downstairs if you give me your lackey and the Deadman’s Anchor.”

      “Since when do the bad guys negotiate from a position of strength?” I whispered.

      “You need survivors to spread the tales. Let the fear take hold.” Max replied softly.

      “This is a unique opportunity I’m giving you. I’ll let you discuss it amongst yourselves for a moment.” She declared.

      Max sneered. “How can you let me go? Isn’t that against your code, Archon? I thought you were the hammer that smites the wicked wherever, whenever it is found.”

      “As sure as water wears away stone, I don’t need to destroy you tonight. My honor remains intact, sir. Frankly, I’m surprised you haven’t already relinquished him to us. Perhaps you’ve finally seen enough of blood in your unnatural life that you are ready to throw it away for … a mortal?”

      Max’s hands clamped down on my shoulders like vices, and he spun me to face him. “I understand what they want with the Deadman’s Anchor, but what do they want with you? Your companion tried hard to turn you.” He looked me up and down.

      “You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “I’m not asking - “

      “No, I mean, you can’t tell me what to do. Vampires can’t compel me. Werewolves can’t mess with my emotions. I know you’re doing something, but it just doesn’t work on me.”

      Max’s eye went wide. “Give me the Deadman’s Anchor,” He commanded. His voice thrummed with power and struck me bodily. There was a part of me that wanted to obey him, hand over this ancient artifact and avoid his wrath. Like the countless attempts of others over the past few months, the feeling fled nearly instantly.

      “No. See, it’s that easy.”

      Max’s eyes widened in surprise as I watched dozens of thoughts flash through his mind. A vampire’s ability to compel people wasn’t totally foolproof. Still, it always had some effect, even if it was a nudge towards agreeing with the vampire. I held up my hand as he started to speak and pointed down the hall.

      “We have bigger issues right now than you asking me questions that I don’t know the answer to.” I could feel my collarbones strain under his grip. I tapped his hand lightly, and a small trickle of relief went through me when Max let go.

      “I don’t think she knows about my little superpower there. Otherwise, she’d know I work for Eden, not you. Makes me wonder what Simon was selling them.”

      I faced the Archon and waved, taking a step forward.

      “Hi, I’m Henchy, the henchman. Much more prestigious than a mere lackey. There seems to be a small bit of confusion here, ma’am.”

      The Archon tilted her head slightly. “What is that?”

      “I don’t work for him, so I’m not his to give away.”

      She took a step forward and excitement flooded from her. “Then you’re free to make your own choice! You are on the losing side, you realize that? It’s not too late. Join us. You’ve witnessed their depraved world, experienced the abomination that is undeath first hand. Make your life count before you are damned to their eternal darkness.” Her commanding tone disappeared as she spoke, and her words came out smoothly like a politician’s on election day.

      “Yeah, I don’t think I’m gonna buy what you’re selling, sister,” I replied.

      “That’s a pity. Humanity needs more of us. You would have made a wonderful addition to our cause.” She said remorsefully, and her hands flared bright red.

      I held up a hand for her to stop. “Whoa! Hey, hang on a sec, lady!”

      The air shimmered and wavered around her hands as they thrummed with power. I could barely make out her outline through the bright red auras. “You have no cards to play here. The Light needs more warriors for the cause. Join us or embrace the darkness you’re working for. Which is it?”

      “Hey, there’s a third option in all this that I’d like to propose.”

      “What are you playing at?” Max hissed.

      “Umm, I thought you would’ve thought of something by now. I’m just stalling.” I whispered.

      I took a step closer. “Well, I could just give you the Deadman’s Anchor. Then you let my pal and I head on out of here so you can get back to your shows. How’s that sound?”

      “You realize she’s just going to kill us, right?”

      “Of course, but maybe instead of standing there doing nothing, you might make a break for it or something while I’ve got her talking?” I said under my breath.

      The glow from her hands dimmed. The Archon stood there, her arms still upraised, silently thinking over my offer.

      “Why?” Max whispered.

      I shrugged. “Bad luck, I guess. Doesn’t matter. Maybe you can still get Lucy out of here, too.”

      “Thank you.”

      I felt Max’s presence slip away from me as the Archon’s hands flared red and twin bolts of ruby lightning shot out. I dived to the side, slamming into the wall, as both bolts struck me. The world went dark for a moment, and when I regained my senses, I was on one knee, using the wall for support.

      I hope Max was able to get out. I wasn’t going to even be a speed bump.

      The Archon tilted her head and took a few steps forward, the red crackling energy surrounding her fading to almost nothing. “How …” She murmured.

      While I couldn’t feel pain, I could still tell when I was hurt, so when I patted the new holes in my shirt, courtesy of one Archon, I was surprised. I was unhurt. My flesh was intact, with no hint of burns or even bruising. I pushed my revelation aside, knowing that if I didn’t act now, it wouldn’t matter why her lightning didn’t hurt me.

      A blood-curdling scream of pain echoed from the stairway, and the sound of bodies in tactical armor being tossed about as they crashed into plaster walls grew louder. Cries of confusion went from her Hunters as most turned to face whatever it was charging into their back ranks. I had to give the Archon credit, she didn’t flinch at the sounds of battle erupting from the stairway and kept her eyes on me.

      “You want the Deadman’s Anchor, then fine. Have it.” Deadman’s Anchor slid in my hand until I grasped it around its middle and hurled it at her with every ounce of my imbued might.

      I sprinted down the hall, not waiting to see if I hit my target or not. A wicked grin across my face as I watched her attempt to catch the cast iron rod.

      The Order is filled with some type of magic user, and as far I’ve been told, have a somewhat limited set of powers, unlike mages or even wizards. They made up for their lack of versatility with brutally efficient tactics and a distinct lack of self-preservation. They like to fight from a distance where their blasts of energy can wear down their targets and make up for their lack of physical prowess. So, when she tried to catch the hundred-pound plus metal rod I threw at her, it had the predictable effect.

      Her body flew backward, her armor and bones cracking from the impact as the rod hit her in the gut. She stumbled into the Hunters behind her, forcing them to catch her or fall down themselves. I was almost on them when Max rushed past me in a blur.

      He lashed out with a kick to her head, and a bright red starburst of energy flared between them. Max’s foot crumbled from the blow, bones shattering all the way up to his knee, and he roared in pain while trying to keep from falling.

      I closed the last few feet, scooping up the Deadman’s Anchor, and spun in a three-sixty, bringing it down on the Archon. A Hunter pushed her back, shielding her with his own body. My strike hit him in the back and drove him to the ground, where he laid still.

      I was told Hunters were fanatical, to the point of suicidal self-sacrifice, but I had chalked that up to propaganda. Two Hunters stepped into the gap over their fallen comrade with militant efficiency, throwing punches at me as the Archon disappeared into their ranks. I pushed aside the pity I felt as they engaged me. Despite their magical might, they were still only human.

      I faded back, just far enough out of their reach that their fists missed me by an inch, and lashed out with a snap kick. My booted foot cracked the Hunter’s breastplate and sent him stumbling back. I couldn’t feel the pain, but my leg protested at the impact, reminding me of my earlier wounds. The second Hunter punched me in the gut, and I allowed him to drive me back as he followed up with a series of clumsy punches and kicks.

      I snatched his arm as he threw a punch at my head, plucking it away from me. He stumbled forward as I quickly released his arm and slammed my elbow into his ribs. There was a satisfying crack and a grunt of pain as he clutched his side. The grunt turned into a howl as I swept his legs out from under him and demolished his knee caps with the Deadman’s Anchor.

      A lance of blue energy zinged past me and struck the ceiling behind me. The first Hunter was back on his feet and shot another bolt at me. I twisted sideways, letting his attack pass harmlessly by, and lunged forward, swinging Deadman’s Anchor in a sweeping blow toward his midsection. A scarlet barrier burst inches from him, and Deadman’s Anchor bounced soundlessly off it. The Archon stood behind him, her body glowing faintly as she continued to gesture in some arcane pattern.

      Behind her was pure chaos. A silver and orange furred dog-like form danced across the shoulders of her rearguard with feline grace. Sprays of crimson and cries of alarm erupted from the Hunters as it passed, and dozens of blue bolts flew wildly after it as their discipline broke. Each Hunter was only concerned about keeping their enemy away from themselves. For every bolt that landed, two more missed, and another two struck their comrades.

      Stopping to glance at the vanguard’s discipline nearly cost me as the barrier between us flickered out of existence. Two blue lances of energy flew from the Hunter, and reflexively I brought the Deadman’s Anchor up to parry. A bolt burned a thin hole through my thigh while the other deflected off Deadman’s Anchor. It flew from my grip as my leg gave out. I dropped to my knees, and the room swam. It was no longer about the pain. The damage was real, and I was at my limit.

      A shadow passed over me, and Max appeared next to the Hunter. He reached out with a hand, gripped him by his neck, and squeezed. There was a popping noise, and the Hunter went limp. Max hurled the fallen man at the Archon. The shimmering force field burst in front of her, absorbing the impact, and the body slid off slowly to the ground. Max dashed to the left, trying to get behind her, and there was a crack as a red whip of energy flicked from her and wrapped around Max’s neck.

      The vampire screamed in pain, and smoke rose from his flesh where the lash coiled around his neck. He grabbed at the cord and pulled, letting go immediately as his hands burst into flames.

      In the back, a silver-orange fox weaved between the Hunters, nipping at their legs and causing them to stumble over each other as she darted around. She paused underneath a Hunter and transformed into a seven-foot-tall lithe hybrid of human and fox crushing the unfortunate woman against the ceiling. The werefox’s claws slashed to either side, cleaving through the nearest Hunters. Gouts of blood sprayed from their wounds as they silently fell to the ground. A half-dozen Hunters were all that remained, and they sent bolt after bolt into the beast’s back. She cried out in pain, turning to face them.

      Well, Max, that is indeed a complicated family situation.

      The Archon spun, yanking on the whip in one hand, sending Max sprawling to the floor, and lifted her free hand towards Lucy. Max writhed in agony on the floor, smoke rising from his smoldering flesh. She was only a few yards from me, but it might have well been a football field between us. There was no way my legs were going to carry me that far.

      A flash of red caught my eye, and I looked down to see tiny strands of red lightning racing along my ring. Lightning identical to the Archon’s. The gold band vibrated slightly, and I could sense the energy contained within aching for release.

      Blinding light filled the hallway, silhouetting the werefox with her arms outstretched as a rage-filled screech echoed from her and drowned out the Hunters’ screams. They collapsed, curled up in fetal positions, and shook uncontrollably as Lucy’s shriek ended and the light abruptly faded.

      The Archon clenched her free hand into a fist and shook it violently. Lucy was carried up into the air by an invisible force and repeatedly slammed into the walls, ceiling, and floor - responding to the Archon’s every gesture.

      I held out my hand, channeling power from within to the ring. A millisecond of doubt ran through me when nothing happened, replaced by euphoria as the red lightning arced from the ring into the Archon’s back. Her body quivered as the magic raced through her. She fell face-first to the floor as the red whip around Max’s neck dissipated into red mist, and Lucy crashed to the floor in a bruised, beaten, bloody heap.

      I rested on all fours, exhaustion threatening to overwhelm me as I looked out at the carnage. The bodies of over a dozen Hunters framed a path of carnage Lucy carved through to get to us. She laid unconscious on the floor, her black and orange furred body covered in cuts, blood, and gore as well as burned in spots left by the Hunters’ bolts. Max’s body laid still, smoldering wherever the Archon’s magic touched him, while the Archon twitched and flopped about uncontrollably.

      Pain was nipping at the edge of my senses as my power slowly depleted, and I knew when it faded, I’d likely fall unconscious. I examined my injuries, grateful the bolts cauterized wounds, and at least I wouldn’t bleed out. It wasn’t a comforting thought as shock might take me.

      I crawled around on my hands and knees, searching for where the Deadman’s Anchor landed when my hand rested on a cracked black boot. Stars filled my vision as a booted foot kicked me in the head, and I fell onto my side, staring up at the Archon. Her black breastplate was shattered, the bottom half missing, while the rest of her armor was a mess of scorched and broken pieces. In one hand, she dragged the Deadman’s Anchor behind her. Serene, pity-filled sky blue eyes stared down at me.

      Her bruised and bloodied pale face, framed by sweat-soaked short brown hair, and her mouth twisted into a frown. “Such a waste.” She pulled a shiny knife from her belt as a shadow loomed behind her.

      A low guttural voice began chanting, and the Archon spun around. Lucy was on all fours, repeatedly reciting a short mantra and searing pain gripped me, unlike anything I’d felt before. I went rigid, laying on my side as the Archon lunged, jabbing and slashing at Lucy. Try as I might, I was unable to block the pain. Helpless, I watched as the Archon launched into a series of thrusts and slashes, methodically forcing Lucy to retreat step by step towards the stairs. Lucy was wearing a mask of concentration while she chanted and evaded each strike. Despair attempted to grip me as I realized her chanting came at a cost. Each one of the Archon’s strikes came closer and closer to striking home as Lucy struggled to maintain her mantra and elude the Archon at the same time.

      Frozen in place, unable to do anything as pain wracked my body, I realized that my wounds were knitting and healing. With each completion of her mantra, I felt flesh mend and regrow.

      The chant turned into a shriek of pain. The agony vanished, and I stood up as the Archon buried her knife repeatedly into the werefox’s thigh. Horror filled me as smoke rose from Lucy’s wounds, and Lucy fell backward, trying to scramble away. The Archon pursued, the Deadman’s Anchor scraping the floor behind her.

      The knife was silver!

      Reinvigorated, I snatched the knife from a fallen Hunter and charged the Archon. “Hey, you forgot something!”

      The Archon’s knife plunged towards Lucy’s chest, and she whirled around to face me, mild shock on her face as I sprinted closer. I whipped my arm forward, and she crouched low to the left to dodge. Confusion graced her eyes for a moment and then widened as she realized I only faked throwing something as I closed. The Archon grunted in pain as my blade slid in up underneath her ribs. I used the impact and strength to lift her up and twisted away, letting her weight tear my knife free from her body and opening her belly in the process.

      Warm liquid gushed against me as she fell to the floor, with a terrified expression as she tried to hold in her entrails.

      “Teamwork,” I said and slit her throat.

      Lucy’s body twisted and popped as she shifted back into her human form. I averted my eyes when I noticed she was nude. Unlike my previous encounters with were-creatures and their shifting, her clothes were missing after reverting to her human form.

      “Give me your shirt.” She commanded.

      I hastily took off the remnants of my shirt. Eyes down, I handed my shirt to Lucy. With the punishment it took, it would be of little use in covering her up.

      “Oh please,” she said with pain-filled disdain. “We just killed a bunch of people together. Last thing I’m worried about is a little modesty.” I heard cloth ripping, and I turned, watching her rip my shirt in half and tying a tourniquet around her leg.

      The color drained from my face as I realized how badly she was hurt, and my first thought had been … other things. I shook off my embarrassment and examined her wounds. Her olive skin was one big purple-blue bruise broken up by cuts, scrapes, and burns. The worst of her injuries were from the Archon’s silver knife. Blackened and withered flesh surrounded the wound, and I could smell the infection already trying to take hold.

      “What do you need?” I asked.

      Caring for a wounded vampire is pretty straightforward. Give them an ample supply of blood, and they’ll return to full strength in no time. I had no idea how to help a were-creature of any type heal from a silvered wound, let alone multiple ones.

      “Just some clothes, time, and –” She looked me in the eyes as she chewed on her lip, “discretion.” Her gaze turned towards Max’s inert form.

      “I’ll get Max taken care of. There’s more than enough sustenance for him here. What about you? Can’t you heal yourself like you did me?”

      She shook her head and grimaced. “Take a closer look.” Lucy pointed at one of the burns on her leg.

      It was in the exact same spot I had been hit. I scanned her body and noticed several of her wounds were exactly like mine.

      Before she started chanting. Before I healed.

      I knew werewolves were tough but, the sheer punishment she took fighting all those Hunters was a testament to her strength and resilience. And she took on my own injuries in the process. I was beyond impressed.

      I whistled, “Color me impressed, Lucy. You kind of kick ass.”

      She gave me a sidelong look, and I blushed.

      A few minutes later, after ransacking one of the bedrooms and a bathroom, I returned with a medical kit and clothes which looked suspiciously Lucy-sized. I started stitching up the wounds on her leg, which would hopefully be enough to get her to a real doctor.

      “Huh, a werefox descendant of a vampire. No wonder you guys chose tonight to meet. Everyone else is so busy with their own devious plans you could meet up with neither side the wiser. Why the secrecy now? Shouldn’t be an issue now that the Accords are signed.”

      She scoffed. “A document signed under duress won’t stop centuries of bad blood and hate.”

      I grunted in acknowledgment. “Ain’t that the truth.”

      She sighed as I finished the last stitch. “My rivals would use my ties to Max against me and lead us down a different path. While I share no love for most of Max’s kind, I refuse to believe they are all malignant. We have our own bad seeds. It seems that Chicago’s new vampire leadership is of a different caliber.”

      I held my hands up, “All of this is beyond my pay grade.”

      I glanced at Max, who had managed to crawl over to another body. He was greedily draining the fleeting lifeforce from each Hunter, healing bit by bit. There was a wild look in his eyes that made me uncomfortable.

      “What were you doing here?” Lucy’s voice cut through the air like steel. Even though she was severely injured, I wasn’t convinced that I could stop her or run away if she decided she wanted to hurt me.

      I pulled the locket out of my pocket, held it up, and nodded at Max. “Something he should have done long ago. Freeing his charge from her apprenticeship. It seems dear old granddad here was keeping her from leaving the nest.”

      Lucy gave me a confused look. I frowned, unsure if I was giving way some deep dark secret about vampires or not, but I didn’t want to be on her bad side either. By my count, she just took out at least thirty Hunters by herself.

      “It’s his apprentice’s token. I guess it binds new vampires when they go through Conversion to their master. There’s a period of adjustment, they call an apprenticeship which is supposed to last fifty years. At that time, there’s some song and dance, and the fledgling vampire is given their token back and released.” I explained quickly.

      Lucy relaxed and nodded, evidently pleased with my explanation. Or maybe she didn’t really care about the intricacies of vampire culture. Either way, I didn’t have an angry, wounded, and powerful werefox on my hands.

      “Is that why they were here?” Lucy pointed at the Deadman’s Anchor.

      The blood drained from my face.

      “Yes. Eden’s not going to be very happy when I report back either. Having a turncoat in her organization is one thing, but someone working with the Order? That is something different.”

      It wasn’t unusual for vampires to spy on each other. Occasionally, that meant turning a wight to their side as a sort of double agent. Their treachery was generally limited to passing information and, in rare cases, theft.

      Lucy’s eyes widened when I mentioned my patron’s name. “Vampires make things entirely too complicated.”

      I shrugged. “Virtual immortality will do that, I guess.”

      “Why was it even here? Something that powerful in - don’t take offense, but in the care of someone so incapable of protecting it.”

      “Strict orders not to kill Max if he happened to be here. One little jab and he’s paralyzed till dawn. No harm, no foul, right?”

      She looked at Max and then at the carnage surrounding us. “Yeah, no harm …”

      “The important part here is that Max will recover.” I interrupted and eyed her wounds left by the Archon’s silver tactical knife. “What about you?”

      Lucy’s face wrinkled in indecision as she looked to Max’s still form and back to me. The silence stretched out, and I was about to say something when she let out a huff.

      She bowed her head, “It’s not good. Silver takes a long time to recover from, and I fear Max’s sanctum is no longer safe.”

      I picked up Deadman’s Anchor and hefted it over my shoulder. Jerking my thumb toward Max, I offered her my hand, “Let’s get out of here then.”

      “Where did you get that?” Lucy’s eyes were glued to my ring.

      “It was part of my last job’s severance pay,” I replied warily. “You know what it is?”

      Her eyebrow arched, indecision etched on her face for a moment before she looked at me in amazement. “You couldn’t have possibly been given this.”

      I thought about dancing the subject, and a bit of shame washed over me, remembering how I came to acquire the ring. She watched me intently, and I realized she needed some sort of answer.

      “My former employer was a werewolf, who decided I was expendable. I killed him and took this off his body.” I said quietly. It was weird admitting that I robbed someone’s corpse.

      What was the difference between robbing Max tonight and then?

      I motioned that we needed to hurry, and she shook off her disbelief. “I can’t be seen with your kind, not like this.”

      “Why? I mean, you just saved Max and me from all these Hunters and an Archon. That seems like your people are holding up their end of the Accords perfectly.” I gave her a wink.

      “Wha-what?”

      “Lucy, you are my hero. If you hadn’t noticed those Hunters as they began their assault here, Max and I would be dead. I guess we were just lucky that you happened to be passing by. Right?”

      Lucy hesitated and then nodded. “You’re going to lie, protect our secret?” She started to say more, but I held up my hand to stop her.

      “Let me put it in simpler terms. Yes, I could hold this over the two of you and probably profit handsomely from it. Max is quite rich, and I’m sure I could use your status somehow. But I was serious when I told the Archon that she forgot something. Teamwork.”

      I offered my hand again to her. She grabbed my hand, and I hauled her gently to her feet. I pulled Lucy close so she could use me for support.

      “The Order is very good at what they do, and they had a plan for each of us individually. When we started to work together, that’s the moment they were doomed. I get there’s bad blood between vampires, weres, and anyone else you can think of, for one reason or another. I kinda don’t care. People need to let go of the past if we are going to build the kind of future the Accords is trying to give us.”

      We turned to see Max slowly standing up. Other than the holes in his shredded clothes and a few blackened patches of skin, he was unhurt. His eyes narrowed briefly when he saw my arm around Lucy, replaced by a weary expression that made me feel tired. He shook his head slightly and said something under his breath.

      “What?” I called out to him.

      Before I could say anything further, Max swiftly hobbled through the carnage to the stairs, waving for us to follow him.

      He looked over his shoulder as we followed him out of his sanctum with a blood-covered wan smile. “Idealistic kids.”
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      A vengeful arsonist targets three witches

      Two fearless kids

      One stubborn spirit
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      The flames had died, but firefighters were still sending jets of water arcing into the windows of the home. Gusts of dense smoke rose into the dark sky. The air was thick with soot and the awful smell of burned plastic.

      Little coughs erupted from Tanya’s chest, and Luther removed a bandanna from his pocket. He folded it into a triangle to form a mask and placed it over his sister’s mouth, tying the ends securely in the back over her thick braids. Crouching down, Luther looked Tanya dead in the eye. “Are you sure?” he asked.

      The bandanna muffled Tanya’s tiny voice. “The lady is still in there. They have to get her out.”

      Luther and Tanya watched the frenetic activity across the street. The place was a circus. There were two fire engines and three police cars blocking the road. Neighbors were out in their bathrobes and slippers, craning their necks to get a better view. It was 2am, but none of the city workers or people in the crowd noticed the two Black kids out at night.

      Tanya shivered. Luther knew it wasn’t the chill his sister was responding to, as it was a relatively warm summer night. Being tuned in to the spirit realm meant Tanya was always cold, but her body vibrated whenever a soul touched her directly.

      Luther gripped Tanya’s hand and boldly walked towards a man with silver hair who looked like a police detective. The gentleman had a notebook in his hands and wore a suit jacket and striped tie.

      As the children approached the detective, a uniformed officer rushed to intercept. “Hey! Hey! What are you kids doing here?”

      The cop grabbed Tanya’s arm and yanked her away from Luther. Tanya gasped, and her body froze in the policeman’s grip. “This is not for viewing,” the officer growled. “Kids shouldn’t be sneaking out here. Can’t your parents control you?”

      “Excuse me, sir,” Luther said. “We need to talk to someone in charge.”

      “I’m in charge as far as you’re concerned. Get out of here.”

      “Officer Schroeder, what’s going on here?” The older detective had noticed the confrontation and moved between Luther and the uniformed cop.

      “Sir, there’s a lady in there,” Luther cried, pointing to the smoldering house.

      The older detective shook his head and spoke with authority. “We spoke to the neighbors. Ms. Martin is not home. The lights were out, and her white Volvo is not sitting in the driveway.”

      “She’s there,” Luther said emphatically. “She’s trapped in the cellar. She ran down after her dog, and a beam blocked the stairs.”

      A deep frown creased the older detective’s forehead. “And how would you know that?”

      “Yeah,” snarled the uniformed cop. “How would you know?”

      This was the moment of truth. How could Luther explain his sister and what their grandma called her “Gift of the Veil?” Tanya communicated with spirit magic. She could see and talk with the dead. But, most importantly, she could see a spirit untethered to its mortal body. A spirit detached and caught between the realms of here and over there.

      At this moment, Krystal Martin was a detached spirit, and she needed to be coaxed back into her body before it succumbed to the smoke.
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      Detective Mullins could feel the tension rising in his neck up to his jaw. He pulled his head to the right and tilted it to relieve the tightness, but it didn’t help. Officer Schroeder wanted to drag the two kids down to the station for questioning, but Mullins couldn’t see the reasoning behind that action. These were kids. The boy couldn’t be more than twelve, and the girl was perhaps seven. She was a pintsize thing, wrapped up in layers of jackets. She reminded him of his Chloe back home. Chloe, who hopefully was sound asleep and not like these two out at night.

      At the moment, the detective had both kids settled in the back seat of his vehicle. They insisted on waiting until the woman, Krystal Martin, was brought out. The boy had been right. There was a woman trapped in the basement. All the exterior signs had pointed to no one being home. If these kids hadn’t said something. Krystal Martin wouldn’t have survived at all.

      It still didn’t look good. Because of blockage on the stairs (the boy was right again), the firefighters had to knock out a small basement window. It took some time to create an opening large enough for a man to push himself through and then strap Krystal Martin to a harness to be lifted.

      She clutched a black toy poodle to her chest. All signs showed the dog was deceased. A paramedic carefully removed the tiny creature so they could administer to Krystal. They wrapped the dog in a blanket and gently placed him on the grass.

      The boy refused to give the officers the names of their parents or a home address. He was very polite and kept his eyes on the detective’s face when he spoke. Periodically, the little girl would hide her face in her brother’s chest and pull on his shirt so he would lean down. Then she would whisper in his ear.

      The last time she did this, Detective Mullins distinctly heard, “she’s here in the car.”

      The boy whispered back, “Here?”

      “Yes, she’s in the front seat.”

      Detective Mullins couldn’t help himself, and he slowly turned his head to the right for a peek. There was nothing there.

      “Can I talk to her?” The girl spoke at total volume.

      Mullins was watching the paramedics administer an oxygen mask to Krystal Martin.

      “Can I talk to her?” the girl asked again. Her voice was soft and honeyed. And once again, Mullins thought of his daughter, Chloe. In the silence, Detective Mullins realized the girl in the backseat was speaking to him and requesting permission.

      “Yes, sure, go ahead,” he muttered. His attention was on the fire captain. Officer Schroeder was speaking to the captain and gesturing at the perimeter around the house.

      “I don’t know what they are going to do with your dog,” the little girl said to the front seat of the car. “I’m sorry he’s gone. I know you loved Pumpkin very much.”

      The little girl was quiet, and then she spoke again. “I don’t know where they are taking Pumpkin, but I can ask. Mister!?”

      Mullins heard the brother whisper, “He’s a detective.”

      “Mister Detective, where are they taking Pumpkin?”

      “I’m sorry what?” Mullins watched the emergency activity across the driveway. Judging from the movements of the paramedics, it appeared the universe would grant Krystal Martin more time on this earth.

      “Where are they taking Pumpkin?” the little girl repeated. “The dog,” she added for clarification. “Ms. Martin’s dog,” she said for further clarification.

      “Why are you asking about the dog?” the brother whispered to his sister. “I’m sure the authorities will bury it.”

      “She can hear you,” the sister whispered back. “She needs Pumpkin to be with her.”

      Mullins listened to the confusing exchange occurring behind him. Why was the child talking about the dead dog? He realized he didn’t know how the body would be handled. Someone would have to contact animal control. But not him. He needed to confer with the fire captain. Mullins motioned for the man to come over to the car.

      They had an arsonist on their hands. The last phone call he had received confirmed it. Krystal Martin’s home was the third one this evening. Thank god, it was the summer solstice, and the night would be over soon. And these kids with their concern about the poor animal were not helping. He may have to concede to Officer Schroeder and take the children to the station since they refused to give him the names of parents or guardians.

      He could hear the little girl continue to have a conversation with the front seat of the car. “I’ll find out about Pumpkin, but you must go back to your body.” The tone in her voice had shifted. She was worried, maybe even scared.

      The little girl tugged on her brother’s jacket. “If she doesn’t go now, she won’t be able to. She’ll be too far away.”

      Mullins sighed, exasperated. These kids were impeding the investigation and keeping him from thinking clearly. He called Amber at the station’s front desk and asked her to ring Child Protective Services. As he spoke to Amber, he heard the rear door of the car crack open, and the corner of his eye caught the flash of green belonging to the older boy’s jacket. They were escaping.

      Mullins told Amber he’d call back and exited the car. He gestured to the uniformed officer standing nearby to grab the children. But then he realized they weren’t escaping. They were running to the gurney containing Krystal Martin. The paramedics were lifting the woman into the ambulance.

      At one point, the tiny girl turned her head and motioned for someone behind her to hurry. But there was no one behind her.

      The paramedics had secured Krystal Martin inside the vehicle. They saw the kids standing there. The little girl was frantically pointing inside the ambulance and communicating with a patch of empty air. The paramedics looked at Mullins. Their expressions filled with confusion.

      “Can we leave?” one of them shouted to Mullins.

      “Yes, yes. Go ahead,” Mullins cried.

      The paramedics pulled shut the doors, and the ambulance left for Mercy Hospital.

      “Noooo,” the little girl wailed. She turned to her brother. Her face bathed with anguish. “No, she can’t make it. She’s going to die.”

      Anxiously, the little girl turned to the space over her left shoulder. “You have to live,” the little girl said. “I’m sorry about Pumpkin, but you can’t give up.” The little girl swung around to speak to her brother, pleading for help. “Luther, she doesn’t want to go.”

      “Why won’t she go?” Luther asked. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “She keeps talking about Pumpkin,” the sister cried.

      The boy threw his arms in the air out of frustration. “Lady, you need to stop!” he yelled at the space over his sister’s head. “Are you crazy? You need to get in your body and leave my sister alone.”

      Detective Mullins was now standing next to the children. “Enough of this nonsense,” he said. “Either you give me the names of your parents, or I contact Child Protective Services and they’ll do whatever they need to do. I have an investigation to handle.”

      The boy turned to Detective Mullins and lifted his shoulders back. “Sir,” he said. “I’ll tell you the names of our family if you take my sister to the hospital and allow her to sit with Ms. Martin.”

      “This has gone far enough,” Detective Mullins responded. He was angry at himself for allowing the children to pull his attention. “The two of you are interfering with an arson investigation. This is the third fire we’ve had this evening. I need to focus on that and get my investigators their assignments and not babysit two annoying children.”

      The girl hit the ground like somebody had knocked her over.

      “Tanya!” the boy cried.

      “I’m okay,” Tanya said, and she dragged herself to her knees. She was doubled over, working to catch her breath. She pulled on her brother’s jacket to force him to lean down.

      “Where were the fires?” she asked. “The other fires. She wants to know.”

      “Sir, can you tell us where the other fires were tonight?” the boy asked.

      Detective Mullins released a string of curses in his head. This is what he deserved for mollycoddling two kids and getting sentimental because the younger child reminded him of his daughter.

      The little girl choked and coughed. Her eyes widened as she struggled to breathe.

      The boy looked from her to the detective. “Please,” he cried. “You must tell us.”

      “What’s wrong with her?” the detective asked. “Asthma?”

      “The spirit is moving in and out of her body. It’s a restless spirit, and she wants this information.”

      “What spirit? What are you talking about?”

      “Don’t you get it?” the boy shouted. “Krystal Martin’s spirit is communicating with my sister, and she wants to know about the other fires.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Detective Mullins stated. But he still wondered how the children had known about Krystal Martin being in the basement. The woman was still alive, so what was this kid talking about with a spirit communicating with his sister?

      The little girl continued to wheeze. Mullins patted around his pockets, but he had left his inhaler in the car. All this smoke and ash was not helping the child’s health.

      “Please,” the boy implored. “Tell us. Just say it. If you don’t, my sister will die and then there will be two deaths. Hers and Ms. Martin’s.”

      Oh, for god’s sake, thought Detective Mullins. Such melodrama. He pulled out the notebook from his jacket pocket and flipped it open. “The fire at 8pm was in Richmond Heights, home completely gone. Arson indicated. One casualty. The second fire was a place of business. An animal holistic hospital. Arson again. One casualty.” He remembered he was speaking to a young boy. “They got the animals out,” he added. Mullins closed his notebook and returned it to his breast pocket.

      Officer Schroeder approached on Mullin’s left. “What is she doing? Is she having an asthma attack?” he asked. He pointed toward the little girl. “I told you it wasn’t good to have those kids here. Hey, where’s your inhaler?” he asked Detective Mullins.

      Luther, the brother, stretched his arms around his sister’s body to steady her and pull her into his chest. The girl’s erratic gasping diminished. She trembled and spoke into her brother’s chest with a breathy urgency. He listened and nodded his head, showing that he understood.

      “You must take us to the hospital,” the boy entreated. “Please. I can give you more information about the fires. Those other homes belonged to Ms. Martin’s mother and sister. They were trying to do something tonight, and it didn’t work. Their names are Jade Wiseleaf and Karyn Wiseleaf.”

      “Hey!” Officer Schroeder called out, startling Mullins. Schroeder looked at the detective with an apologetic expression. “Sorry, sir. I was just coming to tell you that. The mother was Jade Wiseleaf. She was the home in the Heights. The sister was Karyn and ran the animal hospital. Both deceased, sir. Krystal Martin, here, had been married, different name, so we didn’t catch the connection at first.”

      Mullins decided he needed to focus his next actions on getting medical attention to the little girl. There was an inhaler in the glove compartment of his car. He reached down and lifted Tanya into his arms. The child was limp but breathing. So fragile.

      The growing emotion dispensing through Mullins’ body was not anger, but a mounting dread. Something was at work here—something he didn’t understand. But there was information he needed. Desperately. Right now. He drew the little girl up tight against his chest. “I will not ask how you know this because I’m probably not going to believe it,” he said to the brother. “But I need to know the following. Are there anymore fires?”

      “No,” the boy replied. “This was the last one. He’s done.”

      “Who is done?” Officer Schroeder demanded. “Give us a name, if you know so much!”

      The boy held his ground, fixing his gaze on Detective Mullins. “Take us to the hospital and allow us to sit with Ms. Martin,” he said. A hard glint flashed in his eyes. This was not a request. “Then, we’ll give you a name.”

      “Is your sister okay?” Detective Mullins asked.

      “She fainted,” Luther responded. “That happens sometimes when she gets overwhelmed.”

      “Detective Mullins, you’re not going to get caught up in this con the kids have going, are you?” sneered Officer Schroeder. “They just want some attention. How do you know he isn’t the one starting the fires?” Schroeder jabbed a finger in Luther’s direction.

      Detective Mullins sighed. “There is no way this child could have been responsible. He’s too young to drive and he couldn’t have gotten around to the different sites on public transportation. Plus, he would smell like flame accelerant.”

      Officer Schroeder didn’t bother to hide his irritation with Mullins. He swept his hand in the direction of the crowd behind the police line. “I’ve been at the other two arson sites, and we’ve got to be interviewing the spectators here. They say arsonists remain at the scene, but people are leaving now, and we’re missing our window. The guy could be long gone.”

      “Officer Schroeder, I agree you should continue interviewing the people that are here,” Detective Mullins stated. “However, these minors are currently my responsibility, and I will handle the situation as I see fit.”

      “Suit yourself,” Officer Schroder responded, and he strutted off towards the group of spectators. “Alright. Alright. Who do I still need to get a statement from?” he called out.

      Detective Mullins watched the man leave and then turned back to the young boy in front of him. “What is happening?” Detective Mullins asked. He hated the notes of fear in his voice. “What is happening here?” He held Tanya as if she were a sleeping child and he was going to carry her up the stairs and tuck her into bed. His hold on the girl felt like a steady grip on reality.

      “The spirit of Krystal Martin is untethered and has attached itself to my sister,” Luther explained. “We must go to the hospital so that the spirit can connect to its body. The doctors can’t revive Ms. Martin because the spirit is here.” He gestured around his body and Detective Mullins. “It’s too far for the spirit to get to the hospital on its own. It’s weak. So, we need to take it there through my sister.”

      “And I can’t drive,” he added with a smile.

      Detective Mullins was admiring the bravado in the boy. “Anything else?” he asked.

      “The dog’s not dead,” the boy said. He drew a deep breath into his lungs as if he were pulling in resolve and walked across the trampled front lawn of Krystal Martin’s destroyed home.

      The first responders to the scene were wrapping up, and additional barriers were being constructed. With the excitement of active flames gone, the interested crowd was dissipating. They had given the small space where the paramedics had laid the animal down a wide berth. Luther dropped to his knees and scooped up the blanket containing Pumpkin. He walked back to Mullins. “We need to get there before the sun rises,” he said.

      Mercy Hospital was ten minutes away, six minutes if he punched it. Detective Mullins was thinking about what the boy said. The doctors couldn’t revive Krystal Martin if her spirit wasn’t nearby, and it appeared that Krystal Martin’s spirit was cradled in his arms.
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      Luther sat in the front seat gingerly holding the poodle in his lap. He rubbed the fur with his hands, warming the creature and coaxing it to stir. Tanya laid out in the back seat of the vehicle like a floppy rag doll. The extra padding of the jackets allowed the seat belts to hold her in place. “The man responsible is Ms. Martin’s boyfriend, and he started the fires,” Luther shared with the detective.

      “What’s his name?” the detective demanded. He was making good time heading down San Pablo Avenue. They would be at the hospital in a few minutes.

      “I don’t know. But he was hurting Krystal, and her mother and sister were trying to stop it.”

      “Stop it? How?”

      Luther knew he couldn’t tell the detective that Krystal and her family were witches. Before she fainted, Tanya had said they were making a spell to give Krystal a protector. That protector was Pumpkin.

      Luther looked down at the little dog. It seemed ridiculous that this poodle would be a protector for a witch. Pumpkin’s chest was taking air in, but the animal hadn’t revived. For the spell to work, Pumpkin had to awaken.

      Luther couldn’t share all this with the detective. He was stretching things as they were. At least the man was assisting them, even if he didn’t understand what was happening.

      “The boyfriend learned Krystal’s family was helping her get rid of him, and that’s why he torched their homes,” he told the detective.

      “Son, I have to ask you again. How do you know these things?”

      Luther stared straight ahead as the car pulled up in front of the hospital’s emergency entrance. “Ms. Martin’s spirit is telling my sister, and my sister is trying to help her. Especially since Ms. Martin’s family is gone.”

      “You’re telling me that your sister talks to ghosts.”

      “Yes, sir. But Ms. Martin is not a ghost. She’s not dead.”

      “Yet” was the unspoken word hanging ominously in the air.

      Detective Mullins parked the car in the red zone. He didn’t comment on what Luther had shared. “Let’s get your sister inside,” was all he said.
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      Detective Mullins carried Tanya through the doors. A nurse ran up to relieve him of the girl, but he shook her off. “A woman in her twenties, Krystal Martin, was brought here in an ambulance about half an hour ago. Smoke inhalation. Point me to the room, please.” The nurse checked a chart by the front station and gave the detective directions.

      Luther followed closely behind the detective. He kept Pumpkin hidden, tucked within the blanket.

      As Mullins approached the curtained area holding Krystal, the little girl roused. She kicked and squirmed to be let down. Once her feet touched the ground, she ran to Krystal Martin’s bed. The woman looked raw with reddened skin and bandages covering burned areas of her body. Her eyes were closed. There were no beeping machines around her. The space was eerily quiet.

      The boy leaned over his sister, who was anxiously seeking a hold on Ms. Martin’s fingers. Mullins thought Krystal Martin looked dead. Were they too late? No, it was still dark outside, and the boy said they had until sunrise.

      A nurse disputed the children’s presence, but Detective Mullins stopped her. He stood a few feet behind them and watched like a sentry.
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      Luther gently placed Pumpkin on Krystal’s stomach. Tanya gripped Krystal’s fingers and bent her head as if in prayer. They waited. Luther realized he was holding his breath.

      “We brought Pumpkin,” Tanya said. “He’s right here on your belly chakra.” She reached over and patted her free hand on top of the dog wrapped in the blanket. “This should give you the energy you want.”

      Luther wondered how his sister knew about chakras. Under the blanket, a paw twitched.

      “You must enter, Krystal,” Tanya argued. “You must. You must return.”

      The silence was intense. “What’s happening?” Luther asked Tanya.

      “Shhhh,” Tanya said. “She’s arguing with her mommy and sister. She wants to stay with them. She’s always been so sad, Luther. She’s sad all the time.” Tears dropped from Tanya’s face onto the hospital bedding.

      “How do you know she was sad?” Luther asked.

      Krystal’s hand laid within Tanya’s, and the little girl silently flipped the wrist over, revealing many healed scars crossing the veins.

      “You’ve seen her before?”

      “Yes,” Tanya whispered. “But she always went back. But now that her mommy and sister are dead, she doesn’t want to be alone.”

      Luther received a tap on the shoulder. It was Detective Mullins. “See if we can get a name, please.”

      “Tanya, do you know the boyfriend’s name?”

      Luther watched his sister go silent and listen to the emotional conversation in the spirit realm. She shivered as if to emphasize how cold the tether was to her soul. Then she turned her head to gaze at her brother’s face. “It’s Schroeder. But it’s not the policeman. It’s his brother.”
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      Detective Mullins heard the name and cursed under his breath. Now it all made sense. Officer Schroeder had been at every single crime scene, walking around, talking to everyone there, touching things. Any DNA left behind from the arsonist could easily be viewed as his. One false positive, and they would stop testing. Family DNA, especially siblings, was close.

      Mullins headed out into the hallway and pulled out his phone. He instructed Amber to call Schroeder away from the arson scene and to return to the station. He’d ambush Schroeder under the guise of a debriefing. Mullins contacted another detective and told him to bring in Schroeder’s brother for arson and premeditated murder.
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      Pumpkin was reawakening. Luther could see the animal moving underneath the blanket. He glanced around to check if any hospital personnel were in the room. The detective had left them alone and was now standing in the hallway, speaking urgently into his phone.

      The miniature black poodle shook off the blanket and began kneading the woven material over Krystal’s stomach. His paws worked steadily, and his body circled around as he sought the perfect spot. He then settled in, curled into a ball of warm energy.

      Tanya emitted a smile. Luther could sense the shift in the air and the relief brought from the animal’s revival. “Here he is, Krystal,” Tanya said. “Do you feel him? Are you getting his energy?”

      Pumpkin whimpered and got up again. The poodle intentionally massaged the area with his paws and turned clockwise three times. Luther thought there was something very precise in the animal’s movements. Then he remembered this was a witch’s dog.

      Tanya was shaking Krystal’s hand. “Krystal, you don’t have much time. You must go in your body!”

      Tanya was right. Luther could see the sky turning pink over the eastern hills.

      Tanya leapt to her feet and grabbed her big brother. “I don’t know what else to do,” she cried. “She won’t go. And there is a giant cold shadow behind her mommy and sister. They have to leave, and Krystal wants to go with them.”

      Luther was at a loss. His sister was asking him to figure out how to coax a spirit back into its body. He usually let Tanya handle these things. In the past, she intuitively knew what to do or say. Most of the time, the spirits wanted to correct the cosmic injustice and return to their bodies. Krystal Martin was unreasonable. And stubborn.

      “Ms. Martin,” Luther said to the figure on the bed, even though he knew the spirit was hovering somewhere in the room. “You have got to enter your body so we can leave. You’re messing with my sister and she needs to go to bed. We are tired.” Tired of her mess was the thought that flashed in Luther’s mind. His frustration was mounting. “Get in your body! You need to feed and walk your dog because we’re not doing it! We are not taking care of it. I don’t want no damn poodle.”

      Tanya smiled, which is what Luther needed to see.

      Luther’s words seemed to do the trick. Pumpkin yipped and stretched his legs. The dog’s tail wagged, and he moved closer to Krystal’s face, administering happy licks about her chin.

      “What is that animal doing here?” screeched the nurse. She had gotten past Mullins and entered the curtained space. The woman marched over and snatched the poodle up and away from the patient. Pumpkin whined and jerked his body to release himself from the woman’s grasp.

      The noise grabbed Detective Mullins’ attention, and he reentered the room. “Do something!” Luther yelled. “We have to put Pumpkin back.”

      “The dog’s alive?” Mullins stammered. Luther realized the detective hadn’t really believed him before.

      “Yes,” Luther said as he reached to withdraw Pumpkin from the nurse’s clutches. “We were so close. Please, help us.”

      Detective Mullins got the nurse to release the toy poodle and allow Luther to take him. Outraged, the nurse threatened to go over Mullins’ head. It was unsanitary for an animal to be licking the face of a burn victim. Mullins apologized and placated and agreed it was highly unorthodox, but this was a murder investigation. The patient was an important witness, and they were making allowances. The nurse stormed out of the room, saying that they had five minutes.

      Luther didn’t know if they had five minutes. The sky was growing rosier, and once dawn broke, Krystal would miss her window to reenter the living world, allowing the big cold shadow to claim her.

      He placed Pumpkin back on the correct chakra, the belly spot, so the dog familiar could pull his witch’s essence back into her body.

      Tanya pushed herself off the floor with determination and took Krystal’s hand in hers. She spoke so softly that Luther had a hard time hearing her. “Krystal, I know you are sad. I know you are hurt. I wish I could help you more. You say you are alone, but you’re not. I will be here. I promise you I will be here. If you come back, I will be your friend.”

      Luther gasped and held his hand over his mouth. He swallowed the words, “Tanya, no,” as it was too late to utter them.

      Three seconds passed, and Krystal Martin opened her eyes.

      “Well, look at that,” Detective Mullins murmured. “Welcome back, Ms. Martin. We are very pleased to see you.”

      The flash of the sunrise sparkled in Krystal Martin’s green eyes. She turned her head to the left and smiled at Tanya. “Hello, friend,” she said through cracked, dry lips. Pumpkin reached across and licked the top of Tanya’s tiny hand.

      “I really think it is time for me to call your parents,” Detective Mullins said to Luther.

      Luther gave him their name and phone number.
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      Detective Mullins extracted a promise from the hospital that Pumpkin got to stay with the patient until someone could care for the animal while she was situated. It turned out that someone was Detective Mullins, as taking care of Pumpkin would be a good trial run for Chloe, who had been clamoring for a pet.

      Officer Schroeder was in a containment room at the station. They had arrested his brother at the airport, fleeing the country.

      An exhausted Luther sat in the hospital lounge, waiting for his parents. They’d be angry and demand explanations. Luther did not know what he’d tell them.

      Tanya lay stretched across the plastic chairs, passed out from the evening’s spiritual accomplishments. Her head rested on Luther’s thigh, but he still kept her layered with sweaters and jackets. They were in a hospital, and the possibility of encountering active and unhappy spirits was high.

      As he waited, Luther pondered their predicament. Tanya just made a promise to the spirit of a witch. What did that even mean?
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      When you work for the Magical Liaison Office, the Summer Solstice can be a giant party… or you can get dragged in to dealing with magic roundabouts and monsters.

      
        
        Note: this story is written in British English.
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      Today was not a good day. It hadn’t been ever since I had received the call from my superior. Instead of supervising the biggest Summer Solstice event in the UK at Stonehenge, enjoying the party atmosphere, I was going to Swindon. The only thing I knew about the town was that it had once been voted one of the most miserable places to live in the UK. Great.

      I drove my standard issue grey Volvo through the police roadblocks and parked in an empty discount supermarket carpark. I got out of the car and slammed the door, not attempting to hide my annoyance. My partner, Maxi, got out the other side, fiddling with the straps on his backpack as he grabbed the radar equipment he’d invented.

      A small gnome with grey hair and a bulbous nose waved at us before walking over. Sweat caused his white formal shirt to cling to him in the afternoon sun. “Agent Jones?”

      I nodded and he breathed an audible sigh of relief. As a shifter, my senses are heightened. I could smell the anxiety pouring off him.

      “Thank goodness you came, I’m in way over my head. The ground started rumbling this morning. I came as soon as I could of course, but, I mean, I run the local museum of magic, it’s not like I’m used to this sort of thing.”

      This sort of thing. Meaning any magical disturbance that could threaten the balance between humans and magical beings. Exactly the sort of thing the Magical Liaison Office, my employers, dealt with.

      I rubbed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose, “The ground isn’t rumbling now.” I pointed out.

      The gnome’s eyes widened and he looked around. No help there.

      “Alright Maxi, let’s scan the area.”

      Maxi pulled out his equipment in preparation. He ran his hands through his hair, causing it to stick up further in a mad professor style that sat oddly with his youthful face.

      I made my own survey of the so called magic roundabout, striding through the heat haze rising from the tarmac. It looked crazy to me. Five small roundabouts surrounded one larger one and judging from the traffic markings, every car could go in any direction. I was glad I hadn’t had to learn to drive here.

      I sniffed cautiously. I hated people knowing I was a shifter, but the amplified senses came in handy. Oil, metal and exhaust fumes came up from the tarmac, but there was something else too. I bent down to kneel in the centre of one of the white mini roundabouts. Elf.

      A dart of movement in the corner of my eye made me turn my head. A cloaked figure stepped from the shadows of a nearby house and raised its arms.

      “Stop right there!” I yelled. The figure turned and sprinted away, obviously. I stood up, ready to give chase, then heard a sucking noise as a portal opened behind me. I turned and looked straight into the ten shining purple eyes of a giant tarfangtula. A horse-sized spider creature straight from the fae realm. I knew this was going to be a bad day!

      The monster let out a shriek, showing sharp teeth behind its protruding pedipalps and lunged at me. I jumped to the side, narrowly avoiding its bite and drew my weapon from the holster strapped to my waistband.

      I flicked off the safety and loosed off a shot from the handheld crossbow, glad I kept it loaded. The silver tipped bolt was enchanted with fire and it lit up on contact with the giant spider’s head.

      I took the chance to reload quickly and glanced at the closing portal. At least nothing else was coming through. I shouted at the uniformed officers to “Stay back!” They wouldn’t be much use with batons and tasers anyway and I didn’t want any casualties.

      I circled around the spider as the creature howled both in pain and anger. It shook its ugly head and rushed at me again. It was too fast, its ten long legs outpacing my two and it closed its jaws on my arm, tearing through my linen suit.

      I shot the crossbow from point blank range, turning my face as the bolt ignited on contact. The tarfangtula let go and backed up a few steps, the claws on the ends of its legs thudding on the tarmac.

      Another bolt hit its abdomen and I glanced over at Maxi, still in the carpark and shaking as he tried to reload his own crossbow. The creature turned to glare at this new threat and started to run towards him.

      “Dzrak.” I swore to myself in Dwarfish, the best language for swearing among all species. I hated shifting in public but Maxi was only human and likely to get killed. I began to run towards it, my heels clicking on the road’s surface. Shifting into my large lynx form, I jumped onto the giant spider’s back. My claws scrabbled on its hard body before finding purchase, its dark blue hairs bristling as it felt me land. It reared up, trying to shake me off, but I bit down hard, my jaws piercing the shell over its abdomen.

      Yellow goo from its innards filled my mouth, burning my lips and spilling out across its back. My paws started to tingle too. Of course it was poisonous. I jumped off before it started to do some real damage, I didn’t have time to waste healing today.

      The creature was in trouble. Maxi had loosed off a couple more bolts into its head. Its legs curled and it seemed to fall back into itself. I growled as it fell twitching to the floor. I tilted my head, listening for a heartbeat. Nothing. Its yellow blood oozed out over the road, hissing slightly.

      I shifted back and walked slowly towards my partner. He was both staring and trying to play it cool.

      “You’re a shifter!”

      I nodded, wishing I had thought to have the conversation with him earlier. It comes as a shock when your work buddy turns out to be a supernatural being, but he was holding up well.

      “The sensors didn’t pick you up!” He gestured to the radar he’d been setting up before the portal had opened.

      I sighed and shook my wrist so the golden bracelet I wore showed clearly, noting the red burns from the tarfangtula’s blood on my tanned skin. “This hides my magical signature, comes in handy for the day job.”

      “And your clothes…”

      I turned my gaze up to a glare, “You did do the species training course, right?” He nodded, wide eyed at my tone, “Then you know that clothes and whatever we’re carrying form part of the transformation, it’s part of the shifter magic.”

      He went back to fiddling with the radar, “All ready boss.” Good, we were done talking about my abilities. I grimaced at the red burns on my skin. The pain was intensifying as the poison worked its way into my human skin.

      “Give me a minute.” I strode back to the car and grabbed a small green bottle from the glove box. Madam Mim’s Cure All, perfect for speeding up my natural healing and stopping the tingling electric feeling still going on in my mouth. I took a swig and carefully poured some on the burns and the bite mark on my arm, the red sores calming almost instantly. Dosed up, I marched back, picked up one of the radar machines and started slowly walking over the magic roundabout. Maxi took the other side.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long to finish the survey and I tapped my foot impatiently as Maxi loaded the data into a laptop and brought up the combined visual. He had modified the radar equipment to show magical energies as well as mundane features. I inhaled sharply.

      Underneath each of the mini roundabouts was a clear rune, outlined in wizard magic that glowed purple on the monitor. The runes were connected with glowing leylines across the five roundabouts to form a pentagram. There was more magic in the centre but we couldn’t get a clear reading. The mundane part of the radar picked up a large cavern deep underground. I hadn’t encountered a magical seal before but this one was big and judging by the size of the cavern, it needed to be. I pinched the bridge of my nose, what had we gotten into?

      Before I could say anything, Maxi pointed at the screen, “Look! It’s failing!” I leaned closer. One of the runes was glowing less brightly than the rest and the lines connecting it to the rest of the pentagram were weaker too. Great.

      I considered calling it in and getting some back-up, but the Office would be stretched with all the Solstice celebrations going on across the country and I didn’t even know what we were dealing with. Apparently neither did my superiors or they wouldn’t have sent a two person team out to deal with this level of magical incident. I rubbed the back of my neck in frustration and decided to take it out on the gnome that had called it in.

      “Right,” I called over to the small magical being who had been hovering, unsure if he should leave, but not wanting to go without my permission. “You run the local museum of magic right? This is a magical seal. You called us. What do you know about it?”

      The gnome blinked and his shirt was now soaked with sweat. He definitely knew something. “Well, I, er, you see, it’s been in place for centuries, I just never thought…” he broke off, on the point of tears. Sniffing, he continued, “I mean, it should be fine for now, everyone knows the best time to breach realms is when the fabric of realities lessens at sunrise and sunset on the days of the Solstice.”

      I sighed and decided to play nice, “Why don’t we go to the museum and you can show us what you know there? Can you ward this place for us to help the police out in case someone comes back before sunset?”

      The small gnome nodded, I had guessed right, he was a magic user. He raised his arms outwards, grey magic flowed from him as he channelled his power to form a pentagon shaped dome around the roundabout. I caught some of the police officers looking our way suspiciously. Being human, they couldn’t see the magic, but giant killer spiders and shifters were harder to explain.

      Maxi retrieved our crossbow bolts from the corpse; the Office was keen on reusing magical weaponry. Then he and the gnome got into the car while I spoke to the officer in charge. “I’m sending in a clean-up crew for that,” I pointed over my shoulder with my thumb, “we’ll be back soon, the gnome has information. Call me if anything suspicious happens.” I handed him a card from one of my pockets.

      “Like what?”

      I gave the officer a look. “Well, if you see any more hooded figures, massive arachnids, or the ground starts shaking. You know, stuff like that.”

      He was blinking at me but managed to reply, “So end of the world stuff, got it.”

      I snorted a laugh despite myself, maybe I could get to like this officer. I nodded and turned, lifting my phone to my ear to call in the tarfangtula. Normally I’d stay to supervise the clean-up but the museum wasn’t far and I planned to be back before they’d finished.
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      The gnome’s hands shook as he unlocked the museum on the edge of town. I could see why it had been voted one of the unhappiest places to live in the UK. Nondescript grey buildings loomed nearby and derelict shops lined the part of the High Street I could see. Not exactly social media snap-worthy.

      The museum was in a squat concrete building with a carved wooden door and a small brass plaque proclaiming itself as a museum of magic, run by Nerdok Neebly. I guessed it didn’t get many visitors.

      Once inside, the gnome’s posture straightened and he seemed to feel more at ease. The coolness of the building was welcome as the heat of the afternoon was still intense outside and I breathed more easily too.

      We padded over rich carpets and past small glass cases holding magical artefacts, as the gnome led us to his office.

      He took a seat behind a large mahogany leather-topped desk and gestured for us to sit on the two uncomfortable-looking chairs opposite. I sat and leaned forward, placing my hands on my knees.

      “Right, Mr, uh, Neebly, tell us everything. Fast.”

      Neebly held his hands up in a pacifying gesture, “Look, first off, it’s not like I was expecting this at all. I wanted a cushy job inside, not many people, where I could study.” He gestured at the books lining his office, “But, my predecessor did mention the seal and, technically, I’m a guardian.” He looked miserable, “It comes with the role, but the seal has been quiet for centuries. No one even knows it’s there anymore. I never thought I’d have to…I mean, I’m not equipped for…”

      I reached over and put my hand on the desk with a slap, “In my experience Neebly, no one is equipped for things like this. Now, I want to help, I really do, but I need to know what is under that seal and anything you know about who might be trying to unlock it.”

      He took a deep breath and got up, pulling back a false bookshelf to reveal an old-looking safe. He turned the dial several times and it unlocked with an anti-climactic clunk. He pulled out a book bound in red leather and a sheaf of newspaper clippings.

      “The seal was created by Merlin himself, when the last dragons roamed the earth. This was a small dwelling then, out of the way and near places of power, like Stonehenge and Avebury, that bolstered the magic. Every fifty years or so, one of the Wizard’s Council checks the runes and adds power. The next visit is due next year.”

      “So this is the weakest point in the cycle, what!” I gave Maxi a look. He was enthusiastic about everything and sometimes sounded like a public school boy.

      Neebly didn’t seem to have noticed, “Exactly right. As I said, the solstices are the time when the fabric between realities is thinnest and so the perfect time for reinforcing the seal…or attempting to destroy it.”

      Neebly scattered the newspaper clippings onto the desk, some were yellowed with age and one was from last week.

      “Over time, there have been attempts to break the seal, but the last one was in the seventies and was thwarted by the guardian at the time, a wizard called Halberd.” I nodded, I’d heard of him, but was surprised he’d accepted a post to curate this museum.

      “That’s when it was decided to build the magic roundabout to more clearly hide the runes.” He caught our looks of surprise, “Oh yes, this goes all the way to the top: the town planning committee.” I blinked and he carried on, “The cars that drive over it actually reinforce it, if they go clockwise.”

      I thought back to the roundabout, “But it looks like cars can go round that anti-clockwise too…”

      Neebly shifted uncomfortably, “Well, yes, the committee made a bit of an oversight there and unfortunately those going anticlockwise can weaken the seal. But we never really thought it was a problem. After all, the effect is counteracted by other cars and the seal is strengthened regularly.”

      I raised an eyebrow but refrained from saying anything.

      “One of the guardian’s roles is to keep an eye on the seal and note any strange goings on. Last week there were anti-social behaviour reports in the local paper of hooded figures in midsummer. A cult.” He tapped the most recent article and I scanned it. Strange bangs had been heard and glowing lights had been seen near figures wearing hooded clothing. The paper was blaming gothic teenagers, but I supposed it could have been magical.

      “What exactly are they trying to unseal Neebly?” I fixed my amber eyes on the squirming gnome.

      He opened the ancient book and pushed it across to me. Maxi leaned in close to read over my shoulder.

      The first thing I saw was the picture. The artist had clearly gone all out for horror by medieval standards and it was gruesome. A gargantuan crimson beast stood on hoofed feet, bat-like wings spread above it as it tore a human in half. Its face was buried in its victim’s torso, large teeth protruding through the flesh. I pulled my eyes to the text. Latin. Typical. I was about to make a comment to Neebly when Maxi spoke up.

      “A demon! An actual demon!”

      “You read Latin?”

      He shrugged, “Didn’t you learn at school?!”

      I made a mental note to ask which school he had gone to. “I’m a little rusty. Give me the gist of it.”

      His mouth moved as he translated, then he looked at me, his pale blue eyes wide, “It’s called an Avesuspapercabra!”

      “Abracadabra?” I didn’t even attempt to get the name right.

      Maxi rolled his eyes and corrected me, adding “It’s nasty! It can fly, and breathe fire! But that’s not the worst part! It guards the entrance to a demon realm that has been closed off for over a millennium!”

      “You’re telling me that the gates of hell are underneath a roundabout in Swindon?!”

      “In a nutshell, yes!”

      Great. No wonder this town had a bad reputation. I dreaded to think what was underneath the worst town in the UK.

      “Right, how do we fix the seal?” I was no nonsense when it came to this sort of thing. In my experience, the quicker we got to the solution the better.

      “Erm, well a wizard could strengthen the seal, but the Council is incommunicado because of the Solstice.” Neebly chimed in. I glared at him, unfairly blaming him for being unable to contact the Wizarding High Council.

      “OK, try to get a wizard here before sunrise. Got it. Plan B?”

      “As guardian, I do have an…artefact…for emergencies.”

      I stared at him, my eyes unblinking and I knew my pupils were narrowing as I fought to control my anger and keep my shifter form at bay. This was exactly the sort of thing we needed and he was telling us now!

      He got the message and went back to the safe to retrieve the relic. He placed a package bound in oilskin cloth on the desk and unwrapped it reverently to reveal a jewelled dagger. Rubies glinted in its hilt and symbols I didn’t recognise covered its blue steel blade. I could feel the magic emanating from it.

      “If this is plunged into the demon by a guardian, it will perish.”

      My expression turned from interest to horror at imagining this gnome facing off with a giant demon from hell. Neebly had turned a greenish colour as he had similar thoughts. Then he grabbed the book and started turning pages frantically.

      “I could swear you in as a guardian.” I looked around the office pointedly, I had no intention of quitting the Magical Liaison Office to set up as a museum curator. He shook his head and waved a hand dismissively, “The curator position is not obligatory, I’ll swear you both in.”

      I held up my hand, “This sounds important. What exactly does a guardian do?”

      Neebly sighed, “It’s a sacred role to guard the world from magical threats. Similar to your job really. Each eldritch seal has a guardian watching it…”

      “There’s more than one!”

      “Oh yes, quite a number really. I don’t actually know how many, it’s not like we have conventions!” Neebly laughed drily at his own joke, “As I said, it’s been more of a technicality for me. I suppose it sounded exciting when I was younger but I never really expected this and now…Anyway, I can swear you in and then the dagger will activate for you, as will other guardian objects.”

      I tried to think of another option but failed and we were running out of time before sunset. I caught Maxi’s eye and he gave me a nod.

      “Fine.” I huffed.

      Neebly’s eyes lit up and he immediately recited some words in a foreign language. Latin, I guessed. Translucent magic curled in his hands as he recited. Then he reached out and touched us both on our hands. A rune appeared then settled into my skin before disappearing. I didn’t feel any different.

      “It’s done.” Neebly sank onto his chair and offered me the dagger.

      “Oh no, you’re not getting out of this so easily, guardian. You’re coming with us.”
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      I let Maxi take the wheel for the short drive back while I put in a call to my superior about rounding up a wizard from a local Solstice event.

      “Let me get this clear Jones. You want me to find a member of the Wizarding High Council with no notice and get them to Swindon before sunset in…” I could hear him checking the chunky rolex he always wore… “ten minutes!”

      “Yes well, there’s a demon…” I tried to explain the urgency of our situation but he cut me off.

      “I’ve got elves climbing on Stonehenge, dwarves trying to burn effigies in the Welsh hills and the media is crawling over everything. And I just got a call from Gwendoline telling me you weren’t even there to meet the clean-up team you requested.” I winced, I had hoped to be back before they were done. “I don’t have time for this. Just handle it!” He hung up. Great, it looked like we were on our own.

      Maxi parked up outside the roadblock. I nodded to the officer in charge, still on duty, and flashed my badge as we strode past. He didn’t even move and stayed staring straight ahead.

      “The world didn’t end while we were away then?” I joked. Nothing. I moved closer and waved my hand in front of his eyes. He didn’t even blink. Standing this close to him I noticed the faint aura of magic on him. I turned slowly, my keen eyes taking in other officers, all equally frozen in various guard positions. One was frozen mid step as she walked to her post. This was not good.

      I hustled Maxi and Neebly to the low wall surrounding the carpark and crouched low, gesturing for them to copy me.

      “Looks like we’ve got company. Someone’s bespelled all the humans at the roadblocks. The Office isn’t sending a wizard so we’re on our own here.”

      Neebly swallowed hard. Maxi loaded his crossbow. I did the same and grabbed the dagger.

      “The plan is to stop whatever’s about to happen before it happens. Got it?” It was a rubbish plan, but it was all I had.

      I peeked over the top of the wall. Cloaked figures were apparating onto the magic roundabout. Six in total. Five stood on the smaller white roundabouts and one stood in the centre. The middle figure pushed back his hood revealing a bald head, pointed elven ears and an equally pointed neat goatee. He looked like a clerk in a bank, not who I envisaged as the leader of a cult. I sniffed deeply and recognised his scent from earlier. So he had portal magic and was strong enough to deactivate Neebly’s ward. This was going to be bad.

      He raised his arms into the air and twisted them, curling magic around them. I sprang over the wall and shouted out.

      “This is an unauthorised area for Solstice celebrations and magic use.” I made that up, but it sounded official. “I’m going to have to ask you to cease and desist… and leave.”

      I started to walk towards them, deliberately slowing my pace to appear confident. I stepped over a yellow stain on the road that was all that was left of the tarfangtula. The clean-up team was efficient, I’ll give them that. I just wished they had taken a bit longer, I could have used any help I could have got.

      The central figure laughed, a strange clipped sound as if he’d read about laughing but never tried it for real, “Aha, very good. I’m impressed you managed to dispatch the tarfangtula without any magical abilities, but we are on a deadline here and you are getting in the way.”

      He sent a bolt of magic towards me. I dodged left and it hit the wall behind me, charring the stone. He frowned at my unexpected agility. Thank you magic-dampening bracelet, surprise might be the only thing we had going for us.

      I pulled out my crossbow. “Last time I’m going to ask. You need to leave. Now.”

      The elf laughed again and this time his magic connected, hard. It pushed me to the ground and pinned me. I gasped as the pressure built. A crossbow bolt whistled overhead, striking one of the cultists in the shoulder. The pressure eased a little as the elf’s attention shifted. Thank you Maxi. More energy swirled through the air as he conjured another spell and sent it soaring towards my partner. Maxi didn’t have my supernatural reflexes but he managed to step to one side so the bolt hit his arm rather than his chest. He slumped to the ground in pain.

      “Sir, the sun!” One of the hooded figures cried out, as the light began to disappear. Satisfied we weren’t going to cause any trouble, the leader turned back to his conjuring.

      Neebly stuck his head out from behind the wall and I sensed his magic flowing around me, creating a barrier between me and the elf’s magic. I wriggled tentatively. I could move. But I didn’t want to blow my one chance at stopping this. I raised my crossbow slowly, trying not to draw attention to my movement. I needn’t have worried. The elf had a look of ecstasy on his face as he worked his ritual. The others were watching intensely.

      The large runes we had seen on the radars began to shimmer and rise up, the connecting lines between them now visible. Each cultist seemed to glow red as they added their own magic to their leader’s energy.

      I took aim and loosed a bolt. The energy from whatever ritual they were doing incinerated my bolt as it entered the boundaries of the roundabout.

      The elf turned to face me as he felt something disturb the magical field and laughed. “Aha! You are too late. He comes!”
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      I pushed myself up and was running towards them when the ground rumbled and split open, right in the middle of the roundabout. I backed up fast, not wanting to get sucked into a sinkhole and found myself next to Maxi who was slumped against the brick wall.

      The elf’s magic faltered as he jumped to keep his balance and the others staggered back to make space for the hole opening.

      Two enormous arms clawed their way up out of the crater and the creature lifted itself out, landing hard on the road with a roar that made me cover my sensitive ears.

      I remembered a bit of trivia Maxi had told me on the drive over: Swindon meant “pig hill”. It seemed almost poetic that the demon trapped underneath it partially resembled a swine. Although that was massively understating its menacing appearance.

      It stood on the tarmac, stamping huge hooves on the hard ground and shaking out its bat-like wings. Bristling dark red hairs covered its entire body, which became human-like in the torso and arms. Its head was shaped like a boar from hell, complete with sharp tusks pointing out at all angles from its snout. The creature’s eyes flamed orange and, above its flat ears, two curled horns swept upwards. It stared around and roared again, lifting its hideous head towards the sky. It almost seemed to glow in the light of the setting sun.

      “All right, Abracadabra, let’s go!” I muttered, reloading my crossbow and trying to block out the stench of sulphur, pig and goat musk that emanated from the demon and hit my heightened sense of smell so hard I could feel a headache coming on.

      “Avesuspapercabra!” Maxi corrected me with a weak smile. I rolled my eyes and darted forwards, loosing off a shot towards its head.

      The bolt connected and burst into flames. The monster roared louder this time and fixed its beady orange eyes on me. It pawed the ground with its hooves like a bull, lowered its head and charged. I darted out of its path but it stretched out one massive hand and managed to grab my braided hair. I cried out as it yanked me backwards, cursing my own vanity at keeping my hair long, then I shifted. Short fur is harder to get a hold of than a long plait and I raced off on all fours.

      The demon roared again, spitting flames into the air in frustration. It bent its head and began to chase me. I heard a hideous squelching crunching noise as it stepped on one of the cultists who was trying to get out of the way. The others were huddled near the exit for the football stadium, looking on with awe at what they had unleashed. I led the creature towards them, but the head elf put up a magical shield. I saw it just in time and leapt, using it as a springboard to change direction.

      The demon crashed through the shield as it turned to follow me. I heard the elf cry out in pain as his shield was destroyed. I gave a growl of satisfaction and kept going. I sensed more magic and risked turning my head to see a portal appearing. I doubled back, circling behind the creature and dived straight for the elf. His attention was on the portal and I connected hard. I tore into him with my claws, making sure he was disabled and trusting his elven healing abilities would prevent him from actually dying.

      The other cultists drew back as I snarled. I decided they weren’t the priority and turned back to the monster.

      It was dragging a hoof on the ground as it faced Maxi, who had managed to shoot off another crossbow bolt. I saw Neebly’s white translucent magic forming a shield, but it didn’t feel strong compared to the energy pouring off the demon. I bounded around the crater between us and jumped. I landed on the demon’s back and clawed my way up its wings, ripping the fragile membrane. It reached over its shoulder but I stayed out of reach as it howled in pain. It staggered back and I let go, jumping to the ground.

      One of its flailing hooves connected with my side and I felt at least one rib break. I landed badly, winding myself. I tried to recover but wasn’t quick enough. It grabbed me round the middle with one of its clawed hands and squeezed tightly. I yelped in pain as my ribs crunched together. It brought me up to its ugly pig face and roared again. I closed my eyes against the force of its roar, my sensitive ears deafened in this close proximity to it.

      It sniffed me and opened its mouth wide, bringing me close to its terrible jaws. I took a breath and then transformed back to my human form, wincing as my broken body shifted. I raised the dagger that had returned now I was defurred and plunged it into its nose up to the hilt. The rune on my hand reappeared, glowing white against my tanned skin. The rubies embedded in the dagger’s hilt began to glow and I felt the power from the artefact grow.

      The creature howled and dropped me to claw at the dagger sticking from its snout. I shifted again mid fall and landed hard, but upright, on my lynx feet.

      Ruby red light began to shine like a beacon from the knife and the demon disintegrated slowly, burning up from its muzzle outwards. Its shrieks hung in the air even after it had disappeared.

      Over the ringing in my ears, I heard sucking noises from the other side of the hole and turned in time to see a portal closing. The cultists had all disappeared, taking their stricken leader with them.

      I padded over to Maxi, limping as I tried to favour my broken ribs. He was pale and burnt all down one side from the bolt of magic. I shifted again to my human form.

      “You did good,” I patted his good shoulder, “Neebly, get the Cure All from the car.”

      Neebly was shaking but managed to retrieve the small green bottle. I dripped some into Maxi’s mouth and splashed it on his wounds before taking a sip myself. I rubbed a small amount on my side. It took away the immediacy of the pain, but it wouldn’t mend my ribs. I trusted my own healing abilities would do that overnight.

      The police officers, freed from their frozen states and seeing a humongous hole where a roundabout had been, ran over to help.

      “End of the world huh?” the officer in charge goggled at me.

      “You have no idea.” I muttered.
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      Three wizards turned up about five minutes later. They had felt the magical energy reverberate through Wiltshire and had decided to investigate. Typical! You want one wizard then three come at once.

      They sorted out the residual magic that hung over the roads, healed Maxi fully and then spent all Solstice night recasting the seal. Apparently one can never be too careful with a potential hellgate. I kept my mouth shut when one of them came out with that line after being conveniently absent when we were trying to prevent the seal from breaking and all hell breaking lose.

      Maxi was driving us back to London as my ribcage still hurt like hell – pun intended – I had waved away wizarding healing, trusting my own, slower abilities more. My phone rang. I winced as I retrieved it from my pocket and pulled a face as I recognised the caller ID of my superior.

      “Jones. What’s this I hear about a demon?!” he yelled down the phone. I held it away from my sensitive ears that had just about recovered from the demon’s roars. “It’s all over social media. We’ve had to explain it away as a massive gas explosion. Swindon’s town planning committee have called me! This couldn’t be a bigger mess!”

      That was when I lost my cool. “It’s not my fault that you sent a two person team to deal with a cult trying to summon a creature from hell. What did you think would happen?! You’re lucky we handled that thing and it didn’t get loose and open up a portal to the demon realm!”

      “Alright, alright. I guess you did the best you could, given the circumstances, but look Jones, the powers that be are not happy with this exposure for our Office. I think it’s best you lay low for a while, so I’m transferring you.”

      I blinked at the phone. A transfer? What the hell?

      “You’re going to our Cardiff branch until this blows over. I don’t want to hear any arguments. See me first thing tomorrow to go through the paperwork.”

      I took a breath and forced myself to spit out corporate jargon that I knew would unnerve him more than shouting. “I’m glad you’re calling me in. I’d like a chance to go through the gross negligence and reckless disregard for two of your agents’ lives when you sent us out on this job and refused my request for wizard back-up earlier this evening.”

      I could hear him thinking over the ramifications to his career before he answered more carefully. “Hmmm, yes, well, perhaps your transfer could be turned into a promotion, they do need someone to head up the Welsh office. See me tomorrow and we’ll talk.” He hung up.

      I gazed out of the car window. From the motorway, I could see bonfires and fireworks lighting up the horizon as the rest of the magical community continued to celebrate the Summer Solstice.

      Maxi reached over to pat my shoulder. I’d known today was going to be a bad day.
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      Twelve souls, seven years, one curse.

      When Mara cursed her twelve brothers, turning them into ravens by day and vampires by night, dealing with the guilt wasn’t the hardest part.

      The only way she could save them was to pledge her silence for seven years.

      On the last night of the curse, Mara must use all her strength and willpower to keep her mouth shut. Not an easy feat when the witch goading her throws a handsome obstacle in her way.

      If Mara speaks, her brothers die.

      But if she doesn’t, she’ll have someone else’s blood on her hands.

      Can Mara make it through one more night of silence to break the curse and set her brothers free? Or will the shortest night of the year feel like her longest?

      Find out in this urban fantasy retelling of the classic fairy tale, The Twelve Brothers.

      
        
        Note: this story is written in British English.
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            The Gloaming

          

        

      

    

    
      Twilight. I hate it.

      I hate waiting for the darkness to creep in and smother the world. The only good thing about this twilight: it’s the beginning of the shortest night of the year, and at sunrise the curse will end.

      As long as I can keep my mouth shut.

      I stand out front of the Enchanted Cottage, waiting for my brothers. The sound of glasses clinking and chair legs scraping the floor floats through the open door. Helena is preparing the club for another night of scantily clad girls draping themselves over randy guys, as they guzzle their body weight in liquor.

      I can already hear the laughter.

      A sound I haven’t made since I was thirteen.

      Black shapes appear in the gloaming, skimming the city high-rises before swooping between them. I follow the twelve ravens as they fly along the street. Their wingtips brush the shoulders of passers-by, startling them.

      Over the bustling city noise, the papery rustle of feathers reaches me. A shiver tickles my spine and my stomach clenches as the birds hurtle into the club, blowing my hair away from my face.

      The light inside the Enchanted Cottage is dim, and it takes a moment for my eyes to adjust. Silhouettes of eleven birds perch on several chair backs. The twelfth bird’s talons click on the bar as it walks towards Helena.

      A smile breaks across her lips. “One more night, Mara.” The barmaid runs her fingers over the raven’s silky feathers.

      I open my mouth, then snap it shut. She cackles, the sound fitting for the witch she is. For seven years, she’s goaded me with her words, but not once have I miss-stepped and let a sound past my lips.

      And I’m not about to cave during the last hours of this curse.

      My brothers’ lives depend on it.

      The stairs creak beneath my boots as I descend into the depths of the Enchanted Cottage. Flapping wings follow, and I brace myself for the onslaught. When I reach the cellar door, the birds peck my skin and claw my clothes. It doesn’t stop me from hanging the garlic in the doorway or filling the trench on the threshold with holy water. I take handfuls of rice from a sack by the stairs and scatter it on the floor.

      Eventually, each bird retreats to one of the twelve coffins lining the far wall of the cellar. One by one, I close the lids. At the twelfth coffin, I stroke the raven’s back like Helena did, then lock him away. Benjamin is the only one who lets anyone touch him.

      From the doorway, I survey the quiet room under the soft glow of the naked bulb hanging from the ceiling. In an hour, my brothers will rise, filled with bloodlust for what I hope is the last time.

      When I turn, I bump into someone. He grabs my arms to steady me, and my throat constricts as I force the rising scream down into my chest. My gaze locks onto dark eyes and a chiselled jaw, surrounded by blond mussed up hair. My heartbeat races in my ears as I take a deep breath to calm myself.

      “I didn’t mean to startle you,” he says. “Helena said to …” His gaze floats over my shoulder. He tilts his head. “Coffins. Interesting …”

      I press my palms to his chest and gently push him to the stairs.

      He glances down at my hands. “I’m Asher.” His lips twist into a lopsided smile.

      I’m suddenly aware of how close I’m standing to this guy. My mouth opens, and I force it shut again. My throat burns with words I can’t say.

      Not yet. Not until tomorrow.

      If Helena sent him down here, she must be up to something. But I can’t allow myself to be distracted, no matter how good looking this guy is. I step away from Asher, raise my fingers and sign, I don’t talk, but you probably can’t understand me.

      I return to the doorway to check the repellents that should keep my brothers at bay for half the night. If I’m lucky. The garlic garland sways as I adjust the knot.

      “My sister is deaf,” Asher says.

      I spin to face him. He stares at me, the lopsided smile still on his lips.

      You can read sign language? I ask with my hands.

      Yeah, he signs back.

      A smile tugs at the corners of my mouth, and excitement bubbles through me. There aren’t many people around me who understand my silent words. My fingers twitch. I want to ask him more questions, but I can’t risk it. I can’t risk forming a connection. Not now.

      Not when I’m so close to ending this curse.

      I suck my bottom lip between my teeth and bite it hard enough to still the happiness that’s threatening to burst out of me. Focus, Mara. I sidle past Asher and take the stairs up to the club. He follows, closing the door behind him.

      Helena stands at one end of the bar, arranging twelve lilies in a vase that has sat in the same place since the curse fell. I was so young then, just a child. If only I hadn’t picked them. But how was I supposed to know my brothers’ lives were connected to the flowers? How could I have known what price they had paid for their souls?

      Asher goes behind the bar and takes a glass from the shelf. He sets it in front of me as I slide onto a barstool, tips in a nip of vodka, then fills the glass with orange juice.

      “Helena said this was your poison.” He grins.

      I smile, then quash it by taking a gulp of the drink. The glass is cold against my lips, but the alcohol warms me as it slides down my throat.

      What else has Helena said? I sign.

      Asher shrugs. “That you’ve been through a lot, and you could use a friend.”

      I reply with a frown, wrap my fingers around my drink, then glare at Helena. What have you done to him, you witch? I want to ask, but I keep my hands still.

      “We’re expecting a busy night.” Helena’s gaze bores into me, as though she can read my thoughts. “Asher will help serve, since you’re such a lazy shit.”

      My lips part, and I slip the glass between them to take another drink. Lazy my arse. If I wanted to help, I would, but I’m not here to please Helena. I’m here because of her evil ways. The last thing I would ever do is help the witch, and she knows it. She’s trying to get me to slip up and fight back. To lash out and use my voice.

      If I had my way, I’d walk out the front door and never look back.

      After sunrise, I can do exactly that.

      I set my glass on the bar and give Helena the finger. At least there’s no misunderstanding the universal sign language for fuck you.

      The witch cackles. “The shortest night of the year could very well feel like your longest, Mara.”

      I’ve come this far, I sign. What makes you think you can break me now?

      “Oh, you’ll break.” She narrows her stare, and her eyes gleam under the lights of the club. “You think I didn’t plan this all along? How great would it be to have you come so close to lifting the curse, then on the last night, see you fail? Because you will. And when you do, your brothers will die, and their souls will make me immortal.”

      I press my lips together, then glance at Asher. He gives no indication that he heard what Helena said, keeping himself busy polishing glasses with a dish rag. He looks up and smiles.

      Shit!

      She’s bewitched him.

      Tonight is going to suck harder than my twelve brothers in a feeding frenzy.
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      The glow from the streetlights filters through the front windows, along with the outside noise, as darkness falls over the city. Asher fusses behind the bar. He sets out bowls of strawberries and props up a sign: ‘Free strawberry daiquiri for every girl’.

      Great. Everyone will be sloshed. On the upside, whatever they see tonight, they won’t remember. Helena’s enchanted alcohol will make sure of it.

      I down the last of my vodka, then slide off the barstool. The floor jolts. Something bangs. I hold my breath and listen, but no more sounds come from below. At the door, I flip the switch beside the jamb and the neon sign outside lights up. It’s green glow flashes onto the street.

      I return to my seat. Moments later, the bell above the door jingles. A group tumbles through the doorway, laughter surrounding them like a cloud. Their faces are flushed. The girls wear floral garlands, and one drapes a headscarf emblazoned with suns over the shoulder of a boy. He kisses her deeply.

      “Get a room.” One girl swats her friend on the arm.

      She giggles. “You’re jealous.”

      The girl says something else, but the static that suddenly blares from the overhead speakers drowns out her words. Asher fiddles with the stereo controls until an upbeat rock tune fills the air.

      Helena’s newly hired help mixes me another drink. I rest my elbows on the bar, swirl the orange liquid around the glass, then take a sip. I set it down again, because as much as I would love to get hammered alongside the patrons, I need to keep my wits about me. Helena has made her plans perfectly clear. She won’t stop until she gets what she wants, but neither will I.

      More people enter the club, and before long the space is filled with chatter and laughter that rises and falls in time with the music. Helena and Asher serve customer after customer, handing out free daiquiris, and mixing all sorts of drinks.

      I set one foot on the floor to see if anything is happening in the cellar. Over the years, I’ve learned how to tell the difference between the vibrations of the club upstairs, and my brothers’ movements downstairs.

      This time of the night is usually a waiting game. But soon, my brothers will attempt to break through the repellents, and I’ll need to go downstairs to restrain them, then feed them. The Enchanted Cottage is small compared to the other clubs on our strip, but there are still enough nooks and crannies to get murdered in. Keeping my two eyes on all twelve of my brothers is impossible.

      It’s better, and easier, to contain them.

      I go to the door that leads to the cellar to check it’s closed. The silver handle is the last barrier between the cellar and the club. In the early days of the curse, my brothers would reach it regularly, but now my routine is pretty solid. For the past three years, Benjamin has been the only brother who breaks out. When he shows up, my real work starts.

      Back in my seat, I pull a red scarf from my pocket, lay it on the bar, then count the twelve silver chains. I run my fingers along each one, checking the links. After setting one chain aside, I return the rest to my pocket.

      Asher leans over, indicating for me to listen. “That star on your temple, it’s beautiful. You’re beautiful.”

      His breath tickles my ear, stirring my belly until it roils with heat. His words run through me like silk, and my mind fogs. Beautiful?

      I’ve been mute by choice since I was thirteen. As a result, I’ve not had a boyfriend. Or a friend, for that matter. The temptation to speak would have been too great.

      A reply rises into my throat. I sit back quickly, touching the birthmark on my face. If he knew me, or anything about my past, he wouldn’t think I was beautiful. Looks aren’t everything. Helena is a testament to that.

      The music and voices rage around us. I clutch my glass until my fingers ache. My mouth goes dry, and I force myself to swallow my words. I had been about to thank him for the compliment. Telling someone they are beautiful is such a simple, yet lovely thing to say.

      If I had uttered a reply, I would have killed my brothers.

      I take a gulp of my drink to line my mouth, then stand from the barstool. Thank you, I sign instead.

      I mean it, he signs back. You have beautiful everything.

      Asher smiles, and I stare into his eyes, sucked into a vacuum, unable to look away. Then he frowns. Someone touches me, jolting me out of the trance. I take a moment to register my brother’s hand on my arm.

      It’s the first time in years he has been able to sneak up on me.

      “Are you all right?” Benjamin yells over the music.

      I splay my fingers and touch my thumb to my chest. Fine.

      Asher leans over the bar again. “Is he bothering you?”

      I shake my head. He returns to serving drinks but watches us from the corner of his eye. Helena has kept her distance, serving from the far end of the bar, but I don’t miss her glances or the smile that plays at her lips.

      Tonight, I’ve come too close to failing my brothers.

      Get a grip, Mara.

      Benjamin sits on the barstool beside me. I take his hand and turn it over, studying his palm. Every time he opens the door to the cellar, the silver handle burns him. At first, the wound would heal, but after so long it has left scars. I run my thumb over the rough lines, and it breaks my heart because I have done this to him.

      How many more scars do my brothers have that I cannot see?

      I raise his hand to my lips and kiss his skin, screaming inside that I’m sorry, but suppressing the words until there is an ache in my chest so fierce, I fear it might kill me.

      Benjamin wraps his hand around mine and squeezes gently, then I push my wrist towards his mouth. He holds me fast, our fingers clasped between us. This is the dance we do every night. Me offering him my blood so he won’t kill someone, and him questioning me every time.

      I would rather do this for him than let him have someone else’s death on his conscience.

      I pull my hand free, point at the mirrored wall behind the bar, then sign, You need to eat.

      Benjamin glances at his absent reflection. “When was the last time I killed someone?”

      Never, I sign, but we can’t risk it. Not after coming so far. If you took a life, and I could’ve helped, I’d never forgive myself.

      Benjamin is different from my other brothers. He has clung to his humanity. He revoked his vow to kill every girl he saw, and as a result he is the most human of all of them. The rest … they remain bloodthirsty killers while in their vampire form.

      Benjamin glances at the silver chain resting on the bar. “It will be enough. I promise.”

      But I shake my head. Over the years, Benjamin has kept me sane. Kept me strong enough to persevere and not give up on any of them. He is the only one I can trust with my life, and because of that, I push my wrist to his lips to let him drink.
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      Pain sears my wrist as Benjamin’s fangs pierce my skin. I suppress the urge to cry out. A feeling that’s still strong after all this time. Every day is a struggle not to use my voice. I thought it would get easier, but it’s harder now more than ever. I close my eyes and retreat within myself, searching for the strength to make it through this last feed.

      It has to be the last.

      How will I keep going if it isn’t?

      Benjamin withdraws his fangs, and I snap back to the present. The sounds of the club slam into my ears. Music. Voices. Laughter. My chest tightens.

      Not long, Mara.

      What comes next is my least favourite part of the night. But everything I’m doing now will be the last time I do it, because I won’t give in. No matter what Helena throws at me, I will never give up on my brothers.

      “Did he bite you?” a girl yells in my ear.

      My lips part, then I blow my breath out between clenched teeth. My tongue tingles with unspoken words. Blood trickles down my arm from the punctures in my wrist, and I cover the small wound with my other hand.

      “She’s fine,” Asher shouts over the music, passing the girl a strawberry daiquiri. She takes a sip, and moments later it’s as though she can’t see me.

      I search Asher’s face for any indication he thinks a vampire feeding from me is wrong, that vampires shouldn’t exist, but he simply smiles and continues to serve drinks.

      More people come and go, drinks in hand.

      A girl leans on the bar with her elbows.

      Asher’s eyes light up, and he signs to her, You made it.

      Had to see my big brother in action, she signs back.

      Benjamin nudges me, then asks at my ear, “He can sign. Where did Helena find him?”

      I glance along the bar to make sure the witch isn’t watching, then turn my back to the girl who must be Asher’s sister, and sign, I think she’s bewitched him. She’s trying to break me. It’s almost worked a few times.

      Benjamin stays silent and signs, You’re stronger than you think.

      “Mara,” Asher yells, leaning over. “This is my sister, Astrid.”

      I face the girl and force a smile, signing, Nice to meet you.

      Her eyes widen and she grins, her hands moving quickly to say, Are you deaf, too?

      I shake my head, signing, Mute.

      “I can speak,” she says, as her hands also form the words. Then signs, But I’m deaf.

      The floor thumps beneath us.

      Astrid glances at her feet as Asher pushes a drink into her hand. If she’s deaf, she probably felt the movement in the cellar—like I can—even though no one else noticed.

      My heart thuds faster.

      It’s almost time to face the rest of my brothers.

      Astrid sips her drink. She slides onto a barstool, her eyes glazing over more as the liquid in her glass disappears.

      I stare at the silver chain sitting in front of me. I pick it up and let it slide through my fingers, focusing on keeping my expression neutral. It helps suppress the emotions that have built up after so long and constantly threaten to explode at any moment.

      But no matter how calm I appear on the outside, I can’t fool Benjamin.

      “It’s okay.” He pushes his shirt sleeve back and bares his wrist. “I know this hurts you. It will be over soon.”

      I blink rapidly then meet his stare. He was handsome once. Before the curse. And even though he clings to his humanity, his face still bears the burden of an evil heart. I touch the thin scar on his wrist, then fasten the chain around it.

      This will be the last time.

      My blood has quenched Benjamin’s thirst, but he still must be restrained. I slip the chain through a loop under the bar, then fasten the padlock. If I had my way, I wouldn’t do this to him, but he always insists it’s for the best. For everyone.

      I slide off my seat and go behind the bar, setting eleven glasses on a tray. Helena’s lips quiver with her self-assured smile.

      “I can do that.” Asher sidles up to me. His closeness makes my head spin. “What will it be?”

      I open my mouth to say blood, then grit my teeth. The same fogginess I felt when Asher said I was beautiful creeps into my mind, settling over me like a silk sheet. I breathe deeply and push the sensation away.

      I don’t need help, I sign.

      Working quickly, I take a bottle of blood from the fridge and pour the thick liquid into the glasses. No one finds it odd. Astrid stares at the drinks but looks right through them, as she wraps her lips around the straw in a fresh daiquiri.

      Asher rushes to the cellar door to open it for me. As I pass, I stare ahead and concentrate on keeping the tray steady. When I’m halfway down the stairs, the door clicks closed, muffling the noise from the club. At the bottom of the steps, I brace myself for the moment my brothers see me.

      This part never gets easier.

      My boots thud as I step towards the door. Eleven sets of eyes turn on me, filled with a hatred that breaks my heart every time I see it. I have to tell myself these creatures are not my brothers. The curse has done this to them.

      I did this to them.

      Eight vampires crouch in a haphazard semi-circle, a pile of rice between them. They snarl, their fangs glinting in the cellar light, then return to their counting. Two more are in combat across the room. Several punches connect, then one of them thumps against the ceiling before dropping to the floor. They stop fighting long enough to glare at me.

      My eldest brother, Vincent, sits on his coffin. His legs dangle beneath him.

      He’s the one I’m most afraid of.

      The vow to kill every girl they ever saw was his idea.

      I get it, he’s angry, and he’s been angry at me for a long time, but to destroy the lives of so many because of one person’s mistake … my mistake … isn’t right.

      With a deep, steadying breath, I put the tray on the floor outside the cellar doorway. All eleven of my brothers become still, staring at the blood.

      You know how this works, I sign. We have to get through one more night.

      Deep growls and snarls come from the creatures, but they don’t move. Slowly, I step across the threshold into the room, digging the red scarf from my pocket. I lay it in my palm and fold it open. My brothers scamper to their coffins. They know if they don’t cooperate, they won’t get their feed.

      Vincent eyes me from the corner, and I decide to chain him first. My gut clenches as I approach, holding his glare. He seems different tonight, but I can’t place how. I stop in front of him, and he holds out his wrist which is ringed with a thin scar. My fingers shake as I pinch a chain and lift it, studying my brother and still trying to figure out what’s wrong.

      Then I’m weightless. I hit the hard stone floor with a thud. My breath stutters. Pain lances my hip, elbow, then head. I roll onto my side and push to sitting, breathing hard. A flurry of blurred movement races around the cellar, then Vincent stops at the doorway. He has chained the rest of my brothers to their coffins. I stagger to my feet, blinking the haze from my vision to focus on Vincent.

      How did he touch the silver?

      I stare at his hands, then realise he’s wearing gloves.

      Why didn’t I notice?

      Vincent grins, and his face twists into a grotesque mask. “Helena was right. I can use my glamour on you.” He locks his stare onto mine. “Get me the tray of blood.”

      No, I scream in my head, but my feet don’t obey. They shuffle towards Vincent, my muscles tensing as I fight his control. He steps aside and I retrieve the morbid drinks, bringing them into the cellar. He takes a glass, swallows his share of blood, then he takes another, and another, until there’s one glass left.

      The rest of my brothers pull at their chains, snarling as the silver bites into their flesh. Vincent takes the last glass and saunters towards the hungry vampires. He stops in the middle of the room, holds his arm out, then drops the glass. It smashes, spraying blood in every direction, but Vincent is now at my side near the doorway where I still clutch the tray.

      My brothers’ chains keep them out of reach of the blood smear, and my heart races at the sight of their midnight frenzy. Their fangs gnash as they struggle to get to the spilled blood.

      Vincent returns his focus to me. The tray clatters on the floor. I stumble through the doorway, retreating until I hit the stairs. My foot nudges the sack of rice, spilling the contents. I stare at it, then glance at the garlic and the holy water. Vincent gathers the rice my brothers counted, then tips it into the trench. He steps over it, moving the garlic garland aside with his gloved hands.

      What is he doing?

      I thought all twelve of them wanted this curse broken as much as I do.

      Maybe I was wrong.

      What did Helena promise you? I sign, as Vincent approaches. The stair railing presses painfully into my back.

      Vincent snarls. “Eternal life, and freedom from this prison.”

      My hands work frantically to say everything I need to. She’s lying. If I make a sound, you’ll die. You’ll all die. You’ll be free when the curse breaks. Her promises are empty. She’s the one who’ll win immortality if I open my mouth. Not you. All of this will be for nothing.

      “I don’t believe you. You should’ve cried out when I threw you.” Vincent towers over me. “I finally have the chance to be free of you and this curse.” His hand wraps around my throat. His face twists into an evil scowl. My vision darkens as he squeezes, and I claw at his hands.

      Vincent releases me and I fall to my knees. He streaks up the stairs before I can draw a breath. My limbs tingle. I concentrate on my breathing so I don’t let a gasp pass my lips. My head is heavy, and when I manage to lift it, Vincent stares down at me.

      “There are other ways to make you talk.” He rips the door open, flooding the cellar with voices and music, then disappears into the Enchanted Cottage.
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      I want to cry. To scream, rant, and yell at the top of my lungs. My throat is full of so many words I can’t say, I feel as though I’ll explode. I clench my fists and press them to my stomach, curling into myself until the feeling subsides.

      My knees are numb. When I try to stand, they buckle until I’m sitting on the cold stone floor. It takes a few minutes—time I don’t have—before the feeling returns to my legs and I can pull myself to my feet. My brothers have stopped thrashing against their chains, the lack of blood, and the silver, making them weak. They crouch, staring with the eyes of ten broken souls.

      But I can’t worry about them now.

      They’re safe down here. Or rather, everyone else is safe from them.

      I stumble up the steps. When I reach the door, the need to scream engulfs me again.

      Vincent has ripped the handle clean off.

      I press my forehead to the wood and close my eyes. How much destruction could he have caused by now? My mind creates images of a massacre waiting on the other side of this door. Maybe I should stay here until sunrise. It’s the shortest night of the year. Dawn can’t be too far off.

      But I can’t let my brother go on a killing spree. I’ve worked too hard to get to this point.

      I take a deep breath, step back, then launch myself at the door. On impact, a grunt rises into my throat, but I push it back down. I try again. The door remains closed. There’s no lock, the silver handle has always been adequate, so I just have to hit it hard enough to pop the latch. But I don’t have vampire strength. Am I even strong enough to break down a door?

      I have to be.

      Come on, Mara. You can do this.

      I adjust my stance, then slam the door again, and again. Pain flares in my shoulder each time, but I keep my head down and focus on getting to the other side. Benjamin can’t help, he’s chained to the bar, and Helena is probably cackling with glee. The thought sends a surge of anger through me.

      I hit the door again. It bursts open, and I tumble into the club, almost crying out. I kick the door closed and press my back against it. The handle on this side is still attached. It digs into my hip. My mind plays tricks for a moment, showing me the expected bloodbath, but the club is how I left it. Music blaring, people laughing and talking. Girls draping themselves over boys, and each other.

      Asher is serving drinks. Benjamin turns, catching my stare. As soon as he sees me, he’s on his feet, looking around. I search for Vincent, spotting him at the end of the bar where the vase of lilies sits.

      I push past some patrons. Asher moves towards my brother, his face awash with bewitchment. The girl at Vincent’s side turns, and I recognise Astrid’s profile. Vincent says something to Asher, then points to the lilies. Asher plucks one from the vase.

      I open my mouth to yell. The urge to speak stronger than ever. Don’t give Vincent the flower.

      But I can’t speak or get there in time to stop him.

      Vincent wraps his fingers around the stem of the lily, and my blood runs cold.

      Helena made a big deal about the lilies when she laid down the conditions of the curse. If I could, I would hide them, but she won’t allow it. While in vampire form, the flowers bind my brothers inside the Enchanted Cottage, taking away their freedom. With the flower in his possession, Vincent can go wherever he wants. He can walk out the front door into the night, and I don’t want to contemplate the number of bodies he’ll leave in his wake if he does.

      I reach the bar. Vincent catches my stare, his lips curled in a sinister smile. He tucks the lily’s stem into the buttonhole on his lapel, then grabs Astrid and is out the door before I can take another step. Asher stares after them, then goes back to serving drinks, as though nothing out of the ordinary has happened.

      Why did you do that? I move my hands frantically to form words.

      Asher shrugs, then shouts, “He seems like a nice guy.”

      Helena appears beside him. “You can save her, Mara. Speak, and he can’t hurt her.”

      I grit my teeth, then sign, But he will die. They all will.

      Helena laughs, then saunters off to serve more drinks to the thirsty patrons.

      The Enchanted Cottage is full. Why did Vincent run? He could have had all his fun here. With the lily in his hand, he’s virtually unstoppable. I glance along the bar at Benjamin, then push through the crowd to his side. A worried frown mars his face.

      “You have to go after him,” he says at my ear.

      I can’t stop him, I sign. He drank ten glasses of blood.

      Benjamin’s eyes widen. “Get my lily. We can stop him together.”

      My heart thunders in my ears. I already have one brother on the loose. If I give Benjamin his flower … It’s too risky. But this is Benjamin. I trust him. I hold his stare, searching for the feeling I had when Vincent glamoured me, but it isn’t there.

      My fingers tremble as I sign, Helena is watching.

      He leans close again. “Unchain me. I’ll do the rest.”

      I scan the club. Helena pours three drinks while keeping her eyes on us. How will we get past her? She allowed Vincent to get his flower. Maybe she’ll let this happen, too. It’s probably part of her plan anyway, and I can’t sit here while Vincent gets farther away.

      My mouth goes dry. I force a swallow, dig into my pocket for the keys to the padlock, then unchain Benjamin. He keeps his hand under the bar, raising his other to catch Asher’s attention.

      “The usual?” Asher yells over the music.

      Benjamin stares at the barman, and Asher’s eyes glaze over a little more than they already have. My brother stands and beckons Asher closer, then his lips move as he says something. Asher nods, moving along the bar towards the vase of lilies. Benjamin and I follow. I hold my breath as Asher plucks a flower, handing it to my brother. I glance at Helena. She chuckles, and my stomach roils.

      This is part of her plan.

      Benjamin pulls me out of the club. The warm night air smacks me in the face, but a shiver still runs down my spine. Benjamin twirls the stem of his lily between his fingers, raising his nose. All I smell is smog and fumes. He clutches my hand tighter and leads me down the street. We garner stares from a few people stumbling from one club to the next, but it’s otherwise quiet in the witching hour.

      Our feet pound the pavement. We turn down an alley and twist into the bowels of the city. I want Benjamin to slow down, or at least tell me where he’s taking us, so I tug his arm as hard as I can. He keeps going a little farther, then stops at the base of a fire escape.

      “Up there,” he says before I can sign any words.

      I crane my neck, then something touches my shoulder. I jump, stumbling into Asher. He catches my arm as I fight back a scream. Twice in one night! I could punch him.

      “Sorry,” Asher says.

      My fingers form the words, What are you doing?

      “I wanted to see if you’re okay.” He glances at Benjamin, who has one foot on the fire escape ladder, then back to me.

      I’m fine, I sign while gritting my teeth.

      “Your sister is on top of this building, about to be eaten by my brother,” Benjamin says.

      Asher looks up. “We better save her.”

      His casualness startles me, then I remember Helena has bewitched him, but he’s not my immediate concern. We have to reach Astrid. I don’t want her blood on my hands, or my brother’s.

      Benjamin climbs to the first platform, then leans down to help me onto the ladder. We race up the stairs, Asher behind us, until we reach the roof. I stumble off the ledge and take a few steps, my lungs aching. I expect to see Vincent with Astrid in his clutches, her neck bared and bloodied, but they stand a few paces away from each other on the other side of the roof. Astrid has her back to us while she stares out over the city. Vincent’s profile shows the smile playing at the corner of his mouth.

      “I knew it wouldn’t take you long.” Vincent faces us, closing the gap between himself and Astrid. He turns her and snakes his arm across her chest, tilting her head to the side to expose her neck. She leans against him, her eyes vacant.

      I glance at Asher, but his stare is just as empty.

      Why is Vincent doing this? We’re so close to breaking the curse. I’ve given up seven years of my life to save him. To save them all. And this is how he repays me.

      “Let her go.” Benjamin steps forward.

      “When she talks.” Vincent raises his chin towards me. Then he opens his mouth, the city lights glistening off his fangs.

      He bites Astrid’s neck.

      I part my lips, and a scream fills the night.
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      I cover my mouth, but it’s not me screaming.

      Astrid’s voice gurgles. Benjamin blurs towards Vincent. He releases the girl, wiping his bloodied mouth with the back of his hand. Astrid’s knees buckle, and she falls to the ground. My brothers’ fists connect with each other’s faces. They tumble into a blurring brawl that rolls around the rooftop.

      I’m yanked back, Asher holding me from behind. I spin to face him, to push him away, but he grips me tight. What is he doing? Damn Helena’s dirty tricks.

      “It’s all right, Mara.” He pulls me closer. “If you want to save Astrid, talk.”

      No, I scream silently. Benjamin will stop Vincent.

      A crack sounds into the night. Benjamin is at Vincent’s feet, attempting to get up, but Vincent kicks him. Benjamin slams into the already splintered door leading off the roof. It gives way, and he shoots into the stairwell. Vincent snatches something from the ground. When he stands, his lips form an evil grin.

      He twirls Benjamin’s lily between his fingers.

      Shit!

      I struggle to free myself from Asher’s grasp. My throat thrums with unspoken words. Then Asher loosens his hold. He grabs my chin to turn my head, then he’s kissing me.

      What the actual fuck!

      I beat his chest with my fists, but he presses his hands into my back and his lips harder against mine. Is this part of Helena’s plan? Did she think some guy molesting me would make me speak?

      Vincent’s laughter reaches my ears.

      Asher breaks away, and I slap him as hard as I can. I glance at Vincent, his smile crawling over my skin. Benjamin is on his knees in front of him. He’s controlling him.

      “Mara, say something.” Asher touches his lips with his fingers.

      What was that? I sign, working hard to control my breathing.

      “Say something with your voice.”

      I tap my index and middle fingers together with my thumb. No.

      Asher runs a hand through his hair, and something swings free of his collar. A black feather bound with twine. A raven feather? I lunge and rip it from his neck.

      Asher blinks. His eyes widen as he looks around. “What’s going on?”

      I move so his body blocks me from Vincent’s view, then frantically sign, Don’t move. Don’t talk. Can you remember anything?

      Asher’s brow creases. His mouth opens and closes, as though he’s searching for the right words. Then he signs, I remember all of it.

      We’re in danger, I continue with my hands. Pretend you’re still bewitched. Astrid needs you to keep it together. Vincent has to believe you’re on his side. If we want to survive, we must get his lily.

      “Benjamin.” Vincent’s voice carries across the roof. “Finish the girl.”

      Asher turns towards his sister. She’s curled in a ball on the other side of the roof, rocking on her haunches, her hand pressed to her neck. In a blur of movement, Benjamin embraces her. His actions say he’ll kill her, but his grimace shows he doesn’t want to.

      My heart breaks a little more.

      This is what I’ve tried to protect him from for so long.

      Asher hesitates. I bite my lip, hoping he won’t reveal that I’ve broken Helena’s enchantment. He turns back to me, and I plead with my eyes for him to play his part. He gives a slight nod, then grips my arm and drags me towards my brothers.

      “The task was to make her talk.” Asher shoves me, and I land on my knees in front of Vincent. Easy on the acting. “Mara value’s your lives more than my sister’s. Break her another way.”

      For a moment, I hate myself. Asher’s words are true. In the end, if I had to, I would give up Astrid’s life if it meant my brothers could be free of this curse.

      Vincent runs a finger over the petals of Benjamin’s lily. “On second thought … Benjamin, get Mara on her feet.”

      I glare at Vincent. His lily is still tucked into his lapel.

      Benjamin drops Astrid, grabs me from behind, then pulls me up. “I’m sorry.”

      I need to say it’s all right. This isn’t his fault. But Vincent wants me to use my voice.

      I won’t do it.

      When did he become so selfish? Has he always been like this, and I’m only seeing it now? Helena promised him immortality, and he seems willing to give up on all of us so he can have it.

      I won’t let him.

      “Benjamin, make her scream.” Vincent quirks the side of his lips.

      My youngest brother whispers he’s sorry again, and I believe him, then he squeezes my hand. I grit my teeth. How will I speak if he breaks my fingers? He’s strong enough to crush my bones, and I fear I won’t be able to stop myself from screaming.

      Asher creeps closer to Vincent. I focus on my brother, hoping he doesn’t notice. Pain shoots from my fingers into my wrist. I open my mouth, and Vincent’s smile broadens. The rising wail lodges in my throat, and I glare at him through the spots dancing across my vision.

      Then Asher lunges, snagging the lily from Vincent’s grasp. He stumbles, surprise etched into his grotesque face. Instant relief flows through me as Benjamin releases my hand, and I cradle my crushed fingers against my stomach. No longer under Vincent’s control, Benjamin shoots towards our brother, and they roll in a blur of flailing limbs.

      The other lily is left in their wake. I stumble and retrieve it, but I can’t control Vincent without speaking. I rush to Asher, pushing the flower into his hands.

      My arms are like lead, my fingers aching and clumsy as I sign, Command them back to their coffins.

      Asher rests the flowers in his palm, nodding. “Stop! Return to the Enchanted Cottage.”

      “Big mistake,” Vincent snarls. “This isn’t over.”

      “Yes, it is.” Benjamin smiles.

      “Go,” Asher commands.

      They become streaks as they leave the roof for the street below. Asher helps Astrid to her feet. She whimpers as he tucks her into his side.

      The sky has lightened with the approaching dawn, the city lights seeping into the grey horizon. I close my eyes, allowing the weight of morning twilight to settle over me. Then we climb down the fire escape and walk the maze of streets back to the club.

      We pass a mix of early risers and those who have stayed up all night to celebrate the summer solstice. Helena was right. The shortest night of the year has felt like an eternity, and it’s not over yet. When we reach the club, it’s empty. I flip the switch, and the neon sign outside flickers, then goes dark.

      Helena stops wiping the bar, glaring at me as I pass. “I’ll find another way, Mara.” Her young, beautiful face twists into a grimace as she cackles.

      Right now, I have nothing to say to her, so I keep walking. I prop the door leading to the cellar open with a chair. Asher and Astrid follow me downstairs. All twelve coffins are closed. Ten of them have a white lily sitting at the base. I hadn’t noticed the vase missing from the bar, but I’m tired, and so close to breaking.

      “I’ll put these on the other two coffins?” Asher moves across the room without waiting for an answer.

      Astrid sits on the stairs, leans against the wall, and closes her eyes. My fingers tremble and ache as I clean up the spilled rice and holy water and take the garlic garland down.

      “What now?” Asher asks when I’m done.

      We wait, I sign, pain flaring in my fingers. I don’t know what to expect. They usually emerge as ravens. If the curse breaks, hopefully they’ll come out as themselves.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” Asher shoves his hands into his pockets and toes the floor. “I knew what was happening, but for whatever reason, I didn’t care.”

      You were bewitched. My fingers ache more as I make the signs. It’s not your fault.

      A creak sounds in the cellar, then another, and another. The lids of the coffins open. I watch from the doorway, waiting for the rustle of feathers, but my brothers sit up then climb out.

      A breath puffs from my mouth, and I choke back a cry. Has the curse broken? They aren’t ravens, but are they still vampires? I don’t know if the sun is up. Is it safe to speak? Is this really over? I have so many questions, and my throat aches to ask them out loud.

      Each of my brothers takes the lily from the end of their coffin. Then they file past us to the stairs, stepping around Astrid to go up to the club. Not one of the twelve acknowledges me. I race after them, Asher and Astrid on my heels.

      My brothers sit at the bar facing Helena. She stands dead centre, the vase clutched between her fingers.

      “What will it be, boys?” Her voice is loud in the empty club. “Keep your lily, keep your life. Surrender it to me and remain immortal.”

      What is she doing? This wasn’t part of the deal. If I kept silent, they would live. There was no mention of a choice at the end. I race around to the other side of the bar. My heart pounds, and my stomach churns. What will they choose? Because I will always choose them.

      Benjamin stands. “Mara deserves nothing less than our love and loyalty.” He moves away from the bar and takes a seat at one of the tables.

      I wait for the next brother to speak. Each of them renounces the opportunity at immortality, joining Benjamin, leaving one brother to make his choice.

      Vincent.

      The barstool scrapes the floor as he stands. In one swift motion, he places his lily into the vase.

      Anger roars in my ears and I sign, I was silent for seven years to save you. To give you back your humanity. Does that mean nothing to you?

      Vincent laughs. “I don’t want to be saved.” He shifts into a raven, his feathers rustling as he alights on the bar.

      Benjamin stands and quickly approaches, clutching his lily. “I love you, Mara, but I can’t abandon him.” He drops the flower into the vase with Vincent’s.

      My heart stutters, but before I can reply, Benjamin also shifts. Helena opens the front door, and the two ravens take off into the morning. I run after them, stopping on the pavement to watch them fly over the city. The breaking dawn sets the sky ablaze with reds, oranges, and pinks.

      “You’re free, Mara,” Helena says from behind me. “For now … I’m not done with you yet.”

      I face her and sign clumsily, I can speak?

      She nods. “The curse has broken. Your brothers have made their choice.”

      I lick my lips, staring into her dark eyes. “You’re a bitch.”

      My first words in seven years scratch my throat like sandpaper. I shove past her, back inside the Enchanted Cottage. My brothers stand, and I let them fuss over me, hugging each of them for the first time in what feels like forever. Asher smiles from where he’s sitting with Astrid, a first aid kit between them.

      There are so many words I want to say now the curse has lifted, but I’m tired. I return Asher’s smile. We’ll have time to talk about all of this later. Now, I need to focus on my brothers, because Vincent is right, this isn’t over.

      And when he returns with Benjamin tonight, I’ll be waiting.
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      Painful memories don’t ease back in. They kick the door open looking for a fight.
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      I walked among shadows, listening to the sound of my footsteps. The moonlit landscape hadn’t changed much in one year, even if its silvered colors weren’t already etched onto my brain.

      Hiking the darkened terrain took no effort. With my senses attuned, one breath gauged body heat and blood flow within a square-mile circumference. Preternatural senses were good like that. Even in half-bloods.

      Of course, not all demi-vampires get all the goodies. Lucky me. I got the whole sensory package, with the added perks of UV tolerance and a taste for pepperoni pizza. You could say I straddled the human and supernatural realms like a boss. Or I used to.

      The Rambles were dead quiet. Dead being the operative word. The same word that compelled me every solstice to revisit the spot where life as I knew it changed forever. And not for the better.

      Why?

      Micah Wrathbone.

      He was my cousin, and heir to the oldest vampiric family in New York. The fact my family believed I had him killed? Yeah, not good. I didn’t, of course, though my family made their feelings pretty clear. “Beatrix Wrathbone. An upstart hybrid like you isn’t worth the dirty blood in your veins, let alone a tribunal.”

      Yeah, that.

      The memory only fueled my hate fire. Micah was their prince, and I his personal amusement. He got a kick out of testing my abilities, that is until mine surpassed his lazy ass.

      My yearly pilgrimage wasn’t for my health. Nor was it to admire the thirty-six miles of mysterious woodland in the heart of the city that never sleeps. It was to stoke my anger and fortify my resolve. Micah wasn’t dead by my hand. If he was dead at all.

      Years ago he insisted we share blood, claiming it would bolster our familial bond. I knew it was to keep tabs on me for future mischief, always at my expense. Still, in the decade since he went M.I.A, that bond dimmed, but dimmed was not dead.

      X marked the spot just over the next rise. I quickened my pace, my nose wrinkling at the sharp tang of cold blood. The smell was pungent, like something rancid, and it stopped me in my tracks. I scented vampire as well, but only the barest nuance.

      Careful not to make a sound, I crept to the top of the ridge and flattened my body against a boulder. There it sat. Half hidden in shadow, with its back facing me from a loamy bank.

      Squirrel carcasses littered the wet grass, slick with wasted blood. Whoever this vampire was, it was clear it had degraded to something base.

      I shifted position to head back the way I came when the desiccated creature caught my scent. It screeched, scrambling to its feet as its eyes scanned the ridge.

      Holding still, I waited for the right moment to bolt. Moonlight broke the clouds, and every muscle in my body froze. It was Micah.

      I blinked, not trusting my own eyes. Humans relied on sight more than any other sense. Vampires relied on their sense of smell. Me? I learned to cultivate both, and rely on none exclusively. When you’re abjured and hunted by your own family, it doesn’t leave you much choice. Still, it was unquestionably Micah.

      His body had deteriorated, and his skin hung in wrinkled folds from his skeleton, but the eyes were the same unusual color. Like all vampires, the spectrum of preternatural abilities in my family was vast, but eye color was a determining factor.

      Eye color told everyone your main strength among other dark gifts. Micah possessed the rarest eye color. A blend of color so vivid, family legend claimed it could mesmerize both human and supernatural with a glance. Even the Fae.

      As far as I was concerned, the claim was ass. Micah tried glamouring me plenty, and it came up goose eggs every time. Maybe that’s why the family hated me so much. In their eyes, not only did I take out their heir apparent, but I was also the homemade IED that blew up the family legend. Who knows? Maybe Micah’s so-called gift didn’t work on family, but it wasn’t for the lack of trying.

      I stood on the ridge precipice in full view, and he still couldn’t track me. So much for rare eyes. Still, the pieces fit, pointing to one conclusion. Tink.

      Other than the HepZ plague a few years back, nothing turned a vampire into a waste of undead space faster than an addiction to Tink…the vampiric street name for Fae blood. Highly addictive. Highly dangerous. Extremely valuable.

      Looking at Micah, it didn’t take much to connect the dots. With his eyes, Micah had one up on the Fae, and what the Fae had in their veins meant big money.

      Growing up, I knew my family dabbled in things less than legal, so it wasn’t a stretch to think Micah wanted his own taste. Except my cousin was too stupid to follow the simplest of rules: Don’t shit where you eat, and don’t sample your own stash.

      I whistled, and his hands dug into what was left of his hair. Did he keen because he recognized my scent? Or because the whistle-tone was painful in his state? Who knew? Was I enjoying this on a juvenile level? A bit. Still, I wasn’t here to play games. Not when redemption was a craggy drop away.

      When he still couldn’t pinpoint my position, he screeched again, scrabbling deeper into the Rambles. I couldn’t let him disappear into the woods. I needed proof he was still alive. Not because I wanted my family back. No. I wanted my future. I wanted to walk in either world free from looking over my shoulder, and this was my chance.

      Jumping from the ridge, I landed on the ground without a sound. Micah’s pungent odor would mask any scent I left behind, so I took off at a run following him.

      For a Tink addict, he moved quickly. In fact, I nearly lost sight of him until I saw him duck into an abandoned aqueduct.

      It was nearly dawn. Drug addicted or not, a vampire’s sense of self-preservation was the last thing to go. I was only a demi-vampire, but I had that same sense of self-preservation, and heading into a vampire’s nest uninvited was a death wish. Especially this close to dawn.

      I looked around, committing the location to memory. Not taking any chances, I dug in my back pocket for my cellphone and took a pic just in case. Tomorrow was another day, and half-bloods literally had the day.

      And that meant one thing.

      Reconnaissance.
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      “Trix, what are you doing?” Alana asked, padding into the kitchen. “You look like Samurai Sally.”

      I barely acknowledged her. She meant well, but I wasn’t in the mood to play twenty questions.

      “I’m serious, dude. Has something happened I should know about?

      Alana was my first friend after my family threw me out. A demi-vampire as well, she knew my story. Luckily, she didn’t share my fate. Her family actually valued her life, and since they were from California, my family’s reach wasn’t quite long enough. They were cordial, but treaded lightly. After all, I was accused of killing one of my own. Unsubstantiated, but still.

      “Stop worrying,” I replied, stuffing a silvered double-blade in my belt. “And the look is Cossack, not Samurai. Hence the tight belt.”

      Loose-fitting clothes with a wide leather belt and heavy boots fit my mission this afternoon. I was heading into Micah’s lair, and I’d lay dollars to donuts he wasn’t alone. Vampires in his condition tended to nest, both for protection and company, plus the added perk of shared procurement.

      “You’re not training. You’re hunting. I know you well enough to know the difference. What gives? Is it Vinny?”

      I stopped with my hand on a wooden stake. Vinny was still a sore subject, and Alana knew better. I turned, trying to keep my reaction in check.

      “Vinny has nothing to do with this, or me for that matter.” The words tasted like vinegar in my mouth.

      I hated to admit it, but the fact Vinny stayed with me as long as he did spoke volumes. My family put pressure on him to kick me to the curb, but he told them to suck sunshine. His refusal caused big problems. His family’s property and businesses were vandalized, and though everyone knew it was Wrathbone sanctioned, no one spoke up. Undead organized crime was no joke, and my family controlled the Bronx.

      Vinny began pulling away from me a year ago, the moment he took over as liaison to the Vampire Council. He claimed he still loved me, but that it was in my best interest to go to ground. Vampire-speak for, “It’s not you, it’s me.” We saw each other less and less, until I pulled the trigger and ended it.

      “Vinny has nothing to do with you because of YOU. You’re not exactly the easiest person to deal with at times.”

      Alana pulled no punches. It got on my nerves, especially when she was right. I stuck the stake into my boot, and then did the same with its mate.

      “You’re right.” I met her eyes. “But what would you have me do? Vinny didn’t want to be seen with me. Who needs that kind of crap? My self-esteem has taken enough hits for one lifetime.”

      “Clearly you didn’t trust him enough to take him at his word.” Alana wasn’t backing down. “Did you think to talk to him about it before cutting him out of your life? Trixie Wrathbone, in this instance the apple didn’t fall far from your familial tree.”

      I balked at that. “It’s not the same thing.”

      She eyed me. “Keep telling yourself that. In the meantime, if I have nothing to worry about, then explain why you’re arming yourself for undead Armageddon?”

      Did I want to drag Alana into more of my crazy? Not really, but I also knew she’d haunt me until I told her my plans.

      “I’m going into the Rambles.”

      She raised an eyebrow, confused. “Why? The Solstice was yesterday.”

      “Can’t you just take because for an answer, and leave it at that?

      Alana didn’t reply. She crossed her arms tight at her chest, looking ridiculous in her bathrobe and fuzzy slippers with a what do you think look on her face.

      “Okay, okay. I saw something last night that might help me with my case, but before I approach my father, I need proof.”

      “Hmmm.”

      Alana’s nostrils flared, and I rolled my eyes in reply. “Okay, bloodhound. Cut it out. I’ll tell you.”

      “Good. That’ll save us both a lot of time and trouble.”

      I pursed my lips, weighing how to tell her without freaking her out. “I think I saw Micah.”

      “Think?” She hesitated, raising that same eyebrow a little higher.

      “Will you stop repeating everything I say? Yes, I saw Micah. Or at least I saw someone with his same eye color. Iris color like that is a Wrathbone trait, so who else could it be?”

      “So, he’s not dead.”

      I exhaled, stuffing my cellphone wallet into the one pocket on my belt. “Obviously.”

      “So your answer to him not being dead is what? Kill him ten years almost to the date after the fact? Doing that, you only prove your family right, and this time they might actually convene a tribunal.” Alana paused. “To be honest, it never made sense they didn’t call a tribunal in the first place. I mean, if they really believed you had Micah killed, they would have done more than just abjure you. They would’ve had you erased from vampire society. Permanently.”

      Alana had said as much since she first heard the story. Fact is, I thought it as well. Micah made no secret he formed a blood bond with me for despicable reasons. He bragged about it, and everyone thought it funny. Still, no one cared when I brought up that point when accused.

      “I don’t know, Alana. My gut says you’re right, but my hands are tied. If my trek to the Rambles proves something else, then I’ll open that door again.” I finished my prep with her unhappy eyes on me.

      “Promise me you won’t do anything stupid,” she said, turning with her arms still crossed as I headed out.

      I gave her a quick hug, crossing my fingers behind my back. Alana’s idea of stupid wasn’t mine, and if she knew I was headed into an abandoned aqueduct, she’d go apeshit. I wouldn’t put it past her to call Vinny to try and stop me. I know the two kept in touch, and I know it was because of me.

      Daylight was my only saving grace. Both for what I might encounter, and in the unlikely chance Vinny ran interference. He was full vampire, so no half-blood UV tolerance. Like I said. Big perk.

      I waved once and then left the apartment.

      It was go-time.
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      It didn’t take long to get to the aqueduct. Things looked different in the daylight, but I followed my nose instead of my eyes.

      The entrance to the abandoned culvert was overgrown, with every square inch of its pale, curved stone covered in graffiti. I wondered if the street artists sensed the danger courted for the sake of their art. After all, the aqueduct was technically an undead lair.

      Loosening the silvered blades on either side of my boots, I palmed one, and then entered the culvert’s mouth. Ten feet in the light was swallowed by dank darkness. My vision automatically shifted to vampiric, illuminating the Hansel and Gretel style rat carcasses lining the interior path.

      “Ugh, you’ve got to be kidding me.” My nose wrinkled. Stagnant water pooled along the center floor, making me glad I wore thick boots. I lifted a hand to the base of my nose at the stale smells.

      Vampires were a proud, superior race. They would never approbate this kind of squalor. Not in location, and certainly not in choice of prey. It was no wonder Micah fell off the radar.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are.” I’d gone about two hundred feet more and paused. As drugged as Micah was, he still had presence of mind enough to set wards. In the grand scale of vampiric talent, this was self-preservation in its lowest form.

      The first ward was basic, but sufficient. Giving humans a punch of fear if they journeyed farther into the culvert. The ward didn’t affect me, but that didn’t mean there weren’t others that might, so I moved with caution.

      The air changed the deeper I went. Not just colder and danker, but oily against the skin. A sure sign I was close. I pulled my shirt over my nose and followed the elbow curve to the right. Larger animals in various levels of decay replaced the rats. Yup. This was it.

      “Well, well. If it isn’t the little spy, sticking her nose where it doesn’t belong. Then again, you never did belong, eh, cousin?”

      I whirled on my heel, old hackles rising at his taunt. Without hesitation, I threw my blade with honed accuracy. When you’re hunted for a decade, you act first and ask questions later.

      “Fuck!” Micah dragged clammy air through yellowed teeth. “You sneaky bitch!”

      I slid into a defensive stance, my other blade in my hand. “And you’re still an entitled asshole! You want to talk belonging? I’ve spent ten years looking over my shoulder because you’re a coward and a liar!”

      The accusation must’ve hit a nerve because he lunged for me. Sidestepping him was easy, but I didn’t gloat. I was too stunned watching his posture. The son of a bitch was so drugged he didn’t feel the silver embedded in his shoulder.

      “Micah!” He lifted his face, but his eyes were glazed. Whatever lucidity he had was fleeting. “Damn it! Look at me!”

      He cringed at the sharp edge to my voice, but then came back from wherever his mind went. “What are you doing here, Bea? If I craved family, it certainly wouldn’t be for a half-blood.”

      His attempt at bravado didn’t work. I heard his tired desperation, but was past caring. “Micah, you faked your own death rather than face the family! And set me up to take the fall!”

      My voice went up a full octave, and he winced again. Either the Tink made him hypersensitive, or he was afraid of someone or something just as biting, but I didn’t care. “You’re an addict, and you need help.” I snorted. “Just don’t look to me.”

      Muffled scratching echoed against the concrete, and his gaze flicked toward the darkness. “I never looked to you for anything but entertainment, but my crew might have other ideas. Selling you will set us up for a month. Someone will pay big for a juicy half-blood, and not sweat the loss if play gets too rough.”

      His tongue grazed his cracked bottom lip, and the darting action turned my stomach. “I’m not afraid of you, Micah. That’s ancient history. And I’m not afraid of your druggy friends, either. The days of you pushing me around are over.”

      I was in front of him in two steps. “I’m not here for you. I’m here for me.” He twitched, licking his lips again. His eyes darted around, and it was clear he was coming down from a high. He’d need another fix soon, so I needed to make this fast.

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what you do or don’t do. All I want is this!” Before Micah could bolt, my hand shot for the blade’s hilt and a piece of his ragged shirt.

      He screeched when I pulled the knife free, clamping a hand to the black blood seeping from the wound. I let him go, watching him rush for the darkness.

      A momentary pang hit me. Not for Micah, but for the wasted potential. Anyway, I had the proof I needed. Now came the hard part. Convincing my family.
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      The crowd was ten people deep, spilling into the street. I sailed past as if I still belonged, though being dressed in head-to-toe white said otherwise. That was by design. Silly, I know.

      Still, clothes make all kinds of statements, so why not? The only nod to my roots were a pair of Dracula glasses, their purple lenses clashing with the rest of my uptown look. My face may not have changed much over the past ten years, but I had, and I wanted everyone to know. Even if subliminally.

      It was a calculated risk, showing up at Bone unannounced. My family owned the bar, and the neighborhood. Coming here was a no-no. I knew I was innocent, and now I had the proof, though getting them to acknowledge such was another story. Did coming here make me a glutton for punishment? Shit happens when you’re a half-blood, but that wasn’t the reason.

      “Two drink cover, lady. No exceptions.”

      Tony had been a bouncer at Bone for longer than the Bronx had been a borough of New York City. Lifting my head, I looked at him straight on. It was clear he didn’t recognize me.

      I pulled my glasses over the bridge of my nose, meeting his naked gaze. In my family, demi-vampires had one thing in common regardless of eye color. A crimson ring around their irises.

      It must have been enough because Tony’s eyes widened. “What are you doing here, Bea?”

      “I need to speak with the old man.”

      Tony shook his head. “That’s impossible. You’re abjured, Bea. I’m risking silver just talking to you.”

      “He’s not dead, Tone. I found him.”

      The vampire hesitated. “You just playing so you can stir up trouble?”

      “Micah’s alive, and I have proof.”

      A fight broke out on the sidewalk, and Tony shot them a look. I knew I had thirty seconds to convince him, or he’d send me packing or worse.

      “Do you really want to have to explain to the old man why you kept me from telling him Micah is alive? I didn’t kill him, Tony. The old man needs to acknowledge that.”

      I took a breath. Telling Tony felt good, but he wasn’t the one I needed to convince. “I’m not an impressionable youngblood anymore. I’m full grown, and know my own mind. Now, can I see my father, or do I have to stake you to prove I mean business?”

      Tony cracked a half-smile, flashing a hint of fang as he reached for his cellphone. “Let’s see what he says first, Bea.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, about that. I don’t go by Bea anymore. It’s Trixie. And I dropped ‘Bone’ after they dropped me.”

      “Trixie Wrath.” He nodded, and his hint of fang spread to a full grin. “It suits you.”

      I didn’t reply. Tony had his cellphone to his ear. This was it. His eyes flicked to what I knew to be a hidden surveillance camera before they found mine.

      “Okay, boss. Will do.” He ended the call, and then reached for the door pull. “Good luck…Trixie.”

      I snorted. “Easy peasy, undead squeezy.”

      He laughed, but his humor didn’t help the pit in my stomach as I walked into the bar’s dim light.

      Scanning the crowded bar, I searched for anyone familiar. My glasses were back on my face. I didn’t need or want the requisite stares, and knowing my father, he didn’t want the gossip.

      “Beatrix,” a woman said, approaching. “What an unexpected surprise.”

      If memory served, her name was Carmen. She replaced my mother as my father’s new pet after my exile. That my mother suffered as collateral damage was expected. Still, the family let Mom live. She was in Florida now. Happy. And that’s all I could hope for. That Carmen was still around said a lot. Maybe the old man was mellowing.

      “Sonny is in the back,” she said with a clipped smile. “I’ll take you to him.”

      “I’m not here to speak with a capo. I need to speak with my father.” I didn’t need to see her raised eyebrow to know questioning anything wasn’t appreciated.

      Micah was alive and hiding out in that culvert as of this afternoon. Who knew if he’d still be there while I wasted time with my father’s captains?

      “Look, I know you’re only doing as instructed, but I need to speak to my father. Time is of the essence.”

      Sonny was my father’s righthand. His consiglieri, for lack of a better term. A position Vinny aspired to until he defied my father about me. I dismissed a quick pang. Vinny made his choice. Politics over passion, and I had to let it, and him, go.

      The door marked private was the same, even if the bar’s interior had a makeover. A shinier grunge replaced the old, but still managed to keep its dive-bar feel.

      Carmen pressed a finger to a bio-lock, and the door snicked open. “Good luck, sweetie.” Her wish wasn’t sarcastic, and the accompanying wink felt genuine.

      I nodded once, and slipped inside the anteroom. The door closed behind me with a thud, and I couldn’t help but swallow at the sound.

      “Beatrix. You know you shouldn’t be here.” Sonny’s deep voice answered my involuntary gulp from behind his chair.

      “In ten years, when have I dared step foot in the bar, let alone the street?” Answering his rhetorical question wasn’t what he expected, and he swiveled in his seat to look at me.

      “Why else do you think we let you enter?” He puffed on a cigar, letting the smoke ring his head.

      “I don’t know, maybe the fact I have proof Micah isn’t dead?”

      The door leading into my father’s private office burst open behind me at that, and Sonny jumped to his feet. I steeled myself before turning, only to see my father glaring at me from the door’s threshold.

      I met his gaze, and neither one of us took a breath. Not that breathing was anything more than rote muscle memory for him.

      “Edmund. Thank you for seeing me…”
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      My father stared at me in his unblinking way, so I inclined my head. There was no respect in the move. I playacted. He knew it, of course, but the appearance of respect was all that mattered.

      He grunted at me after that, waving Sonny from his chair. Sitting, he took a cigar from the desk humidor and bit off the end, spitting it on the floor.

      “So, you’ve come here with yet another ludicrous claim.” He lit the cigar, puffing until the tip glowed red.

      “Another?” I repeated. “I haven’t darkened your doorway in nearly a decade. My claim wasn’t ludicrous ten years ago, and you know it. Micah isn’t dead.”

      If I could’ve used my preternatural speed to rub that smelly tobacco in his face, I would. Reminding Edmund Wrathbone, exactly how vampire-like I am, was the best way to thumb my nose at him, but not the best way to get him to recant my abjuration.

      With that, I took the silvered blade from my purse. The only thing stopping Sonny from lunging for me at that point was the fact the knife was in a plastic baggie. I tossed it, and the scrap from Micah’s shirt, onto the desk and waited.

      Edmund’s eyes flicked to the items and then to me. “That rag stinks. And what am I supposed to do with this?” He fingered the plastic. “I can see from here it’s silver.”

      I stifled the urge to roll my eyes. “Can you blame me? After the past ten years, I carry silver with me everywhere. As for that rag, it’s a piece of Micah’s shirt. The blood is his as well. On both.”

      Edmund’s eyes narrowed. “So you finally bring proof of your guilt.” His head moved ever so slightly, an unspoken signal for Sonny to secure me.

      I had my second blade but if I pulled it now it was game over in more ways than one. Outwitting them was my only hope at this point.

      “Micah was stupid and vain, like most Wrathbone men…but not you, Edmund. That blood is fresh, and you know it.”

      Sonny hesitated waiting for his boss’s eyebrow to twitch. I took my chance. “I know what you’re thinking. The blood is black.” I nodded. “It is, but not from age. It’s black because it’s polluted.”

      That did it. Edmund’s brow went up ever so slightly. He pulled the baggie closer, careful not to open it.

      “Polluted?” Sonny questioned. “How?”

      I didn’t miss the tiny exchange between the two men. Alana was right. They knew all along Micah wasn’t dead. They let me take the fall for something I didn’t do, so they could cover their tracks. Their product ruined Micah, yet they chose profits over his life.

      All this time and they knew, and I willingly handed them proof to make their lie true. Even skeptics would believe I murdered my cousin, and they’d broadcast the blade and ripped shirt to the entire vampiric world. If they didn’t kill me, someone would.

      Fool. Ten years and I still fell prey to their machinations. I needed to get out of here, and I needed to take my proof with me. Whether my father liked it or not, I was vampirically fast. Faster than most, and certainly faster than either of them.

      The half-human blood in my veins fed my vampiric side inherently, so the power was there whenever I needed to turn on the juice.

      Careful not to telegraph myself, I blurred into action, grabbing both the blade and the scrap from the desk. I whirled for the door, and I don’t know what guardian angel watched over me, but Carmen opened the inside door at that exact moment.

      “Sonny! Get her!”

      I blurred out of the bar and out to the street, leaving nothing but breeze in my wake. Every cell in my lungs burned, and I knew my amber eyes were a weird shade of yellowed crimson. I had to get home and get Alana to safety before Sonny and his goons showed up.

      Knowing my father, he’d give orders to leave nothing and no one alive until they found me. This situation just went from bad, straight into the shitter.
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      I threw clothes and toiletries into a suitcase, watching Alana on the phone with her parents. I hated myself in that moment, knowing her life was in danger because of me. My only saving grace was at least her family knew the truth. I was framed by my own reprehensible family.

      She was booked on the next flight out of JFK for Los Angeles. The rent was paid for the month, but I had no idea if or when we’d be able to return. If push came to shove, Alana would get Vinny to settle with our landlady and clear out our stuff.

      Zipping my bag closed, I waited for her to end her call. “Well?” I asked, watching her stow her phone in the side compartment of her purse.

      “What do you want me to say, Trix? My parents aren’t exactly thrilled.”

      “But they know it’s not me, right?”

      She threw a hand up, walking toward the window to watch for her uber. “I need to get outside so I don’t miss my flight.”

      “Alana, please!”

      She looked at me. “I told them what happened, but for them it’s semantics. They know it’s not your fault, but I’m still in danger. Why didn’t you let Vinny help when he offered?”

      My brows knotted. “When did he offer help?”

      “When he told you he was taking the position on the council. He told you then he needed distance between you for the time being. But you heard what you wanted to hear and nothing else. Vinny had to create distance so he could investigate your family without a conflict of interest. The council rules on Tink users and pushers because of what it does to the vampiric community as a whole. Your father and his capos are in nose deep.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t call him, Alana.”

      Her phone dinged, and she wheeled her bag to the door. “I don’t know what to say. Vinny’s number hasn’t changed, so when you finally swallow your pride, give him a call. But not tonight. He’s at the Red Veil.”

      I raised an eyebrow, not bothering to stifle a laugh. “Council envoy Vincent Morell is at the Red Veil.”

      “He’s not the butt-clenched politician you like to tell yourself simply because it salves your ego. YOU broke his heart. Remember that. Especially since he’d sacrifice a fang for you…still.”

      She blew me a kiss and was out the door. I had to leave as well. We’d both lingered too long. Alana left in her uber, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I wouldn’t put it past Edmund to send his minions disguised as drivers, especially since vampires couldn’t enter a private dwelling without permission.

      My mother’s car was in the apartment’s parking garage. Turning ownership over to me automatically rescinded all prior invitations, so I just had to get from here to there without incident.

      I chewed on my lip thinking about what Alana said. Vinny was at the Red Veil. If what she said was true, then maybe he’d be interested in my proof.

      Turning on my heel, I headed for my closet. If I was going to ‘bump’ into Vinny tonight, I had to look like a piece of cake. Something you can’t resist.

      I found what I wanted…shoes, bag, and the absolute right panties, and put them in my suitcase. Now I needed a plan for getting to the parking garage undetected.

      The baggie with the knife poked from the top of my backpack. I had tripled-bagged the scrap of Micah’s shirt, not wanting its pong to eek through.

      A brownies-for-breakfast-smile broke across my face, and I carefully opened my makeshift hazmat Ziplock.

      “Gah!” My entire face puckered, but I reached in and I poked a hole through the fetid fabric. Looping it with a piece of string, I walked out of the bedroom swinging it like a church incense burner.

      Bingo.

      Nothing but Tink stink.
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      The line outside The Red Veil was almost laughable. Goths, along with vampire wannabes, queued for the chance to rub elbows with the “undead.”

      That was the calculated spin created by the actual vampires who called the block-long building home. To the rest of the world, The Red Veil was the hottest underground club in NYC, famous or infamous for its VIPs and invitation-only backrooms.

      Dressed to kill, I sailed past the line. Tonight, my human blood fed my vampiric juices full throttle. I was a demi-vampire, and that mattered here. Unlike Bone.

      With an edgy black dress slashed front and back to my navel, I paired the form-fitting cut with a pair of ankle boot stilettos and titanium jewelry. No silver tonight. The boots were sleek, but functional in a fight if necessary. I was looking for Vinny, but Sonny and his goons were looking for me.

      My long dark hair was pulled into a smooth ponytail. It was sexy and feminine, but kept my line of sight clear. Heads turned as I walked by, and it felt good. It felt like it used to before my life went to shit.

      My Dracula glasses were in place again, and as I approached the bouncer at the head of the line, I let them drop down my nose. He inclined his head, and I returned the respect, only this time I meant it. That little head dip assessed volumes in the vampire world, and I needed all the help I could get.

      The velvet ropes parted, and I walked down the stairs and into the club. Closing my eyes, I concentrated on Vinny. Alana was right. Again. I hated to admit it, but I needed help. Micah, I could handle. My father’s capo regime? Not so much.

      Vinny and I had shared blood and sex, and though I wasn’t full vampire, I could sense him. One thing was certain, though. If I could sense him, then he definitely sensed me. Something I counted on.

      Picking my way through the crowd, I wound around the concrete dance floor, past the bar to the platformed VIP section. In seconds, I felt Vinny’s eyes on me.

      The stunned look on his face was priceless. He was mid-sentence when he stopped short and stood from his chair. All eyes followed his line of sight, including a perky, blonde demi-shifter. I watched her mouth his name, to no avail. He left the table without a backward glance, leaving her sending daggers eyes my way.

      “I sensed you, but thought I imagined it,” he said, meeting me where I stood.

      “Nope. I’m here. In the flesh.”

      “I can see that. And quite a lot of flesh.”

      His crooked smile made my stomach jump, and as if on cue, his eyebrow went up and his eyes went wary. “This isn’t by coincidence.”

      “Do you mind?” I played it off, trying to sound casual.

      Vinny wasn’t buying it. “Something’s wrong. I can smell it on you.”

      “And here I wore your favorite perfume.”

      “Trixie. Don’t. Whatever our history, I’m still here for you.”

      A small smile tugged at my mouth, “Our mutual friend has loose lips.”

      “Alana has your best interests at heart, and so do I. Now, what happened?”

      I gave him a quick and dirty recap, and his face hardened. He glanced over his shoulder on instinct, and I followed his line of sight. Sonny and two other vampires stood at the edge of the dance floor.

      “How the hell did they track me here?”

      “C’mon.” Vinny took me by the hand. “We need to talk, and obviously we can’t do it here.”

      “You think?”

      Ignoring my sarcasm, he pulled me toward a back corridor perpendicular to the dance floor but out of sight of the chrome and neon bar. I thought he wanted a quieter corner to question me, but no.

      He inclined his head to a large bouncer in front of a door with no handle and no markings. Within seconds it snicked open, and he tugged me inside with him.

      The scent of sex and blood hit me the minute we entered, and my eyes flew to Vinny. “Are we where I think we are?”

      He nodded. “I’ve missed you, Trix.”

      I missed him more, but right now hormones and heartstrings weren’t my priority. I would never say as much or risk hurting him again, but there it was.

      “I need your help, Vin.” The admission blurted from my lips, but it surprised me how unbitter it tasted.

      He eyed me. “You need more than help. You need protection. Why the hell would you try to take on the undead mafia alone? Even if they are your family.”

      “I had my reasons.”

      He exhaled. “You are as stubborn as the worst of the Wrathbones.”

      I shrugged. “I’m trying to break the habit. I even dropped the name. I go by Trixie Wrath.”

      “It fits you.” He smiled. “Come not within the measure of my wrath.”

      “Tony said the same thing.”

      “Nope. That was Shakespeare.” He grinned, but then all humor faded. “I wish you hadn’t gone to Bone by yourself. If I had been there, you’d have had the weight of the council behind you.”

      “I did fine. And don’t fool yourself. Edmund would have a hit out on you, too. At least this way, you’re still a secret weapon.”

      His fingers touched my cheek. “Damn, I’ve missed you.”

      When his hand slipped to the nape of my neck, I didn’t fight him. I missed his touch just as much. The last year dropped away at the feel of his lips as he kissed me, but as badly as I wanted him, wanted more… I stopped him.

      “This place would tempt a Eunuch. Neither of us is thinking clearly.” I took a step back. Not enough to kill the mood, but enough to suggest picking up where we left off later.

      “Speak for yourself. I haven’t stopped thinking about you since the night you threw me out.” He kissed me again, but just a lingering brush. “Let’s get your name cleared, and your family sanctioned. Then we can talk about want.”

      Want. Ugh.

      I knew what I wanted. I wanted to rip Vinny’s clothes from his body, but first I needed to settle this with my family. That way there wouldn’t be anything hanging over me. Or us.

      “So what’s the plan?” I asked, switching gears.

      “We head to your hotel.”

      “Dude, we seriously need to get you out of these backrooms.”

      He ran a finger down my cheek. “True, but not what I meant at all. If we’re going to trap a Tinker, we need location and bait. I have the bait. You have the location. And as killer as those stilettos look, they’re not the best choice for where we’re going.”

      “The Rambles.”

      He nodded. “And something tells me we won’t be the only ones gatecrashing this party tonight.”

      “You think my father knew how to find Micah this whole time?”

      “It doesn’t take a mind-reader, Trix. I think they supply him with drugs to keep him quiet and out of sight. Now that you found him, they have no choice. They have to take him out, so we need to get there first.
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      Cloud cover gave us an edge as we slipped into the park via West Drive. Adrenaline spiked my vampiric senses, giving me a sense of euphoria. It was either that, or pent-up sexual tension.

      We skirted the trees, and Vinny signaled for me to go ahead of him. He’d have my back as I led the way to the abandoned culvert. I had weapons with me. Silvered blades, as usual, but also a silver-coated mesh Vinny kept in a leather bag.

      The items made him wince, but he was the one who insisted. They were a necessary evil for more reasons than one. With all my abilities, I still wasn’t a vampire. I had no fangs or clawed fingers. A well-placed slash to the throat, and it was game over.

      “If that happened, I’d turn you, Trix. In a slow, untraceable heartbeat.”

      It wasn’t always the case, but in unguarded moments, or moments of extreme stress, Vinny caught glimpses of thought. Especially mine.

      I looked at him over my shoulder, and his face was as serious as a spurting artery. I didn’t reply, but I loved him for the sentiment. Becoming full vampire wasn’t on my radar, but if so, I wanted the decision to be mine. Not something forced on me by an unwanted family reunion where my death was the main attraction.

      We got to the mouth of the culvert, and I waved him closer. Vinny shook his head, instead bringing his finger to his lips. He unzipped his backpack, taking a metal thermos from an inside compartment.

      “Bait,” he whispered, moving to my side.

      Nodding, I watched him pour the contents in a viscous line. Standing back, he filled his lungs, and his exhale whipped blood spattered leaves into a flurry at the entrance to Micah’s lair.

      The scent of pure Fae blood mixed with something I couldn’t place saturated the air. “What now?” I asked, hoping his plan didn’t attract a vampiric feeding frenzy in the park.

      “Trust me. It won’t be long. If we’re lucky, we can grab Micah and get out of here before your family shows up.”

      “Are you sure your place will take him in his state?” Why Vinny chose The Red Veil was beyond me. Maybe there was something to it I didn’t know.

      “The Red Veil isn’t just backrooms and clubbing. There’s a hidden quarter. A sanctuary that houses the Vampiric Council. They’ll take him, and either they’ll restore him, or they’ll end him.”

      End him. The words registered, but not. “What will they do with my father?”

      Vinny’s face had the same know-but-can’t-say look he had the entirety of our last year together.

      I knew. End. End. End. The words spelled out what I’d wanted for years, but they tasted unreal.

      Micah and three other vampires crept to the edge of the culvert, so Vinny didn’t say more. Eyes glazed, they searched for the source of the blood. They scrabbled in the dirt, their fangs gnashing as they fought each other.

      Vinny pulled us into the scrub. “Let them calm down first, then...” He sloshed what was left in the thermos.

      “Micah! We’ve got your stash, boy.” My father’s voice was undeniable from the shadows.

      He stepped from the trees with Sonny and the two vampires from the club. To be honest, I never expected Edmund to pull the trigger himself tonight. I figured he’d delegate it to a capo, rather than involve himself directly, like he did, sending Sonny after me. It was irrational, but I bristled a bit. Asshole.

      “Vin, there’s five of them, and only two of us,” I whispered, scanning the area. “It’s too open to do anything by ourselves.”

      “Don’t worry. We’ve got backup, but we need Edmund and his crew divided.”

      “Divided how?

      He gave me a pointed look.

      “Bait,” I replied, only this time Vin didn’t mean drugs. He meant me.

      “Your father will send Sonny after you, leaving himself to deal with Micah. It’s perfect.” He kissed my fingers. “Go get ‘em, speed demon.”

      I’d already outpaced Sonny once before, so… Focusing my attention, I waited until Edmund moved to close in on Micah. His pace was unhurried, but deliberate. Micah’s drug buddies recognized Edmund and scurried for the culvert.

      “This should last you a while.” He grinned, flashing bright white fangs as he reached for a test tube-sized vial in his breast pocket. “Or treat yourself. Shoot it back like a true Wrathbone.”

      The cunning bastard played on Micah’s addiction, but he also played on his pride, knowing it was tied to his vanity.”

      I got to my feet, muscles coiled and ready to race. I had come full circle, pulling a silvered blade from my boot, same as I did three nights ago. Letting the blade fly, it struck Micah in the shoulder again. Painful, not fatal, but just what Vinny and I needed.

      “Hey, asshole! Looks like I was right! Micah is alive. But you knew that, didn’t you!”

      “SONNY!” Edmund growled, as I took off for the woods. “Lose her again, and it’ll be YOUR FANGS!”

      I heard Micah keening behind me, and then a high-pitched scream followed, echoing through the trees. I didn’t have to look to know Vinny’s silver mesh had done its job on dear ol’ Dad. Sonny was another story, as were his two soldiers.

      I climbed the same craggy rock face where I first saw Micah. The vampires were on my heels, so I had to think of something clever and quick. Looking down, I spotted a dead tree at the base of the rock face, its gnarled branches reaching up to help. An idea bloomed. It was a long shot, but it could work if I timed it right.

      “Hey, losers! Over here!” I stuck my tongue out and then jumped from the precipice. Like the brain-dead undead they were, the three didn’t stop. They sailed over the edge, but I waited. Each branch my own personal vamp-killing stake.

      They realized their mistake too late, flailing their arms in the air. The sickening sound of impaled flesh assailed my ears. I gagged on the tang of blood streaked with black. It seemed Micah wasn’t the only one helping himself to the home stash.

      Vinny stopped short at the top of the craggy face. His eyes scanned the macabre scene, but when he saw me, the relief on his face was palpable.

      “You are not going to make life easy, are you?” He jumped, careful to clear the branches.

      I climbed down, leaving the vampire shish kabobs where they landed. The sun would take care of them the minute dawn crested.

      “You have a problem with that, councilman?”

      His gaze flicked to the tree, and his crooked grin said it all. “Nope. But I’m glad you’re on our side.”

      “What happened with Edmund? Micah?”

      Vinny slipped his arm around my shoulder, steering me from the mess. “Micah is in hand. Your father, though?” He shrugged. “The Vampire Council has very definite penalties. Edmund’s heart is to be removed, and then stuffed with silver. They’ll send it to your family, along with an edict naming you as the appointed successor. Bone now belongs to you, as does your family.” He inclined his head.

      Shock made me openmouthed stupid for a moment. “I don’t want it, Vin. I just wanted my life back. My family is corrupt to the core.”

      He glanced back at the dead tree. “Then finish what you started, you clever girl. Clear out the rot.”

      We headed out of the park via a more direct route, taking an uber back to my hotel. Vinny waited as I got out of the backseat, and when I turned for him, he smirked.

      “Well?” I asked.

      He chuckled. “I’m not going to presume anything with you. Not when you’re dressed like a commando and carrying silver.”

      I laughed at that. “My name isn’t Trixie Wrath for nothing.” I held out my hand. “C’mon, killer. I’ve got a pair of stilettos to model.”

      “Just stilettos?” He got out of the uber with a crooked grin.

      “Don’t push your luck, vamp-boy.”
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      Alana stood at the barred window, watching the last of the light fade. They’d be back soon. With her daily meal. She tried not to think about yesterday. Or the day before. Tomorrow they expected the necklace. She closed her eyes, leaning against the wall beside the window, no breeze coming through to dispel the heat that had accumulated during the day. It had been the longest day of summer, so there’d been nearly fourteen hours of the sun beating down on the tin roof of the old Queenslander they’d stripped bare. Not that it mattered. The two men were broad shouldered. She couldn’t have fought them no matter what they’d left in the house.

      She pushed away from the wall, freezing as a long howl filled the night, echoed by several others. She peered through the bars, straining to see, the moon less than half full. From days of peering out the windows, she knew the sun parched land stretched out in each direction with only a scattering of gum trees. There were no houses and certainly no streetlights to break up the dark. And the bare bulb that hung from the high ceiling gave little light.

      That was a tree, wasn’t it? Surely it was a tree. She heard the howls, closer this time. A shiver ran through her and she touched a finger to the gold charm hanging from her hoop earring, all that was left of the charm bracelet her grandmother had given her when she was three. There’d been four charms, given for birthdays, each accompanied by a story from her grandmother. A myth, a folktale or a legend. The first one had been an owl. She frowned as she tried to remember the story, needing a distraction. She’d been so young, the story mostly forgotten. The last one, given to her only weeks after she’d lost the bracelet, was an antlered figure astride a horse. The wild hunt. One of the Fae.

      A shriek filled the night, accompanied by howls, the sounds coming from the other side of the house. She raced through the room and across the hallway to the room on the other side of the house, all the while wondering why she was running towards the sounds. She peered through another barred window, the room lit by a dim bulb. There were only silvery shadows.

      Her fingers touched the charm. “If it was the winter solstice, I’d call on you. I’d call on the wild hunt to bring me justice.” She closed her eyes, resting her forehead against the cool metal of the bars. “Not revenge. Justice.” Tears burned in the back of her throat and she swallowed hard, trying not to let them fall. She’d cried too much, using up most of the toilet paper in the otherwise empty bathroom. She couldn’t afford to waste more.

      “Help me get justice.” She let out a shuddery breath as she recalled the name her grandmother had used. “Gwyl. Help me, Gwyl.”

      “What would you offer me for your justice?”

      The deep voice had her stumbling back from the window as she opened her eyes, the light from the bare bulb falling across the figure at the window. “You’re…” Her voice trailed off as she tried to grasp what was happening. He was real. A rack of antlers rose from his head, leaves caught in his long tangled hair. His torso was bare and there were dark splatters across his wiry muscles that she feared was blood. “No.” She slowly shook her head. It couldn’t be possible. Her parents had always said her grandmother was crazy with her tales she insisted were true. Maybe it ran in the family. Days alone in this house had finally broken her.

      The antlered figure took a step back from the window, his blue eyes narrowing, an unnatural gleam in them. “If you aren’t willing to offer me anything, then you shouldn’t have called for me.”

      Fear rushed through her and she found herself pressed against the bars, reaching through them to touch him, his skin far warmer than hers. “Please. What do you want? Don’t leave me here. Take me with you.”

      He’d half turned away, turning back to face her, the gleam in his eyes becoming a wild look. “You wish to join the wild hunt? You want to ride beside me?”

      His words conjured stories, ones told to her over the years. Dark fairytales. Of creatures half mad with the need to hunt. Tracking their prey between their world and this one. Never stopping until they were caught. No mercy for those they tracked. She didn’t want that. But she couldn’t stay here.

      Once they realised the necklace was a copy, like her mum had discovered within minutes, they’d believe her mum was trying to trick them. Especially since the ones who owned the necklace weren’t about to let it be known the necklace had been replaced with a copy decades ago. “I have nothing to-“ She broke off and her fingers brushed across the charm. “This. I have this.” She fumbled at the catch of her earring, the charm falling into her hand once it was open. She held it out to him. “I thought you could only come here on the longest night of the year. This is the shortest. The summer solstice. How can you be here?” She regretted the words the moment they were spoken. Did she want to chase him away? She frantically tried to come up with something else to say, but the sudden flare of excitement in his eyes had all words fading from her mind. A shiver ran through her.

      “The one I hunted thought to escape me in this realm.” Gwyl took the charm from her, examining it.

      She pressed the earring together again, frowning as it clicked shut. “You’re in the middle of a hunt?” Surely that couldn’t be possible. Nothing could interrupt a hunt. Or so her grandmother had said.

      His lips curved into a smile, no humour in it as he met her gaze. “My hunt is done.” He glanced at the charm. “For this I can give you the rest of the night. If they elude us until the sun rises, they go free, my obligation to you ended.”

      She wanted to protest. Wanted to beg him to hunt them until they were caught. “What will you do with them?”

      “End their lives.”

      She shook her head, her breath catching in her throat. He’d spoken the words like they were the most natural choice to make. It was odd hearing them from someone who looked like he might only be a year older than her own seventeen years. “I don’t want them killed.” How did one live with the death of another on their conscience?

      “Yet you called on me. What did you think I’d do?” Gwyl demanded.

      “Take them to the police. Me and them. And my mum, wherever she is. I want justice. Not revenge.”

      “Their death would be justice. It would end whatever wrong they’ve done against you.”

      Again she shook her head. “Not here. Not in my world. That isn’t justice. It’s revenge.” She remembered what he’d said. “Not in this realm. In this realm, killing them would be wrong.” Paying him to kill on her behalf would be as bad as if she’d done the killing herself.

      He raised his head as if scenting the air, the wild look in his eyes flaring. “Someone comes.”

      She held her hands through the bars. “Don’t leave me in here. It’s them. No one else would come out here.” Not that she knew where here was. They’d blindfolded her and she’d sat in darkness for hours, the night becoming day as they reached the house. “Please. Help me escape.” For all she knew, they were no longer in Queensland. They might have crossed the border into New South Wales. She had no idea how to find her way home.

      “You’re the perfect bait to trap this prey.” He strode away from her, heading behind the house. A dark horse followed him, off to the side, barely discernible in the shadows.

      She stared after him, her mouth gaping as she struggled to make sense. He was leaving her here? For bait? Who did that? She spun away from the window, forcing herself to walk the length of the short hall, remaining in the doorway of the front room. She assumed it was a lounge room, but like the rest of the place, it was devoid of furniture. Most of the dust that had coated the timber floorboard had worn away from her pacing.

      A scrape at the front door had her breath coming quicker and she forced herself to remain where she was, the entire room between her and the front door. If Gwyl wanted her to be bait, then it’d be on her terms. The moment she had the chance, she was running through the front door. She wasn’t about to stay around waiting for them to discover the necklace was fake, the diamond cut into smaller pieces and sold off when the family had fallen on hard times. Sold quietly.

      The front door swung open smoothly, the only door in the place that didn’t groan as it moved. The doorway was filled with the broad shoulders of the older one. Her gaze was drawn to his hands, the skin leathery from years in the sun, an old scar pale and shiny in comparison. She had no idea what their names were. They’d never said. Didn’t even know what they looked like other than their hands and eyes. They always wore balaclavas. She only knew one was older than the other because of their hands.

      The older one stepped out of the doorway, not saying a word, the keys remaining in the lock, rattling as the younger one brushed past them to hold out a takeaway container.

      She looked between the container and the doorway, her gaze brushing across the keys to the night outside, the headlights of the car cutting a path through the darkness. Ignoring the container held by the paler, softer hands, she met the gaze of the older one. “I want to go home. Please let me go home.” Her stomach growled and she forced herself to remain where she was rather than snatch the food. It had been twenty-four hours since her last meal.

      The younger one tossed the container onto the floor. “Your mum is meeting us at daybreak. In the nearest town. If she follows orders, we’ll give her this location. If she doesn’t…” His voice trailed off, the threat hanging in the air.

      Before Alana could say anything, a howl filled the night, echoed by many others, the house sounding like it was surrounded. A shiver ran through her, the hairs on her arms rising. She fought the urge to rub her arms, tensing as she watched the two men, ready to run if she had the chance.

      “What’s going on out there?” The older man stepped outside, peering into the darkness, shading his eyes against the brightness of the headlights as he tried to see past them.

      The moment the two men took their attention from her, the howls continuing to echo through the night, Alana bolted for the door, grabbing hold of the keys and wrenching them from the lock as she ran past it. She headed towards the car, throwing the keys off to the right. It’d be impossible for them to imprison her in the house now. The old door lock needed a key to work. Even if they should catch her, that’d at least give her a chance to come up with another plan since it didn’t look like Gwyl was going to be much help. She’d expected more after her grandmother’s tales.

      Behind her the pound of feet came close and she pushed herself to move faster. It was impossible. She already ran as fast as she could. Yet still they gained on her. The thud of their feet seeming louder than the cries of the hunt. She didn’t dare look to see who followed. That’d slow her down. Stretching out a hand, her fingers strained towards the door handle. Before she could make contact, a body barrelled into her, knocking her to the ground.

      The body was gone from her before he could pin her down and she rolled over, her gaze fixed on Gwyl as she came to her feet. Backing away at the look in his eyes, her retreat was halted by the car, the metal cool against her back. The engine hummed softly and fumes hung in the still air. Gwyl held the younger one like he was something distasteful, his arm fully outstretched. Around her, the howls of the hunt quietened and another shudder ran through her.

      “What are you?” the younger man demanded. “Put me down. This is none of your concern.”

      “How disappointing.” Gwyl continued to hold him. “I was expecting more than words. You humans can be rather pathetic.”

      “I’ll show you pathetic.” The younger one drew a gun from the back of his waistband where it had been hidden by his shirt, pointing it at Gwyl’s face.

      Gwyl laughed, throwing his head back, laughter and howls filling the night around him from the shadows. “You will need to try better than that.”

      The rest of the wild hunt crowded in around Gwyl, stepping out of the dark, an assortment of creatures carrying a variety of weapons. Swords, spears, daggers and axes. As they came in close, the younger man tried to escape, the gun falling to the ground with a thud. He was dropped to the ground to land beside it.

      Alana stared at the many creatures, having no idea what most of them were. Other than the ones with the pointed ears. They had to be Fae. Some of the others looked like they’d stepped out of nightmares. Yet, for some reason, she wasn’t afraid.

      “Please. Let me go. Don’t hurt me. Please, don’t hurt me.” Fear laced the younger one’s words. He turned to face Alana. “I didn’t hurt you. Tell him. Please, tell him.”

      Alana met his fear filled gaze, coming away from the car. Fear rushed through her as she did. It rose swiftly, holding her in place and she didn’t know if she could move even if her life depended on it. Her gaze was drawn to the nightmare creatures, large wolves amongst them along with a variety of horses. She couldn’t stop thinking about the one time she’d been on a horse. It had lasted seconds. She’d ended up in the dirt, refusing to get back on with how her body ached.

      “Unhand me.” The older one was tossed onto the ground next to the younger one. His hand closed over the gun he’d landed near and he surged to his feet, shooting at Gwyl.

      Alana opened her mouth to call out a warning. Gwyl moved impossibly fast, the bullet missing him.

      On the ground the younger man babbled, very few of his words making complete sentences. “Can’t be happening. Nightmare. Impossible. Got to be a nightmare.” He scrambled away from the wild hunt, remaining on the ground, shaking his head as he retreated. “You’re not real. Not real.”

      Alana couldn’t help agreeing with him. None of it seemed real. Life hadn’t felt real since the moment she’d been grabbed, shoved in a car and a rough strip of cloth had been tied around her head, covering her eyes.

      The older one backed away as Gwyl advanced on him. He spun, grabbed hold of Alana and pressed the gun to the side of her head. “Open the car door.” When she didn’t move, he snapped. “Now.”

      She felt the tremble in his body and assumed he felt the same fear she did. The fear that had risen when she’d stepped towards the younger man. Was his fear worse than hers since he was the one the hunt was going after? There was no way she’d ask. Not with the gun pressed against her head, only the thick locks of her hair separating it from her flesh. No barrier at all if he should pull the trigger.

      The older man shook her, keeping her between him and Gwyl. “I will not ask again.” He angled her so she could reach the door.

      She fumbled for the handle, lifting it and tugging the door partly open, the fear vanishing as quickly as it had risen. It made no sense. Nothing had changed. She was still in danger. She met Gwyl’s gaze. He was within arm’s reach. Yet she didn’t dare reach for him, doubting he could pull her away from the older one before he could squeeze the trigger. She wanted to beg and plead like the younger one still did, but she didn’t speak. Not to ask questions and not to beg for her life. Begging had done nothing, only been ignored each time she’d tried. She doubted the older one would suddenly start listening to her now.

      “Open it properly. Go on. Get it open,” the older one ordered, pressing the gun harder against the side of her head for emphasis.

      She did as he said, continuing to meet Gwyl’s gaze. There was a flair of something in them, a look she couldn’t name, flickering in Gwyl’s eyes only seconds before he grabbed hold of her arm and dragged her to him. Pressed against his warm body, she heard the car engine rev and tires spin, a cloud of dust rising around them. It took her a moment to realise she felt surprisingly safe against his chest. Which worried her even more, considering all the stories her grandmother had told her of the wild hunt. They weren’t safe. Not in the least.

      Gwyl loosened his grip, again meeting her gaze. “We hunt.” Letting her go, he stepped back and reached for his horse that had come close. Swinging into the saddle, he held out a hand to her, one of the Fae with him slinging the younger man across the back of a horse.

      The moment Gwyl had released her, the fear had swamped her and she automatically took his hand, finding herself behind him. The air was filled with a strange, spicy scent, the fear again receding. As too did the initial rush of fear she’d felt at being on a horse again. Instead, a strange sense of excitement and anticipation filled her as she wrapped her arms around his waist, the heat of his body against hers. The horse leapt forward, moving across the ground at a fast pace and she tightened her arms around him even more. Coming off this horse would be worse than falling from the last horse she’d been on. This time she’d be trampled to death.

      Around them creatures rode beside and behind, wolves with glistening fangs keeping pace with the horses. Howls filled the night, the sounds accompanying the pound of hooves.

      Excitement and anticipation continued to rise in Alana and she peered around Gwyl as they gained on the car. A plume of dust hung in the air. The wild hunt called out, wolves echoing the cries. Their sounds filled with the excitement that rushed through her.

      Alana leaned forward with Gwyl as he urged the horse on. Throwing her head back, she joined in with the calls around her, heart racing as they gained on the car. Then they were passing it, running in front so the headlights caused their shadow to stretch out in front of them. A strange shape that was a mix of horse, antlers and figures.

      She turned to watch the car drop back, wanting to demand that Gwyl turn around. The horse slowed and he turned it to face the oncoming car, the vehicle not slowing in the slightest. Straightening, she opened her mouth to yell at him to move. There was no way they’d survive the impact of a car. The same strange, spicy scent of before filled the air and the ground in front of the car buckled and rose like a choppy sea, stirring up a dust cloud.

      The car swerved before reaching them, fishtailing across the rough ground at the side of the road. When the dirt buckled in front of it again, the car made a sharp turn, coming to an abrupt stop. The doors remained closed and dust hung in the air, caught in the shaft of light cast by the headlights.

      Gwyl’s horse walked towards the car, stopping only metres from the front of it. He remained seated on the horse, staring at the man behind the wheel.

      Alana wanted to ask him what he was waiting for. Did he expect the man to step out of the car and give up? A glance up the road showed the rest of the wild hunt hung back, silent now as the car remained stationary.

      The horse took a step forward.

      Alana, who leaned enough to the right that she could see past Gwyl saw the moment the man came to a decision. His hands tightened on the steering wheel, enough light cast by the dash that she could clearly see the action. She clung to Gwyl as she felt the horse burst into motion as the car came for them. Her mouth opened, but she didn’t get the chance to yell any words at him.

      They rode across the car, the hooves hitting the bonnet, the roof and the boot before they landed on the ground behind it. They wheeled to face the car, which had stopped with a spray of dirt and pebbles. The man in the car turned so he was looking over his shoulder out the back window, the car picking up speed as he reversed towards them.

      Alana clung to Gwyl as the horse reared, Gwyl howling before the horse leapt forward. Again they raced over the top of the car that came to a stop behind them in another spray of dirt and pebbles. They faced the car that remained stationary again. Alana wanted to urge Gwyl to do something. To drag the man from the car or something similar. She had no idea how many hours were left until dawn, but being the shortest night of the year didn’t give her much time.

      This time when the car came towards them, it swerved to the side, heading back to the road.

      They spun to face the direction the car was headed in and raced after it. Alana’s heart felt like it stopped a moment when she saw the lightness in the sky ahead. Was dawn coming? Had she run out of time? Relief replaced the panic when she realised it was the lights of civilisation causing the night to lighten around it.

      What would happen if the man reached whatever town was ahead of them? Would he escape? Would someone stop Gwyl? “He’s heading for a town.” A thought occurred to her, making fear burst through her. Was it the town where her mum waited? Did the man plan to go after her mum since he couldn’t get to her?

      “Just because he heads towards it, that doesn’t mean he’ll reach it.”

      She nearly asked him if he could promise her they’d catch the man before dawn broke. But the rest of the hunt was chasing after them, howls, whoops and cries again filling the night. The sounds were too loud for conversation and she felt the urge to join them, anticipation again coursing through her, fears receding.

      Was this how they gained members? Enticing them with the unexpected thrill of the chase. They caught up to the car, racing alongside it. She started to protest when Gwyl let go the reins with one hand and drew a dagger, leaning towards the car to smash the window. Her protests remained unspoken when the horse continued to race beside the car, the pace unchanged even with Gwyl’s actions.

      “You think I’ll let you take me?” the man yelled at them through the open window. “You can’t get me if I stay in here or you’d have already tried.”

      Alana waited until they were ahead of the car before she spoke near Gwyl’s ear, hoping he could hear her over the cries of the hunt. “Is that true? Can’t you get him out of the car?”

      He turned his head to the side, the wind tearing the words from him and pushing them towards her. “The iron prevents me from getting close enough to drag him from his machine.”

      She closed her eyes, trying to work out what to do. If he was left free, would he come after her again? Come after her mum. And how was she meant to get to safety when dawn came if he was in the car and could hunt her? She breathed in deep, tensing as she forced herself to speak. “I can get him out. Iron doesn’t effect me.” Unless it was the iron of a bullet. She pushed that thought from her. Did he still have the gun? Yet another thought she pushed from herself. She wasn’t about to end up locked in that house again. Or wait for him to come after her. “If you can stop the car, I can get him out of it.”

      Well ahead of the car, Gwyl turned the horse to face it, coming to a stop. The strange, spicy scent filled the air as the ground in front of the car twisted and buckled, rising and falling. The car screeched to a halt, dust settling around it, the engine stalling. Around the car, the ground was left in uneven folds, making it impossible for it to go anywhere.

      Silence descended, the hunt as silent as the car.

      It took Alana a few seconds to force herself to swing to the ground, her legs nearly giving way on her. The fear she felt ebbed when Gwyl grabbed her arm and steadied her. How was she meant to function if every time she was away from him the fear the wild hunt brought with them overwhelmed her?

      “He won’t sit there all night,” Gwyl warned. “And you only have until dawn. Barely an hour.” He pressed his dagger into her hand. “Take this.” He let go of her the moment she had hold of the dagger.

      The expected fear didn’t rush in on her. Relief barely formed before his words sank in, banishing it. “Less than an hour?” When he nodded, she forced unsteady limbs to move. Was that enough time? It would have to be. It wasn’t like she could slow it down.

      The man watched her come, the balaclava having been removed at some stage. “You’re not about to use that on me. You don’t have it in you.” His gaze was momentarily drawn to the dagger.

      She stared at him, surprised at how ordinary he was. Someone you wouldn’t look twice at if you passed them on the street. She’d expected something different. Something that hinted at what he was willing to do to get what he wanted. “Get out of the car.” She made her voice as firm as possible, surprised at how commanding her words actually sounded.

      He laughed. “As long as I stay in here, whatever it is they do to you, doesn’t effect me. And since you’re not about to use that, I can stay in here as long as necessary.” He glanced at the dagger. “However long it takes for your crazy friends to give up.”

      His words felt like a warning. An unspoken threat of what he’d do once Gwyl was gone. There was no way she was about to let him kidnap her again. Or worse. Her hand tightened on the dagger. “Get out of the car now.” She saw a flicker of something in his eyes at the hardness of her words. She wasn’t sure exactly what it was, but it wasn’t fear. Possibly it was uncertainty. Behind her the wild hunt started up a long, low howl, the creatures and wolves creating a strange sort of harmony. The sound slid through and around her and she smiled, anticipation rising. For a second she nearly joined in, raising her chin in preparation. She stopped when he moved.

      He shifted away from her to the edge of the seat, angling to the side, his gaze fixed on her. “They can’t help you.”

      This time she was certain of the look in his eyes. It echoed the tone of his voice. Uncertainty. “I don’t need their help.” The thrill of the chase filled her when he struggled to shift over to the passenger seat, the sounds of the hunt growing in volume. Again she nearly joined in with her own cries. This time it was his words that stopped her.

      “You won’t use it.” His gaze remained on the dagger.

      She leaned into the car. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that if I was you.” She glanced out the window towards the hunt who waited for her, glimpsing herself in the rear view mirror. The wild look in her eyes startled her. Before she could take a closer look, the man struck out at her. She blocked his attack, lunging for the passenger door handle, drawing back her hand to shove against his chest.

      He tumbled out, hands trying to grab at the car as he fell. Landing in the dirt, he glanced towards the hunt who moved in towards him. He scrambled to his feet and threw himself towards the car.

      She lunged forward and grabbed hold of the door handle, slamming it shut, the sound drowned out by the howls of the hunt as they surrounded the man. She backed out of the car, dagger still clutched in her hand, the calls of the hunt drawing her towards the older man who cowed away from them, babbling like the younger one had done earlier.

      Gwyl swung down from his horse, grabbing the man by the front of his shirt, hauling him to his feet. The man struggled, swinging out at Gwyl who easily blocked his movements.

      Alana crossed the last few metres separating her from Gwyl and his captive, striking out at the man as he again tried to attack Gwyl. His eyes went wide with fear as he faced her. She tightened her grip on the dagger, preparing to attack again. A small voice within her demanded what she was doing, the sound of it easily drowned out by the calls of the hunt. A movement distracted her from attacking.

      The younger man was tossed to the ground to land at Alana’s feet, the dust stirring as he landed. He cringed away from them, begging to be let go.

      She stared down at him, anger rising, the howls of the hunt not letting up. How many times had she begged? About to take a step forward, she spotted the gun on the ground near the car. She could only assume it had been knocked out by the older man. She pounced on it, transferring the dagger to her left hand before she picked it up. Her hand curled around the grip.

      She faced the two men who were both in the dirt, pointing the gun at the older one. He stilled, falling silent as he stared up at her with wide eyes.

      Gwyl gestured towards them. “You wanted justice. Take it. Punish them. Use the very method they would have used against you.”

      For a second, she nearly pulled the trigger. Nearly let the sounds of the hunt carry her onward. Her grip faltered as the sky lightened and the hunt fell silent. She met the gaze of the older one, seeing resignation was now mixed in with the fear. His expression brought her to her senses. He believed she’d kill him. What was she doing? She nearly threw the gun from her. At the last moment, she tightened her hold on it. This wasn’t her. She wasn’t a part of the wild hunt. She didn’t believe in their style of justice. “They need to be tied up.”

      “Day will be here in minutes,” Gwyl warned.

      Her gaze was again drawn to the two men. Once the hunt was gone, they could easily overpower her. “They need to be tied up.” She said the words more firmly, about to beg them to hurry, when Gwyl nodded and gestured one of the hunt forward.

      The Fae, who roughly tied their hands together in front of them, stepped back the moment his task was done.

      Alana gestured towards the car with the gun, her gaze remaining on the older man. “In the back.” She hurried forward and opened the door, stepping out of their reach before they moved forward. As soon as they were in the car, she closed the door, turning to Gwyl. It took a great deal of effort to make her way towards him when she saw the wild look in his eyes. Like that of a predator who’d been denied their prey. “Thank you.” She bit back the words that rose in her. There was no way she wanted to ride with the hunt. Yet a small part of her was tempted to beg him to take her up on his horse again. Wanted to feel the thrill of the chase.

      Gwyl gave a single nod.

      She held out his dagger, hilt first. “Is there anything I can help you with?” The charm seemed like too little after all he’d done. Seemed like nothing compared to her life.

      He took the dagger from her, the wild look leaving his eyes as the first rays of the sun spread out across the sky. “There’s nothing you can do to help me.”

      At the tone in his voice, she wanted to step forward and comfort him. To promise she’d help after all he’d done for her. Before she could say or do anything, he swung up onto his horse and along with the rest of the hunt, vanished from sight. All that was left behind was the strange, spicy scent that quickly faded and a leaf drifting towards the ground, the uneven folds of dirt settling back to normal around the car.

      She stared down at the leaf when it landed, scooping it up and turning to face the car when she heard one of the doors open. Tucking the leaf into a pocket, she raised the gun, pointing it at the younger one. “Don’t even think about it.” She used the same hard tone as before.

      He met her gaze, his hands still tied in front of him.

      She smiled when he hastily closed the door, warily watching her as she made her way around the car, relief filling her that he’d listened. She slid into the driver’s seat, keeping the gun on her lap and sending frequent glances to her subdued and wary passengers since they obviously could still manage to do some things even with their hands tied together. Like open doors. Or maybe attack her.

      The town was ten minutes away, the longest drive she’d ever had to make. The entire time pretending to be calm when all she could think about was what would happen if the two men tried to overpower her. But the look she gave them in the rear view mirror each time they moved froze them in place and she pulled up outside the police station that was in the main street of town, a large sign out the front of the low set building.

      She was barely out of the car, taking the keys from the ignition and keeping the gun at her side, when police officers came out of the station, ordering her to put her weapon down.

      Dropping the gun onto the bitumen, she raised her hands. “Please. It’s not mine. I took it from the men in the car. They kidnapped me. I’m Alana-“ Before she could finish her sentence, her mum was running towards her, wrapping her arms tightly around her.

      “You’re okay? They didn’t hurt you? I couldn’t believe it when I saw you drive into town. Are you okay? Alana? Sweetheart?”

      Alana burst into tears, clinging to her mum as the men were led away, an officer asking her questions. All she could do was shake her head and cling to her mum, having no idea how to answer a single thing. Not without sounding completely crazy. Closing her eyes, she rested her head on her mum’s shoulder. An image of Gwyl came to mind, the wild glitter in his eyes. The one that had been in her own when she’d looked in the rear view mirror. The one she hoped never to see again.

      Her mum’s arms continued to hold her tightly. “Enough with the questions. Can’t you see she’s been through too much?”

      Alana opened her eyes, drawing back to see the glare her mum directed at the police officers. There were definitely things she couldn’t answer. Things she couldn’t talk about. At least not to most people. “Can we go see Grandma?” She had no answers to give, but she did have questions of her own to ask.
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      When a phoenix loses control, will she discover more than fire concealed?
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      Halima smacked her hand against the shower tile. Flames danced around her fingertips. Again.

      She left her hand pressed against the light brown stone, head bowed under the water’s steady pulse. The apartment’s water heater was on the verge of giving out. She scrunched her eyes and cringed at the memory of last week’s icy shower.

      At least under the water she didn’t worry about burning the place down.

      The fire flickered out with a lurch inside her chest. She straightened, blinking through the lukewarm streams. Scorch marks marred the tile where her hand had been in a perfect outline, like a painful cave painting. There went her rental deposit.

      Halima shut off the spray and braced, but the fire didn’t reappear. Exhaustion of that odd inner power seemed effective when nothing else worked. She rolled her eyes. It’d be even easier if she’d stop waking up full of flaming energy.

      She peeled off soggy garments with a grimace and looked for an open space. Her formerly neat bedroom was covered in damp clothes. She rubbed her wrist where wet leather chafed, her vintage watch having drowned with a gulping tick.

      If only time were really on pause. She was losing more control as her birthday crept nearer, and had no idea why. Perhaps her cousin’s schoolboy taunts were right. Solstice-born phoenixes were unlucky.

      Reluctantly, she put the phone on speaker while strangling long damp hair into a messy bun. It was too late to be on time no matter how much she hurried, but she was still relieved when the call went straight to voicemail.

      Halima shoved a bobby pin in her hair while the automated voice droned. The scrape of pain against her scalp matched her mood. It grated her pride to call for assistance. Hadn’t she moved halfway across the world to prove her independence from her overbearing family?

      The phone beeped. “Ummi, please, can you call me back? Please, mama, I need help. Weird things are happening.”

      If an eight-hundred-year-old sphinx couldn’t answer her questions, no one could. But it all depended on her mother remembering modern technology existed.
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        * * *

      

      “Good, you’re here.” Dr. June Porter looked up from the antique pages. “I have a question about magical fire – hey. What’s wrong?”

      Halima didn’t answer the professor immediately. “Why would you think anything is wrong?”

      “You’re the epitome of grace and calm,” June said in a dry voice. “Except today. Paler than usual, shaking, dark undereye circles. You looked better after fighting the tunnel monster. You want me to keep going?”

      She trailed an olive hand across a nearby book, pebbled leather soft against her fingertips. “Paladin University might lose its archivist.”

      June frowned and set her pen next to the open tome. “The dean grumbles about firing everyone. I’m starting to think it’s a rite of passage.”

      A faint smile flickered over her lips, but she couldn’t keep up the façade. “Not that. I’m no longer safe to be around this much paper.”

      June’s expression didn’t budge. “But you’ve exceptional control. You’ve been around old papers and ancient books for years. What am I missing?”

      “What you see isn’t exceptional control.” Halima traced the embossed letters on a leather-bound book so old the gilt had flaked away, leaving only subtle hints of its contents. “I never needed exceptional control before. Something new is going on.”

      “New, as in since the tunnel?”

      Halima nodded and wrapped her arms around her middle. She hated the habitual pose, left over from her days growing up as the quiet one in an enormous family, trying to sneak through with a book protected against her stomach without being teased or pulled into games. “I knew I was a phoenix, but I’d never manifested before. Actually transforming into a giant bird? Indescribably weird.”

      “So you awakened something new. I didn’t realize.” The blonde bit her lip. “I can’t express enough gratitude for how you saved Peter and me from that – creature. Not to mention you’ve been helping me with all the research on what being the Paladin means. It’s about time I returned the favor, hmm?”

      Halima quirked an eyebrow.

      “Research. On phoenixes.” June dropped her eyes. “I should have earlier.”

      “Oh. I don’t want to put you out.” Halima spoke the words but felt the longing tug on something within her chest with an unexpected pang.

      June shrugged. “About time I was a better friend.”

      “Thank you,” Halima said quietly. Uncomfortable, she went to smooth her hair and found the unexpected bun instead. “I called my mother this morning, but no luck. I grew up hearing all about how summer solstice-born phoenixes are unlucky from the rest of my family.”

      “And we’re less than a week away.” June tapped her fingers. “Tell you what. Give me today and tomorrow to research while you get what you can from your family.”

      “It’s not an imposition?” She felt that desire pull again, stronger this time. Her hand clenched with the desire to know more.

      June waved a hand. “You know I’ll figure out a way to work this into class or a paper. The solstice connection is interesting, but I’ve never heard of an unlucky phoenix. I want to know more.”

      She nodded her thanks and slipped outside, then leaned against the cool metal door. Halima pressed a slim hand against her lips.

      “I want to know more too,” she whispered. Why hadn’t anyone in her family ever explained?
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        * * *

      

      It was late when Halima slipped out the administrative building. New Hampshire had early sunsets at the edge of the time zone, but she wasn’t used to missing them in the summertime. She’d been distracted all day, and had nearly missed the last recruitment visit. Major donor potential with a college-age son, and she’d felt guilty enough to spend several hours with the family before catching up on her paperwork.

      She had a longer walk than usual in the twilight. Faculty parking had been full when she’d managed to get to the university this morning. No one bothered to ticket stray students in the summertime. Halima shouldered her purse and messenger bag with determination levels incongruent with a simple walk.

      Her solution was simple. She’d stop this ridiculous human bonfire cycle by getting up early. Enough time for the flames to flicker their way to exhaustion before she was late for work.

      Besides, she was tired of inspecting her clothes for scorch marks.

      Her footsteps slowed as she approached the courtyard, stumbling upon a crowd of student workers who’d stayed on campus for the summer. A portable grill had been set up in the middle of the quad, and she was sure the red plastic cups weren’t soda.

      The smell of char and hops reminded her angry stomach she’d barely eaten all day. Her mouth watered as she got closer to the grill. Halima tried to remember if she had any cash on hand. Perhaps she could trade a few dollars for a burger?

      She took a tentative step toward the student manning the grill, who looked up with a semi-intoxicated grin.

      He waved a spatula at her in a wave and winked. “Hi! Hot dog?”

      Stomach rumbling, she dug in a pocket for change as she walked closer.

      “Ahhh!”

      The grill flared three feet high with a whoosh of white-hot flame. The student leapt backward in a long-limbed, off-balance jump. He beat frantically at the sparks attacking his apron. The spatula somersaulted across the courtyard with a metallic clatter. It would have been comical if Halima hadn’t felt the fire leaping toward her, welcoming and warm in the gathering darkness.

      She bolted for the parking lot, chased by her own footsteps, hoping her car and the path home would bring safety. She had a sinking feeling her hard-won independence was as charred as the student’s apron.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, she found herself staring at the stove. Blaring fire trucks had cut off her drive back to her apartment. The flashing lights were a poignant reminder of the damage she could do if she lost control again. Every decision was a potential disaster.

      The stove taunted her, dial shiny and round, waiting to be clicked on and burst into flame. A sharp pop of orange and blue, fire tamed and precise. All she had to do was turn it on.

      “It can’t be that bad, and I’m starving.” Still, she leaned back with gritted teeth as she turned the knob.

      It wasn’t that bad. It was worse.

      Five minutes later, the fire alarm had been silenced and dinner resembled the charcoal briquettes the student had been using in the courtyard. Mood grim, she munched on a piece of inadvertently blackened chicken.

      At least I still have eyebrows. And cooking is much faster with a larger flame.

      She sighed and went back to sawing at grainy, scorched chicken jerky, no longer hungry but unwilling to give up. It took three more dry bites, half a glass of wine, and a choking fit for her to concede. Jaw aching, she gave up and headed for bed.

      Her dreams were filled with golden sparks and the memory of flying, until the smoke detector blared.

      She dragged blurred eyes open with reluctance. The smoke rising from her skin had her leaping for the safety of the shower.

      When the water went cold, her inner fire was silent at last. Meanwhile, she was as exhausted as if she’d actually been out flying all night.

      Halima dug out her largest mug and filled it with coffee that resembled mud. She settled into the sofa with a bowl of yogurt and granola, ignoring her stomach’s protests that it would prefer waffles this morning. The toaster would probably explode.

      Local news came on with the press of a button, and she yawned without listening. Coffee scalded her lips. She blew on the liquid and sucked it in as fast as she could stand.

      “For the fifth night in a row, firefighters struggled to put out several fires across Lost Creek. Each of the four fires last night were at unoccupied summer homes, but had no obvious location or ownership connections. Sources report mysterious black flames and difficulty dousing the fires are raising preliminary speculation of chemical involvement, either from illegal solvents or drugs. Arson experts have been brought in to investigate –”

      Halima didn’t hear the rest over the sound of her mug shattering on the coffee table. She hissed as the liquid splashed her bare legs, but didn’t stop staring at the television. The police weren’t looking for meth labs.

      Unstoppable fires with black flames could only have been caused by magic.

      With shaking fingers, she picked up ceramic shards. Her head pounded, a single thought swirling in a continuous circle until her brain was numb.

      Had she caused the fires?
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        * * *

      

      “So apparently I’m an evil firebrand,” Halima concluded. “Sleep flying, or something. I can’t control it. Whole damn town is going to burn by the solstice.”

      Peter Ridere studied Halima over the rim of the Athena Diner’s deluxe strawberry milkshake. “Perhaps a test is in order before you blame yourself.”

      “And sleep,” June added from where she sat next to Peter. “You look even more exhausted than you did before. You’re barely eating.”

      Halima looked down at her chicken pot pie. The flaky crust vented steam into the air where she’d smashed it apart, but she’d only eaten only two bites. “I keep thinking about the chicken I made last night. Extra crispy, in all the wrong ways.”

      Peter nearly snorted his milkshake trying not to laugh. He avoided looking to his right, where a pointy elbow aimed for at his ribs. “Sounds like June’s cooking.”

      “Perhaps we could get back to the point,” June said, glaring at Peter. “The test. And Halima, if it’s bringing up bad memories, don’t eat it. We’ll flag down the server and get you something else.”

      She shook her head. “It’s delicious. I’m just stressed. Tell me about this test idea while I eat.”

      “Well, the easy idea is that you lock yourself in a room. Block the windows and such. If a fire happens and your barricades are intact, it wasn’t you. Or if you’re not sure, repeat the next night with someone watching.”

      “I could do that if you want. Or you could set up a camera and record yourself,” June said. “Just because there’s magic doesn’t mean it’s you. There’s a lot more magic in Lost Creek than I anticipated, that’s for sure.”

      Halima stared at the owl mural behind the Athena’s counter, avoiding eye contact with dark-haired man at the counter. “I don’t get why all this is happening now.”

      June tapped a French fry against her lips. “Didn’t you say the tunnel was the first time you’d converted to phoenix form?”

      “What?” Peter lost all residual laughter from his eyes and sat bolt upright. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “Oops?” June shrugged. “Sorry. I didn’t know until the other day.”

      “I didn’t want to tell anyone.” Halima fell silent and poked a carrot swimming in white gravy. She stabbed it and heaved a sigh. “Just like I didn’t want to tell anyone I’m solstice-born.”

      “Now that is definitely information I distrust.” June narrowed her eyes. “Look, you’re a being of literal light, symbolic of rebirth. It’d surprise me if you weren’t born on the solstice. We have amazing archives at the university, and I couldn’t find a thing about solstice birthday luck. Where’s that coming from?”

      Halima sighed. “My cousin.”

      “If your cousin’s anything like mine was growing up, maybe he’s not the best source of information,” Peter growled. “Look, Halima – I’m an energy mage, right? Growing up, there were times when I blew every electric light in the house.”

      She shook her head, staring at the remains of her congealing chicken pie. “Sorry?”

      “He’s saying it’s a magical growth spurt.” June nodded and propped her chin on one hand, grey eyes alight with interest. “Halima, how old are you?”

      “Twenty-five in three days.” She pushed her plate away.

      “Maybe the legends are wrong about the phoenix timeframes,” June said slowly. “Maybe it’s not a thousand-year cycle. Maybe it’s tied to the solstice. Did your family have anything to add?”

      “Assuming it’s a more credible source than your cousin,” Peter interjected. He waved over the waitress. “Shelly, anything new for dessert?”

      The brunette snapped her gum. “Baklava sundaes with honey syrup. Or just baklava. And the usual pie.”

      “Baklava?” Halima felt her appetite return. “The largest piece you have, please.”

      The server left, and she wondered how she’d missed the spicy aroma of cinnamon earlier. “Wish my mom would answer her phone.”

      June frowned. “What about trying someone else? Do you have other family?”

      Halima laughed. “Too much of it. It’s part of why I left. But most of them abhor modern technology. If they want to talk, they just pop in. Usually when you don’t want them. Mom’s my best bet, but she probably wandered off without charging her phone again.”

      “Mine does that all the time,” Peter said, looking sympathetic. “What about your father? Would he have any different info?”

      Her mouth watered as Shelly brought an overly generous piece of baklava. She wanted to stuff the entire gooey, nut-filled pastry into her mouth, without a care for scattering fragile flakes of filo dough across the table or her face. Instead, she picked up a fork and broke off a sedate bite. “Dad breaks modern technology, so we gave up trying. Smartphones and djinn magic aren’t compatible. Something just shorts out the circuits.”

      Silence met her words. She looked up with a mouth full of cinnamon and honey. “Mmph?”

      “Your father’s a – a djinn?”

      She nodded and swallowed the sticky treat with effort. “And Mom is a sphinx. I probably take after my great-great-grandmother. She was solstice-born, too.”

      “Interesting family,” June said faintly. She blinked rapidly across the table and slumped back against the booth’s deep blue vinyl.

      Peter recovered faster than his girlfriend, which didn’t surprise Halima. The son of Irish diplomats had been learning diplomatic skills his entire life. “In the meantime, I have suggestions for avoiding sleep-flying. And some exercises that’ll help with control.”

      “’I’m willing to try anything.” She winced at the thought of yet another morning soaked to quench the fires. “Only three days until the solstice.”
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      The barricades worked.

      She could just barely see a hint of sunshine from around the bookcase in front of the window. Her bedroom door remained closed, the heavy antique dresser planted before it. Books and clothes created their own hazards around the room from hastily emptied drawers and shelves.

      A slow smile spread across her face. Sure, she’d dreamt of flying, but this meant it was only in her head. Dreams, even if those dreams made her phoenix long to transform in a burst of golden light.

      Time to see if Peter’s other tricks worked before she set the messy room on fire. Perhaps she should move to the bathroom just in case, with its less flammable tile.

      Reaching mentally inward, Halima held her breath and twisted the power with her. She felt the fire smolder and die. Tension she hadn’t felt in her limbs until it was gone made her bones feel wobbly. Halima threw her head back and laughed aloud.

      She snagged her phone from the nightstand and pulled up the local news. If there had been more magical fires, she was off the hook. If the arsonist had skipped a night, well, she’d just keep barricading herself in the apartment until after the solstice. Maybe build a nest in the shower just in case.

      Behind her phone, something was glowing.

      She inched the phone down and refocused her eyes on the floor. In between a pile of t-shirts and framed family photos rested a single oversized feather, golden and shining.

      Halima ran for the bathroom and huddled on the floor of the shower, shaking. She hugged her knees, the taste of bile sour in her mouth. Her eyes roamed over the small room and landed on the steam vent next to the light.

      Had she managed to slip out the vent overnight? Or had her phoenix form flitted around her bedroom all night, trapped and seeking a way out? Had her phoenix understood why she’d blocked all the exits? How had the smoke alarm not gone off?

      She felt her newfound control over fire beginning to waver and clenched her knees tighter. A twinge of pain made her look down to find her phone, still clutched in one white-knuckled hand.

      It took her three tries to pull up her contacts. Her other hand pressed against her mouth, teeth leaving pale indents in her fingers. She let out a muffled cry as she hit voicemail again. “Ummi, please, mama, please. I need you.”

      The pleading in her voice sounded weak. She growled and tossed the phone away. It landed with a thunk and slid off the fuzzy taupe rug to rest under the sink’s pipes. She felt her control slip, a wave of magic rising through her chest. Halima let out a scream of frustration and burst into flames.

      Still on the floor, she reached up and turned on the shower while her downstairs neighbor pounded on the ceiling. And if the water wasn’t entirely salt-free, at least no one else knew.
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      It was well into afternoon by the time Halima felt under control, and lucky that her boss was on vacation. Every creaking pipe and unexpected footstep brought her heart racing. A nearby office turned on a vacuum cleaner, and she let out a squeak so loud a student worker came to investigate.

      Lost Creek had been aflame again last night, and Halima was avoiding June. She’d ignored texts and even hid in a dark alcove when the professor had come to the library. Halima had spent the morning huddled on the dusty floor of the isolated restricted section, searching online for the latest news on the arson investigations.

      She’d watched videos until her battery was at five percent, then switched to hard copy research. She couldn’t find patterns in the fires, or records of black flames. Anything she could find in these old books on phoenix legends might answer what could happen at the solstice, and she couldn’t find a thing.

      On the plus side, she was so exhausted she might as well have been human. She’d burned with a white-hot intensity this morning, spitting blue sparks while she sobbed. She didn’t see the point in replacing the bathmat anytime soon, and had no idea how to explain the melted glass shower door.

      She rubbed weary eyes and turned the page before she risked calling more fires just by thinking about it.

      Halima yawned and rubbed her chest. Did they make medication for magical heartburn? “Fire purification…welcoming summer…divination and fertility…” She turned the page again and slammed the book shut, then winced at her carelessness. “Blast it, nothing here.”

      The lure of coffee was overpowering. She risked exposing her hiding spot, but there were others in the library. All she had to do was make it to the student union and back.

      Her gaze fell on the three books she had left to review. With a reckless arm, she swept them into her bag and headed for the door.

      It was the little things, Halima decided. Caffeine in hand, she’d paused at the cinnamon stir sticks and couldn’t resist the scent. She’d impulsively bought the lot, ignoring the cashier’s surprise as she swiped her card. She stuffed them in her bag on top of the stolen – borrowed – books. Surely she deserved an early birthday present to herself after the week she’d had?

      She grabbed her coffee and smacked into a wall. Steaming liquid splashed out of her hand and all over the floor. The cashier gave her a sad-eyed look from under erratic curls and reached for a mop while grumbling under her breath.

      Halima mouthed one of her mother’s curses, the closest she ever came to swearing. “I’m so sorry. Didn’t see you there.”

      “My fault,” the wall replied. “I’ll buy you another cup. You’re not burnt, are you?”

      She let out a hysterical giggle before she could help herself and coughed. “No. Thank you. I appreciate it. And thank you, but I’ll get my own coffee.”

      “How about dinner instead?”

      She looked up in shock. The wall had waves of long dark hair falling over his forehead. A red and black plaid flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up showed impressive forearms and hid what she suspected were fantastic biceps.

      Halima reached out to verify that bicep before she came to her senses and snatched her hand back. “I can get my own dinner, too.”

      “But you don’t have to. Please?” He gave her a grin, letting a dimple show through above a strong, tanned jaw. “Dustin Kirkpatrick. Belated anthropology grad student with aspirations of taking a beautiful, currently anonymous woman to dinner.”

      She rolled her eyes and began to fill a new coffee cup. “Belated?”

      “I did a few years in construction before figuring out what I really wanted to do, mysterious stranger.” Dustin handed her a lid and followed her to the register.

      That explained the biceps. She shook her head at his proffered cash and slid her card into the machine a second time. “Halima Hunt. And I’m only telling you so you stop that.”

      “Stop asking you to dinner? How about lunch? Coffee?” He waggled his eyebrows at her. “We have coffee right now.”

      “I’m working right now.” She headed for the stairs and tried to ignore the flutter she felt when she glanced his way. Her life was eventful enough right now.

      He followed her up to the ground floor, bounding ahead of her with strong legs and a rear that definitely did not catch her attention. “Same. Can’t work all the time.”

      “Fine,” she snapped. It definitely had nothing to do with that inner thrill rippling down her spine. Never mind that the inner thrill got more excited to see him grin at her acceptance. Or to see his muscles flex under the flannel shirt.

      Her inner thrill was absolutely a traitor.

      She blinked, but she’d already accepted. He flashed her a blinding smile one more time, and her head spun.

      “Six? I’ll meet you at the Hungry Bear.”

      She opened her mouth to apologize and tell him she’d changed her mind, but he was already leaning against the door. “I’ll see you there, Halima Hunt. I can’t wait.”
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      “What am I doing?” She pulled a cinnamon stick from inside her bag and twirled it. Halima draped her hands over the steering wheel and twisted her fingers around the bark. The warming scent filled the vehicle but failed to soothe her nerves. Why had she agreed to this?

      She looked up at the dark wooden restaurant. The Hungry Bear was a good first choice for a first date. Nicer than the Athena, but not intimidating. And Halima was certain her brain had decided she was on a date for sure. She could justify that she only changed clothes because she’d been sitting on the floor all morning. But she was already wearing her favorite red flowered sundress and putting on lipstick before her brain managed to come up with that excuse.

      All she had to do was go inside. It’d be a nice distraction from the train wreck the rest of her life had become, just like the cinnamon sticks had been this morning.

      Her phone buzzed. June again, and down to two percent battery life.

      You all right?

      Halima stared at her phone. Her laugh had a tinge of hysteria. She didn’t have a clue how to answer, but she’d come to a decision. Reckless or no, if she was going to immolate herself in flames in a few days and start life over, she might as well have a date with a drool-worthy man first.

      She slammed the car door behind her and marched for the entrance. Dustin opened the door before she made it up the stairs from the gravel parking lot. His low voice rolled toward her. “You came.”

      “I nearly drove away,” she said tartly. The smell of steak was as distracting as his shoulders in a tailored suit jacket. He hadn’t bothered with a tie.

      “I know.” He gave her that grin again, the dimple flashing. “Saw you pull into the parking lot fifteen minutes ago.”

      Her jaw dropped, and she fussed with her skirt so she wouldn’t have to meet his eyes. “Oh, um…”

      A young woman in black approached before she managed coherency. “If you’ll follow me?”

      Dinner was delightful. Dustin was a charismatic conversationalist, and her steak was perfectly medium-rare. Halima hadn’t felt so relaxed since first manifesting into her phoenix form several weeks ago.

      He nodded his head toward the television over the bar. His eyes sparkled with dark intensity. “Have you heard about those unusual fires? What do you think about all those black flames?”

      Her mood plummeted with an abrupt chill. She took a drink to give herself a moment to think of something boring to say before changing the subject. Bubbles burst over her tongue, loosening it.

      “I want to know. I want to find out who did it.” She clapped her hand over her mouth and stared at Dustin with wide eyes. “I – I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “But you did mean it once you said it.” He leaned over with a morsel of steak speared on his fork. “Bite of prime rib? And would you like help?”

      Cheeks heating, Halima lowered her hand to her lap and opened her mouth, but no words came out. He popped the bite in and she chewed automatically, her brain feeling fogged.

      “If you want to investigate, I’ll help. The arson investigators don’t seem to have a lot to go on. In fact, I heard they’re so desperate, they’re talking to witnesses about hallucinations.”

      It was as if she’d forgotten how to speak. “Oh?”

      “Yes.” His eyes crinkled with excitement. “Sightings of a giant bird flying away.”

      Halima struggled to breathe. He tilted his head and gave her that smile again. This time, all she could feel was panic. And a flicker of power that should be exhausted, trying to wing its way free.

      “Look, here comes the waiter.” Dustin leaned forward conspiratorially. “I hope you don’t mind, but I ordered us a dessert to share. I was ready to bring it to you in your car, if you’d stayed there all night instead. S’mores is the new dessert.”

      Halima looked up and choked at the sight of the flaming dish the waiter placed on the table. It flared three feet into the air. She was on her feet without realizing she’d moved. The chair wobbled and tipped over with a loud bang. Conversation hushed, some diners too polite to stare and most curious. Dustin watched her with calm eyes.

      She ran, and did not remember the drive to her apartment. Halima didn’t come to her senses until she was safely behind locked doors, clutching yesterday’s golden feather.

      She could only hope astral projection and fire didn’t mix.
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      The next morning, June pounced before Halima made it into the administrative building. Halima didn’t know what expression she made, but June snapped her mouth shut after one look. “You don’t need me bugging you this morning.”

      “One day left,” Halima said grimly. “The solstice begins at midnight.”

      They walked down the hallway, the carpet shade indistinguishable after thousands of feet trampling it throughout the academic year. “We’ll be there. Me and Peter. All right? We’ll come over. Or you can come over to his folks’ place. It’s really nice. We’ll do a proper birthday celebration for you.”

      Halima gave a tight smile. She knew that June was offering additional mages, ones who had spent entire diplomatic careers handling magical crises. It was nice of her to pretend it was only about her birthday, even if she dreaded the day. “It’ll be better than the date I had last night.”

      June let out a whoop that was too loud for the half-staffed offices. “Ah, sorry. So that’s why you didn’t respond.”

      “That, and my battery died.” Halima felt a twinge of guilt. “Fine. I was also avoiding you. Peter’s tips to calm the fire inside worked. Until I found the feather. And the s’mores. And maybe had a weird bird watching me this morning on the way to my car.”

      June blinked at her. “Either I need more coffee, or you’re telling this story out of order.”

      Halima gave her friend a half-grin and unlocked the office door. “Come on, I’ll get you the good stuff.”

      “So I ran,” she said several minutes later. “I don’t even have his number. I could look it up, but that’s improper use of access to his files.”

      “Well, he certainly doesn’t have yours,” June replied, slouched into the hard wooden chair. “You could wander the campus until you found him, but that’s hardly efficient. Would you see him again?”

      “I think so. He’s charming. Even offered to help investigate the fires.” She stirred her coffee with one of the cinnamon sticks and shifted her weight from where she perched on her desk. “Funny. I’ve been on a real kick with these. Cinnamon’s usually an autumn thing here, isn’t it?”

      “Apple season, and he offered to what?” June’s voice squeaked on the last word. “You’re doing what?”

      “No one else is making progress, and –” She took a deep breath. “Apparently some witnesses claim to have seen giant birds flying away. He called the arsonist a firebird.”

      June looked perturbed. “Witnesses or no, you barricaded yourself inside. I don’t think you’re setting the fires.”

      “The possibility still has me terrified. We both know black flames are magical in nature.”

      “The chemistry department laughed at me when I asked, by the way.” June drained her coffee and plunked her cup on top of the desk. “I don’t want you getting set on fire by the real arsonist.”

      Halima reached out for June’s mug. “It’s escalating. It’ll end with the solstice. Maybe fire can fight flame. If it’s not me, I might as well try to stop it.”

      “But how?”

      She slid behind her desk with a twinge of guilt. The computer beeped and whirred to life. “By asking the person who already starting looking. By finding Dustin.”

      A knock interrupted them. Halima looked up and froze.

      June twisted to look at the intruder standing in the open doorway, turned back around, and raised an eyebrow. “I think he found you. And I think I’m leaving. Yes?”

      At Halima’s nod, June headed for the door, detouring to grab one of the cinnamon sticks from near the coffeepot with a thoughtful eye.

      “Hi,” Dustin said. He didn’t even look at June as she edged past. “I don’t know what I did, but I’d love a second chance.”

      “It’s not you,” she began. Her eyes flickered on and off his strong shoulders. Age-blurred portraits of stodgy university presidents past had never been so fascinating.

      “But it’s me.” He gave her woeful eyes until she glared. “Would you like help with that investigation anyway?”

      She opened her mouth and closed it, her mind fuzzy.

      “It’ll save you from looking me up in the computer when you change your mind.” He tried a hopeful grin this time. “I have snacks.”

      The laugh burbled out of her mouth before she could stop it. “You win. Let’s go. Everyone else is on vacation.”

      He’d snagged an illicit spot in the faculty lot, so the walk was brief. Dustin’s convertible stood out in the parking lot of more sedate vehicles, beetle blue and shining under the almost-summer sun.

      “Yes.” Halima hesitated as she opened his passenger door. Her practical Corolla was a few spots away. “Maybe I should follow you instead?”

      “I already programmed in the addresses,” Dustin said. “Figured I’d take a chance on you saying yes. They started across town. You ready?”

      She tossed her hair over her shoulder, and logic with it. It was deliciously freeing, to be reckless and wild for once. And if June kept her promises, she’d end the day with cake.

      The day, and maybe her life. Running off with a near-stranger suddenly didn’t seem nearly so outlandish with her own candle flickering out.
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      Seventeen burnt houses later, Halima was certain she’d never smell anything but char again. She was also certain she’d absolved her phoenix self. Lost Creek had an arsonist, all right, but nothing looked familiar. A few houses she’d seen while kayaking on the lake, but only from a distance.

      All had been enormous, unlikely to burn completely. Yet all had been entirely destroyed, with burnt rubble all that was remained to mark gorgeous summer homes. The black fires had blazed so fiercely that the frames were smoking remnants. Trees remained covered in ash, singed from the dark flames.

      She didn’t have a clue what evil magics caused flames to burn black. All the witnesses had spoken of unnatural, black flames shooting high above the burnt structures. Several had mentioned heavy clouds of smoke, and a lovely husband and wife neighbor blamed smoke inhalation for hallucinations. Neither had answers for why fumes would cause the same vision. Only one had been outright willing to admit to seeing an enormous bird trailing molten bronze sparks.

      One was one more than she expected, but her sparks were gold. It gave her peace. The last stop had been worth it, whatever else happened.

      “It’s a shame,” she said, leaning on the car door. “This one was particularly gorgeous. The lake view must have been amazing. Close to one of our wealthier faculty members, too. I’m glad it wasn’t his.”

      “I’m glad you like it.” His low voice rippled in her head.

      “Sorry?” She blinked in confusion and turned her head from the wreckage back to Dustin. There was something about him that made her thoughts slightly off-kilter. It was either the biceps or too much residual smoke left in the air. She wasn’t sure she minded. Mild confusion was a pleasant change from constant terror.

      “Here.” Dustin leaned over and popped another kernel of caramel corn in her mouth. He’d had a variety of snacks and drinks on hand. He’d confessed to raiding a convenience store for a variety because he’d had to guess what she liked.

      “You keep feeding me,” Halima said with a laugh. She couldn’t decide if she minded. It was overhanded but sweet. “You don’t need to.”

      He stroked her hair with a finger. “I want to show that I can care for you.”

      Her eyebrows pulled together and she drew back. Halima swallowed the treat and tugged her dark hair to the side. “That’s an odd way of phrasing it. We just met.”

      “I know what I need to,” he answered vaguely.

      The shining blue of the lake beyond the former home caught her attention as a goose splashed and opened its wings. The lure of flying tugged at her magical control and she squashed it with a stern mental hand. She felt her nails dig into her palms and forced herself to relax.

      “We should get out and take a closer look.” Dustin got out and stood against one of New Hampshire’s ubiquitous stone walls. “Come on.”

      “But –” He was already halfway across the lawn. She followed with trepidation, not wanting to be left alone at the side of the road. She ducked under a sagging tree branch. “Don’t they still have caution tape up?”

      He tugged it down and let the yellow and black plastic flutter to the grass below. Ash puffed up as it landed, revealing shards of emerald grass. Shards of scorched wood speckled the ground at irregular intervals. “Not anymore.”

      Halima felt an odd smile twitch across her face. She looked back toward the car. “I’d rather remember what it looked like before.”

      “Did you notice the pattern?” He crossed the lawn toward the massive ruin, kicking debris and burnt wood out of his path. “We went in a circle. All around Lost Creek.”

      She followed him. “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “I’m sure. I mapped it out early on. Hard to tell because the roads wind around the lake. The university was roughly at the center.”

      The splashing goose on the water still held her attention. She tore her gaze away from its powerful movements. “I’m surprised the police released all the info you mentioned.”

      “Oh, the police don’t know everything.”

      The world went cold.

      She tensed, and all her senses were alight. Halima felt Dustin’s looming presence behind her. “What does that mean?”

      “That goose will mate at some point, and have more geese. No change, nothing to develop, just more geese. But we have possibilities, you and I. They’ll be creatures of both day and night. Omniscient. Powerful. Oh, they’ll be glorious.”

      “Wh-who?”

      “Our nestlings, of course.” Dustin clasped his hand over hers and raised it to his lips. “I’ve been looking for so long.”

      Halima stilled at the touch, adrenaline zapping down her spine. She felt power surge erratically inside her chest, fluttering fiery wings. “I don’t think you ever said. When exactly did you become a student at Paladin University?”

      He turned. From inches away, his gaze was sharp and predatory. “When I found a phoenix.”

      She pulled back her hand and turned to run. Feathers flashed to block her path on either side, the shining color of burnt and blackened wood. Halima backed against a scorched oak and stared at his wings. Pointed tips shaded from charcoal into poisonous deep green.

      Briefly, she mourned the disappearance of those biceps. Which was just another sign that she was losing control. Possibly her mind.

      “What are you?” She edged away from the unrecognizable creature, uncomfortably aware of being herded. “Some sort of evil version of me?”

      Feathers trailed down her face, grazing over her skin just short of leaving scratches from the sharp edges. She drew back from a nose that grew more beaklike with every passing moment and felt her head bump the tree.

      A ruff of feathers burst from his neck, white in the front with a dark brown crest in the back. “Have you enjoyed the fires?”

      “The fires I thought I was setting in my sleep? The fires keeping me up at night? The fires that have burned down over a dozen houses?”

      She shook her head and winced as her hair caught on bark with a sharp twinge. She pushed the long strands back again. Dust and ash stirred in the slight breeze she created, motes catching the light in eddies.

      Dustin looked perplexed by her outburst. “Yes, of course those fires. What else?”

      “What?” She sputtered. Unaccustomed magic raged within her chest. “You?”

      He leaned in, longer feathers sprouting from his chest in pointed brown and white streaks. Bright yellow eyes fixed on her, predatory, above a curved beak that hooked into a sharp point. It was just flexible enough to keep the power of speech.

      “You said you wanted to find the man who started them.” Dustin preened his neck ruff and posed with obvious pride.

      “They were a mating display?” Her voice screeched to a phoenix’s scream. She took a step toward him and shoved his chest. It was like hitting a brick wall. She bounced back against the tree.

      Feathered brows drew together with inhuman confusion. “I brought you food. I set display fires. I took you to seventeen different nesting site options. Are you still human enough to want diamonds as well?”

      Halima had never wanted to slap someone so badly. “You – you – you jackal!”

      “Were-vulture.” He tilted his whole body back, wings outspread, and breathed a tongue of black fire into the oak tree’s branches. Green leaves withered, sparks catching with a brief flare on already-abused twigs. “Didn’t you know? How didn’t you know? I could sense your emergence from Maine.”

      She stared at his confused face and slapped him, his beak hard and hollow against her hand. He reared back again in surprise more than pain. Halima bolted for the car through the gap between his wing and the tree. She was sure he’d left his keys in the cupholder.

      All she had to do was make it to the convertible without a stupid were-vulture stopping her. She hadn’t even known weres existed.

      Her feet slid on ash, and she slipped down onto one hand. Her shoes’ slick soles scrabbled against the lawn, and her left knee slammed into something hard and sharp. She scrambled back up.

      Just in time for a strong hand still covered in feathers to seize her arm. She stumbled backward, her fingers desperate inches from the car door.

      An SUV screeched up beside the car. Halima watched June tumble out of the passenger seat, a white box clenched in her hands. “Get away from her!”

      “I’ve already claimed her,” snarled the were-vulture. Dustin shoved Halima behind him. She landed on the ground in a sprawling tangle. “Do you know how long it’s been since I started looking for a mate? I’ve searched for decades!”

      “You creepy stalker, you were watching her at the diner!” June reached into the box and pulled out something pink. Bright blue sparks crackled around her hand. She hurled the object toward Dustin. Brûléed pink frosting cracked and landed on the windshield with a splat, still spitting azure fire.

      June grabbed another pastry and adjusted her cupcake aim. Another pink cupcake with electrified frosting hurtled toward Dustin. He dodged and let out a rasping hiss, ducking his neck and jutting his beak toward the mage.

      “Go! Get out!”

      With shock, Halima realized June was talking to her.

      “No,” she whispered. She met June’s eyes as she struggled to her feet. “I need to save myself.”

      Halima turned and embraced Dustin, who wrapped his wings around her possessively. She burst into white-hot flames, screaming as his plumage ignited. She held on grimly, her magic enveloping him.

      Purifying.

      Time ceased as Dustin carbonized in her arms, and behind a blurred heatwave she could see her friends come closer. The body crumbled in her arms, and she felt her mind clear for the first time since she’d met the were-vulture. The breeze blew away the were-vulture, her long hair attempting to follow.

      She met June’s grey eyes. “I had to take control.”

      The other woman nodded and reached out a hand, not touching Halima. “Threat eliminated. You’re still on fire.”

      She shrugged. “Solstice. Or close enough.”

      “We can walk to Dad’s,” Peter said. “I set up the outbuilding as a forge. You won’t burn anything down, and it’s not far.”

      June narrowed her eyes. “In fact, if you wouldn’t mind starting the forge while you’re there…”

      Halima put her hands on her hips. “Only if you saved me a birthday cupcake.”

      Twenty minutes later, her sugar fix was satiated, and she was still on fire. Embracing her magic had granted her control far beyond the few exercises she’d managed earlier. Her whole body glowed white-hot, dark hair streaked with red. The window’s blurred reflection made it look like a fiery crown.

      She loved it. Control had bypassed her fears. And magical fire turned out to be exactly what her friend needed to protect the university.

      She curled up in the coals half-asleep, idly watching Peter’s preparations. His magic would let him know when the temperature was right to forge magical weapons.

      June shook her head and added Halima’s cinnamon sticks to the glowing charcoal. “Purifying fire on the solstice. Figures we had the solution in hand already.”

      “Paladin University takes care of its own,” its archivist replied. She ran her hand through the coals and laughed with delight as spiced embers filled the air. “You may not have wanted to be its protector, but you’ve done well so far. I just wish we knew what will happen tonight.”

      “That’s why I flew here,” a woman’s voice said from the barn door. Sleek black hair stopped at the woman’s jaw, and her movements were catlike as she entered the room.

      “Mrs. Hunt, I presume,” June said.

      “Some call me that, yes,” she purred. “I am Shireen. Greetings, guardian of knowledge.”

      “Hi, ummi.” Halima waved a glowing hand. “Mom, Peter and June are friends. No riddles with consequences, okay?”

      Peter nodded a greeting and apology in one, clamp and hammer in his hands as he hurried back to the anvil. The ting of pounding metal began.

      “Fire is both creation and destruction,” Shireen said. “You’re coming into your own, my daughter. After tonight, new power will be open to you. Every twenty-five years, you will grow, until you reach a thousand. You should enjoy looking like molten glass while you can.”

      “Only these nights?” Disappointment filled her.

      Shireen sat down and tapped Halima’s fiery hand. Blue-white feathers appeared as lines of power. “You see? New developments already. You will spend the next twenty-five years busy discovering what you can do.”

      “It’s worth the trade off,” she decided. “But maybe we could get a birthday photo before the glow wears off?”

      “Of course,” Shireen said. “I hope you weren’t worried about that silly were-vulture. Your mate is out there. He’ll be a dragon, of course, as the stars foretold.”

      “A dragon?” June squeaked. The ting of metal faltered.

      The sphinx turned and pinned June with a look. “A new era has begun. As is written in the stars, Paladin.”
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      The summer solstice brought dragons and killed her mother; she’s going to return the favor.
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      “Noodle day! It’s Noodle Day!” Jin Yang danced around her mom as they walked to the waterfront. 

      “You do get to have noodles other days,” her mom, Pearl Yang, said while trying not to trip over her dancing eight-year-old.

      “Yes, but these are solstice noodles. We eat them to recognize the first harvest,” Jin said, reciting her lessons.

      “True. But that was long ago. Now we can buy noodles when we want.” Pearl looked down at the basket of noodles in her hand and laughed. “But yes, it’s Noodle Day. We will eat noodles near the waterfront at noon and watch the dragonboat races.”

      “See! Noodle Day is great!” Jin continued to skip and grin as she headed across Naito Pkwy to the grassy waterfront. The crews lined the boats up in the water waiting for the gun. It took a minute, but they found a good viewing place. A cheer went up as noon struck, and Jin took her first mouthful of cold noodles. Their sweet spiciness was her favorite flavor. She’d eat noodles every day if she could, but holiday noodles were the best. They were special.

      There was a tremendous crack, then another, and another. Her mouth still full of noodles Jin craned to see what made the noise. The dragonboats had shattered and a bright light hung in the sky. A spear of light impaled various boats. The rowers were swimming for the banks as people screamed. Jin couldn’t tear her eyes away from the star in the middle of the river, bright enough to compete with the summer sun. 

      “Momma?” She asked through a mouth full of noodles, then fought to swallow. Momma didn’t like her talking with her mouth full. Before she could ask her mother again, a flash of color and white exploded out of the light. It reminded Jin of an enormous egg hatching and one piece landed in front of her while many flew past. 

      The waterfront fell silent, everyone watching the creature floating above the river. Jin’s noodles were forgotten as she stared at the dragon. Its whiskers were long, like the best udon noodles, but whiter than any she’d ever eaten. Its scales were red, purple, and blue. Sinewy like a snake, but it was bigger than all the dragon boats put together.

      It opened a mouth full of teeth and tongue and music emerged. The sound was so perfect Jin smiled. 

      “The dragons of heaven have returned. Celebrate the rebirth of dragons!” The words reverberated through her, then it flew up and disappeared in the clouds.

      “Momma! Dragons!” Jin whirled, excitement rippling through her. This was the best Noodle Day ever. Momma would be excited too. She’d always loved dragons. 

      Her mother’s face was whiter than her family’s special porcelain, and her hands clutched at her neck where a white shard was lodged. Red rivulets of blood streaked across her neck and her blouse.

      “Momma?” Jin dropped her noodles, the bowl tumbling to the ground as the sweet spicy flavor turned to ash in her mouth. In slow motion, her mother crumpled and Jin began to scream. And scream. Jin couldn’t stop screaming even when her voice broke.

      The scream rang in her mind, through the funeral, the strangers talking to her, Mrs. Chin next door saying she’d take her friend’s daughter, even through school. It didn’t stop until next solstice when the dragon returned. The news pulled her in with a magnetic force. Jin sat in front of the TV while Mrs. Chin talked to someone on the phone. 

      Jin sat in the house that smelled like wet dog and burnt popcorn, not noodles and spice like home, an unwilling stranger here no matter the kindness from Mrs. Chin. But everything changed as she locked her eyes on the TV. There on the screen the news reporter showed the same dragon that had killed her mother hovering in the air. The scream of rage and grief went silent as she watched her mother’s killer. Deep inside a thrum of purpose started up.

      “Wait, it’s speaking, flip the microphone.” The reporter gestured at the dragon and there was a weird fumble, then the dragon’s words blared through the TV.

      “We, the dragons of heaven, are here to help humanity. We will guard and protect against the creatures ripping through the veils now. Know that we are always here. I shall be called Willamette, for the river I was hatched on. Fear us not. We mean no harm.” It floated in the air, looking gorgeous and awe inspiring in the summer sky.

      The world faded to the background as Jin watched. Her mind on the dragon that killed her mother. All the stories she’d read, all the stories her mother had told her growing up flickered through her mind. She knew what she had to do. What her purpose had to be. Pulling up a tablet, it took her ten minutes of searching online to find what she wanted. What she needed.

      Now to get the adults to help her with her mission. She had turned nine not long ago, but without her mom it didn’t matter. Mrs. Chin had offered to make noodles for her birthday, but Jin didn’t eat noodles anymore. She’d go hungry first.

      “Such a tragedy. I hope someday she can move past this. I’m worried about her, but no one can say how to help her. She barely talks and has lost weight. Her mother was my best friend. It was the least I could do after how Pearl helped me. But still, can you believe dragon-“ Mrs. Chin paused. “One minute Shelly.” She lowered the cellphone and focused on Jin, that same sad smile she always had when she looked at Jin appearing on her face. “Yes, dear? Do you need something?” A hopeful tone to her voice. 

      “I will obey all your rules.” Her voice was harsh and scratchy. The doctors said she screamed so loud for so long her vocal cords tore. “I will do my chores. I will get good grades in school. But I want Kendo lessons.” She held up the tablet that had the name of a local studio with a grand master teaching. It was a mile away, but Jin didn’t care. Running would help her in her quest. 

      Mrs. Chin took the tablet and frowned at it, then at the quiet child she’d taken in. “Shelly, I have to go. I’ll talk to you later.” She set down her phone and looked again at the girl. “I won’t be able to drive you there for lessons. I have to work.” She chewed on her lip, eyes hooded, but there was no anger on her face, just concern.

      “I will walk after school. The exercise will be good for me. The training will keep me focused.” Jin didn’t beg, but there was pleading in her voice. 

      Mrs. Chin looked her, that same sad look on her face, then nodded. Jin could almost see the thoughts go across her face, anything to get her to be a normal kid. “Okay. But no getting in trouble and you do all your chores.” She had no children, and the chores she asked Jin to do were basic. Simple things like doing the dishes, taking out the trash, nothing that her Momma hadn’t expected her to do.

      “Yes,” Jin promised.

      “I’ll call and make arrangements. You sure about this?”

      “Yes,” Jin said bowing, then walked away. She had a dragon to kill.

      The next nine years Jin honed her life to that one purpose. Killing Willamette. It took five years to advance to brown belt, but she refused to test for black. Until she was over sixteen it wasn’t worth it. Instead, she convinced the instructor to allow her to work with swords in the adult class at fourteen. After long consideration the sensei agreed to let her work with the rattan swords as she was one of the most diligent students he’d ever seen. 

      Kendo was her life, but when she wasn’t exercising or training, Jin researched dragons. Trying to figure out a way to kill them. Everyone thought dragons fascinated her and congratulated themselves on her over coming her tragedy. No one thought to ask why. She had no close friends, just a few classmates she could work with. Her life revolved around Kendo and research. 

      But how to kill a dragon? People had tried. Bullets bounced off, gas had no effect, they moved faster than missiles, and all the physical attacks that had been attempted resulted in the dragon killing the human. Jin studied and researched and followed all the internet theories, but none of them played out. But still she focused on training. At sixteen she could take her black belt test for rank one, and the sensei would let her graduate to forms with a real sword instead of rattan. But if a sword wouldn’t kill a dragon, what would? 

      Her answer came while viewing a ceremony in China when one of their dragons found a rider. Named Xi’an, for the city it hatched near, it was gorgeous in silvery and pearly white scales. In the sunshine the dragon was almost blinding, and all Jin could think was how beautiful it would be as a rug. The officials were presenting it and it’s rider a sword in some fancy ceremony that Jin just knew her mother would have known about. That memory was just one more pang in her heart and one more reason to kill Willamette. 

      In a weird abstraction of what Jin thought of as a English knighting ceremony, they tapped the dragon on each shoulder, then laid the sword in the dragon’s outstretched front arms. The person conducting the ritual, who was older than the oldest person Jin had ever seen, trembled, and the sword cut through the dragon’s scales. The picture pulled away quickly, but Jin had seen the bright blue-red blood gleaming on the white scale and knew she’d found her answer. The video was yanked within hours, but she had downloaded it and scoured it over and over for any hint about that sword.

      She threw herself into research again to find the blade.

      It took Jin three months before she had her answer. The Virgin Cut. A jian style sword made in the Tang dynasty. The smith had quenched it in the blood of a virgin. Jin didn’t think running it through her body was the best option. And killing someone else seemed more than a bit hypocritical. She needed a sword similar to that, magic obviously, and she had an idea about the virgin blood part. It was amazing what supplies you could buy off the internet. 

      One of the best things about living in Portland was the wide variety of people with the weirdest hobbies, and you rarely got asked why you wanted something unique. Late Saturday afternoon Jin walked into a small blacksmith’s shop in Gresham. The name on the door said K’s Kutlery. But from what she had read online this shop had a reputation for making neat and weird stuff. Everything from fantasy weapons to wedding goblets. If it could be forged, K made it. 

      A jingle announced her presence as she walked in. A voice from the back yelled, “Gimme a minute. Thieves get body parts removed.” 

      Jin quirked one side of her mouth and surveyed the room while she waited. The small front area had knives, door handles, tankards, and hair sticks laid out. But what caught Jin’s attention were the swords, halberds, and axes on the back wall. She drifted closer to the counter and peered at the swords. With all the research she’d done on them, she recognized various styles, long swords, bastard swords, cutlass, even a gladius or two. But she didn’t see what she needed to be forged. 

      After much research and talking to her sensei, Jin had decided on a jian, just like the Virgin Cut. It was a double-edged blade and the few the sensei had in his collection had felt good, but not perfect. At five-four she knew she was shorter than most who wielded the larger swords, but she had the strength to do anything needed. She’d made sure of that. 

      But to get a blade capable of killing a dragon, it had to be forged and tempered in virgin blood. That at least she had a work around for. 

      Another minute passed, then the curtain to the back area shifted and a woman walked in. Jin had seen a lot of odd people, Portland tended to attract the eclectic, but this woman would have turned heads anywhere. She stood about six-five, her head almost brushing the roof, and she had a body that looked like it could be used as an anvil. She had rich brown skin, the color of the best teriyaki sauce, and muscles that were on display as all she wore were bicycle shorts and a tank top with a sports bra. And boots. The boots were impressive on their own. Black leather, buckles and probably steel tips. Jin made a note to get boots like that. 

      “Yo. Whatcha need?” The woman leaned on the counter watching Jin, who watched her as well. 

      Jin hadn’t told anyone what she planned. With all her training, all her dedication, no one had ever asked her why. 

      “I need a sword.”

      “On the wall.” The woman waved at the wall behind her, never taking her eyes off Jin.

      “No. I need one forged just for me. It needs to be special.” Her mouth went dry at the idea of saying magical.

      “Define.” 

      Jin almost smiled, laconic might be understating K’s interaction. “Jian, balanced for my height and strength, made with steel and iron but with silver woven in with words or a blessing.” All this she had pulled from her research. “And quenched in virgin blood.” 

      The woman stood up and crossed her arms, making biceps bulge. Jin didn’t care how much she worked out, her body leaned toward lean and wiry. Dressed in loose cargo pants and a hoodie, Jin’s shape was effectively hidden. As was the strength she’d spent years earning. But this woman radiated intimating power. It was impressive.

      “Ain’t killing no one.” 

      “I think I have a way around that.”

      A long serious look, then the woman nodded. “I’m Kourtney. Call me K. What you need a sword quenched in blood for?”

      The words sat on the tip of her tongue, but they couldn’t slip out, not quite yet. “Does it matter?”

      “It might. You going to use it, or need it pretty? For demonstrations or what?” 

      The woman’s expression had barely flickered, but Jin knew anything less than the truth would not fly.

      “I need to kill a dragon.” The words hung in the shop, hard, sharp, and full of the truth she’d shaped her life toward. 

      “Huh.” 

      Jin waited.

      “Won’t be cheap.”

      “I have money.” And she did. Her mom had left her money and Jin had saved every penny she could. Mrs. Chin had never touched it, saying that it was hers. Jin knew she’d been lucky, but it didn’t make up for the loss of her mother. 

      “And the blood?” 

      “You can buy blood bags online. Someone at school showed me how to tap my veins. I’ll donate monthly, already started, and get you enough. It’s in a fridge.” Knowing the local druggies helped, and they showed her how to tap her veins smoother than the nurses ever did. 

      “Huh.” The woman looked at her. “Know how to use one?”

      “A sword? Yes and no. I have been training with rattan blades for two years, wood blades for one. Once you have the sword made, I’ll make a wood version matching the weight and dimensions to continue training with.” Jin knew she would train as long as she lived, but even a few months of practice with a real sword might make all the difference. Though she’d never know if it worked until she faced down Willamette. But it was the only option she’d found. 

      “Kendo?”

      “Yes.”

      “Huh.” Another look assessing. “Need to research. Come back in three weeks. Keep the blood cold.”

      K turned and walked back into the back room. Jin took the dismissal for what it was, but left feeling lighter. She finally had a path forward. 

      The next few weeks flew by, and she trained with a wooden jian. She knew in another few months she match and even surpass her sensei. He said as much.

      “You are excelling. But why? There is no purpose for this skill in our world,” he said one day at the conclusion of their sparring. 

      “There is.” Her voice serene as she responded. And there was. Monsters had come through after the dragons. Already there was talk of people learning the old ways. More and more dragons were looking for riders, humans to interface with the world for them. To help them hunt the things slipping through the cracks. But it didn’t matter to her. She needed to kill a dragon.

      He looked at her for a long moment. “Is that what you want to be? A monster hunter?” 

      Jin shrugged. She did not like lying to her sensei, but while K accepted what she had said, her sensei would not. 

      “So be it. But you would be better served by attending college. Better health insurance.”

      Jin just smiled as if she got the joke. If she defeated the dragon, she’d think about it. Otherwise she’d be dead. 

      Three weeks on the dot, she showed up at K’s. 

      “Huh. You are serious. Here’s what it will cost you,” she said, handing Jin a sheet with the materials, time and labor costs on it. “The big problem will be script in silver. And you need a lot of blood. At least two gallons as there has to be two quenches and I have to build a special container so we only need that little.”

      “Script in silver?” Jin asked, eyes narrowed. 

      “Found the news clip that got you going this way. Called up some experts I know that examined the Virgin Cut. Blacksmithing’s a small world. That blade was also set with a script,” she looked down at her notes. “Protector of innocence, forever pure.’ While I can carve those in and fill them with silver, it might mean as long as you use it, you will need to be virginal. Assuming this works. The consensus is though the words don’t matter, just the intent.”

      Jin tilted her head thinking it through, then shrugged. “If I live long enough to worry about it, then I will.”

      K just looked at her and then shrugged. “Need half upfront, and a second quarter once forged, then final at turn over. And I need you to strip.”

      “Excuse me?” Jin wasn’t sure she’d heard that correctly. 

      “Down to your undies. I need to measure your height, your arm length, your flexibility, and if you have a hand preference. And your weight. You still growing?” She walked as she talked, waving Jin into the back room. 

      “Doubtful. I’ve been this height for the last year and I am an inch taller than my mother ever was.” Jin followed her into a room with a small changing area, mirrors, and yard sticks. She tilted her head taking it all in, then glanced back at K. 

      “Custom armor for ren faire peeps. Need to check that it fits. Scales there.” K nodded at the digital square of glass on the floor.

      Jin nodded and stripped down to her sports bra and boy shorts. She stepped on the scale, unsurprised when she saw it read 149.6. 

      “Huh. You’ve got the muscle mass. Stand here.” Jin moved to a wall chart and K marked her at 5’4”. “Let’s get the rest of it.”

      Jin didn’t bother being embarrassed and K was completely professional and matter of fact. She measured arm length, had Jin swing various swords, and came to the conclusions Jin was ambidextrous. “You need to work on your right side. You trust your left more for power. Get your right even and I’ll make sure the sword is balanced.”

      K looked down at her notes, then up at Jin, who was pulling her hoodie back on. “You sure about this? Something tells me that the magic that is out there will sink into this, gleefully in fact.”

      “You’ve messed with magic?” Jin didn’t know which answer she preferred but at the end it didn’t matter. Killing Willamette did.

      “A bit. It comes when you are focused on the work. A dagger and a ring. Had intent, but no casting. It seems to be drawn to the old skills. Rumors out there of weaving, forging, crafting calling to it. This sword will work.” Her gaze didn’t compromise, and Jin nodded slowly.

      “Then yes. I want it, and I will pay the price.”

      “It might require fresh blood,” K warned.

      “Then I will figure it out.” Jin didn’t back down as she felt the world shift around them, their eyes locked.

      K’s mouth quirked in a smile. “Then we have a deal.” They shook with a solemnity that Jin had never experienced. She paid the down payment and headed out. Mrs. Chin’s was three miles. That would be a good run.

      Time moved in fits and spurts, but K had warned her this would take her a while. So Jin worked with sensei and lived and breathed the idea of her sword, feeling it in her hands even when it wasn’t there. Very little registered to her. There were occasional whispers of heroes, of monsters, of the dragons. But unless it was Willamette, she didn’t care.

      Her eighteenth birthday drew near. 

      “Jin. May we speak?” Mrs. Chin asked one day as Jin came home from school, her senior year, and the dojo. 

      “Of course, Mrs. Chin,” Jin said, bowing to the woman who had given her shelter for the last nine and a half years.

      “I’ve told you over and over again, you can call me Ming.” Jin just smiled and took a seat. Living here had never been bad, but it hadn’t ever been her home. “I know I have never been Pearl, but you have been a studious, obedient child, and I have never regretted taking you in. It was the least I could do for what I owed your mother.”

      Jin nodded, bracing herself for whatever was coming. 

      “I’ve never understood your drive, but I have also never had reason to interfere, and while you are not an emotional girl, I have loved you.”

      Jin felt shame wash through her. She had never loved Mrs. Chin. She had never been her mother, therefore inferior, but she had always been there for anything Jin had needed. 

      “That being said, my sister fell last week and broke her hip. She needs me and I am going to move there to help her. If you are willing, I will help you to live on your own, which I know you are ready for. I will let you live in the house until you are twenty-one. I and my husband paid it off long before you were born. When you turn twenty-one, I will look into selling it, as I know you will have found your own path by then. Is this amenable to you?”

      Jin sat frozen. Then nodded. “I am honored by your trust, Mrs - Ming. I will gladly take care of your house and I am grateful for the kindness you have shown me over the years.”

      Ming waved a hand. “Your mother did me a favor when we were young that saved my life and she remained my dearest friend. I would never do less than my best for her daughter.”

      “And you have exceeded anything Momma would have asked. Thank you.” Jin smiled at the woman and for the first time she set aside her mission. “How may I help you and your sister?”

      Ming smiled. “Just help me pack and take care of the house while you live here. In a very real sense, it is my retirement.”

      “I will. Would you like me to cook dinner tonight?”

      Ming smiled at her and nodded. They both knew she’d cook anything but noodles.

      Time disappeared, graduation approached, as did Solstice. Jin looked at the message on her phone in April. Her sword was ready. 

      The day dragged, and Jin blessed the spirits that she didn’t have training on Monday’s. She took the bus to K’s shop and all but ran in the door. “K? It’s done?”

      K emerged from behind the curtain looking at Jin. “Yep.” She held the curtain open and Jin stepped in. K led her outside the shop to her work area. It was a large covered area open on three sides, only the wall with the forge being solid. Over the weeks she had transferred all her bags of blood to the shop, and K had kept them in the small refrigerator that Jin had brought. 

      A special container had been built to quench the sword in, and it had taken every drop of blood Jin had provided. 

      “Last step. You need to christen it with your fresh blood.” K pointed at the sword. It sat there gleaming, the marks in kanji gleaming on the metal. “As we agreed they say: Honor, Purity, Virtue, Defend, Protect, Justice.” After much discussion they decided the words needed to mean something to Jin. So rather than a sentence like the original, they were what she had spent her life striving toward.

      Jin nodded looking at the work of art, meant to kill. She couldn’t wait to try it out. 

      “Cut the inside of your forearm, will bleed easily but won’t interfere in you using the sword.” K sounded matter of fact, but her eyes never left the weapon she’d forged.

      Jin nodded, accepting the scalpel that K handed her. She cut the underside of her left forearm and dripped blood along the blessing. Normal logic said the blood should have pooled in each letter, then streaked down the blade. Instead the blood sank into each word, and the kanji turned red as the blood she gave. When they were all red the sword glowed for a brief instant, then went back to shiny metal, the kanji remained dark red. 

      “Magic. Huh.” K moved and pulled a leather sheath from her work table. “Made this. You needed one.” She handed the sheath to Jin and stepped back.

      Holding her breath, Jin picked up the sword and it all but sang as she wrapped her hands around the pommel. It needed to be wrapped, but Jin had silk ready for that at home and she would wrap it to match its purpose. Stepping a few feet away, out of the cover and well away from any risk of hitting K or anything else, Jin moved into a kata. The sword moved with her, balanced perfectly and Jin smiled as she wielded the blade constructed to kill a dragon. 

      “You satisfied?”

      “Beyond my dreams. Here’s the rest of what I owe you.” A few taps of her phone and the money went to K’s account.

      “You know, you’ll probably need armor if you’re going to go around killing dragons and other creatures.” K watched her with a placid expression. 

      “Not dragons, just one. One is all I need.”

      “Huh.” K nodded. “So be it. You know where I am if you change your mind.”

      Jin nodded and left, the sword safely in the sheath that fit along her back, and her loose hoodie covering it. It wasn’t elegant, but then she wasn’t planning on doing this as a lifelong thing. Jin headed straight for the dojo and her sensei. 

      He carefully inspected the sword. “It is indeed powerful and an exquisite weapon.”

      “Yes, but I have three months to learn to use it to its fullest.”

      The sensei tutted. “You already know how to use it. You simply need to learn its balance and listen to it sing.” Jin dove into the practice. School was out in a month, then the solstice and Willamette.

      Time vanished as she practiced every minute she wasn’t in class, her grades slipped a bit, but she didn’t care. College had never been on her radar. If she lived, she would worry about what she wanted to do then. All her planning and thoughts ended on the Solstice of her eighteenth year. 

      Ming Yang had moved to her sister’s and wasn’t there to see Jin’s obsession, to Jin’s relief. Nothing could stop her now when she was so close. That morning, she got up and checked. The weather was perfect, clear and cloudless. An excellent day to finally avenge her mother. 

      Jin approached the river heading straight to the Salmon Street Springs. It was where the dragon had come each solstice, as if it needed to refresh itself. She wore her gi and her belt, the sheathed sword in her hand. The looks cast her way meant nothing to her, and she gave up any pretense of civility as she moved to the front of the fountain where everyone waited. The shouts and complaints washed off her as she saw the space being held for the dragon. 

      Magic suffused the air and she knew he was coming before the first excited squeals started. He landed between the fountain and river he was named for. His colors were even more vivid than she remembered and for a heartbeat she was lost in the wonder of seeing a dragon. Then the memory of her mother flashed in her mind.

      She moved, not letting herself think. She had planned and trained for this day for years. It was time. 

      “Willamette, I challenge you to a fight to the death for the grievous harm you did to me.” Her voice rang out and everyone turned to look at her. Shock and surprise showed on most faces, but a few police officers were rushing at her. Jin ignored them and kept walking toward the dragon. 

      “Peace, let her come,” Willamette said as he looked right at her. 

      Jin longed for that happiness she had for a few minutes as a child, the wonder of dragon in front of her. Now there was the creature that took her mother from her and she let the rage she had bottled up for so long wash through her. 

      Everyone had stepped back, clearing the way. Jin walked up to dragon, head held high. She slipped the sandals off and stood in the grass. “I challenge you.”

      “Do you think you can defeat me? Do you not know that weapons can not harm me?” It sounded amused and arrogant. 

      Jin did not let the dragon’s words or tone change her plan. She pulled the sword from its sheath and the dragon took a step back, its body coiling tight. “I see. What heinous act did I perform to earn your enmity?” The amusement was gone, though there was still a touch of arrogance. 

      “My mother was killed by a shard from your shell when you emerged. We were here for the solstice.” Her voice didn’t shake, nor did her hand, but her heart squeezed with sorrow and rage. 

      The dragon froze, then drooped, its long sinewy body losing the arrogance. “Ah. I had been informed that there was a death from my rebirth. I am unable to bring back the dead.”

      “I know. Instead, I shall send you to her. A death for a death.”

      The dragon shifted its head and looked at her sword. “That can kill me. I had been unaware that humans had relearned how to smith with magic.”

      “Humans can do many things, including killing dragons. Are you ready to die?” Jin lifted the sword, prepared to attack, the forms and movements waiting in her muscles to be unleashed. 

      Willamette lifted his head, looking out at the people behind her, but Jin didn’t let herself be distracted. The only thing that mattered was her opponent. 

      “I was sent to serve as a guardian to protect humans from the things that are now coming through the rips between the planes. If I am killed, my brothers and sisters will be spread too thin to effectively fight for humanity and the odds of humans succumbing to the blight that is squeezing through the cracks is unacceptably high.” The dragon gave her what could only be regarded as a considering look. “I have a need for a rider, but humans don’t have the skills they once did. You however seem to. I offer you this. As recompense for the death of your mother, I will serve you and you will be my rider. Together we will protect humanity and prevent any other children from suffering as you did. Take a year to decide and if you decide that this is not what you desire, I will let you take my life as the price for the damage I caused, however inadvertent it was.”

      Jin lowered the sword from the ready pose and looked at the dragon, her very soul thrown off course. “Work with you?”

      “You are dedicated, skilled, and have no fear of me. You would be an excellent rider. Together we could save many and be a proper legacy to your mother.”

      “That will not bring back my mother, nor soothe my grief,” she countered, watching him, muscles still ready.

      “No. But it will prevent many others from becoming orphans and suffering like you did.”

      All her assurance, her drive, her knowledge that this was what she would do started to crumble. Her sorrow at losing her mother had driven her to this. The possibility that her actions would allow others to share in her fate did not sit well.

      But she burned to use the sword. She looked at the words enchanted on the sword and she was caught by one: Protect. Wasn’t that what she wanted to do. Protect. If she killed him now, assuming she killed him, wouldn’t that be the opposite of what the sword was made for? She needed to think about this paradigm change.

      “One year. I will be here with my decision.”

      “I will await your judgement and no one will hound you to extract that information.” Willamette sounded thoughtful, or at least all the arrogance had fled. Jin slipped her sandals back on and turned away. People shouted at her and asked questions, but Jin flowed through the crowd, her focus only on her new goal, not the people who tried to follow and failed.

      Jin sat at the dining room table in Mrs. Chins house. She had not planned on living past today. Goals she could strive for. Plan for the future? That was nothing she had ever attempted. First she needed to research. She had to figure out if the dragon was lying and what exactly being a rider entailed.

      The year flew by. The dojo hired her, so she worked and trained there, but every spare moment was sent researching, studying, and figuring out exactly what the dragons did, instead of how to kill them. But she also did something she’d hadn’t done since the day at the waterfront. 

      She lived.

      Nothing earth-shattering, but it was nice. She went to the movies, practiced cooking, and mostly she watched the magic in the world around her rather than just focusing on her end goal. 

      Good and bad had followed the dragons. Unicorns and hydra, kitsune and barghest, friendly and vicious. More people were finding out they could use magic, with the expected results. It had started slow and the first few years no one noticed as the dragons pulled all eyes to them, but now it had become much more visible. Jin focused on the stories of the good dragons were doing, and the bad. She found thousands of examples of the first, and very few of the second. The death of her mother the primary example.

      If she killed a dragon who else would try? 

      A week before solstice she decided and began to prepare. There were things she needed.

      The morning dawned unusually cool, a welcome contrast to the heat that would be there by noon. She wore specially purchased pants, knee high leather boots with buckles, a long sleeve shirt with wicking fabric, and her hair bound tight. She’d spent the last week fighting in this outfit and it had served her well, even if sensei found it an affront. Approaching the waterfront she carried her sword and a bag. The crowds of people were even larger this time, but they moved away from her as she approached. Jin barely noticed, as always laser focused on what she was here to do. 

      A strange peace had come over her since she had made her decision. It felt nice. Either her timing was perfect or Willamette had been waiting for her. As soon as she stepped out past the fountain he appeared in the sky, landing with grace in the grass. Everyone moved away, even the officials and reporters. At some point she’d have to ask how he ensured the level of privacy he received.

      He watched as she approached him. She stood there, her sword at her side, a rather awkward way to carry it, and the bag in her hand. 

      “You have made your decision?” he asked, his great eyes on hers, a universe of magic hidden in their depths. 

      “I have,” Jin said. She set down the bag and laid the sword out in front of her. Then she reached into the bag and pulled out a white cloth and flapped it open on the ground, then carefully pulled out one large bowl, one small bowl, and a pair of chopsticks. 

      “Will you have noodles with me as a celebration of the harvest and the hope for the future?”

      Willamette looked at her for a long time, then coiled in tight, shrinking somehow to a more reasonable size.

      “I would be honored, my rider.” 

      Jin served them both, the sweet spice of her mom’s cold spicy noodles reminding her this time of joy and hope, and a way to honor her mother.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Mel Todd is trying to keep up with the worlds in her head. Currently writing the popular Twisted Luck series, she is typing her fingers to the bone. Graced with two cats who think she should pet them instead of write, it is a constant battle of priorities.

      https://www.amazon.com/Mel-Todd/e/B07CW41H8X/

      https://badashpublishing.com/newsletter/

    

  







            Averted

          

          

      

    

    






Kendrai Meeks

        

      

    

    
      All corporations are vampiric but not all vampires are corporate. The ones recruiting Sarrah Hatun are. Her interview was supposed to be a formality, but it leaves Sarrah asking herself a lot more questions than the beaten and bloody man sitting across the table ever could. Is she about to get an offer she can’t refuse, or are her prospects as dead as she’s about to be?
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      Sarrah Hatun glared at the minute hand of the clock, thinking how she’d mock time when she slipped through its fingers.

      If she slipped through its fingers.

      If.

      She hated that word. Scientists lived in a world of will and is, not ifs. Then again, that world also didn’t include vampires. As of three months ago, hers did. Now, not only had the veil been lifted, she’d been invited to walk beyond it.

      If the vampires accepted her.

      All she needed to do was pass the initiation process. Last week, that meant eating a still-beating deer heart under a new moon. Tonight, it meant sitting in a dingy hotel conference room near O’Hare for hours on end, waiting for… who, exactly? Greg Smithson, her recruiter, had left out that part, and the fresh scar on her left cheek reminded her not to ask too much.

      Even if what had brought that punishment was her asking that he correctly pronounce her name. It wasn’t Sara, it was Sarrah. Her family had lost so much when she was a child and they’d fled Damascus; she refused to lose the only thing that she still carried with her to this day: her grandmother’s name.

      At least tonight was the shortest night of the year. Even at this early hour, sunrise gathered at the horizon. Ten more minutes, she thought as she worked a smudge from the linoleum table with her thumbnail, and if whatever vampire that’s meant to come doesn’t, then too bad. Only, what if the waiting was the test. What if they expected her to stay indefinitely, sleep on the once-tan carpeted floor that now looked like a coffee-stain Jackson Pollock? Sarrah eyeballed the bacteria colony beneath her black Louboutins. Give her a dozen deer hearts, but putting her face against that was one ask too far.

      Outside, dawn licked airport runways and blossomed. Time was up, and so was she. Sarrah wrapped her hand around a stack of empty Styrofoam cups—

      —and froze as the door behind her opened.

      She turned, catching sight of a man: tall, well-built, with glossy, black hair and sandstone skin. What wasn’t covered in blood was, at least. He wore the carcass of a business suit which shook as he loped past her, keeping his chin down and with a manilla folder tucked under one arm. Wordlessly, he dropped into his seat at the other end, hunched forward, and opened the file.

      Sarrah sank back into her chair, patient on the surface. A vampire controls his emotions, Greg had told her. Bad things happen when we lose control. Show an ounce of rage or frustration, Miss Hatun, and consider your application denied.

      “Thank you for waiting.” He ran his hand, bleeding knuckles and all, through his hair. “Getting out of the city was… challenging. Now, let’s see...”

      He pulled something from the file and held it out at arm’s length. Blurry vision? He must have a concussion. That, and the fact that he’d obviously had his ass kicked by someone or something, led Sarrah to a puzzling conclusion: this was no vampire. But who would the vampires have sent to meet with her, if not one of their own?

      “Of course, it was no bother, Mister—Oh.”

      She sucked air through clenched teeth when he put down the paper and at last looked up. That black eye begged for a compress, and she hadn’t seen a lip that bloody since the school playground. Her fingers twitched, wanting to tend the injury.

      How was she going to handle that as a vampire? Would she want to stich up every person she drank from? This instinct needed to be squashed. Greg had emphasized that it wasn’t her place to care what happened to the human – the huey – she drank from.

      “Caleb,” he answered, grabbing back her attention. “No mister, just Caleb.”

      Why did that name sound so familiar?

      He didn’t give her time to ponder, ploughing on. “I’m not going to waste time. There’s only one question I need you to answer.” With a single finger, he closed the file and sat back in his chair. “Why do you want to die?”

      It was so stark, so cut-to-the-bone that she found herself blinking in surprise. The vampires hadn’t been that way. They asked open-ended queries, gave her a chance to construct the question as much as the answer.

      “Well, Sir—”

      “Don’t call me ‘sir’.” He crossed his arms over his chest just in time for a gleaming drop of crimson to streak over his lips, down his chin, and fall onto one of the only clean spots his shirt still claimed. “I’m not one of them.”

      She lifted an eyebrow and her suspicions to boot. An idea had hatched in her thoughts and threatened to root. What proof did she have that this was the man she was supposed to meet? He could have been just some slum off the street, just as surprised to find her in this rarely-used room as she’d been to see him bleed his way through it.

      “I’m sorry, one of them?”

      “Vampire.” His eyeroll irked her. “I’m not a damned vampire. I don’t need you to genuflect and kiss my ass.”

      “I wasn’t trying to—”

      “You were.” He stood, one hand going into a pocket as he turned, crossed to the windows, and spread the fronds of the vertical blinds apart with two fingers. “Look at out there, Sarrah. Beautiful, isn’t it, the sun? Everything in this world—everything, needs it, directly or indirectly, to live. And you want to take your six spoken languages, three graduate degrees, your krav maga black belt and tell it to fuck off. You’ve travelled the world, have gainful employment. Your psych profile says you’re a generally happy little huey… Sorry, human, even though your boyfriend took off on you.”

      That was in her file?

      A fire struck at the bottom of her spine, shot up, and danced on her tongue. “How is that relevant to my application?”

      “And you’re only thirty-six,” he went on, his eyes still tracing the horizon and the intimate details of her life. “Only one-third of a huey lifetime. Imagine what you could do with another fifty, sixty?” His shoulders bobbed as he shook with silent laughter. “The vampires would probably say, ‘Imagine what she could do with another four or five hundred?’ And I see why they’d want you. I mean, just your name alone… Sarrah Hatun. For a major American city, the vampires of Chicago tend to be a little on the WASP-y side. The name was enough to gloss their fangs, I bet. You definitely wouldn’t have made the cut with just your looks. Don’t get me wrong, you’re hot, but you know, not, like, hot-hot. They like their recruits to be a little fresher from the package than you.”

      “Sir!”

      Sarrah didn’t know when she got to her feet. How she’d crossed the room to stand before him at the window… not a clue. But when she was within a few feet of him, close enough to strike if he pronounced one more judgement, her awareness came back online.

      He turned to her, forsaking one view for another, sucking on his bottom lip as he perused her amusedly.

      A bottom lip which was no longer bleeding.

      “You want to hit me.”

      It was a statement of fact, not a question, and a brilliant insight. “But I wouldn’t.”

      “You mean you won’t. You so would if you didn’t think it might cost you your fangs.” He laughed under his breath. “Doesn’t matter, Sarrah. You couldn’t if you tried. Not unless I wanted you to, and I only let one woman whom I pay for the privilege to slap me.”

      What kind of sexist bastard was this guy? What had Greg been thinking, sending him here? And speaking of Greg, he hadn’t complained about her looks. In fact, when they’d made love the night he revealed the truth of his kind to her, he’d told her again and again how beautiful she was.

      Sarrah schooled her emotions and the tension in her body, forcing open palms to press down at her hips. Rage is a disqualifier. Back down, Sarrah. Back down so you can live forever. “I’m sorry. I… It was a long night.”

      He looked around. “You had someone else here with you?”

      “No, of course not.” Her hand flew to her chest as the dismissiveness of such a thing flew from her mouth. “I’ve been here all by myself since sunset last night, just as I was instructed.”

      His hands went up in surrender, revealing caked blood over unmarred flesh.

      How… How is that even possible?

      He must have seen the surprise in her wide eyes but chose to ignore it.

      “Calm down, Doc. I wasn’t implying anything. Just wondering if you often wander into places like this without backup.”

      “Only when I’m told to by those trying to make me immortal.”

      “Well, there’s the first PR bullet point we have to address, then. Vampires aren’t immortal. They die after five centuries or so, or didn’t they put that in the brochure when they approached you?”

      This time, he did pick up on her surprise, telegraphed by an arrogant smirk of his perfect lips. Perfect? Yes, absolutely healed. In fact, the swelling around that eye was almost completely gone, too.

      No, he wasn’t a vampire, but he certainly wasn’t human. He had to be something supernatural, though. What else did that leave? Greg and the other vampires had told her there were werewolves in the world, but she had yet to meet one and wouldn’t know how to recognize one if she saw it. Was Caleb a shifter? God, she wanted to get him in her exam room and give him the once over. What could he do besides heal so quickly? Her brain itched with curiosity, but now was neither the time nor the place.

      He jerked his head to the left. “Why don’t we have a seat and see if we can’t get back on topic?”

      “The topic being, why I want to die?”

      “I did say it was the only question I had, didn’t I?”

      Sarrah crossed her arms over her chest, trapping her frustration. “Yes, Sir, of course.”

      Once they’d taken their seats again, Caleb reached inside a jacket pocket and pulled a handkerchief that somehow, despite the carnage to both his body and clothing, remained unsodden. “You can answer my question anytime you like.” He began to work away some of his own dried fluids from his fingernails. “Or maybe you think this is some kind of test to see how you’d react to facing your own mortality.”

      “Of course, it’s a test. Everything’s a test.”

      “Maybe with vampires.” He slid the file back in front of him, flipping it open. “In case my various oozing injuries and perfect tan haven’t made it clear yet, I’m not a vamp.”

      “True, but you’re not human. Which makes me wonder—” She leaned onto to her elbow for support, angling her chest over the table. The business attire hadn’t been selected for its ability to frame her cleavage, but a woman who lacked beauty learned when and how to use what assets she did have. “—what exactly are you?”

      Like most of the straight men she’d tried the move on, Caleb’s eyes lowered, his mouth parting slightly. For a moment, she thought he might speak. Instead, after blinking away his distraction, he sat back in his chair, arms crossed, waiting.

      And waiting.

      And… waiting.

      She leaned back, extending her arms over her head before lacing her hands behind her neck. “Why do I want to become a vampire? Because I refuse to let all this—” Her hand swept the air before her chest. “—go to waste.”

      “One, that wasn’t what I asked. And two, and I repeat, sex appeal isn’t what got you into this racket.”

      Sarrah shot to her feet. “You really are a sexist dick, aren’t you?”

      Before she could tamp down her outburst, he blew a raspberry, sending a fine mist of spittle out over the table. “Me, sexist? You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      He wanted the truth? Fine, she’d give him the truth. In a four-step drill pattern her father would have commended, Sarrah leaned over the table, punching her pointed index finger on to the manilla folder.

      “Your file is wrong, Sir. Or at the very best, it’s incomplete. I don’t just have three graduate degrees. I have graduate degrees from Harvard, Yale, and Oxford—all before the age of twenty-eight. My research into fertility treatments has given, to date, sixteen previously frustrated mothers a chance to experience labor and swollen ankles. You said I speak six languages? I don’t. I speak nine. I only read and write six. I hiked the Camino de Santiago twice and last year, I even went to Hajj. I’ve done more with my life than most people could do in a whole lifetime.”

      “And yet, you’re not ready to die.”

      “Life’s not a checklist, we are.” She pulled out the folding metal chair adjacent to her inquisitor and surrendered to it before the dizziness did. “Do you know the phrase, physician heal thyself?”

      “I may not have gone to Oxford, but I’ve heard it batted around.”

      Biting her bottom lip, Sarrah shook her head against the embarrassment of her own memories. “I should have recognized the symptoms sooner. Not that it would have helped. There’s no cure. But knowing what I was up against earlier…” She gulped down her nerves and pressed on. “It’s one thing to lose a battle; it’s another to do it when you didn’t even know there was a fight going on.” A tear did collect then, welling up in the corner of her eye before wetting a trail down her cheek. “What sense is there, having done and learned all I have, just to end so soon? That’s why I want to be a vampire.”

      Silence rooted in the moment, growing vines between them. Sarrah dared to look up when its thickness threatened to choke her. Caleb sat, staring blankly at the table, shell-shocked.

      Finally, without redirecting his gaze, he said, “If I don’t tell a maker that I recommend your changing, then how long do you have?”

      A fissure of hope cracked through her tumult. Wide eyes beamed at him. “You have that kind of influence?”

      “Don’t think that your pity party counts that much, Hatun. In case you need a reminder,” he held up the sleeve of his jacket, the tendrils of shredding cloth hanging off his forearm. “I had a hell of a time getting here to see you, and I’m not in the mood for question-begging.”

      Now that she had a chance at making something good come out of this complete waste of her night, she wasn’t about to blow it. “Ten years, maybe. Twenty if I’m lucky, but it’s a downward slope the whole time, not so much death as slowly dying for many years.” She doused her optimism and bobbed her shoulders. “Vampirism is my trump card against death.”

      “Jesus, I’d never want to get dealt in at that table.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay, you’ve made your case. One problem. I still can’t understand how someone as smart as you, at the same time, can be such a complete idiot.”

      And just like that, she hated him again. When she hissed out “Sir?” it sounded like more like an insult than a question.

      Caleb retook his feet, again drifting to the window. “Okay, you know what? I’m sick of the sir stuff. It’s Caleb, okay? Or Mr. Helsing, if you feel like you really have to be that formal about things.”

      This time, after a quick look in the parking lot, he reached out to crank the wand of the vertical blinds, blocking out the full spectrum of yellows and reds that now poured across the morning sky and into their tiny corner of the world. But the true illumination in this moment wasn’t from the sun; it was from the name he’d just uttered.

      Helsing? She pushed past the leap to doubt that told her it couldn’t possibly be true. But then again, the vampires had been real, and three months ago, she never would have believed that. How far of a stretch would it be for their sworn enemy to be real as well?

      Sarrah pushed herself away from the table, her hands resting on the lip. “As in… Dr. Abraham Van Helsing?”

      “No, as in Albert Helsing, the loosest lay and lips in all of the Queen’s Kingdom. Bram Stoker changed his name and added the Van.”

      Her mouth went dry. “But was he really a… a vampire hunter?”

      “You know, Hatun, I should fail to dignify that with a response, but we’re running out of time so… whatever, sure.”

      And here she’d been, waiting all night for a vampire to show up. Now it made sense. Caleb Helsing. He wasn’t here to interview her, was he?

      “You’re here to save me from joining them, to kill the vampires recruiting me.”

      “I mean, kill? Maybe. I’m hoping it won’t come to that. I’m getting a certain…” He looked to the side. “…reputation that threatens my business interests.”

      She looked up, hoping to figure out from his expression just what in the hell he was talking about, when she witnessed the impossible. One moment, Caleb was standing at the window, and the next, he wasn’t. He didn’t disappear so much as… blurred.

      Pulse spiking, breath racing, Sarrah shot to her feet, the folding chair tipping over behind her. “You… You…”

      He ran hands over the seals of the door. “Air flow. Weak but still… Enough of a gap that there’s no point in barricading it. They’d just smoke in.”

      Was he talking to her? Did he expect her to understand what that meant? She was still trying to wrap her head around how he’d crossed a room twenty-five feet long in the time it would have taken her to stand up.

      Without a word of warning, he moved again with the blinding speed. She’d seen the vampires move that way, but Caleb wasn’t a vampire. He also wasn’t human. He’d said so himself. But, then, what was he? A vampire hunter?

      With a gentle push at her hip, he encouraged her to move back, moments before flipping the table, all twelve feet of it, like turning over a pancake. “Get behind this. It won’t protect you much, but some obstacle is better than none.”

      As he pulled her back, his hand on her shoulder guiding her down, her brain came back online. “Why? What? I’m so…”

      “Confused?” he asked, completing her thought. “Yeah, I get that a lot. Don’t worry, I’m not going to let them kill you. I’ll protect you.”

      She swallowed down the comment, then choked on its burn. “Them who?”

      When he cast eyes down on her this time, it was a look full of pity. “I hate to have to be the one to tell you this, but the vampires? They, um… turned down your application.”

      It might be a lie. He might think himself some kind of street-smart, sexy, hero-type who threw out one-liners to the damsel in distress. But it wasn’t. Something about the tender expression and soft words told her he was being sincere. Only, what did that have to do with barricading her behind a laminated conference table in an isolated room at an airport hotel?

      And then, suddenly, it hit her.

      He wasn’t here to kill her, and he’d said himself he wasn’t looking to kill any vampires that showed up.

      He was here to make sure her recruiters didn’t kill her. Here, out of the city, away from prying eyes, in a room that probably hadn’t been used (or cleaned) since the last staff Christmas party.

      Her synapses fired, looking for anchors to pull her back to reality. “But they told me if I didn’t get accepted, they’d just erase my memories, not kill me.”

      He crouched down behind the table with her. “So, either they think your illness would interfere with that being safe, or they lied to you.”

      Sarrah’s head lashed back and forth. No, she was the ideal candidate. She’d done everything they’d asked. Everything. “But they told me I was good to go. That this interview as just a formality, a last step before the initiation process was complete.”

      He reached out, tapping her temples. “Get with the program, Hatun. That ain’t happening.”

      “Isn’t.”

      He cocked back his head, giving her the stinkiest of stink eyes. “Seriously, you want to correct my grammar now?”

      She tried to swallow. And couldn’t. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” He peaked over the top of the table. “Okay, he’s in the lobby. He’ll move at a human speed up the hallways, but the second he’s inside this room, it’s full speed ahead. Just stay down here and I’ll…”

      “Wait!” Her hand wrapped around his forearm as he pulsed to stand, pulling him back. “How did you know? About me, about this interview, about the fact that I…” Dry gulp. “…failed.”

      His eyes danced through space. “So, yeah, vampire hunter? Not quite accurate. More like… Vampire ass-kicker-who-got-a-hot-tip-from-a-paid-informant-that-one-of-the-Dracule’s-initiates-was-about-to-be-fanged…-er.”

      The Dracule? “You mean Dracula? The vampire who was recruiting me was… Dracula?”

      “No, Vlad Tepeş is dead,” he said matter-of-factly. “The guy recruiting you, Greg Smithson? He’s one of his great grandsons, in a supernatural bloodline kind of way.”

      She nodded like that made sense. It didn’t. But then, something else did. “When you walked in here, you were all bloody and bruised. Did that have something to do with all of this?”

      “My informant tried to up his prices and make me an offer I couldn’t refuse. I countered with one he couldn’t survive.” He shrugged dismissively. “Young vamp, easy kill.”

      Slayer? Easy kill? He’d come in looking like a fatal car crash victim, and that was an easy kill?

      Caleb clicked his tongue. “I knew they’d send they’re goon squad out, but I thought we’d have wrapped this up by now.” He crouched back down. “I don’t like this. It’s been, what, three minutes since I saw him get out of the car? What’s taking him so long?”

      “I don’t understand. It’s daylight outside. Doesn’t sunlight kill vampires?”

      “Given time, enough of it will, but the atmosphere and pollution dilute it enough that they can cross a parking lot fine enough. How in the hell have you been wined and dined on by vamps for three months and not know this kind of stuff?”

      Because she’d trusted Greg. She’d opened up her mouth and let him spoon feed her sugar-coated truths, ignoring her inner voice, telling her to ask, to question, to debate. If she’d become a nuisance, they would have rejected her, refused her. Now, she was going to pay for betraying her own values.

      It all hit her at once, the walls she’d built of hope and confidence crashing down. Hot tears stung her cheeks and her throat constricted, going from dry to choked in moments. “What did I think? They’re vampires! Of course, they were only going to kill me. They just wanted to play with me first. God, Sarrah, how could you be so… stupid?”

      Caleb’s hands hooked her shoulders, spinning her to face him. “Hey. Hey! Stop that,” he lectured. “You are not stupid. You were manipulated. You had a weak spot, and they seized on it. Not because they’re vampires, but because they’re fucking Dracule.”

      If that was supposed to make her feel better, no luck.

      He continued. “Sarrah, when I showed up here this morning, I told you there was only one question I needed you to answer. You remember?”

      Biting her bottom lip, she nodded. “Why do I want to die?” That only made the tears double. “I don’t. I want to live. I’ve been doing this so I could live.”

      His hand reached up, cupping her cheek. The warmth… It was like someone had put a hot towel to her face, her tears drying when they hit the heel of his hand, turning into little wisps of steam.

      “That’s the right answer, Sarrah.”

      No sooner did they meet each other with smiles than the door opened.

      And then closed.

      Her eyes became saucers, but Caleb’s hands squeezed her shoulders. “I told you, I’m going to get you out of this. I mean it.”

      She nodded. “Okay.”

      He pulled back then, shooting to his feet with alacrity. His hands whipped out, like he was asking someone to give him a high five. Sarrah’s eyes followed for a moment before she had to slam them shut. Even then, the image still shown on the back of her eyelids.

      Caleb Helsing’s hands were on fire.

      No, not fire. They were shinning. Shining… like the sun.

      A clicking tongue carried from somewhere near the door. “Now, now, Mr. Helsing. Why close the shades if you’re just going to summon your solaria?”

      “Let’s just say I don’t like competition,” Caleb said. “Walk away, Greg, and no one needs to die today.”

      “Who said anything about killing?”

      A woosh of air cracked the air, moments before one of the metal folding chairs crashed into a wall. Fear drove Sarrah to the floor, her body wishing it could melt into the very carpet she’d glared at with disdain not a half hour ago.

      “She had a contract with us,” Greg continued, his voice closer than it had been a moment before. “Vie for a maker’s bite, or a memory wash if she was rejected. All I’m going to do is poke around her brain a little.”

      “Enthral and manipulate someone with Huntington’s?” Caleb bit back. “You and I both know that could set off a lethal chain reaction in someone like her.”

      He’d known? Caleb had known what disease she’d had and hadn’t said anything? The how didn’t bother her so much. What did, was the why. What purpose would a vampire slayer have in knowing so much about her? If what he said was true, that he’d only made it to her tonight through covert means, then Greg Smithson hadn’t provided him the information.

      “That’s not any of my concern. The contract didn’t give stipulations for the candidate’s condition.” This time when Greg spoke, she could tell he’d come face to face with the slayer. “Put down your tiki torches, son, and let’s discuss this as men. Or do you want the vampires to think that the rumours are true? That, with the slayers back on the scene, they’re going to resort to killing us off blindly and without reason? You’ll have every vampire on the planet gunning for you and your fledgling brood. Don’t do it, Helsing. You’re not too young to start thinking about your legacy, you know?”

      “Maybe, but you’re too old to change yours.”

      A swish, a groan, and whack. The table smacked forward, its legs surely in the air and leaving her in the open. The bodies hit and a cataclysm of rapid-fire crunching bone and flesh. Prayers that she’d not recited in twenty years fired through her thoughts. Bismillah a-rahman a-rahim… Would Allah hear now and care when she’d been so close to making a deal with the devil a day before?

      Something flew over her, the heat so close to Sarrah’s face, she had to touch her hair just to make sure it hadn’t burned away. To her surprise, it didn’t even feel warm. Caleb called out, then grunted as a body hit the wall, cracking drywall and framing.

      Then, silence. Everything as still as dawn.

      She couldn’t bear to lift her eyes to confirm what reason made plain: if the slayer had won, he’d have rushed over to help her to her feet, to tell her it was okay. That’s what heroes did, right?

      Suspicion solidified into fact a moment later. Sarrah called for help out of instinct, even as her eyes shot open, and she left the floor she’d cowered on moments before. Greg’s beautiful face looked hideous now, his fangs long and wanton, his eyes wild and gray.

      “I didn’t think you were the kind that was going to invite trouble, Sara,” Greg said, her name nasally as he threw her into the wall, pinning her there by the neck. “Making a backdoor deal with the Slayer Solari? Now I’m tempted to kill you just for spite.”

      Slayer Solari? What in the hell was that?

      Her hands reached up to work at his, straining to hatch her fingers into the grip Greg had around her throat, loosen it, get air. “Why?”

      He released his hold just enough for a breath to shoot into her hungry lungs. “Why, what?”

      “Why did you…” A cough forced itself from her throat. “…reject me? I was perfect… The perfect candidate.”

      Even if she no longer wanted that fate, couldn’t fathom what drove her to want to be the kind of monster that had her at his mercy, she had to know.

      “Oh, you were.” Greg nodded. “In fact, you were too good. But we started to worry when we saw how many human connections you have. And then, when you shared all your research with us… Well, I hate to say it, but our scientists found your work… lacking.”

      “You’re rejecting me because…” Was she really hearing this? “Because you think my research is flawed?”

      “Well, that, and the fact that at the end of the day, we didn’t think you good looking enough to be an effective vampire. I hate to say it, sweetheart, but even among the supes, sex sells, Sara dear.”

      Anger boiled in her temple. “My… name is… Sarrah.”

      She couldn’t stop her leg before it swung full mast, pounding the vampire’s undead package with the heel of the most expensive pair of shoes she ever had or ever would own.

      For a second, nothing. Greg appeared amused even, a corner of his mouth ticking up. The next, however, his mouth became a perfect o. Instead of loosening his grip, however, he only tightened it.

      “You’ll pay for that, Dr. Hatun… Good—”

      But he never was able to finish the sentence. Even as his lips drew back in a reverse pucker to form the b, they went suddenly white, then ashy, and then… they were just gone. He was just…

      Gone.

      The shoes failed to stay on this time when her feet hit the floor. Sarrah collapsed, one ankle twisting at an angle that brought the pain of her ancestors upon her. Her cry could have woke the dead.

      “Shit, Sarrah, are you okay?”

      Caleb’s eyes were full of concern and his face, full of fresh cuts and bleeding slashes. He’d heal, though, she knew from seeing the same thing happen before.

      He reached down to help her up, but shrank back when she tried to hit them.

      “Damn you,” she ground out. “You said I wouldn’t get hurt!”

      “I said you wouldn’t die. I didn’t make any guarantees you’d leave ready to run a marathon or anything.”

      This time, when he reached for her, she accepted, letting herself be pulled up. Sarrah shifted her weight on to her good leg, her injured one pulling up under her. “Technicality.”

      “Yeah, well, supes appreciate the details.”

      They both stood there a moment, collecting their breaths. Sarah looked around for a corpse, for some idea about what had happened to Greg, but didn’t see a single tuft of hair. Instead, all that remained was a pile of dust just big enough to have meaning.

      Sarrah wound herself out of Caleb’s hold, one hand pressed against the wall as she bent at the waist to collect her shoes. “So, now what?”

      “Now what?” Caleb asked. He leaned against the wall before her, as casually as if they’d just bumped into each other at work on the way to the vending machines and not like he’d just turned an immortal creature into an ash heap. “Well, that depends.”

      She managed to pull her left shoe over her bum foot, wincing even as she did. The other she’d just have to carry because there was no way she could hobble on heels that tall. “On what?”

      “On whether what Greg said was true.”

      One arched eyebrow met his statement.

      His hands went to his pockets again, even though one had a hole so big, his three fingers peaked out. “Is your research sound?”

      That’s what it came down to? Really?

      She pushed the shoe into his chest, forcing one hand to pull out and take it. She was going to need that hand to hold on to his arm. Two trial hops told her hopes for dignity and an ability to emerge from this room unaided was a pipe dream.

      “Yes, my research is sound,” she said. “The fertility treatments I’ve developed have proven successful in forty-eight percent of the couples in trials. The problem is sourcing the type of blood the transfusion requires. The DNA sequence can’t be successfully generated with science, and the markers are so rare in the human population that we only find it present in .007% of donors.”

      Caleb took her shoe and her hint, his arm bracing her to give her something to lean on. “That’s because the element in the blood isn’t human.”

      Her head snapped up, narrowed eyes meeting hers. “Why do you keep asking me questions you already know the answers to?”

      “To see how much you’ll trust me, to see if it’s enough for us to work together.”

      “Work together?” Her hair fell over her shoulder as she shook her head. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m talking about… Wait, here, I think I have a card.”

      He dropped the shoe into the ash, sending swirls of Greg into the air. Caleb’s hand disappeared into his pocket before emerging a moment later bearing an ivory piece of glossy cardstock. Sarrah took it, holding it out at arm’s length to make out the gold lettering.

      “Caleb Helsing, CEO.”

      That was it, that’s all it said.

      She focused on him. “CEO of what?”

      His boyish grin surprised her. It almost looked like he was embarrassed.

      “WWL, Inc. But—and please don’t roll your eyes when I say it—I’m contemplating a rebrand.”

      “A rebrand?”

      “To better represent our new… focus. Right now, we’re a biopharma company in the huey world and an R&D outfit with a broader focus in the supe one. I think we even have a treatment that could arrest the advance of your disease.”

      Her furrowed brow challenged him to expand the statement, but he only held up his hands in surrender.

      “Don’t ask. I don’t understand any of that mumble bumble the lab rats rant. The only Harvard and Yale associations I’ve ever had were a set of twins I dated briefly.” Caleb nodded, taking the card back and shoving it not into his pocket, but into hers. “You’re welcome to talk with my staff regardless of whether you decide to take the job. But when you’re ready, and if you’re interested, I’d like a chance to pitch the position to you, and I hope the fact that I just saved your life is enough to convince you to hear me out. Because, Sarrah, Slayers, Inc. needs you.”
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      Laya blames Mal for her family falling apart. Malcolm can’t forgive her for not trusting him when it mattered most. When they’re forced to work together, can they put aside their differences long enough to catch a mole?
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      “Let me out, baby.”

      Nails tapped gently against glass, and Malcolm Grant looked up.

      A stunning blonde woman in a form-fitting red dress stood inside a glass cell.

      “Come on, I’ll make it worth your while.”

      When Mal stayed silent, the woman tossed her hair. “Hmm. Maybe the package isn’t tempting enough.” In a moment, the lissom blonde was gone, and in her place stood a woman with dusky skin and amber eyes.

      Mal shot up from his seat, and the woman chuckled knowingly. “Thought that’d get a reaction.”

      He stepped closer, noticing how the creature’s shadow led back to a little wooden box on the floor behind it. So, the rumors were true, then. Pandora Unit had recovered a chest haunted by a shape-shifting vetala.

      “Why does a Class 4 entity look like my niece?”

      Mal jumped. He hadn’t heard the other man sneak up on him, even with his wolf senses. But that was the head of Pandora Unit for you.

      Malcolm turned to look at Srini Avasarala. The man had aged. It had only been seven years. But having your only child run away did that to you, Mal guessed.

      He sighed, pushing away the past. Time to cut to the chase.

      “Why am I here?”

      Srini Avasarala waved them both into a couple of chairs. “Sorry about this. We usually conduct our recruitment interviews in there.” He nodded to the cell next to them. The spirit inside now looked like an older Indian woman. Her gaze followed Srini. “That room’s the only place warded enough to contain the vetala until we could destroy the box.” At Mal’s incredulous look, he shook his head. “Let’s just say that most of our interviews are…interesting.”

      “Be that as it may.” Srini pushed his glasses up and looked at him sternly. “What I say here will not leave this room.” The yaksha waited until Mal nodded. “Pandora Unit is suffering a bit of a crisis.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Artifacts are being snatched up by an unknown collector before we can act.” Srini sighed. “The board thinks we’ve got a mole.”

      Mal shook his head. “How can I help?”

      “You’re an independent relic hunter. So, you’re not compromised. We’ll put you on a case in secret, working with one of our own. If something happens,” he shrugged, “we’ll know where the breach is.”

      Mal frowned. “I don’t work with partners.”

      “Neither do I.”

      He jumped, and turned to the doorway. Behind him stood Laya Avasarala—his old high school classmate, cousin to his disappeared best friend, rising star in the Pandora ranks—and the one that got away.

      Her amber eyes were as stunning as he remembered. Now, they were narrowed in a glare.

      “I’m not working with him.”

      Srini sighed. “We’ve been over this, Laya. I can’t trust anyone else except you both.”

      “Fine.” Laya looked at Mal coldly. “But you better not make me look bad.”

      Working with Laya on his next case?

      Well, this was going to be very interesting.
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        * * *

      

      The new case was simple enough: infiltrate an underground black-market auction of magical artifacts by posing as a couple of buyers, and retrieve the target piece. Mal would follow his own intel and use his own sources for help. Laya would stick to Pandora contacts.

      “And that should help us narrow it down,” Srini Avasarala said, pushing his glasses up his nose. “If the intel is bad, the leak’s in the data analysis department. If the artifact goes missing after it arrives here, we have a mole in headquarters.”

      “And if the artifact gets snatched in the field?”

      Srini smiled. “Then I’ll know it was you, Mal.”

      Laya snorted.

      Well, that was nice.

      “So, what are we going after?”

      “This.” Srini pulled out an old black-and-white photo from the folder he carried. “I don’t want a trail leading Pandora to you—electronic, or otherwise, so we have to do this the old-fashioned way.” He slid the photo across the table.

      Mal frowned at the image. “A book?”

      “Should’ve known you wouldn’t recognize it,” Laya scoffed. “It’s only one of the most powerful books ever written.”

      Ignoring her, Mal turned to Srini, and simply raised his eyebrows.

      “It’s the Rauðskinna—the Book of Power,” he said, and Mal immediately remembered.

      In Scandinavian folklore, the Book of Power was a mythical tome of black magic, said to be powerful enough to control the Devil himself.

      “I thought it was just a myth.”

      “Well, you thought wrong, didn’t you?” Laya said sneeringly.

      Srini sighed. “Laya, please. I’m not asking you both to be best friends again, but let’s at least keep things civil. We need this to work if we want to protect Pandora.”

      “Sorry,” she mumbled, and slumped into her seat, folding her arms across her chest.

      Srini turned away from her to pull out another photo from his folder.

      “Here’s what you’ll be using as collateral for the auction.”

      Mal took the offered photo, and squinted at the image. All he could see was old parchment, and some words and scribbles in an unknown language.

      “What am I looking at?”

      “This is a war map drawn by Gengis Khan.” Srini leaned back in his chair. “Legend has it that one day, the great conqueror ran out of ink for his quill, and he used his own watered-down blood. Now, no one knows if that’s true, but certainly, the map has an ancient magic in it. Using the map, a person can draw up a plan to reach any place. Or meet any goal. It’s basically a blueprint for success, as long as you can follow all the steps.” Srini met Mal’s gaze. “You can see why it would be considered invaluable.”

      “I thought collateral was meant to be money.” Mal looked down at the photograph again, trying to understand how this little scrap of paper could be so significant. But then again, he’d seen worse in his years in relic recovery.

      “The syndicate running the auction was very clear in its instructions, according to our informer.” Srini looked at Mal. “Of course, that’s the first thing we want you to verify.”

      Mal nodded. It made sense.

      “Then, if it all checks out, you and Laya can go to the auction. Pandora will take care of your collateral, Mal. Remember, though, we don’t really want you to buy the Book. It has to come back to Pandora with Laya. The auction’s tomorrow evening, at a farmhouse out in the outskirts of the city. I’ll be waiting here in headquarters to hear back from you once you’re done.”

      Srini pushed his chair back, and Mal automatically stood up.

      “Well, my briefing’s done.” He looked back and forth between Mal and his niece. “I’ll leave you two to catch up, now.”

      After he left, the silence in the room was excruciating. Mal glanced at Laya. She was busily looking over the notes and photographs that Srini had left, but Mal wasn’t fooled. Her jaw was tight, and her amber eyes flashed with anger.

      “Go on, then.”

      Laya turned to Mal, frowning. “What?”

      “Go on—I know you still have a lot to say to me. Let’s get it all off our chests before we start working together.”

      Laya snapped her mouth closed, and turned away.

      “I have nothing more to say to you.”
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      She was so angry she could spit fire.

      Get it off her chest? It would take hours, and by the end of it, she would still be furious. In one night, Mal had torn her family apart. Her uncle still hoped that his only son would walk back into their lives, but Laya had given up on Vikram the same day she’d given up on Mal.

      They’d grown up together, three little troublemakers in Legend Valley Academy—Vikram, the black sheep of the Avasarala line, Malcolm Grant, the werewolf without a pack, and Laya Avasarala, cousin to Vikram, and a golden child with a well-hidden rebellious streak.

      Over their years in school, Laya had developed a deep crush on Malcolm. So, when he’d asked her out after they’d graduated, she’d been delighted to say yes. She had been waiting for him to show up at her place, ready to be whisked off on a magical date. Instead, he’d turned up an hour late, nervous and fidgety. Ten minutes later, her uncle had called, and then she knew.

      Vikram had run away. And Mal had helped him disappear. Without a single word to her.

      Well, that made it very clear where his priorities lay. Vikram would always come first in their little boys’ club.

      Laya had been so furious, so hurt, that she’d cut off all contact with Mal for years. And then, around the time she’d joined Pandora, she’d started to hear rumors about a Brit werewolf working in relic recovery. Almost immediately, she’d known it was Mal—he’d often talked about becoming a freelance relic hunter—’like Indiana Jones!’

      She’d never thought that just a few years later, they’d be working together.

      Now, the wound he’d dealt her was too old, too deep to be lanced. She looked at Mal, shook her head, and turned away.

      “Let’s just concentrate on the case.” She saw, out of the corner of her eyes, his surprise at her statement, but a moment later, he shrugged.

      “Fine by me.” Mal pushed his chair back. “I’m off to confirm your intel on the auction. See you in a few hours.”
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        * * *

      

      When she saw Mal again, it was nearly five in the evening. He’d texted her ten minutes ago—nothing much, just one line: meet me downstairs for all the details.

      She grabbed her phone, and put her hair up. Walking quickly, she hurried down the stairs to the street level, ignoring the elevator. As soon as she stepped into the street, the heat rolled over her like a wave. It was par for the course in summer in India, so she ignored the sweat that was even now inching its way down the nape of her neck.

      Her uncle worked out of the Pandora office in Hyderabad, India, and slowly, it had become the de facto head of Pandora, despite the fact that traditionally, London had always been headquarters. Now, the agents who were ready to relocate had moved to India, and they’d taken on more locals to fill the vacancies that came up as they expanded. It made Laya proud that her uncle was leading the charge for more equal representation within Pandora.

      But he’d had his fair share of detractors. People who liked the old ways best, when the power was concentrated in the hands of a few old, white families.

      Maybe they were behind this? Prove that Srinivasa Avasarala was bad at heading up Pandora, and he could be pushed out to make room for one of their toadies. One who’d do whatever they wanted.

      Laya quickened her pace. Where was Mal? She looked around, and then realized there was only one place he could be. She hurried to the coffee shop across the street, where most of the non-Indian Pandora agents fed their caffeine addictions. As a white male, Mal would stand out like a sore thumb in downtown Hyderabad. The only place he could wait for her inconspicuously was in the Blue Danube Café.

      Laya entered, took a quick look around, and made a beeline for the back. Sure enough, Mal sat in one of the booths in the back, nursing a cappuccino that was slowly growing cold. She slid into the seat across from him.

      “What’s up?”

      “Your intel checks out,” he said without preamble. “The Book of Power was discovered in Holar, northern Iceland, sometime last year. From there, it made its way to Europe, and then to the black market.”

      “And now it ended up here, in Hyderabad,” Laya said, waving away the waitress. The woman looked back at the man at the cash register, obviously her boss. Laya rolled her eyes, and asked her for another cappuccino. That should keep her busy.

      “We’ll need to go to the auction, like your uncle said.” Mal took a sip of his coffee, then made a face.

      Laya huffed. “Why didn’t you just order a black coffee?”

      “Uh, I just ordered the most expensive hot coffee on the menu so I could keep the table as long as I could,” Mal said. He was silent for a long moment. “You remembered,” he said finally.

      “Hmm?”

      “You remembered that I like my coffee black.”

      Laya blinked, then shrugged. “Yes, well.”

      She was saved from further comment by the arrival of her cappuccino, which she sipped while pretending to be absorbed in looking over her notes. All the while, Mal looked at her, an indecipherable expression on his face.

      “Here,” Laya said, putting her notebook down on the table, and pointing. “I knew it. Back in the half-yearly meeting, Lord Debenham commented that Pedanana needed to be more proactive, and start going after powerful mythical objects, instead of sending out recovery agents after they were rediscovered. Objects like Chrysaor, Kladenets, and—” Laya looked up to meet Mal’s eyes, “—the Book of Power.”

      Mal’s gaze sharpened. “Who is this guy?”

      Laya made a face. “He comes from Old money. His family was always tied to Pandora—his grandfather was head of Pandora, back in the day, and his father was on the Board of Overseers. The current Lord Debenham took over the seat when his father died.”

      “And he doesn’t like your uncle?”

      “He’s always felt like Pedanana doesn’t deserve to lead Pandora. Not when it was founded by his great-grandaddy’s old chum.”

      “I guess the fact that your uncle moved operations here must really eat him up, then.”

      Laya nodded, draining her coffee. She leaned forward, looking around to make sure no one from the office was around.

      “I’m sure he’s behind this. The annual Board meeting’s coming up soon. If he can make Pedanana look bad by then, he could actually talk the board into removing my uncle from the post.”

      “Guess we need to make sure that doesn’t happen, then.” Mal finished his own coffee, and stood up.

      Laya joined him, feeling cheered despite herself. Something about the way Mal had said it, with that quiet confidence, it had her believing that they could actually do it.

      “See you tomorrow,” Laya said, as she threw down enough money to cover their bill. “Auction’s at seven. We need to be here at four to get ready.”
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      Mal spent most of the next day making his own preparations. He was sure Pandora would come up with a great cover story for him so he could enter the black-market auction, but it wouldn’t hurt to be prepared for the worst.

      He hadn’t been able to bring any of his normal weapons with him on the flight out of London, so he was left relying on his local contacts. It had taken a bit of doing, but finally, he had a couple of hunting knives, and a dart gun. And if things got up close and personal, well, he always had his claws.

      He shaved carefully just before he left, so that he wouldn’t develop any scruff. He dressed in a pressed cotton button-down shirt, and a pair of black dress trousers. He checked his phone, wallet, weapons, and finally, he raised a hand and unsheathed his claws. He nodded, satisfied.

      He was as ready as he would ever be.

      Time to go.
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        * * *

      

      Mal knew he was being rude, but he couldn’t help it.

      “Stop staring,” Laya hissed, and he hurriedly looked away, his gaze colliding with a very amused Srini Avasarala.

      “Never seen her in a saree before, have you?” his old principal said in a low voice, and Mal shook his head. He’d hung around Vikram and Laya enough that he had seen women in sarees before—he’d even seen a few Telugu movies with the cousins, back when they’d been in the Academy together—but seeing Laya in a saree was a different proposition all together.

      No one, for example, had warned him that her entire midriff would be bare. Or that her blouse would be sleeveless. And backless. Or that she’d be wearing hundreds of silver bangles, that tinkled like little bells and distracted the hell out of him.

      And this was considered traditional formal clothes for Indian women? How did the country ever get anything done? Mal would’ve spent all day just staring.

      He tore his gaze away, and looked at his ex-principal. “What about the money for the auction?”

      “We’ve transferred the necessary amount to Laya’s account. It’s all set up with the auction house running the auction.”

      Mal raised an eyebrow. “A criminal outfit hired an auction house?”

      “You’d be surprised what money can buy.”

      Srini pulled out a small black bag, and pushed it across the table to Mal. “Here. Fake id, bank account, the works. It’ll all be deleted tomorrow, so no impulse buys with the card, mind.” He grinned at Mal, while Laya got ready.

      Finally, Laya clasped a little silver purse in her hand, checked that her runestone necklace was still around her throat, and nodded.

      “Ready?”

      Her kohl-lined eyes were dark, and bottomless under her bindi. A pair of shiny earrings dangled at her ears, and her hair flowed down to her shoulders in a waterfall of curls.

      “Mal?”

      He snapped out of it, and nodded, not trusting his voice just yet.

      “Sure,” he said after a moment. “Let’s go.”

      He fiddled with his cuffs, suddenly wondering if he was underdressed. “Do we need to catch separate rides there? It would help maintain the illusion that we’re not working together, but I didn’t bring my motorcycle on the plane here, obviously.”

      Mal waited for Laya to answer, but she took a long time to look up from her phone.

      “I’ve called you a cab. We need to enter and leave separately. Can’t be too careful.”

      Well, that was that. Probably for the best. He couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      Srini Avasarala cleared his throat. “Your collateral is already with the auction house. So, all you both need to do is show up, attend the auction separately, and make sure the Book of Power comes back home with you.”

      He looked at both of them warmly, and smiled. “Good luck.”
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        * * *

      

      Mal wasn’t sure what he had expected, but the black-market auction of esoteric and mythical artifacts was set to take place at a private farmhouse that had been rented just for the night. Snacks were catered, and everything was discreetly high-end. Mal almost felt like he had wandered into the wrong place.

      Certainly, this was nothing like what he was used to. He’d spent most of his childhood as a Funfair Traveller, moving from one place to another in Great Britain, going where the shows took his father. Life had been fun, if chaotic.

      Then, Mal’s parents had split, and his mom had married another werewolf, and joined the new pack. Mal had never gotten along with his new stepdad. Or his step-brother, three years younger than him. His mom had loved having someone to baby, but he’d never felt like part of the family, or part of the pack.

      All that had changed when he’d joined Legend Valley Academy. He’d gotten in on a scholarship, and he’d thought life there would be more of the same. His lack of money or consequence was enough to make sure he’d never have any friends among the upper crust.

      But then, he’d run into Vikram, standing outside the principal’s office. Mal had been there to complete the admissions paperwork, while Vikram had been there for detention, the first of the year. Only later, Mal had found out that the principal was Vikram’s father. Maybe that’s why he’d so often been in trouble, back then.

      Dragging his mind away from the past, Mal pasted on a polite smile, and stepped into the room where the auction would take place. The room had been cleared out to make way for the auctioneer’s podium, the auction block, and chairs for the attendees. The furnishings were luxurious but the hall still retained the look of the rustic farmhouse that it really was, underneath all the new paint.

      Several people of various nationalities stood around behind the chairs, milling about awkwardly in little groups. Mal could see some old rivals, frenemies, and counterparts—or at least, their representatives. He stepped up to the nearest group, joining a conversation with Hans Muller, from the Pederborn Occult Vault, the German equivalent to Pandora Unit. He’d worked with Hans before, trading tip offs and intel where needed. The fact that Hans was here meant that not only was the auction legit, it meant that Pederborn was worried about the Book of Power being out in the world, too.

      As far as Mal was concerned, as long as dangerous magical artifacts were kept out of the hands of unwary or unsuspecting humans, it didn’t really matter who had them—Pandora, Pederborn, or one of the other agencies in the same line of work. But obviously, the agencies didn’t have the same view of things. It was why he was a freelancer. He liked the thrill of the chase. The idea of fighting over jurisdictions and provenance gave him the heebie-jeebies.

      A small hush fell over the group, and Mal turned to see that Laya had made her entrance. He could see why everyone had gone silent. The group was mainly men, and Laya looked like a dream come to life. In a pale orange saree that floated around her form like a cloud, strappy high heels, and with her arms bare but for the silver bangles, she looked impossibly beautiful.

      Despite being the sudden center of attention, Laya looked supremely unconcerned as she strode over to one corner of the room to drink a glass of champagne. Mal could see the tightening in her jaw, though, which meant she was nervous.

      He longed to go over to her—but the mission came first. It was the least he could do for Srini Avasarala, who had never blamed him for helping Vikram run away.

      The lights dimmed, and the podium was lit up. The announcer did a mic check, and asked the attendees to take their seats. As planned, he and Laya took the seats at the aisles, separated by a little walkway. It was the easiest way for them to signal each other without it being too obvious.

      Five minutes later, things were underway. The program said that the Book of Power was the last on the list, so he had plenty of time to simply observe. He made a few bids here and there for the look of things, but mostly, he just tried not to get bored.

      They took a break half an hour into the auction, and Mal waited until Laya had dispatched the last of her conversation partners. He sidled over to her as if he was trying it on with her, too.

      She didn’t look at him, sipping at her second glass of champagne with a bored look on her face. Her voice belied her expression, though. She was worried.

      “We have a problem.”
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      “What’s wrong?”

      Laya took another sip, her eyes going to the waitstaff again. Mal subtly turned so he could follow her gaze.

      “What?” he asked, surprised that she was staring at the staff door.

      But she knew what she’d seen. The last time the door had swung open to admit one of the staff, she’d seen a very familiar face. Luckily, it seemed like Sheila was planning on hiding in the kitchen, for now. Which meant that Laya could get the jump on her.

      “Sheila Higgins is here,” she said softly, hiding her lips behind the rim of her glass.

      “Who’s she?”

      “I ran into her once or twice before. Always when jobs went bad, and artifacts were stolen, or lost. Took me a while to realize that Sheila was always at the center of it all.” She smiled grimly. “She’s a thief. And if she’s here tonight, she’s after the Book of Power.”

      She would always be chagrined that it took her the better part of a year before she caught on to Sheila. It had helped, though, that she never forgot a face.

      The woman was great at blending in, sometimes as a tourist, sometimes as a historical ‘expert’, and at other times as staff, like now. Wherever really expensive artifacts could be found, Sheila was there. With her nondescript looks, she didn’t stand out, and everybody underestimated mousy-looking women. Sheila had turned it into a secret weapon.

      “What do we do?” Mal asked, taking a bite of a canape he had grabbed from a passing waiter.

      “We can’t let her take it! We have to stop her.”

      “Yes, but how?”

      “No help for it.” Laya met Mal’s gaze. “We’ll have to take her out.”
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        * * *

      

      According to their hastily drawn up plan, Mal and Laya would wait until the next break, which was in another half an hour. Laya was reasonably sure Sheila wouldn’t try to steal the book before then. The thief wasn’t dumb enough to get on the bad side of whatever gang was running this show. Which meant she’d try to grab it from the buyer.

      Laya was going to buy the Book anyway, but there was always a chance of a bidding war breaking out. And if Sheila got spooked, she might decide to steal the book from the auction anyway. No, better that they take her out of the equation entirely.

      Half an hour went by glacially slow, with two swords, a cursed mirror, and a haunted typewriter getting auctioned off.

      Finally, the break was called, and Laya wandered over to the drinks. Mal was already drifting over to the doors, which were manned by two security guards.

      “I desperately need a smoke, guys.”

      That was the signal.

      Five minutes later, Laya drifted over to the usher, who was still standing at the door.

      “I need the ladies room, please,” she said.

      “Of course, madam. This way.”

      She followed the man down a hallway and soon, they stopped before a door.

      “Through here, madam.”

      Laya waited until he left, before creeping down the hallway and out the back door. Mal was waiting for her outside. They hurried around the back to the door that led to the kitchens.

      “How are you going to get her to meet you outside?”

      “I’ll think of something.”

      Mal disappeared through the doors, and five minutes later, Sheila followed him outside.

      “—look, I don’t know what you think you have on me, mate, but let me tell you—”

      She broke off as soon as she saw Laya. A moment later, Sheila took a deep breath, and opened her mouth—to raise the alarm, to shout out a spell or a curse, Laya didn’t know, but she didn’t wait to find out.

      With a sweep of her arm, she called up her power, and a rush of wind knocked the other woman down. Laya’s runestone glowed as the wind died down. Even as she watched, though, Sheila jumped up again, murder in her eyes and a spell on her lips.

      Laya rose into the air, weightless as a feather. She knew this one. She would keep going up and away, until she reached a point where the spell found a body of water large enough for it to drown its victim.

      Mal made a grab for her, and hissed when his hands touched her bangles. Damn. She’d forgotten they were silver. He huffed a breath, and used his superior werewolf strength to jump up and clamp one hand around her ankle. Hard.

      They fell to the ground in a tumble of limbs, and then suddenly, a jet of light struck Mal. It illuminated his form, which showed that his face was twisted into a painful rictus. He had the presence of mind to remain silent, but Laya could see how much it cost him.

      “You bitch!”

      Laya hissed the words out as she swept her arms in a vicious curve, calling upon all her power. Her elemental yakshini powers squeezed all the moisture out of the air around Sheila, until it formed a bubble around her head. Sheila flailed her arms, drowning on dry land, but still, Laya didn’t relent.

      Finally, the spell around Mal broke, and Laya released Sheila, as well. The other woman collapsed to the ground, blue about the lips. Her eyes were closed. Mal went to check on her.

      “She’s still alive,” he said hoarsely, and Laya nodded. It was terrible, but right now, she was actually a little disappointed.

      Mal drew a gun from an inside pocket, and Laya frowned. “What are you—?”

      “Relax.” He pulled a dart from the chamber, and stuck it into the skin between Sheila’s thumb and forefinger. Then he pulled a hip flask out of his pocket and poured a generous amount of liquor on Sheila.

      “In case the kitchen staff comes out here and finds her.”

      Laya nodded. It was a good idea.

      “Come on,” Mal said. “We can leave her here in the shadows. Magical law enforcement can deal with her tomorrow. They’re going to fight over jurisdiction, anyway.”

      Five minutes later, they were ready to go back inside. Mal had a rapidly healing burn on his right palm, and they both looked a little disheveled, but it was nothing too outré.

      More worrying was the pain in her ankle. When Mal had grabbed it, he hadn’t been able to control his strength, and he’d ended up bruising her. If there was more field work to be done tonight, Laya wasn’t sure if she would be able to make it.

      “Action’s about to start. We have about twenty minutes before the Book of Power makes it to the floor,” Laya said, looking at her watch. She started to move toward the back doors to the auction hall.

      “You know what?” Mal said, catching her arm again so that she drew to a halt to look at him. He had an unusually pensive look on his face. “I know you guys have everything under control, but I would feel a lot safer if we could get a tracker on the book. That way, even if you don’t snag the book, you can track it to see if it eventually goes to someone in Pandora.”

      “What? That’s not what we discussed at all!” Laya shook her head. “I have to take the book back with me to Pandora. It’s the only way we can catch Debenham when he makes his move!”

      “And what if he tries something here, after you pay for the book but before it’s delivered to you? That way, he can prove that Pandora’s out by a huge amount of money, and the artifact it was supposed to recover.”

      Laya scowled. When he put it like that, she had no real answer.

      “So, what do you want to do?” she asked. “You’re out of time. They’re going to start the auction again in a few minutes.”

      “I need a distraction,” Mal looked at her. “I’m sure you’ll think of something. I won’t need more than ten minutes.” He drew a small pouch out of his trouser pocket. “The tracker is all ready to go.” He pulled a communicator out of the pouch, and handed it to her. “You can talk to me through this.” Rapidly, he pulled its twin out of the pouch, and pushed it into his ear.

      Laya got her own communicator in, and nodded. Mal hesitated, then gently pulled a lock of her hair over her ear.

      “Now it’s better hidden,” he said softly. “Be back in ten.”

      Then, he turned, and jumped halfway up the farmhouse, his claws embedded in the concrete wall.

      Right. It was up to her now. A distraction…

      A moment later, Laya smiled. She knew just the thing.

      Taking a deep breath, she gave an ear-splitting shriek.
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      “Bloody hell! Warn me before you do that next time!”

      Laya ignored him to scream again, this time calling for help. Mal clung to the wall, trying to calm his racing heart. A moment later, he heard a door slam open, and racing feet.

      “Madam! What’s wrong?”

      “I came out here for some fresh air, and I found this woman here! Is she—is she dead?”

      The quiver in Laya’s voice was perfect. If Mal didn’t know better, he’d have said she was really scared, but if he still knew her like he did—and he was beginning to suspect she hadn’t really changed all that much—then that tremble in her voice was just suppressed laughter.

      Now, Sheila was in for a world of trouble, and Mal had his distraction. He’d better make good use of it. Scaling the wall, he looked through the windows until he found the room he was looking for.

      They’d converted an unused bedroom into the safe room for the auction items—everything piled up on one long, wooden table. Mal would be disgusted, if he wasn’t also pleased they’d made it so easy for him. Probably just a single guard outside the doors, too.

      But really, no wonder Sheila had made her way here. If this was the way this gang ran things, he was surprised they hadn’t been robbed blind by now.

      Quickly, Mal made his way to the briefcase in the center of the table. He flicked it open. Yes, it was as he’d guessed, inside lay the Book of Power.

      He pulled out his tracker, a tiny little microdot that would meld with the leather of the book and be virtually indistinguishable. Mal pulled on a pair of gloves, wincing at the feel of the polythene against the welt on his right palm. Shaking off the pain, he raised his hands to pull out the book, and then stopped.

      Something was off.

      He didn’t know what it was yet, but he’d learned to trust his instincts. Taking a moment to look around carefully, he examined the book without picking it up. Worn leather cover, once red but now browned with age, yellowing pages, faded ink, words in Old Norse…

      And then he had it.

      Underlying everything was a faint smell of coffee.

      Almost as if the book was a cheap fake. Artificially yellowed by coffee, instead of age.

      The back of his neck tingled, like it did when he knew he was onto something. Mal stopped, and turned his communicator on.

      “Laya, can you talk? We have a problem.”

      A moment later, her voice came, low pitched but clear.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “The Book of Power is a fake.”

      A silence followed.

      “Did you hear m—”

      “I heard you. How can you be sure?”

      “I just am.” Mal took a breath. “Trust me, Laya.”

      There was a long silence, and Mal waited. This was it. Sure, they’d worked together, better than he’d expected, and maybe the anger that had flared up between them had died down, but this was the important question.

      Did Laya trust him?

      “Okay,” she said finally, and Mal nearly cheered in relief.

      “I’ll be back in a few,” he said, a giddy smile on his face.

      “Hurry,” Laya said. “They’ve put Sheila in one of the spare rooms to ‘sleep it off’ and things are about to get started again. You need to get out of there, now.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Now, out of Old Gengis’s map and whatever my collateral is, what would you say is more valuable?”

      “Huh?”

      “Quick, we don’t have much time!”

      “Uh, the map, I guess.” Laya’s voice grew sharp. “What’s this about?”

      “I’m sticking this tracker on your map. Now that I’ve gotten it out, it seems a shame to let it go to waste.”

      “You think someone is after the map? Why?”

      “Call it a hunch.”

      Mal turned the communicator off, and got to work placing the tracker on Gengis Khan’s map. In the photos, it had seemed innocuous, but up close, there was something about it. It almost bent the fabric of the room around it, like a heavy stone in the middle of a sheet of silk.

      “Yeah, good thing Pandora’s keeping an eye on you,” Mal muttered, as he closed the case containing the map. “See you soon.”

      And then, with a final look around the room, he left.
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        * * *

      

      Mal slipped into the main hall with just seconds to spare, stepping on several people’s toes as he took his aisle seat again. Hans gave him a funny look, and he avoided his gaze.

      Ten minutes later, the Book of Power was brought out onto the auction block.

      “And now, for the star of the show, the Rauðskinna, or the Book of Power. Written in the 1500s by Gottskalk Nikulausson, Bishop of Holar, this is a collection of dark runes and black magic. Powerful beyond belief, legend has it that the spells in this book can help the wielder control Satan himself.” The auctioneer smiled. “Bidding starts at one million US dollars.”

      Things quickly went out of control after that, with several of the attendees going all out. Mal made an early bid, just for the look of things. When Laya looked like she was going to get in on the action, Mal subtly leaned over.

      “Remember, it’s a fake. No point in wasting your money.”

      She stared at him a moment more, then huffed a quick breath through her nose. A moment later, she made a half-hearted bid, then dropped out of the race.

      Finally, it looked like the fight was going to be between Hans and a private collector. Mal would’ve warned his friend, but there was no way he could tip him off without letting the auctioneer in on what he knew.

      Luckily, the book went to the private collector. Hans frowned like he’d eaten a lemon when the winning bid went to the collector, but Mal knew he’d be considerably cheered when Mal told him the truth.

      “Time to wrap things up, then,” Laya said in a low voice. She tapped out a message on her phone, and stood up. Every eye in the room turned to her.

      “The police are on their way,” she said calmly. “I’m with Pandora Unit, and you are all under arrest for trafficking in stolen goods.”
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        * * *

      

      After the uproar had died down and arrests were made and explanations were given, Mal discovered that Gengis Khan’s map was missing, along with five other invaluable magical artifacts that had been brought as collateral for the auction.

      “So that’s what they were really after,” Hans said glumly, as he sat with Mal and Laya in the now deserted farmhouse. “I lost Fragarach. My boss will kill me.”

      “I’m sure it’ll turn up sooner or later,” Mal said consolingly, but it didn’t look like Hans had heard him.

      “Who are these guys?” he said angrily, shaking his head. “To go to this much trouble, just to steal some relics…”

      “I thought I knew, but it makes no sense for them to steal from Pederborn,” Laya said, biting the nail of her right thumb.

      Mal sighed. Great. So, they were back where they started.

      Well, at least they still had his tracker.

      But when they got back to Pandora office and he fired up his computer, Mal found that the tracker on the map was inactive.

      “Damn. So, they got away with everything.”

      “Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Srini Avasarala said, shaking his head. “You stopped us from inadvertently financing this gang’s criminal activities. If you hadn’t figured out the book was fake, we might’ve spent millions just to acquire a dud.”

      Laya frowned. “But we’re still no closer to finding out who’s working against us.”

      “Really?” Srini leaned back in his chair. “We know that whoever these people are, they are organized. They have a plan. They have the resources to carry out that plan—money, people, intel. And more worryingly, now it’s confirmed that we have a mole in our ranks. And not just us, but Pederborn, as well.”

      “What?” Laya leaned forward. “How do you know that?”

      “Think about it,” Srini said, turning from side to side in his chair. “They knew we had the map in our vaults. They knew the Pederborn Occult Vault had Fragarach with them. How could they know that unless someone from Pandora and Pederborn gave them that information? And secondly, the idea to use the map as collateral was approved by the Board Overseers. Which means that someone very high up pulled some strings to get the map out of our vaults.”

      Laya stared, and Mal felt his stomach drop. He’d been up against criminal gangs before—you couldn’t last as long in freelance relic recovery as he had without facing off against them—but this felt different. More insidious. Dangerous.

      “Well, looks like catching this organization is going to be a challenge for another day.” Srini Avasarala got to his feet, and stretched his arms. “It’s been a long night. I’m heading home. Laya, see you on Monday.”

      He hugged his niece, and then it was only the two of them again.

      “Well, this is goodbye, then,” Mal said. He shrugged when Laya said nothing. “I’ll see you around, I guess.”

      “You remember what I said about not working with a partner?” Laya said suddenly.

      Mal blinked.

      “It’s not that I don’t work with partners. Really, the truth is that no one wants to work with me, because I drive them crazy with my checking up on them.” Laya shrugged. “I guess I have trust issues.”

      And Mal knew why. He winced. “Laya, I really am sorry I didn’t tell you about Vikram.”

      “It’s in the past—”

      “No, I never apologized, or explained properly, because I thought you should’ve trusted me enough to believe in me without an explanation.” Mal shook his head. “But now I know it’s difficult to trust if you don’t know what’s really going on. The truth is that I always thought that Vikram would let you guys know where he was, how he was, once he was away from here.”

      Mal rose from his seat, and started to pace. “He came to me, saying that he had to get away, it was a matter of life and death. I mean, I thought he was just being dramatic, as usual. It was just an arranged marriage, right? But he made me swear not to tell anyone he was leaving, not even you. He was afraid you’d try to stop him, and then it’d be too late, he said. Late for what, I asked him, but he wouldn’t say. He promised he’d contact you as soon as he could.” Mal shook his head. “I believed him.”

      Laya said nothing, but tears pooled in her eyes. She quickly wiped them away.

      “Thank you for telling me.”

      Mal nodded uncomfortably. He didn’t know if he’d just given her closure, or slammed the door shut on the bond they’d only just started to rebuild.

      Then she looked up, and smiled at him. And Mal knew.

      They were going to be alright.

      Maybe not today, or tomorrow. But one day, Laya Avasarala and Malcolm Grant would be best friends again.

      He couldn’t wait.

      

      THE END
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        What if you couldn’t help but be the bigger picture?

      

      

      It’s the life of a detective to dig into a dead guy’s past, and Miller’s got a murderer to catch.

      Being an Empath helps, but when the chain of events twists in a new direction, can he get his head around the facts before another life is severed?
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      Whistling, I opened the door to the office and took off the fedora. A dame with raven black curls cascading over her shoulders glided forward, carrying a cup of coffee. The scent of jasmine and cappuccino wafted over me as she drank me in with her emerald eyes.

      “Miller,” she barked. “You’re late.”

      “I’ve been working, Vasquez.”

      “You?” She sat at her desk, covered with neat stacks of case files, and slurped on her coffee loud enough to wake the dead.

      I sat at my desk, popped the fedora on its stand, and put my feet up. No case files on mine. Probation gives you time to clear out the paperwork.

      “Yeah. I popped a couple of pixies on the way in. Stoned out of their gourds on baking sugar.”

      Vasquez laughed, hooking her hair back over her pointed ears. “Well, I’m sure the city’s a lot safer with you on patrol.” She thumbed a manicured nail behind her. “Chief’s been asking for you. He’s got that look.”

      “The give me a raise look?”

      “No. The other one.”

      I nodded. “Better not keep—.”

      “MILLER!”

      The shout echoed in my ears like a car crash. Vasquez smirked.

      I opened the door to the Chief’s office and found him set behind his desk like a tick on a deer. Pictures of the Chief fishing with the fire marshal, the last two police superintendents, and the Mayor filled the wall behind him.

      “You bellowed, boss?”

      “Siddown.”

      I sat. He stared at me, dark eyes almost hidden behind frowning eyebrows. Once again, I wondered why he was still in this tiny, cramped office running the freak show that was the Harrisburg Magical Response Unit.

      “You’re done backing up the beat officers.”

      Divination wasn’t my thing, but my gut said to keep my trap shut, so I nodded instead.

      The Chief pulled out a case file and slid it over. Behind the cover were photos of a dead guy.

      “So I’m off scut duty,” I said.

      “Everyone else is swamped with the Summer Solstice crazies.” He leaned back in his chair, the wood frame creaking in protest, and folded his arms. “And this one’s special.”

      I raised an eyebrow and flicked through the coroner’s preliminary report. “John Doe….” I blinked. That was his actual name, not the normal indicator of a nameless corpse. “Thirty-two, found dead before dawn at Riverfront Park by a jogger. Injuries… looks like a straightforward death by mugging. What’s this got to do with the unit?”

      The Chief twirled his fingers. I flipped the page and there it was in the toxin screen. Atropa Belladonna Magica; a mage’s death sentence. I flipped through the rest of the file.

      “No magic registration?”

      The Chief shook his head. “This one’s important, Miller.”

      I nodded. It wasn’t like the Chief to repeat himself. There was a shark in the shadows…

      ...and I was the bait.

      I stopped at my desk to get the fedora. “You catch all that, Vasquez?”

      She didn’t look at me. “These ears do more than look pretty,” she said. “I heard fine.”

      I leaned over to peak at the file on her desk. “You want to tag along? It’s got to be more interesting than….”

      “A water sprite arrested for public nudity? Yes.” She sighed. “And I also heard the Chief say I’m too busy. So no.”

      “Your loss.”

      I whistled as I opened the door to the office.

      “Hey Miller,” Vasquez said.

      I turned. She stared at me, hands clasping her coffee cup.

      “If you need a hand, call. Got it?”

      I nodded. “Will do.”

      “Just… don’t make me do the thing.”

      “I never try to.”

      I smiled, tipped the fedora to her and closed the door behind me.
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      I squinted my eyes as the noon-day sun glared on the Susquehanna River like a showgirl asked to break a twenty. Sun worshippers jammed Riverfront Park to capacity, except for a gaping hole by South Street centered on a lone oak tree. Mopping the sweat from my neck, I flashed my badge at the beat cop on duty and ducked under the tape.

      With the body long gone to the morgue, the forensic unit was wrapping up. I circled around, looking for anything out of the ordinary. My eyes set on a long, lean pair of legs, clad in charcoal pantsuit and topped with light brown hair and ice-blue eyes. She stalked over like a panther. I almost wished I was a mouse.

      “Are you in charge here?”

      “Yes ma’am,” I said and stuck out my hand. “Detective Miller, M.R.U.. And you are?”

      She crossed her arms. “Rebecca Davis. I’m with the Mayor’s office. You’re… magically active?”

      “Registered as a Class 2B, but it’s a minor talent.”

      She flicked her eyes at my still out-stretched hand. I stuck it in my pocket. I suppose it didn’t matter if she hated the mage-born, or was just snobby about dealing with riff-raff like me. Nobody wants to shake hands with an Empath.

      “Why is the M.R.U. involved? I wasn’t told this was a magical killing.”

      “Turns out the victim was dosed with Magebane. That’s a strong indicator that magic’s involved somewhere.”

      She grimaced. “I suppose that’s true.”

      “So why are you here, Ms. Davis?”

      “It’s a murder on the day of the Summer Solstice, Detective. Right where thousands are gathering to enjoy themselves. The Mayor wants to make sure that everyone is safe with a minimum of inconvenience.”

      “So the Mayor wants to shut down a crime scene and re-open the park?”

      “The body’s at the morgue and your people have been here for hours. So, yes.”

      “If you were with Parks and Rec, I might buy that,” I said. “What’s really going on? Why are you in the loop on this?”

      She sighed and rubbed her forehead. “See here, Detective….”

      “Miller.”

      “Right. I’m involved because the Mayor wants me involved. Now, I can get the police superintendent to call your boss, who will call you and order you to tell me what you know. Or perhaps we can work together and save a lot of busy people a lot of trouble.”

      My head knew having City Hall breathing down the Chief’s neck wouldn’t do wonders for me staying off probation. My gut though…

      “Unfortunately, there’s not a lot I can do for you right now, Ms Davis. If you’re in the loop, then I’m sure a copy of the preliminary coroner’s report is on your desk, and that’s all I have right now.”

      She frowned, but nodded. “Here,” she said, and offered me her business card. “Do you have one?”

      She took my card, but held like someone had stomped it in filth. “What’s your next step?” she asked.

      “I need to do my thing here, then I’ll head to the victim’s apartment. Standard procedure.”

      She nodded. “All right. Keep me informed.” She turned and walked away.

      “The hell I will.”

      She stopped and stared at me.

      “I appreciate the concern of the Mayor’s office, but this is a police matter. If you want to bother some very busy people about breaking the chain of command, go ahead.”

      Her eyes narrowed, then she turned on her heel and stalked off.

      I watched her cross the street. As she approached a black town car, seven tall feet of pure muscle lumbered out from the driver’s seat to open her door. She handed him my business card and got in without a backward glance. Bald head gleaming in the sun, the human facsimile of a giant gorilla locked eyes with me and sniffed my card like a fine wine.
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      Trying to do an aura reading at the murder site was a complete bust. The emotions of thousands of people strolling past, enjoying the Summer Solstice, washed out any traces of the fear, violence and rage that might give me a lead about why someone murdered John Doe.

      Doe’s place was about five miles away as the crow flies. A run-of-the-mill apartment complex, nothing special, though the lawns were nice enough to have signs saying ‘No Dogs Allowed’. His car was there too, a white sedan. Not too new, not too old. It hadn’t rained in two weeks and the windows were dusty.

      I took out the apartment key I got from the building manager, but the door swung open at my touch. I pulled my gun and peered at the stairs going up. One of these days I need the Chief to give me some bullets.

      The apartment was on the second floor. The living room was empty, but I heard water running in the bathroom. Heart pounding, I stole over to the bathroom door. With a sweat-slicked hand I turned the handle and pushed it open to be greeted by the sight of the bathroom tap pouring water into the basin.

      A body slammed into my back. I crashed to the bathroom floor. Scrambling to my feet, I brought my sidearm to bear on an empty doorway. Thumping and cursing resounded from the stairs.

      Charging down the steps, I saw a dark-suited figure stumbling through the door. I tackled him into the white sedan and jammed the gun into his back. “Freeze, numbskull!”

      “Alright! Alright!”

      I patted him down. No gun. A wave of emotion washed over me. Frustration and… embarrassment? I put my gun away and flipped him around. A fat, pale face with a receding hairline and beady blue eyes, but a chin grim with determination.

      “Who are you and what are you doing here?”

      “I can explain,” he said. He motioned to his jacket pocket. “Can I…?”

      I reached in, found a wallet and flipped it open to his ID.

      “So you’re a private eye, Mr. Sikes?”

      “Yeah, and I’m working a case, like you.” He spat on the sidewalk. “Probably for the same people, too.”

      “And who would that be?”

      He shook his head. “Sorry. Clients expect confidentiality.”

      “Well, here’s some public news for you. You’re under arrest.”

      “What for?”

      “Breaking and entering. Interfering with a crime scene. Murder maybe?”

      “Woah, woah, woah! Look….” He swallowed and let out a breath so full of garlic I wouldn’t need to eat Italian for a week. “The Mayor hired me. There’s a missing girl.”

      My gut was quiet. “I’m listening.”

      “He meets with her on the down-low, every couple of weeks like clockwork. Mid-twenties. Pretty little thing. Named Amelia.” He fished out a crumpled photo. The face of an angel, with dark hair and sad, haunted eyes.

      “What’s he doing with her?”

      He shrugged. “The usual? All I know is she was supposed to meet him a week ago. She never showed or returned any calls—.”

      “And so he calls you, out of the blue. With a scandal that could shelve his career? Yeah, I don’t think so.”

      “He and my pops go way back. Our families got history!”

      I could feel the confidence dripping off of him. My gut was quiet. He wasn’t lying, though he wasn’t telling me everything. “Keep talking.”

      “I asked around at the nightclub where she was last seen. Turns out she left with this Doe guy. I tracked this place down and I’ve been on stakeout for two days. Then a buddy called and said he was found dead this morning.”

      “So you tossed the place. What did you find?”

      “Nothing! That place is a shell.”

      “Looked full of stuff to me.”

      “Look again. Lots of things, but nothing personal. Clothes in the closet are new but never worn. A few things in the freezer, but they expired a year ago, and nothing in the fridge except diet soda and beer.”

      “Come on then, show me.”

      We went back up to the apartment. Sikes limped over to the couch and collapsed on it while I gave the place a once-over. He was right. The place was cold; John Doe had never lived here.

      I sat in the chair opposite Sikes as he massaged his leg. “So you got a call about Doe’s body. Was that from the Mayor?”

      He shook his head. “I used to be a cop. Nine years on the beat, you get to know people.”

      “So, why the PI routine?”

      His face flushed and his lips curled. “I was finally ready to take my detective’s exam when I got called in on a street fight. In the mix-up, some goblin took a bite out of my Achilles’.” He shook his head. “Took me months to walk again. They offered me a desk job and a promotion to sergeant, but I couldn’t do it.”

      Sikes seemed like the type of guy who collected more favours than he owed. It might be nice to be owed one by a guy like that. “You’re still on the clock, then? About this girl, Amelia?”

      He nodded.

      “Alright. You help me unwind this Doe case, and I’ll let you tag along for the ride. If we find this girl, you can call it in and get paid.”

      “Really?” He blinked. “Great, I’m in!”

      We stood up. “So which nightclub was Amelia last seen at?”

      “Café Chasseur.”

      Crap.
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      As we parked in front of the dirty, brown brick facade of Café Chasseur, the heat of the day held on with an iron grip. Wisps of dark clouds streamed overhead, and the humidity threatened to burst.

      Entering through the side door, I let Sikes lead the way to the main floor. Tables were stacked with chairs, and the few lights only made the shadows darker.

      A muscled employee looked up from stacking cases of beer on the bar. “We’re closed.”

      “No kidding,” said Sikes. “I’m looking for Peter. Isn’t he on shift today?”

      A match flared. Tommy Whitman, a dark-haired weasel of a man, sidled forward with a glowing cigarette clamped by thin lips. “Peter doesn’t work here anymore. Now scram.”

      “Is that any way to talk to your friends, Tommy?” I said.

      He turned and squinted his eyes at me. “Miller?”

      “In the flesh.”

      “Huh. Thought you were on probation.”

      “Duty calls, Tommy. How’s business?”

      He shrugged. “A little slow with what’s going on.”

      “I don’t mean the nightclub.”

      Tommy’s face pinched tight. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Come on, Tommy. I spent three months getting to know you and your black market connections.”

      “And you never found a thing—.”

      “I found plenty,” I said. “I just couldn’t make it stick in a court of law.”

      He grinned. “So what do you want?”

      “We’re looking for a girl,” I said.

      “I don’t deal in that trade.”

      “She’s connected to the dead guy from the Riverfront this morning. They were both last seen here.”

      Tommy shrugged. “Lots of people come through here.”

      Sikes sniffed. “Peter said he was in here all the time.”

      “Peter mouthed off about a lot of things when he was drunk on the job. That’s why he ain’t here no more.”

      I pulled out the photos of John Doe and Amelia. Tommy looked at them and shook his head. “Don’t know ‘em.”

      My gut rumbled. “You’re lying, Tommy. You know I can tell.”

      Tommy took a deep drag on his cigarette. “I dunno, maybe? I see lots of people.”

      “Turns out the dead guy’s name is fake and his apartment’s a set-up, exactly like everything else on file for him. Which is precisely the kinda thing that you arrange. So I need you to think hard on this one and give me a name.”

      He grinned. “You got nothing on me, Miller. I don’t have to give you squat.”

      “Well, maybe I should let Sikes here make his phone call then.” I leaned in. “Because the missing girl is connected to the Mayor.”

      Tommy’s face blanked and paled.

      “She’s a favourite of his,” said Sikes. “He wants to find her, real bad.”

      Tommy’s eyes flicked from me to Sikes and back again. “You’re serious.”

      “I can’t pin anything on you,” I said. “But the Mayor doesn’t have to work within the law like I do. Maybe he pulls your liquor license? I bet that would make paying your mortgage a lot more fun.” I shoved the pictures in front of his face. “You know I don’t bluff, Tommy.”

      Tommy wiped the sweat from his forehead. “So you’re only looking for the girl?”

      “I’m looking for whoever killed John Doe, or whoever he really is, and you better pray the girl is alive.”

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “I set up the fake John Doe ID for the guy. It was one of the better ones, full background and everything, since he had the money for it.” He stubbed out his cigarette and lit another one. “I don’t know his actual name. He was new in town when he came to me, so I had him followed to make sure he was on the level. Turns out he’s got a condo in the Greenway, and that was good enough for me.”

      “The Greenway?” I whistled. “What’s a high-brow like him slumming around here for?”

      Tommy shrugged. “All I know is he always paid cash. He came in a couple nights a week and he had people coming and going all the time.”

      My gut rumbled again. “What are you not telling me, Tommy?”

      He licked his lips. “Look. I run a clean place. People can have fun or talk shop, whatever. I don’t pay close attention, I don’t judge or get involved—.”

      “It’s bad for business. I get it. Now spill.”

      “Word is, he was a transporter. For the sex trade.” He swallowed. “This girl of yours may not even be in the country any more.”
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      The Greenway sat on the west side of the Susquehanna River. It used to be a park, before a developer plopped a little slice of high-end Miami in the midst of a middle-income Pennsylvania community. I don’t know how big the bribes to the city planners were, but they made their money back and then some. Six-story buildings stuffed full of Harrisburg’s nouveau riche dominated the waterfront.

      My badge got us through the gate. As we parked in front of the security office, my gut itched. I looked at Sikes. “Run me through how you got to the other apartment.”

      “The Mayor said Amelia often went to Café Chasseur after they met. I flashed her photo around with a little cash, and the bartender spilled she was always hanging around this one guy.”

      “This so-called John Doe.”

      “Yeah.”

      I frowned. “So then what? Doe never went to that apartment, it’s not like you followed him there.”

      “Didn’t need to. I took a few photos of him at the club and got a buddy of mine to run it through the DMV using facial recognition.”

      “Just him?”

      Sikes blinked. “There was another guy. I didn’t pay a lot of attention to him, so I dunno if I got a clear shot of his face.”

      I handed Sikes one of my cards. “Send me what you have, all of it.”

      As we walked up the marble-clad steps, Sikes laughed.

      “What?”

      He pointed to a sign on the wall. “No pets allowed. Should I wait in the car?”
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        * * *

      

      The Greenway’s security welcomed us like a teenager welcomes a zit on prom night, but after some poking and prodding we got a real name to put on the dead guy’s toe-tag. Joseph Schmidt lived in a fourth floor condo. He moved in about three months ago and was in and out all the time. Nobody blinked at Amelia’s photo, which didn’t surprise me. There are lots of pretty girls with sad eyes in the Greenway, and nobody sees them.

      The security officer knocked on Schmidt’s door, then unlocked it for us. His condo was a monument to chrome, glass and marble. Its full length balcony had sweeping views of the river and looked down on the Greenway’s private marina. The place was clean but lived in, so score one for the good guys….

      “Sikes, you smell something?”

      “No.”

      “Smells like a wet dog.”

      “Well, it ain’t me.”

      We found Amelia in the bedroom.

      She was curled up under white silk sheets. Her face relaxed, ruby lips bowed in a smile like she was dreaming of happier times. Perhaps she was. I grabbed Sikes as he strode forward.

      “What?”

      “Don’t take another step if you value your life.”

      “What’re you talking about? She’s here, breathing and everything. Hey! Amelia!”

      “It won’t do you a lick of good.” I pointed at the sigils painted on the floor, and at the apple, half-eaten, on the side table.

      Sike’s shoulders fell. “Aww, crap.”

      I grabbed my phone and called the office. “Vasquez. I got a sleeping princess. Bring your curse-breaking kit.” My eyes lit on a nest of pillows and blankets in the room’s corner, covered in dog hair. “And some bullets for my gun. Silver ones.”
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      The moon peered between thickening clouds. Thunder rumbled upriver, and a sweltering breeze carrying the promise of rain blew over me as I looked down from the balcony of Schmidt’s condo. The Greenway was ablaze with red and blue lights. The condo’s windows flashed as forensics photographed every detail.

      Vasquez came out to join me. “She’s awake. The EMTs want to get her to the hospital, but we have a few minutes.”

      “Hell of a thing,” I said.

      “Hell of a thing.”

      Sikes paced in the kitchen, mumbling into his cell phone. Amelia sat on the living room couch, wrapped in a blanket. Someone had given her a mug of coffee, but it steamed unnoticed in her hands.

      “Hello Amelia. I’m Detective Miller. How’re you feeling?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. Everything’s kinda foggy right now.”

      Vasquez sat next to her. “That’s not unusual. A sleeping curse can take a while to shake off.”

      “Do you know where you are?” I asked.

      “Yes. This is Joey’s place. Where is he?”

      “How do you know Joey?”

      “We’ve been seeing each other for a while now. Though, tonight is the first time I’ve been to his apartment.”

      Vasquez locked eyes with me for a moment. I nodded. Her good cop was better than mine.

      “So you came here freely?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “He didn’t force you?”

      “No, of course not. Where’s Joey? What’s all this about?”

      “Amelia,” said Vasquez. “What day is it?”

      “Tuesday. The fifteenth.”

      Vasquez squeezed Amelia’s knee. “It’s not, honey. You’ve been asleep for a week.”

      “What? That can’t be I…. We were….”

      “You were what, honey?”

      She shook her head. “Where’s Joey? I have to find him.”

      “Joey’s dead,” I said. “Beaten to death this morning.”

      Her face drained of colour and tears rolled down those angelic cheekbones. There were times I hated my job. Vasquez held her as she sobbed.

      I waved the EMT away and raised my voice. “We found you here. Cursed. Someone dosed your boyfriend with Magebane, so he couldn’t use magic to defend himself when they murdered him. We’re trying to put the pieces together, Amelia. You need to tell us what you know. Now.”

      Vasquez gave her a gentle squeeze. “Come on, honey. Please.”

      The coffee cup trembled in Amelia’s hands. “Joey was helping me get out of the city. We were going to start a new life together.”

      I waved my hand at the condo. “It doesn’t seem like money was an issue. Why didn’t you leave?”

      “It’s my father,” she said. “He’s got me under his thumb day and night. I can’t live like that anymore. I’ve got to get away. But if I ran….”

      I nodded. “So you needed some leverage to keep him away from you. Is that why you were sleeping with the Mayor?”

      Amelia’s face twisted in disgust. “What? Eww! No! My father is the Mayor!” She slammed the coffee cup down and wrapped the blanket tight around her.

      Vasquez tilted her head. “You must have been born when he was first elected as an alderman.”

      “Yes. I’ve been his dirty little secret my entire life. He tries to pretend we’re a normal father and outside-the-marriage daughter. I bought it, for a while. But when my mom died, I wanted out. That’s when he started getting nasty.”

      “So,” I said. “How was Joey going to help you?”

      She stared at the floor. “Joey worked for some shady people. He’d done things nobody should do. But he told me he had had enough. He wanted to be with me. That I was special… I can’t believe how much like an idiot I sound now I say it out loud.” She took a breath. “Joey knew a guy who could set us up with fake ID’s. Complete new lives. Birth certificates. Credit history. Everything.”

      That dirty rat. “Tommy. The owner of Café Chasseur.”

      “Yes.”

      “So why did he do it, Amelia? Why did Joey string you along? Was he trying to get you to come clean about your father to the media?”

      “No! Getting involved with my father was the last thing he wanted.”

      “Then why did he curse you to an endless sleep?”

      “Joey didn’t curse me,” she said. “He couldn’t. Werewolves can’t do magic. Everyone knows that.”

      Thunder rolled.

      Crap.
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      The rain came down in sheets as Vasquez and I drove back to Olde Town and Café Chasseur. Sikes had gone with Amelia to the hospital. Forensics had seized a box full of passports. Three of them had Joey’s face inside, all with different names. The rest had pictures of beautiful girls with sad eyes.

      “You’re quiet,” said Vasquez.

      “My gut’s getting antsy.”

      Vasquez frowned. “How so?”

      “Before we left, I cornered Sikes. From what he said, I’m pretty certain there wasn’t a ransom demand.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. The supposed boyfriend, Schmidt, knew about her connection with the Mayor. He and whoever whammied her with the sleeping curse, they had her for a week—.”

      “And they did nothing,” said Vasquez, nodding. “Yeah. That doesn’t feel right to me either.”

      My fingers brushed the rim of the fedora. “Should I—?”

      “No!” She cracked her knuckles. “Right now, this is still a cop thing. Let’s leave it that way.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      We parked on the street. The Café’s lights were dark and the front door was locked. Lightning crackled overhead, illuminating the half-open side entrance. Vasquez and I ducked inside, guns drawn.

      I pulled out my flashlight and swept the room with it on low-beam.

      “Clear,” said Vasquez.

      My gut growled and a shiver ran up my spine. “Something’s wrong,” I whispered. “It’s too quiet.”

      Lightning flashed outside and a crack of thunder rattled the windows.

      We moved forward to the office door. Vasquez tested the handle, then nodded.

      “Three,” I whispered. “Two. One—.”

      Vasquez pushed the door open and stepped in to the right. I turned the flashlight onto high-beam and pointed it straight through the door. I coughed as a wave of smoke rolled over me, drowning me in the smell of blood and sage. Stepping in, I swept the rest of the room, then pointed the flashlight at the corpse in the office chair.

      Through the haze, I could see the missing pieces of Tommy’s head splashed over the wall and ceiling behind him. A sawed-off shotgun rested on his chest. Thunder rumbled.

      “Dammit,” said Vasquez. “Too late.”

      My gut wasn’t quiet. I sidled closer to the desk. The trash can smoked fresh streams of sage. The smoke detector on the ceiling had its cover pulled off and wires ripped out.

      Vasquez coughed. “A bit of sage to ease your passage is one thing. This much…”

      “Will cover up a murder. I’ll call it in.”

      I holstered my gun and pulled out my phone, which vibrated. It was an email from Sikes. A picture of Schmidt… and the very tall, heavily muscled goon I saw this morning, the one who enjoyed sniffing my business card.

      Vasquez gurgled. I turned to see her standing, arms outstretched. A gun was jammed in her neck and behind her, ice-blue eyes stared at me.

      Lightning flashed outside bright enough that I blinked and a double-crash of thunder rattled my teeth.

      “Good evening, Ms. Davis,” I said.

      “Good evening, Detective,” she said. “And goodnight.”

      I had a brief flash of a bald head atop snarling teeth before a fist the size of Denver smashed into my face.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      iller…

      ...come on Mil…

      ...wake up.

      “Miller!”

      My eyes snapped open. My chest jerked as it caught a lungful of cold, dank air. Darkness danced around the flicker of low flames. I could barely make out Vasquez next to me, her emerald eyes narrowed and her ruby lips pursed tight. Her arms were over her head, chained to a hook on the wall, like mine were.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      I nodded, the brim of the fedora scraping against the wall. “My arms feel like they’re on fire, but it’s keeping my mind off my face.”

      “It’s not so pretty from my end either.” She nodded towards the flames. “There’s been chanting for a while. I can’t quite make it out, but they’re calling for a particular thing or being.”

      I could hear constant whispering, but then my ears were only human-good. “Is there anything you can do?”

      She shook her head and nodded her chin down. A crude doll lay at her feet, its arms tied with a knotted cord. Vasquez’s magic was bound.

      “Dammit. Just when a touch of telekinesis would be useful.”

      The chanting became louder and the light grew brighter. Four hooded figures stood around a circle outlined with blood. My jaw ached as I gazed upon the face of the muscle-bound minion. His eyes were black, wide, and glazed. Spittle ran down his chin as he repeated the ancient chant over and over and over.

      Chains jingled as Vasquez leaned back and forth. “There’s something… forming.”

      The darkness was behaving strangely within the circle. Deepening. Coalescing.

      “Miller, you need to do something.”

      “What?”

      “I don’t know, but you need to do it fast.”

      “I’m just a detective, Vasquez. Magic like this is more your book.”

      “I can’t do anything, Miller. I’m bound.” She spat on the doll. “Helpless.”

      The chanting crescendoed, light flared, then silence.

      Vasquez’s eyes pleaded with me. “Miller. Don’t make me—.”

      “Don’t make you what?” called the smallest of the figures. She flipped back her hood and the ice-blue eyes of Rebecca Davis pierced me. My gut shivered and twisted as she glided over in front of us.

      “If only you had worked with me, Detective Miller. This could have been so much simpler.”

      My head pounded. Everything was off, but I had to try. “You were the one who killed Joseph Schmidt. Did you do it yourself or—?”

      “Oh, it was the pack. They took care of their own, in their own way. I would have advised them against the Magebane. It won’t kill a werewolf, of course, though it renders them unable to change or heal. It was too much of a give-away that magic was involved, as your taking over the case amply proved.”

      “So you killed—.”

      “Schmidt got caught up in his work this time. Though I suppose that goes to show that in every wolf, there’s a dog waiting to wag his tail.” She bent down and picked up the doll that bound Vasquez’s magic.

      “Amelia is spilling the beans right now—.”

      Rebecca laughed. “That girl knows nothing about me. Now, it was inconvenient that you found her right when we were about to use her, but I won’t hold it against you; an Elf is a far superior sacrifice.”

      “I don’t—.”

      “Get all of this?” she said, waving her hand back at the circle and a dark figure. “It’s quite simple. Day and Night are balanced, as are all things. On the Summer Solstice, the longest Day of the year, Night is compressed. That makes it the easiest night to form a Shadow Spirit. A beautiful, living embodiment of Darkness.” Her ice eyes shone like shattered glass. “Now to be under my control. Bound to me, and me alone!”

      It was no good. I couldn’t break the monologue. Vasquez and I locked eyes. “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      Davis pointed to Vasquez. “Soon, you shall witness the full power of Darkness! Now, watch your friend die! Her soul vanquished so the Darkness might live!”

      Vasquez nodded. I tilted my head back and scraped the fedora off my head.

      The muscle-bound madman and his two kin were by our side. He grabbed Vasquez by the chains binding her delicate wrists, and with no show of effort lifted her off the hook on the wall. He shoved her towards the circle, the other two black-cloaked cultists grabbing at her. She tried to escape, twisting, her shirt torn by grasping fingers to expose her bare shoulders and plunging chest. They wrestled with her, dragging her towards the Darkness. Davis followed, cackling in anticipation, drawing a curved knife from her robe that glinted with malice in the firelight.

      The madman next to me grinned, jaw expanding, teeth growing and sharpening. Fingers turned to claws as he transformed; half-man, half-wolf. He grabbed my throat with his paw, then turned his snout to watch his mistress.

      I kicked the fedora away from me. My body quivered, muscles tensing, magic coiling.

      Vasquez was almost to the circle. She twisted and locked eyes with me, then her body fell limp in her capturers’ arms. She leaned back her head and cried out in high falsetto. “Miller! Save me!”

      Inside, my head flipped.
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      The headache vanished. My gut eased. My muscles surged. I used the chains to hold me up as I jackknifed my foot into the werewolf’s crotch. He stumbled and bent over with a high-pitched grunt, his paw releasing my neck. I shoved my feet into his leg and back, walking up on him to leverage my body higher. With a jump which shoved him sideways, I cleared my chains from the wall hook.

      He howled and swung his paw. I ducked under, grabbed the chains with both hands, and swung up with all my might. Metal chains and desperation clashed with werewolf jaw. Bone shattered and blood sprayed as the giant crashed to the ground, whimpering like a whelp.

      “No!” I screamed and dashed towards the circle.

      Davis glared at me, eyes wide, teeth bared. “Kill him!” she cried as she grabbed Vasquez and pressed the curved blade to her throat.

      The two cloaked cultists leapt forward, howling, knives drawn. I dove to the right and rolled to my feet. The closest slashed at me. Sparks flew as I blocked the knife with my chains. Then I drove my forehead into his nose which cracked like thunder. He fell backwards, screaming in pain. I let the chains fall from my fists as his companion jumped forwards. Dodging back, I whipped the chains around his neck, then yanked his head into the wall with a loud crunch that left his body limp.

      I grabbed a knife from the floor and whirled. Davis’s eyes were wide with fear. “No!” she cried. “This isn’t right! This isn’t how it’s supposed to end!”

      “Say hello to the darkness for me,” I snarled. Stepping forward, I hurled the knife unerringly at her ice-blue eye. The knife flew true, bright blade glinting in the firelight—.

      Vasquez twisted free and scissor-kicked the knife into the shadows. She grabbed Davis by the robe. “I. Hate. Doing. That!” she yelled, punctuating each word with a fist to Davis’s face. Davis dropped to the ground. Vasquez grabbed the doll binding her magic and threw it into a flaming brazier.

      I leapt forward and took Vasquez in my arms. “Are you alright, my darling?” I leaned in, her luminous green eyes filling my vision, my hand wrapped in her dark hair, ruby lips swelling.

      She put her hand on my chest and stepped out of the embrace. “Hold that thought,” she whispered, then gestured to the shadows. The fedora flew to her hand. She plopped it on my head, smiled, then slapped my face.

      My head flipped back.

      I blinked and stared at the dame in front of me, ire dripping off of her like candle wax before a blowtorch. She shifted her blouse to more properly cover herself.

      “I’m… I’m so sorry…” I said, heat rising to my face.

      “You owe me a new shirt,” she said. “This is silk, for crying out loud.” She pointed to a corner. “There’s a crate over there, probably has all our stuff in it. You better cuff everyone and finish this up. Properly. I’ll make sure this spirit dissipates.”

      I nodded. “Did I…?”

      Vasquez shook her head. “They should all live. This time.”

      Davis sat up, clutching her head. “I… What is—?”

      “Going on?” I grabbed the cuffs and my revolver from the crate. I tossed the phone to Vasquez. Best to let the Chief here it all from her. “Stories have always held power, Ms. Davis. When the world awakened to magic, well, sometimes we let those stories have more power over us than we realize.” I knelt down and cuffed her. “It’s easy to fall into a story now and follow it to all sorts of places. You knew you had the Mayor’s daughter and the leverage that gave you over the most powerful man in the city. If you had just blackmailed him, then we would have had a far different ending.” I hoisted her up.

      Davis shook her head. “What are you?”

      “I’m an Empath, like I said.” I shrugged. “In a bigger picture kind of way. Don’t worry. You’ll have all the time in the world to think about it where you’re going.”

      

      THE END.
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      Vampires created the perfect enforcer, until they made him the prey.
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      The elevator doors opened, and three things hit him. The smell of fresh human blood, making his eye twitch and his stomach growl. Two maintenance men, sprawled across the floor and bleeding out fast. The real issue was Thana. Her body language was cold. Her back to him. The toe of her stilettos tapped impatiently next to the growing pools of blood.

      Vampires never offered Carrick such an open target. Few willingly asked for his help, much less grew impatient with how long it took him to arrive. Strike that, none were stupid enough to ask.

      “What do you want, Thana?” Carrick asked, pressing the door-hold button, unwilling to stay long enough to deal with her drama. No humans had access to the lower levels. His job was enforcer—over vampires. As head of security, humans were her jurisdiction.

      “We seem to have a problem.” She was taunting him, still daring to give him her back.

      “Looks like a You problem, not a Me problem.” Carrick matched her tone and layered in a dose of cynicism. He wasn’t made yesterday.

      “This is a You problem.” Her voice hit a frantic twang as she turned around. Full black coated her eyes, pupils blown wide. The hunger was fighting back as she stood over dying prey. Her arms were crossed like a straitjacket. Hands clutched the arms so tight, her long nails cut through her sleeves. “They were leaving the Holy Relics room, Carrick.”

      That took a moment to reconcile. Security was tight. Constant video monitoring. A vault door that would make most bank managers drool. They nicknamed the impenetrable vault Holy Relics because vampires lived by sarcasm and blood. Actual Holy things—not so much.

      He stepped out, letting the elevator close behind him. It was unlike her to lose control. He could blame it on the summer solstice, but it would do her an injustice. The longest day of the year weighed on them all. This year had an odd energy flow. The Mayan calendar was going out with a bang.

      “Why kill them? I could have asked them how they got down here.” After all, he had a vast skill set and would’ve made an exception to his no-humans rule this time.

      As a pure blood, Carrick was gifted with abilities. He could syphon off some of her hunger—level her out—but his compassion toward her left eons ago. She was a power-seeker. Last time he helped she’d played the jilted lover for a few decades. His hands went into his pockets for safekeeping, her need to feed contagious.

      “They were already bleeding out when I found them.”

      “How did a pair of human workers get down here? Much less into your impenetrable vault?” Their Master was very protective of his trinkets. She was ten seconds from sunlight if he found out.

      “That’s what I’d like to know.” Leaning down, she plucked an all-floor access card off one of the newly-made corpses, flipping it so he could see it was his own.

      Carrick moved a hand to his inner suit coat pocket, flashing her his matching card. He wouldn’t have been able to access the lower levels without the card. He warned her against modeling high-level security protocol after a fancy hotel she had stayed at in Austin. None of that mattered and he suspected an “I told you so” would go over very badly at the moment. He held the card up, pointing it at the camera, knowing she’d be recording to show their Master. Absolution was her goal. This would be a stain on her perfect record.

      “Sorry to disappoint you.” Carrick cleared his throat, speaking louder with a tone reserved generally for dead people to be sure the camera picked it all up. “Send Davis down.”

      “On his way,” a disembodied voice said over the intercom system. It took almost a full count of sixty-seven for the response. Thana’s staff were loyal to her, he would give her that. Her and her sister, Neuli, ran a tight ship.

      Davis was the only one who had earned his full trust. In a building full of vampires, the young wolf-pup had the best sense of smell in the building. If there were traces left on the bodies, he would be able to get the scent. Clean up of this type was his specialty.

      Twenty-some years ago he’d stumbled across a baby amid a jumble of corpses. Carrick found the wolf-pup asleep, clinging to the dead, sole survivor of his werewolf pack. Much to Carrick’s annoyance, Davis imprinted on him in his toddler years. At the tender age of three the mini-werewolf declared Carrick his Alpha. Much of his childhood was spent witnessing and learning from Carrick’s role as enforcer, following him from nest to nest, crossing the globe like a puppy on a leash.

      Neither vampire moved as they waited for the second elevator to arrive. It opened, the lone wolf in tow. “Man it reeks—” Davis’s voice halted, taking in the situation. His mouth always moved faster than his thoughts. At least once it caught up, he was fairly useful.

      Carrick didn’t move, uttering a single word—“Assessment”—waiting for Davis to do his magic. The pup didn’t disappoint. Pulling on his game-face he proceeded to give the pair a full forensic evaluation.

      “Two human males. Throat punctures indicate this was done for maximum effect, no feeding. Spatter indicates they were standing up and fell as they bled-out.” Davis carefully made his way over to the closest body, looking at things from a few angles before he knelt down and rolled the body over. “They intentionally ripped the jugular. Death was fast. This one is Bruce. He’s been with the company about a year.”

      Davis sniffed and patted the corpse a couple of times, grunting as he went. This was part of the wolf’s process, but Carrick found the sniffing and grunting annoying. He kept it to himself; this was all being recorded. Davis was being extra thorough. The last thing Carrick wanted was accusations of a cover up. He wouldn’t put the sisters past it. They were not quiet half-way through the longest day of the summer. None of the vampires were going anywhere soon. For once, time was on his side.

      “Neither one put up a fight. They were definitely compelled at time of death. The lack of spatter here shows you where the vamp stood.” Davis motioned roughly at an area devoid of blood that Carrick had not paid much attention to. The kid was good, which was what made them such a great team. Davis rolled over the second body, sniffing heavily.

      “This one I don’t know. He doesn’t work for us now, and I don’t recall ever meeting him. Too young to be a former employee, anyways. I would guess in his early twenties. Ex-military from the looks of it. Maybe a merc-for-hire. Bad choices my man. You made some really bad choices,” Davis muttered as he patted the man’s pockets. “No ID—to be expected. He had a bag, but it was sliced off his body right after they ripped open his neck. Stone cold. You can see here how the blood trail is interrupted and then changes angles as he fell down, dying.”

      “Who?” Thana hissed. Davis didn’t need more. He understood her command.

      “That part makes no sense.” Davis shook his head.

      “What?” It was Carrick’s turn to be puzzled. Not much stumped the boy-wonder.

      “Well, they smell like you.” He turned to Carrick, the look on his face clear. Davis had a lock on the scent. Carrick was being framed. Convincing Thana was going to require all the proof they could find. It was a small blessing her sister was away on business, they would have talked each other into throwing him out in the sun by now.

      “Send down a team and the restraints.” Thana told people awaiting her orders, on the other end of the cameras. Carrick flinched slightly at the idea of the silver cuffs, knowing how badly they burned—even if it was just for a short time as they sorted this out.

      “Wait,” Davis tossed up a hand like a quarterback throwing a Hail Mary. “The more people that come in the less help I can be. Besides, he didn’t do this.”

      “You can’t cover for him,” Thana snapped back. Carrick wondered if it was fear of failure or the drive to be rid of him that motivated her.

      “I’m not. Take a minute to think this through. Be realistic. How long have you known him?” Davis held Thana’s gaze as he spoke. It was a bold move, considering her eyes were still a bit on the wide-and-wild-side. “He has a few tells. Logic dictates this isn’t him. Just slow your roll so I can help you.”

      “What tells? Name one.” Thana sounded at the edge of her tolerance.

      “Like their heads are still attached.” Carrick interjected with a laugh, taking her focus off the pup’s throat. If things got dire he would make sure to get Davis out safely. He owed the kid that for going toe-to-toe with the woman.

      “Well, that is one. I’ll give you that,” Davis agreed, returning the smile. Years of complaints from Davis about cleaning up after Carrick’s violent work-related jobs had not gone unheard. “Also, rarely do his fangs come out. Look at the marks.”

      Carrick was unique. He didn’t need to feed on blood. The curse of his Master flowed through him, making him ideal at his job. He replenished himself by robbing others of their life-force. Often interrogations relied on shows of force, bloody and cruel.

      Occasionally they went too far, leaving brittle bones wrapped in mummified skin. Those were the ones that scared Davis the most. Carrick long suspect the complaints about bloodshed were to mask the fear of how deadly Carrick’s touch could be.

      His violent reputation ensured others understood the full range of his job qualifications. Work for him was a hands-on situation, requiring unrelenting force. Walls painted in red—a blatant disregard for the blood that kept other vampires alive.

      “But also, this one,” Davis said as he nudged the dead merc with his foot. “He doesn’t look a day over twenty-three. If Carrick held him long enough to rip his throat and take the messenger bag this corpse would be withered closer to forty. Trust me, there is no control when he is angry. And, Bruce, I saw him last week. No questions with life-force pull there either, looks just the same.”

      “He could have done it without altering them. Carrick can control his gift.”

      Carrick kept his face neutral but he wished it was as simple as she made it sound. It was something he’d struggled with since the day he was made.

      “With a vamp, sure. A shifter, maybe. Possibly a witch? The death-pull would be a bit slower. But a brown-bag-human, no way. And there is nothing special about either one of these two. They would be half-shriveled prunes if he was mad enough to lay fangs on them. Now add in that he is completely untouched by even a stray drop of blood. These two are still oozing. Which means there was no time for him to clean up.”

      “How do you propose they retained his scent then?”

      Vampires emitted allomones which tainted their kills. Semiochemicals that blanketed a kill-zone to warn other supernaturals that death was in the room. For a trained nose, they were as good as fingerprints. The wolf-pup had trained from the time he could walk. Davis had a stellar reputation and was known for his skills. He didn’t hesitate in his answer.

      “There are a few ways to transfer scent, but the real question is why. Why frame him for this? Where is the motive?”

      “What is missing?” Carrick turned his attention to Thana. Davis was right. This was all a distraction. While the two vampires were spun-up over fresh blood—an instinct neither could control—the werewolf had kept a level head.

      “I have not allowed anyone in to do inventory, and the camera is stuck on a loop. I’m speculating that was done inside the Holy Relics room. Nothing in the security room indicates an issue. The computers all report the cameras are on line and functioning as normal.”

      “Well, I suggest you sort that part out, and fast. Your boss is about to go on a murder spree.” Davis was jumpy, and Carrick didn’t blame him. Their Master—Kastos—was not known as a forgiving leader.

      That fact alone kept all of the supernatural sorts compliant. Even Carrick, a direct descendant, was not beyond extinction. The children who came before him all died at their father’s hands. The Aztecs and their priests had been the last magical civilization to disobey his orders. Their downfall had crowned Kastos as the global ruler over all supernatural entities.

      Carrick muttered a mostly silent curse, hoping that whoever was stupid enough to pocket something grabbed one of the gold bricks and not something coveted. The Mayan countdown was only a few months away and Kastos was convinced it would be his end. Long ago a Truth-seer had told Kastos: When she returns it will kill you. Carrick worried for the vampire. He also worried for the world, the loss of his Master would be felt far and wide.

      As a result Kastos no longer slept. He refused to leave the lower restricted floors of the complex. His time was spent in the deepest of the subterranean levels. Hollywood vampires had crafted the Sun Room for him. The large screens and perfect lighting could create any destination the ancient Master craved.

      The Mayan calendar started soon after Kastos was turned into a vampire. He shared with Carrick what the end of it could bring. Something which sounded impossible. It would be dismissed as fantasy had he not seen the blood-visions. These were secrets no living vampire, beyond the two of them, knew.

      The so-called Holy Relics were a mixed bag. Some things were treasures: stacks of gold bars, precious stones, expensive art. Others were sentimental trinkets. Things the ancient master vampire gathered over time and used to focus his tenuous grip on reality. Trinkets that were thousands of years old, turning them into them priceless antiquities among the other valuables.

      “Thana, we go in the room together, in case there is more trouble waiting. I will stay at the door until you sort out your technical issue.” Carrick added, attempting to keep her from spiraling off on tangents about his access to the room. She could review the bloody video for the next five years trying to find something to pin on him for all he cared. Right now they needed to get this situation under control. “Davis, do what you need to and then clean this up. Put Bruce in storage. We will deal with that later. Get rid of the merc.”

      Davis nodded, pulling out his phone and taking pictures and notes. From how fast his fingers were moving Carrick would bet on a long list of things to help exonerate him. The pup’s loyalty was touching, but not necessary. Whoever had done this would be found and ripped to shreds. He’d make sure of that.
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      It took Thana twenty minutes to unwind the devices that created the loop in the close circuit camera feed. During that time Carrick split his attention between Davis and surveying the Relics room. Once security acknowledged they had a solid feed restored she granted him entrance. By then he already knew what was gone.

      He lingered in the doorway even after she gave him the all clear, leaning against the solid steel frame. “You need to do a full inventory.” Carrick was stalling. It was bad. Worse than he expected, but it would be best to take it slow, make sure they accounted for everything. No reason to set the world on fire until they knew the full extent of the damage.

      “I plan on it.” Thana’s voice was made of steel. She was certain of herself, which served her well in her position. Her ambition and need to find him guilty for this crime were her blind spot. He needed to keep things focused, be certain that this all stayed on track.

      Carrick kept his hands in his pockets as he walked her way, bending his body to skirt around the display case on his left. “I don’t think you should bring in too many people. This was an inside job.”

      “You are as inside as it gets. Do you think he will let me kill you myself when the time comes?”

      Her unbridled enthusiasm over his death was touching. Most creatures wanted him dead because he hunted them. For Thana, it was all about the job. His job. She’d convinced herself, if she made it to second, she could crown herself Queen as well.

      “When he figures out what is gone? He just might.”

      That stopped Thana dead in her tracks, turning his way. The small video device dangled limply from her hand. Staring at him like a deer in headlights, it took her a moment to speak. He could almost see her gears turning, a string of praise-induced scenarios currently played out in her head.

      “So you admit it? You did this?”

      She was wrong. On so many levels. They would all be lucky to make it out alive. This was bad indeed. Maybe he should send the pup away now, just to be safe.

      Carrick made his way closer to her. “I just know the trinket inventory better than you do.”

      Thana’s eyes spun around the room. He gave away nothing. He motioned towards the video-loop device. “Let me give this to Davis. It might help. The kid is a wiz. Get two men you trust with your last life and do a full count.”

      Her cold stare went from one that wanted his death to one that wished for his help. She was not a warm person in her first life, and in death, she had grown into a stunning femme fatale. Asking for help was beyond her. Plotting for assistance was within the realm of possibilities. Carrick was willing to play to her strengths.

      “And you?” Her voice remained even as he unwound the wires of the device from her fingers.

      “I’ll guard the door.”
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      Thana’s people took four hours to determine what Carrick had noticed in ten minutes. But it was four hours he needed. Davis had cleared out the bodies. A forensic team would be hard-pressed to find any evidence. While Thana and her loyalists had cataloged every item twice, Carrick had made good use of the time. Knowing he would be tasked with retrieving the item any background information he could find would be of use.

      “Well, what did you find?” A freshly showered Davis asked over his shoulder as Carrick zoomed through the video. The security room was quiet and most of the staff wisely kept their distance. Carrick rarely set foot in this room.

      “Enough and not much.” He had retraced every step Bruce had made over the last week. Wherever Bruce was recruited, it was not at the Pfarm itself. The security team Thana assigned to watch Carrick’s every twitch nodded grimly.

      The Pfarm—short for Photovoltaic Solar Farm—was a working solar farm in the town of Nowhere, Texas. The six-story building—three above ground and three below—served them well. The business traffic covered their tracks from nosy neighbors.

      Most of the humans came from large metropolitans, many staying on site for weeks at a time. Bruce had been one of them. As a feeder he was aware of the vampires, and was paid well for his service. The dead merc was an unknown to them, as Davis had suspected. It bothered Carrick.

      Carrick hit play, showing Davis what little he had found. Watching at an accelerated speed, Bruce give the now dead merc access. The time-stamp placed it at just under an hour before the bodies were discovered. The pair spoke with no other creature, human or vamp.

      Bruce led the stranger up the stairwell and directly to the rear elevators, the only one with lower-level access. The elevator for humans was near the front door, and went from ground level to the rooftop gardens. The merc pulled out a security card and bypassed the human level lockout. He knew exactly what to do.

      “Why is the playback from the hall camera feed, not the elevator?” Davis muttered.

      “They have been planning this for a while,” Carrick answered the wolf as a second monitor started playing video.

      The left monitor was from the hallway, monitoring the pair of elevator doors. The right side showed the elevator video, which had been altered. Normal coming-and-goings from an average day. It seemed random until Carrick entered. He used his card to go to the vault level, cementing himself as a prime suspect. The camera’s circuits fried after that. Davis let out a subconscious-puppy-whine as it blipped out with Carrick frozen on the screen.

      “What about the other cameras? Did you find a loop on any of those?” Davis had pulled over a chair, focused intently. Puzzles were like chew toys full of peanut butter to the kid.  Carrick smiled slightly as the monitors returned to the live feed. On the screen the lobby receptionist, Susy, waved as she passed the latest hallway camera with a smile.

      While Davis was cleaning up, Carrick assigned a pair of vamps to visually check the lower-level cameras. The patchwork in the elevator and vault room was meticulous, he deemed the manpower worth it. No other looping devices were found.

      The upper levels were more complicated. It was still hours until sunset.  Susy was on lunch break in the rooftop gardens when he paged her. She told him she’d be happy to walk the halls and confirm the live feed. Suzy had been with the Pfarm for years, and was one of the few feeders he trusted. For the last half hour, she had been going diligently from room to room and helping him confirm the feeds.

      “They looped the rooftop cameras too.” Carrick stated as he showed Davis the rooftop gardens on a third monitor. It looked normal to him, but it was defiantly a loop. Carrick noticed Susy slipping out of her shoes on the live feed, the strappy sandals intertwined through her fingers.

      “Is Susy ok? Did someone over-feed? She looks delirious.” Davis asked as she moved into view of the next camera on her route. Carrick looked over just in time to see her twirl for the camera, swaying to music only she could hear.

      Davis was right, she looked dreamy eyed. Carrick suspected she wanted company and was attempting to distract him. She enjoyed the darker side of things and found feedings arousing. He hit the toggle key to catch her at the next one, regretting having picked her.

      He’d known Susy for a few years now, and walking the halls seemed a simple task. “Someone needed to check the daylight cams, you were busy.” As the words left his mouth Susy started tugging at the belt holding her wrap-around dress, still on her mission to get to the final camera.

      “Looks like you were busy too.” Davis had a playful tone to his voice, which annoyed Carrick more. Relationships were a thing he really didn’t do. The wolfcub had been enough of a responsibility to last the rest of his years.

      “What did you find out about the hardware?” The guards who were supposed to be watching over him had rolled to a separate workstation and rewound the footage to watch Susy. Her wrap-around dress slipped away from her sun-kissed skin on his monitor and he abruptly toggled out to the main menu, turning to focus solely on Davis.

      “The hardware. It came in with the merc. Mini MP4 players adapted to be plug and play into our system. Not something you buy, but something you build. Well planned out, had redundant files in case one was corrupted. Someone who had a lot of intel on our security systems.”

      Carrick nodded. “Not just knowledge but full access. The video patches they created were perfectly timed.” He was not about to bring up the scent issues again. Davis had done a fine job of taking the focus off him. They could talk more about that later.

      “What the hell?” Thana broke the quiet, walking towards the men she left to watch over Carrick. “Whose idea is the strip tease? Do we not have enough going on to keep your attention? Is the threat of final death not sufficient?”

      Carrick caught a glimpse of a silky wrap-around dress fluttering to the floor on their monitor. Susy turned her back to the camera, walking slowly to the elevator.

      Feeders used these elevators on rare occasions to access the lower levels. The cars could be sent from the security room when authorized. A ding caught Carrick by surprise as the elevator on the right opened for her. She had caught someone’s interest.

      Susy walked to the back wall, leaning against it as the doors closed. Taking advantage of the alone time she toyed with her viewing audience, making a case for them to pull her down to a lower level. Tapping a few buttons on the workstation Carrick found the car had no destination set. For now she was just stalled in a closed box. Perhaps he could work it to his advantage and turned his attention to Thana.

      “I needed confirmation on the daylight areas. Susy was available. She confirmed the roof camera is the only other one that is looped. I think your boys here are wound a bit too tight. Maybe let them feed before they do something rash.” Carrick couldn’t care less if they starved themselves into skin-sacks full of bone, but he wanted them gone. They had been glued to him for four hours and his tolerance for idiots was hitting an all-time high.

      Thana’s lips were a tight blood red line as she nodded at her two wild-eyed guards. “I’ll watch Carrick. The blood-bag does not leave the elevator. Bring it down and lock both cars to this level. I will not tolerate a human wandering around the lower levels. Go and be done with it.”

      One nodded while the other hit record on the elevator feed. It showed intent to let her live, the recording would end up on inter-office-porn-hub for long boring daylight shifts. Vampires held voyeuristic tendencies when it came to sex.

      Maybe he would find her later and repay the favor. The pair looked hungry and she would end up in rough shape.

      With the same curse that ended lives, he could replenish her life-force levels. This was something only Kastos knew. Davis had no idea. Carrick would pull from the guards to compensate for his loss. Over the years he had secretly kept Susy young and healthy. She had a taste that he favored, another secret he kept close.

      Things he cared for were taken from him, the centuries had taught him that. It was why he leaned into his enforcer role. As a supernatural executioner taking the life-force was part of the job. It also meant that blood feedings were rare. Something he only did when wounded. Occasionally his anger overtook his common sense.

      Moving his thoughts off the elevator, he hit the toggle to take the cameras to a daylight level. Carrick nodded to Davis, who started bringing Thana up to speed.
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      Once the basics had been discussed Carrick held up a hand, stopping Davis before he could get any further. “There are too many eyes and ears up here. We should go to the Moon Room.”

      The lowest level of the building held three chambers, all without surveillance of any kind. The Throne Room, the Moon Room and Sun Room. There was no throne in Kastos’ feeding chamber but the name stuck. It was predominantly an oversized sunken bedding area meant for group use. The Moon Room existed for meetings, both vampire and supernaturals. Now that Kastos no longer traveled it was being used more often.

      The Sun Room, however, was a Hollywood directors wet-dream. It paid to have vampires in high places. Fully set with computer-directed lighting and jumbo screens it could be turned into any spot on the globe that their Master desired to be. It was also a place that few ever exited alive as of late.

      “Clear the room,” Thana announced. The rustling of items being grabbed off workstations as the vampires made haste to leave was slight, most things simply abandoned. The room emptied in seconds. “There is no surveillance on that level. I may not have figured out how you did this yet, but I will. And it will be well documented.”

      Carrick leaned back, crossing his arms over his chest, ignoring the threats. “So what did your inventory turn up?”

      “There are two missing items. One is a large, rare diamond. It is old enough to not be marked, and worth about a million five on the black market. The second item is an old chest. Small box-like and could easily fit in a messenger bag. Contents not inventoried.” Thana’s expression was one of annoyance.

      Not being privy to information was one of her pet-peeves. A devastating blow to her over-sized ego was his best guess. Carrick did know what was in the chest. He also knew the diamond was insignificant. The box contents were irreplaceable, and likely to get them all killed if they didn’t find them soon.

      The solution had to be in front of them. The guilty vamp could not leave the building until nightfall. He focused on the Davis, dismissing Thana as she paced behind them. He had some thoughts, but if he led with them Thana would see it as an admission of guilt.

      “So far we’ve tracked the humans involved. The kills were unmistakably vampire.” Carrick held up a second finger working his way to a third, hoping the old trick of counting off facts would lead Davis to an answer. “While she was counting coins and you were cleaning up, I was searching the tapes. It didn’t show me anything. Unless someone has suddenly figured out how to turn into a bat, they are still onsite.”

      “Why loop the other feeds, but kill the elevator so distinctly?” Davis replied, working over the puzzle aloud.

      “To feign innocence is my guess.” Thana’s retort was directed at Carrick, annoyed that the two men were ignoring her while brainstorming.

      Davis rolled his eyes, pulling out his phone.

      “Are we keeping you from something puppy?” Thana’s voice was laced with hate.

      “Just checking the incoming text. Mailroom says my package came in.” He waved the phone screen at her, showing the inter-office chatter. Carrick watched his face and saw the moment it all clicked into place. “Shit. Pull up the mailroom feed. Damn it that was sloppy of me.”

      Carrick’s fingers flew over the keyboard as Thana twirled into a chair doing the same at the workstation next to them. The large screen monitors on the wall sprung to life. Thana’s feeds included the road, the entrance gates and the mailroom. The staff was busy sorting packages into their respective designations while the UPS truck was exiting the outer gates.

      The workstation monitor Carrick controlled switched to the security system dashboard. The mailroom hadn’t occurred to him, it was on a daylight level. He scrolled through a list of the recorded feeds, the main files all uploaded offsite. He grumbled impatiently as the internet tried to obey the lightning-fast commands of an angry vampire.

      Thana hit a button, activating the loudspeaker system. Her alert went out over the buildings system as well as to the solar fields. It would be heard everywhere she had wired for surveillance.  “We have a photovoltaic-arc warning in battery bank five. Please shut down the facility to all traffic and pull all systems off line.”

      The small number of skilled human electricians, unaware of the existence of vampires, were now on their way out of the building into the blinding mid-afternoon sun. Locked inside the ten-foot-tall fenced perimeter, they would be contained. The rest of their day would be busy taking the entire solar field off-line and hunting for phantom problems.

      The remaining inhabitants of the building were in the process of moving to their designated stations. Understanding Thana making the announcement meant the emergency was supernatural in nature. Smart feeders were currently locking their doors, and vampires with an ounce of care were reporting to their designated areas.  

      “Once again that bloodbath was just a time-suck to keep us busy. Wait,” Davis barked at Carrick, who stopped his replay of the mailroom cameras at the wolf’s command. On the screen Susy was placing a large box on the counter in the outgoing mail pick-up area. Labeled and sealed. “Damn it. The time stamp seems about right.”

      Carrick rewound the footage again, skeptical that Susy could be part of the plan. He also didn’t believe in coincidence. People came and went, but none brought in any outgoing items large enough to hold the missing relic. Anger boiled under his skin at his misplaced trust.

      Reviewing of footage earlier he had been looking for trouble, finding nothing out of the ordinary. He didn’t pay attention to how much time she was away from her desk. She hadn’t crossed paths with the dead men, though. “So how did she get it?” Asking himself as much as Davis.

      “The question I want answered right now is who did she get if from? The vampire that created the distraction is still in the building. If they had the box ready, outside parties are most certainly involved.” Thana skimmed through footage as she spoke, trying to force a connection. “The relic I can hunt later. Second death for the traitor trapped inside our walls is imminent. It will be a joy to hand them over to our Master.”

      “I have a guess.” Davis was stoic, already standing before the sentence was finished, headed to the door.

      Thana, already on her feet, hit a button and followed close behind. Carrick took one last look at the frozen screenshot of Susy and followed. In the hallway Davis stopped in front of the elevators, random articles of clothing strewn on the floor where the guards had left them to be with Susy.

      The left car’s doors were ajar. The control panel torn open. The car not yet put back into service after removing the video looping device. The right-side elevators doors were closed, where Susy was inside with the guards.

      Davis held a finger to his lips, asking for quiet. Carrick stayed back as the pup entered the open elevator. His strong werewolf legs let him smoothly jump up to the access panel in the ceiling. Thana moved forward, glancing at the ceiling to see what the wolf was up to.

      Carrick could hear a struggle, not surprised when the doors to the other elevator opened. Two naked vamps exited, driven by the commotion overhead. Grabbing their pants they followed Thana’s silent command and headed towards the security room.  Susy stood dazed in the back corner, flush from all the activity. He could hear her heart racing, but her eyes were glued to the floor.

      A cloaked figure fell through the ceiling panel, the wolf jumping swiftly down and pinning it to the ground. Davis had shifted to his hybrid form, increasing his strength and size, growling through his wolf-like muzzle as he pummeled rapid-fire fists into the body below him. Thana gasped as the hood fell away from the vampires wounded face. When the vampire stopped moving, Davis rose, a deep howl leaving his throat as he shifted back to human.

      “I present exhibit A in your case against Carrick. If there are no further questions the defense rests its case.” Davis gave the cloak covered body a swift kick as he walked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          

      

    

    







            After Hours

          

        

      

    

    
      Carrick led the way to the Sun Room. The bright light annoyed his nocturnal eyes, but he refused to show it. Kastos needed it to keep himself from walking out in the actual sun and Carrick could cope with the inconvenience. A coastal sunset played on the jumbotron. Thana followed behind; her hand clamped around Susy’s wrist. Davis wisely waited at the door with his tightly wrapped gift to the hunt slung over his shoulder.

      Thana threw the human to the ground at Kastos’s feet. He was seated on a chair carved from a single boulder of volcanic rock. It was imported from an island in the Aegean Sea, where he had spent his youth. Thana stared intently at the floor as she knelt before him.

      Carrick stopped kneeling long ago. He did unspeakable things as enforcer and refused to be a mindless disciple. Kastos thought it was charming that his child was asserting his independence and tolerated it. “For now,” had been his answer to the discussion well over a century ago.

      With luck, today wouldn’t be the day that changed. He could not convince Davis to leave, although he was pretty certain the pup understood the level of danger they were in. If things went south and Kastos compelled Carrick to take a knee no one was getting out alive.

      Susy was wise enough to stay on the floor. She had grabbed a t-shirt from the abandoned pile of guard’s clothes. Her dress was on a daylight floor. The shirt hung on her like a tent. The guard who was there to assist Thana laughed as she picked it up. “As if that is going to protect you.”

      Carrick suspected that the shirt was not meant for modesty, but to mask various scents. Covered in both allomones and pheromones thanks to her little strip-tease it cloaked her in a vampiric musk. She currently tugged the cloth over her knees, curling up like a scared armadillo.

      She was so dazed and confused. Carrick couldn’t decide if she was willingly guilty or innocently compelled into helping. Centuries trained him to be the executioner, not the judge and jury. The role provided him with detachment, leaving no guilt over these matters. Thana however was rightfully throwing herself on their Master’s mercy.

      The guards had encircled the guilty vampire with duct tape, pinning it inside the thick cloak. Thana made them keep the hood in place. Davis commented it looked like a type of Kevlar. Carrick took his word on that, since the werewolf was the only one prone to death by bullets.

      Carrick speculated it protected the vampire from miscellaneous bits of sunlight as the elevator had gone up and down through its normal courses of the day. Davis guessed the vampire had switched from the left elevator with the rigged camera, to the second car. Susy’s encounter with the guards would mask the remaining scents until it was safe to flee from the rooftop gardens at nightfall. Carrick guessed the rooftop may have been the escape plan, since the camera was rigged, but the risk of riding it with only the cloak as protection from the sun was unexpected.

      Susy confessed to calling the elevator to the roof at the designated time. A box had been waiting for her in her sleeping quarters days before. When the elevator arrived, she put the dark plastic bag that was on the floor into the box. Sealing it, she placed it with the days outgoing parcel service. Susy had no idea what was in the box, claiming she knew better than to look.

      The heist had been carefully arranged based on the delivery service pick up time, which came every day within the same small window of time. Carrick wondered if he would have even put the pieces together without Davis’s insight. Perhaps that would be how he would be able to save him, should he be forced to beg for the pup’s life.

      Thana remained kneeling, her head kowtowed so that her chin almost touched her chest as she spoke.  “My Lord. We had an incident. I have found the people responsible.”

      Carrick was still as stone. She had a lot to atone for, he did not want to sway her fate. Kastos noted this, turning his eyes to Carrick. “Why do they live?”

      “It’s a little more complicated than normal.” Carrick wanted Thana to explain this mess. Things had become complicated when she discovered who lay motionless on the elevator floor. Thana had ordered the body bound after she swiftly adjusted the hood to cover their face, desperate to keep the secret contained. Thana still did not grasp the gravity of the contents of the box, and hoped to make the incident appear resolved.

      “There was a robbery, Sir. Two items were removed from the relics room. We have determined the responsible parties, and brought them to you.” She lifted her head only enough to briefly make eye contact with Kastos. “I know where the items are. I simply need to retrieve them.”

      “If it was a simple matter there would not be a human laying at my feet. She hardly looks wrapped to be a gift.” Kastos seemed lucid. Carrick held a brief moment of hope for their survival.

      “All is not well.” Carrick’s face was grim as he met the vampire’s eyes. Telling him that the box was gone could be a death sentence. He gestured for Davis to come forward and present his prisoner. “We left them both untouched for you. I think it is best that they show you.”

      Kastos lifted a brow at the words. Davis lowered the bundled body off his shoulder and placed it at the vampire’s feet. Pulling out a pocketknife Davis made quick work of the duct-tape and exposing the female vampire who had been bundled in the thick cloak.

      Thana looked at the woman, misery consuming her face. Laying prone on the floor was her sister. Returning home a year after her own making, Thana had retrieved her younger sister Neuli, turning her within hours of leaving their family behind. Thana had petitioned for her sister to be given a position within Kastos’s staff when she had been appointed to oversee the Pfarm.

      Carrick had left Neuli untouched purposefully. Kastos’s powers, both the gift and the curse that they were—would allow him to see within her mind. It was a death sentence, but one that might limit the carnage for the rest of the vampires in the building.

      At this point all were suspect. The theft was the ultimate betrayal for Thana. It was also highly unlikely that Neuli was working alone, which put Thana in a horrible position. Carrick would soon be tasked with hunting down all who had assisted Neuli, no matter how close or how far they may be.

      “And the human?” Kastos moved to touch Neuli. As his hand brushed her cheek, her eyes flew open and her body went rigid. An expression of horror crossed her face as her muscles locked in place under Kastos’s compulsion.

      Carrick focused on his Master and not the vampire withering below him. “She had a role in this. Willingly or compelled is yet to be determined. I did not want to muddle her visions by interrogating her.”  Carrick did not feel the need to explain any further as furious words in a long dead language started filling the room. Kastos had found out.

      “Anyone who wishes to live needs to be beyond that door before I finish with this one. Carrick, you stay.”

      Davis started to move closer to Carrick. A swift negative hand signal from Carrick told him to go. It was touching that the boy would give his life, but it was misplaced. Carrick gave him a job, knowing the kid would obey orders.

      “Davis, take the compound out of lock down and send all the engineers home. Tell them the Pfarm will remain offline the rest of the week. I will find you later.”

      Davis nodded at Carrick, moving quickly to leave the room.

      Thana stood frozen as her sister shriveled. Mummification in seconds. Carrick moved towards Susy, purposefully crossing in front of Thana, breaking her trance. “My liege,” Thana said with a whispered voice, understanding she had been absolved. Hastily she left the room.

      Carrick stood tall over Susy as the solid metal doors clicked closed under Thana’s hands. Kastos was too calm, it worried him.

      “Drink her dry,” his Master instructed. “You will need the blood reserves. The time of augury is upon us. The omens are coming to pass.” Kastos was still bitter that he couldn’t save his precious Mayans. The Seers words echoed in Carrick’s ears.

      He clamped onto Susy’s wrist, taking no care with how hard he bit her. His fangs tore at the gentle skin, blood racing from her. The euphoria of the blood brought with it visions. Forcing his mind into hers, he hunted for information about the robbery.

      Neuli had recruited Susy with the promise of turning her once the package was dealt with and Thana was gone. At the last-minute Susy had gotten cold feet, forcing Neuli to compel her to finish. Carrick had dismissed the signs of compulsion when he saw her on the video feed.

      It occurred to Carrick some tiny hope within him had yearned for Susy to be innocent. She was far from it. As the tiny spark of hope faded, he pulled energy faster than he could drink. Her cascading catastrophic organ failure held a savory taste, sending him past limits he usually held in place.

      Kastos laughed wickedly as Carrick consumed her. He could taste the marrow from her bones leeching into her veins as he sucked her dry. Wicked and delightful. He held her wrist long after he stopped drinking, pulling every ounce of energy out of her being.

      “It is good you’re well fed. I suspect you have a long journey before you. You must find the box.” Kastos’s voice was a hiss to his ears as the blood raced through him. They both had found the answers they were looking for. The dragon scales were gone.
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      While searching for missing children on a hot summer night, one man will either sink or swim.
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      The humid summer night was filled with the throaty growl of the muscle car as it turned onto the narrow dirt road that led to the water’s edge.  The latest Guns ‘N Roses hit sang out a welcome to the jungle, but the only vegetation the driver could see around him were mesquite trees and tall weeds.  The T-top was open to enjoy the night air as he drove out to this secluded riverbank far from San Antonio.

      Albert Placencia turned the key in the ignition to silence the rumble of the Camaro’s engine, and then sat to absorb the silence that was broken only by the soft lapping of water and the gentle susurration of insects.  He pushed a hand through his thick mop of black hair, asking himself for the hundredth time why he was there.  He had just wrapped up another case, one that ended with a difficult fight that left him exhausted and worn down.

      He felt the tug of the coin that hung around his neck, as if it were reminding him of the reason.  That coin, pure silver with a strange profile in gold, was one of only nine in the world.  Each of them gave their wearer the ability to see through the human masks that kept supernatural creatures hidden from the world.  He didn’t begrudge them their desire for quiet lives, but when one of them broke the centuries-old Covenants that governed the peace between human and supernatural Nox, it was his job to set things right.

      Earlier that day, one of his informants at the San Antonio Light had told him about several children who had gone missing recently during family outings near the Guadalupe, ranging in ages from three to seven years old.  The families had stopped to enjoy the peacefulness of this secluded stretch of river, spreading out a picnic blanket or stripping off for a dip in the cool water.  When the time came to head home, a child had vanished without a trace.

      The reporter for the Light had spoken with each of the three families.  They all reported seeing someone else standing beside the river when they arrived, a woman in a long white dress who was wearing a white shawl over her head.  She didn’t speak with them, or even acknowledge their arrival at all, but only stood looking out at the water.  Afterwards, there was no trace of her as they frantically searched for their missing children.

      Albert pushed his car door open and climbed out to stretch his tired body.  It was well past midnight, and the gibbous moon cast silver light across the river as it rippled in the light wind.  He walked to the water’s edge, reaching up to stroke the coin under his shirt as he let himself fall into the power that flowed from it.  The world shifted around him as the supernatural traces that couldn’t be seen by anyone else emerged.  He was hoping to find some clue that would lead him to where the children might have been taken.

      There was a faint sound of rustling clothing nearby, and Albert slowly turned to see a woman standing several paces away.  Her white dress glowed in the moonlight, and he could see dark hair under the thin shawl.  His movement drew her attention, and her shadowed face turned toward him.  The moonlight exposed a handsome female face, but underneath that mask he saw the woman’s true appearance.

      Her eyes were hollow darkness, while her face was pale and darkly lined by the veins below the skin.  A black tear trailed down her starkly white cheek, and her mouth slowly opened wide to emit a wailing cry that made Albert wince and slap his hands over his ears.  The sound shut off suddenly, as if a switch had been flipped, and he looked up to find that he was alone once more.

      “Well, hello to you, too,” Albert muttered as he lowered his hands and scanned the riverbank.  There was no sign of the woman, and when he looked to the loose dirt and gravel near the water’s edge there was no indication of footprints, either.

      Recognizing that it wasn’t going to be a short stop after all, he sighed and trudged back to the car.  He bent over the passenger door to grab one of his newest purchases.  The cost for the high-tech device was steep, but it had come in handy several times already in the short time that he’d owned it.  The mobile phone was larger than a brick and just as heavy, but it still astonished him that he could call anyone from anywhere with it.  As long as he didn’t stray too far from the city, that was.

      He pressed a series of numbers that he knew by heart, and then held the plastic case up to his ear to listen to the loud ringing.  “Hello,” a tired voice answered.

      “Faid, sorry to wake you.”

      “Albert?  It’s nearly one in the morning.”  The voice on the other end of the line was faint and a little scratchy.

      “You remember those missing kids I told you about?” Albert asked, raising his voice to be heard as he walked away from the car.  He was hoping the signal might be better away from the river.

      “The ones taken from beside the Guadalupe River?  Yes.  Have you found something already?”  The man sounded more alert, and bedsprings creaked as he shifted on his mattress.

      “Yeah, I think I just met the Nox that’s responsible.”  Albert laughed uncomfortably as he turned back to look toward the river.  He half expected to see the woman in the white dress again, but there was no one there.  He told Faid about the encounter, describing the eerie face he’d seen and the piercing cry that still seemed to echo in his head.

      “Interesting,” Faid murmured.  There was the faint sound of a door closing softly, and then footsteps echoing in a narrow hallway.  “Perhaps a vengeful ghost, you think?”

      Albert thought about the woman, especially the way she’d disappeared without the slightest trace.  “That might fit, but I’ve never heard of a ghost abducting anyone before.”

      It was Faid’s turn to chuckle.  “Give me half an hour, and I shall find anything the library has to offer on the subject.”

      After the call ended, Albert carried the beige Motorola phone back to the car and dropped it into the passenger seat.  He knew he could count on Faid to find information that may possibly help him identify which sort of supernatural creature he might be dealing with.  The man was not only the knowledge keeper of Windemere Hall, the house where Albert lived with others who helped in his work, but Faid was also a sphinx.  As such, he had a vast intellect that made him the perfect researcher to assist Albert in his duties as a coin bearer.

      While he waited, Albert scanned the river.  The power from the coin was still flowing through him to open his vision to the supernatural, and he felt he was missing something.  It was like a tickle in the back of his mind, a vibrating warning of something that he’d seen or heard but hadn’t consciously noticed.  Nox often left visible traces of their passing, dim streaks of color that Albert could often use to track or identify them.  In this case, he could find nothing like that.

      He walked slowly toward the river, gravel crunching under his high-top sneakers.  The gentle breeze blew across his face, combating the beads of sweat that were summoned by the warm humidity.  Somewhere in the distance, he heard the hum of a car passing on a road.  His nose picked up the subtle scents of sage on the air, mixing with the slight fishy smell of the river.

      Albert came to a stop on the edge of the water, standing in almost the same spot he had occupied a short time earlier.  His dark eyes scanned the river as he let his mind drift, hoping that whatever had sent up the warning would draw his attention again.

      Only a few miles away, the river would be packed on warm summer days with crowds of people floating along on innertubes, but this location would see only light traffic when a local or the occasional tourist made the same drive that he had along the pitted dirt road.  It was a secluded and hard to find location, hidden from the road by trees and scrub brush.  Albert couldn’t help but think it was an ideal place for people to go missing.

      Unlike the flat surface on his side, the bank on the far side of the river rose up for several feet, a solid wall of dirt with roots sticking out here and there from the oak trees growing above.  He could imagine a young kid being attracted to the thought of climbing that intriguing wall.  Could they have tried to swim the thirty or so feet and been dragged under?

      Darkness crept across the river as a cloud covered the moon, dimming its light.  Albert looked up in annoyance that was deepened by the sight of a thick bank of clouds filing the sky.  It was too dark for him to see much without the moon’s illumination, and he’d left his flashlight in the trunk of his car.  He sighed and lowered his eyes back to the river.

      Albert flinched back from a face that was only inches away, glowing brightly in the deeper darkness of the shrouded moon.  He let out a startled exclamation as he took an involuntary step back.  His foot slid on the gravel and he fell to land on his butt, his hands reaching back to keep himself from falling further.  The woman was standing in the river no more than a pace from him, her dark eyes locked on his.

      No… Albert realized she wasn’t standing in the river.  He dragged his eyes from her gaze to see that she was above the river, her feet not touching the gentle ripples.

      He looked back up to find her mouth drooping open, a yawning void that was somehow darker than the night.  Albert lifted his hands to his ears before the wailing cry broke the stillness of the night once more.  It seemed to go on for longer this time, and he could almost feel the sound trying to worm its way into his brain as he pressed his palms against his ears and screwed his eyes shut.

      Then there was silence.  When Albert cracked an eye open after several seconds, the woman was gone.  He was alone beside the river again, the crickets and lightning bugs his only company.
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      A shrill ringing filled the night, and he turned his head to look toward the Camaro.  Albert could feel his heart pounding as he got to his feet and brushed dirt off his acid-washed jeans.  He looked over his shoulder at the river as he hurried to the car and grabbed the mobile phone.

      “Hello,” he said as he held it up to his head.

      “Albert, I think I’ve found something.”  Faid’s voice was distant and slow, the way he always spoke while absorbed in reading a passage in a book.

      “Already?  It’s only been five minutes since we talked.”

      There was a moment of silence on the line, filled only with the pops and hisses that were common on the mobile phone when he was at the edge of the signal range.  “It’s been forty-three minutes.”

      Albert scoffed as he pressed the phone against a shoulder so he could turn his wrist and look at his watch.  The glow-in-the-dark hands confirmed that three quarters of an hour had passed since he last spoke to the sphinx.  “Wow,” he said in confusion.  “I just saw the woman again, and I must have been staring at her a lot longer than I thought.”

      “Did you look into her eyes, Albert?” Faid asked, urgency in his voice.  “I can’t stress this enough.  Don’t look into her eyes.”

      “Yeah, uh, I’ll make sure I don’t do that.”  He glanced back toward the river, starting to worry that he might be out of his depth on this one.  Then he winced at the bad pun.  “What did you discover, Faid?”

      “Tell me, Albert, have you ever heard the tale of La Llorona?”

      “The Crying Woman?” he asked, pursing his lips as he searched his memory.  “It seems familiar.”

      “It is a legend that has been around for centuries,” Faid said, falling into what Albert thought of as his “professor” voice.  “The specific origins of the tale are unknown, but versions of it appear in folklore throughout North and South America.  You may have heard the adaptation that is most common in Mexico and the Southwest.

      “A woman from a poor family falls in love and marries a rich landowner.  They have a couple of children together, though the legends rarely tell us if they were boys or girls.  While the children are still young, the woman discovers that her husband is cheating on her with another woman from the village.  In a fit of rage, she takes her children down to the river and drowns them in some twisted attempt at gaining her revenge.

      “Instantly, she is filled with guilt and regret over what she has done.  She cries beside the river, begging for her children to come back to life.  She pleads with God to erase her mistake.  But there is no going back, and as the bodies of her children go cold and pale, the woman walks into the river to drown herself.

      “The legends say that the woman can never rest.  That she still walks the banks of the river, searching for her children and hoping they will forgive her for what she has done when she finds them.”

      Albert grimaced, feeling the first twinge of sympathy for the woman by the river.  The story in the legends was almost certainly not what had happened, but he’d dealt with Nox long enough to know it would be close to the reality.  Perhaps the children had drowned on their own, or the husband’s mistress had done the deed hoping he’d leave his wife without them tying him down.  It was even possible the woman had been unmarried and had drowned her children in some misguided attempt to free herself of what she saw as a burden.

      “Is that why she takes children?” he wondered aloud, looking back toward the river.

      “Quite possibly,” Faid said.  “It makes one wonder how long she has been wandering the riverbank.  How many children have disappeared through the years, never to be seen again?”

      “Too many,” Albert said, his lips tightening into a frown.  “It has to stop tonight.  Tell me you found something that will help me fight her.”

      “Yes, and no.  From my reading, I would say La Llorona is some variety of ghost.  There may be dozens like her across the world, perhaps even hundreds.”

      Albert shrugged, a difficult movement with the bulky phone held between his shoulder and his ear as he circled the car and popped open the trunk.  “Easy enough.  Ghosts always hate the opposite of what created them.  This one drowned herself in water, so fire should do the trick.”

      “However,” Faid said, drawing out the word, “in this case, I believe we may be dealing with a Nox that is more than she would appear.  Based on the wail you describe, she has characteristics of a banshee, as well.”

      “Oh.  Shit.”  Albert dropped the box of safety matches he’d grabbed, intending to start a roaring fire on the bank of the river.  Nox with dual natures were incredibly rare, and it made them difficult to counter.  He tried to remember his last fight against such a one, and he had to go back to the years of his training under the man who previously wore the coin.

      “Indeed,” the sphinx said.

      “Banshees wail when someone is about to die, usually the person to hear their cry.”

      “That is so.”  Faid’s voice was quiet and somber.

      Albert felt a veil of despair dropping over him, threatening to crush his spirit as he leaned against the open trunk lid.  He’d been the one to hear her wail, and therefore he was marked for death.  He supposed he’d had a good run in a profession that was known for lifespans that were far too often shorter than expected.  His one true regret was that he hadn’t yet found an apprentice he could begin training to take over the coin once he was gone.  No matter what happened to him, the powerful Relic would come through unscathed.  Even if it lay in the river for a hundred years, it would look as if it had been freshly minted once it was found.

      He slowly realized that he could hear a faint voice, and he was shocked to discover that he’d dropped the Motorola.  The blocky phone was on the ground at his feet, and he looked down at it in a stupor.  Albert blinked, growled deep in his chest, and shook off the despair.  He looked toward the water.

      The woman in white was standing in the middle of the river, glowing as if under a spotlight.  Her gaze was directed toward him, and he could feel the waves of power coming off her.  “Get out of my head!” he shouted.  A short wail shattered the night, and in a blink, she was gone.  But this time he was watching closely, and he smiled as he realized what his brain had been trying to tell him earlier.

      “Albert!  Mister Placencia!”  Faid was shouting through the phone, his voice tinny and faint with the distance.

      He bent to pick up the phone, sniffing at the sight of scratches across the casing from the drop.  “I’m here, Faid.  She tried to get into my thoughts, but I was able to push her back.”

      The sphinx sighed in relief.  “You have to be careful, Albert.  I would suggest you retreat for now, until you can return with help.  Reginald is due to return to Windemere before noon.”

      “I can’t put this off,” Albert said, propping the phone between his shoulder and ear again as he bent to root around in the cramped trunk.  That was one of the few downsides of the powerful car.  “If I leave now and she takes another kid before I return, I’d never forgive myself.”

      “Very well,” Faid said with a resigned sigh.  “Please remember not to stare into her eyes.”

      “No eye gazing.  Got it.”  Albert smiled at the image of two lovers sharing longing glances.  “Tell Turvord to have a big breakfast ready when I get back to Windemere.  I have a feeling I’m going to be famished by the time I’m done here.”

      He pressed the button to end the call, and then dropped the Motorola into the trunk.  His brightly patterned button-up shirt came off and joined it, followed quickly by his sneakers and jeans.  Standing in his bright purple t-shirt and white briefs, Albert grabbed the case of half a dozen flares that he kept for emergencies.

      Then he considered the various weapons that were kept in the narrow space that was the Camaro’s trunk.  The handgun and shotgun were tempting, but the water would make them unreliable weapons at best.  He couldn’t see a sword or cudgel being much good against a ghost, but if she also had banshee qualities, then there was a chance her body would be at least partly corporeal.  Albert grabbed the two-foot-long cudgel, a piece of wood thicker than his wrist with a narrower handle that was comfortably moulded to his grip.  He slid it through the waistband of his briefs, so that it was held against his waist and outer thigh.

      He left the trunk open as he trudged toward the water in his bare feet, suffering nostalgic flashbacks to his Marine basic training.  He’d served for a few years before encountering a Nox during a mission in the jungles of southeast Asia.  Most of his squad had perished in the fight against the powerful supernatural creature, and Albert was the only one to walk away whole.  That had been the impetus that sent him on a soul-searching journey that led him to his teacher, the man who had eventually passed on the coin and the responsibility that came with it.

      Several feet from the edge of the water, he ignited five of the flares and tossed them around the area where he’d seen the woman earlier.  The night took on a whitish-orange glow with the sputtering flames.  Albert tucked the final flare under an arm as he reached up to put a hand over the coin that was cold against his skin.  A tingle passed through his fingers, and he took a series of deep breaths.  The power within the coin would enable him to hold his breath for longer than he normally could.

      When he had broken the mental hold the ghost/banshee was exerting, he’d seen the movement of the water when she disappeared.  It had rippled outward in concentric circles, as if something had dropped into the river.  She wasn’t vanishing into thin air; she was disappearing under the water.

      And now he had to go in after her.
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      Albert rubbed the igniting strip across the head of the last flare, walked into the river, and sucked in a final breath before his head went under the water.  It was black as pitch under the surface, but the sputtering flare provided him with a small area of dim illumination.  He swam straight down from the spot where he’d seen La Llorona last disappear.

      He expected the river to be no more than ten or fifteen feet deep, and he wouldn’t have been surprised with much less.  Though it was wide, there were many stretches of the Guadalupe that were shallow enough to wade through and keep your head above water.  Half a minute passed, and he was still kicking his legs to propel himself ever downward.

      Deeper.  Ever deeper, as his lungs began to burn, and the flare started to fade away.  The last sputters showed him nothing but blackness beyond the wan light.  When it finally died, Albert released the stick and scooped both hands through the water to thrust himself forward.

      It seemed as if hours passed as he sunk ever deeper.  His lungs were aching, pleading for air, and soon he began to see red spots in his vision.  Those spots became brighter and larger, until balls of white light seemed to be shining in his eyes.  He knew it had to be oxygen deprivation setting in, and that he had left it too late to turn back.  His only path was forward.

      Deeper.

      Albert gasped in shock as he broke the surface of the water.  Frigid air blew across his face and wet hair, setting him to shivering as he splashed through a full circle.  He thought he must have gotten turned around under the water and perhaps had swum into a cave of some sort.  There were three torches burning with steady white light on a small spit of dry land nearby.  The shimmering reflections of the torches on the rippling water looked like stars in the night sky.

      He swam toward the beach, crawling to lay on the sand as he gulped in breath and tried to ease the burning of his lungs.  Albert flopped onto his back and stared up at what should have been a rocky ceiling or starry sky.  Instead, he saw dark water suspended ten feet above him, held back by seemingly nothing at all.

      “Huh,” he grunted, not entirely surprised.  A pocket dimension made sense, though they were almost as rare as Nox with dual natures.  He’d visited a few of them before, but none had been as strange as this one.  Now he knew where the woman always disappeared to, and for the first time he felt a stirring of hope that the children she’d taken might still be alive somewhere within this place.

      Water lapped gently against the sandy spit and lulled him into a peaceful drowsiness, until a sudden violent splashing made him sit up as the woman appeared.  She rose out of the water as if merely rising from a crouch, and her dress was no more than mildly damp as she stood a few inches above the surface.  Her face was different here, healthier looking and set with a tortured expression.

      Her lower jaw began to drop, and Albert lifted his hands against the anticipated wailing.

      “What have you done with them?” she asked in a mournful voice that echoed in the tight confines.

      Stunned to hear her voice instead of the expected wail, he lowered his hands.  “Who?” he asked.  Then, “Where are the children you’ve taken?”

      “They are my children,” she said fiercely.  “Yet they are not.”  She began to walk toward him with slow steps, her face a mask of confusion and sorrow.  “Where are my children?  I miss them so terribly.  What has happened to them?”

      Albert twisted to pull the cudgel free from under the band of his briefs.  He was baffled to discover that the woman could talk here, but he pushed his curiosity aside.  It was imperative that he rescue the kids she had taken.  “Where are they?” he asked sternly.  “What did you do with the children?”

      The woman stopped a few feet from the edge of the dry ground, and she looked away from him to stare up at the water flowing above them.  Albert followed her gaze and sucked in a startled breath as dozens of pale faces began to appear, just under the surface of the strange waters.  They seemed to stare back at him, these children of varying ages, wearing expressions that were dull in death.  And yet one of them blinked, and then another of them turned to look in his direction.  “Madre de Dios,” he whispered, crossing himself.

      “My children,” the woman said, a faint smile touching her lips as she looked at them.  Albert noticed that the small bodies appeared to flinch when her attention shifted to one of them, as if they were afraid of what she might do.

      La Llorona lowered her gaze to meet his eyes again, her expression hardening into sudden anger.  “But they are not my children.  What has happened to them?  Why were they taken away?”  Her enraged eyes met his.  “Are you the one who took them from me?”

      The cudgel in his hands began to glow faintly, a blue light that spread across the weapon and grew brighter as Albert channelled the Chaos energy within the coin.  He pushed to his feet to stand facing her.  “Your children are dead.  As are these poor lost souls.”  He waved his free hand toward the waters above.  “I can’t let you hurt any more of them.”

      She slashed a hand through the air.  “You will not stop me from finding them!”

      Albert pivoted, swinging the cudgel.  He half expected it to pass through the woman, unable to affect her ghostly form.  When he felt the shock of impact in his wrist, he grimaced.  The woman screamed as the blue light touched her skin, a sound that was harsher than the wail beside the riverbank.

      A pulse of energy passed up his arm and into his chest, and the next thing he knew, he was staring up at pale faces as he lay flat on his back in the sand.  Albert clenched his fingers, disappointed to find that he’d dropped his cudgel, while he tried to figure out what had just happened.

      The woman’s footsteps crunched as she left the river.  “You will not stop me from finding my children.  My babies are out there, and one day they will return to me.”

      “Your kids are dead,” he groaned as he sat up.  “Long dead, and most likely drowned by your own hand.”

      Her lips pulled back in rage.  “You lie,” she hissed.

      Albert shook his head as he got to his feet.  He remembered the tale Faid had told, and he thought it was probably closer to the truth than he’d realized.  “You drowned your children, and then when the guilt and pain of it hit, you drowned yourself.  Whatever caused you to commit such a heinous act has kept you trapped here, and somehow you convinced yourself that your children were still alive and coming back to you.”

      He pointed up to the pale faces looking down from above.  There seemed to be more of them now, kids taken through the decades or centuries, stolen from the world before their lives could truly begin.  “All you’ve done is spread your pain to other families.  Other mothers.  You make them feel the same fear and despair that you must have experienced when you looked down on your own children floating in the water.”

      “Lies!” she screamed, her mouth opening so wide it was as if he were looking into a cavernous pit.  She raised her hands and sprinted forward, slashing at him with ragged black nails.

      Albert managed to get an arm up, and felt her hands pummel him.  Sharp pain rose in his forearms, and he knew her nails were digging furrows through his skin.  Whatever she may be out in the world, in this place she was as solid as any Nox he’d ever faced.

      And that meant she could be hurt by the same thing.

      The coin grew warm against his skin as he pulled power from it, and tingles spread out from his chest and through his arms until this hands and wrists began to glow with the same blue light that had covered his weapon.  The light shone so brightly that he had to squeeze his eyes into slits to avoid being blinded.

      La Llorona screamed again as the light caused her pain, and her attacks stopped as she turned and fled.  Albert knew that he couldn’t let her escape.  If she left the pocket dimension, he might not be able to affect her at all.  He turned his right hand over, curling his fingers as if holding a large softball.  The blue light concentrated above his palm, winding into a tight orb.  He drew his arm back and then snapped it forward.

      The ball of light flew through the air to hit the woman in the back just as she was leaping into the water.  Her scream was cut off as she submerged, and the light was visible through the dark water for several seconds before it faded away.

      Albert stood, staring at the water and waiting for any sign that she may have survived.  The hollow of the pocket dimension was silent as the grave, a thought that made him shiver.  When he heard the first sigh, he believed it must have come from his own mouth.

      There was another sigh.  Then another.  Until the air was filled with the soft exhalations of a hundred voices.  He looked up to find that the pale faces were beginning to fade.  One of the children smiled at him as her face pulled back from the surface of the water, and in the blink of an eye she was gone.  Albert hoped they were finally being freed to go someplace better.  Someplace where they could be with the parents who had loved them and mourned for them for so many years.

      At the end, only three faces remained.  These were more vivid and pink than the others, and he knew they were the most recently taken children.  He experienced a moment of hope that they might still be saved, but one look into their eyes told him the truth.  They had died almost instantly, condemned to this place for what could have been centuries if he hadn’t come along.

      “Go,” he told them, “you’re free.  I know you miss your moms and dads, but you’ll see them again one day.”

      One of them nodded, and then they pulled back to vanish like the others.

      Albert stood on the sand, alone, for long minutes.  He didn’t look forward to the conversations he would have, the explanations he would need to give the families to keep them from digging for more information.  He would tell them the children had been swept away, perhaps, or drowned in a deep spot of the river.  The families would be devastated, but it would be better than the pain and anguish the truth would conjure.

      The hollow space within the waters was already beginning to shrink, the pocket dimension’s purpose vanishing with La Llorona and her victims.  Finally, he waded into the water, and began the long swim back to a world that would be a little safer for those who stopped beside the river to enjoy a warm day and cool water.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Tim Rangnow spent more than 20 years working IT for a nationwide bank, but he now follows his dreams and puts tales from his imagination on paper.  He is the author of the Jack Dahlish series, of which this story is a prequel featuring Jack’s predecessor as one of the Nine.

      He also writes science fiction, with the completed Guild series and ongoing Rim Jumper series.

      https://www.timrangnow.com/

      https://www.timrangnow.com/sign-up-for-my-newsletter-now/

    

  







            Caged: A Supernatural Protection Agency Story

          

          

      

    

    






Noah K. Sturdevant

        

      

    

    
      When the Summer Solstice has become a purge night for Vampires, someone’s got to make a profit protecting the pointy toothed jerks.
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      “You guarantee I’ll be safe here, right?” The prissy vampire looked around the unkempt office with a justifiable, if still annoying, level of disdain. “I barely made it through the last summer solstice.”

      “We have the highest level of security for solstice purge nights, I assure you.” I leaned back in my chair, an old and broken leather contraption. “Plus a few tricks that we don’t make public. You’ll be fine, mister…?”

      He hadn’t provided his name on the intake forms.

      “Tepes,” he remarked. “My name is Chad Tepes.”

      “Oh, great,” my large partner growled. “One of those guys. What do you think, Pat?”

      “It’s fine, Barry,” I said, repressing a sigh. “You know most vamps try to claim ancestry to big daddy when they’re turned. At least it’s not Thad the Impaler, this time. True, his name was somewhat justified, as he turned out to be a porn star, but it was still a douche move.”

      “You know, I don’t believe I’d like to stay here,” Chad said, actually tilting his nose in the air. “It seems like you run an amateurish organization. Perhaps if you were to provide a significantly discounted fee, I might change my mind.”

      He made as if to leave the office, but he looked back as he did. I knew the type. He wanted me to stop him. To beg him to stay. To be impressed.

      I wouldn’t and I wasn’t.

      “Sorry, was there something else?” I asked. “Parking is free overnight, so you don’t need a stamp or anything to get it validated.”

      He paused. “Well, no, but…”

      “Ah, I see the problem.” I stood up and opened the door, careful to stand to the side as I did. “As our business is concluded, I revoke your invitation to enter.”

      Chad was hurled outside of the building at a speed that created a minor sonic boom in its wake. Fortunately for him, as well as our lease, we had a door facing the street. In our old offices we were in the middle of a strip mall. It only took a few collapsed walls before we were politely asked to get the hell out of there.

      To his credit, Chad dusted himself off without complaint and stood at the boundary. “Okay, fine. I’ll take a room. You said it’s ten grand for solstice nights, right?”

      I scratched my chin, as if deep in thought. “Normally, yes. Sadly, management, meaning me, has instituted an asshole tax, which doubles that fee any time the client, who is you in this case, makes a hassle of their self. By my calculations, you’re up to forty thousand dollars at the moment. I do, of course, understand if you choose to stay somewhere else.”

      “But you’re the only place open that has an opening with a high security rating,” he cried, his voice rising a full octave.

      I looked at my wrist, where a watch would have been if I didn’t have a phone like everyone else. “And the clock is ticking. Don’t worry. We accept all major credit cards, bitcoin, and secured blood-oaths.”
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      Chad signed up. He wouldn’t have shown up in the first place if there’d been any doubt. We were the best, and they knew it. As long as everyone followed the rules, they had nothing to be afraid of.

      After getting our newest guest squared away in his comfy, Japanese airport-style pod, it was getting late. I mean early. The point was, it was almost time for Vamp, and other undead, hunting season to begin.

      There were no official records of when the solstice purges first began, but at some point, everyone seemed to realize there were days and times of the year where other supernatural races were weaker than usual. The summer solstice was the day when vampires and the other creatures of the night were almost human in their power levels. Conversely, the winter solstice was when supernatural creatures and things that thrived in the light were at their lowest.

      People like me and Barry made money by protecting each species when it was the weakest, especially the solstice. As it was the summer solstice today, that meant vampires, liches, draugars, and all kinds of unpleasant-looking residents filling our humble abode.

      It was good money, and it left a lot of free time. Of course, we also had branches in the other cities, as well as the other hemispheres. Covering both sets of supernatural creatures each time was challenging, but it gave us constant data for improvement. There were other reasons we did what we did, but money never hurt.

      Just to be sure of things, Barry and I went over the check list one more time as we toured the facilities. Moving our operations to the new place left more variables than I’d have liked, but there was no helping it.

      “Okay, starting simply,” I said. “There’s nowhere that a client will be near that has access to sunlight, correct?”

      “Nope.”

      “No silver, wood, garlic, holy symbols, or any of that stuff?”

      “Again, nope. Not unless you count my shot-glass collection, but I’m pretty sure that’s only a religious thing for me.”

      I repressed the urge to roll my eyes. “I keep telling you that alcoholism isn’t a religion. Where do you worship, Our Lady of the Crying Liver?”

      “Heh, that would be cool. Communion would be bar snacks and moonshine.” The large man paused for a second. “Damn, that’s genius. You think our internet ordainment would be enough to start a church?”

      I looked him over. Barry was large and gruff looking, to say the least. A modern representative of biker chic. Maybe he could intimidate people into joining a church.

      “Maybe,” I said. “It works for exorcisms and making holy water. You’d need veneers on your teeth, though. Can’t be a holy man unless your teeth practically blind people.”

      He chuckled. “Yeah, that ain’t happening. Guess I’ll form a cult instead. Some of them are very filth-positive.”

      We continued the tour, occasionally running into clients that preferred to gather in common areas, rather than seek privacy in their pods. It was up to them. For ten grand each, they could have refreshments and watch We Bare Bears all night, for all I cared. The only problem was that we only guaranteed safety from the outside world, and from inside the pods. If they wanted to risk their lives amongst the other night-dwellers, that was their business.

      “The fake basement looks good,” Barry remarked, as we made our way a few floors up to the fake shelter area, complete with androids standing in for clients. “I think investing in machine gun-toting decoy robots was a bit much, but it might pay off.”

      “It better.” I turned serious for a moment. “You know what’s going to happen. We don’t know where or when it will do down, but we’ll need to be ready when it does.”

      “Not my first rodeo,” Barry said, tipping an imaginary hat to me. Then he frowned. “Actually, I guess I’ve only been to one, and I got kicked out of that, but still.”

      Barry tended to get easily distracted, but that came along with having a werewolf alpha as a partner. Don’t tell anyone, but every once in a while, we’d play fetch to burn off some of his nervous energy during a full moon.

      Not a euphemism.

      With the check complete, we made our way upstairs, back to the office, where the secret control room waited for us.
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      After grabbing some drinks and boxes of already-cold pizza, we entered the code for the panic/control room. Maddie, our latest intern, was already in there and monitoring the cameras inside and outside for any trouble. Her hijab and mirrored sunglasses gave her a tv cop look from the Middle East, despite her pale complexion, but her personality was an interesting mix of business and exuberance.

      “Hey, Maddie,” I said, as Barry waved at her, a large piece of meat-lovers pizza hanging out of his mouth. “We’re going to lock down in a few minutes. Do you need to go grab anything? You know we’ve got drinks and snacks in the break room, but just in case there’s anything special you’re in the mood for.”

      “No thanks,” she said. “I’m good. People will probably wait for full light before starting any trouble, and that’s if they find us, but better not to chance things by cutting things too close.” She gave a small frown. “Actually, some of the vampires in the common area are already jockeying for position, but there’s been no violence yet.”

      That was normal. Every species seemed to have the need to assert dominance when meeting in groups. It usually sorted itself out, but it was good to know.

      “Great work, Maddie,” I said. “Go ahead and lock us down, if you would.”

      She nodded. After checking the surroundings through the cameras, she hit a couple of buttons on the control board… and nothing happened. To the eyes of anyone outside, that is. A glamour was cast to make people avoid the building, and also protect it from entry. A silver door covered the entryway, the only opening to the outside, but that was hidden behind the illusion.

      It wouldn’t open until dusk, no matter what.

      “Okay, then,” I said, as I took a seat near Maddie and sipped my cherry cola. “Let’s see what’s going on.”

      Within a minute, I regretted my words.
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      I’d just finished my soda when Maddie called my attention to the basement screen, where a special group was housed.

      “It looks like we may have trouble,” she said. “You know those groups acting like jerks already?”

      I nodded. “Yes, what about them?”

      “Well, it seems the local underground powers here are two feuding groups of vampires. Those vampires. For some reason they decided to join us tonight and bring their turf war with them.”

      “Vampire gangs?” Barry interjected. “What like the Bloods, and the More Bloods?”

      “They go by the South-Street Stakers and the Unholy Cross, but pretty much,” Maddie replied. “I don’t remember seeing them in my research, so I’m not sure how they got on the list. According to any records, they aren’t here.”

      I raised my hand. “That’s on me,” I explained. “They’re the Project X this solstice. Typical last-minute additions.”

      “Ah.”

      Maddie pulled out her phone and started typing, most likely notes for this solstice’s report. Most people in her position treated their job as kind of a joke, but in the year she’d been with us, she’d shown more dedication than any other intern we’d had in a long time.

      She pointed to one of more than fifty screens. “Anyway, they’ve started fighting each other now. Like, in a serious way. Do you want me to go give them a warning?”

      She looked hopeful, like she was asking to borrow the family station wagon.

      Barry glanced at me, and I gave him a small nod. This was Maddie’s last night as an intern, so it made sense to give her a touch of danger. Besides, she could definitely handle herself if things went bad.

      “Knock yourself out,” he said. “Follow protocol and keep in touch, okay?”

      Maddie’s face reddened, ever so slightly. “You got it. Thanks for trusting me, guys.”

      And then she was off.

      “Trap?” I asked Barry, after she was gone.

      “Oh, hell yes,” he replied. “Hopefully they keep respectful, so that our lesson this year doesn’t get to be messy.”

      We watch the screens for signs of trouble.

      A few minutes later, Chad had appeared in the basement feed. With him was a large goon, who had a knife to Maddie’s throat.

      “We want all the money from the pods, as well as anything valuable you’ve got in your safes,” he said. “You have twenty minutes.”

      Barry’s nose twitched and his teeth began to sharpen.

      “Messy it is, then.”
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      “I should have known this group would be especially stupid,” Barry grumbled as he yanked off his clothes. “Hell, part of me did. I just had a feeling.”

      In seconds he was down to his thong, which, as usual, was an uncomfortable sight. Apparently, it saved him a lot of money on new clothes and laundry bills, but I suspected he did it just to try to get me to react.

      As usual, I took the bait.

      “Point that thing away from me,” I told him as I shielded my eyes. “We’ve got a job to do and I don’t want to call you into Human Resources.”

      “You are Human Resources,” he reminded me. “I suppose we might as well get the slaughter over with, though,” he continued. “Maybe it will be a challenge this year?”

      Then he dropped to the floor, tensed his body and shifted to his werewolf form, halfway between a human and wolf. Everyone knows what that looks like by now, so I won’t go into details. Suffice it to say, when he finished, he was now quite the Hairy Barry, and a lot bigger and more intimidating.

      I prepared myself as well, though it was mental in my case.

      “Let’s go teach some punks some respect,” I told him, “not that the dead can really learn a lot. Still, it’s good practice.”

      We hurried down the levels, not trusting the elevator, in case they’d gotten to it. Too bad they’d been smart enough to leave people on the stairs.

      Too bad for them, I mean.

      Barry had what could charitably be called “a huge damn crush” on Maddie. Seeing her captured unhinged the already barely-sane werewolf and he tore any vampire that got in his way into largish chunks.

      I was on cleanup duty, seeing that vamps can heal from a lot. Mostly I just shoved the silver toe of one of my boots into their hearts and tried to duck the ash explosion.

      We went from level to level, stopping idiot looters who were trying to open pods to rob the inhabitants along the way. It didn’t take long, but it felt like forever before we reached the basement.

      I knocked, holding a large bag full of soda and whatever else I could find to fill it with in the time we had. “I’ve got a delivery for you,” I announced. “Let our friend go and it’s all yours.”

      I doubted they heard anything but the knock, seeing how thick the door was, but some idiot cracked the door, which was all I wanted. Barry ripped the door out of his grasp, and we forced our way in before anyone could do more than blink.

      “That was not how this was supposed to go,” Chad said. “We might have to hurt the girl now.”

      “Oh, that’s so not a good idea,” I told him. Then I looked up at where a hidden microphone was and said, “Lock down the basement until Barry, Maddie, or myself gives the order to unlock it.”

      The only response was the sound of thick locks sliding into place. Locks with a mix of garlic, holy water, and other surprises waiting for anyone who tried to get out without them being disengaged.

      “So,” I said to Chad. “You wanted to talk?”
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      “Talk?” Chad clucked his tongue. “No, we won’t be doing that. You give us the money now and maybe you all live.”

      “There’s just a little problem with that,” I said. “Your gang’s been kidnapping people and using them as refillable juice boxes until they turn. And you,” I said to the goon holding Maddie hostage, “You’ve just been straight up killing people. You know that’s against the rules. So is the little gang war you’ve got going on.”

      They looked at each other, and exchanged creepy looks.

      “Yes, about the war, that isn’t actually going on,” Chad said, his smile expanding into a smirk. “That’s just what we want people to think is happening. Joey here is my lieutenant. I figured the best way to prevent competition was to create some myself. We run things as one big family and nobody is going to change that.”

      Damn, I actually hadn’t known that. If they were clever fighters, and not just planners, they might actually give us a workout before they went from mostly dead to fireplace sweepings.

      “How did you know all that, anyway?” Joey asked me. “We got an informant or something?”

      It was a good question. I wasn’t going to answer him, but still, credit where it was due.

      Chad shot him a ‘shut the hell up’ look, but then played it off.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Chad said. “They don’t make it out of here alive anyway. We’ve been waiting for a big Purge survival company to show up for years, so we could rob it. This is our big score.” He looked at Maddie in a way that made me want to feed him his ears. “Besides, they’ll make a good meal. The homeless guy earlier was only a snack.”

      They just kept digging a deeper hole with every word.

      The penalty for a vampire feeding on someone was severe. If they turned them, they were responsible for them and had to provide for them for a century. If they killed them, they got a noon-time tanning session.

      If they were caught, of course. It seemed like they’d been getting away with some unsavory things for far too long, and they definitely got off on bullying people. I was going to enjoy showing them what a real bully could do.

      Seeing as Joey was holding Maddie as a hostage, I focused on him. His plan was already about to backfire on him horribly, but maybe not everyone had to share his fate.

      “Let her go now and maybe some of you will just get locked up a few decades,” I said. “The alternative is way worse. I really recommend you not test me on that.”

      “Sorry, I’m not exactly intimidated by one werewolf and an accountant looking jerk-off.”

      Damn, I was still wearing a suit. It was part of the glamour on me, but still it was a little embarrassing. Time to double down.

      “Last chance,” I told him.

      “What’s the play, boss?” Joey asked. “Do I turn her, or just kill her?”

      Chad pretended to think about it. “We’ve got three hostages now,” he said after a few moments. “I guess we might as well cut that number down a bit. Take her out”

      Not one of his people said anything or tried to stop them. My last vestige of pity for any of them vanished in that moment.

      Maddie looked to me for approval. Without hesitation, I gave her a slight nod. She sighed and lowered her head just enough to let her sunglasses fall.

      “Hey,” a vamp across from Joey said, “She’s doing something.” Maddie’s eyes flashed and he immediately stopped talking. I didn’t blame him. I bet it was hard to say much when you’ve been turned to stone.

      A few more gazes at vamps stupid enough to look at her resulted in an impromptu art show, though Joey was smart enough to run to a corner and cover his eyes. I have to guess he thought Chad would bail him out.

      He didn’t.

      “Who the hell are you?” Joey demanded.

      “Who the fuck do you think I am?” Maddie retorted, as she removed her hijab, exposing a head full of snakes. Then she pulled out her pocket pistol, a Ruger LC9 with a custom pink paint job, and shot him in the leg.

      Now, Medusa packing a piece might seem odd, but you’d be surprised how often it came in handy. For example, a person tends to look up after being shot, to see where the bullet came from, if nothing else. One moment of eye-contact later, and he was another addition to our newly acquired ugly statue collection.

      “Well, I guess your lieutenant is gone,” I told Chad. “Feeling good about yourself?”

      The vamp leader smirked again. I bet he practiced it every day and made his people give him feedback.

      “Always. Now I just have to kill everyone else here and we can blame fae or something for breaking in and destroying the place.”

      “I was afraid you’d say something stupid like that.” I sighed. “I hoped to bring in some of you alive, for questioning. Well, more torture than questions, but you know what I mean. You’ve put me in a difficult position. We can’t be seen to be lenient to people like you, though, can we?”

      I carefully removed my jacket and let my own fangs drop for the first time since I’d met Chad. “I guess I’m just going to have to kill you all.”
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      I’d expected a lot of possible reactions, but Chad laughing in my face wasn’t one of them. That was fine. New experiences should always be treasured.

      “No, you won’t do shit,” he said. “You can’t. You’re our host until dusk. You can’t do anything to us unless we attack you. Your lady wasn’t around when we made the deal, so she was fair game. Now give us the money and you get to live.”

      Aha, a rules lawyer. I bet he was the kind of guy every Dungeons and Dragons DM hated. Too bad he hadn’t thought things all the way through.

      “What you say is true,” I admitted, “but you’re going to have to be out of here before dusk, or kill me on the way out. Neither way is going to work out for you, and not just because you’d burst into flames if you set foot outside.” Now it was my turn to smirk. “I can stay here, blocking the door until dusk, and anyone who attacks me will find that I’m perfectly capable of defending myself.”

      Chad nodded at three of the goons, who predictably rushed me. I pulled out three bits of wood shaped and painted like pencils, waited for them to get close enough for me to act, and shoved them into their hearts.

      Flaming ash filled the air for a few seconds. I waited to see if Chad, or any of the others, had the stones to attack me while my vision was partially obscured.

      They didn’t.

      “Fine,” Chad eventually said, “We’ll take your suggestion. We’ll wait until dusk and rush you,” he said. “Until then, you can’t touch the rest of us.”

      I scratched my chin, as if in thought. “I see how you might think that, but there’s a fundamental flaw in your logic. You see, I’m your host.” I nodded in the direction of my furry companion. “He’s not.”

      Barry casually took a few steps to a conveniently placed fire alarm, gave Chad a wicked wink, and pulled the lever with his clawed hand. In seconds there was an awful lot of pre-blessed holy water showering down onto the vampires. They melted like gremlins, sans a catchy musical number, until I was doing my best not to step in puddles of vamp goo.

      I failed to keep goo-free, and I mourned my nice new shoes. It was a drop in the bucket compared to the millions we’d spent setting up this safe house, but it all added up over the years.

      It was my lucky day in another way, though. Chad had been smart enough to rush into a doorway to avoid the water.

      I was there, too.

      He moved to attack, but it was like he was moving in slow motion. I let him bite me, just to make sure he’d violated the rules of hospitality first, and then grinned as his face turned dark and he started to gag.

      “Yeah, my blood is weird, even for a vampire,” I told him. “Hell, even for an elder vampire.” I grabbed him by the neck and shook him a little bit. “Let’s play a little game.”

      He tried to turn away, but I forced my gaze onto his, and then did the same with my will.

      “Leave now,” I instructed him. “Leave through the basement wall.” Then I let him go.

      I’ll give him credit, he smashed all his bones and organs repeatedly running into the nigh-impenetrable door several times before I stopped him. Whatever he was, he wasn’t a quitter.

      I let him heal a bit, and then pulled him to his feet. Hope fluttered across his face, which was just wonderful to see. Even more so as it changed to pain when I thrust my hand into his chest, breaking through the ribcage like it was tissue paper, and ripped out his heart.

      “Just so you know,” I told him, as I sank my teeth into the still pumping snack, “You’re not one of mine. I never would have turned a sniveling coward like you.”

      Then I watched him explode into flaming dust.
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      “Well, I smell like wet dog,” Barry said, as the water finally ran out, “but at least the holy water didn’t hurt. It figures. I am a very good boy, after all.” He gave the room a sniff and wrinkled his nose. “All the dead vamp juice smells like a sewer farted, though. I’m going to take about ten showers as soon as we finish up here.”

      “Good idea,” I agreed. “Let’s get to it shall we? You grab the dead vamps’ personal effects and box them up for their nests, if you don’t mind. We don’t want to make more enemies just because we kept an elder-vampire’s lucky cufflinks or something.”

      “On it.” Barry pulled some garbage bags out of his backpack and got to work, before looking up at me. “You doing the regular?”

      “Yep.” I fetched a towel and cleaned off a desk, before retrieving a fat stack of papers from a safe deposit box hidden in a “broken” vampire pod that we hadn’t rented. “I’ll start filling out the incident report and then the insurance claims we took out on all the guests. We should do pretty well this year.

      I looked over at Medusa, back in her Maddie disguise. “Would you prefer to get back to the cameras?” I asked. “We’ve got it from here. I know you aren’t a fan of all the body fluids.”

      Barry shook a mostly melted skull out of a cowl and bagged it up, which made Maddie turn an especially fetching green color. “Thank you,” she whispered as she practically sprinted out of the room, after hastily unlocking it.

      “You know, you’d think a few groups would catch on to the fact that at least some people under our care don’t make it out the next day. We’re good at covering our tracks, but not that good.”

      “I know what you mean,” I said. “We do take a lot of precautions and spread things out through shell operations, but it’s possible someone will put things together and we’ll actually have to work for a living.”

      “We’ve gotten a little lazy,” Barry said. “I mean, your name was awful this time. The name ‘Pat’ being short for Patriarch was a huge stretch for someone to guess. I don’t even know why you try to give the prey a hint.”

      I shrugged. “Why do we do most things? When you have the potential to live forever you avoid boredom however you can.” I flashed him a fangy smile. “Besides, I’m running out of names. It doesn’t matter, though. People see what they want to see, Lycaon,” I said, using his real name for the first time. “If they don’t recognize Count Dracula when they come face-to-face with him, that’s their fault, wouldn’t you say? Same goes for mighty Lycaon, progenitor of the werewolves.”

      “I am mighty,” he agreed, as he scratched behind one of his ears. He left a streak of blood and bile behind, which I didn’t point out. I’m a good friend that way. “I guess you’re right. It seems like everyone else is getting dumber too, though.”

      That was a worrying thought. I didn’t mind stupid enemies, but the vampires who played by the rules deserved to survive. The hunters were only getting smarter.

      “You have a point,” I reluctantly agreed. “Chad, or I guess we could call him Dusty at this point, didn’t even realize I used compulsion to banish him earlier. I’ll have to look into that.”

      Cleaning up took a while, as did my paperwork. Lycaon was just lucky I’d managed to overcome my aversion to holy objects a long time ago, via a deal with the opposite of the devil, or he’d have been stuck filling out the forms. He was my best friend, but the guy still used Roman numerals for You-Know-Who’s sake.

      Finally, day turned to night and we released all the non-asshole vampires, as well as the other creatures. We’d kept them on another level and out of the fun to protect them, as well as our secret.

      “Where to now?” Lycaon asked. “We’ve only got half a year to get set up for the next solstice, you know.”

      It was a chore to weed out those of our descendants who fed on humans, but at least it kept us busy. Like I’d said, most founders or rulers of the various species were bored as hell the vast majority of the time. Besides, we’d all made a treaty to ensure survival by leaving humans alone, and rules were rules. If I let one nest get away with it, someone would eventually run me down and give me a well-deserved impaling.

      I was on the side of the good guys these days, but the nickname the Scourge of G… The Big Guy, hadn’t come from my baking skills, after all.

      “Let’s meet up with Mab to deal with some of her fae in Australia,” I decided. “Then next year I think we target your people. I’ve heard tales there’s a wolf pack in London that could use a lesson in etiquette.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Lycaon said. “Let’s go grab Maddie and celebrate the end of the purge and the end of her internship. Seeing as I don’t carry money on me, drinks are on you.”

      “As usual,” I sighed, as the mooching beast used my artificially kind nature against me. Who knew, maybe it would become natural some day. “As usual.”
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      On the run from The Monarchy, on the hunt for a cure, Kara will do whatever it takes, even summoning all the power of the Dragon Fire.

      Because burning for the people you love is a pretty good way to go, right?

      

      Her father’s dead, her mother’s trapped in a book, and the Gilded Nest are about to elect a new bloodline to the throne. Becoming a Dragon might not be such a bad idea after all.
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      “What else was I supposed to do?” Kara yelled as she stormed into the house. 

      Her father’s presence loomed over her from an ornate gold frame hanging directly opposite the door. 

      He looked every bit the king he once was, while she looked like she’d crawled out of someone’s chimney. Her clothes were torn and covered in ash, her skin was streaked with grime, and she had no clue where her shoes were.

      “Seriously, when a clan of witches has bound you to a pyre, there aren’t a lot of options. So, I blew them up,” she said, flinging her hands in the air as she stormed forward. “They were witches, Dad. Evil, murderous witches. What would you have done?” 

      She knew what her father, the Great King, would’ve done. 

      He never would’ve followed the warlock in the first place. 

      He wouldn’t have been anywhere near the North Coven on the eve of the Summer Solstice, and he defiantly wouldn’t have had to blow up the entire gathering to escape. 

      Her gaze locked on her father’s green eyes. The best artists in the Dragon Realm submitted paintings to the Monarchy after his death. This one wasn’t chosen to adorn the great hall, but it was the one Kara loved most. His eyes followed her, making her feel like he was still there, like she hadn’t lost her whole world when he died. 

      And currently, those same eyes were throwing judgment her way.

      “Fine, I’ll bring them back,” she grumbled. “But if they try to kill me again, they can stay dead. Got it?”

      Kara grasped either side of the ornate frame, lowered her head, and closed her eyes. 

      Rewinding time was risky and it hurt like hell, but she knew she had to bring them back. Destroying an entire coven wasn’t something that would go unnoticed by the Monarchy. The Monarchy were the speakers for the Dragonborn families. They were supposed to help the King or Queen to rule, to grow a strong and powerful nest, and while there was no King or Queen on the throne, the Monarchy held all the power. Kara couldn’t let them find her. Not yet.

      Her mind retraced her footsteps out of the house and down the street, continuing until she reached the piles of smoldering ash. She rewound further, watching in her mind’s eye as the cloaked bodies reformed from the ash like a hundred phoenixes rising around a pile of broken branches. The flames ignited then extinguished at the feet of her past self, magically bound to the post and glaring hatefully toward her.

      Past Kara shook her head, scowling at the coven surrounding her.

      They had no clue what she was about to save them from, and what it was going to cost her. 

      “Sorry,” Kara uttered to her past self as she raised her hands at her sides. Her body vibrated as the power moved through her. Fingers spread wide, she lifted her arms higher, then she swung them forwards, bringing her hands together in a powerful clap. 

      The shockwave flew through the memory and annihilated her past self into a million shimmery pieces. 

      The shards of her past flitted through the air for a moment like lost bees before swarming together and heading directly for her. 

      Kara’s mouth opened, a pained howl escaping from deep within. Her past reconnected with her present and sent her mind racing back to where she clung to the frame of her father’s portrait.

      Once the throbbing in her mind subsided, she slowly lifted her head and opened her eyes. 

      “Happy now?” she asked. Then her gaze fell on her fingernails that had each become a shimmering dragon scale. “Crap.”

      The skin of her fingers had thickened and glistened like the golden frame they gripped. 

      “Bloody hell, Dad. How am I going to hide this?” she asked, letting go of his frame and heading for the kitchen. He didn’t answer.

      He never would. Killed by an assassin while he slept, this portrait was her only link left to him.

      “Mom,” Kara called as she slid into one of the kitchen stools. “Look at what Dad made me do.” 

      She flipped open her mother’s book and watched the blank page for a moment.

      There was no response.

      Great, now she’s mad at me too.

      “They were witches, Mom. Witches. And now look,” she said, wriggling her pointed fingers at the blank page. “I have dragon scales for fingers. There’s no way I’m going to be able to cover this up.” 

      The page stared at her blankly. 

      Kara slammed the book closed and grabbed a bottle of water from the counter. It was warm, but in a house with no electricity, she didn’t have another option. 

      The book flung open and Kara saw out of the corner of her eyes the words, ‘Hello, Kara,’ appear in perfect cursive.

      “Oh, so you are there?” Kara said as she sat back down in front of the book. The words vanished and new ones appeared.

      ‘What did you do this time?’ 

      “That’s not fair,” Kara said, pushing the book up on the counter so she could rest her head in her hands and still see the pages. “It’s his fault. I could have left it, but noooo, he had to look at me with that frown of his, like everything I’m doing is wrong.”

      ‘What did you do?’ scrawls across the page again.

      “I blew up the North Coven of Witches,” Kara said, covering her eyes with her hands. She didn’t want to look but given that her mother’s only way of communicating to her was through the pages of a Castor prison book, she had no choice. 

      A long time ago, one of Kara’s ancestors wronged a witch named Castor. The witch bound the king into an empty book and tossed it into the Dragon Fire. Instead of going after the witch, the new King made them part of the Monarchy, and Castor prison books were forever more used to capture and kill those that wronged the Dragon Realm.

      ‘YOU DID WHAT?’ 

      The bold plain text covered both pages.

      “Mom, it’s not like it sounds. Besides, I brought them back. See the fingers?” Kara waved her gold-tipped nails in the direction of the book again. “Not that they deserved to be brought back. They tried to burn me at the stake. Like, seriously, who does that?”

      ‘Why were you near the North Coven?’ her mother asked, her font returning to her usual cursive though slightly larger and darker.

      “No reason in particular,” Kara said, trying to hide her lying mouth in the bottle of water.

      Don’t tell her. You know how she gets. Just don’t do it.

      ‘Kara?’

      “So, there’s this warlock…”

      ‘Kara, no!’

      “Mom, just wait, I think he might be able to get you out. Tomorrow is the Summer …”

      Her mother’s text came fast and bold.

      ‘I’m not getting out!’ 

      It crushed her to read it. Everything she’d done since fleeing the Gilded Nest was to find a way to free her mother. To bring back the only family she had left. 

      I won’t give up. There has to be a way.

      Her mother’s objections continued to list across the page.

      “Okay, okay. I get it,” Kara grumbled as she ran her hands through her short dirty hair. She’d cut it herself on her first day in the human realm. Long hair was a given for a Dragonborn princess, not so practical when running from the Monarchy trying to steal your birthright and burn your mother for regicide.

      The walls of the kitchen rippled in a golden light. Someone was trying to portal in. Oh no! They’ve found me.
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      Kara would have to move quickly. The last time they’d caught up to her she barely escaped.

      Kara closed her mother’s book and shoved it into the backpack she kept in the hall. Her father’s portrait was next. She swiped her hand across the frame quickly, the magic of the Dragon Fire flowing through her to shrink it down to one-tenth the size. Nothing else in the house mattered to her. 

      The walls shimmered again, the color stronger this time. More Nest Guards were coming.

      They couldn’t portal in, given the wards Kara had erected, but she would have to drop the shield to portal out, and once down, they could trace her portal out too.

      Kara slipped the backpack over her shoulders and concentrated on finding a new location. She would need more than one. The last time they had found her, she’d created three portals out and they still traced her. 

      Five should do it. 

      Five portals out, each to an empty house in different corners of the human realm. Kara lowered her wards, opened the portals, and threw herself through one. She closed them all the second her toes passed the threshold.

      She landed hard against rotted wood that moaned under her weight as she climbed to her feet. 

      I should jump again, Kara thought. She shifted the bag to her other shoulder, focusing on five more locations around the globe. Kara cast her portal, then jumped.

      Better safe than sorry.

      The moment her feet found solid ground again, she erected new wards. This time she would be able to portal out, but no otherworldly creatures could portal in. It was harder magic to cast, but she had enough motivation to make it work.

      They won’t find me. They can’t find me before I set her free.

      Her head spun with the effort, and she found herself gravitating to a half mangled green sofa in the middle of the room. 

      Though, calling it a room was generous. 

      It implied walls, a floor, and a ceiling, but this space had only portions of all three. The floorboards were broken and rotted, and the roof sat in piles across the floor like ant hills, allowing the moonlight to streak in. She shifted the bag to her lap and pulled out her mother’s book.

      Words were waiting for her before she opened the page.

      ‘Are you alright?’ her mother asked.

      “I’m fine.”

      ‘That stunt with the coven probably drew them right to you.’

      Tell me something I don’t know, Mom. Like how to set you free, maybe?

      The words that appeared next were not what she expected.

      ‘You need to find a way back into the Gilded Nest, Kara. You need to take your power. Take the crown, then they can’t come for you. You’ll be protected. You’ll be Queen.’

      Except I can’t be Queen. I’m Broken.

      ‘You are the daughter of the Great King, Kara. Never forget that.’ Her mother’s words came as if even now, trapped in a Castor prison book, she knew what Kara was thinking.

      But it wasn’t like Kara would ever forget that.

      Even before her father’s death, she heard his voice in her head, guiding everything she did. As if he were watching. Judging. Testing her to see if his daughter was worthy to succeed. 

      When he found out she was Broken, she expected him to banish her. But he didn’t. He was convinced he’d find a way to help her. To save her from the fate of The Broken.

      Dragonborn get their power from the Dragon Fire. When The Broken alter time, they draw on too much of that power and mutate, taking on the physical attributes of the Gilded Dragon whose fire magic they dared to try and wield. Eventually, the fire itself consumes them. A century ago, their numbers dropped to nothing. Until Kara.

      Kara looked down at her hands, at the price she paid for following a warlock.

      I don’t know why I thought he’d help me free her.

      ‘You can’t hide in the human realm forever. We don’t know what will happen if you take the crown, and I know that scares you. But I am not scared, Kara,’ her mother wrote.

      How can I not be? I could take the crown and mutate too far, drawing the Dragon Fire inside me until I burned alive in an explosive display that would take out the entire nest.

      ‘Your place is on the throne, Kara. The crown is in your blood. You will survive. Your father and I knew that was where you belonged. Where you needed to be. So… what’s your plan?’

      What is my plan? Maybe Bastian has found something.

      Bastian was the reason Kara was in the human realm to begin with. 

      I don’t know what I would have done if he hadn’t brought me Mom’s Castor prison book. If he hadn’t told me about the Monarchy’s plan to transfer my link to the Dragon Fire to another bloodline. He saved us both. But what if she’s right? What if nothing can free her?

      Kara pulled out the pen Bastian had given her, and found a section of the wall not destroyed to write on.

      ‘Any news?’ Kara wrote. The text caught alight then burned away without a trace. She watched the blank wall that was covered in flaking paint, waiting for his reply.

      When none came, she plonked down on the sofa and searched her bag for something to eat. She’d been on the run for weeks now. Portaling in and out of the other realms, searching for a way to save her mother. 

      The witches were a long shot to begin with. They hated the Dragonborn. Their millennium-long feud had kept the Dragonborn out of the human realm for as long as anyone could remember. It was why Kara thought she’d be safest there. The other Dragonborn would be too afraid the witches would find them to stay too long looking for her.

      ‘Kara, I might have found a way.’

      Bastian’s words appeared in fire across the wall.

      Yes!

      Kara leaped to her feet and scrambled to write back.

      ‘How?’

      The words that appeared next threw her stomach into knots.

      ‘You need to be Queen.’

      “No!”
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      Kara stepped back from the words that burned into the crumbling wall. She stumbled on the edge of the broken sofa and sat; her eyes trained on the glowing text.

      That can’t be it. I can’t be Queen. They know what could happen. They know it could destroy everyone if I take the crown. 

      The words burned away without a trace and Kara leaned back against the torn sofa, looking up at the night sky. The moon had moved almost directly overhead and was lighting the space in beautiful silvery beams. It reminded her of home. Of the golden sky that illuminated the nights back in the Dragon Realm.

      What if it does set her free? Kara wondered. What if taking the crown is the only way to free her? Regardless of what it does to me, I have to try.

      Kara climbed to her feet and headed back to the wall with new determination.

      ‘Explain,’ Kara wrote.

      ‘You need access to all of the power of the Dragon Fire to free her.’

      Capturing someone in a Castor prison book was pretty easy, the chief Nest Guards all knew how, but Kara had never heard of anyone being freed. It made sense, given the books were usually burned within a few hours of capture.

      Kara looked down at her fingers, her stomach spinning.

      I already have dragon fingers, what will tapping into all of the nests power do to me? 

      But it didn’t matter. As soon as she knew there was a chance to free her mother, her decision was made. She would go back. She would be Queen. And if she burned, the last thing she did before the fire took her would be to set her mother free.

      How the hell can I get back in there, let alone claim the crown before the Monarchy captures me and burns her book for real this time?

      Kara went back to her mother’s book.

      “Mom, is there a way back into the nest that won’t get me captured in like five seconds?” Kara asked. Her mother’s cursive appeared slowly.

      ‘Why?’

      “I might have changed my mind about becoming Queen.”

      Don’t tell her why.

      ‘You can portal into our chamber using a blood portal. It is the only thing that will get through the wards. But, Kara, once you’re in, it isn’t without risk. They will know you are there. They will come for you. You must go straight to the Ascension Chamber and take the crown.’

      “I’ll go tonight. The Summer Solstice is here so at least half the guard will be protecting the realm from the tricks of elves and fairies. I’ll get into the Ascension Chamber and take my birthright.”

      And then I’ll set you free. And if there’s time before I burn, I’ll lock the Monarchy up in the pages of a Castor Book. See how they like it.

      ‘You can claim the crown without the aid of the other nests, but to transfer the bloodline, the Monarchy can’t. They need the combined power to force the rule onto another. They will be protecting the rule. It won’t be easy. They won’t let you walk in and take it.’

      Because everything has been super easy so far.

      “Then what do you suggest?”

      ‘You’ll need help. Contact your friend. See if he can gather others. If it comes to it, use your gift, but only a little, only to get you somewhere safe.’

      A blast of red energy flew past Kara’s head, exploding against the floor beside her. Kara looked up to find a dozen North Coven witches flying overhead.

      “Crap.”

      Kara’s wards were keeping them out, but their blasts were free to sail through.

      Double crap.

      Another blast sent more of the ceiling crumbling to the floor. Kara leaped out of the way just in time and ran to the next room.

      If one of those hits the book, Mom is done for.

      The blasts followed her, just as she hoped. Once far away from her mother’s book, she shook off her fear and focused on her wards. 

      I should have thought of this. Some queen I would make.

      Kara focused and placed a shield ward over the entire crumbling house. It would keep out their blasts.

      They fired again, but this time the red balls of energy hit the ward and dispersed across it into nothing. It didn’t stop them from trying though, and more witches appeared overhead to join in the onslaught.

      I definitely shouldn’t have followed that warlock.

      Kara rushed back to the other room. 

      “Mom,” Kara called as she ran through the doorway, but her mother’s book wasn’t the only thing waiting for her. Three of the Gilded Nest Guards stood across from the doorway, her mother’s book slipped under one of their arms. 

      “No!”

      The Gilded Nest Guards wore golden armor from head to toe. Their eyes were the only exposed part of them. You couldn’t tell one from another unless they spoke, and they didn’t do a lot of that either. 

      Kara’s heart raced as she wondered if Bastian had been captured. 

      Is that how they found me? Did they know I have my mother’s book?

      “Your presence is requested at the anointment of the new King,” the guard in the middle announced. “I would ask why you have an empty Castor prison book but given that I am permitted to use any measure to ensure your attendance, I really don’t care. I’ll place you inside it if you try to run.”

      They don’t know. How do I get her away from them and cast a portal?

      She could rewind time, portal before the witches arrived. It would mutate her more than she already was, but it likely wasn’t enough to end her.

      The middle guard pointed at her.

      “Take—” A gurgle escaped his lips. The Nest Guard slammed an armored hand down on the counter trying to steady himself, but to no avail. He slumped to the ground a moment later with a clang.

      The Nest Guard on the left knelt to try to help his injured comrade, but the second he did, the third guard lifted his blood-covered sword and impaled him on it too.

      “We don’t have a lot of time. Here,” the third guard said as he held out her mother’s book.

      “Why did you do that?” Kara asked as she grabbed for it.

      “Kara, it’s me.”

      “Bastian?”

      “Yes. I tried to warn you we were coming; the Monarchy want the transfer to happen on the Summer Solstice.” The thumping sounds of the North Coven blasting her wards grew louder. 

      “Why are there witches surrounding your house?”

      “It’s not my house, and I kind of blew them up earlier tonight,” Kara said as she opened her mother’s book on the floor. 

      “You did what?” he asked, but Kara was holding her right hand up for him to see her transformed fingers. They gave him all the answers he needed. Bastian, like all of the Gilded Nest, knew she was Broken. Knew that she could rewind time, and what using that power would eventually do to her.

      “Mom, I’m here. I’m going to get back in and claim the throne.”

      Her mother’s reply came quickly and held none of the control it usually did. ‘Be safe, my darling.’

      “Time to go,” Bastian said as he rounded the table. 

      “I’ll have to drop the wards … wait. How did you get past my wards in the first place?”

      “You used your ward for otherworldly creatures, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Kara, I’m not Dragonborn.” 

      “What?”

      “Most of the Nest Guard aren’t.”

      “How didn’t I know this?”

      “It’s not widely known. I mean, we are born in the realm, we just have zero links to the Dragon Fire magic. Now come. The portal rune they gave me will only work for a short time longer.”

      Why wouldn’t my parents tell me? How can non-magic born be a thing and nobody know?

      “Kara, I need to cast the portal rune, are you ready?”

      Kara shook her mind free from the tangent and refocused. “I can portal us in,” Kara said, but Bastian shook his head. 

      “As soon as we got in, one of the guards cast a rune to place a tracker on your magic. You are being tracked. They’ll redirect you to the cells the moment you step through.”

      “Then where will you take us?”

      “Into the guard dorms.”

      “Are you nuts? They’ll be crawling with guards more than happy to hand us over to the Monarchy,” Kara said.

      “No. The guards not on duty keeping watch for otherworldly creatures have been called to the anointing hall. Everyone has. They need all of the Gilded Nest to make the transfer. No one has shifted a bloodline like yours before. They will need all the power they can get.”

      “But how can the Nest Guard  help?”

      “What we can’t create, we can wield, and that’s power too.”

      Another blast came at the front of the house. 

      The witches weren’t giving up.

      “All right. But how do we get me close enough to the crown to claim the power?”

      Bastian pointed down.

      Kara’s mother’s words appeared on the blank pages. ‘Tell them you have my book.’
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      “No, Mom they’ll burn you in a second,” Kara cried, her fingers gripping the edges of the book tighter.

      “They will want to,” Bastian said, placing a hand on Kara’s shoulder. “The Dragon Fire surrounds the Crown of Anointment. They won’t risk taking the book to the depths again. They will want to burn her then and there. They’ll want the whole Nest to watch.”

      “I can’t do this,” Kara said as she ran one hand down the edge of the open book. “I can’t lose you again.”

      ‘Kara, you must become Queen. It’s what’s best for the Nest. It’s what’s best for you all.’

      What’s best for everyone is having you back. You should be Queen, not me. And now that’s my plan. The only plan.

      “I’ll do what I have to,” Kara said, closing the book and nodding to Bastian.

      He threw down the rune, and a large ring of light exploded in front of them. Through it, Kara could see two rows of perfectly made beds. 

      Bastian was right. The dorms were empty. The whole Guard floor was. 

      “I’ll have to take the book … And bind your hands,” Bastian said, and Kara’s stomach did a backflip.

      This is a bad idea.

      She knew she wouldn’t be able to just walk into the anointing hall, but the rope Bastian held between his hands was imbued with magics that bound the Dragon Fire and prevented a Dragonborn from using their magic at all. 

      You can trust him. This is the only way to get her back, Kara told herself as she reluctantly handed over the book and held out her hands.

      “Walk ahead of me. The rope is loose, you should be able to easily slip it, but wait until we’re close enough. Wait until you can get your hands on the crown.”

      Kara nodded and began the walk from the Nest Guards’ dorms to the anointment. 

      Dragon Fire burned under the gilded nest and only rose to the caverns below, and the well in the middle of the nest. The crown was placed in the well the moment her father had been found dead. The power was secure within the Dragon Fire until the next stepped forward to claim it. Only the named could do so. Only Kara could claim it—anyone else would burn if they tried—until they forced the right from her and transferred it to the new bloodline. Then whoever the Monarchy decided it wanted to rule could take the crown from the flames.

      Kara would not let that happen. Not when it was the only way to get her mother back.

      She stepped around the final corner to the anointing where two guards stood at attention by the doors. On their approach, both drew their swords.

      “I thought…” the guard on the left guard began but then his eyes locked on Kara. “You have her. Nice work. The Monarchy will be impressed. Take her through,” the guard said before his gaze moved to the book.

      “What’s that?”

      “Her mother,” Bastian said, and Kara’s chest ached. 

      Can I really do this?

      Kara’s hands turned in the rope, itching to be slipped free.

      I have to. I can’t turn back time now. I need the crown. The crown will give me the power to free her. I have to free her.

      “Take them through immediately,” the guard said, pushing open the doors to the Anointment Chamber then rushing through himself.

      Kara had never seen the halls filled with so many faces. The entire Gilded Nest were there, just as Bastian had said they would be. And in the middle, surrounded by the members of the Monarchy, her father’s crown sat atop a ball of Dragon’s Fire.

      The murmurs began the second they stepped through the doors and continued to grow as Bastian directed Kara down the stairs towards the waiting Monarchy. The word Broken was repeated in hushed whispers.

      Kara knew that they feared her. She was sure they all wanted her gone, but Bastian said there were others who were true to her bloodline. Her line. Her right to rule. In truth, Kara couldn’t care less about ruling the nest. She wanted her mother back, and if taking the throne would give Kara the power to release her mother, she was willing to try.

      “You have the assassin’s book?” the chief Monarch asked, his voice bellowing out over the murmuring crowd and silencing them in one swoop.

      “I do. Should I take it—”

      The chief Monarch raised his hands, and the book went sailing past Kara’s head, down to the middle of the room.

      Without pause, he tossed it into the flames.

      “No!” Kara screamed as the ropes tightened around her wrists. She was trapped. Her hands bound by the magic of the ropes. Bastian has betrayed me.

      The fire crackled as the ashes of the book, of her mother, circled her father’s crown.

      Kara dropped to her knees, yanking the rope violently. 

      Then everything stopped. Kara looked back at where Bastian was held by two Nest Guards, his head limp to one side. Her rope was in a third guard’s hands. He didn’t betray me. They knew he was helping me all along.

      Kara looked at the ropes that should have kept her from doing what she was doing now. Halting time. Freezing the moment. All it would take was a little push. A little nudge with her mind to send the time flowing back. 

      But back to when?

      She couldn’t go back to when they stepped through to the dorms. She would have to go further. She would have to go as far as she could to make any real difference. Kara looked out at the terrified faces of the Gilded Nest. The Dragonborn she was supposed to protect. She looked at her father’s crown, glistening atop the Dragon Fireball. 

      Then she began to rewind. She pushed back past her mother’s book burning in the flames of the Dragon Fire. Past the guard’s dorms, and the witches attack on her hideout. Her mind pushed further, past her blowing up the coven, and the tracking of the warlock. 

      But she knew it wasn’t far enough. Her body ached as the magic flowed through her, as the Dragon Fire magic grew. But it wouldn’t halt her now.

      She pushed harder and followed her memory back to the day she portaled into the human realm, clutching her mother’s book in her arms as she left her home in the dragon realm.

      She couldn’t stop there though either, she had to go further. No matter what it cost her now, it had to be done. 

      She traveled further, back, through the funeral service, and the discovery of her father’s death. Her heart ached and she could feel the tears begin to pick at her eyes as she watched her past self crying beside his lifeless body, her mother being ripped from her arms. Still, further, she pushed. 

      She had to get far enough back that her past self would be able to help her. To stop it all from happening. 

      The ache in her body sent a pulsing pain to her head as the speed of her backtrack slowed.

      It isn’t far enough. You can do this. Push harder.

      She pushed past the pain and moved her memory slowly on until she landed a day before the assassination, when she had been alone in her room reading about The Broken, and the future she was once trying to avoid, but was now racing towards.

      She stopped there. Standing in front of her past self, waiting for past Kara to notice her.

      “Why are you here? You know what happens to us when we do this,” past Kara asked as she pushed herself up to stand before her future self.

      “Dad is going to die. Mom will be put into a Castor prison book and burned. Your birthright will be taken. You’ll lose everything. You have to tell father. Tell him he isn’t safe, the assassin comes tonight. Save him. Save them both,” Kara said, tears rolling down her cheeks.

      Past Kara jumped to her feet. “What do you mean? They have wards and guards. Father can’t die.”

      “He will. I don’t know how, but Mom will be blamed. You have to stop it.”

      Past Kara’s eyes finally registered her future self’s dishevelled appearance. The dirt-covered torn clothes and glistening dragon scales covering her fingers.

      “What have you done?” she asked, eyes wide at her future self’s appearance, then she gasped.

      “How far back have you come?”

      “Too far.”

      Past Kara stumbled back, the realization setting in. Her eyes landed on the book on the bed. The page she had been reading showed what happened when The Broken went too far.

      “I had no choice,” Kara told her past self, but she needn’t speak the words. Before losing her father, and her mother, and her home, Kara would do anything for her family. 

      Past Kara closed the book and looked her future dead in the eye.

      “You can’t go back right away or they’ll both die anyway when we… You have to hold on to the time, let it move forward slowly to give me a chance to tell them, and then get far enough away from here.”

      “Where can we go?”

      “To the caverns where the fire lives.”

      “Yes, the Dragon Fire under the nest can take the flames. Go. I’ll hold on as long as I can.” 

      Past Kara left the room, her future-self following behind like a shadow as she tried to change what was to come. 

      The throbbing in her head grew stronger. She had never moved forwards before. She usually blasted the timeline as soon as she was in place, sending the future flooding back. This was harder.

      This was like nails digging into her skin. But she had come this far and with every step closer to her parents’ room, she knew she was doing the right thing.

      Her legs prickled and Kara looked down to find that the changes her body usually obtained afterward were beginning already. When her legs showed through the rips in her pants, they glistened as the scales revealed themselves. 

      With every step, the changes intensified.

      She did everything she could not to cry out as her feet fully transformed, ripping through her flat shoes like they were paper thin. Past Kara’s head tilted to the side a little when the taping of her future self’s talons connected against the nest’s marble floor, but she didn’t turn around. She kept moving towards her father’s room.

      The Nest Guards there couldn’t see her future-self. No one could. Only past Kara. So he let her through without question. The second her past-self was behind the closed door, she revealed to her father all that her future-self had told her. 

      Her mother wasn’t there, but her father knew what she could do and what it would be costing them all to have this chance. He wrapped her in his arms.

      “You shouldn’t have done this,” he cried into her hair.

      Future Kara wanted to hold him. To feel his embrace one last time, but she couldn’t do anything other than watch as her past self said goodbye to him.

      “It’s the only way to save us all,” past Kara explained.

      He held her shoulders in his large hands.

      “Stay here, don’t do anything until I get back, do you promise?” he asked and past Kara nodded. 

      Her future self knew that was a lie.

      The moment he left, past Kara opened a portal to the caverns below.

      “They will be okay, everyone will be okay,” future Kara said as they stepped through. 

      The caverns were littered with rivers of Dragon Fire. It kept the nest warm, it held their power, and it was the only place in the realm that could contain the fire that was going to explode free from her once she released the hold she had over the timeline she was manipulating. 

      “Okay, let’s do this,” past Kara said, and future Kara raised her dragon scale-covered arms, bringing her hands together in a clap that released her grip on the magic. Her past self exploded into a billion tiny pieces, but this time they glowed red and orange and yellow before swarming together in a ball of churning fire. 

      Kara’s mouth opened wide before the fire drew into her. Her past meeting up with the present and in turn bringing the mutation of The Broken. 

      Her back arched as her skin ripped open. She screamed as she fell forwards onto the stone, her hands becoming claws, her skin swelling with scales. 

      When she cried out, a roar exploded from her throat, unlike anything she had ever heard.

      Kara closed her eyes and waited for the calm of death. The heat inside her rose, churned. Grew stronger. Her back felt like it was on fire and she dug her talons deep into the stone beneath her hands as something warm and heavy wrapped around her. Something was holding her, encasing her in a shell of heat. 

      She prayed it was the cavern holding the fire. 

      She prayed the Gilded Nest would be safe. 

      That her parents would be safe.

      The fire traveled up her throat and with a final roar, it exploded out of her.

      But she didn’t explode with it. The fire burst free from her mouth, and burned the back of the cavern wall, the stone glowing red before melting a hole through to the other side.

      What’s happening?

      “Kara?”

      She turned clumsily towards the voice. Her mother was smiling, but Kara could tell something was off.

      Kara tried to speak, to ask her what was happening, but her voice came out in grunts and roars that had her mother taking a step back, hands raised, magic glowing at her fingertips.

      Is she really here? Why is she raising her guard? Is she afraid of me?

      Kara looked down at her own hands and the dragon claws they had become. She turned her head to look at the rest of her. Her body, hunched over, a tail wrapped around her, wings resting at her sides. 

      Kara wasn’t Dragonborn. 

      She wasn’t The Broken. 

      Kara was The Gilded Dragon.
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      Two things are certain to happen every Summer Solstice without fail.

      One: people gather at the many stone circles located across the country—Stonehenge, Turton Heights, Avebury, Castlerigg. Two: the dead speak.

      Let me explain.

      Last Summer Solstice, I was sitting in a pub, the Red Lion, a quaint little place in Newton. I wasn’t there to drink, but to work—and no, not behind the bar.

      I was on a hunt—a paid hunt.

      In the nearby corner sat Farley, my mark—a small, gaunt-looking man, whom you’d trust just about as far as you could throw. He had that vibe about him, something in his demeanour that screamed weasel.

      I had chosen a seat at the bar so I could watch him through the mirror under the optics. He wasn’t doing much: he’d come in, taken a seat, fidgeted, picked his nose—disgusting habit—fidgeted and changed his location.

      Even if I didn’t have a paid contract in my back pocket, I’d probably have watched this guy.

      When he finally settled into his new seat, I muttered a silent prayer of thanks. But this was when the problem started.

      It was the longest day of summer and, for a change, it was actually quite warm for England. I wasn’t even wearing my leather jacket, and that was saying something. I wore that thing everywhere—even to my own funeral one day, as my Aunt Renea would say.

      The place hummed with life as couples sat holding hands and families gathered around eating, drinking, and ignoring their loud, obnoxious children. Groups of men and women huddled around large pitchers of God knows what, with the hopes of getting bladdered, laid—or both—while the staff weaved in and out of the place, trying to keep up with the orders.

      The problem, however, was the woman at the end of the bar watching me. She was about my age—mid-twenties—and very attractive. Her upturned eyes were a translucent green, and the burgundy hair that fell in waves around her shoulders was the kind that came out of a bottle—not even genetic engineering could pull off that shade.

      In a different time and place, she might have been my type, but I knew better. Still, that night, Ethan Stone (that’s me) became the idiot who couldn’t leave well alone. If you’ve ever had anyone stare at you for any length of time, you know how difficult it is not to stare back. Add to that how striking she was, it felt like an impossible feat.

      Every time I glanced away, she inched closer.

      You might be asking yourself what the problem was. I was single, she was young and attractive, and we were in a bar. I mean, I like a bit of flattery as much as the next person.

      But here was the glitch…

      With every shift closer to me, her body merged then slid straight through the oblivious patrons separating us.

      She was dead.

      Or so I thought…
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      The main problem I was having was Farley. I was being paid to keep an eye on him and report back to the Mage’s Council—the Department of Magic. I couldn’t just leave him and find out what this woman wanted—the woman who was now sitting so close to me that had she not been dead, I’d have been giving her lessons in acceptable distances and personal space.

      Farley, as we suspected, was a magic market dealer--he sold magical objects he didn’t have the rights to sell—talismans, necklaces, ancient artifacts. The list went on. The problem for the Mage’s Council was, most of the things he sold needed to be policed. Take the hand of glory, for example. In the wrong hands, disastrous. The hand of Glory—a withered hand used by burglars to send the residents to sleep while their possessions are taken. Give it to the wrong person, and suddenly an entire town could pass out, including people driving, people operating machinery, the local hospital staff … It’d be bad—real bad.

      The Council had been tipped off that Farley was about to get himself involved in the transfer of a wand, or to call it by its true name, The Stilt of Gold. When used with the correct incantation, this stilt could bring forth a creature to grant the wildest of wishes.

      In the fairytales, he was known as Rumpelstiltskin—an imp who helped a miller’s daughter spin straw into gold. In reality, he was a nightmare. You know that whole thing about wanting the first born, unless you guess his name? That part was changed to make him into a moral lesson for a children’s book.

      In reality, make a deal with him and he’ll come for that first-born alright. It’s not pleasant. And those wishes aren’t real. They’re a fake reality—a mirage.

      In the end, Rumple always wins.

      The Mage’s Council didn’t know how someone like Farley had managed to get his hands on such a thing, nor did they care. What mattered was intercepting it before all hell broke loose.

      That was my job.

      So, the woman ... she’d have to wait her turn.

      As I sat at the bar, picking at the label on the beer bottle I’d been nursing, Farley’s acquaintance arrived. A man, maybe late twenties like me. Not as twitchy as Farley, but he didn’t look like the kind of guy I wanted the stilt to go to, either. It might have been okay if the person Farley was meeting was a well-dressed businessperson whose only interest was collecting things because they already had everything money could buy.

      Believe me. They existed. I knew of one person who’d actually bought himself a ghost in a box. No shit. Look hard enough and you can get your hands on anything.

      I tipped my bottle back for another swig, swished the beer around in my mouth, then snuck another glance of Farley before muttering, “You’re going to have to wait your turn.” I flicked my gaze quickly over to the woman. “I’m in the middle of something.”

      She was fully formed and clearly still in possession of her facilities, which meant she had died recently.

      All the dead fade eventually. For some it’s fast, for others it might take a few weeks. It really depends on what they want and if they need something big.

      Some stay for too long, though. It doesn’t stop them fading, but their clinging onto this version of the afterlife is what causes hauntings and poltergeists. They’re nothing more than spirits driven mad by remaining with the living for too long. By the time someone has turned into ethereal leftovers haunting a house, what made them them is long gone, and all that is left is the pain and suffering from their death.

      So the fact that this woman was appearing to me like any living woman told me she must have died within the last few hours. Her body could easily have been propped up in the alley behind this place, but I didn’t hear any sirens yet.

      I took another sip of beer.

      “I need your help.”

      I choked on it as she spoke. “What did you say?” I wiped beer from my chin and grabbed the little napkin to wipe at the bar. She wasn’t supposed to be able to speak back to me.

      Two women sitting a seat away from me and chatting, turned. The blonde looked over at me, not even seeing the redhead between us. “Excuse me?”

      “Nothing.” I shut my mouth and shook my head, copping Farley for another glance. His companion was shaking his head, waving his hands in the air and speaking quickly. Not a happy customer.

      The redhead leant into me. “I need your help. Please.” She grabbed my hand with her cold and clammy one, but it went right through mine. It was like having a lump of wet clay shoved under my skin.

      I snatched my hand back. “Do not touch me.”

      The blonde turned in her seat again and glared at me. “I didn’t touch you.”

      “I know. I—”

      The redhead grabbed my arm, and I leapt up from my seat, knocking over my beer bottle. It skittered across the bar, spraying alcoholic foam all over the place.

      “I said don’t fucking touch me.”

      The blonde jumped out of her seat, her friend folding her arms across her chest and pinning me with an angry stare. “What the hell is your problem?”

      “I’d like to know that, too.” The barman had come up to where we were and was picking up my beer bottle and cleaning up the mess.

      Lifting my hands in apology at both of them, I silently cursed myself. “I’m sorry.…”

      The whole damn bar had gone quiet at my outburst and Farley’s gaze met mine in the bar’s mirror.

      With another oath, I staggered back as the redhead reached out again at the same time Farley hurried out of the bar, bag clutched firmly to his side, his companion hot on his heels. “Shit.”
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      By the time I was out on the street, Farley was gone. I ran as far as the next block, assuming he’d gone east instead of west. A shady deal like his going down, and he’d want to be heading away from the law. I got to the end of the block, ran out into the middle of the road, and stopped to watch a car starting up. “Fuck.” Lacing my hands at the back of my head, I stared at Farley as he peered at me through the back window of the retreating car.

      Looking up at the light-polluted sky, I let out an angry shout, making a couple who’d just come out of another bar jump in fright.

      God damn it. This had been meant to be an easy job. Now I’d lost him.

      Not the redhead, though. Her voice came from right behind me. “I really need your help.”

      Baring my teeth, I whirled on her. “No. Absolutely no way. Do you know what you just cost me?”

      I’d have to go home and start again. There was no time to start again. How fast could an item like the stilt move from hand to hand, to market? If I lost the stilt …

      My nostrils flared. Farley couldn’t even be found on social media. He was locked up pretty tight when it came to his internet life. Shame others weren’t. It was amazing how much stuff people put about themselves online. You know those funny little questionnaires? The ones that tell you what kind of fish you are?

      Data gatherers.

      People fill those in without a second thought and all those companies behind them make millions selling the data.

      Farley wasn’t that stupid. I’d find him, and if the deal had gone down, I’d make sure he told me where.

      Jogging back to the pavement, I headed to my car. I’d parked a few blocks over to be safe—not that Farley knew my car—but I drove a decent four by four, and it stood out. He’d have seen that thing and balked at coming in for his deal. He was a twitchy shit … didn’t trust anyone.

      The redhead caught up with me. “Could you just hear me out?”

      “You’re still here?” With determined strides, I pushed through the crowd and away from her.

      “I just need your help.”

      “Then find someone else.” I speed-walked through the throng of people. It was a summer evening, and it seemed everyone was out—and I meant everyone. Newton was a popular seaside resort. There were beaches and bars, fun parks and amusements. Crowds, chaos and more. Basically, anything for any age.

      Families jostled around, kids demanded over-priced summer tat, stag and hen groups jeered drunkenly, and me ... I was trying to get through them all whilst ignoring the unwanted company.

      She hurried along beside me. “I’m not going to leave you alone, so you might as well speak to me and ask me what I want.”

      We passed a fast-food restaurant and I dodged two giggling young girls. “I don’t want to know what you want.” One of the girls cocked her head as I spoke, the redhead walking through them unnoticed.

      Then, the rest of the conversation went something like this:

      “I’m on the clock.”

      “Looking for Farley Finnegan? I can help you find him.”

      “I don’t need your help.”

      “Looks to me like you lost him.”

      “I wouldn’t have lost anyone if you’d not made me spook him.”

      “You’re blaming me for your failures?”

      “Absolutely. Now, leave me alone. I need to work.”

      “I know where he’s gone. I can show you.”

      “Thanks, but no.” Though the temptation to ask her how she knew him, or where he was, ate at me, I knew that I’d never get rid of her if I did.

      I turned the corner and walked smack bang into a group of kids coming out of the funhouse, stinking like Old Lane sugar factory had a meltdown and spewed all over them. I held my hands up, muttered some apology to the man ushering them out, and moved around them.

      “You don’t believe me.”

      “Look, I just need to do my work.”

      “A little of your time is all I need.”

      I sighed. “We’ve covered that.”

      “Yes, but I didn’t like your answer.”

      “It’s the only one you’re getting. I’m going to ignore you now.” Pulling earbuds out of my pocket, I shoved them into my ears and turned on my music. That was better.

      My car was just up ahead. I broke into a jog to cross the street, and possibly get some peace, but the redhead yanked me back, both hands on my shoulders. It was like having a bucket of cold slime thrown over me.

      I tore the earbuds out as I spun around, trying to throw her off. At the same time, I went for the gun tucked into the back of my jeans and pulled it out. “I swear to God, if you touch me again, I’m going straight to Lachlan and getting you exorcised. Now leave me the fu—” My yell died in my throat as I stared at the startled face of the man I’d seen herding the kids along.

      Several pairs of eyes blinked at me from behind him, and it didn’t take long for the bawling to start and the kids to start screaming, “He’s got a gun. He’s got a gun.”

      With a silent curse, I lowered it, but too late.

      “Officer ... Officer ... Over here ...” The man in front of me put himself between me and the kids, arms out to the side to protect them.

      I’m not sure what he thought that would do…

      “I’m sorry. I … It’s not a real gun,” I said, holding it up at a nonthreatening angle for him to see. It was modified and looked more like a peashooter than a gun. It held tiny iron pellets, which would give anyone a slight bruise at worst, but things like this woman—dead people—it’d blast them away to the other side for a while.

      “If you help me, I can make them all shut up.”

      A tick worked along my jaw.

      “I’m not leaving you alone.”
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      She stayed true to her word, sliding in beside me as I pulled out of the parking space without opening the passenger door.

      “You know that thing he’s got is fake, right? It’s no more useful than a wand in a child’s magic box of tricks. Why are you wasting your time chasing him?”

      Drumming my fingers against the steering wheel, I stubbornly kept my eyes on the road.

      She sighed. “You know, if you helped me, I’d go away.”

      With a disbelieving snort, I glanced at her briefly before fixing my gaze on the road again. “Right.”

      She pouted. “You don’t believe me.”

      “I believe I’m losing my mind,” I muttered.

      The next set of lights turned red and I rolled to a stop, peering out of the window at the street ahead. Darkness. We were heading away from the hubbub of the town, leaving the bright lights and bustle behind, but distant music and sounds carried through the evening air. Screams echoed from the nearby theme park as rollercoasters dropped and looped, entertaining the thrill-seekers.

      With a click of her fingers, my green-eyed companion had the light turning green abruptly. I threw her a surprised look, and she smiled at me, brows arching. “Take the next right after that junction.” A long, thin finger, tipped with a perfectly pointed red nail, showed me the direction. “He’s that way.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her. “You really know where Farley is?”

      “Of course.”

      Okay, I decided. We’d play this game for a little while. See where it got me. As long as I went into this with the knowledge she was playing me for a fool, I’d not feel like such an idiot when she finally led me down a dark alley and all we found was her body.

      Despite my better judgement, I took the next right. “What’s down here?”

      “Proof that I know where Farley is. I’ll help you find him and in return, you help me. Deal?” An outstretched hand appeared in front of my face.

      Hesitating, I kept my hands firmly on the wheel. “Help you with what exactly? I’m not in the business of harming anyone.” Not unless they deserved it, anyway.

      “I don’t need you to hurt anyone.”

      A quick glance her way again. “What do you need?”

      “Just help,” she promised. “Turn right here. Then take the next left.”

      A frown marred my features. “We’re going around in a circle that way.”

      “Wait, you’ll see. Do we have a deal?”

      My fingers curled and uncurled on the wheel. Despite my gut telling me something was off, I reluctantly took her cold, clammy hand in mine, a shudder going through me at the contact. “Fine, but if you want something that goes against my morals, the deal is off.”

      “Agreed.”

      I wiped my hand down my shirt, fighting the nausea that rose up.

      “Take the next left you come to. Then there’s another set of lights. Carry on straight and take a right at the end. Count three blocks, but don’t turn onto the road you’ll see beside you ... drive down the back alley instead. At the end of that, you come out at another road, and you’ll see a roundabout. Take the third exit and then go along that road. Take the third right.”

      A grunt. “Is that all?” I tried to map out the route she’d given me in my head. The roundabout was one I used often. Glancing at the passenger seat, I started to say, “Do you—”

      But she was gone, and I was left staring at the vacant seat beside me.

      “Okay then...”

      Now the question was, did I continue, or did I turn back? Deals with dead people be damned...

      Ah, shit. What did I have to lose? Well, aside from my time, my life, my sanity. On a deep exhale, I finally muttered, “Let’s do it.”

      If the workings were right, I needed to head right into Marton territory—gang territory. They’d not bother me, unless I bothered them, but they’d be watching my every move.

      As I drove, I found myself wondering what the hell I was doing. I could have been home by now. Could have been sitting at my computer and finding Farley myself.

      Shit.

      I took another turn and eventually came to the alleyway she’d mentioned. Right.

      The alley went behind a row of shops, some of which were still in business, many of which not. That was what Marton was like, though. So many gangs and so much trouble no one was willing to invest in it. It was one of the last bubbles in Newton that people didn’t want to look at or even admit were there. I took a breath, turned the wheel and headed down the back. Nothing.

      I followed her directions and came to another abrupt halt in the middle of the last road. “I don’t believe it.”

      Twin red lights shone brightly ahead, emanating from a car parked at an odd angle, my red-headed ghost standing next to it. She waved at me happily with both hands, her face lit up.

      Putting the car into first, I slowly rolled to where she was.

      Oh, hell. The bonnet of the car was wrapped around a lamppost in a way that’d cost a fortune to fix.

      “I found him for you,” she beamed as I climbed out of my car.

      Circling the ball of metal, I peered inside. The driver was dead, his head resting on the steering wheel, the airbag not having deployed. Blood glistened in the light from the street lamp, splattered across the windscreen and running down the dashboard.

      A clatter in the back of the car caught my attention...

      Farley.

      He was struggling to get the door open, but it wasn’t budging. With an oath, I hurried to help him, yanking the door. It cranked open fairly easily—weird compared to all the effort he’d appeared to be putting in.

      Turning towards the woman, I scowled. “Did you do this?”

      She shrugged. “You wanted me to find him for you; I found him. I believe he’ll give you the wand if you want it.”

      Farley huddled in the back of the car, as far away from me as he could manage. “Y-y-ou were at the bar.”

      A grim nod. “Yes.”

      “You were watching me...”

      My eyes roved the inside of the car. “No flies on you,” I muttered.

      “Please ... don’t hurt me.”

      A small bag, wrapped and taped, sat in the footwell. “And what is this.” Reaching in, I picked up the small bundle and then looked directly at Farley.

      He shrunk further back into the seat. “It’s not mine.”

      A smirk played around my lips. “Sure. And if I do a print spray, it’ll not have your prints on it, right?”

      Farley went white, and quiet.

      The stilt was wrapped in two carrier bags secured by reams of sellotape. Classy. I unpicked those, unravelled the badly wrapped packaging and stopped when I got to a thick layer of bubble wrap, disgusted. “Is this how you treat an ancient artifact?”

      He shook his head vehemently. “I didn’t. I-It wasn’t me ... I s-s-swear.”

      Opening the last layer, I carefully pulled out the wand. To anyone else, it wasn’t a bad replica. It’d certainly pass to an untrained eye, but the redhead was right. This wasn’t the real stilt.

      “No—Please.” Farley seemed to forget all about his fear and almost lunged at me. “Don’t break it.”

      “You mean, like this?” Holding it between my hands, I snapped the stilt in half.

      Farley’s eyes grew wide, his mouth gaping open. “What have you done?” he screamed.

      Fixing him with a stare, I threw the pieces at him. “It’s a fake.”

      He caught them, shaking his head as he desperately tried to force the two halves back together. “No ... No, they’re not. They’re …”

      “I helped you to find him. Now you help me,” the redhead broke in, coming around the car.

      Farley was still trying to put the wood back together. “I have to take him in. Regardless that the thing is fake, the Council still wants to talk to him.”

      “Me?” That caught his attention. He leant round to see who was there. “Why do they want to talk to me? I didn’t do anything.” He offered the two halves out to me. “You said it yourself. It’s a fake.”

      “Doesn’t matter. You’re still dealing in illegal merchandise. You just got lucky this time that what you had was a pile of crap.” I held up a pair of handcuffs. “Now. Are we going to do this the easy way, or the hard way?”

      He scrambled back on the seat, turning to try the other door.

      With a sigh, I leant into the car. ‘Hard way. Okay.” Grabbing his foot, I yanked him across the seat. “Farley Finnegan. Whenever will you learn?”

      He squirmed in my hold, but it took nothing for me to knee him in the side. He went down like a girl—though that was insulting to girls.

      The handcuffs snapped around his wrists, and I ousted him to his feet. “Where did you get the stilt from, anyway?”

      As he struggled against my hold, I braced myself and held him in place.

      “Stop resisting, arsehole. Now, I’ll ask you again. Where did you get the stilt from?”

      “I found it.”

      “Sure you did.” As soon as I dragged him to his feet, he went dead weight on me, dropping to his knees. “Don’t even bother,” I ground out.

      “Where are you taking him?” the woman asked.

      “Council. I’m going to drop him off.”

      That stopped Farley struggling. “Who are you talking to?” His gaze darted back and forth as if he might see the woman.

      “My name is Nimune,” she said, answering his question, not that he could hear her.

      Ahhh ... Not a spirit after all.

      Demon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      I dropped Farley at the Mage’s headquarters—a small building at the edge of town—but appearances were deceiving, as was the Mage’s Council as a whole. It was a big organisation, bigger than anyone knew or understood. Veins of it ran deep underground, but through the magical community like cancer, feeding on the souls of those it swore to protect.

      They’d deal with Farley Finnegan in their own way. Maybe I’d never see him again, maybe I would. But that wasn’t my issue. My job with him was done, and the money was in my bank. I’d done what they’d wanted and had given them control of another not-so-powerful magical.

      One less backstreet dealer was one less threat to our world.

      As for the demon, she was waiting by my car, sitting on the bonnet, long legs stretched out, watching the world go by in front of her as if she had all the time in the world. Her long, red hair was tucked behind her ears, and as I approached, she smiled at me. Unlike the sweet, girlish smile she’d given me before, this one was strong, confident. Blood red lips peeled back to reveal perfect, white teeth. She was a stunner and looked like butter wouldn’t melt.

      It’d be a mistake to fall for that illusion. Almost as big a mistake as calling her by her name.

      Demon names were power—call a demon by their name and you own them. But owning doesn’t mean what you think it does. It means you make a bargain. You own them, and in turn, agree to them having your soul when you die.

      That wasn’t a price I was willing to pay.

      “So,” I said, standing back from her. A safe distance was always advisable when it came to creatures of the underworld. Too close and they’d mesmerise you. I did not want to be at her mercy. “You held up your part of the bargain. What is it that you want from me?”

      She sat up slowly, her now not-so-green eyes pinning me. The sweetness of her voice was gone, too. Or maybe it was my perception. “I need a demon removed from my home.”

      I raised a brow. “Excuse me?”

      “You’re excused.”

      She slid off the bonnet of my car and took a step closer, making me move back to maintain the distance.

      “I know you know what I am. I saw the recognition in your eyes the moment I said my name, but then that was the test. To see if I had the right guy for the job.” This time, when she moved again, I did not. She met me face to face, inhaling deeply as if she could suck me all the way in. “I think I do,” she purred.

      “You want me to remove a demon?”

      “That’s what I said.” She walked around me, gaze running over every inch of my body. If she’d have been able to touch me, she’d have run a finger along my jawline to set off her flirtatious walk. “But not too smart.” She came back level with me. “You’re a bounty hunter.”

      “Right. Not a demon hunter.”

      She pouted, but then her face lit up again. “But you are also a death dealer. It’s why you can see into this side of the veil and speak to me. Why you can see people like him...” She pointed across the road at a man standing with his hands in his pockets, head down, looking like some sorry piece of crap.

      A flicker of guilt went through me. I didn’t notice all the dead walking around. In my years of doing this, I was pretty used to them showing up and vanishing again. The dead had become of no more importance than passing strangers.

      “I see him.” He wasn’t looking at me ... or anyone, really. Sometimes, the dead didn’t always want something. Sometimes they just hung around for as long as possible to watch those they loved move on.

      We watched him for a few seconds. A couple walked right through him, and the male counterpart must have felt something, because he glanced over his shoulder and frowned. Then, with a shake of his head, he put his arm around his companion and continued on his way.

      “Why don’t you just get rid of the demon yourself? You’re powerful enough.” I cocked my head. “Or are the things written about you wrong?”

      Her grin widened, and she squealed in delight. “You do know who I am. So, you know then that your magic comes from my father?”

      A woman taking a smoke break outside the hotel she probably worked at—judging by her uniform—gave me a pitying smile.

      Great. People thought I was talking to myself.

      I cleared my throat and turned back to the redhead. “So my mother used to tell me.”

      Shoving my hands in my pocket, my fingers curled around a small bottle of salts I kept for occasions such as this. Not that I met with demons often, but when the odd spirit got a little too feisty, I needed something to make them back the hell up. “Why can’t you remove this demon yourself?”

      “Because of this.” She launched herself at me, arms out wide. Instinctively, I drew back, but she didn’t land on me, didn’t even make contact. A wisp of cold slipped through my body as she passed through me.

      My turn to smile as realisation dawned on me. “She has your host.”

      “See?” She wagged a finger at me. “I knew you were smart.” Hands on her hips, a smug smile spread across her face. “And I want it back. So, what do you say? Up for a little demon slaying?”

      A tick worked along my jaw. She was a demon, thrown out of her host body, and chucked through the veil between our worlds. She’d remain there if I didn’t help her, which meant she’d torture me till I got sick of her and gave in. “Sure. A deal’s a deal, but let me ask you this first. You’re Nim—” I snapped my mouth shut, silently cursing myself for my near-mishap.

      Her expectant grin grew wider, and she positively panted, eager for me to say her name. “Almost had you. Shame.”

      “It’ll be my regret, I’m sure. But you’re, you. How the hell did she manage that? The last time I checked, Lucifer’s daughter was ...” The words ‘spoilt little princess’ came to mind, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate that. “A formidable force to be reckoned with. How did she even manage to get you out of your body?”

      “You make me hot with your flattery, Hunter.” She avoided using my name, too. We had to dance with words. “It’s the Summer Solstice. Anything is possible. Like Euryale taking my body.” Her lips twitched, but she remained smiling. “She caught me unawares. I was … shall we say, fornicating?”

      A smirk played at the corners of my mouth. “She caught you with your pants down?”

      “She tricked me.” She dismissed me with a wave of her hand. “The details do not matter.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

        

      

    

    
      Remember how I said Newton had pockets of undeveloped areas where gangs roamed and people turned away? There were other bubbles of poverty, too—areas not even the gangs bothered with because there was no money in them and they were too far out of town to be of any significance. The home rental trade made money through letting out properties that didn’t conform to legal standards to the poor, single parents and magicals in hiding. Not that Nimune was a magical in hiding. She was too narcissistic for that. The world bowed at her feet, not the other way around. I wasn’t kidding when I called her Lucifer’s daughter. He had many, and I knew all their names, but Nimune was something different, more powerful.

      I’d read about her during my time as an undergraduate, taking Demonica as an extracurricular subject out of interest, but it’d proved handy many times and had been worth the extra five hundred in tuition fees.

      “What are we stopping here for?” Nimune asked on our way over to Sandoe—the side of town where Nimune had told me her home was.

      “Goat milk. Don’t suppose you could grab me a trolley?” She flicked her hair back and flounced into the supermarket in response. “Didn’t think so,” I muttered, grabbing the shopping trolley and heading in.

      Bloody demons. Want the work done, but ask them to get their hands dirty? Ha.

      She left me alone until I was done and back at the car. “You know, for what you are, you know little of how magic works.”

      Nimune examined her fingernails. “Some things are beneath me.”

      “Like properly warding your host against home invasions.”

      With a dismissive tut, she leant against the car.

      Heaving the cartons into the back of the car, I tried to distribute them evenly and save my suspension. “I’ve got sixty-three cartons. It might be enough.”

      “Might be enough?” Nimune stood beside me, her expression one of childish curiosity. “What are you planning on doing with all that milk? Swimming in it?”

      “Something like that.” I tossed in a couple of packs of rosemary, too—both dried and fresh. “Protection from evil,” I said as Nimune gave me a questioning glance. “For the metaphysical and physical.”

      We got back into the car, and Nimune directed me into a deeper part of the abandon—the name the locals gave it, because anyone in their right mind would abandon it. Some said they’d rather live on the streets in the main part of town than reside in one of the vermin-infested buildings here. I supposed they’d never been homeless and had no clue what it was like. In the winter, when the cold hit and the frigid winds came in over the Irish sea, ready to tear away flesh with icy fingers, you’d seek refuge in just about anywhere.

      “Here,” Nimune said, sliding out of my car before I even had a chance to park and turn off the engine. If I’d have thought my car stood out outside the bar where Farley had been, it was nothing compared to this. The fact that the paintwork matched was enough to make it look odd. A few cars littered the side of the road—I’d be shocked if any of them started first time. They had doors that didn’t match, panels that had been replaced, and many boasted marks in the paint where rust had been patched up with putty and smoothed over.

      “This is where you live? Slumming it?” In my wildest dreams, I couldn’t imagine someone like Nimune in a place like this. Elegant, classy—a woman of a different breed—even if she was a demon. I’d have put her in the heart of the capital.

      “No, this is where that pathetic daemon ...” She spat out the word. “Took my body.” ‘Daemon’ meaning lesser deity. “She has no morals.” An accent was slipping into Nimune’s words, deepening her voice. I raised a brow, waiting for her to finish. “It does not matter. My body does not belong here, but she tries to mock me. I will crush her when this is over. She will cry for my mercy, and I will give none.” Nimune balled her hand into a fist as if she were crushing something beneath those slender fingers.

      “Why don’t you just get another body?”

      Gone was the green from her eyes—they glittered now almost as red as her hair. “It is my true vessel. The one intended to hold me. And she has it.”

      I surveyed the buildings. Despite their state of disrepair, there was a welcoming feeling to this place, an almost hominess. “I need a place that has a bath of some kind. Something we can use as a crucible.”

      “It needs to be deep?”

      “It needs to be deep enough. We need to get your body there, too. It would be easier if you scoured the place, preferably one in a place that isn’t occupied.” I walked to the back of my car, opened the boot, and grabbed a small bag out of a back compartment.

      “What are you going to do?”

      Opening the bag, I pulled out a small plastic wallet. “I need to draw some circles.” Tipping the contents of the wallet into my hand, I held up a small stick of chalk. “Bone dust. We need to keep away the dead before they assume I’m making a summoning circle for them to come back through.”

      We’d already attracted the attention of three souls. Two men and a child hung around near us. I’d not looked at them directly—that’d get their attention and let them know I’d seen them—but they were dead. If the little boy hadn’t floated through a wall, the way one of the men’s faces hung in saggy blobs of skin, dripping from his cheek, gave it away.

      Nimune vanished just before I started to crush one of the bone sticks in my hand and mix it with some of the rosemary. Then, I ran it through my hair with my fingers, making sure to grind it right down to my scalp. If I was going to be releasing a demon, I didn’t want to put my body at risk of it being the next home.

      Especially if that demon got loose.

      Numine came back minutes later, her mouth a thin line of disgust.

      “Found something?”

      “Yes, but it is filled with filth and grime.”

      “Show me.”
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      Nimune led me into a building to an open back door via a tip of a yard. I had to meander my way over God knows what—an old sofa, a broken fridge with the door off, a mattress so torn and stained that I shuddered to think what had touched it. Good job I kept a torch in my kit, too, though I was careful not to shine it into the dark corners.

      Sometimes, ignorance was bliss.

      The door to the building wasn’t just open, it was missing.

      Bonus for me.

      Not that it’d have stopped me. If you really wanted in somewhere, a lock wasn’t going to be that difficult.

      We walked in through what I assume had once been a kitchen. A stove stood in the corner, and as I shone a light at it, something small scampered away. There were rat droppings across every counter, and someone had left the sink filled with dirty dishes and water.

      Lovely.

      The bathroom was the next room along. Surprisingly, the big glass door hadn’t been smashed. A sign on the wall read Girls this way, and an arrow pointed to another room, the glass door of which hung to the side. “You found us a brothel.”

      “What better place than the home of desire and debauchery?” She stood in the bathroom, next to what was left of a sink. “Will this do?”

      She presented me with a cast iron bath, gold claws curving out of the bottom. It might have looked nice in another bathroom, but here, it was out of place. I leant over it, scanning for the bath plug.

      It wasn’t there.

      Great.

      Reluctantly, I went back into the kitchen and plunged my hand into the sink filled with the most vile-smelling water I’d ever come across, feeling for the plug. Something oozed around my hand, and I didn’t even want to think about what it might have been. Whipping the plug out, I wiped my hand on a fallen curtain.

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “Yep, but I got what we needed. Now to fill the bath.”

      It took several trips to my car to grab and carry back the cartons of goat milk. Nimune watched me, not helping, but I think even if she’d have been able to, she’d have left me to do all the heavy lifting. I couldn’t imagine her getting her hands dirty.

      I brought my bag with me on the last trip and dumped it onto the floor.

      “I’m beginning to wonder if I got the right man after all. Do you even know what you’re doing?”

      As I went down on a knee, I raised a brow at her and picked up one of the three candles lying on the floor. Holding it up to her, I said, “Do you want to do it?”

      Pursing her lips, she shook her head.

      “Didn’t think so.” I lit each candle, placing them at three corners of the bath. Then I used some of the bone dust chalk and drew around the bath, making sure to seal the circle. “Can you please step into the bath?”

      Nimune had done little to help me. In fact, she’d been so much of a distraction I’d sent her out of the bathroom to let me work. By the time I called her back in, not only was the bath surrounded by a protective circle, but I’d drawn more shapes along the floor. This was old magic, powerful. I could almost feel it building up, and I’d not even sealed the last one.

      Magic thrummed, giving the room a pulsing heart. Of course, this time of year, that beating called to everything close by. To keep those other spirits out, I sprinkled ash across the bathroom threshold. The boy and two men, amongst others, stood out in the hallway, each waiting their turn—their chance. They wanted into the living world.

      When that was done, I tipped all of the milk into the bath with Nimune standing in the middle.

      “When I place my hand in the circle and call to your body, I’m going to need you to grab it.”

      Nimune gave me a mischievous look. “You could join us if you wanted.”

      “I’m serious. When I call her name, you have to grab her. I need you to plunge her into the bath. You’ll not have a lot of time to be able to reach into this world. If you want your body back, you do this right.”

      “Oh, you’re such a spoilt sport.” She sighed. “Fine.”

      Only a fool would trust a demon, but I’d made the deal. It’d be foolish to try to get out of it. I wanted for Nimune to step into the bath, and only when she did did I take a small blade and drag it down the centre of my hand. Demon magic required blood—my blood.

      It pooled in the centre of my palm, and I slammed it down in the centre of the circle. “Euryale,” I said.

      A crack shook the walls, and a bellowing scream vibrated through the brickwork, turning some of the stone to dust.

      “She’s coming,” Nimune breathed.

      The scream grew louder, deafening. Even the dead in the hallway parted and, all at once, the flames on the candles flared to life as Euryale rushed at me.

      “Now. Grab her now.”

      Nimune reached out as a rush of wind battered against my back. Fiery red hair rushed past me, framing a screaming face.

      As my magic leapt from the circles I’d drawn, Nimune reached into this world and absorbed it into her. She grabbed Euryale from me, lifting her into the bath.

      “Push her down. Right down,” I shouted.

      Doing as instructed, she pushed her down into the goat’s milk, with both hands on her head. Milk splashed, screams echoed, and magic electrified the room. I shut my eyes to it, keeping my hand in the circle, my feet firmly planted away from the lines. I’d be safe here. Safe from them. The milk would pull Euryale from the vessel that wasn’t hers. It’d unshackle Nimune from that world and allow her back into this.

      I was releasing Lucifer’s daughter back into our world. I was bringing a demon here. But I had made a promise—a deal.

      A foot stepped out of the bath and carefully between the lines in front of me. I bowed my head, one knee on the ground.

      “Thank you,” Nimune said, stepping out of the bath. “I owe you a debt.”

      I didn’t move. “Our slates are clean. You owe me nothing.”

      A laugh so deep and rich vibrated along my skin. “You’re a smart man, Hunter. Very smart.” She ran her long, pointed nails through my hair. “I like you. I may come to see you again one day.”

      “Maybe next year,” I said.

      I’d not just made friends with Lucifer’s daughter.
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      The Black Cat Burglar has never failed a job, but nine lives might not be enough to survive a secret spider’s lair.
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      It wasn’t until I was ankle deep in spiders that I was ready to admit to myself that maybe, possibly, I hadn’t done as much recon for this job as I should have.

      I know, it’s inconceivable, right? I’m called the Black Cat Burglar for a good reason—I don’t get into trouble, I’m never seen, and most of all, I don’t get caught. I get the job done, every time, because I never underestimate my opponent. In this case, that opponent is a bohemian twenty-something shopkeeper who looks about as security conscious as you’d expect someone who stocks vegan sandals and cruelty-free candles to be.

      I guess vegan sandals are a hell of a lot more expensive than I thought.

      The mark’s store was called Gigi’s Mystical Treasures. The twee name made me roll my eyes the first time I saw it, because honestly, a few pretty geodes and some hand-painted Tarot decks don’t make you an expert in the mystic. Mostly, they make you a fraud selling cheap—or in her case, quite pricey—trinkets to tourists.

      Anyway, the job was simple: get into the store, into the backroom, and find a small obsidian mirror in a mother-of-pearl, Art Deco-style compact. Couldn’t be easier. One lock to break through, two at most, no visible security systems and no animals on the premises—it all spelled easy money for me. I’d done my due diligence, or so I thought, by scoping the place out for a several days from the coffee shop across the street, noting whoever stopped by more than once, checking and double-checking the owner’s schedule. She lived like clockwork, this girl.

      Gigi de Rossi, the owner of the store with the sparkly name, was also the only full-time employee. She did a brisk business with tourists, and a fair number of locals came in to shop as well, most of them heading straight to the rack where she displayed homemade jams, spice blends, and bottles of what were either kombucha or ginger beer and fizzed constantly, even while sealed.

      The one time I’d gone in to get a look at the inside before making my move, Gigi had been the only other person in the store, unboxing and refolding a shipment of delicately dyed scarves. “Welcome,” she said with a bright smile as the little bell above her door jingled. Entry bell. Won’t be a problem late at night, I’m sure, but I’ll silence it anyway. “Please let me know if you need any assistance.”

      Yeah, how about you make both our lives easier and just step out for a few minutes right now so I can get this job done? Seriously, this entire shop space only had two doors—the public entrance and the door to what had to be her backroom, which was closed right now.

      Two tumbler locks. No problem, even on the shortest night of the year. “Thank you,” I replied with a faint smile. “I’m fine for now.”

      Jeez, if only I’d known.

      The evening of the solstice, I geared up in my usual work outfit—a fitted black body suit with extra padding along the knees and elbows, as well as a layer of Kevlar covering the most vital areas. A touch of photoreactive makeup in a special pattern on my face meant that if any cameras caught a glimpse of me in the dark, facial recognition would be useless. I put the tools of my trade in my close fitting over-the-shoulder bag, then put a loose, dark linen dress over my bodysuit and topped it off with a jacket in the same style. One stylish hat and I was ready to go.

      I considered packing some extra protection talismans, but…honestly, nothing about this job screamed danger to me, despite the vague warnings in the contract I’d negotiated with my anonymous employer, and those talismans were damn expensive. I wasn’t magical enough myself to cast a spell on the fly, but I could summon up the energy to activate them when I really needed to. Breaking into Gigi’s Mystical Treasures, though?

      Cinch.

      I treated myself to dinner at a nice restaurant called La Esperanza at the end of the same block the store was on before doing the job. I like being able to eat and do surveillance at the same time—it was a good way to multitask, and I was a pro at not stabbing myself in the face with a fork as I kept an eye on someplace other than my plate at this point. Halfway through dinner I was surprised—unnerved, even—to see Gigi herself come into the restaurant.

      I froze for half a second, muscles tensing, before my training kicked in and I forcibly relaxed. There was no need to be paranoid. She wasn’t even looking my way, bypassing the tables for the long bar to the left.

      It wasn’t terribly busy in La Esperanza, and I was easily able to see and hear Gigi as she sat down at the bar. “Hi Mariah!” she called out, and the matronly bartender came over to greet her with a smile and a mojito at the ready.

      “Hey, honey!” She set a coaster down in front of Gigi and handed over the drink. “You look nice. Do you have a date tonight?”

      Gigi laughed ruefully. “Do I ever?”

      “A woman can dream! Besides, you look so nice today.” She really did, in a cream-colored maxi dress with a blue and green geometric pattern around the hem that matched her beaded green necklace and earrings. She was wearing a pair of her store’s vegan sandals, and her thick dark hair was pulled up in a braid that must have taken an hour to do, if she’d done it by herself. Her makeup was subtle but alluring, just enough to brighten her eyes and darken her lips. And…

      I was staring. I went back to my dinner, but kept my ears open.

      “What’s the occasion?” the bartender went on.

      “Today’s the summer solstice,” Gigi replied. “I’m going to enjoy the sunset, then probably go for a walk and see what kind of trouble finds me.”

      “Don’t you go looking for trouble,” Mariah warned her. “You know better than to tempt fate like that, after what happened last year.”

      Last year? Despite myself, I was curious.

      “Ugh, I know.” Gigi shook her head ruefully. “I doubt I’m going to have those kinds of problems come my way again, though. That was a once-in-a-lifetime thing.”

      “You’d better hope so, honey.” Mariah gave her a smile. “But you’re doing a lot better now anyway, so maybe it was a blessing in disguise.”

      “I like to think so.”

      Of course she did. She probably planned her day around a morning Tarot spread. I was still curious, but I tuned her out at this point, finishing my meal while keeping a weather eye on her shop. It was closed, of course, and if she was about to go wandering around one of the nearby ponderosa or pinyon pine forests pretending to be a fairy, that was all the better for me.

      I knew my disdain for magic was considered strange, given my associations. I was a thief who worked almost exclusively within the magical community, after all. You practically had to be magical just to reach the part of the dark web where you could find out about people like me, and hiring me was even harder. The thing was, though, so many of the people who used magic in their everyday life, who relied on it, who built their entire identity around it…they sucked at taking into account the simplest of mundane countermeasures.

      Gigi’s shop didn’t even have those, more evidence that I’d probably been vastly overpaid for the job I was about to pull off. Tonight was going to be a cakewalk.

      I sat back and sipped my iced tea as Gigi and her bartender buddy made more small talk. She drank her mojito, politely refused another and paid, then pulled her phone out of her oversized pagne-patterned bag and glanced at it. “I better get going if I’m going to find a good view,” she said.

      “You go, enjoy your sunset,” Mariah encouraged her. “But remember—no trouble! It’s not a bad thing to play it safe every now and then, honey.”

      She smiled. “I’ll do my best.” Then she slid off the stool and headed for the door. I watched her leave, breathing a little sigh of relief, then stiffened as she came around the sidewalk toward me. She stopped a few feet away to check her phone again, then looked at me. “Beautiful night, isn’t it?”

      “Very,” I said lightly, not quite making eye contact.

      “It’s one of my favorite nights of the year. Solstices are special, you know?”

      Special paydays. And maybe if you were a druid or a particular type of witch, but for most of us it was just another day. “Astronomically speaking, I guess,” I said with a shrug. “I don’t know much about it, honestly.”

      “Mm.” She smiled. It made her look like a cherub, round-faced and sweet. “Enjoy your evening.”

      “You too.” She walked on, padding on soft sandals around the corner at the next street, away from her shop. I watched her go with narrowed eyes. That had smacked of an interview, the sort of thing I tried on with marks before I struck. Had she talked to me because she recognized me from browsing her store? Was she just feeling loquacious after her mojito?

      Was she hitting on me?

      I rolled my eyes. Yeah, right. Because I was going so far out of my way to look good right now. Nah, it had been a chance meeting, I decided. Gigi de Rossi was an extrovert, a person who made her living selling schlock to strangers. She’d have to be good at engaging random people in conversations to make money. It was over, it was done and I needed to focus.

      I waited for the sun to set, then gave it another fifteen minutes for the darkness to really settle in overhead before finally paying for my meal. Then I headed for the single-stall bathroom, where I stripped down to my suit, put my dress in my bag, and activated the one talisman I figured I might need on this excursion—a notice-me-not sigil. I stuck the reactive paper to my chest, traced the symbol with my right index finger, and chanted the activation code. The breath went out of me as the talisman flared to life, glowing like I’d lit myself on fire for a second before settling down to an ember glow. I exited the bathroom and glanced in the mirror…and my eyes automatically slid away from my own reflection.

      Perfect. It wasn’t quite as good as total invisibility, but those talismans cost more than I made in a year. Heading down a dark street to rob a mundane shop, it should be more than adequate. I pulled on my working glove, then shouldered my bag and made my way out of the restaurant. I stuck to the shadows, but it really wasn’t necessary—nobody was looking at me.

      And nobody ever will.

      Ugh. Now wasn’t the time for a bout of deep introspection. I had a compact to retrieve. I slipped down the road, silent on my feet—the talisman was good about appearances, even on camera, but it didn’t do as much for noises. When I got to the storefront of Gigi’s Mystical Treasures, I very carefully put my index finger over the doorknob and, very delicately, extended the claw of my index finger.

      The claw expanded to fill the space in front of it, a responsive lockpick controlled by my mind. It was useful in all sorts of ways, a magical artifact with a permanent spell that responded to me, and me only. It was my inheritance, the most valuable thing I owned, and the thing that helped make my name as the Black Cat Burglar.

      Click. The door was unlocked. I opened it just a touch, grateful again that there were no mundane alarms—those made everything more complicated—and directed my claw upward. Snik. The cord to the bell was severed. Perfect. I opened the door the rest of the way and stepped inside, closing it gently behind me.

      The shop was perfectly quiet, its silence only broken by the hum of the air conditioner coming on. I rolled my eyes. What sort of person ran their air conditioner at night? Her power bills had to be astronomic.

      Gotta be a trust fund baby.

      I moved slowly through the racks of loose-weave cotton clothes, past two sentinel mannequins draped with scarves and jewelry, and finally past the steadily bubbling bottles of kombucha before finally arriving at the door behind the register.

      The compact is an antique in the art deco style, decorated with stained glass and mother of pearl. The interior is a black glass mirror. It will probably be on a shelf, but might be tucked into a box. The room isn’t large—it shouldn’t take you too long to search it. That was what my brief had said. We’d see if whoever had hired me was right about that.

      I reached for the door and tried the knob. It—moved. Turned perfectly under my hand, not a whisper of sound from it. I was immediately alarmed. I’d seen Gigi lock this door herself after coming out of the back room—it was a habit for her. What had made her break that habit tonight? Was it her impatience to get out and howl at the Solstice moon, or whatever neo-hippies did on days like this? Was it a fluke? It had to be a fluke.

      Then why was I so hesitant to open the damn door?

      I closed my eyes and turned my mind toward my gauntlet, letting all my senses fill it. I slid the tiniest sliver of one of my claws inside the room and gently tap, tap, taped it on one of the walls. It was a poor man’s version of echo location, but it was better than nothing, and I’d been trained to parse the feedback it gave me. Metal, long metal—shelves. Blurry sections, non-organic—boxes. A few pinpricks of twitching light—signs of very tiny life, probably bugs. Nothing dangerous, and no spells that I could detect.

      Good enough. So why was I hesitating?

      Something prickled across the back of my ungloved hand. It felt like a breeze catching a hair, or maybe a random ant walking around, but a closer look showed me that it was actually a tiny little jumping spider. I eyed it for a moment, then blew it away, turned back to the door, and slowly, so slowly, opened it.

      The darkness inside was absolute. There were no windows to let in light, the door that led to the alley was solid metal, and the shadows near the entrance I was at were thick enough to swallow the little illumination that came in. I reached into my pouch and pulled out a flashlight, turned it on, then twisted and pulled so that it was more like a lantern, diffusing its light throughout the room rather than focusing it into a single beam. I left the light switch alone and stepped inside the door, closing it behind me just in case Gigi showed up, then looked around the room.

      Given how neat and orderly the storefront was, I’d expected something similar back here. No such luck. The shelves were piled with random things that seemed to have neither rhyme nor reason, and there were boxes on the floor piled three feet high in places. Some of them were labelled, but most of them weren’t. Great; fan-freakin’-tastic. It was time to start hunting, then.

      I started at the nearest shelf and worked my way down, careful not to touch anything I didn’t have to in order to see behind or beneath it. The stuff back here was oddly eclectic; very little of it matched the style of the things out front. There were baskets woven in a Navajo style; a box full of little round black rocks that looked like iron ingots, but felt older than time; a red-haired doll in a Victorian outfit sitting upright, her eyes closed but her face still capable of staring at me, if the prickle that went down my back was any indicator. Creepy. But there was no magical signature that I could detect, and the doll wasn’t my destination, so I ignored it and kept searching.

      A fountain pen, a wool blanket interwoven with ribbons here and there, an Angels ballcap with actual wings sticking out from the sides of it…were these all special orders? Was Gigi a hoarder? Did she run some sort of weird-ass Etsy shop out of her back room and keep all the “mainstream” stuff out front? I was starting to get a little desperate by the time I reached the final set of shelves, which had more boxes than individual items on it. The top row turned up nothing but a bunch of what looked like hand-painted fragments of bone with lettering on them I didn’t understand and didn’t care to, but the third shelf down held a box with what looked like custom decoupage on it, and inside…

      The compact. It was beautiful, heavy with more than just its composite parts—there was history in this, there was art and care. I examined it with my claw before picking it up, checking again for a magical signature, but my glove’s detector remained stubbornly null. I still didn’t open it, not willing to tempt fate even if this was basically the easiest job I’d ever done, just admired the image on the top of it, pearl and glass laid out to resemble a coral-colored shell, before slipping it into my bag.

      Perfect. Now I would walk out of here, text my client that the job was done, arrange a drop-off and collect the second half of my fee. I turned around—

      And froze, stunned into immobility. The door. The door I’d walked through not fifteen minutes ago, the useless door that hadn’t even been locked, was covered in cobwebs. A lot of cobwebs. Its inoffensive beige color was snowed in under mounds of sticky white, and the whole thing was dotted with so many heavy bodied spiders that it looked like the stretched-out skin of an albino who’d been afflicted by the Black Plague.

      What. The. Hell?

      I took a deep breath, half of my usual coping method since closing my eyes wasn’t going to happen, no way no how. All right. I needed to verify that what I was seeing was real. The best way to do that was to try the door handle. If I reached out and felt cool, smooth metal, I’d know I was dealing with an illusion. A really, really good illusion. I could handle illusions. I steeled myself, then placed my gloved hand over the knob.

      The glove met an agglomeration of sticky webbing, which I pulled back from instantly. One of the spiders clinging to the web beside it moved over to stand right on top of the knob, already working to repair the damage I’d just done.

      Okaaaay. Not going to be touching that door again, then. Frustratingly, my glove still wasn’t picking up any sign of magic, but if it walked like a duck and talked like a duck, it was magic, god damn it. Time to make use of the back door. I walked over to it—still refreshingly spider-free—and put my glove on the handle.

      The surge of magical energy I felt nearly knocked me off my feet. Shit, so there was the magical security system I’d wondered about. Why hadn’t I felt it from outside the door, which I’d investigated just a few days ago? Why could it only be activated from inside, like this? Questions for a later time—right now I had to see if I could get past it. It felt like a fairly standard ward—noise, lights, possibly some sort of magical guardian that would be activated if I opened the door. I could handle that.

      I pulled a talisman paper out of my bag and laid it over the lock, traced the sigil, and chanted quickly. The sigil glowed…then flared with real flames, turning into a pile of ash a second later.

      Damn it. Damn it, that was one of my strongest ward-breaking talismans, and it had been chewed up and spit out in less time than it took for me to blink. Shit. Okay, I had something stronger in there I could use. It would be a pain to replace, but if I siphoned some of the power off the ward with my glove…I extended the claw on the pinkie finger, the one that could hook into magical systems and act like a surge protector of sorts, and wrapped it around the handle. Then I took out another ward-breaking talisman, one made of wood this time, and held it in place.

      Here goes… I sparked it, setting the magic alight. The symbol on the wood burst to life, glowing with energy. I could feel the ward flex, and power flowed into my glove as the talisman worked its magic. Yes, yes, this was how it was supposed to go, this was—

      The talisman caught fire, and a second later my claw retracted so fast into my glove it numbed my finger. I shook my hand out as I dropped the wooden tile, which joined its predecessor as a pile of ash at my feet. The notice-me-not talisman on my chest burnt out as well. That was some heavy backlash.

      Shit. All right, this was a pretty big setback, but I could handle it. I always had another trick up my sleeve. The Black Cat Burglar was unstoppable. I just needed to focus for a minute.

      The back of my neck started to itch. I scratched it, pulled my hand back, and—

      Spider. Spider on my hand, big, brown spider on my damn hand, oh shit! I shook it off with a yelp, spun around, and—

      The walls were crawling with arachnids now. There were spiders everywhere—on the boxes, on the shelves, all over the walls, dropping down from the ceiling. I backed up against the warded door, the one I knew I couldn’t get out of without getting set on fire, and tried to control my trembling.

      I did not take this job just so I could be sacrificed to some kind of spider god. This wasn’t a goddamn Conan the Barbarian novel. I couldn’t go out the door behind me…maybe I could force my way through the door ahead of me? It was relatively flimsy; I could probably just kick it down. I would have to be able to kick it down, because I needed to get out of here five minutes ago and there was no way I was using my shoulder to budge that thing.

      Spiders rained down from the ceiling on threads that glowed in my little light. I felt them land on my shoulders, in my hair, saw them surge across the floor toward me like a wave of nightmare fuel.

      Fuck this!

      I ran for the door, ignoring the crunch of tiny bodies beneath my boots, lifted my right leg up for a powerful front kick, and—

      The door opened right before I connected. I stumbled through, almost falling to the floor before I finally managed to recover. I looked up, stunned. The shop was brightly lit, and standing just a few feet in front of me, with an apologetic smile on her face, was none other than Gigi de Rossi.

      I gaped for a second, then remembered the spiders and started to frantically brush myself off. But…there were no spiders on me. Not a single one, and no sign of any webs either. I whirled around to look back in the store room, expecting to see spiders crawling out into the main shop, but there was none of that either.

      “Wow, that worked pretty good, huh?” Gigi said in a friendly tone. “I didn’t think it would be so upsetting to you, though. Sorry about that.”

      I forced myself to turn and face her. My first urge was to run past her for the door, maybe push her aside on the way, but then again, my instincts had been nothing but bad news on this job. For all I knew, she could break me like a toothpick if she got her hands on me, or take over my mind with some sort of magical mesmerization. Stranger things had happened. Hell, stranger things had happened just seconds ago. I straightened up and tried to regain some of my vanished aplomb. “I’m not upset.”

      She smiled. “Okay, well, my apology stands, although I’m not sorry I caught you. It’s a little surprising, honestly—I thought you’d be able to work your way around the illusion spells, or maybe sense them on the outer door before you opened it and triggered them, but I guess the dampeners really did their job.”

      “Wait.” There was something wrong with her phrasing. This wasn’t a person who’d just caught a burglar breaking into her shop. This was someone who’d thought about how said burglar—namely me—would break into her shop. “Are you…are you saying that you hired me for this job?”

      “I did indeed.”

      “But…it’s your own shop!”

      “Well, I wasn’t going to hire you to break into someone else’s place, that would be rude,” she said with a frown. “Not to mention illegal. This way I could test your skills without breaking the law.”

      “Test my skills?” I knew my voice was getting shrill, but I couldn’t help it. “For what?”

      “First things first.” She held out a hand. “Did you get the compact?”

      I mentally shook myself. Finding out that twee, Mojito-loving Gigi was the person who’d hired me was a twist, but one I could handle. “Here.” I took the compact out of my bag and handed it over. She retrieved it with a smile, running one hand lovingly over the surface of it.

      “It was smart of you not to open it,” she said.

      I scoffed. “I wasn’t born yesterday, even though my performance tonight might make it seem otherwise.” Shit, was I even going to get paid for this job?

      “Of course you’ll be paid for this job.” Gigi grinned as I startled. How did she know what I was thinking? “You did what I asked, after all. Not without some hiccups, but I can’t argue with the evidence. Solid B effort overall, I’d say. Maybe a B-minus. You could have used the door handle the whole time—I only had one spider in there.”

      My shoulders drooped. “A multiplier spell.”

      “Yeah. The web over the handle was real, but it wouldn’t have hurt you. And your glove prevents things like poisoning and bites, right? So you’d have been okay.”

      “Great.” I knew I sounded sour, but I couldn’t help it. I’d just been humiliated. The fact that I was making money off it was a poor comfort.

      “Aw, don’t be like that,” she said. “You did a good job of keeping your head overall. And your control over your magical tools is impressive. Sure, you could have been better prepared, but you still did the job. So I’d like to offer you another one.”

      Wait, what? I stared at her in dumbfounded silence.

      “Cat got your tongue?” she quipped. “That’s okay. Tonight is the end of a really long day, I know—longest day of the year—but I think you could be a really effective team member for what I’ve got planned.”

      Plan? Team member? “What are you talking about?” I finally managed.

      “I’m talking about a heist, of course,” she said casually. “A big one. The kind I need a team to pull off. Tonight’s job was your entrance interview. And yaaaaay!” She did jazz hands with absolutely no irony that I could see. “You passed!”

      Even though I was still feeling salty enough to want to refuse another job with her on principle, I knew I needed to get over it. This one was done. It didn’t really matter who’d hired me as long as it worked out, and I’d learned a valuable lesson about underestimating my target. “Tell me more about this heist.”

      “Here.” She handed over a card. It had a location and a date on it, and nothing else. “I can’t tell you anything in advance of this meeting,” she said with an air of apology. “Secrecy is all-important. But I promise, it’ll be the job of a lifetime, and the payout will be excellent.”

      I looked from the card—thick stock, cream-colored, the sort of thing you’d use to mark someone’s seat at a banquet with—to her. She was smiling enigmatically, and I knew that I wasn’t going to get any more from her tonight.

      “How do I know you’re not messing with me?” Because this job had amply proven that she was more than capable of that sort of game.

      “You don’t,” she said simply. “But I’m not.” Gigi picked up her purse from the counter and gestured to the front of the door. “Shall we?”

      I suppose we shall. I walked out with her, then stood awkwardly beside her while she fished around for her keys, finally locking the door. She turned and looked at me. “Happy Solstice, Taylor.”

      “You…too.”

      She knew my name, my real name. How did she know my name? Why had she picked me for this job in the first place, and what was coming up that was so important it required an audition? I glanced at the card again, tightening my grip on it.

      There was only one way to find out.
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      With my feet kicked up on my beaten-down desk, I watched a lone roach skitter across the floor of my new office in downtown Seattle. From my vantage point, I inspected my freshly etched name on the frosted glass door—Miranda McHale, PI—the lettering crooked and slightly off-center, but it hardly mattered.

      At the ripe old age of twenty, I owned a legitimate brick-and-mortar business, and on this rainy June night, my first client would walk through that door. For one delicious moment, I allowed myself to bask in the glory of triumphant success.

      When the shadowy form appeared through the glass, I dropped my feet and straightened my jacket, determined to be professional, despite the fact I had zero experience, no current cases and no idea who was hiring me.

      All I had was an anonymous text from an unknown number.

      I have a case for you.

      Take it or leave it.

      Color me intrigued.

      The closer he came—and those wide shoulders had better belong to a man—the more my magic did that weird jumpy thing it did when I got nervous. I looked down, and sure enough, blue-white flames were leaking out of my fingers onto the floor, glowing in a pool around my feet.

      Shit on a shingle, Andy, get it together.

      I’d barely extinguished the evidence of my illicit power when he came in. All six foot eight of him, dressed like he was heading to a Sturgis rally, long silver hair falling past his shoulders, and matching eyes that seemed to glow. But it wasn’t the man’s size that knocked the air out of my lungs, nor his eyes, and not his admittedly thick, luxurious hair.

      Nope, the first thing that hit me was I was so screwed.

      I never should have answered that text.

      Even though I’d never seen him before, I knew who Knight was. Everyone in Seattle did, at least, those of us who lurked in the shadows. He existed in the darkest depths of the underworld, made the bad guys look good, was behind every major crime in our city and was as dangerous as he was handsome. There were even rumors he had magical blood, but that was never confirmed.

      “Hello, Miranda.”

      “Knight.” Maybe if I kept my answers to one syllable, I’d live to investigate another day.

      “How’s Lincoln?”

      “Fine.” See, I can do this.

      Knight rolled his enormous shoulders then sat down, looking like he planned on being here awhile. “Ah, good. I see you know who I am, so you know what happens if you refuse my offer.” For a second, silence hummed between us while alarm shuddered through my veins.

      “Why did you come to me?” The words popped out of my mouth before I had time to weigh the ramifications. This man could make me disappear without a trace, I reminded myself.

      Besides being a legit walking nightmare, Knight had terrible timing. Seriously. Couldn’t he let me enjoy my new office for just one day? Besides, I’d done my due diligence keeping out of Knight’s way for seven whole years.

      Why had my streak of luck ended?

      “Because you have access to what I want,” he replied, his dismissive gaze evaluating our admittedly shitty surroundings, then quickly returning to me as if his disdain wasn’t worth the effort. I could only guess where this conversation was going, but I had a terrible premonition that his appearance had everything to do with my mentor Lincoln and his latest acquisition.

      The one I knew was currently sitting in his foyer.

      “Tell Lincoln”—Knight leaned in, his cool smile not quite reaching his eyes—“I want my property back. This isn’t a game anymore, and he’s taken things too far.”

      “Don’t put me in between you two,” I blurted, my dismay morphing into full-blown dread. “Can’t you just work things out…like usual?”

      “Oh, I could,” he said, leaning close enough that I could see the menace in his unnatural eyes. “But then something came to my attention. A weakness I could leverage to my benefit. Want to guess what that is?”

      No, I most certainly did not.

      “I know you’re an unregistered Elemental,” Knight purred as everything inside me froze. “One snap of my fingers and the ESC will come and scoop you up, then no one—not even your precious Lincoln—will be able to save you.”

      I swallowed hard. He was right, and I hated him for it. The ESC—a.k.a. Elemental Surveillance & Control, possibly my most-hated government entity after the IRS—was an Unregged’s worst nightmare. If Knight turned me in, they’d drug me up and lock me down, and no one would ever see me again.

      “Which means you’ll do what I say,” he continued smoothly, indicating our shabby surroundings with a dismissive wave of his hand. “Be grateful I’m willing to visit you under the guise of this ridiculous private investigator façade.”

      My hackles rose at his insult. “I’m licensed in both the state of Washington and the city of Seattle. This business is perfectly legit.”

      “This business was bought and paid for by Lincoln Amherst, and now you have to choose, McHale. Which will it be? Loyalty? Or survival?”
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      Seriously, those were my only choices?

      On one hand, Lincoln Amherst had taken me in as a runaway, and I owed him my life.

      On the other hand, Knight was a monster who could ruin my life.

      Every way I looked at this, my life was involved, when I very much didn’t want it to be.

      “Knight,” I said, keeping my voice steady. “Surely we can come to some arrangement.”

      He didn’t move. He didn’t blink. He most certainly didn’t answer me.

      Instead, my hair lifted from my scalp, my skin prickled and my heart sank as an unseen electric current crackled through the air around us.

      While I’d never been able to confirm Knight’s magical abilities, being this close to him… I had to put some credence to the rumors. Besides the aura of power radiating from him, I caught the faintest whiff of ozone.

      That smell was a sure sign magic was brewing, and not like a good cup of coffee. My own illegal powers were locked down tight, which meant Knight had magic, a realization that freaked me out even more than I already was. He was too powerful for his own good. And ours.

      Magical beings—Elementals—came in four different flavors: fire, water, earth and wind. A hundred years ago, the government decided it would be cool to name them in Latin: Hyperion, Oceanus, Prometheus and Cronus.

      I myself was a Hyperion, although Knight was correct—I was unregistered, and therefore vulnerable to blackmail and threats. Knight’s power extended far beyond the borders of his territory. I’d hoped to remain out of his reach, but such things were not meant to be.

      “What will it be, McHale?”

      My heart sank as I tallied up my options.

      Then I brightened up. Maybe I could still leverage this meeting to my advantage.

      “I’ll take your case,” I told him, using my very best no-nonsense negotiating tone. “I charge five hundred dollars an hour. More if I have to travel outside Seattle.” My car overheated after forty miles, and it was always good to have a contingency plan in place.

      He chuckled, his shoulders quaking with the sound. “You’ll do this for free, and ask for nothing.” He did that king-of-all-things pose that he had down to a tee, as if daring me to protest.

      “Well, that just plain sucks.”

      “Furthermore, I want this wrapped up quickly. I expect my property back by midnight. One minute later, and you might as well not show up at all.”

      Frustration coiled in my stomach like a copperhead with no teeth. I was stuck between Knight and my loyalty to Lincoln, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Besides, this was simply not how negotiations went, not in my experience, at least. My magic was pissed off on my behalf, and I curled my hands into fists to hide my glowing fingers. Knight saw it, though, and acknowledged my lapse with a nod.

      “ESC. Prison. Life over,” he said, punctuating every word by baring a few more teeth.

      “That’s a shit deal, and you know it,” I protested, then used every bit of my acting skills to add, “I don’t even know what I’m looking for.” I hoped the lie sounded sincere, but from the predatory tilt to Knight’s head, he wasn’t buying what I was selling.

      His leathers creaked loudly as he changed position, and a grin spread across my face before I could stop it. Instantly, electricity charged the air, my hair rose like I’d been plugged into an outlet and I wiped the expression from my face.

      “You want to be a PI, do some actual investigating.” He checked his oversized watch on his massive wrist. “In six hours, McHale, you’d better be on my doorstep with my property.” He stood up, and the room shrank around him. “Six hours,” he repeated unnecessarily, like I was stupid.

      My heart sank. I wasn’t stupid at all.

      I knew exactly what Knight wanted; now I just had to figure out how to get it.
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      Out of my allotted time, it took me twenty precious minutes to get to Lincoln’s, and I thanked my lucky stars I’d missed rush hour. Maybe my first case would be open and shut, and I’d be rid of Knight, but I didn’t think so. The gleam in his eyes had promised me he’d keep coming back. I toyed with screwing this job up to be rid of him, but that would only get me dead.

      No, I had to cough up his stolen property and deliver it on time.

      Reaching the gate that guarded Lincoln’s mini-Versailles, I keyed in my personal code, then waited while the iron behemoth slowly swung open. Pristine white gravel crunched beneath my nearly bald tires as I rolled up the drive, then Lincoln’s over-the-top mansion came into view a moment later.

      My beat-up car looked especially pathetic parked in front of the huge Doric columns, but I was too pissed to notice as I slammed the car door shut and started up the wide stone steps.

      Lincoln Davis Amherst was not only my savior, he was one of Seattle’s richest and most recognizable citizens. The man sat on multiple boards and was a revered patron of the arts. Hell, once he’d even been grand marshal of the Fourth of July parade. Of course, his legitimate empire was built upon his life of crime, mostly art forging, but there were few who knew the truth.

      Annoyed I’d been put in the middle of this little spat, I yanked open the twenty-foot hand-carved front door and strode to the round table in the center of the marble foyer, upon which was perched the object Knight wanted back. The Ming vase’s blue and white glaze sparkled beneath the chandelier, taunting me as I marched past.

      I found Lincoln in the library, reading one of the pre-Surge classics he so loved. He was so lost that he didn’t even notice me, his white hair neatly combed back, his black velvet coat embroidered with enough gold to sink a Spanish galleon.

      “Miranda, my dear. What brings you by?” He didn’t look up from the page, but he seldom did, perfectly capable of reading and holding a conversation at the same time. “It’s been weeks. Should I ask how business is going?”

      “It’s great,” I said, dropping into one of the cracked leather chairs, warm from the ever-present fire he had going. “I had my first client tonight. You’ll never guess who.”

      “Knight,” Lincoln said placidly, turning a yellowed page. “I assume he wants the vase returned.”

      Not a question, but then again, no surprise. Lincoln kept a finger on the pulse of Seattle’s underground, and someone must have reported back. The fact that he knew I was now on Knight’s radar made my blood boil.

      “Good,” I said, stretching out my legs, noting how worn my boots looked against the sumptuous rug beneath them. “Give me the fancy-schmancy vase and I can be done with this fiasco.”

      Lincoln tsked me. “Oh, Miranda darling, if you only knew the lengths I went to in order to steal that from him, you wouldn’t be so cavalier.”

      “I’m not cavalier,” I shot back. “Just trying to get by. Knight can sink me, Lincoln. Not only that, he can kill me, and I’m too young to die. I don’t know why you two play these stupid games, but I don’t like being stuck in the middle.”

      “Our games are not stupid,” Lincoln said carefully, closing the book and looking me over, a faint look of concern on his face. “Knight didn’t hurt you, did he?”

      “Of course not.” I snorted, wiping a smudge of dust from my face. “He only threatened to turn me into the ESC, filled my office up with his sparkly electric power and pretty much ruined my whole evening.”

      Lincoln’s manicured fingertips began tapping out a show tune on the leather book cover.

      “You know what would make my night better?” I asked, my voice dripping with sarcasm. “Not having either of you in my business. Now give me the vase so I can get Knight off my back.”

      “No,” Lincoln said pleasantly as I blinked in surprise.

      Lincoln never refused me.

      In truth, I never asked for anything, but that should be even more reason for my beloved mentor to do me this one favor.

      “He’ll close me down. Worse yet, he’ll lock me up.”

      Something glinted in the depths of Lincoln’s eyes, pleasure, maybe, and I wondered if this had been his plan all along. I was wise to Lincoln’s tactics. He’d always approached training with a sink-or-swim mentality. It would be just like him to put me in this position, just to see if I had the chops to get myself back out.

      “You helped me open the office,” I pointed out. “If you didn’t want me in the PI business, there’s better ways of showing it than siccing Knight on me.”

      “I don’t sic people on other people, Miranda,” he said soothingly. “Knight coming to you… You are simply the shortest path between the two of us. He’s smart enough to know it.”

      “Fine. What will it take to convince you to return the vase?” I didn’t mention I was on a tight schedule. I’d save that for stage two.

      “Prior to me taking the vase, Knight took something from me. Steal it back, and I’ll give you the vase. No strings attached.” Now there was no denying the glint in Lincoln’s eyes. He’d definitely set me up. Pompous asshole, I huffed internally.

      “Are you crazy? You’re seriously asking me to steal from the most dangerous man in the city?” I blurted. “This is not a solution to my problem.”

      “It is if you’re successful,” he countered blandly.

      “If this is you trying to dissuade me from becoming a private investigator, it’s a shit move. You had plenty of chances to talk me out of it, and instead you helped me get the office set up.”

      “I thought…” His lined face settled into a gentle smile. “In truth, Miranda, I thought it was a passing fancy. I never thought you’d actually rent an office and have your name painted on the door.”

      “He just finished today. How do you even know about that?”

      “I know everything. The lettering is crooked, and you should have that fixed, especially if you want to be taken seriously in the business world. Now…shall I tell you what you are to steal, or will you be telling Knight you failed to solve your very first case?” That placid look was still on his face, but the challenge was issued in his usual steely tone.

      This was so typical Lincoln. My upbringing had been a series of tests and challenges, designed to hone my magical skills, as well as my criminal ones. At some point in my late teens, I’d abandoned his dream of me following in his felonious footsteps and embraced the idea of becoming a PI, which Lincoln well knew. This was just his warped way of dissuading me from that dream.

      Well, I’d show him. In fact, I’d show them both.

      As Lincoln explained what item he wanted me to steal back, I gritted my teeth. When he told me where I had to go to retrieve it, I rolled my eyes. Impossible was a word I’d stricken from my vocabulary long ago, but it was making a comeback.

      Still, I had to try.

      “I’ll be back in two hours. You’d better have that vase packed up and ready to go,” I said as I left him to his stupid book in his stupid smoking jacket in his stupid library.

      “I’ll be back for you,” I promised the vase as I left, patting it on my way past.
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      There was a full moon tonight, the second of this month, and it fell on the summer solstice. While I’d kept my eyes peeled for druids or fairies or even a rogue witch, there was nary a supernatural to be found.

      However, it was God-awful bright out here tonight.

      I was perched outside of Knight’s personal residence, barely a half-mile from Lincoln’s, in an equally upscale neighborhood.

      Knight wasn’t here. He operated out of a casino-slash-bar-slash-den-of-iniquity called the Rockwood Gambling Emporium, a place so seedy that even the cops steered clear. He had a trio of surly guards and an office in the back, and I wasn’t going anywhere near that place.

      Since his house had even more spotlights on it than Lincoln’s, I bypassed Knight’s imposing gates and circled around the back. My knees weren’t up to jumping the fence, so I used my magic to open the rusty lock on the back gate, then crept through the manicured gardens to the back of the house. The moonlight was kind of nice, lighting everything up, the house casting a long shadow over the back gardens.

      While shoving yews and lilacs out of my way, I realized Knight and Lincoln had a lot in common. A taste for pretentiousness and luxury, and for using their power to get what they wanted.

      Which at the moment was me, doing their dirty work and prolonging their ridiculous feud. A feud that had gone on for far too long. Two grown men, stealing from one another, trying to prove who was the better thief.

      “I guess tonight, that’s me.”

      No, I wasn’t a thief. Tonight I’d prove to the both of them I was the best damn PI in Seattle.

      Hell, in the entire world.

      According to Lincoln’s instructions, Knight’s library was on the second floor, third window from the left. Lacking a balcony or a ladder, I started up the trellis, my hands bleeding from rose thorns by the time I reached my designated entry point.

      The glow of my magic illuminated the wood-bedecked room, Knight’s collection even more expansive than Lincoln’s, and I felt a tug of glee at the sight of such an opulent room. First the gates, now the library.

      Just wait till I tell Lincoln. He’ll have definite mansion envy.

      The window was heavy, probably old wood and glass, but I managed to heave it up far enough to squeeze through, dropping to the floor with far less grace and way more noise than I’d hoped. I stilled, waiting for the devil himself to burst through the door, but nothing.

      Straightening up, I counted thousands of volumes, far more than I could search through in my allotted time, which was thirty-seven minutes, if I wanted to stay on schedule. I hadn’t remembered to bring a flashlight, so I conjured a glowing sphere of blue magic, floating it ahead of me down the shelves as I quickly scanned the books.

      The books weren’t shelved alphabetically, nor by genre, and after ten minutes, I was beyond peeved. Who didn’t follow the basic rules of cataloguing books?

      A heathen, that was who.

      “Where would you stow your prize, Knight?” I asked myself, going back to the beginning. Or in this case, the half-open window. This time I surveyed the room thoroughly, using my very best PI skills, noting a fine layer of dust coating most of the surfaces. Except for one.

      I found Lincoln’s book in the top drawer of an expensive-looking antique desk, the half-rotten lock giving me no trouble, though the insides might be a tad melted. Holding the first edition, signed copy of Moby-Dick, I wanted to whoop in jubilation, but settled for creeping back down the trellis and dropping to the soft dirt below.

      I wove through the gardens, avoiding the shrubbery this time, while pulling thorns from my palms. I even locked the gate behind me before jogging to my waiting car, two streets over.

      I was angry. I was jubilant.

      I was going to kill the both of them once tonight was over.
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      I raced back to Lincoln’s, restraining myself from heaving the book into his lap.

      “I’m back, I have it, and that vase had better be ready to go.”

      By my count, I was still on schedule, and there were three hours left.

      Plenty of time.

      “It’s on the table in the front room. Help yourself.” He didn’t look up from the page, didn’t look at the priceless antique I’d set on the table beside him. Didn’t look at me. Asshole.

      Back in the entry, I lifted the priceless vase from its mahogany perch, then gently set the blue-and-white treasure back down, deciding I’d be smart and find a box. And bubble wrap. And possibly a big red FRAGILE stamp. The basement was a territory I seldom entered, but if Lincoln had a box anywhere, it would be down there.

      For some strange reason he’d locked the door, which I easily picked with my magic, then navigated the stairs. I found a pile of boxes between the rusty furnace and where the old cistern had been and chose the sturdiest one, then scored with a handful of bubble wrap.

      I’d almost made the bottom step when I heard the low whine. Not a person, but…something else. The sound came again, and I set everything down carefully, feeling my palms heat as I gathered my magic.

      A loud scratching sound issued from a darkened corner, adding to my heightened sense of dread. I’d never been down to this spider-infested catacomb before, never had a reason. Who knew what manner of monsters Lincoln kept down here?

      I threw out a ball of power, illuminating the door I hadn’t known was there, which was definitely where the sound was originating from. The whining grew louder, and the scratching too. It sounded like something big, something dangerous, and yet…I walked toward that door like I was iron and it was a magnet.

      “Who’s there?” I called, as if monsters had manners. I was almost to the door when I thought to bark out a warning. “I’ll burn you to a crisp if you even think about attacking me.”

      The second I turned the knob and flung the door open, a fat little pug waddled out.

      And not just any pug.

      The ugliest pug in the world. Possibly the ugliest one in the universe. This pug had no teeth, white-blind eyes and a case of doggy halitosis that took my breath away.

      Lincoln didn’t have a dog.

      In fact, Lincoln hated dogs.

      So where had this thing come from? He waddled right to me, and I held my breath while I patted him on the head. I slid a finger under his collar and turned it until I could see the tag. Mr. Puggly. Just below his name, a familiar number was engraved into the metal.

      I thumbed up my texts and sure enough, there it was, a perfect match.

      Knight’s phone number.

      Knight didn’t want the vase.

      Knight wanted his dog back.

      I scratched the thing’s strangely misshapen head as a heady thrill rushed through me. I’d solved my first case. I’d beaten them both at their own game. I’d owned these assholes.

      Then I sobered up as a wave of anger swept through me. All Knight had wanted back from Lincoln was his beloved pet, and truthfully, I didn’t blame him one bit. Lincoln had gone too far this time. What was wrong with him, stealing an old dog? Shit, Knight would kill us both if this thing died on his watch.

      Which, looking at the white hairs sprouting from the creature’s chin, could be any moment. Maybe I’d better hurry things up. And while it was true I’d found his dog on accident, I’d found Mr. Puggly just the same.

      I peered into the room. There was a fluffy doggy bed and two bowls of water, and from the detritus left in his food bowl, I’d say he just finished his spaghetti and meatballs. So not abused, just in the wrong place.

      “Time to get you home, little guy.”

      I shut the door and held my breath while I scooped him up, grabbing the box along the way. I’d solved the case, but I still had a long way to go. Still, I couldn’t help the swell of jubilation that bubbled in my belly as I headed upstairs.

      Since I only had two hands, I put the pug into the vase, put them both into the box and carried my prizes away into the night.
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      This time, I did go to the Rockwood Gambling Emporium, trying to avoid every sticky surface on my way in and remain out of reach of Knight’s rowdy clientele, both of which proved impossible.

      I breezed by the first guard posted by the door. “Just making a delivery,” I explained as I kept moving, praying he didn’t stop me. I hadn’t been sure Knight would be here, but if his guards were here, then so was he.

      I’d left the pug in the vase and with his paws braced on the lip, and Mr. Puggly happily surveyed the bar patrons as we passed, his little pink tongue lolling out because he had no teeth, his eyes glowing milky white. He let out an excited yip as I dodged out of the way when a customer grabbed for me, nearly knocking me over.

      “Hands off or I’ll snap them off at the wrists,” I growled, and the guy backed away a step, the vacant look on his face telling me he was an experienced day drinker. I kept heading for the rear of the building, presumably where the offices were.

      The swell of relief even numbed me slightly to the stench of dog breath.

      I’d done it.

      Plus, I was two hours early.

      The door to Knight’s office was closed, and the two matching surly guards on either side gave me the once-over as I approached, the box nearly obscuring my sight. From their wrinkled noses, I assumed they didn’t like what they saw.

      “Turn around and get out,” one of them said before I even got into range. “Take whatever you’re selling and…” He reared back in disgust as Mr. Puggly popped up out of the vase. “Freaking A, what the hell is that?”

      At that exact moment, the drunken customer pinched my ass and the box slipped right through my arms, Mr. Puggly turning to look at me in horror as he plummeted to the ground.

      Thankfully, he had the box—and the Ming vase—to cushion his fall. The box tipped over when it hit the floor, and the rim of the Ming vase made a hollow pinging sound as it skittered across the floor, every eye following its progress until it rolled to a stop beneath a barstool.

      Miraculously, it only lost a couple of small chips.

      I was sure Knight could glue those right back on.

      “You asshole,” I hissed, turning to my drunken assailant. “Do you have any idea what you just did? That’s Knight property, you moron, and I’m not going to be the one who explains how it got broken.” His face didn’t change a bit from that empty look, and I shook my head, cursing pretty much everything in life.

      I retrieved the vase, tilting it up in my hands to make sure Mr. Puggly was okay.

      He was gone.

      “Jesus H Christ.” Everything hinged on me returning that dog. I turned to the guards, desperate at the thought I’d lost Mr. Puggly. Maybe I wasn’t thinking right. Maybe I’d allowed fear to cloud my mind. Whatever the reason, at that particular moment, I made a poor life choice. I shoved the vase at the guard on the left with a stern warning: “This is Knight’s property. If you’re smart, you’ll guard this vase with your life, I’ll be right back. I have to find Mr. Puggly.”

      He looked at me, looked at the Ming and smiled.

      In horrible slow motion, the guard held the priceless antique out and deliberately let go, my eyes following its sickening descent all the way until it hit the floor, this time shattering into a gajillion pieces.

      “Whoops,” he said mildly, that smug smile still plastered on his face. “Now. Turn around and get out.” He folded his arms over his puffed-out chest, looking supremely satisfied with his decision-making.

      “That was…that was Knight’s. It was a priceless antique.” What he’d done was so preposterous that I wasn’t even mad, just stunned. What kind of moron did something like this?

      Judging from the vacuous look on his face, I’d say this kind.

      As if to prove my point, he explained, “Knight doesn’t collect fancy-pants stuff like that. Do you really think you’re the first person to come in here posing as a delivery person to get to the boss?” His beady little eyes narrowed. “Now get out before I throw you out.”

      Forget this idiot. All was not lost. I still had Mr. Puggly.

      Or I had, until I lost him.

      Seriously, how far could he go on those weirdly bent little legs? I searched from one end of the bar to the other, peering in between all the barstool legs, and not one fat pug to be had.

      “Whdulookinfor?” drunk guy slurred, one eye looking east while the other looked west.

      It was worth a shot.

      “A little brown dog. He couldn’t have gone far.”

      Drunk guy pointed at the half-open door, or at least in that general direction. “He went thatta way.” Then he straightened his shirt, missed his barstool completely and landed on his ass.

      “Bullshit.”

      “He ran that a way after you dropped the box. Watched him the whole time.”

      I dashed for the door and, once I was outside, scanned the street. I swore I caught a whiff of old-dog breath off to my right. Maybe the solstice had brought me luck. I figured I had a fifty-fifty shot, and since happy accidents seemed to be the theme of the night, I headed that way. My luck only had to hold out a little bit longer.

      There was a long alley that ran down the side of Knight’s Emporium, and the sliver of light from an open door cut the darkness in half. While I watched, a fat little dog waddled up to the brightly lit door, wiggled his butt furiously, then hopped up a step and disappeared.

      “Shit.” I jogged to the door, hesitated, then went in.

      The pug was seated on Knight’s lap, his huge hand stroking the little beast’s head while I wondered if this had been his plan all along. Because seated opposite him was Lincoln, a self-satisfied look on his elegant, lined face.

      “I told you she’d figure it out,” Lincoln told Knight smugly while I forced down the rage spiraling up inside of me. Seriously, was it too much to ask for them to butt out and let me live my life? All I wanted was to run my business. But no, they had to drag me into their little game. Still, it made me smile to see how happy Mr. Puggly was.

      I swore even Knight’s icy visage had softened.

      I didn’t mention it was a series of accidents that led me to solve the case. I didn’t mention anything at all, which I assumed was also how most professionals got the job done.

      Blind luck and false confidence.

      They seemed to be a winning combination for me.

      Knight’s cool, measuring gaze seemed to discern the truth, but there was no way I’d tell him this was all nothing but dumb luck. “There you go. I’m sure he’s happy to be reunited with his owner.” I watched Mr. Puggly’s little butt wiggle as Knight stroked his head.

      “And my vase?”

      I’d always operated under the assumption that bad news was like a Band-Aid. You ripped it off and dealt with the resulting carnage head-on.

      “The vase didn’t make it.” I watched Knight’s pale complexion turn rosy, which forced me to amend my tough-love approach. “Which is totally not my fault. One of your goons dropped it on the floor when he was supposed to be guarding it with his proverbial life.”

      Knight continued giving me his thousand-yard stare, Mr. Puggly watching me with those filmy eyes, which looked far too similar to Knight’s for comfort.

      “He totally did it on purpose,” I tacked on, noting Knight’s icy gaze grow even colder. “I entrusted it to him,” I went on, starting to babble. “All he had to do was hold it for one second, and he couldn’t even do that right.”

      “I was hoping that crash wasn’t my priceless antique hitting the floor,” he said drily. “I suppose it was too much to ask you successfully retrieve all my property, not just half.” He’d stopped petting the dog, who let out a pitiful little whine of protest. “Which goon?”

      “The one on the left.” Since they both looked alike, I was hoping they had stations or assignments or something. From the way Knight’s eyes narrowed, I figured they did. That goon would get his comeuppance, and I dearly hoped I’d be there to see it.

      Served the bastard right. All he had to do was cooperate.

      “Still, I knew she could do it,” Lincoln insisted coolly, his bowler hat slightly askew.

      “Well,” Knight said, lounging in his chair like a Greek god of yore. I didn’t know what yore was, but I figured I’d nailed the Greed god part. Not literally, of course. “I never argued the fact, did I? I only wondered how far she’d go.” His weird eyes glittered from the shadows. “Maybe I just needed to see if she’d be a good fit for my operation. I’ve been looking to add a Hyperion to my crew for a while now.”

      Oh, hell no.

      “I have my own business,” I said, mimicking Knight’s cool, slightly evil tone, but when it came off more like a whiny schoolgirl’s, he smirked. “I’m so done with the both of you.”

      “Miranda was not part of our deal,” Lincoln snapped, leaning forward in his seat and adjusting his hat. Still crooked, and I’d tease him about this later. “This little demonstration was to even things up between us so you’d leave her alone.”

      “Was it?” the big man scoffed, which turned into a laugh that shook his whole body. “I wonder what the Seattle PD…as well as the government will think of your unregistered status, Miz McHale,” Knight mused aloud. “I’ve heard they’ve raised the reward to five thousand dollars.”

      “You will do no such thing,” Lincoln growled, the sound incongruous with his fancy-pants appearance. “I’ll remind you, Miranda was never part of our long-term arrangement.” While he sounded all big and bad, Knight just laughed harder. I hated to tell Lincoln, but the bright green bowler hat wasn’t helping his case.

      “You know how this works, Lincoln. She gave up your protection when she went out on her own,” Knight said, tilting his head like the predator he was. Even with a fat little pug on his lap, somehow, he still managed to look broody and dangerous.

      When tonight was over, I was so telling Lincoln that.

      Gawd, would it piss him off.

      Lincoln surged to his feet, his powder-white complexion now highlighted by pink cheeks. “I own this town.”

      “Do you now?” Knight asked, his own face showing a ruddy hue. “Stick to what you know, Lincoln. White-collar crime suits you.”

      “As the polluted waters of the sewers suit you.”

      “Enough,” I cut in, knowing there was no winning this particular battle. If Knight wanted to push this, he would, and people would get hurt in the process. With my unregged status, he held all the cards, while all I had was the empty box. I might not be able to stop him, but I could set some boundaries. “I’ll work for you on one condition.”

      They quit their bickering.

      “You two cut it out. No more of this ridiculous feud, and no more putting me in the middle, either.” I held my breath, calculating what my services might be worth to Knight. “I charge five hundred dollars an hour. More if I have to go outside the city limits.”

      “Done,” they said at the same time.

      I hoofed it back to my car, ten blocks away. I’d taken—and solved—the first case of my career, reunited an owner with his beloved pet and gotten a second job. No wonder I was exhausted.

      And while I prayed Knight would forget about me, I knew that was a fantasy that would never come true. Not that I was having fantasies about Knight, because eww.

      No, he’d made it clear—he’d call on me whenever he needed someone a bit more magical than usual. I could only hope those situations would be few and far between.

      A girl can dream, can’t she?
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      We parked three blocks away from the scene. Las Vegas midsummer heat was oppressive, even at two in the morning.

      Flanked by Mike and Destinie, I headed toward the sea of flashing lights. The tug of the moon, riding full in the night-time sky, brought up unwelcome feelings. I pushed down anger and breathed steadily, working through a calming exercise.

      The scents of cordite, blood, anger, and fear permeated the area as we wormed through the crowd of rubberneckers. Mike made it look easy; tall, heavily muscled, and with a scar on his face, people moved aside after one glance at him.

      A tall woman in a black dress didn’t get the same automatic respect. Selective stomps with my stiletto heels got me past the worst of the idiots. Destinie followed in my wake, nodding apologetically to the offended.

      We reached the barricade, only to be blocked by a LVMPD Officer. I inhaled deeply and found my targets. This was bad, very bad.

      “No civilians allowed in here,” he snapped. “Move along.”

      Mike ignored him and looked at me for direction.

      “Brian’s here,” I said.

      “Lady, there’s no ‘Brian’ here. Now move your ass along or I’ll run you in,” the cop said as he stroked his can of Mace.

      Don’t add to the mayhem, Luna, I thought as I took another calming breath. The scent of violence, much stronger now, made it hard to control my temper.

      “You would know him as Lieutenant McDonald,” I said. “He runs the SWAT team. He called us for help.”

      “What kind of help could you—”

      “Call him,” snapped Mike. “It’ll be your ass on the line if we’re right and you send us away.”

      Mike’s hard demeanour and military bearing impressed where I couldn’t. The officer whispered into his mic and received a response.

      He reluctantly pulled the barricade aside and gestured to a group of officers on the right side of the hotel parking lot. “He’s over there.”

      Brian McDonald, Las Vegas Metro Lieutenant and SWAT team commander, sat on the edge of an open-doored ambulance. His left arm was immobilized in an emergency cast, and a nurse was placing the arm in a sling when we arrived. Sweat runnels tracked through the white plaster dust on his face.

      “Big Mac, what the hell happened?” I asked.

      The ambulance rose three inches as Mac stood up.

      “Two officers responded to a noise complaint and got thrown off the balcony. They called SWAT. We breached the door, and he attacked my squad. He must have been wearing body armor because none of our rounds stopped him.

      “He knocked me against the wall, and I went out for a second. He must have had a dog asleep under the bed, because the next thing I knew the dog was snarling in my face. I scrambled out with the last guy and here we are. He’s still inside and we’re talking with him over the phone.”

      “But why call me?”

      “He says he’s one of yours.”

      “One of mine?” Had Mac found out I was a werewolf?
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      “Yeah, dispatch said he works at that mine your family runs. Then when we ordered him to come out, he said he’d only talk to you.”

      Another sniff, to be certain, and my heart sank. “It’s Karl, isn’t it? The new guy.”

      “Karl Martin. Said he’d only talk to you,” Brian flipped through a tiny notebook, “then he said some crazy stuff about ‘his monster coming out.’”

      Brian gave me that look humans used when the supernatural came a bit too close to home. “He must be talking about the dog, right?”

      “Probably. I don’t really know him that well.” A newcomer to the pack, welcomed for his skill at repairing and operating heavy machinery, Karl hadn’t yet found his place in our hierarchy.

      “But you can calm the dog down, right?”

      “Did Karl tell you that?”

      “No, it was Melissa from Animal Control. She said you’re some kind of expert.” Mac gave a bitter laugh, “’A dog whisperer,’ she said, after she refused to go inside with us.”

      Melissa walked closer, trembling and stinking of fear. Her fear scent was tinged with the burnt cinnamon smell of a witch. She wasn’t strong enough in magic to be a danger to a werewolf, but the smell was annoying to my inner wolf. Witches and werewolves don’t get along.

      I snorted to clear my nose and Melissa jumped back a step. “I told the Lieutenant that since you knew the suspect and the dog, you should be able to calm them down and convince them to surrender.”

      Mac’s eyes glazed for a second, then he said, “That makes sense. Because of the animal, we don’t want to go in with flashbangs and teargas. The walls here are paper thin, so we can’t use weapons until all the civilians are cleared out.”

      Mike and I exchanged a look. Flashbangs and teargas would only piss a werewolf off.

      I nodded in acceptance. “I’ll go in and talk to him. I’m sure I can get him to surrender. The dog will be tricky. He’s very protective of Karl.”

      Melissa tossed me a package from a safe distance. It reeked of cow blood, meat, and phenobarbital. I caught it automatically as she said, “If you can get the dog to eat this, it’ll put him out in ten to fifteen minutes.”

      I raised an eyebrow, and she added, “We’ll have to wait here at a safe distance until the dog is down.”

      She was giving me time to work with Karl, either to calm the man or force the wolf to shift back to human. I nodded my understanding and headed towards the hotel.
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      The steps to the second floor were poured concrete planks resting on iron, ugly but almost indestructible. My feet made no sound on the steps as we ascended.

      At the door to Karl’s room, I waited for Mike and Destinie to catch up.

      “How do you want to handle this, Luna?” asked Mike. His fingers twitched slightly, as if holding a knife. “With my silver dagger, I can take him, man or wolf.”

      Would Mike face down a rabid werewolf for me? A human should be terrified.

      But Mike wasn’t exactly human anymore, was he? Stronger, faster, and tougher than most humans, he still wasn’t a match for a werewolf.

      “Won’t the drugged meat put him to sleep safely?” asked Destinie.

      Both Mike and I shook our heads. “No, it won’t affect a werewolf,” I said.

      At her puzzled expression, I added, “Werewolf metabolism burns through most human drugs in minutes. This stuff might make him drowsy for a minute, then he’ll be pissed off.”

      I handed the package off to Destinie.

      “Then why did Melissa give it to you?”

      “To keep the SWAT team back,” Mike said. “While they’re waiting for the dog to pass out, we can deal with Karl.”

      “There’s no we,” I said. “Karl is my problem.”

      “I should go first,” insisted Mike. “This isn’t your fight. You’ve got kids to think of.”

      He had faced down worse in my service. Could he win? Probably, with that silver dagger. But not without injury.

      I shook my head firmly, “This is pack business. Karl is my responsibility, just as much as the children are.”

      I took off my high-heels and slid my purse off my shoulder, placing them beside the door. I placed my magical gadgets in the purse.

      “Won’t you need those to use on Karl?” asked Destinie.

      “The smell of magic drives most werewolves into a rage,” whispered Mike. “That’s why Luna never uses magic around her pack.”

      Ignoring their conversation, I took an extra moment to scribe a tiny glyph in the concrete. A whispered word of power and a sphere of silence surrounded the room. Now Karl and I could talk without disturbing the neighbours. Only Mike and Destinie were close enough to hear anything.

      “Don’t come in, no matter what you hear,” I said.

      The door to the room was severely damaged. The SWAT team had broken the lock section when they had burst in. It was a miracle that the door still hung loosely on its hinges.

      One deep breath, and I pushed the door open, sliding quickly into the room before closing the door behind me. Through the window, the light of the full moon illuminated the room, nearly daylight bright to werewolf eyes.

      “Karl, it’s Luna. I heard you wanted to talk.”
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      The room stank of human blood, terror, and other things too muddled to sort out. The air conditioner was broken or turned off, and the room was sweltering hot.

      In the center of the room was a bed, the shredded, blood-soaked mattress held two people.

      Karl, naked from his recent shift, cradled the mutilated body of a mid-twenty’s woman.

      “Penny, you have to get up,” said Karl. “Blink if you understand me.”

      Penny would never blink again. Her empty eyes stared at the ceiling. Even the blood had stopped pulsing from the slash across her throat.

      “Karl!” I snapped, adding the tones of an alpha to the command, “I need you to get up so we can get out of here.”

      “Luna, just give us a minute. Penny fell asleep, but as soon as I wake her up, we can leave.”

      I stepped forward, bare feet squelching in the blood-soaked carpet. On the bedside table was a bent spoon, a butane lighter, and an empty syringe.

      “Karl, she’s not going to wake up.”

      Karl stared at me with a madman’s eyes. “Of course, she will. She’s nodded off before. She just needs to get up and move around.”

      “Karl, you’re not making sense. Penny’s gone.” I tried to reach Karl through the link all packmates share with their alpha. All I got was a jumble of confusing emotions.

      I tried again, “Her injuries are too severe—”

      “No! You worked as a nurse. You can help her!”

      Maybe a gesture would help him come to grips with reality. I stepped closer and took Penny’s flaccid wrist in my hands. No pulse, and she was already turning cold.

      At my headshake, Karl squeezed Penny’s body even closer.

      “Fix her!”

      “Karl, there’s nothing to fix. She’s gone, and she’s not coming back.”

      An instant before he leaped, I felt his rage through our pack link. At this close distance, I didn’t have time to evade. Karl hit me hard, bowling me over with a thump that shook the room.

      His hands were around my throat and squeezing before I could take a breath.

      “You bitch! You could have saved her! You think you’re too good to help!” Karl leaned down close and hissed, “If she’s dead, you’ll be right behind her.”

      Enough playing. Karl leaned back slightly, not loosening his grip, but straightening his arms.

      I made two fists and brought them up with inhuman force, smacking the backs of Karl’s elbows. Both his arms hyper-extended as his elbows bent backward painfully with a sound like ripping a turkey leg from Thanksgiving dinner.

      Karl grunted and released my neck. I used my hands to toss him across the room, where he landed with a thud.

      He tried to rise using his injured arms, but they would not support his weight. A human would have been done, but Karl could heal at werewolf speed. It would only be moments before he could attack again.

      Karl snarled to keep me at bay while he healed. In his eyes glowed the anger of a mad wolf, his alter ego.

      I did a kip-up to reach my feet. Claws sprouted on my hands and feet, but I held back, answering Karl’s snarls with louder snarls of my own as I stared into his eyes.

      It took a moment, but Karl finally averted his gaze. His fear of combatting his alpha overcame his anger. He wouldn’t attack me now.

      But he still raged inside. “Why did this happen? It wasn’t me, it was the monster inside of me.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Karl. You’re tied to your wolf.”

      Karl raked claws across his cheeks, leaving deep furrows, which healed in seconds.

      “I wish I could claw into my head and tear this monster out,” he said as tears ran down his bloody cheeks.

      “I’m sorry you couldn’t learn to get along with your inner wolf, Karl.” I sighed in exasperation. “Whether it was your human side or your werewolf side doesn’t matter to pack law.”

      “But it wasn’t me!” he shouted, “Somebody has to pay.”

      “Somebody will pay, Karl.”

      “I know what I’ll do,” said Karl, “I’ll hunt down that pusher that gave her those drugs. I’ll rip the bastard’s head from his body, eat his damned heart. Then I’ll sniff out everyone he works for.”

      “It wasn’t the drugs that killed her, Karl. Her throat was ripped out before she died.”

      Karl moved his arms, popping the joints back into place. Maybe the pain cleared his head somewhat.

      “I need to avenge her, kill all the humans who sold her drugs.”

      “You know I can’t let you do that, Karl. The less humans know about us, the better. We can’t have bodies popping up all over Las Vegas.”

      Karl gave me a sneer as he rose to his feet. “You’ve piled up a lot of bodies here in Vegas. Maybe you’re the reason humans hate us.”

      That stung a bit. Sure, I had a lot of bodies in my background, but they all had attacked me first. And my bodies were well-hidden, not draped across broken furniture in cheap motel rooms with a damn SWAT team outside.

      “Everyone I’ve killed has been to protect myself or the pack,” I said. I nodded at the corpse, “The woman you killed was innocent.”

      Karl was massaging his elbows as they healed. “She wasn’t innocent. I tried to get her clean for years, ever since high school. The longest she went without backsliding was one year. I tried to get her to stay clean. But it was always the same story with her.”

      “I’m sure she would have chosen a different path, had she been able.”

      Karl shook his head forcefully. “Anyway, you can’t expect me to just give up. No human jail can hold one of us.”

      “You’re right. No human jail can hold you,” I said. “That’s why you’ll never see the inside of a jail.”

      Hope flared in his eyes, then died as I continued, “After what happened to Penny, there’s only one way out of this room for you.”

      Anger surged in his face again, quickly tamped down as he realized I had no fear of him.

      “I could leave, go far, far away. Didn’t you let a bear shifter free in Alaska? He killed many people.”

      “He was forced to kill,” I said. “And he’s stuck in his bear form, unable to climb the cliffs that surround his forest. That’s his prison. There’s no prison that can hold you.”

      I gestured at Penny, “This has to end.”

      “It doesn’t have to end this way,” he said. “I can make amends, work for free, help catch those damn pushers. Put them in prison.”

      Karl looked at me with pleading eyes, the wolf now completely submerged. “Just give me a year. I’ll prove what I can do.”

      I shook my head silently.

      “Okay, not a year. How about six months? I could train my replacement, work day and night to get all the mining equipment in shape.”

      I just stared at him until he averted his gaze.

      “Okay, one month. One turn of the moon! That’s all I need. Time to sell my car and clean out my apartment.”

      More silence.

      “Okay, one week,” he pleaded. “I need to cancel my Netflix subscription, call my family…”

      More silence.

      “One day? Just one little day.”

      Anger flared in my heart, “Did Penny beg for another day?” I snarled the question.
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      Karl opened his mouth to argue, then stopped at my glare. He seemed to deflate, falling back against the wall to slide down to the floor.

      “There’s really no way out of this?” he whispered. “You’re friends with those cops.”

      He shook his head in defeat and answered his own question, “No, they can’t ignore what happened here. There’s no way to cover this up.”

      Karl looked at Penny’s body and sighed, “I knew from the moment I met her we were bad for each other. I was stupid enough to think I could make it work, get her clean, have a life together. Even after…”

      He started sobbing, great gasping sobs that shook his body. Then he tilted his head back and howled with grief and pain. The windows shook with his screams.

      I gave him a minute, grateful that the soundproofing spell I had used blocked his cries. Everyone deserves a moment to grieve.

      His cries died down to whimpers. He raised his head and scrubbed the tears from his face.

      “I’m glad you came, alpha. I knew you’d do the right thing.”

      “That’s why you asked for me.”

      “Yeah, even while the wolf--,” he paused, “while I was doing it, I knew it had to end. That we were too unstable.”

      Karl leaned forward, rising to his knees. I moved back a step; he could still attack.

      Instead, he turned his back to me. Staring at the louvered door to the closet, he whispered, “I did my best for you, worked hard for you, I didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

      Then he lowered his head and waited for the inevitable.

      I shifted to my hybrid form, much stronger than human. My dress tightened across the shoulders as muscles swelled; legs and arms sprouted hair, and my muzzled elongated to allow for larger teeth.

      Not a full shift, even though the full moon sang to me of the joy we could share. No, the human still needed to be in charge for this task.

      I crooned to Karl as a mother wolf would comfort a frightened cub, granting him a last moment of peace.

      Then I leaped on his back, foot-claws digging deeply into the back of his legs, hamstringing him as my clawed hands gripped his neck in an unbreakable clasp.

      Werewolves are hard to kill. The same injury that had ended Penny’s life would only put Karl down for an hour. This would have to be much more vicious, much more final.

      Twisting his head to snap the spine ensured he couldn’t resist. Then I drew my claws across his throat, slicing deeply enough to take out all his arteries at once.

      Blood fountained, spraying across the room, painting the louvered closet door a garish red.

      When the flow of blood ebbed, I stroked his head and whispered, “Rest in peace, Karl.”

      Then came the clean-up. Not that anything less than a full rebuild would eliminate the evidence of the violence that had occurred here, but the bodies needed to be arranged in a way to make a believable story for the humans.

      I placed Karl on the bed with Penny, slashing his arms and arranging his limbs so it would appear that he had died defending Penny from a wild animal’s attack.

      Time was running out; the SWAT team would have finished clearing out all the civilians from nearby rooms and would be eager to break in. I hurried through a few finishing touches and turned towards the door.

      The closet door slammed against the wall as someone leaped out. Faster than I could react, a fifty-pound bundle of fury hit my back, screaming, “You killed my parents!”

      Skinny legs wrapped around my waist from behind and tiny fists beat on my back. I grabbed one hand, then twisted around while holding on.

      A young boy, seven or eight years old, was shaking and twisting in my grip. Fury and pure hatred shone in his eyes. His face was patterned with horizontal stripes from the spray of blood that had hit the closet door, making him look like he had adorned war-paint to attack me.

      Even with me holding him up in the air by his upper arms, he kept trying to kick me with his dangling legs.

      Instinctively, I pulled him close, putting my muzzle to his neck to sniff. He shuddered, then the scent of urine wafted up as he wet himself in terror.

      Damn Luna, you’re still in hybrid form. You’ll scare the brat to death!

      I pulled back and forced the change to human form. It was painful to shift back to human during a full moon, especially after all the excitement tonight, but I fought through it. Teeth shrank, eyes grew smaller, fur disappeared, and my muzzle shrank as I changed.

      Finally able to speak, I asked, “Who the hell are you?”

      His head was shaking back and forth as he gaped, unable to speak.

      The sniff had been enough, I didn’t really need to hear it again. “You’re Karl and Penny’s kid?” I asked gruffly.

      Then more gently, “What’s your name?

      “B-b-billy,” he stammered.

      I sang to him in Fae, a lullaby that put my kids to sleep instantly. But Billy didn’t even blink, just stared at me with hate in his eyes. The song only worked on people who trusted me. After what he’d seen, it would be a long time before Billy would trust me.

      “Stop fighting me, Billy,” I snapped. “We need to get out of here.”

      With a gesture and a whisper of power, a mini-tornado formed in the center of the room. The funnel danced over the bedspread that had been flung to the floor, lifting it up and spinning it around. Drops of blood pattered around us.

      The funnel and bedspread leaped towards the window on the rear wall, smashing through the glass with a crash. I hoped the fluttering bedspread would appear as if a large animal had leaped through the glass, hit the pavement, and run away.

      Billy had frozen at the display of magic, “You’re a witch!” he gasped.

      “Don’t be silly, I hate witches. Let’s get out of here.”

      Billy shook his head, then returned to his efforts to kick his way free.

      Frustrated and running out of time, I turned to the door. I pulled Billy into a one-armed embrace despite his struggles and opened the door.

      It was a relief to step out of that fetid room. The smog and pollution of Las Vegas was like a burst of pure oxygen.

      Destinie gasped at our appearance, the blood-soaked woman in a ripped dress with a struggling child in her arms.

      “She’s turned evil, the wolf’s taken over,” she said, as she touched the cross hidden beneath her blouse.

      Then her hand dipped toward her handbag, where she kept her gun. She halted abruptly at my glare.

      “I’m fine, Destinie,” I said. “Full moon or not, I’m still in control.”

      Her eyes darted to Billy, bloody striped face locked in a grimace of terror, and she shook her head.

      “No, I’m not going to eat the kid, Destinie,” I growled. I thrust Billy into her arms as Big Mac and his team swarmed up the stairs.

      There was a flash of jealousy in my heart as Billy grabbed onto Destinie as if she were a lifesaver. Then I shook off the feeling. After what Billy had seen, I couldn’t blame him.

      They all halted at the shattered door, hesitant to enter the scene.

      “We saw something jump out the rear window,” said Big Mac, “was that the dog leaving? Is it safe to go in now?”

      “Yes,” I said, “it’s safe. The monster is gone.”
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      “Incoming!”

      Guntram’s shout made my already tense muscles clench even more. Sliding into a sigil stance, legs shoulder width apart, I blew away a long, stray black hair that had escaped my ponytail. My fingers twitched as I waited to draw a five-pointed star with my elemental pith.

      This sucker wouldn’t get past me.

      Not that I knew exactly what kind of vaettur would emerge from the dark. I stared into the cavernous shadows of the crowded forest, wane moonlight trickling in through the boughs surrounding me. It had been a long night, but at least it had come with a full moon. It made banishing monsters from another dimension just a tad easier.

      And after hours of dealing with the summer solstice, I would take any advantage I could get.

      I’d hunted my fair share of nasties as a shepherd of Nasci, the goddess that inhabits the center of the world and gives us all life. Shepherds protect her Earth from all kinds of fun stuff. I’d fried a cockatrice, a bird-dragon hybrid with a Medusa gaze. I’d fought an elephant-sized panther that controlled water and lightning. I’d even faced off against a giant purple lobster with claws bigger than my entire body.

      But none of that prepared me for the cat-sized, winged possum with horns that shot out of the trees.

      It really shouldn’t have mattered what the creature looked like. My augur Guntram had done the hard work of steering the vaettur toward me so it wouldn’t escape. All I had to do was write the banishment sigil and send the little jerk back to Letum, where it belonged.

      Instead, I broke out in giggles. “A flying possum?” I called back to Guntram even though I couldn’t see him. “This is the ‘monstrosity’ you needed help with? Maybe your air sigils are getting rusty.”

      No sooner were the words out of my mouth than the possum opened its wide jaw, revealing two rows of razor-sharp fangs. Eyes flashing a sickening blood red, it let loose a fingernails-on-chalk wail that made me itch.

      That’s not a metaphor. Every inch of my skin screamed at me to scratch its surface.

      My arms shifted to act on that impulse. The possum used that hesitation to slam into my chest, knocking me over. Feathers flew everywhere.

      I landed hard in a pile of decaying pine needles, completely vulnerable. Not knowing where the possum vaettur had gone, I channeled pith into my right hand and drew alternating Ss and Os in the air with my index finger. A whipping wall of wind formed around me in response.

      I scrambled to my feet, hoping the protective wind barrier would stop the possum from attacking me. When my magical winds suddenly died without my consent, though, I prepared myself for another assault.

      “You control air, huh?” I yelled.

      A large bush rustled in my periphery. I grabbed the metal charm hanging on my silver necklace. Drawing a few quick crosses, both my palms erupted into flames.

      “How about a little heat instead?”

      “I can stand the heat as well as you, Ina.”

      Instead of the vaettur, Guntram stepped into the small clearing. With a full black beard, tunic, and shredded cloak, he looked like a lumberjack and a sorcerer had a grumpy old baby.

      “You let the gerota escape,” he said.

      “You mean the flying possum?” I released my charm, and the flames died on my fingers. “And thanks for cutting off my wind barrier.”

      “We don’t have time for playing around. The gerota’s too smart to fight you. It’s off to find easier prey.”

      “Maybe someone with built-in anti-itch cream?” I had to stop myself from scratching underneath my hoodie. The tingling had faded but left a lingering phantom sensation.

      Guntram scowled. “This isn’t a joke. Gerotas may appear harmless, but they grow quickly in size and strength with each successive feed. If we don’t find it soon, we’ll need an entire army of shepherds to stop it.”

      “Because nothing about tonight can be easy, can it?”

      Every shepherd in the Pacific Northwest had been hunting since sunset, banishing the horde of vaetturs that took advantage of the solstice to create portals when the boundary between our worlds was at its most porous. I’d already sent five monsters packing back to their world, a record number for me in one day.

      Guntram held out his arm. A raven swooped down from the sky to land on his elbow. The two bowed to each other, foreheads almost touching, as they communicated silently to each other. Guntram had an entire flock of kidama, but Fechin was his top henchbird. The rest cackled above me, eager for their leader’s command.

      I waited until Guntram lifted his head before asking, “Where did the gerota go?”

      “The ravens last saw it heading toward Mary’s Peak.”

      I groaned. “They lost track of it?”

      “Ravens are not nocturnal. They are as tired as we are.”

      “Fair enough.” We’d all been working overtime. I wanted nothing more than to crash back at the homestead right now too, but we had to round up the last dregs of vaetturs before we could rest.

      Ever the tactician, Guntram laid out a plan. “I’ll go around the south side of the mountain. You scout the northern side. I’ll have the flock spread out between us to give us aerial coverage.”

      “Got it.” I cracked my knuckles. They’d gotten sore with so much sigil drawing.

      “Be warned, if the gerota has grown in size, don’t take it on alone. The itching you felt will be child’s play in comparison to other inflictions it may cast as it matures.”

      “Good thing I have the maturity of a child.” When Guntram opened his mouth to chastise, I rushed ahead. “Just kidding. Yeesh. I’ll have a raven squawk at you if the possum’s gone super-sized, okay?”

      Guntram rubbed his temples. “Why am I always stuck with you?”

      “You chose to train me, remember? Potential and all that.”

      He grumbled as he flung his cape over his shoulder to walk away. “Remind me never to trust my instincts again.”

      “I heard that!” I called after him, but he ignored me as he merged back into the woods.
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      Most people would consider hiking through a dense, dark forest a frightening experience but not a shepherd of Nasci. We live in remote wilderness areas, rarely interacting with modern cities. Heat sigils keep us warm during even the coldest chill. Animals also recognize us as their peers, so we don’t have to worry about random wildlife attacks. In fact, I sauntered past a cougar on my way toward the mountain. She mewed like any housecat, begging for affection. I gave her a scratch behind the ears before going on my way.

      Despite traveling at a decent pace, I’d never catch up to the gerota on foot, not when it could fly unhindered. I needed a shortcut to get ahead of it, so I changed course toward the nearest wisp channel. I found the twinkling lights at the base of a Douglas fir. These magical lights allowed shepherds to teleport short distances so we didn’t have to walk everywhere. This one would take me due west of Mary’s Peak.

      I jumped inside, the landscape shifting slightly as I found myself on the other side. Half the crowded trees had been replaced with a wide field of closed summer blooms. Behind me, the land sloped upwards, hiding the mountain summit past thick pines.

      I pondered where to go from there when I noticed strobing lights across the vast field about a quarter mile away. The alternating red and blue flashes indicated it was an emergency vehicle.

      That was weird. I rarely saw police this far out in the wilderness, especially at four in the morning. Voices shouted in the distance. Curious, I crept back into the tree line and wound my way toward the commotion.

      I’d made it halfway there when a series of deep growls came speeding toward me. I crouched low behind a bush as a herding dog with a red collar zipped into view, trampling the flowers. The space between her mottled spots gleamed under the moonlight. She ran full tilt, intent on some singular destination. She disappeared in the direction I’d come.

      “The plot thickens,” I whispered.

      I thought about following the dog, but the human cries were growing louder. I decided to check them out first.

      Sneaking through the underbrush, I spotted a line of people tromping through the field ten feet apart. They held flashlights and lanterns forward as they trudged through the high grass. Thick jackets thrown over long johns indicated they’d been roused from sleep. Like migrating geese, they yelled one single syllable in asynchronous rhythm.

      “Luke! Luke!”

      A search party. That explained the police presence. Someone had gone missing in the woods.

      I hesitated to get involved. Shepherds generally avoid human affairs. Although people are Nasci’s creatures as much as birds and fish, they tend to exploit her natural world. We focus our elemental magic on protecting the environment from supernatural predators. Maybe if I stumbled across this Luke guy, I’d point him to where his buddies could find him.

      I was turning to leave when I recognized a familiar beige crowned hat and matching uniform among the party line. Heat flushed my cheeks. Vincent Garcia was a game warden, a blend of police officer and park ranger. Given that his jurisdiction intersected with mine, we’d established a professional relationship. The other shepherds would never approve, but I thought it best to combine resources when our interests aligned.

      I considered calling out to him but discarded that idea. An Asian chick in cut-off shorts can’t just waltz out of the woods in the middle of the night without looking super sketchy, especially to a search and rescue crew.

      I relied on a little shepherd magic to catch Vincent’s attention. Writing a series of Ss, I directed a huge gust of wind to blast through the field. It made a man in a puffy red coat flinch before it whacked Vincent in the face. He sputtered as it tore his hat off his head and sent it spiraling in the wind.

      Vincent ran after his hat, but before he could grab it, I ushered another wind. I lured him in to the underbrush like a fisherman, separating him from the crew. I stifled a giggle as he cursed under his breath.

      Once he dove out of sight of the others, I finally axed the wind. I let the hat fall on a bush next to my hiding spot. I waited until he reached for it before bursting out of the foliage.

      “Heya, Vince!”

      Vincent scrambled backwards while pulling out his handgun in one fluid motion. “Halt!”

      I folded my arms smugly across my chest. “Why, hello to you, too.”

      “Ina?” As he lowered his gun, a glower spread across his face. “You want to get shot?”

      “We both know from experience my defensive charm will protect me, from the first bullet at least.” I picked up his hat and brushed a few twigs off it. “Sorry about the dramatic entrance. I didn’t know how else to get your attention.”

      “Well, you’ve got it. I’m surprised no one else heard me.”

      As if to prove his point, someone from the search party called out to us. “Everything all right, officer?”

      Vincent shouted back. “Yeah, some critter startled me. I’ll be there in just a minute.”

      I snickered. “What kind of animal am I?”

      “A pest.” He snatched his hat away from me. “Dare I ask what you’re doing here?”

      “I chased a flying possum out this way.”

      He paused with the hat halfway toward his ebony hair. “A what?”

      “A vaettur. One of the monsters you vanilla humans can’t see.”

      “I swear, I can’t keep up with your nature wizard nonsense.” Vincent had a hard time accepting that supernatural baddies lurked in the forest, but given that he’d been paralyzed by a vaettur before, he couldn’t pretend they didn’t exist. He just couldn’t see them because he didn’t have ken, or Nasci’s sight.

      “It’s not nonsense,” I said. “I didn’t make you play frisbee with your hat to talk about me. Why are you here?”

      Worry lines creased Vincent’s brow. “A kid’s missing.”

      I stiffened. “What happened?”

      “There’s a campground not far from here. A boy went to the bathroom a few hours ago and never came back. I happened to be on patrol nearby and got called in first.”

      “Why would he vanish?”

      “His parents say he kept talking about wanting to go back into the woods to hike.” Vincent frowned. “You don’t think the monster attacked the boy?”

      “Not likely. I’ve told you before, vaetturs don’t generally hunt people because you don’t have enough pith to suck on. Even squirrels pack more pith.”

      “What about you, oh mighty shepherd? Are you a terrible snack?”

      “Those of us who see vaetturs are full of delicious pith, but we also can defend ourselves. Why bother us when you’ve got a full course banquet out there that can’t fight back?”

      Vincent sighed. “Well, at least I don’t have to add flying possums to my list of worries. That’s something.”

      “Plus, you got me.” I made a show of executing an exaggerated salute. “I’m still after my marsupial, but I can search for the kid too.”

      “Thanks. We can use all the help we can get finding Luke.” He pulled out his phone to show me a picture of a dimpled elementary school boy with tanned skin and a grin so wide, he had to squint so his face could fit all that happiness in.

      “His parents sent me a whole album.” Vincent scrolled through the photos in quick succession.

      “Wait,” I said as he passed one. “Go back.”

      “This one?” He flipped to a picture of the same boy with his arms wrapped around a familiar-looking pet.

      “I just saw that dog dashing up the mountainside before I bumped into you.”

      Vincent swore. “The parents probably let her loose. They thought she might be able to track Luke’s scent. She’s been chomping at the bit to leave their trailer. I told them it was illegal to let a domesticated animal loose into the wilderness, but they probably didn’t care.”

      “Can you blame them? They’ve got to be scared out of their minds for their son.”

      Vincent opened his mouth to reply, but we heard something rustling toward us. The man in the puffy coat had broken off the group and had wandered into the trees.

      “You sure you’re okay, officer?” he called.

      “I better go,” I told Vincent, taking a few steps back into the leafy gloom. “I’ll send you a sign if I spot the kid.”

      “What kind of sign?”

      “You’ll know when you see it.” Then I fled deeper into the brush.

      “Be careful!” he hissed in my wake.
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      Why did I make stupid promises? Locating the gerota would be hard enough. Now I’d signed up for additional rescue duty.

      Another shepherd would have ignored the boy’s plight. Many of Nasci’s followers believed normal humans caused more trouble than they were worth. Although none would go so far as to harm people without cause, they certainly didn’t feel a pull to help them out in any way.

      But not me. I couldn’t erase the image of that boy’s cheerful grin from my mind. I wouldn’t abandon him to the wilderness.

      Unfortunately, good intentions didn’t leave me with much to go on. The ravens’ sporadic caws signaled their presence somewhere above me, but they didn’t guide me to any particular place, meaning they hadn’t located the gerota. I avoided the search party, which waded through the open meadow.

      That left me with the herding dog. She’d clearly honed in on something. Maybe the parents were right, and the dog had gone after his owner. Or, just like vaetturs can sense animal pith, some animals can also sense Letum’s energy. Maybe the dog was tracking the gerota.

      I backtracked to where I’d last seen the dog and headed in her direction, keeping inside tree cover. I fumbled over uneven terrain, lighting a modest fingerflame so I could avoid the worst spills. Past mere exhaustion, I opened up my inner pithways, the magical veins in my body that held all four natural elements: earth, fire, air, and water. Absorbing environmental pith soothed my aching muscles—a breeze sent soothing air pith through my arms, the ambient humidity eased my stiff calves. Letting the elements flow through me gave me a temporary boost of energy, like a quick massage.

      After a mile or so, a cacophony of caws caught my attention. The ravens had found something. Picking up the pace, I steered toward the racket.

      A trio of black birds orbited over an elk carcass slumped between two cedars. The bull lay sprawled on his side, neck arched back unnaturally. His two stick-like horns indicated he must have been a fresh yearling.

      “Poor thing.” I crouched beside the elk, placing a gentle hand on his shaggy neck. Fur curled around my knuckles. The corpse was still warm, a fresh kill. A quick examination revealed no external wounds that explained his death.

      That left only internal explanations.

      I opened up my pithways again, this time connecting my energy with the elk’s. Even though only those blessed by Nasci can manipulate pith, every living thing needs the elements to survive. When a creature dies, those elements remain swirling within their body until they fully decompose, returning the energy back to the goddess Nasci herself in the world’s most efficient recycling program.

      The bull corpse, however, contained no pith.

      “Wonderful,” I said, remembering Guntram’s warning. This was definitely the gerota’s handiwork. It had just gotten a major pith boost from a 400-pound elk.

      My job just got significantly harder.

      I waved at the ravens. I couldn’t telepathically communicate with them like Guntram, but they knew the gist of what was going on.

      “Tell Guntram the vaettur’s here.”

      They squawked in affirmation, all three shooting off into the sky. They left in slightly different directions to give themselves the best chance of finding the augur more quickly.

      After saying a quick prayer to Nasci for the elk, I kept moving forward. I’d found the gerota’s recent kill but not the little bugger itself. I scanned the greenery around me, hoping to spot some clues as to where it could have gone, when a loud barking cut through the quiet night.

      Luke’s dog.

      As I rushed half-blind through overgrown vegetation toward her, a horrid teeth-grinding wail mingled with panicked yelps. My adrenaline spiked. The gerota and dog were definitely in a fight.

      Pooling air pith into my palms, I emerged into the middle of a tiny glen. At first, I couldn’t even see the pup. The gerota had landed on the ground, shoulders hunched in the universal pose for feeding. It had its enormous back to me, so it didn’t notice me.

      A good thing because I nearly wet my shorts.

      The gerota had grown to nearly the size of the fallen bull elk, as if it had absorbed the creature’s size along with his pith. Its matted gray fur now sported iridescent streaks, a breathtaking addition that only made it appear more repulsive. Its feathers had hardened into scales with edges that matched its blood red eyes.

      It flipped around to hiss at me. Shifting its position revealed it had the herding dog pinned to the ground. She let out a soft whine.

      The dog’s vulnerability snapped me back into action. I swapped my air pith for heavier earth. I drew a quick square underscored by a slash, then slapped my palm into the dirt below me.

      “Back off!” I yelled, lifting the ground underneath the gerota’s rat tail and flinging it upward with a column of rocks.

      The gerota screeched as my stone attack tossed it back into flight. I followed up by lifting a nearby boulder and striking it on the flank. The vaettur smacked headfirst into a thick tree trunk.

      With the vaettur dazed, I ran to protect the dog. Once over her, I created a gale-force wind barrier around us as an added precaution. As I inspected her for wounds, she tried to lick my face.

      “It’s okay,” I whispered, rubbing behind her ears and sending my own fire pith into her body. I couldn’t spare much, but any amount would help replenish whatever the gerota had already sucked out of her.

      I thought I’d bashed the gerota hard enough to buy a little time. If not, then the wind barrier should have given us a reprieve.

      I was wrong.

      The gerota’s wail penetrated through the gusts, scraping over my skin as if someone had thrown boiling water over me. Sharp stabs lit up the nerve endings where my goosebumps usually formed. I cried out and clutched my limbs, expecting to find them burned and cut.

      But my skin looked perfectly normal.

      Tell that to my nervous system as the gerota’s wail increased. The pain doubled in intensity. The dog felt it too, curling into a tight ball with her legs tucked into her underbelly.

      I fell to my hands and knees, wanting nothing more than to peel off my entire top layer of skin. I wavered on the edge of consciousness but held on, knowing the gerota would feed on us if the wind barrier died.

      I had to shut this thing up.

      My hand slipped into the kangaroo pouch of my hoodie, searching for the AA battery I kept there in case of emergencies. I had access to a powerful fifth element—lightning. It packed a mega punch that could probably fry this jackhole right back to its own dimension.

      It could also accidentally hit the dog. I had almost no control over this nuclear weapon of a gift.

      I couldn’t chance lightning. I tried to visualize another solution. The wailing had to stop. I wanted to gag that possum with a piece of cloth.

      Maybe I could pull off something similar with another element.

      I let go of the battery and gathered all my inner water pith. This caused my wind barrier to break apart, exposing us directly to the gerota. Its cry built to a crescendo.

      “Scream through this!” I shouted before unleashing a stream of water right at its gaping maw.

      A fire hose of water and its associated pressure punched into the possum’s triangular face. The wail died as the gerota failed to catch a breath.

      With the agony gone, I stood and grabbed my water charm, feeding more pith into my stream attack. I refused to let up as the gerota sputtered, wings flailing like untethered sails as it struggled to stay midair.

      The gerota finally gave up and fled, burbling as it tried to vocalize with too much water in its throat.

      I took a step to go after it when the dog’s whine reminded me I had other priorities. She lay prone on the ground, struggling to stand.

      “Hey,” I soothed, grabbing onto my fire charm and stroking her fur as I redirected the pith into her. “Stay down. Let me help you.”

      Her tail wagged with increasing friendliness as she regained strength from my fiery reserve. I leaned forward so she could slobber me on the cheek, all the while keeping an eye on where the gerota had gone.

      The universal vaettur law of survival is that they don’t battle opponents that can beat them in a fight. I could only hope that I’d shown the gerota I had bigger magical guns, and it would avoid me until Guntram could come help me banish it.
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      I shivered as I wrapped up doing what I could for the dog. Contrary to popular belief, it’s coldest right at sunrise, and I’d spent most of my fire pith. The eastern sky had lit up slightly with bits of purple, hinting this horrible night might actually come to an end.

      But I still had to wrap up my last job of the evening. Besides having no fire pith left, my water pith stores were also depleted. I did have a charm’s worth of air pith and most of my earth pith, but neither of those elements seemed suited to tackling my needle-nosed little friend.

      I staggered to my feet. Taking a few deep breaths, I converted some ambient humidity into water pith, letting it accumulate back into my pithways. I’d need a bunch to take down the gerota.

      Without warning, the dog’s ears perked up like a rabbit’s. Before I could blink, she bolted into a copse of saplings in the same vicinity where the gerota had escaped.

      I threw my hands up. “Really? After all that, you’re going to serve yourself up on a platter to that possum?”

      To my surprise, she reappeared, sticking her head between two quaking aspens. She yapped, then ran off again.

      She wanted me to follow her.

      Muttering about the wisdom of letting someone’s pet influence my decisions, I trailed after her. Despite her noticeable limp, the dog established a pattern of dashing ahead, then waiting for me to catch up before skirting off again.

      We wove our way up an incline, the morning songbirds stirring above us. I kept hoping to hear Guntram’s ravens caw, informing me they’d brought him back. I’d feel a lot better about running into trouble with his experience as backup.

      Much as I wished to help the dog, I’d almost decided to leave her to find the augur when a faint voice reached my ears.

      “Persephone?” a high-pitched voice called. “Is that you?”

      The dog broke into a series of excited yowls.

      Luke, the missing kid. I crossed a worn hiking trail and dove back into the trees until I caught up with the dog. Only when I nearly stepped into thin air did I realize she’d led me to the edge of a steep gully.

      “Whoa!” I dug in my heels to prevent myself from pitching down the thirty-foot vertical drop.

      A voice drifted up to me. “Is someone else up there with you, Persephone?”

      The dog barked in affirmation.

      Peering downward, I found a bright-eyed Luke with mud plastered all over his pajamas. The gully stretched out wide and flat at the bottom, the barest trickle of a stream flowing through it. Another steep incline with decomposing detritus comprised the opposite side. The kid must have fallen in and been unable to get out of the oval-shaped space.

      Luke deployed that signature grin I’d seen in his photo. “Hey! Are you here to rescue me?”

      I didn’t answer him right away, too focused on the shimmering mirror-like disc of swirling energy located next to the boy. I sucked in my breath as I recognized the breach, a portal vaetturs use to sneak into our world. Given its location, it had to be the gerota’s. Vaetturs preferred to feed around their breaches so they can make a quick escape back to the motherland if necessary.

      Luke followed my gaze to the breach’s mesmerizing glow. “Do you know what that is?”

      My jaw dropped open. “You can see that thing?”

      “Of course! I mean, it’s right there.” His face scrunched up in annoyance. “But my parents didn’t believe me when I tried to show it to them. They pretended that it didn’t exist.”

      And his parents would think that. Only those with ken could see breaches and vaetturs.

      And this kid obviously had ken. “Is that why you came back here? To check this thing out?”

      “Yeah. It’s so cool looking!” His grin wavered. “But my mom wouldn’t let me climb down here. Said it was too dangerous. And now I know why because I can’t get out.” He sniffed. “Am I in trouble?”

      “Probably, but better in trouble than dead.”

      Persephone yipped beside me in agreement.

      “Let’s get you out of there.” I threw my legs over the edge. I planned to write an earth sigil that would make my hands stick to the exposed stone and ease my way down.

      The gerota had other plans.

      It slammed into my shoulder blades without warning, sending me sprawling, bellyflop style, down into the gully. I deployed an air gust to cushion my descent but still landed fairly hard on pebbles and rigid weeds below. It knocked the figurative wind out of me.

      “Ow,” I groaned, pivoting onto my back.

      Above me, Persephone went ballistic with howls and snaps.

      She quickly became drowned out by the gerota’s wail. My skin burned with agony. I crumpled into a fetal position, my lizard brain praying it would stop. Even covering my ears didn’t dull the sound. Next to me, Luke also curled up into a ball.

      While I struggled to push past the pain, the gerota’s face peeked at us above the overhang. Its mouth exposed those wicked teeth as it screeched. The thing had the lungs of an opera singer.

      Discovering us writhing in the gully, the gerota flew into full view. It flicked its beady eyes from me to the boy. I knew that expression. It’s how predators size up a herd, choosing a weak target for a meal.

      It found its prey in a boy full of ken but no magical training. With one sharp swish of its rodent tail, the gerota dove for Luke.

      “No!” I pooled the pitiful amount of water pith I had left into my palm. It blasted right into the gerota’s mouth, granting us a temporary reprieve from the wail. The gerota writhed under the stream’s onslaught, retreating back toward the cliff.

      Gritting my teeth, I pushed as hard as I could, trying to simultaneously absorb more water pith from the humidity around me. I just needed enough to scare it away.

      But I didn’t have that kind of power, not at the end of a long solstice hunting vaetturs. My water current lost pressure until I didn’t have the juice to reach the vaettur anymore. The gerota sputtered as it landed in a wet puddle several yards away from us.

      I stumbled over to Luke, pulling him up by the arm. “We gotta go.”

      He sobbed and pulled in the opposite direction, breaking out of my hold. “It hurts.”

      “It’ll hurt a lot more if we don’t move.” I leaned forward to scoop him up in my arms. With a little luck, we might be able to scurry up the incline and get out of here.

      Luke would not cooperate. I had a lot of experience wrangling animals, but apparently second graders can qualify for gold medals in the flailing Olympics. The kid was all arms and legs, slapping me across my already battered body as I tried to haul him upward.

      I tried to reason with him. “You wanna get mauled by a monster?”

      He continued to thrash.

      I let go of him so I could point toward the gerota. “That’s a flying possum that wants to eat you.” My eyes followed the direction of my fingers, expecting to find the vaettur where I’d left it.

      Only it was gone.

      Correction. It had flown back into the air so it could dive-bomb me from above. I only had a split second to throw my arms up to protect myself from its pocket-knife sized incisors.

      I have no doubt the gerota would have torn me to shreds if a mottled mass of fur hadn’t intercepted it from the side. Persephone flung herself into the gully and whacked the vaettur out of its trajectory. It saved me but left the dog falling to the ground. I created an updraft underneath her, but she still landed with a heart-wrenching thud.

      “Persephone!” Luke cried, running over to his dog.

      I wanted to do the same but years of Nasci training kicked in. I could hear Guntram’s familiar mantra: Eliminate the threat before aiding the weak.

      So instead, I faced the gerota as it skidded along the gully floor. I slid into a sloppy sigil-stance, panting. I didn’t have a lot left, just a ton of earth pith.

      And a pocket full of lightning.

      The AA battery was a terrible choice for fighting in confined quarters. It would likely hit Luke and Persephone, but what other choice did I have? Odds were slightly better that they’d survive an electrocution than a hungry vaettur who’d suck the life right out of them.

      But as the gerota struggled back to its feet, claws digging into the dirt, my mind raced to discover another way. Water only worked because it stopped the gerota from wailing. It was the wail I had to prevent. Everything else I could handle.

      The gerota flashed me a nightmare smile worthy of the Cheshire Cat, then opened its mouth to yell.

      Suffocate. I had to suffocate the gerota.

      I pooled my earth pith and wrote frantic squares within squares as the vaettur let loose its death wail.

      Intense pain washed over every inch of my skin at the same time as the earth opened underneath the possum. The vaettur’s cry faltered as gravity took hold. Scaled wings burst out of it like a flower in bloom.

      “Oh no, you don’t!” I wrote a second earth sigil, and rocks bombarded the possum from all angles, forcing it into the deep pit I’d created.

      Even after the gerota fell out of sight into the ground, I kept a steady rush of stones and soil to bury it. Rushing up to the pit, I could hear its muffled cries underneath the debris. It made my entire body itch, but it felt loads better than the full-blown effect.

      I continued to aggregate my earth pith, gathering everything I had for one final blow. “Better luck next time, creep.”

      I had to pause my avalanche of rubble to draw and focus the banishment sigil. The possum leveraged that moment to wiggle out of the loose earth. Its terrible wail in such close proximity made me want to jump out of my own epidermis.

      But I’d already written the five-pointed star. I sent every last ounce of earth pith I had into that possum’s ugly mug.

      The banishment sigil hit the gerota, and it exploded into a plume of dark mist.
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      I finally found a reason to use my lightning. Once I’d made triple sure I’d banished the gerota completely, I climbed out of the gully and walked to the nearest open field. Once there away from the kid and the dog, I unleashed a bolt of lightning that boomed across the valley.

      Vincent got the message. Half an hour later, I watched from the crown of an elderly lodgepole pine as he led the search party toward the field. They jogged toward Luke and Persephone, who shouted and barked like I’d instructed them to do. Fortunately for both of them, they’d escaped the gerota assault with only minor injuries.

      As Vincent’s team approached the pair, a sudden gust of wind whipped loose strands of hair into my face. I turned to find Guntram flying toward me using air sigils as updrafts. He landed in the tree next to me, his ravens settling in all around us.

      “What did I say about taking the gerota on alone?”

      “I tried that angle. The gerota had other plans.”

      “And those plans involved lightning why?”

      “Take a look for yourself.”

      He glanced down at the clearing, where a woman with frazzled hair ran in front of the party to grab Luke first. A man quickly joined the group hug. The three of them collapsed into the grass in tears.

      I sighed with relief.

      “Care to fully explain what happened?”

      I did, not leaving out any details. Guntram grunted throughout my explanation but didn’t offer any criticism. That’s how I knew he was content with how I’d handled the situation.

      “There’s just one thing I don’t understand,” I said as a wrap-up. “If the boy can see vaetturs, does that mean he’s destined to become a shepherd?”

      “Not necessarily. Very young children often have ken. Most will lose it over time.”

      Good because I didn’t want to think about a boy that age becoming a shepherd. It was hard enough as an adult dealing with the things I’d witnessed. Still, it left me with one nagging worry.

      “Won’t he tell everyone about what he saw?”

      Guntram shrugged. “No one believes the ramblings of children.”

      Good point.

      The group below began to trek back toward the campground, but Luke’s voice drifted up to us. He was talking like a nerd recapping his favorite TV show to Vincent. “There was a monster with huge wings and sharp teeth! Some teenager killed it.”

      Guntram chuckled.

      I flushed. “I know I look young but c’mon. I can legally drink, kid.”

      “Let it be, Ina.” Guntram drew a long string of spiraling Ss and hovered back in midair. “We have a breach to seal.”

      Ah, yes. The portal. Once Guntram and I magically sewed that up, we could finally sleep. Maybe all day. Maybe all week.

      Before I could follow Guntram, Vincent’s voice caught my attention. “You probably imagined the teenager, Luke. We all see strange things when we’re scared.”

      Ah, that was nice of Vincent to protect my shepherd secrets. I shimmied a few feet down the tree.

      But then Vincent had to ruin it by adding, “Besides, if she were real, she’d be a lunatic. What kind of delinquent runs around the forest in the middle of the night?”

      He said that last bit so loud, he knew I might hear it. The jerk.

      Well, he wouldn’t get away with it. I drew the wind gust sigil and directed it right at Vincent’s crowned hat.

      “Hey!” he yelled as it flew away from him toward the tree line.

      I kept up my wind flurry as he chased after it. This time I deposited the beige hat high up enough into a cedar where he’d have to climb to retrieve it.

      Something sharp pinched my arm. I yelped and found Fechin the henchbird pecking me. He let out an ear-splitting caw.

      “Okay, okay, I’m going.” Before I left, though, I noticed Vincent scanning the clearing, looking for me.

      I snickered. Served him right. Besides, I deserved some sort of reward for wrapping up an incredibly long solstice. That scowl on his face would do.
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      Want a little more romance with your solstice supernaturals?
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        On the shortest night of the year, fae come out to play, vampires don’t have much time, and werewolves howl at a full moon.

        The summer solstice brings out witches, demons, vampires, shifters, and supernatural creatures in a night of magic and mayhem. There are spells that can only be cast or curses can only be broken on this one, enchanted night.

        If you dare, follow the fae down a magical path but beware! You may get forever lost. Beyond supernatural hijinx, there’s seduction around every corner…

        Eleven brand new, paranormal romances from both established authors and exciting new talent in this single volume.

        Feel the supernatural heat.
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